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Can pingers save Europe’s porpoises?


In a new report to the European Commission, scientists from ICES have proposed measures for reducing the number of small cetaceans (dolphins and porpoises) that are accidentally caught in fishing nets. The proposals include making acoustic alarms on nets–so-called pingers—compulsory on certain fisheries, increasing the number of observers on fishing boats and reducing overall fishing effort. 

The two main types of fishing that are causing a by-catch problem are bottom set gillnets, which mainly catch harbour porpoises, and pelagic trawls which operate in the upper waters of the sea and mainly catch common and striped dolphins. 

The report was produced in response to a request by the European Commission for advice on ways of reducing the small cetacean by-catch problem. ICES is the main provider of scientific advice to the European Commission on fisheries and environment issues in the northeast Atlantic. 

David Griffith, General Secretary of ICES, said today, 

“We know that despite fisher’s best efforts to avoid catching small cetaceans there is a by-catch problem in some fisheries. Pingers have been shown to reduce the by-catch of porpoises in bottom set gillnets so we have recommended that they should be compulsory in certain by-catch “hotspot” areas”. 

The hotspot areas where ICES has recommended that pingers should be compulsory are:

· On bottom-set gillnet fisheries within the known current range of harbour porpoises in the western English Channel and Celtic shelf. 

· On bottom-set gillnet fisheries used in the cod wreck-fisheries in August –October and in set net fisheries using mesh sizes greater than >220mm in the North Sea.

· On bottom-set gillnet fisheries for lumpsucker in the Skagerrak, Kattegat and Belt seas.

For pelagic trawls, ICES recommended that further research should be conducted on technical measures (including pingers) to stop dolphins getting caught in the nets.

To try and get a better picture of the extent of the by-catch problem ICES also recommended that independent observers should be present at fisheries where there is a high risk of by-catch and that sampling of fish discards on boats should be widened to include sampling of cetacean by-catches.

To access the report “Small Cetacean By-catch in Fisheries” please go to http://www.ices.dk/aboutus/pressroom.asp   
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NOTES FOR EDITORS

Pingers

Pingers are tiny acoustic alarms that are attached at intervals along a fixed fishing net and warn cetaceans of its presence. They are designed to produce sound outside the normal hearing range of the target fish and have been shown to have little effect on catches. Studies have shown that as a short-term measure they can reduce the number of porpoises that end up in nets.  In the longer term there is concern that, like birds with a scarecrow, cetaceans may get used to them and they may thus become less effective.

International Council for the Exploration of the Sea

ICES is the organisation that coordinates and promotes marine research in the North Atlantic. This includes adjacent seas such as the Baltic Sea and North Sea. ICES acts as a meeting point for a community of more than 1600 marine scientists from 19 countries around the North Atlantic.

Scientists working through ICES gather information about the marine ecosystem. As well as filling gaps in existing knowledge, this information is also developed into unbiased, non-political advice. The advice is then used by the 19 member countries, which fund and support ICES, to help them manage the North Atlantic Ocean and adjacent seas. The annual budget is 25 million dkk/3.3 million euro.

ICES plans and coordinates marine research through a system of committees, more than 100 working groups, symposia, and an Annual Science Conference. Most meetings take place either at the ICES Headquarters in Copenhagen, Denmark, or in the member countries. 

ICES has been based in Copenhagen, Denmark, since 1902. Today, we have a Secretariat of 37 staff who provide scientific, administrative and secretarial support to the ICES Community of over 1600 marine scientists.  http://www.ices.dk
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