
News stories

Albatross tracking 
reveals important 
areas for juveniles

• Albatross Task Force in the Southern Cone 

• Brand-new seabird project in Cape Verde

• Introducing the new EO4Wildlife platform

Sea Change
Issue 14 August 2018

BirdLife International Marine Programme newsletter



Sea Change2

Sharing is caring

Over the years, the ATF has 
progressed from demonstrating 
bycatch mitigation measures on-board 
vessels, to working with industry and 
government to introduce regulations to 
protect seabirds. With seabird bycatch 
regulations now in place in almost 
all of the ATF fisheries, the team is 
shifting its focus towards supporting 
national observer agencies with 
implementation and monitoring, in 
order to drive bycatch reductions. 

At the 2018 ATF workshop, team 
members from Namibia presented 
their promising progress towards 
achieving significant seabird bycatch 
reductions in the demersal hake 

Albatross Task Force
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Cristian G Suazo and Nahuel Chavez share their experiences of working to reduce bycatch in different fleets.

The Albatross Task Force (ATF) – the world’s first international team of seabird 
bycatch mitigation experts – has been working to reduce seabird bycatch in some 
of the deadliest fisheries for albatross since 2005. Earlier this year, members 
from six ATF teams met to share their in-country experiences and discuss their 
emerging role as “marine champions.”

fishery since regulations were 
introduced in 2015. Sharing the 
lessons learned will in turn help 
inform ATF teams undergoing similar 
processes in other parts of the world. 
The workshop also presented an 
important opportunity for ATF team 
members to exchange ideas about 
future collaborations. As a result of 
these discussions, the teams in Brazil 
and South Africa have been sharing 
knowledge on optimum bird-scaring 
line materials and design. 

The objective of the ATF remains to 
improve the conservation status of 
threatened seabirds. To achieve this, 
we must take on an expanded role 

Want to  
know more?
Please contact  
Nina da Rocha: nina.darocha@
rspb.org.uk or follow  
@AlbyTaskForce on Twitter.

as “marine champions” and adapt to 
different country-specific contexts. By 
doing so, and sharing our experiences, 
we are confident we will continue to 
spearhead seabird bycatch reductions 
in fisheries across the globe.

Thanks to the David and Lucile Packard 
Foundation for funding the workshop.
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Albatross Task Force

Tackling seabird bycatch  
in the Southern Cone

By using a variety of approaches and 
collaborating closely with national 
observer agencies, ATF teams in 
the region have already helped save 
thousands of seabirds from dying.
In Chile, our main focus has been 
reducing seabird bycatch in the  
small-scale industrial purse-seine 
fishery – 450 vessels targeting 
sardines and anchovies. This fishery 
is particularly deadly for threatened 
pink-footed shearwaters but our 
trials, funded by the National Fish 
and Wildlife Foundation, have shown 
bycatch rates can be reduced by up  
to 98% with modified net designs. 

After communicating the effectiveness 
of these nets to key stakeholders, 
such as the National Confederation 
of Artisanal Fishermen of Chile, and 
Agreement of the Conservation 
of Albatross and Petrels, our work 
was awarded among the best 500 
environmental projects in the Latin 
American Green Awards 2018. 

In 2017, a declaration was signed to focus efforts on reducing seabird bycatch  
around the southernmost tip of South America – a global bycatch hotspot.

B
ronw

yn M
aree

Black-browed albatrosses are often accidentally caught by fisheries in the Southern Cone.

However, seabird bycatch rates remain 
high in the southern mid-water and 
demersal trawl fleets we work with 
in Chile. Since the ATF has already 
demonstrated the effectiveness of 
bird-scaring lines in these fleets, 
we are now advocating for bycatch 
regulations to be put in place. 

Valuable lessons can be learned from 
the ATF in Argentina, where regulations 
on the compulsory use of bird-scaring 
lines on industrial trawlers came into 
force in May 2018, following a 12-month 
voluntary uptake period. The fleet-wide 
adoption of this mitigation measure 
could save up to 10,000 black-browed 
albatrosses in the Southern Cone every 
year. Until similar legislative changes 
are adopted in Chile, the team there will 
be collaborating with ATF Argentina to 
train national observers in bycatch data 
collection and mitigation use. 

But there are still outstanding issues 
with other trawl fleets in Argentina not 

covered by the new regulations. In the 
fresh-fish fishery for instance, seabird 
bycatch rates remain high as a result of 
net entanglements. We are working to 
find technical solutions to this problem.

In the mid-water trawl fleet we have 
moved closer towards reducing 
seabird bycatch. High mortality rates 
have been recorded due to collisions 
with the “third wire” – a cable used to 
measure when the net is full. 

However, after ATF’s input into the 
re-certification of this fishery under the 
Marine Stewardship Council in 2017, 
the fleet is committed to resolving 
this issue. By working with the fishing 
industry to find effective solutions, 
we hope to continue reducing seabird 
bycatch in the Southern Cone.

Want to know more?
Please contact Nina da Rocha: 
nina.darocha@rspb.org.uk
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Bycatch mitigation

Learning more about gillnet bycatch

Net illumination trials in Peru, on the 
other hand, have successfully reduced 
multitaxa bycatch, including an 85% 
decline in cormorant bycatch rates. 

These encouraging results have 
inspired us to work on a new bycatch 
mitigation device for gillnets with 
engineers at Fishtek. Based on LED 
light technology, we have produced a 
translucent case that encloses a light 
that can be attached to the top of the 
net. It is easy for fishermen to use 
and results from initial field tests in 
Lithuania will be published soon. 

However, the complexity of the 
marine environment coupled with 
highly sporadic seabird bycatch 
events is a major impairment to 
measuring the effectiveness of 
mitigation measures in gillnets in the 
wild. Increasing our understanding of 

Observation coverage on pelagic 
longliners remains low and assessing 
the uptake of mitigation measures is 
difficult. As a result, it is hard to 
quantify what happens on the High 
Seas and determine the impact of this 
“top down” approach. 

To increase awareness around the use 
of mitigation measures, we have been 
conducting “bottom-up”, port-based 
outreach (PBO) in South Africa, 
Mauritius and Fiji. As well as 
educating crew members, this work 
helps us determine knowledge levels 
and receive feedback directly from the 
people using the mitigation measures. 
One focus has been on improving the 
design of bird-scaring lines (BSLs). In 

Although seabirds can see high-contrast net panels underwater, recent fieldwork 
has shown little evidence of their effectiveness in bycatch reduction.

Saving seabirds one port  
at a time
Pelagic longline vessels fishing south of 25ºS* are required to use seabird bycatch 
mitigation measures. But this has not led to a reverse in albatross declines. 

the foraging behaviour and evasive 
responses of seabirds in a more 
controlled environment is therefore 
vital for the success of future 
projects. 

With this in mind, we have developed 
a project with the Royal Holloway 
University London and the USGS 
Patuxent Wildlife Research Centre 
to investigate different species’ 
susceptibility towards gillnet bycatch 
using captive marine ducks. 

The information collected will 
serve to improve our light device 
and may inform the development 
of future mitigation measures. We 
are optimistic that these trials will 
represent a turning point for seabird 
bycatch in gillnets – a global issue that 
kills 400,000 seabirds each year.

Chinese Taipei, our local partner,  
the Chinese Wild Bird Federation, 
undertook an investigation into the 
BSL designs available in fishing  
ports. This was followed by a 
workshop with BSL experts from 
New Zealand, South Africa, Japan  
and Chinese Taipei to assess current 
standards and to discuss the Best 
Practice advice on BSLs. 

In March, focused PBO in Mauritius 
established that many fishers from 
Chinese Taipei constructed their own 
BSLs. Our next step is to work with 
the local Fisheries Agency to improve 
the quality of designs available to 
fishers, and to make them more 
effective at saving seabirds. 

Want to know more?
Please contact Steph Winnard: 
stephanie.winnard@ 
rspb.org.uk

Want to know more?
Please contact Yann Rouxel:  
yann.rouxel@rspb.org.uk

Velvet scoters can be among the 
victims of gillnets.

Fishing vessels in Chinese Taipei.

*In WCPFC seabird mitigation measures are 
required below 30ºS
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Monitoring and tracking

New beginnings in Cape Verde
Our new project is starting to unveil the secrets of Cape Verde’s seabirds  
and their urgent need for protection.

New analysis of albatross tracking data, plus a new project focusing on juveniles,  
is identifying the fleets that may be driving the decline of South Georgia’s seabirds.

Situated approximately 500km west 
of Senegal, there is strong evidence 
that Cape Verde’s seabird populations 
have undergone dramatic declines 
since 1462. Despite this, nine seabird 
species could still be found breeding 
on the islands at the beginning 
of this century; including the 
magnificent frigate bird – now extinct 
as a breeder – and the endemic 
Cape Verde petrel and shearwater. 
However, there is currently a major 
gap in our knowledge of these 
seabirds, particularly in terms of their 
distributions and key threats.

For the past year, BirdLife and 
its direct partners (Biosfera I, 
Projecto Vitó, SPEA, the University 
of Barcelona and the National 
Directorate for the Environment in 
Cape Verde) have begun a project 

Over the past year, the British 
Antarctic Survey (BAS) has 
collaborated with the RSPB – with 
support from the Government of 
South Georgia – to undertake a 
detailed analysis of the distribution 
of four threatened species, and the 
fishing fleets, areas and times with 
the highest risk of bycatch. 

South Georgia is a globally-important 
breeding site for albatrosses and 
petrels, but they have undergone 
major population declines since the 
1990s. Previous analysis has identified 
that bycatch in fisheries further afield 
is a key factor behind the losses. 
The new analysis finds that South 
Georgia’s threatened birds have 
particularly high overlap with the tuna 

Vitor Paiva

On track: following  
South Georgia’s seabirds

Want to know more?
Please contact Cleo Small:  
cleo.small@rspb.org.uk

Want to  
know more?
Please contact  
Miguel Lecoq: miguel.lecoq@
birdlife.org 

to fill in these gaps. So far, exciting 
findings have been made almost 
weekly! Recent surveys have 
identified new colonies of Cape 
Verde petrels, band-rumped storm-
petrels, Cape Verde and Audubon’s 
shearwaters, red-billed tropicbirds and 
brown boobies.

But our findings also indicate that 
these seabirds face a variety of 
threats. Our monitoring of the red-
billed tropicbird and Cape Verde petrel 
colonies has, amongst other things, 
revealed unsustainable predation by 
dogs and cats, and illegal harvesting 
by people. This type of data is 
essential for informing conservation 
action. We are confident that this  
five-year project will greatly contribute 
to safeguarding the long-term future 
of the seabirds in Cape Verde.

longline fleets of Japan and Chinese 
Taipei in the High Seas, as well 
as Namibian and Argentine fleets, 
making them a priority for engaging 
with fishers to reduce bycatch. 

The cause of the precipitous decline 

of grey-headed albatrosses has 
remained largely a mystery. Climate 
change is a contributing factor but the 
effect of fisheries is less clear. In May 
2018, with support from The David 
and Lucile Packard Foundation and 
in collaboration with the RSPB, BAS 
attached 16 satellite tags to chicks on 
Bird Island. The tracking is providing 
unprecedented insight, identifying 
areas of bycatch risk. This tracking 
will extend into 2019, with support 
from the South Georgia Heritage 
Trust. Visit: bas.ac.uk/project/grey-
headed-albatross-juvenile-tracking

Project work underway on  
Cape Verde.

Visit the BAS website to view the 
latest updates.
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High Seas 

Common Oceans: the Areas  
Beyond National Jurisdiction

The BirdLife International Marine 
Programme is leading on the seabird 
bycatch aspect, and one of our major 
goals is to establish a baseline of 
where are things at: how many 
accidental mortalities of seabirds from 
tuna longline operations are there in 
the southern hemisphere? It seems a 
simple question to ask. 

Participants from key fleets who 
attended regional workshops in 2017 
all agreed to pitch in and help get the 
answer. A key assumption behind 
asking this question is: are there 
sufficient, independent observed trips 
per fleet to assume the observed 
effort is representative of the entire 
fleet? It turns out that for many fleets, 
that assumption is probably not valid. 

The Common Oceans Project has more than a dozen partners, tackling initiatives  
that aim to improve the management and sustainability of tuna fisheries globally. 

So what next? One of the main 
stated objectives of our Common 
Oceans work is to build capacity. And 
so through this project, and through 
gaining an understanding of the 
challenges that many countries are 
facing, we’ve started to really engage 
with individual scientists and to  
help them do what they feel is 
needed to be able to contribute to our 
bigger analysis. 

We’ve also facilitated the  
development of statistical tools for 
“plug and play” analyses (not quite, 
it’s definitely more nuanced than that, 
but it’s the general approach…). These 
will, if implemented in countries 
whose fleets catch seabirds, allow 

data managers to estimate bycatch 
annually. That will be a massive 
improvement if it is sustained, and 
crucially will allow us to track  
progress in reducing bycatch to 
sustainable levels. 

This assessment work will culminate 
in a final workshop in South Africa 
in 2019, where we hope to bring all 
the individual country analyses, plus 
a couple of cross-cutting approaches 
from various sources, together. 

White-chinned petrels would greatly benefit from reduced bycatch levels in longline tuna fisheries.

Want to  
know more?
Contact Ross Wanless:  
ross.wanless@birdlife.org.za
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International collaboration

When it comes to the marine 
environment, countries’ sovereign 
rights on waters within national 
jurisdiction often overrule the 
conservation agenda. This issue 
was revealed at the most recent 
meeting of the technical and scientific 
subsidiary body of the Convention 
on Biological Diversity (CBD), when 
negotiations on marine conservation 
were held.

In view of new scientific information 
and methodologies available, the 
signatory Parties of the CBD have 
been discussing a pathway to improve 
the mapping and description of 
Ecologically or Biologically Significant 
marine Areas (also known as 
EBSAs) and strengthen the scientific 
credibility and transparency of this 
process. 319 EBSAs – both within 
and outside the national jurisdiction 
of countries – have been described 
within CBD processes. 

How long will politics drive the 
conservation agenda?

Lost in an ocean of data?

The CBD meeting in Montreal, 2018. 
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While science progresses and provides us with evidence to help build more  
robust tools for conservation, many political hurdles still need to be overcome. 

Introducing the EO4wildlife Platform – a new tool for combining tracking data  
with earth observation variables.

The underlying question of such 
exercise is: whose responsibility is 
it to assess EBSAs described within 
a country’s jurisdiction? A review 
performed by a regional or global body 
of experts is believed to be beneficial, 
but some states argue that they are 
in a better position to conduct this 
type of work themselves. What many 
conservationists now fear is that this 
will allow for political motivations to 
drive the review of the EBSAs. 

Reviewing EBSAs beyond national 
jurisdictions has been considered as a 
scientific exercise, aimed at assisting 
the UN in future decision-making for 
the protection of biodiversity in the 
High Seas. Therefore, negotiations on 
this has been less controversial, since 
it is recognized the CBD’s mandate is 
limited to the jurisdiction of signatory 
states. This body therefore cannot set 
provisions to protect biodiversity in 
the High Seas. 

Want to know more?
Please contact Carolina Hazin: 
carolina.hazin@birdlife.org

Want to know more?
Please contact Ana Carneiro: 
ana.carneiro@birdlife.org

A final decision on the EBSAs process 
will be made this November at the 
meeting of the decision-making body 
of the CBD. BirdLife’s policy team 
is advocating for outcomes to be 
strongly science-based. 
 

EO4wildlife, a multi-disciplinary 
collaboration between BirdLife 
International, ATOS, Argos CLS, 
Agence Française pour la Biodiversité, 
IT Innovation and the University of 
Exeter, is ready to launch its platform. 
This tool will allow management 
authorities, biologists and ecologists 
to easily access and process earth 
observation data. It will also offer 
high-level services to assist scientists 
with conducting research.
 
Combining animal tracking and data 
on earth observation variables is 
fundamental for studying ecology and 

behaviour. Although there are existing 
packages available to deal with this, 
integrating them remains a challenge. 
The EO4wildlife platform has been 
designed to facilitate this data 
integration for researchers. Based 
on tracked locations, the platform 
can automatically extract earth 
observation variables, using data  
from the new Sentinel satellites and 
other sources. It provides several 
options for extracting data, and  
user-defined solutions for temporal 
and spatial resolution.

The platform is also connected to 

the Seabird Tracking Database (STD), 
hosted by BirdLife International, 
which curates more than 11.3 million 
locations for 116 species. By hosting 
your seabird data in the STD you can 
easily access this new tool to extract 
relevant earth observation data.  
Visit: eo4wildlife.eu

EO4wildlife project has received funding from 
EU H2020 programme under grant agreement 
No 687275.
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End notes
The BirdLife International Marine Programme is co-ordinated, on behalf of the BirdLife International Partnership, 
by the RSPB (BirdLife Partner in the UK).

For more information, please contact us at marine@birdlife.org

The RSPB is a member of Birdlife International, 
a partnership of conservation organisations 
working to give nature a home around the world.

BirdLife International, The David Attenborough Building,  
1st Floor, Pembroke Street, Cambridge CB2 3QZ, United Kingdom.  
Tel: +44 (0)1223 277 318

birdlife.org

This newsletter was produced by the RSPB, a registered charity in England & Wales 207076, in Scotland SC037654.  090-0390-18-19

Front cover: Juvenile grey-headed albatross by Stephanie Winnard (RSPB)

The RSPB is the country’s largest nature 
conservation charity, inspiring everyone  
to give nature a home.

October 2018

29–30 Our Oceans Conference, Bali, Indonesia

November 2018

17–29 14th meeting of the Conference of the Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity, 
Sharm El-Sheik, Egypt

May 2019
13–17 11th ACAP Advisory Committee Meeting, Florianopolis, Brazil

August 2019

26–30 10th International Penguin Conference, Dunedin, New Zealand 

11 million data points for seabirds

Upcoming events

The Seabird Tracking Database is 
one of the largest global marine 
conservation collaborations and a 
key tool for researchers to share 
data with one another. Last year 
alone over 1,400 dataset requests 
were approved for a range of seabird 
ecology and conservation projects.
 
Collaborations like this are essential 
for ensuring a comprehensive 
approach towards understanding 
and protecting the world’s most 
threatened group of birds, and 
every new tracking study and data 
contribution adds to our knowledge of 
how seabirds use the oceans.
  
For more info see:  
seabirdtracking.org/mapper

The Seabird Tracking Database in numbers:

• 116 species  • 350 colonies in 101 countries  • 191 contributors   
• 11,344,400 locations  • 22,425 individual tracks.

Want to know more? Email: seabirds@birdlife.org


