Examples of threats affecting seabirds at sites in the
Mediterranean, the case study of Greece

Georgios Karris1, Danae Portolou2, Jakob Fric2
1Department

of Environment Technologists, Technological Educational Institute (TEI) of Ionian Islands,
GR-29100, Panagoula, Zakynthos, Greece
2 Hellenic Ornithological Society, Themistokleous 80,GR-10681, Athens, Greece

Seabird LIFE Project

LIFE07 NAT/GR/000285

Closing Workshop

3-4 December 2012, Athens

Bycatch impact on seabird populations
and mitigation measures

“Concrete conservation actions for the Mediterranean Shag and Audouin’s Gull in Greece, including the inventory of relevant marine IBAs”

Project species and sites

Species:
Mediterranean Shag
(Phal. aristotelis desmarestii)

Audouin’s Gull
(Larus audouinii)

Sites: 17 SPAs in the Aegean and Ionian Sea

Seabird bycatch
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• Seabirds, particularly pelagic
seabirds have been
identified as globally most
threaten bird group.
• Their conservation status
has deteriorated over the last
two decades faster than in
any other bird group.
• It is estimated that more than
200.000 birds die in fishing
gear in European waters

Why this
conservation action?
• Βy-catch: Significant threat for
seabirds, sea turtles, cetacean species,
seals
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• The problem of seabird by-catch in
commercial (mostly longline and gillnet)
fisheries has been particularly severe
in the southern oceans and has mainly
affected various species of albatrosses
and petrels
• Data on seabird by-catch mortality is
less well known for European Union's
marine ecosystems and particularly in
the Eastern Mediterranean are still
patchy and insufficient to determine the
rates of seabird by-catch and its impact
on seabird populations
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•Aegean and Ionian Sea: Significant
fishery areas, large seabird colonies,
migration path for seabirds

Impacts on seabirds in Greece
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• All species of seabirds in
Greece, apart from the
European Storm Petrel have
been recorded to be caught
in different types of fishing
gear:
– Yelkouan Shearwater
– Scopoli’s Shearwater
– Audouin’s Gull
– Mediterranean Shag
– Yellow-legged Gull

Conclusive determination of impacts
of bycatch on seabird populations
are currently not possible due to:
• Insufficiency of available data from
on-board observations and fisheries
questionnaires as well as
• gaps information on seabird
population trends in Greece
However, available data allows
estimation of potential impacts on
seabird populations.

Audouin’s Gull
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• Reported and recorded to be caught primarily
in bottom longlines and during breeding
season due to feeding on longline baits, as
well, as caught fish.
• Higher frequency of bycatch incident
expected within usual foraging range - up to
10km from the colony.
• Mortality in longlines reaches at least 0.91.9% of breeding population annually in
particular colonies (dead individuals recorded
in N. Dodecanese colonies & bycatch rates
increased during the 10 years).
• The population of the species in Greece has
declined by more than 33% over the last
decade
• Bycatch, primarily in demersal longlines,
considered to be a threat of medium or
potentially locally high importance in
Greece.

Importance of bycatch
nationally
locally

Case study:
Colony at Leipsi
Northern Dodecanese
Breeding population
2009-2011: 53 pairs
0.9-1.9% of the breeding
population annual bycatch
rate, while the facts indicate
increase of bycatch.

Mediterranean Shag
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• Reported to be caught primarily in nets and
bottom longlines at almost all sites of
Shag’s breeding and post-breeding
concentrations.
• The species is most vulnerable to bycatch in
nets placed in coastal waters close to
their colony and roosting sites where
large congregations of shags are formed.
• Bycatch does not seem to have significant
impact on the species on the national level,
however occasional bycatch incidents
involving a significant proportion of local
populations may have an important negative
impact of local populations. Therefore the
threat is estimated to be low and may
become locally high.

Importance of bycatch
nationally
locally

Case study:
Colony at Thasos
Northern Aegean
Breeding population
90-110 breeding pairs.
Stable.
Post breeding season
1.000 individuals
Up to 2.7-3.3% of the local
population annual bycatch rate.

Yelkouan Shearwater
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• Reported to be caught primarily in the
bottom longlines particularly during
spring but also summer months. Large
numbers may be caught simultaneously in
nets as well.
• The global population of the species is
declining and the species threat status has
been recently upgraded to Near Threatened
(IUCN).
• Bycatch, primarily in bottom longlines
considered to be a threat of medium
importance and periodically as well as
locally of high importance for the species in
Greece because a vast part of the global
breeding population migrates through Aegean
Sea and the largest bycatch rates seem to
occur during spring and potentially high
numbers of birds die annually.

Importance of bycatch
nationally
locally

Migration in Aegean Sea

25.000-70.000 individuals
Vulnerable
(IUCN)
Most of the global breeding
population migrates through
the area.

Scopoli’s Shearwater
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• Reported to be caught primarily in bottom
longlines, mostly in the vicinity of the
colony sites as well as in the main foraging
areas during spring and summer.
• The population trends at two large colonies (S
Ionian Sea & Crete) which have been
regularly monitored do not indicate population
decline. However, even unsustainable bycatch
rates of breeding individuals could be
temporarily replaced by prospectors.
• Bycatch, primarily in bottom longlines, is
considered to be a threat of medium and
occasionally high importance for the
species in Greece, because it is estimated
that potentially high numbers of Scopoli’s
Shearwaters die annually, primarily in bottom
longlines. Particularly during spring large
numbers may be caught in longlines
simultaneously.

Importance of bycatch
nationally
locally

Case study:
Ionian Sea
Breeding population
5.000-6.000 pairs
Stable.

1.8-2.1% of the entire
population in the S Ionian Sea
annually.

Evaluation of by-catch
mortality in the Ionian
Sea

Use of questionnaires

On board observation
for by-catch mortality

Knowledge for the
dangerous fishery gears
and for the significant
fishery areas

Collection of
information for the
fishery industry and the
relative activities

Questionnaire p. 1

Questionnaire p. 2

Questionnaire p. 3

Mapping spatial information

Figure A By-catch areas for all used fishing gears per year

Figure B. By-catch areas for nets per year

Figure C. By-catch areas for Bottom Long Line per year

Figure D. By-catch areas for Surface Long Line per year
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Proposed mitigation measures
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• Numerous seabird bycatch
mitigation measures have been
successfully tested and applied
worldwide.
• Due to characteristics of the
Greek fishing fleet – large number
of small demersal fisheries - only
few are consider applicable.
• Some fishermen by their own
initiative already use mitigation
measures to reduce longline bait
losses.

Proposed mitigation measures
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Mitigation measure

Tested in
Greece?

Night setting and hauling of longlines with
reduced lighting

Yes

Application of heavier weights for the
longlines to sink faster

Yes

Avoiding large concentration of Scopoli’s and
Yelkouan Shearwaters, particularly during
spring and summer

Yes

Creating of noise to distract birds

Yes

Distraction with colourful strips of cloth or
buoys during longline setting

Yes

Use of defrosted longline baits which sink
faster

Yes

Avoiding setting nets in coastal areas adjacent
colonies of Med. Shag and Yelkouan
Shearwater as well as marine areas of large
congregations of these species.

Requirements for future work
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• Additional on board systematic surveys need to be carried out to
increase sampling effort which will allow correct estimation of seabird
bycatch
• By specific fishing gear type – elaborate further “nets” & “longlines”
• Amateur fishing – impacts completely unknown
• Geographic extent:
• Foraging areas in the vicinity of important colonies and marine
congregations, as identified by marine IBAs and areas identified
by this assessment
• Periods:
• Migration and breeding period of shearwaters
• Breeding season of Audouin’s Gull
• All year Mediterranean Shag
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