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Comments and information received by the Secretariat on the correspondence from the UK regarding the request concerned with seabird bycatch mitigation (safety issues when using weighted branch lines)

(ICCAT Secretariat)

During the 19th Meeting of the Working Group on Integrated Monitoring Measures (IMM), held in Brussels from 1 to 5 June 2026, the United Kingdom presented document IMM_06/i2026, “Seabird bycatch mitigation – safety issues when using weighted branch lines”. The document outlined a process to compile, review and discuss all relevant information on this matter with interested CPCs. 

In light of the above, CPCs were requested to provide any information regarding safety issues when using seabird bycatch mitigation measures, such as:

i) crew safety risks arising from the use of weighted longline branch lines, either in combination with hook-shielding devices or as a standalone measure;

ii) the wider risk of ‘flyback’ of weighted branch lines; or

iii) measures that have been or could be implemented to mitigate such risks, including appropriate safety equipment or operational procedures.
 
Such information could include, but is not limited to, reports of trials undertaken, reports of safety incidents, or anecdotal information.  

Comments and information were received within the deadline from the European Union and Japan.


Correspondence from the European Union
(ICCAT Circular No. 07070/2026)

7 August 2026

We thank the UK for taking into account our concerns expressed at the 2025 ICCAT annual meeting and for this initiative to gather the input from CPCs. We have asked our Member States and stakeholders to provide information on the potential safety and operational implications of the use of weighted branch lines and any concerns they have. As recognised in submission IMM_06/i2026, crew safety should be a priority when considering any new management measure. Based on the experience and information available from our fleet, we have significant concerns regarding the introduction of additional weighting on branch lines, both as a standalone measure and in combination with hook-shielding devices.

1. Safety issues

The main safety concern relates to the “flyback” effect. When the line passes through the line-turn during hauling, the additional weight causes the hooks and associated gear to gain speed. If the line or branch line breaks under the weight and force exerted by a large fish, the additional weight can be thrown back towards the vessel. The resulting debris, including sometimes lost hooks, can be projected back towards the vessel and potentially directly towards a fisher's face or upper body. This creates a real risk of injury to crew members. The risk is particularly significant during hauling, when the operation is underway, the lines are under tension and crew members are working in close proximity to the gear. A sudden break or release under these conditions can result in the weighted component being propelled towards the crew. For our fleet, this is a serious occupational safety concern. Crew safety must take precedence over any new fishing gear requirement.

Our vessels have developed established methods for handling the longline safely and efficiently. Introducing additional weight into the branch lines would change the behaviour of the gear during hauling and would therefore require the associated risks to be properly assessed before any adoption is considered.

1. Entanglement and pollution

We also have concerns regarding the operational consequences of adding additional weights to the branch lines. The presence of these weights can lead to increased entanglement of the longline leading lines, increasing the amount of work required from the crew. Tangled lines need to be handled, cut and replaced, which can result in increased workload and handling by crew, more frequent cutting and replacement of fishing lines, a significant shortening of the service life of the lines, increased costs associated with purchasing replacement gear, and increased quantities of waste from used fishing gear.

These operational consequences should be taken into account when assessing the proportionality and overall environmental benefit of the proposed measure. There are also pollution concerns associated. Where the lines get lost or where the weights are used with the hook shielding devices made of plastic materials, losses at sea as can occur during fishing operations would contribute to marine plastic and microplastic pollution.

1. Potential undesired changes in fishing patterns

It should also be demonstrated that the proposed devices do not alter the way in which the fleet fishes. The devices do not necessarily perform in the same way as the equipment currently used by operators and could therefore have consequences for fishing operations and fishing patterns.

In particular, as there could a negative impact on the economic sustainability of the fleet, it should be demonstrated that the introduction of additional weighting does not disproportionately alter effective fishing effort or the characteristics of the fishing operation. 



Some fishers have also reported that the additional weight causes hooks to be positioned deeper in the water column. This raises concerns that the measure could have unintended consequences, including an increase in incidental catches of elasmobranchs, such as pelagic sharks, including blue sharks, and stingrays. Any assessment of the proposed measure should therefore consider not only its intended effect on seabird interactions, but also its potential consequences for other species and for the fishing dynamics of the fleet.

1. Assessing conservation benefits

Expected conservation benefit of the devices should be clearly quantified and compared with that of the mitigation measures already used by ICCAT vessels. ICCAT vessels are already required to apply mitigation measures that have proven effective in reducing seabird mortality, including nighttime deployment with very low lighting and the use of bird-scaring lines (tori-lines). Our fleet already operates with these measures and has adapted its fishing practices accordingly.

Replacing or modifying existing measures would inevitably involve an operational and financial cost. That cost should be justified by a demonstrable additional conservation benefit. If the additional reduction in seabird mortality is marginal compared with the measures already in place, it is important to question whether the additional operational, economic, environmental and safety costs of introducing the new devices are proportionate.

These questions should be properly evaluated through the relevant ICCAT scientific processes before any new requirement is considered.

1. Relevant scientific work 

While we are mindful of the workload that it entails for the SCRS and the complexity of this work, we would favour a more regional and fishery-specific approach to seabird mitigation measures. Different areas have different seabird species, distributions and behaviours, and consequently different levels and types of interaction with fishing gear. A mitigation measure developed in response to a particular seabird issue or fishery should therefore not automatically be applied across the entire Atlantic to fisheries with different operational characteristics and different seabird interactions.

Any modification to existing mitigation measures should be appropriately assessed and validated through SCRS, taking into account the specific fishing gear, the characteristics of the fishery and fishing operation, the seabird species and interactions occurring in the relevant area and any  local and regional scientific evaluations. Such an assessment should also follow an ecosystem approach, ensuring that a measure designed to reduce one type of bycatch does not inadvertently result in increased catches or mortality of other species.

Another clarification for which the SCRS input could be valuable relates to scientific analysis. If the modification of the fishing gear changes fishing effort, hook depth or other aspects of fishing dynamics, could this have repercussions for the scientific data used in stock assessments? Changes in the way the gear operates may affect catch rates and the interpretation of catch and effort data. It would therefore be important to establish whether the introduction of weighted branch lines could affect the comparability of data with historical series or otherwise introduce biases into scientific analyses.

While our stakeholders have expressed multiple concerns over the use of weighted branch lines, as highlighted above, our primary concerns remains crew safety. We therefore consider that any future modification of the two ICCAT Recommendations relating to seabirds should provide sufficient confidence that it will not create a risk to the crew onboard our ICCAT fleets. 

We take the liberty to attach a technical analysis provided by one of our stakeholders, Sathoan, which we believe provides a detailed analysis of the risks of using weighted branch lines and could guide the work you aim to undertake. The document was originally in French, so we have provided a courtesy translation[footnoteRef:1].  [1:  See Appendix 1 to this circular, reviewed and revised by the Secretariat.] 



Appendix 1
Sathoan contribution - Risks related to the use of weighted longlines
(Mediterranean coastal longlines, GSA 7 / Gulf of Lion) 
Request IMM_06/i2026

B. Wendling, N. Cosnard – 26 June 2026

OP SATHOAN supports and actively contributes to the objective of reducing marine bycatches, in particular through the LIFE Mobile Marine Species (EMM), PROTECT-MED, Life PROMETHEUS and FEAMPA Fisheries Risk Analysis (ARP) projects. It is precisely on this technical basis that we draw the Commission's attention to the inadequacy, and potentially counterproductive nature, of a uniform obligation to weight branch lines (as envisaged in PA4_811/2025, whose cover page provides for "uniform implementation for all CPCs") applied to the non-mechanized coastal longline fisheries in the northwestern Mediterranean.

1. Risks to crew safety in non-mechanized longline fisheries

Our coastal longliners are – for the most part – not equipped with mechanised hauling / setting systems (no drum or automatic spool). The lines are coiled and stored manually in tubs/baskets, and the setting is carried out through the pulling of the gear as the vessel moves forward, without mechanical control of the tension of the line.

Under these conditions, the addition of 40 to 80 g of lead in the immediate vicinity of the hooks (0.5 to 2 m) generates two major risks:

· Entanglement on setting: the weighted branch lines become tangled in the tub and catch on the adjacent hooks during rapid unwinding, which brings the hooks close to the crew (risk of hooking/piercing).

· Flyback on setting: a weighted branch line hooked and then abruptly released under tension acts like a projectile, with the lead mass whipping towards the bridge (Sullivan et al., 2012[footnoteRef:2]). This risk - which the United Kingdom itself identifies (IMM_06/i2026, point 1.ii) - is greater with non‑mechanised gear, where the operator does not control the line’s tension in an autoline system with a drum. The measure intended for mechanized industrial longliners therefore transfers an increased risk to the least equipped vessels to control. BMIS (inter-RFMO programme) notes that the risk of flyback is higher with monofilament[footnoteRef:3] branch lines – whereas Mediterranean coastal branch lines are made of nylon/monofilament. [2:  https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0165783612002524]  [3:  https://www.bmis-bycatch.org/mitigation-techniques/monofilament-wire-leaders] 


Existing mitigation equipment (line setters, weighting management systems, post protections) is designed for large mechanized pelagic longliners and is inoperative, incompatible or economically inaccessible for small scale coastal vessels with an open bridge. The route of "risk mitigation equipment" is therefore unrealistic in this segment.


2. Inadequacy for the characteristics of our fisheries – risk of shift to non-target (selachian) species

Branch line weighting (and the immersion rate specification of 0.5 m/s / 10 m in PA4_811/2025) aims to sink hooks faster and deeper to quickly remove them from the prospecting area of birds on the water’s surface.

However, our fisheries operate on a shallow continental shelf (Gulf of Lion), at bathymetric depths between 30 and 90 m: the average fishing depth of the longline measured is 24.7 metres for drifting surface and semi‑pelagic longlines targeting swordfish and tuna (BFT and ALB). The gear is designed to fish in the upper layer of the water column.

Imposing weighting of branch lines in this context:


· mechanically alters the effective fishing depth of the gear, i.e. its catchability and selectivity;
· in shallow waters (30–90 m), brings the hooks closer to the demersal layer and the bottom;
· consequently increases the risk of interaction with demersal species, in particular selachians (sharks and rays), many of which are vulnerable or protected Mediterranean species (GFCM framework, Barcelona Convention, EU non-retention lists).

However, modification of the vertical distribution of hooks is a parameter that instrumented monitoring identifies, with soak time, as a determinant of selachian mortality on setting (Massey et al., 2022[footnoteRef:4]). On non‑mechanized longlines with manual setting, where the soak time is less controllable and often longer than for industrial autoline systems, this shift in catches therefore results in additional actual mortality, and not only in terms of “recording”, of species of which several are protected or in critical danger (e.g. Mediterranean blue shark). [4:  https://archimer.ifremer.fr/doc/00759/87129/] 


This has a perverse effect: a measure to reduce the incidental capture of one taxon (seabirds) in this fishery would increase the incidental capture of another vulnerable and often more threatened taxon (elasmobranchs), while reducing the catchability of target species and economic viability. This unfavourable compromise contradicts the logic of the ecosystem approach invoked by the proposal itself, and must be documented by a local assessment (ARP data, onboard observers) before any generalisation.


3. Question of scientific applicability

Recs. 07-07 / 11-09 and the specifications of the ACAP Best Practices[footnoteRef:5] on which they are based were established for albatross and petrels: PA4_811/2025 (§2) explicitly frames the uniform application " south of 20 degrees South latitude". The Mediterranean issue concerns a different set of birds (Scopoli's shearwater Calonectris diomedea, Yelkouan shearwater Puffinus yelkouan, Balearic shearwater Puffinus mauretanicus), whose interaction dynamics with coastal longlines differ from those of albatrosses/petrels on industrial pelagic longliners. The direct transposition of a sub-Antarctic weighting specification to a small-scale coastal fishery in the northwestern Mediterranean is not scientifically justified without prior local assessment. [5:  Agreement on the Conservation of Albatrosses and Petrels.] 


Conclusions

SATHOAN requests that any future measures resulting from the SCRS review (anticipated in 2027)

· is specific in terms of gear and depth, and explicitly excludes or is adapted for non-mechanised coastal longlines for which weighting creates a proven safety risk and an unfavourable shift in catch;
· is subject to a fisheries-specific risk assessment based on available local data;
· favours, for the Mediterranean coastal context, uncompromising measures (night setting[footnoteRef:6], scaring lines / tori lines when compatible, spatial-temporal measures), assessed locally. [6:  Cortés et al. / Báez et al. (PLOS One 2018).] 


Uniform application of weighting, as envisaged, would transfer an increased safety risk to the most exposed vessels and would have a net negative conservation effect on our fisheries. We are available to share the elements of the EMM and ARP projects.
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Correspondence from Japan
(ICCAT Circular No. 07218/2026)


Japan’s report on safety incidents caused by a seabird bycatch mitigation measure - weighted branch lines

As a response to the request from the UK, ICCAT Circular #05088/2026, Japan would like to share following information: 

The list below includes only severe incidents for which crew members received a compensation under the Seamen’s Insurance system. Therefore, cases in which crews did not receive insurance compensation are not included.

The incidents were caused during line hauling. When a series of empty hooks (i.e. hooks with no catch) are retrieved, the hauling speed tends to increase. When it happens, the hooks and weights fly back at high speed, once they are lifted out of the water and lose drag. 

Another example is when tuna or other catch is detached from the hook before being brought onboard, the hook and weight are suddenly released from high tension, then the hook and weight fly back at high speed. 

Given that the specification of weighted branch lines directly affects crew safety, careful consideration, in terms of not just effectiveness of measures but safety aspect, is required.  

	Year
	Details of incidents

	2016 
	During line hauling, a hook struck the eye.

	2016 
	During line hauling, a hook caught on the right side of the neck.

	2017 
	During line hauling, the line struck the left eye.

	2018 
	During line hauling, a line snapped and struck the left eye.

	2018 
	During line hauling, a hook caught the back of the head.

	2019 
	During line hauling, a hook came loose and struck the right eye.

	2019 
	During line hauling, a hook struck the right eye.

	2019 
	During line hauling, a hook detached from the branch line and struck the right eye.

	2020 
	During line hauling, a detached hook struck the right eyelid.

	2021 
	During line hauling, a nylon leader snapped and struck the upper right eyelid.

	2021 
	During line hauling, a detached hook struck the left eye.

	2021 
	During line hauling, a hook struck the left eye.

	2021 
	During line hauling, a detached hook struck the area around the right eyelid.

	2021 
	During line hauling, a hook struck the right eye.

	2023 
	During line hauling, a hook struck the right eye.

	2024 
	During line hauling, the line recoiled and injured the nose and the area below the eyelid.

	2025 
	During line hauling, a snapped line struck the right eye.






