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Seabird bycatch mitigation - safety issues when using weighted branch lines - summary/analysis for the Meeting of the Permanent Working Group for the Improvement of ICCAT Statistics and Conservation Measures (PWG) in November 2026 

(submitted by the United Kingdom)

Summary 

1) This paper summarises information received to date regarding potential crew safety risks associated with use of weighted branch lines to reduce seabird bycatch in longline fisheries, and means of mitigating such safety risks. This information was received in response to a request made via an earlier UK paper (IMM_06/i2026).

2) This new paper also provides some reflections based on our analysis of information received and other relevant information identified. The aim is to identify how seabird bycatch mitigation measures can be implemented while ensuring crew safety.  

3) Following PWG, the UK will invite CPCs to submit any further information and to discuss these matters bilaterally. We will develop a further paper, for IMM 2027, aiming to reach agreement on what a proportionate and balanced approach to these matters looks like. This will aid development of a proposal for a Recommendation to update ICCAT’s seabird bycatch mitigation measures in 2027. 

4) Our preliminary findings are that crew safety incidents have been documented in ICCAT fisheries and more widely. Effective means of mitigating such risks have been developed and trialled. As fishing operations are diverse, even within ICCAT, it is important to provide fleets with a range of seabird bycatch mitigation options, and flexibility in how they are implemented. Fleets can then choose what works best for them, balancing environmental, economic, practicality and safety concerns.

5) CPCs have also provided information on other potential issues regarding seabird bycatch measures. While the main focus of this paper is on crew safety, we have also provided some initial responses regarding those other issues.


Background

6) When discussing the potential introduction of hook shielding devices (HSDs) as an optional seabird bycatch measure in November 2025, some CPCs noted crew safety concerns regarding potential updates to longline branch line weighting specifications. Recognising a need to better understand this issue, the UK submitted a paper to the 19th Meeting of the Working Group on Integrated Monitoring Measures (IMM) (IMM_06/i2026), requesting CPCs to submit relevant information and engage in further discussion to help agree a way forward. 

7) Two CPCs submitted information – Japan and the EU – whom we thank for their contributions. These have been published via a Secretariat paper (PWG_414/2026).


Information provided by CPCs regarding crew safety 

8) The submission from the EU highlighted the risk of ‘flyback’, where weighted branch lines recoil at speed when suddenly released under tension (e.g. if lines break or hooks tear out of fish). The authors stated that these risks may vary between different fishing operations. For example, between larger and smaller vessels, between mechanised and non-mechanised longline haulback systems, and also depending on gear choices e.g. use of nylon/monofilament lines. 




9) Japan's submission also highlighted the risk of flyback, both when hauling empty hooks or when hooks tear out of fish. The submission detailed 17 ‘severe instances’, over a 9-year period, where flybacks resulted in injuries that crew members received compensation for. Instances which did not result in compensation were not included. The need to carefully consider crew safety when considering potential changes to weighting specifications was emphasised.  

10) This information suggests that the risk of flyback resulting in injury to crew should be taken seriously in managing longline fisheries. This includes when designing and implementing bycatch mitigation options that include branch line weighting.


Further relevant information identified by the UK on crew safety

11) Papers published by ACAP note that branch line weighting is an effective seabird bycatch mitigation measure in pelagic longline fisheries (ACAP, 2026) but also note the potential risk to crew safety arising from flyback events (ACAP, 2021).  

12) Other studies have further examined flyback risk and associated safety hazards arising from branch line weighting, as well as means of reducing or mitigating those risks. They note that occurrence of flyback events, and associated risks, can be reduced through practical and operational changes. 

13) Different types of weights and weighting configurations can have varying impacts on the severity of the flyback (Rawlinson et al., 2019). For example, trials have demonstrated that weights which slide down or off the line in the event of a bite-off reduced kinetic energy on impact by 80% compared to conventional leaded swivels (Sullivan et al., 2012).

14) ACAP also identified other methods of reducing the relative risk of flybacks including use of personal protective equipment and modifications to hauling practices such as angled hauling to keep crew away from the direct path of a recoiling branch line (ACAP, 2021). 

15) This information suggests there are several ways that potential risks to crew safety can be reduced or mitigated. These range from alterations to longline/branch line configuration to alterations to haulback practices and the use of protective equipment. Different options are likely to be appropriate for different fishing operations. 


Initial conclusions on crew safety

16) Fishing vessels are industrial sites. Much like at other industrial sites, vessel owners/operators/managers should take appropriate action to mitigate potential hazards on board fishing vessels.

17) ICCAT should seriously consider the risk of flyback and resultant crew injury when updating its current seabird bycatch mitigation measures. 

18) Various means of mitigating the risk of injury from flyback exist. What is appropriate - practical, effective, safe and affordable - will likely be different between fleets, given differences between vessels and fishing practices.  

19) It may therefore be most appropriate to provide flexibility to CPCs/fleets to choose the options that suit them best. This can be achieved in two ways:

i. Continuing to provide a range of options of seabird bycatch measures. ICCAT currently requires use of either one or two measures, from a choice of three, depending on where fishing takes place (ICCAT Recommendations 07-07 and 11-09 apply south of 20° South latitude and south of 25° South latitude respectively). Adding HSDs as a further optional, standalone measure would better enable CPCs/fleets to choose which mitigation practice works best for them.  

ii. Allowing flexibility in the design of branch line configurations. Studies have shown that different configurations can improve safety but do not point to a single best practice option. ICCAT should consider providing flexibility to fleets to choose branch line/weighting configurations that reduce seabird predation while mitigating the risk of flyback. This could potentially be achieved by specifying sink rates instead of the weighting configurations currently specified in Recommendations 07-07 and 11-09. This would allow fleets that choose to use branch line weighting to also be able to choose branch line/weighting configurations that work best for them to balance bycatch mitigation and crew safety.  

20) As an additional, general point, we should ensure that CPCs/fleets can implement other crew safety measures as appropriate, e.g. changes to haulback practices or use of safety equipment, based on their own specific circumstances.  

21) We welcome further discussion at the PWG meeting in November and subsequently, with the aim of agreeing and endorsing a way forward on crew safety at the IMM meeting in 2027.


Other issues raised by CPCs 

22) While identifying crew safety as the primary concern, the EU also raised a number of other points regarding line weighting and HSDs. We have summarised these in paragraph 24, below, and provided some initial responses.

23) When considering these points it is fundamentally important to remember that in ICCAT’s existing seabird Recommendations, line weighting is one of three measures CPCs can choose from. So, all CPCs have flexibility to use other options if they have concerns about line weighting. Equally, the UK’s 2025 proposal (PA4_811_SPONS_1/2025) was to permit HSDs for use as a standalone alternative to other measures. So again, if a CPC has concerns about HSDs, it can choose other options. This approach aligns with SCRS advice, and with IOTC and WCPFC where HSDs are already permitted. 

24) The following summarises the points made and provides our initial responses: 

i. Potential for line weights to increase risk of line entanglement, increasing workloads and costs for crew. We have not found any information on this and would welcome any information that CPCs can provide. But if the risk of entanglement is a problem, CPCs can choose to use other measures. 

ii. Potential for lost HSDs to contribute to marine plastic pollution. We have not been able to find any evidence that HSD use entails risk of a significant increase in marine plastic pollution. Monitoring of HSD loss by fleets may be desirable, but any CPC concerned about this could choose alternative options.

iii. Use of HSDs could potentially result in changes to fishing operations and fishing patterns. We have not been able to find any evidence of this and would welcome any evidence that CPCs can provide. However, in 2025 the SC-ECO found that the use of HSDs had no impact on species catch rates. Again, if this remains a concern, CPCs can use other measures - there would be no obligation to use HSDs.  

iv. Additional weight causes hooks to be positioned deeper in the water column, with potential consequences for catch composition including bycatch of non-target elasmobranchs. We have not been able to identify any information on this and would welcome any further information from CPCs. We understand that pelagic longline vessels can adjust fishing depths to optimise catchability of target species and would expect them to be able to adjust fishing depths to offset branch line weights and avoid interacting with non-target species. Again, CPCs could choose other options if this was a problem for them. 



v. Expected conservation benefit of HSDs should be quantified and compared with measures already used. In 2025 SC-ECO advised that HSDs be considered as an alternate standalone measure to the currently accepted measures – in other words to provide a similar or greater benefit in addressing seabird bycatch.    

vi. Mitigation measures should not be automatically applied across the Atlantic. The UK proposal was to allow use of HSDs as an alternative to the current measures required by Recommendations 07-07 and 11-09 (which apply south of 20° South latitude and south of 25° South latitude respectively). We have not proposed that measures be introduced for other sea areas and agree that some degree of scientific analysis would be needed to support that.  

vii. SCRS analysis or advice would be needed to understand any potential implications for scientific data used for stock assessments arising from changes to measures. While it may be useful for the SCRS to monitor this, we are not aware that, as a general rule, new measures cannot be adopted until there is confidence that there are no such implications. Any changes to fishing practices, whether or not as a result of ICCAT measures, could have potential implications for scientific data. It would be unrealistic to restrict or prohibit the ability of fleets to modify fishing practices until such potential implications were properly understood. A more practical approach would be to monitor specific changes in fleet behaviours and fishing practices to identify any implications for scientific data. 

25) We recognise that changes to measures can have cost implications. A balanced and proportionate approach is therefore important. It may be appropriate to consider, for example, a delayed entry into force, to give fleets time to adapt (e.g. to make modifications to gear at times when they would routinely need to replace or refurbish it anyway). 


Next steps

26) We welcome further discussion with CPCs. The next steps will be:  

i. Discussion based on this paper and information submitted by CPCs (PWG_414/2026) at the PWG meeting in November 2026.
ii. Opportunity for CPCs to provide further information, by 2 April 2027. The UK will also welcome bilateral discussion with interested CPCs during this period. 
iii. Submission of a further UK paper to IMM in 2027, based on all discussions that have been held and all relevant information we have found. The aim will be to agree upon ways forward on this issue at the IMM meeting, which will help the UK draft a proposal that reflects the needs and views of all interested CPCs.  
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