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Raising awareness of albatrosses, the most threatened group of 

seabirds, is an ongoing effort that crucial to the survival of the species. 

Yesterday, 19 June, South Africa recognised World Albatross Day, but in 

fact the country was a forerunner of a “test case” for the international 

community. 

Albatross conservation efforts have been ongoing since at least 2003 when 

South Africa and New Zealand teamed up to address the threat of longline 

fishing to albatross populations.  

At the time it was recognised that their future could only be secured through 

international cooperation. 

https://www.fishingindustrynewssa.com/author/finsa-reporter/
https://www.fishingindustrynewssa.com/2020/06/20/albatross-conservation-sa-leads-awareness-campaign/
https://www.fishingindustrynewssa.com/2020/06/20/albatross-conservation-sa-leads-awareness-campaign/
https://www.fishingindustrynewssa.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Birds-on-tori-line.jpg
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Genetic research 

The link between the two countries was genetic research. This research showed 

that most albatrosses killed in longline fishing activity off South Africa are 

actually from populations breeding on islands off New Zealand. 

This amazing ability to travel vast distances from their breeding islands is at the 

heart of the demise of the albatross. These impressive oceanic wanderers (with 

wingspans of up 3.5 metres) can effortlessly travel the world’s oceans. 

Sometimes covering a distance of more than 2000km in a day, and bringing 

them into contact with many different fishing fleets from different nations. 

The initiative, on the eve of South Africa’s ratification of the international 

Agreement on the Conservation of Albatross and Petrels (ACAP), was viewed as 

a positive step in the process of reducing the threat of extinction for the 28 

species of albatross and petrel covered in the ACAP agreement. 

Bycatch mitigation measures 

According to WWF South Africa, longline fishing was identified as the most 

important threat to these species.  

This is because birds are dragged beneath the surface and drown as they 

attempt to snatch baited hooks deployed on longlines. In some cases the 

longlines are up to 80 miles long. 

It recommended that simple effective by-catch mitigation measures – such as 

bird-scaring streamer lines, weighted lines and night setting of lines – should be 

more widely adopted.  

Many albatross species have very small populations and breed very slowly, 

making them susceptible to this additional mortality. 
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Most of these species live in the Southern Ocean and 17 species occur off South 

Africa’s coastline. SA’s Prince Edward Islands, in particular, is an important 

breeding area for albatross and petrel populations. They are home to 40% of 

the world’s entire population of the majestic Wandering Albatross, the largest of 

all albatrosses. 

Progress to 2020 

Fast forward to 2020 and the South African longline and trawl fishermen have 

become well educated about the use of bird protection measures. 

When in 2004 the hake trawl fishery became the first fishery in Africa to obtain 

Marine Stewardship Certification (MSC), a condition was that the fishery would 

assess the risk of seabird bycatch. 

They discovered that each year about 10000 seabirds (70% of which were 

albatrosses) were being killed accidentally.  

Bird Life South Africa recommended the use of a single measure – called a bird 

scaring line, to address this problem. 

A trawler’s bird scaring line, or tori line, consists of about 30 m of strong rope, 

with 5-10 paired streamer lines of lighter, visible material, attached at 2-m 

intervals.  

The main line is tied to the back of the moving trawler, with a road cone at the 

seaward end providing drag that tensions the line and keeps it aloft behind the 

vessel, usually parallel with the trawl cables.  

The paired streamer lines hang downwards from the mainline and distract and 

confuse birds enough to keep them away from the trawlers’ cables. 

https://www.fishingindustrynewssa.com/2019/10/04/hake-fishery-certification-process-underway/
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The lines were built through a collaborative project between BirdLife South 

Africa and the Ocean View Association for Persons with Disabilities (OVAPD) 

with sponsorship from Total South Africa. 

Effectiveness of bird scaring lines 

In collaboration with fishing companies they got onboard and conducted 

scientific research into the effectiveness of the measure. The data, collected 

from 2006 for five years, was published in the international, scientific journal, 

Animal Conservation. It showed a 90% reduction in seabird deaths and 99% 

reduction in albatross deaths. 

Bronwyn Maree, then Albatross Task Force Leader for BirdLife South Africa said: 

“Bird scaring lines have now become part of everyday life at sea and fishermen 

no longer resist their use. 

The Responsible Fisheries Alliance (RFA) endorses the use of bird scaring lines. 

This is a group of like-minded organisations which promote responsible fishing 

practices, influence policy, develop the skills of fishers and managers and 

promote high quality research. 

Ongoing work to ensure this remains the status quo, and advances in 

technology, is discussed in several recent articles. 

Namibia 

Meanwhile the focus has turned to Namibia where in the past week an Albatross 

Task Force seabird bycatch mitigation workshop has also been on the go in 

Luderitz. Inspectors from the Ministry of Fisheries and Marine Resources are 

attending the workshop. 

The main objective is to address and discuss the sustainability of seabird 

bycatch mitigation measures within the department. Also the role the inspectors 

http://www.birdlife.org/
http://www.birdlife.org/
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must play to ensures the Namibian demersal hake fishery adheres to the 

gazetted seabird bycatch regulations. 

Conclusion 

Almost one-third of all seabirds are on the global Red List. Of these nearly half 

of all threatened birds are in South Africa.  

For this reason, research about conserving Southern Ocean seabirds is ongoing 

thanks to the Fitz’s Seabird Research Programme. The programme is managed 

by the University of Cape Town on behalf of the FitzPatrick Institute of African 

Ornithology. 

The programme assesses the severity of threats faced by seabirds. It attempts 

to provide practical management solutions to reduce these threats. Southern 

Ocean species are mainly threatened at sea by fishing mortality and climate 

change.  

Monitoring seabirds provides a window into the health of the Southern Ocean. 

Most field work takes place through the South African National Antarctic 

Programme (SANAP) at the Prince Edward Islands, Tristan da Cunha and Gough 

Islands.  

Since the early 1980s, Fitztitute seabird research has continued unbroken on 

Marion Island, the larger of the two Prince Edward Islands.  

                                       ……………………………… 

 


