Pre-proposals of The Atlantic Marine Bird Conservation Cooperative

Addresses Seabird Bycatch Proposed Action Items #2a and 2c:
ISSUES

Identifying the bycatch of seabirds is more complicated task for fishery observers than the identification of other bycatch species because the number of seabird species that could potentially be captured is relatively high compared to other bycatch groups.  Color morphs and age differences in color patterns further complicate identifications.  Lack of reliable identifications is especially a concern in the area along the southeastern seaboard where the diversity of seabird life includes a relatively high proportion of species with very small populations in the Atlantic and, in some cases, anywhere in the world.  A related issue is that, while much is known about seabird habitats and habitats on their nesting grounds, relatively little is known about seabird habits and habitats while at sea.  This is a major knowledge deficit because so much of the life of seabirds is spent at sea.     
BACKGROUND

The NEFSC observer program covers U.S. trawl and gillnet fisheries operating in coastal and oceanic waters from the Gulf of Maine to the border between North and South Carolina.  The SEFSC observer program covers a pelagic longline fishery for swordfish, tunas, and other large pelagic fish operating from the Grand Banks to the Equator and a bottom longline fishery for sharks operating along the eastern seaboard from Florida north to Cape Hatteras.  This set of proposals discusses the NEFSC observer program in general and, with respect to the SEFSC observer program, focuses on a part of the ocean off the Outer Banks of North Carolina known to vessel captains and others as “The Point”.  To facilitate this discussion and avoid extensive repetition, we will describe the Point here.  The Point is the relatively small (~25 mi x 15 mi) marine area off Cape Hatteras where the 30-, 40-, 50-, and 100-fathom bathymetric contours meet.  The area in the vicinity of The Point has the greatest diversity of pelagic seabirds in the western North Atlantic. In more than 15 years of surveys off Cape Hatteras, Lee (1999) has documented globally rare and endangered species such as the Black-capped Petrel, Bermuda Petrel, Herald Petrel, and Roseate Tern in this area. He also has documented thousands of shearwaters, storm-petrels, phalaropes, loons, gannets, terns and other species that gather there annually. For several species, North Carolina waters represent the only area where they have been regularly encountered away from nesting areas.  The seabird diversity of the Hatteras region is further expanded by the Outer Banks, a chain of barrier islands approximately 70 miles in length.  Terns, gulls, and shorebirds occur on and along the beaches of Cape Hatteras National Seashore, and ducks, geese, Tundra swans, and shorebirds are found at the Pea Island National Wildlife Refuge.  

OBJECTIVE

The overall objective of this proposal is to improve the quality and quantity of information on seabirds obtained from U.S. fishery observer programs and research vessels in the Western North Atlantic.

APPROACHES

Three approaches--their goals, rationales, and funding requests--follow:

1. Review and evaluate the bird-ID training component of the observer program at the Northeast Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC) of NOAA Fisheries and coordinate on the continued development of the bird-ID training program at the Southeast Fisheries Science Center (SEFSC).

Goal:  Review current seabird curriculum and training to evaluate its effectiveness, content and make recommendations for improvement to minimize misidentified/unidentified specimens and to improve sample collection.

Rationale:  The Northeast Fisheries Observer Program (NEFOP) places observers on commercial fishing vessels from Maine to North Carolina to obtain information on effort, catch, bycatch, and gear configurations.  Documentation of the incidental take of protected species is an important aspect of observer’s duties.  All seabirds taken incidental to fishing operations are photographed, checked for the presence of bands and color markings, and retained whole whenever possible.  Due to the dynamic nature of observing however, these requirements are not always met and misidentified/unidentified seabirds still occur.  In order to meet the needs of seabird data collection, NEFSC observers have been trained in basic seabird life history, morphology, and identification since 1994.  Trainings have evolved over the years but no systematic review, evaluation or standardization of the NEFOP program has ever been conducted or established by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the principal agency responsible for bird management.  The SEFSC observer bird-training has been developing over the past 3 years, while the bird-ID training program at the NEFSC has been in operation for over a decade.  The SEFSC program would benefit from attendance, by its bird-ID coordinator, at one of the training sessions at the SEFSC, perhaps at the same time as the review by seabird experts.

Budget:  Total request $10,000-$12,000.  This includes the cost of 2 seabird experts to travel to Woods Hole, review the training (2-3 days), review the curriculum (1 day), and present observations and conclusions from the review, and make recommendations (1-day).  The funding would cover travel costs (~$500 x2 = $1,000), per diem in Falmouth [($177/day or $134/day, depending on season] x 7 = $2,500), and consulting costs ($300 x 7 x 2 = $4,200).  Also included in the total cost is attendance by the bird-ID coordinator at SEFSC, estimated at $1,750.

2. Conduct seabird-ID training workshops

Goal:  Improve the identification of seabirds in the observer program of the U.S. WNA pelagic longline fishery and the bottom longline fishery for sharks and researchers aboard NOAA research vessels.

Rationale:  Because of the high diversity of seabird species and lack of adequate training, a large proportion of seabird captures in the SEFSC observer programs for pelagic longline and bottom longline have been identified simply as “seabird”.  While seabird identification training has been incorporated recently into the general training for observers at the SEFSC, more is needed.  This proposal is to supplement the limited bird-ID training provided to observers in the SEFSC observer program.  Three-day workshops at Hatteras are envisioned that will include instruction at sea (aboard a vessel), on the beach, and with museum specimens. The Hatteras area is a target site for bird identification and bird training not only because of the concentrated diversity but also because of the high probability of seeing the relatively rare seabird species that forage in the offshore waters of the eastern seaboard.  These birds are distributed along the western wall of the Gulf Stream from Cape Hatteras to Cape Canaveral, however their concentration at “The Point” off Cape Hatteras is greater, more consistent, and more predictable than anywhere else.  While none of the more rare species has been reported as fishery bycatch and there is no indication that any of these species will be caught in fisheries operating in the area, it is important to conduct a knowledgeable observer program that is capable of addressing the diversity of species found in this area and potentially susceptible to incidental capture in fisheries.  The training will be conducted by seabird experts and cover not only seabirds as bycatch but also shipboard seabird sightings. The workshop will be held during a time of the year when the greatest diversity of birds is present, weather and sea conditions usually are relatively benign, and observers are least involved in their observer activities.  From 20 to 30 observers and research vessel staff would participate in the training.  The training could improve the bird identification capability of 13 pelagic longline observers, 5 bottom longline observers, 2 observers on a bottom longline research vessel for sharks, and 7 marine mammal researchers on marine mammal survey cruises at the SEFSC.  In addition to providing techniques to improve the bird-identification skills of observers and researchers, the training workshops are expected to reinforce the training by heightening their knowledge, interest, and general appreciation of seabirds.

Budget:  The estimated cost for one 3-day training workshop (with 2 additional days allotted for travel) is about $61,000 for 20 observers and $85,000 for 30 observers and researchers.  Estimated costs include personnel time ($200/day for observers and $300/day for trainers), travel costs, vessel cost, and miscellaneous costs for materials.  Vessel costs are rough estimates and need to be confirmed.  The other costs are based on information from the SEFSC pelagic longline observer program.  

3. SEFSC pilot program for shipboard sightings of seabirds.

Goal:  Expand the knowledge of seabirds in the marine environment with an organized project to gain information by observers on fishing vessels and researchers on NOAA and other research vessels.

Rationale:  Little is known about seabirds in the ocean environment, but much information might be gained by observations from fishing and research vessels.  A specific project with reporting forms might gain considerable information about where seabirds concentrate.  Pinpointing areas of seabird concentration could lead to increased efficiency in future directed seabird surveys.  Better seabird identification capability would make the biogeographic information reliably more species specific.  This proposal is for a pilot program at the SEFSC would include the design and distribution of a form for recording standardized data on seabird sightings by longline observers and the development of a system for data entry, data management, and analysis.  Surveys that target seabirds in the WNA are almost non-existent because of the high cost of ship time.  Notes on seabird observations sometimes are taken on research cruises conducted to survey other species, but these cruises often do not include personnel capable of identifying seaboards and do not necessarily cover areas where seabirds are most diverse and abundant.  Largely for these reasons, little is known about the oceanic habitat and habits of many seabird species.  Observers working on commercial fishing vessels are a unique, untapped source of information on the locations (i.e., place-names and coordinates) of seabird concentrations.  A data collection project that focuses on seabird sightings could be extremely valuable for the biogeographic information alone.  Furthermore, an effective seabird-identification training project for seaboard observers, as suggested in item 2 above, would greatly augment the useful information gained from shipboard sightings.  The survey form will be developed based on forms used in the Pacific Northwest and on input from seabird experts, observers, and observer program managers.  In addition to the biogeographical information obtained, the pilot project initiated in the SEFSC would provide logistic information and observations that could be used to evaluate the resources needed and potential usefulness of sighting projects in other U.S. Atlantic observer programs.

Budget:  $10,000 per year is requested to design and distribute a survey form to observers aboard fishing vessels and researchers aboard research vessels and to collect, enter, and summarize the data.
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