Pre-proposal of the Atlantic Marine Bird Conservation Cooperative

Addresses Seabird Bycatch Proposed Action Item #10
Improved observer coverage of pelagic longline sets on Outerbanks Outer Shelf

Goal:  Increase the observer coverage of pelagic longline vessels operating in the vicinity of The Point to increase the reliability of the assessment that imperiled seabird species are not being affected by the fishery.

Rationale: An area of the outer continental shelf off Cape Hatteras known as “The Point” sports the highest diversity of oceanic seabirds anywhere in the Western North Atlantic.  The Point is the relatively small (~25 mi x 15 mi) area centered at about 35° 32’ N and 74° 50” W where the 30-, 40-, 50-, and 100-fathom bathymetric contours meet (various sources give somewhat different coordinates for The Point).  Seabirds that nest in the upper latitudes of both the northern and the southern hemispheres converge at The Point, as do birds that nest on tropical islands and Bermuda and in coastal areas of the southern states from Florida to Virginia.  Species of low abundance in the Atlantic that are seen more frequently at The Point than anywhere else at sea include the Bermuda Petrel, the Black-capped Petrel, and the Audubon Shearwater.  These birds are distributed along the western wall of the Gulf Stream from Cape Hatteras to Cape Canaveral, however their concentration is greatest, most consistent, and most predictable at The Point.  While none of the species of low population size has been reported as fishery bycatch and there is no indication that any will be caught in the longline fishery operating in the area, the population status of some species and the geographic overlap of bird activity and fishing activity make it important to increase the bycatch coverage in the vicinity of The Point.  The present target coverage in the pelagic longline observer program is 8%, although, due to logistic considerations, the coverage is not necessarily even.  The probability of detecting capture of the less abundant species, even should it occur, is very low.  Augmentation of coverage would provide greater assurance that seabird species in peril are not affected.

Budget:  A total of $50,000 is requested.  Observer costs in the longline fishery are $800 per person per day.  A longline set requires two observer days, one for setting the line and the next for hauling it in; so, at minimum, $1,600 would be required to observe a “set.”  Records of the National Marine Fisheries Service Southeast Fisheries Science Center Pelagic Longline Observer Program indicate that, in 2006, observers covered 31 sets in a 1,200 square mile area (40 x 30 mi) in the vicinity of the Point (the actual area of bird concentration is much smaller, however the area for determining the number of observed sets in the area was enlarged to take center and boundary uncertainties into account). The requested $50,000 will approximately double the observer coverage in the area.  Even with the requested funding, identifying trips in which sets will take place in the target area and assigning additional observers for the increased coverage may be difficult, so the area defined for increased coverage may be enlarged sufficiently to make observer assignments feasible. Compliance with the requirement of carrying observers apparently has been poor in the North Carolina area, which may affect the actual coverage gained.

