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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

* Driftnets, ostensibly banned from the Mediterranean by both the European Union
and the International Commission for the Conservation of Atlantic Tuna (ICCAT)
since 2002 and 2003, respectively continue to be used illegally across the region to

catch valuable large pelagic species, mainly swordfish and tuna.

* There are estimated to be up to 600 illegal driftnet vessels operating in the Mediter-
ranean, including many from EU Member States, namely Italy (100+ vessels), and
France (70-100 vessels). Major fleets are also based in Morocco (150-300 vessels),

Turkey (up to no vessels) and Algeria.

* Although there is very little data available on either the catch rate or the associated
bycatch of this illegal fishery, it is clear that driftnetting practices, whether legal or
illegal, have had devastating environmental consequences globally, and for the bio-
diversity of the Mediterranean Sea in particular. Between 1986 and 1990, driftnets
were responsible for 83% of all cetaceans (whales, dolphins and porpoises) stranded
and, at the peak of driftnetting, an annual bycatch of over 8,000 cetaceans was esti-
mated for Italian seas alone, with up to 10,000 dying annually across the whole
Mediterranean.

* Vulnerable, slow reproducing species have suffered from high bycatch levels in drift-
nets, including sharks, rays, sea turtles and sea birds. According to figures supplied
by the Italian M erchant Marine Ministry, in 1990-91 only 18% of the catch of the Ital-
ian driftnet fleet, which was the largest in the region at the time, was swordfish; the

other 82% consisted of some 85 different species, almost allof which were discarded.

* Despite the evident destructive nature of driftnets, also called ‘walls of death’, due
to their propensity for catching enormous numbers of non-target species, a combi-
nation of weak enforcement and loopholes in French and Italian fisheries law have
enabled sizeable driftnet fleets to flout EU and international law for more than a
decade. The European authorities have openly acknowledged the Italian and French
governments’ failure to enforce EU fisheries policy but have so far failed to punish

these clear infractions of the Common Fisheries Policy.

* In France, effective action against driftnets has come not from the EU, but from three
NGOs -France Nature Environnement, S.0.S Grand Bleu, and Groupe de Recherche
sur les Cétacés (GREC) - who have successfully challenged the status of the
“thonaille” fishery operating within the internationally protected Pelagos sanctuary
for marine mammeals. The thonaille isnow officially recognised as a driftnet under
French law and is therefore illegal. However, evidence from the 2006 season indi-

cates that the ban isnot being enforced and fishing continues with impunity.

* In Italy driftnetting also continues, with 800km (500 miles) of nets confiscated by the
Italian authorities in 2005 and 400km (250 miles) seized in the first half of 2006. The
use of driftnets around the island of Ischia in the Tyrrhenian Sea has been monitored
for anumber of years by Delphis, a local cetacean research organisation. Illegally
caught swordfish have been observed being landed and transferred onto vans bear-
ing the EU logo, and numerous stranded striped dolphins and sperm whales have

been found with scars indicative of being caught in driftnets.

* There is also compelling evidence from several sources that many vessel owners,
having received up to €70,000 (£47,500) of EU taxpayers’ money as compensation,
continue to fish illegally. The Italian authorities have spent more than €200 million
(£136 million) compensating driftnet fishermen, with 75% of this coming from the
EU. Despite the generous funding that has been allocated to phasing-out this destruc-
tive fishery, driftnets are actually getting bigger: in 2004, the largest net observed in
Italy was reportedly 84km (50 miles) in length.
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The EU’s links to illegal driftnet fisheries extend beyond straightforward involve-
ment by French and Italian vessels, however; the EU also serves as the major mar-
ket, and therefore the major driver, for illegally caught swordfish from other Mediter-
ranean countries. Over 1,200 tonnes of swordfish, worth in the region of €8 million
(£5 million), were imported into the EU from Morocco in 2004, in addition to smaller
imports of swordfish from Turkey and Algeria. Morocco represented the third most

important exporter of swordfish into the EU in 2004, after Indonesia and Singapore.

The Moroccan driftnet fleet is responsible for enormous bycatches. Estimates over
a12-month period produced figures of 3,000-4,000 dolphins and 20,000-25,000 pelagic
sharks for the Alboran Sea alone, and a further 11,000-15,000 dolphins and 62,000-
92,000 sharks around the Straits of Gibraltar. The government of Morocco has
openly recognized the existence and problems posed by their illegal driftnet fleet
and have announced the launch of a phase-out plan. Funding is due to be provided
from the EU, under the framework of anew 2007 fisheries agreement with Morocco,
worth €36 million (£24.5 million) per year.

EJF is campaigning to end driftnetting in the Mediterranean once and for all. From
a legal point of view, the entire Mediterranean should be driftnet free; it is inade-
quacy or reluctance on behalf of the national governments involved that is allowing
driftnetting to continue. We are calling on the European Union, and all States

involved, to meet their legal responsibilities with firm and decisive action.

below: Despite being bannedfor

more than a decade, driftnets
continue to kill thousands of
whales, dolphins, sea ttirtles,
sharks and rays in the

Mediterranean every year.
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INTRODUCTION

llegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU) or pirate’ fishing is con-
Isidered by leading experts as one of the most serious threats to sus-

taining fish stocks, with recent studies putting the worldwide value
of these illicit catches at up to US$9 billion a yearl A range of fraudu-
lent activities are covered by the term IUU, including fishing without a
licence or out of season (poaching); harvesting prohibited species; using
banned types of fishing gear; catching more fish than is allowed; and
not reporting or misreporting catch weights.

In the Mediterranean, where commercial stocks have been in
decline for the past 20 years, and formal and coordinated measures for
effective fisheries management are largely absent in most countries2,
IUU fishing is exploiting and exacerbating this dire situation. Catches
of hake Merluccius merluccius), for example, halved between 1995 and
2002, in part due to illicit targeting of juveniles3 and in 2006, W W F
and Greenpeace reported that catches of bluefrn tuna (Thunnus thyn-
nus) - one of the most economically important species in the Mediter-
ranean - have exceeded quotas by more than 40% in recent years, and
the stock isnow on the verge of collapse4s.

However, IUU fishing not only depletes the fish stocks targeted, it
also has a detrimental impact on the wider marine ecosystem. The
driftnet, a fishing gear infamous for its devastating effects on many
vulnerable marine species and consequently banned from the entire
M editerranean, is still widely used in the region, killing untold num -
bers of sperm whales, dolphins, sharks, rays, turtles and other species
every year. Up to 600 illegal driftnet vessels are thought to be operat-
ing6, many from EU Member States, namely Italy (100+ vessels) and
France (70-100 vessels), as well as Morocco (150-300 vessels), Turkey
(up to no vessels) and an unknown number from Algeria.

Driftnets have been used to catch tuna and swordfish in the M editer-
ranean since classical tim es7. However, their use (and size) expanded
rapidly during the 1980s, when pelagic (ocean going) driftnet fleets
began operating from several M editerranean countries, including Alge-



left: A puffin entangled in an
illegal driftnet.

© Greenpeace

Swordfish (below) are the main
target speciesfor driftnets in the
Mediterranean, along with smaller
quantities of bluefin tuna

(OPPOSITE BOTTOM).

ria, Morocco, Spain, France, Italy, Malta, Greece and Turkey5. By 1990,
it is estimated that more than 1,000 driftnet vessels were fishing
Mediterranean waterso.

Evidence of the devastation caused by driftnets emerged during the
1980s and early 1990s, earning them the nickname ‘walls of death’, and
in 1992 the United Nations banned their use (over 2.5km) on the high
seas. Many nations responded by banning driftnets in their own terri-
torial waters, and in 1992 the European Union introduced legislation
that setamaximum length of 2.5km (1.55 miles) for driftnets used in EU
waters and by EU vessels.

In 1998, EU fisheries ministers passed further legislation that
brought about a total ban on the use of driftnets by EU vessels in the
Mediterranean (and northeast Atlantic Ocean). This ban covers fish-
eries targeting ten different species, including tuna, marlin, swordfish,
sharks and cephalopods, and came fully into force on istJanuary 2002
(EU Council Regulation 1239). It was reinforced by the International
Commission for the Conservation of Atlantic Tuna’s (ICCAT) Driftnet
Resolution (2003) which, like the EU ban, makes no differentiation
between driftnet fishing on the high seas or in territorial waters, and
includes countries that are members of ICCAT butnot the EU. In Feb-
ruary 2005, the ICCAT decision was endorsed by the General Fisheries
Commission for the Mediterranean, rendering the total ban on driftnet
fishing - irrespective of net size - on large pelagic species (including
tuna, sharks and swordfish) applicable to all M editerranean States from
the summer of 2005 onwards10

This report explores the grave environmental impacts caused by the
continued use of driftnets to catch swordfish and tuna in the Mediter-
ranean, detailing the steps that must be taken by national and EU
authorities to rid these illegal ‘walls of death’ from the region, once and
for all.
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DRIFTNETSSDEADLY TOLL

y 1989, Italy’s driftnet fleet was the largest in the Mediterranean. Comprising
over 700 vessels, the fleet caught 5,000 tonnes of swordfish (Xiphias gladius) and

1,000 tonnes of albacore (Thunnus alalunga) every year, using driftnets of up to
40km (25 miles) in length¥4 Accompanying these lucrative catches were, however, con-
siderable discards. According to figures supplied by the Italian Merchant Marine Min-
istry, in 1990-91 only 18% of the Italian driftnet catch was actually swordfish: the other
82% consisted of some 85 species, almost all of which were discardedIs The discards
included sea turtles, sharks, and small and large cetaceans, such as harbour porpoises
(Phocaena phocaena), common (Delphinus delphis), striped (Stenella coeruleoalba) and bot-
tlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncates), pilot whales (Globicephala melas) and sperm whales
(Physeter macrocephalus). Atlantic bonito (Sarda sarda) and frigate mackerel (4uxis thaz-
ard), which are principal target species of other M editerranean fisheries, were also dis-
carded, along with juvenile bluefin tunal6

Today the squander continues, though there is a dearth of available data on either
the catch rates or the associated bycatch of this illegal fishery Countries will often not
formally admit to driftnet use, or are unable to monitor the practice within their waters,
making reliable estimates hard to come by. The number of animals killed by driftnets
is therefore largely determined from records of those that wash up along coastlines; but
as the corpses of few individuals actually make it ashore, these only represent a fraction
of the true bycatch ratel7 Moreover, the population sizes of many of the species
impacted by driftnetting are unknown, making the significance of bycatches difficult to
gaugels

Nevertheless, it is clear that driftnetting practices, whether legal or illegal, have had
devastating consequences for the biodiversity of the M editerranean Sea. Between 1986
and 1990, 83% of all cetacean strandings could be attributed to driftnetsl9 and at the peak
an annual bycatch of over 8,000 cetaceans was estimated for Italian seas alone, with
perhaps up to 10,000 dying annually in the whole Mediterranean20. These catch rates
were, without question, unsustainable for the species most affected, including striped
and common dolphins, and sperm whales2L

In addition to substantial cetacean bycatches, Mediterranean pelagic driftnet fish-
eries are also known to have caught considerable, but often indeterminable, numbers
of pelagic sharks, rays, sea turtles, and sea birds. In Algeria, where driftnetting is carried
out in spite of being banned under national legislation, catches of blue shark (Prionace
glauca), and to a lesser extent thresher sharks (4d/lopias vulpinus) are known to occur2.
Similarly, in Morocco a recent study revealed that tens of thousands of pelagic sharks
are caught by the large-scale driftnet fleet targeting swordfish in the Alboran Sea and
Straits of Gibraltar2 In the Ligurian Sea, Italian driftnet vessels have been shown in
the pastto take bycatches of thresher shark and blue shark, as well as minor discards of
pelagic stingray (Pteroplatytrygon violacea), giant devil ray (Mobula mobular) and even
basking sharks (Cetorhinus maximus)24 The bycatch of the Turkish driftnet fleet oper-
ating in the Aegean Searegularly includes the giant devil ray25 this huge plankton feed-
ing ray, endemic to the Mediterranean, is a slow-reproducing species classed as Endan-
gered by the World Conservation Union (IUCN). Bycatch, especially in pelagic driftnets,
is amajor threat to its survival26.

Driftnet fleets, together with surface longliners, are also the major threat to the sur-
vival of endangered loggerhead turtles (Caretta caretta) in the M editerranean2’. During
the 1980s about 16,000 turtles were estimated to be caught annually by a small Italian
driftnet fleet of 29 vessels operating in the Ionian Sea25 In the Ligurian and Tyrrhenian
Seas the Italian driftnet fishery was found to catch 0.057 and 0.046 loggerheads per day
per vessel, respectively, in 199529. Although there has been no recent assessment of the
level or significance of sea turtle bycatch associated with illegal driftnetting in the

M editerranean, it is highly likely that incidental catches do still occur.
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Walls of death
Driftnets are among the simplest and oldest
methods of fishing. A vertical sheet of netting,
held in place by floats and a weight-line
attached to the bottom ofthe net, is hung from
the water's surface. Tethered to a buoy or the
side of a fishing vessel, the net is left to drift
passively for many hours (often over night),
entangling or gilling any fish that swims into itlL
Traditionally, small driftnets were made of
cotton and used by coastal communities to
catch dense schools offish, such as mackerel,
herring and sprat. However, the development
of nylon netting inthe 1970s resulted in a
dramatic change in the scale of driftnet
fisheries. The new synthetic netting was barely
visible once in the water, but strong enough to
endure the rigours ofthe open seas.
Consequently, large-scale driftnet fisheries
developed for large ocean-going (pelagic)
species such as tuna, squid and swordfish.
These new pelagic driftnets reached
monstrous proportions - extending up to 50km
(more than 30 miles) in length, and hanging
vertically 20-30m from the water's surface 12
During the 1980s -at the peak ofthe high seas
driftnet fishery - approximately 50,000km
(30,000 miles) ofthese nets were cast into the
world's oceans every night. However, they
proved to be inherently unselective, catching
enormous numbers of non-target species such
as sharks, rays, dolphins, whales, turtles and sea
birds. The United Nations Food and Agriculture
Organisation (FAO) estimates that, during the
1988-89 fishing season, up tol million dolphins,
whales and porpoises (collectively known as
cetaceans) were killed by pelagic driftnets

worldwide 3.

ABo Ve : Lilrge-salle driftnets,
reachingjobn in length, developed
in the 1970s and 80s.

RiGgut: The
majority of
swordfish caught
in the
Mediterranean are
smaller than the
minimum legal
length of 125cm,
and have not
reached sexual

maturity.

Most
dolphins caught by
the French driftnet

right:

fleet are babies of

less than nocm.

‘Driftnetfisheries ...
accountfor the highest
impact and are also
responsiblefor the highest
rates of direct human-

induced mortality. "3
‘ECOSYSTEM EFFECTS OF FISHING
IN THE MEDITERRANEAN’,
GENERAL FISHERIES COMMISSION

OF THE MEDITERRANEAN (2004)
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CETACEANS AND DRIFTNETS

ycatch is one of the greatest threats to cetaceans (whales, dolphins and porpoises) worldwide, with an esti-
mated 300,000 accidentally killed by fisheries every yearl Cetaceans are caught in a wide variety of fish-
ing gears including trawls, purse seines, and longlines, but on a global scale the vast majority are thought
to be caught and drowned in passive gillnet and driftnet fisheries, which they are unable to spot visually or
detect with their sonar3
The Mediterranean is no exception to this global trend, with fisheries bycatch - largely due to driftnetting -
representing a major threat to cetacean populations. Eight different cetacean species regularly occur in the
Mediterranean - fin whales, sperm whales, Cuvier sbeaked whale (Ziphius cavirostris), pilot whales, Risso’sdol-
phin (Grampus griseus), bottlenose dolphins, striped dolphins and common dolphins®3- and all of these are
caught in driftnets34 Even some occasional visitors to the Mediterranean, such as minke whales (Balaenoptera
acutorostrata), have been reported as bycatch of the driftnet fishery3s
Striped dolphins, common dolphins and sperm whales suffer from particularly high levels of mortality in

M editerranean driftnet fisheries.

Striped dolphin (Stenella coeruleoalba)

Stenella coeruleoalba is by far the most abundant dolphin in the Mediterranean, and is found in offshore waters from Gibraltar to the
Aegean Sea and Levant Basin. There is no overall population estimate for the Mediterranean, although surveys have yielded
population sizes ofaround 120,000 individuals over a large portion of the western Mediterranean, and around 25,000 individuals for
the Ligurian Sea36. Striped dolphins also frequent the lonian Sea and open waters ofthe southern Adriatic, although their abundance
decreases towards the eastern portion ofthe Mediterranean basin37.

The IUCN categorize striped dolphins as 'Lower Risk, conservation dependent', as the species is globally distributed and generally
abundant, but several subpopulations, including that ofthe Mediterranean, are under threat. Stenella coeruleoalba faces an array of
threats in Mediterranean waters: between 1991 and 1992 a viral disease, exacerbated by pollution and reduced prey availability, killed
more than athousand animals. Large-scale mortality in pelagic driftnets also continues to be a major threat33.

Striped dolphins constituted the vast majority ofthe estimated 8,000 cetaceans killed every year by the Italian driftnet fishery
during the late 1980s and early 90s. More than 80% of an estimated 1,682 cetaceans taken by this fishery in 1991 were striped
dolphins, with other bycatch species including pilot whales, Risso's dolphins, bottlenose dolphins, sperm whales, Cuvier's beaked
whales and fin whales39.

Today, striped dolphins continue to be found stranded in and around Italian waters bearing striations indicative of being caught in
driftnets, and many thousands are caught by the Moroccan fleet operating inthe Western Mediterranean40. Striped dolphins are also
the most common bycatch species for theTurkish driftnet fleet4l. In France, between 80 and 250 striped dolphins were caught by the

Mediterranean driftnet fishery each year between 2000-200542. These catches continue, but their scale and significance are unknown.

© Delphis
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Common dolphin (Delphinus delphis)
Once one ofthe most prevalent cetacean species in the
Mediterranean Sea, the common dolphin has
experienced a major widespread decrease in the
region during the last 30-40 years43. Today, common
dolphins remain relatively abundant only in the
westernmost portion of the basin - the Alboran Sea-
where a survey in 1991-2 produced an estimate ofjust
under 15,000 individuals. Common dolphins have
totally vanished from several Mediterranean regions,
including the Provencal basin, Adriatic, Balearic, and
Ligurian Seas. There is no basin-wide estimate of their
abundance44.

A number of factors, working individually or
collectively, have been suggested to explain the
decline of Delphinus delphis inthe Mediterranean45.
Human induced threats that have been implicated
include prey depletion (due to overfishing and habitat
degradation), toxic poisoning, direct killing, fishery

bycatch and global climate change. Although it is unlikely that bycatch alone is responsible for the decline of common dolphins in the
Mediterranean, it has almost certainly played a significant role at certain times and in certain areas46.

For example, inthe Alboran Sea a fleet of 27 Spanish driftnet vessels are known to have caught several hundred common and
striped dolphins - mostly young calves and juveniles - each year before the fishery stopped in 199447. A Moroccan fleet expanded to
fill the resulting vacuum, however, and today between 1500-2000 common dolphins, representing around 12%ofthe population in
the area, are killed by this fishery every year46. This level of mortality is undoubtedly a major threat to the future ofthe population,
considering that take rates above 1-2% are considered unsustainable for small cetacean species49. Alarmingly, the Alboran Sea
population is one ofthe last remaining strongholds of common dolphins in the Mediterranean, and such high levels of mortality must

therefore present a serious concern for the long-term survival ofthe species inthe region50.

Sperm whale (Physeter macrocephalus)

Of large cetaceans, sperm whales are most affected by driftnetting5152. Their susceptibility to entanglement in this type of fishing gear
is in part due to their peculiar head shape, which causes them to become trapped almost instantly on collision with a driftnet53.

Before pelagic driftnets greatly expanded in the Mediterranean in the mid-1980s, sperm whale stranding rates in the region were
low. However, over the past three decades the numbers of recorded sperm whale strandings along the Mediterranean coasts of Spain,
France and Italy have risen dramatically, to possibly among the highest regional stranding rates in the world54. According to a summary
of records from the waters of Spain, France and Italy between 1971-2003, 229 sperm whales were reported as entangled in fishing
gear, carrying entanglement scars, or were found stranded as a result of being entangled55. In2006 a total of six whales were stranded
in the Balearic Islands alone, the deaths ofthree of which could be attributed directly to driftnets56. It is also likely that some whales
killed by driftnets never wash ashore at all, sinking to the bottom before their deaths can be recorded.

The Mediterranean sperm whale population is unknown. Current research into total numbers is ongoing; however it is suspected
that the population is numbered at the very most in the low hundreds57. Statistics agreed by the International Whaling Commission
suggest that the maximum growth rate for sperm whale populations is 0.86%5S. Even ifthe total annual deaths attributable to drifnets
are three to six individuals, this necessitates a total sperm whale population of approximately 300-600 individuals to simply maintain
the population. Clearly the continued incidental capture of sperm whales by illegal driftnets is a serious concern. In2004 a report
submitted to the IUCN stated that - "the
main known cause of sperm whale decline in

. K o The main known cause of

the Mediterranean is bycatch in high seas

. . sperm whale decline in the
swordfish driftnets"59. The report goes on to

. . Mediterranean is bycatch in

say - 'The virtual disappearance of sperm )

. . high seas driftnets.
whales in the stranding record of France and

© Delphis

their sharp decline in the records from Spain
and [taly, despite a clear improvement in
stranding reportage and investigation in all
three countries, is seen as indicative of the
species decline in these waters, particularly in
view ofthe fact that driftnet fishing
continues. "The Mediterranean
subpopulation of sperm whales is

categorized as Endangered by the IUCND.
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right: A diver attempts tofree a
sperm whale entangled in a
driftnet.

(& Antonio Di Natale

CULPRIT COUNTRIES

Italy

n Italy, the driftnet fleet grew to be the largest in the region, totalling more than 700
Ivessels by 19896l. The government encouraged this expansion as, ironically it con-

sidered driftnets to be more environmentally sustainable than other methods of
fishing6 The increase in the size of the fleet was mirrored by an expansion of its range,
with vessels pursuing swordfish and albacore tuna from Sicilian and Calabrian waters
in the south, to the Ligurian Sea in the north@.

Following the EU ban on large-scale driftnets (over 2.5km in length) in 1992, an Ital-
ian fleet of at least 650 vessels continued to use nets measuring on average 10-12km in
length6t Concern at the scale of this illegal fishery, and corresponding threats of a US
trade embargo of Italian fish products, led to an agreement in 1997 that decommis-
sioning would occurbetween 1997 and 199965 Despite this and the EU’sintroduction of
an outright ban on all driftnet fishing in 2002, illegal driftnetting continues in some Ital-
ian waters, with up to 100 vessels estimated to be operating in the southern Tyrrhen-
ian and Ligurian Seas6667.

In 2002, the Italian government finally initiated anational conversion plan for vessels
to shift from driftnet fishing to other gear types (trawl, purse seine, etc), providing fish-
ermen with financial compensation for so doing6869. However, as there was never a
record of the number and length of driftnets owned by Italian fishermen before the EU
ban, it is impossible to be sure that all of the driftnets that were decommissioned have
actually been handed in to the authorities. As a result, even those fishermen who offi-
cially accepted and complied with the ban may well have retained part of the gear to
continue fishing illegally, or sold it on to fishermen in non-EU countries70. In fact, it is
known that Italian and Greek fishermen have profited from selling their equipment to
Turkish fishermen7lwhere, despite national and international legislation banning large-
scale swordfish driftnetting, the fleet has expanded in recent years72

The nets and the vessels used in the Italian driftnet fishery are both known as
“spadare”. Swordfish and albacore are the target species, but numerous other animals
are also caught incidentally in the 15km nets, which are set in an 'S’ or zigzag pattern,
and hang i5-3om from the water’s surface” This unusual arrangement is perilous to all
kinds of pelagic fauna, and bycatch of this fishery isknown to include striped dolphins,
common dolphins, bottlenose dolphins, sperm whales, sharks, rays, sunfish, sea turtles

and several species of seabirdZ

10 ILLEGAL DRIFTNETTING IN THE MEDITERRANEAN



When is a driftnet not a driftnet?

Spadare are illegal under both EU and Italian law. However, under legislation passed by the Italian government in 1998 (following the

announcement ofthe EU driftnet ban), fishermen were allowed to convert their outlawed gear into small pelagic driftnets called "ferrettara".

This new type of driftnet, with a length of 2km (1.25 miles) and mesh of 10cm, was purportedly used for the capture of small pelagic species not

included in the EU ban (e.g. mullet, sardines, anchovies etc) within Skm (3 miles) of the coast75.

In2003, the ferrettara fishery was reviewed by the Italian authorities and received an ambiguous decree, allowing fishermen registered as

driftnet users before the 2002 EU ban, and who had received compensation, to use ferrettara and an anchored gillnet (essentially the same as a

driftnet but anchored to the seabed) with a maximum length of S5km (3 miles)76. The issuing of new licences under this scheme resulted in

unrestrained fishing with ferrettara and anchored gillnets77.

A ruling was passed in April 2005 amending the law concerning ferrettara, allowing fishermen to use an anchored net of up to 5km and

height of 20m, up to 19km (12 miles) from the shore of minor Italian islands767960. In May 2006 the law was again amended by the Minister of

Agriculture, Fisheries and Food. Ferraterra are now permitted to be set up to 10 nautical miles from shore with a maximum length of2.5

kilometres, and a minimum allowable mesh size of 180mmé6l.

The control of vessels operating under these licences is virtually impossible, as authorities have to verify the type of net onboard, its length,

the way it is used at sea, and the species landed62 Consequently, the level of enforcement is poor and, worryingly, the impact on bycatch

species is unknown. There is also widespread concern among conservationists that the ambiguous status of driftnets under Italian law has

created a loophole by which fishermen can elude EU regulations63. Despite the confusion and uncertainty created by the use of different terms

in Italian law for driftnets, however, it is clear from monitoring and enforcement activities that the use of large-scale pelagic driftnets to target

swordfish and tuna continues.

Since 1995, Delphis, a cetacean research and conservation organization, has moni-
tored the use of driftnets around the island of Ischia (located off the coast of Naples).
The waters off Ischia are an important feeding and breeding ground for several cetacean
species and have been listed in the JUCN Cetacean Action Plan as critical habitat for
common dolphins. The area has been described as a feeding site for fin whales, feeding
and breeding ground for striped and Risso’s dolphins and transient zone for nursery
groups of sperm whales.

During the May-August fishing season of 2000 and 2001, 40 different boats carrying
driftnets were monitored around Ischia. These boats, targeting swordfish, were all found
to be carrying driftnets that far exceeded the EU limit at the time of 2.5km per boat.
Dead cetaceans were also found during this period. Over 2 days inJuly 2001 three striped
dolphins were found stranded or adrift around Ischia with body mutilations and lesions
indicative of capture in driftnets. The flukes and dorsal fin had been cut off one animal
which had a rope tied around its pectoral fins and head*

In the 2004 season, monitoring on Ischia by the RSPCA and the Humane Society
International, together with Delphis, identified 15 vessels in one harbour using drift-
nets to land swordfish and tuna. A total of 237 swordfish and 73 tuna were landed ille-
gally and transferred onto three trucks, two of which displayed the EU logo%.

Nine driftnetting boats were also observed fishing illegally in the waters around the
island, and monitoring revealed driftnetting activities to be overlapping with cetacean
habitat, and therefore posing a serious bycatch risk. Two bycatch incidents involving
sperm whales occurred during the study period: one animal was found floating and
partly decomposed five miles south of Ischia, and had clearly been entangled in a drift-
net as indicated by the diamond shapes of the driftnet mesh cut into its flesh56 In the
other incident a pod of five sperm whales - two adults and three calves - were found
entrapped in a driftnet about no km (70 miles) south of Ischia. Their tails were tied
togetherby the net and one animal was completely entangled. The group was freed by
Italian coastguard divers, but were found to have a large number of lesions on their
body and were clearly stressed. It appeared that the older whales became caughtup in

the net whilst attempting to save the calves57

Arrests and
confiscations
Enforcement by the Italian
authorities during 2003 resulted
in the confiscation ofvarious
driftnet vessels. Six boats, with
about 20km (12 miles) of
driftnets on board, were
confiscated inthe South
Tyrrhenian Sea in May, and then
in July, 146 driftnets, with a total
length of 80km (50 miles), were
seized in Sicily. The following
month, 12 vessels from Calabria
and Sicily were caught in a port
on the east Sardinian coast with
60km (37 miles) of nets. They
were confiscated but the
captains ofthese vessels were
fined atotal ofjust € 12,000
(£8,000)ss. Between July 2004
and May 2005, 267.7km (166
miles) of driftnets were
confiscated during a total of 190
inspections carried out by the
General Authority of Harbour
Offices®. In 2005, the Guardia
Costiera confiscated 800km of
nets in total90. Unfortunately,
seized nets are often delivered
back to the owner, without any
guarantee that they will not be

used again 9.
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below S opposite: Upto
100 driftnet vessels are estimated to
be currently operating in the waters
around southern Italy.

& Delphis / p.spca

Drifinets today

The Italian Government’s official line to both the EU and the UN is that, since 2002,
there have been no driftnet vessels in Italian waters. Nevertheless, the Italian govern-
ment has continued to ask for financial aid for the conversion of the spadare fleet,
amounting to €5 million (£3.4 million) in 200392

In total, more than €200 million (£136 million) has been spent compensating Italian
driftnet fishermen, with 75% of this coming from the EU taxpayer% Despite the gen-
erous funding that has been allocated to phasing-out this destructive fishery, little
appears to have changed.

The current trend of driftnet use observed around Ischia is ominous. Over the years
that Delphis has been monitoring the situation the number of driftnet boats has
remained relatively stable, but the length of nets in use has greatly increased since 2001
to an average length of 36km (22 miles) in 2004. The largestnet observed in 2004 (prob-
ably made up of several nets strung together) stretched a staggering 84km, or around
50 miles, which surpasses even the colossal proportions that driftnets attained in the late
1980s¥ Furthermore, fishermen using other types of gear are now starting to equip
their boats with driftnet gear, causing “an alarming escalation of driftnet usage in the
area”, according to Delphis%.

Some of the driftnet vessels operating around Ischia have been observed to use false
panels constructed along the sides of boats, in order to hide the true length of driftnets
until the vesselis out at sea. Observers have also noted that the fishermen strategically
place buoys along the vessel sides to obscure their identification numbers, whilst some
other boats exhibitno registration code at all%. Nevertheless, boats have been identified
from Calabria, Sicily and Ischia, and at least seven vessels - representing 16% of the
boats monitored after January 2002 - had received government compensation of
between €25,000 - €70,000 (£17,000 - £47,000) in order to change their fishing gears97.

In addition to the long-term detailed monitoring around Ischia, other sightings of
illegal driftnetting in Italian waters have been noted by environmental groups. For
instance, in 2002 Greenpeace Italy identified eight driftnet vessels in the Sardinian ports
of Arbatax, Torregrande, Carloforte and Calasetta95, and in early July 2003, Goletta
Verde, the boat of the Italian organisation Legambiente, spotted driftnets set in the
middle of the international Cetacean Sanctuary of the Ligurian Sea®.

During 2005, Ranger - the research vessel of the conservation group Oceana -

encountered 37 Italian driftnet vessels operating in the Southern Tyrrhenian Sea. Sub-
sequent investigations revealed that 18 of these vessels had received a total of €640,000
(£430,000) in subsidies from the Italian government, averaging €35,000 (£24,000) per
vessel, to convert to other fishing methods 100 Italian driftnet vessels are also operating
wellbeyond Italian waters. InJuly 2005, a Spanish patrol vessel detained an Italian drift-
netter southeast of the Balearic island of Minorca, more than 500 miles from its home
port of Ad Castello in Catania. The vessel was listed on the Italian register as a surface
longline boatl0L
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In the summer 2006 fishing season, monitoring by both the government authorities
and the NGO community revealed continuing violations. InJune 2006, the Italian Min-
istry of Environment revealed that 400 km (250 miles) of driftnets had been seized in
the first half of the year and inspections carried out in just 3 ports - Naples, Palermo
and Reggio Calabria - on one night alone led to the confiscation of more than 50 km
(31 miles) of driftnets. Italy’snew Environment Minister and Green Party leader, Alfonso
Pecoraro Scanio, subsequently said the government would clamp down with more con-
trols and sanctionsI®

The Italian Coast Guard and Port Authorities have been hampered in their attempts
to control fishermen using spadare in part because they have had no authority to con-
fiscate nets and arrest offenders simply for having illegal fishing gear on board. Instead
they have to witness illegal fishing activities occurring in order to make arrests. This sit-
uation has existed due to political argument over whether the Royal Decree 11550 f 1940,
which states: ‘It is illegal to carry an boardfishing vessels nets or tools whose use isforbidden

forfishing activities"Bw as actually still applicable, or whetherithad been superseded by
Bill 963 from 1965, which allowed vessels to carry illegal gear on board, as long as it
wasn’t used.

This issue was highlighted by the Italian Coast Guard and Port Captain Corp to the
Minister of Agriculture Fisheries and Food in 2006. At his request in January 2007 the
Advocacy of the State confirmed that fishing vessels carrying spadare violate not only
the 1940 law, but also EC Regulation 894/97, and urged that anew form of sanction in
accord with the EC rules should be introduced 104 Announced as a zero-tolerance vision’
of the Italian Government, the Direzione Generale della Pesca has promoted a first
draft of Decree o f the President o f Republic (DPR) with the new sanctions. In theory this
should give the Coast Guard and Port Captains the authority to make arrests and con-
fiscate spadare at any time, simply for possession of the illegal gear. However, when con-
tacted, regional coast guard authorities had not yet heard of these changes, and no
operations or arrests were planned I

The European authorities are well aware of successive Italian governments’ failures
to enforce EU fisheries policy: inspectors have been monitoring the situation foranum -
ber of years to assess whether the Italian authorities have taken all the necessary steps
to ensure compliance with driftnet legislation. Based on the inspectors’ reports, the
Commission has come to the conclusion “that Italy isnot controlling and inspecting sat-
isfactorily the Community legislation as regards driftnets” 106 It remains to be seen,
however, exactly what action the EU will take to punish these clear infractions of the

Common Fisheries Policy.
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France

Thonaille vessels continue to
operate illegally with support
from local government.

(& Frank Dhermain / GECEM

s in Italy, the French driftnet fleet, known as the ‘thonaille’, continues to

operate in direct contravention of EU and international law. In 2005,

between 75 and 100 vessels were estimated to be fishing for bluefin tuna
and swordfish on the Mediterranean high seas between 20-100 km (12-62 miles)
from the coast, including within the internationally protected Pelagos Sanctu-
ary for marine mammals, a vast marine protected areca that extends across the
north-western M editerranean 107

The French authorities have openly challenged EU and international legis-
lation by actively supporting the illegal activities of its thonaille fleet, also
known as ‘courantille volante’. A government decree issued on the ist August
2003 authorised a maximum of 100 vessels to use driftnets up to 9.26km (5.7
miles) in length to fish M editerranean waters, including within the Pelagos
Sanctuary I (although an amendment in July 2004 forbade fishing in the sanc-
tuary between 15 August and 15 Septemberl®). To qualify for such a fishing
licence vessels had to be less than 18m in length, with nets equipped with ‘float-
ing anchors’ (which prevent the net from drifting and therefore overcome the
driftnet ban, according to the French authorities) and pingersll0- battery-pow -
ered acoustic devices that deter small cetaceans.

However, in 2005 the status of the thonaille fishery under French law was
successfully challenged by two NGOs working on behalf of France Nature
Environnement - S.0.S Grand Bleu and Groupe de Recherche sur les Cétacés
(GREC) - leading to aruling by the French Council of State (the highest level
ofjustice in the country) that the thonaille are indeed driftnets, and therefore
illegal under French law. Nevertheless, a survey by the conservation group
Oceana inJuly 2006 identified 37 thonaille vessels in 16 ports, some with nets on
board measuring up to 10km (6 miles), indicating that the new ruling is not
being successfully enforcedlll According to GECEM, a local cetacean organi-
sation, “there is a complete lack of policing and political will to enforce the ban
and widespread local support for the thonaille fishermen...fishing persists
within the marine sanctuary and dead cetaceans caught in driftnets are still
being washed up on French beaches” 12 GREC estimates that 70 driftnet vessels
are operating illegally 13

Furthermore, it appears that France’s illegal drifnet fleet is actively receiving
support from local government: for the 2006 fishing season abrand was created
called “Thonailleurs of the Mediterranean” with sponsorship from the Regional
Council for the PACA region (Provence-Alps-Cote d’Azur). The brand allows
the consumer to “distinguish the fish that comes from our traditional fishery,
on sale less than 24 hours after being caught” 14

Fishing using the thonaille takes place on moonless nights between April
and October, overlapping with the period during which striped dolphins gather
in the region to give birth and nurse their young. A scientific study in 2005

found that the fleet was responsible for catching between 31 and 142 striped dol-
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phins - predominantly babies of less than nocm - over the summer months,
particularly during Augustlli Reports from observers show that adult dolphins
commonly become entrapped in the nets whilst trying to save their offspringlla
However, the bycatch figure resulting from this study is likely to be an under-
estimate as September - the month shown by previous studies to have the high-
est bycatch rate - was virtually undocumented due to bad weather.

The study also found that the use of pingers - firstintroduced in 2001 - can,
if used correctly, reduce the number of dolphins caught by 64% 117 The impli-
cations of this level of mortality for the striped dolphin population isunknown,
however. The IUCN consider Mediterranean striped dolphins to be facing dif-
ficulties due to an of array threats, including driftnetsll® The Mediterranean
population is also listed on Appendix I of the Convention on Migratory Species
and the species has been protected in France since 1970.

Now that the thonaille is illegal under French law (and therefore totally
unregulated) bycatch monitoring has ceased and it is unclear whether fisher-
men are still using pingers, or indeed have increased the size of their nets -
both factors which could increase bycatches to dangerously high levels.
Research in the summer of 2000, before the introduction of pingers, found that
up to 400 striped dolphins were captured annually 119

Striped dolphins constitute the vast majority of the thonaille’sbycatch, but
unknown numbers of other cetaceans are also accidentally caught, including
sperm whales, pilot whales and Risso’s dolphins. All of these species are much
less abundant than striped dolphins and their capture is considered to be highly
alarming by scientists12). Loggerhead turtles are the second most common
bycatch species after striped dolphins, but unlike Stenella, entangled logger-
heads are almost always released alive2l The long-term health impacts of their
capture are unknown, however.

France has a dismal record when it comes to fisheries control, reflected in
2005 when the French Government was fined €20 million (£13.5 million) for
persistently failing to enforce fisheries rules over the previous 14 years12 Puni-
tive measures were lifted by the EU Commission in November 2006 despite
the continued activity of France’s thonaille fleetI3
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above: Thesunfisk, Mola mola,
is caught accidentally by driftnets
in the Straits of Gibraltar

© Seapics.com

Morocco

he Italian and French driftnet fleets, although important, are not the only ones

operating in the Mediterranean. Morocco harbours the bulk of the Mediter-

ranean driftnet fleet, with a conservative estimate of 177 vessels targeting sword-
fish in the Alboran Sea (the westernmost portion of the Mediterranean between Spain
and Morocco) and the nearby Straits of Gibraltar2 However, Moroccan Government
estimates put the total number of vessels at closer to 300125

A scientific study carried outby W W F in 2005 found that over an eight-month mon-
itoring period, four boats caught a total of 237 dolphins (both common and striped), 498
blue sharks, 542 shortftn makos (Isurus oxyrinchus), 464 thresher sharks and 46 logger-
head turtles, along with 2,990 swordfish (the target catch)126 Oceana, who surveyed the
Moroccan fleetin 2006, report that the majority of swordfish captured are much smaller
than the minimum length of 125cm - legally established by the International Commis-
sion for the Conservation of Atlantic Tuna (ICCAT) - and have not reached sexual
maturity I2ZA Moroccan Governmentreportto ICCAT in 2006 confirms this: 90% of the
swordfish catch in the Alboran Sea and 35% in the Straits of Gibraltaris made up ofjuve-
niles IR

Estimates for the bycatch of the whole Moroccan fleet over a 12-month period pro-
duced figures of 3,000-4,000 dolphins and 20,000-25,000 pelagic sharks for the Alboran
Sea alone, and a further 11,000-15,000 dolphins and 62,000-92,000 sharks around the
Straits of Gibraltar. Although unrecorded in the 2005 study, the Moroccan driftnet fleet
is also known to catch a variety of other cetacean species including minke whales,
sperm whales, pilot whales and bottlenose dolphinsI2.

The use of driftnets in the Alboran Seabegan in the 1980s with the targeting of sword-
fish by about 100 Spanish vessels. After the UN moratorium was implemented in 1992,
27 boats illegally continued to deploy nets 3-5 km (2-3 miles) long on the M editerranean
side of the Straits of Gibraltar1X This fishery was particularly unselective, with sword-
fish catches accounting for only 5-7% of total catch in numbers, which was mostly sun-
fish (Mola mola) (71-93%) and other species such as striped and common dolphins and log-
gerhead turtles. After 1994, however, these boats stopped using large-scale driftnets and
changed target species Bl selling their driftnet gear on to Moroccan fishermen 12

In 2004, the Government of Morocco officially recognized the problems posed by the
country’sillegal driftnet fleet and announced the launch of a5-year phase-out plan, due
to be completed by the end 0of 200818 The EU, which is the principal market for sword-
fish caughtby the Moroccan fleet, and therefore the major driver of the fishery, agreed
to help Morocco implement this plan. Under a new fisheries partnership agreement,
worth €36 million (£24 million) per year, 119 EU vessels will gain access to fish Moroc-

can waters and, controversially, also the waters of Western Sahara - a country which
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has been occupied by Morocco for 30 years. A portion of this payment - €1.25 million
(£850,000) per annum - has been allocated specifically to funding the conversion of the
illegal driftnet fleet3 The United States has also pledged financial support to the planIX

Meanwhile, Moroccan driftnet boats continue to operate in the Alboran Sea and
Straits of Gibraltar, and have even been detected straying into Spanish (EU) waters. As
a result, nine ships faced a total of €540,000 in import sanctions in 2005, and continu-
ing incursions in 2006 have led to the Spanish authorities warning Morocco to control

their fleet or face further punitive measures 1%

Moroccan Plan of Action I3/

In theory, Morocco should be driftnet free from 1January 2009:

2004 The ministry will carry out an awareness-raising campaign so that fishermen

understand the legal situation and impacts of driftnet use.

2005  Initiate training courses in alternative fishing techniques. The import of drift-
nets will be prohibited.

2006 The ministry will develop a legal text -‘Abandon” - aimed at motivating fish-

ermen to stop driftnet fishing. Training courses will continue.

2007 Non-severe controls willbe put in place by the ministry to ensure, by degrees,

that fishermen reject driftnets. Training courses will continue.

2008 The government will prepare for the implementation of laws forbidding the

use of driftnets in Morocco.

Morocco is the second largest producer of swordfish in the M editerranean (after Italy),
accounting for 23% of total catches in the region - 3,253 tonnes in 200413 These catches
are splitbetween longline (61%) and driftnet (38%) vessels, although prior to 2000 drift-
nets accounted for 90% of Moroccan swordfish catches (a clear distinction is, however,
difficult to draw as all driftnet vessels are also longliners - hence the wildly different esti-
mates of the size of the fleet). The bulk of the driftnet fleetis based in the port of Tang-
iers (—75%), and consists mostly of small-sized vessels (14-16111) using nets of up to 14km
(9 miles)13914°.

Only 2% of the Moroccan swordfish catch remains on the domestic market: 98% is
exported to the EU -75% to the Italian market, 20% to Spain, with most of the remain-
ing 5% going to Portugal. Moroccan swordfish enters the EU through the Spanish port
of AlgecirasH¥l and travels to the Italian market via Spanish export companies, based
mainly in Vigol®2 Based on these figures, the EU imported more than 1,200 tonnes of
swordfish in 2004, worth in the region of €8 million (£5 million). Morocco represents
the third most important exporter of swordfish into the EU after Indonesia and Singa-
pore 3 Various unpublished accounts also suggest that there is a very significant drift-
net fleet in Algeria supplying the EU market with swordfish, very much like the Moroc-
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below: Striped
dolphins ér tunafound
entangled in a large piece
of driftnetfloating off the
Aegean Island of
Samothrace, Greece, May
200.

© Fisheries Research Institute,
National Agricultural Research

Turkey

Aecegean Sea coast from the two main swordfish fishing ports of Sivrice and Fethiye &
A study of this fishery in 1999-2000 found that striped dolphins, Risso’sdolphins and
bottlenose dolphins were all incidentally caught, with striped dolphins the most affected

In addition to the Moroccan fleet, up to no driftnet vessels operate along Turkey’s

species 46 Further investigations in 2000-2001 found non-target catches to include bluefin
tuna, little tunnies (Euthynnus alletteratus), M editerranean spearfish (Tetrapturus helene),
bullet tuna (Auxis rochei), dolphinfish (Coryphaena hippurus), manta rays, sharks and dol-
phins 47

Although there appear to have been no recent detailed assessments of the scale or
impacts of the illegal Turkish fleet, gruesome indicators of its activities continue to
surface; in late May 2005 a large piece of driftnet was found floating in the waters of the
northern Aegean Greek island of Samothrace containing the bodies of 12 striped dol-
phins, one Risso’s dolphin, and several tuna and sharks. Markings indicated that the

net was of Turkish origin 45
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CONCLUSIONS

here is a wealth of legislation in existence to tackle the issue of driftnet

fishing in the M editerranean. In addition to the UN moratorium of 1992

and the EU ban of 2002, ICCAT followed suit in 2003 by means of a
binding recommendation, specifying a total ban on driftnet fishing - irrespec-
tive of net size - for large pelagic species. Finally in February 2005 the General
Fisheries Commission for the Mediterranean (GFCM) endorsed the decision
made by ICCAT, meaning that the Mediterranean, at least from a legalpoint of
view, is now driftnet free.

The enforcement of this ban represents a serious challenge for all countries
around the Mediterranean and will require determined collaborative action if
itisto be successful. However, as things stand today there is sufficient evidence
to conclude that various States, including several members of the EU, are fail-
ing to act. Considering the appalling environmental record associated with this
fishery, the continued existence of a sizeable driftnet fleet is of grave concern
for M editerranean marine life.

Further exacerbating the situation are laws passed by certain States, namely
Italy and France, which seem to be deliberate attempts at circumventing EU
and international driftnet bans. The ambiguous status that driftnets occupy
under national law in these countries must be clarified, and the EU must take
strong action where there is good evidence that Member States are failing in
their duty to enforce the Common Fisheries Policy

Finally, irrespective of whether EU vessels are involved in driftnetting, there
can be no excuses for accepting imports of swordfish and tuna onto the EU
market from countries such as Morocco, Turkey and Algeria, that are known
to have sizeable illegal fleets, without adequate safeguards in place. As the major
consumer, and therefore driver, for these fisheries it is surely the responsibility
ofthe EU - including consumers, traders and retailers - to assistthese countries
in eliminating their illegal fisheries.
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