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Black Sea: high-tech against cetaceans
by Alexei Birkun, Jr.

C etacean byca tches take  p lace  a n n u a lly  in  a ll B la ck  
Sea c o u n tr ie s  a n d  rep re se n t th e  m a jo r  th re a t to  lo ca l 
p o p u la t io n  o f  h a rb o u r  p o rp o ise s  (Phocoena phocoe­
na). M o s t cases o f in c id e n ta l e n ta n g le m e n t in  f is ­
h in g  nets occu r in  s h a llo w  w a te rs  o f th e  c o n tin e n ta l 
she lf. T ra d it io n a l areas o f coasta l a rtis a n a l f is h e ry  
c o u ld  be co n s id e re d  as th e  h o ts p o ts  o f  cetacean 
m o r ta l i ty  in  f is h in g  gear. Som e f is h in g  sites in  
w h ic h  b y c a tc h  occu rrences are  fre q u e n t w e re  revea­
le d  in  B u lg a r ia  ( in sho re  w a te rs  f r o m  S habla  to  Ba l- 
c h ik  a n d  f r o m  B ja la  to  C ape E m in e ), G e o rg ia  (be t­
w e e n  th e  m o u th  o f C h o ro k h i r iv e r  a n d  th e  T u rk is h  
b o rd e r), R o m a n ia  (a ll w a te rs  o f  th e  e xc lu s ive  econo­
m ic  zone), R uss ia  (area f r o m  A n a p a  to  S och i), T u r ­
k e y  (s o u th -w e s te rn  coast o f  th e  B la ck  Sea) a n d  
U k ra in e  (w a te rs  o f f  th e  C r im e a n  p e n in s u la  near 
S evas topo l a n d  Feodosia , a n d  b e tw e e n  C h e rn o m o r-  
skoye  a n d  E vp a to ria ).

H a rb o u r  p o rp o ise s  a lm o s t a lw a y s  rep re se n t the  
m a jo r ity  o f cetacean by-ca tches  re co rd e d  in  d if fe ­
re n t p laces a ro u n d  th e  B la ck  Sea. H o w e v e r, the  
abso lu te  n u m b e rs  o f th e  p o p u la t io n  losses are  n o t 
e s tim a te d  y e t fo r  th e  b a s in  as a w h o le . G e n e ra lly , 
th e  a n n u a l ra te  o f  in c id e n ta lly  c a p tu re d  p o rp o ise s  
a m o u n te d  to  90-100% , w h ile  th e  shares o f  o th e r 
cetacean species -  c o m m o n  d o lp h in s  (D e lp h in iis del­
phis) a n d  b o ttle n o s e  d o lp h in s  (Tursiops truncatus) - 
te n d e d  to  zero . A c c o rd in g  to  th e  re su lts  o f  m o re  o r 
less re g u la r  s tu d ie s  in  d if fe re n t co u n tr ie s , d u r in g  
th e  p re v io u s  decade (1990-1999) a to ta l o f 448 acci­
d e n ta lly  e n tra p p e d  cetaceans w e re  re c o rd e d  in  the  
B la ck  Sea, in c lu d in g  425 h a rb o u r  p o rp o ise s  (95%),
10 c o m m o n  d o lp h in s  (2% ) a n d  13 b o ttle n o s e  d o l­
p h in s  (3%). In  o th e r w o rd s , o u t o f  20 b y -c a u g h t 
cetaceans o n  re co rd , 19 co ns is ted  o f  po rpo ises . T h is  
e s tim a tio n  s tro n g ly  suggests th a t th e  d ire c t im p a c t 
o f B la ck  Sea f ish e rie s  is  a ffe c tin g  m a in ly  h a rb o u r  
po rp o ise s , a n d  th e  in te n s ity  o f th is  im p a c t is  p ro ­
b a b ly  30-40 tim e s  h ig h e r  co m p a re d  to  th e  adve rse  
in f lu e n c e  o f  f ish e rie s  o n  th e  o th e r tw o  species.

B o tto m -se t g i l i  ne ts fo r  B la ck  Sea tu rb o t (Psetta 
maeotica), s tu rgeons  (Acipenser spp ., Huso huso) a n d  
s p in y  d o g fis h  (Squalus acanthias) cause u p  to  99- 
100% o f cetacean byca tches. These ne ts are dange­
ro u s  fo r  h a rb o u r  p o rp o ise s  because o f th e ir  la rge  
m esh  size -  f r o m  8-11 c m  (d o g fis h  nets) to  12-15 c m  
(s tu rg e o n  nets) a n d  18-22 c m  ( tu rb o t nets) -  p ro v o ­

k in g  easy e n tan g le m e n t. The  h e ig h t o f these nets 
va ries  b e tw e e n  1.5 a n d  th ree  m etres , a n d  th e ir  
le n g th  m a y  reach  70-100 m etres. F ish e rm e n  u s u a lly  
tie  to g e th e r som e tens to  200 nets m a k in g  a s ing le  
line . O th e r  f is h in g  gear, in c lu d in g  p u rse  seines, 
tra m m e l, tra p  a n d  t r a w l nets, seem  to  be o f secon­
d a ry  im p o r ta n c e  as fa r  as cetacean b y c a tc h  is  con ­
cerned.

A lm o s t a ll (99.9%) re c o rd e d  byca tches w e re  le th a l. 
A n n u a l p e r io d  f r o m  A p r i l  to  June appears  th e  p r in ­
c ip a l season w h ic h  is p a r t ic u la r ly  h a za rd o u s  fo r  
h a rb o u r  po rp o ise s , d u e  to  ex te ns ive  f is h in g  o n  tu r ­
b o t. S uch  f is h in g  occurs  in  sp ite  o f  a te m p o ra ry  
spe c ific  p ro h ib it io n  b y  m o s t B la ck  Sea c o u n tr ie s  in  
v ie w  o f  tu rb o t  s p a w n in g  tim e . T u rb o t f is h in g  in  
M a y  -  June c o u ld  be  d e fin e d  n o t o n ly  as a s ig n if i­
can t a n th ro p o g e n ic  fa c to r o f  B la ck  Sea h a rb o u r  p o r ­
po ises m o r ta lity ,  b u t  a lso  as a fa c to r l im i t in g  th e ir  
re p ro d u c tiv e  o u tp u t.  T he  presence o f  n e a r- te rm  
p re g n a n t, p o s tp a r tu m  a n d  la c ta t in g  fem a les a m o n g  
th e  b y c a u g h t a n im a ls  in d ica te s  th a t th e  tu rb o t fis ­
h in g  season co in c id e s  w i t h  p o rp o is e  p a r tu r i t io n  a nd  
n u rs in g  p e rio d . F u rth e rm o re , th e  state o f  m a tu re  
m a le  a n d  fe m a le  g onads  (except p re g n a n t in d iv i ­
d u a ls ) in d ic a te s  th a t th e  b re e d in g  p e r io d  a lso 
occurs  in  s p r in g  a n d  e a rly  sum m er.

Ille g a l, u n re p o r te d  a n d  u n re g u la te d  ( IU U ) e x p lo ita ­
t io n  o f  m a r in e  b io lo g ic a l resources is one o f  the  
m a jo r  e n v iro n m e n ta l, e co n om ic  a n d  soc ia l p ro ­
b le m s  co n c e rn in g  th e  e n tire  B la ck  Sea re g io n . The  
a m o u n t o f th e  u n a u th o r iz e d  f ish e rie s  is  n o t e va lu a ­
te d  o f f ic ia l ly  o n  th e  n a tio n a l a n d  in te rn a t io n a l 
leve ls , b u t  a t p re se n t i t  p o s s ib ly  exceeds th e  c o m b i­
ne d  va lu e  o f  le g a l coasta l fishe ries .

A s  a ru le , m o d e rn  poachers  are e q u ip p e d  m u c h  b e t­
te r th a n  la w -a b id in g  f is h e rm e n , f is h  p ro te c t io n  o f f i­
cers a n d  coasta l gua rds . The  use o f  h ig h -te c h  s a te lli­
te  n a v ig a tin g , ra d io - lo c a t in g  a n d  e c h o -s o u n d in g  
devices, d isp o sa b le  m o n o fila m e n t ne ts a n d  speedy 
b o a ts  w i t h  p o w e r fu l eng ines enables ille g a l f is h e r­
m e n  to  c o n d u c t concea led  o p e ra tio n s  in  a n y  m a r it i ­
m e  area, a t a n y  t im e  (m a in ly  at n ig h t)  a n d  u n d e r  
a n y  w e a th e r c o n d it io n s . In  th a t w a y , cetacean 
b yca tches d u e  to  il le g a l g il ln e t  f is h e ry  o n  B la ck  Sea 
tu rb o t a n d  s tu rgeons  m a y  have  a v e ry  co n s id e ra b le  
m a g n itu d e . Q
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