
Vol. 4, N. 2, 2009 page 17

oping a campaign to assess cetacean popula
tions along Lebanese coasts, the P rincipa lity o f 
Monaco offered a cetacean observation equip
m ent to CNRS.

Both action plans share the view  expressed by 
the Parties to ACCOBAMS on d iffusing research 
and m onitoring ab ilities th roughou t the region 
being a tim e ly  challenge and one o f the h igh
est p rio rities as fa r as cetacean conservation 
is concerned. Accordingly, the  actions outlined 
were grouped in to fou r categories: education 
and awareness, capacity bu ild ing, research, and 
m anagem ent.

In fo rm a tion  on the cetacean species occurring 
o ff Syria and Lebanon is ex trem e ly  scarce and 
lim ited to a handful o f stranding and sighting 
records. A p re lim ina ry  review  o f the available in
fo rm ation  on species found stranded o r bycaught 
along th e ir coast was done in the con text of

these two plans.

The m ost rem arkable o f these events involved 
rough-toothed dolphins Steno bredanensis  (see 
photographs on previous page). On 4 March 
2008, two adult fem ales were bycaught in a gili 
ne t; one was pregnant. This is o f special in te rest 
as the species, regarded as 'v is ito r ' in the Medi
te rranean, has also been reported on a num ber 
o f occasions in ne ighbouring waters. This record 
in Lebanese waters fu rth e r suggests th a t th is 
part o f the  eastern M editerranean m ay include 
critica l hab ita t fo r th is  poorly known species.

The developm ent o f cetacean research and con
servation actions in these two countries o f the 
Middle East offers a unique oppo rtun ity  to get 
insight on the  situa tion o f whales and dolphins in 
a region where alm ost no in fo rm ation on ceta
ceans is available. □

Plastic waste cause fishing nets to k ill 
m ore Black Sea m arine m am m als

by Alexei Birkun, Jr.

Accidental catch in fish ing gear or, in short, by- 
catch was recognised as a m a jo r th re a t to  Black 
Sea cetaceans about 10-15 years ago, in the 
1990s. The bo ttom -se t gili nets fo r tu rb o t proved 
to be the  m ost hazardous fishing gear, and the 
spring fishing period the m ost hazardous season, 
fo r bottlenose dolphins ( Tursiops trunca tus  
ponticus ) and, especially, fo r harbour porpoises 
{Phocoena phocoena re lic ta ), both endem ic sub
species to  the Black Sea. However, so fa r there 
was no reliable scientific evidence to  dem on
stra te  the actual m agnitude o f th is  de trim enta l 
phenom enon.

In 2008 the  Joint Programme on Marine Mam
mals Conservation and Marine L itte r in the Black 
Sea was jo in t ly  established by the  Black Sea 
Convention and the ACCOBAMS Permanent Sec
re taria ts , in cooperation w ith  the UNEP Regional 
Seas Office. The program m e started w ith  two 
p ilo t pro jects, and one o f them  was im plem ented 
in Ukraine by the Black Sea Council fo r Marine 
Mammals (an in te rna tiona l NGO) and the Brema 
Laboratory (a research in s titu tion ). Protocols 
fo r the d irect synchronous m onitoring o f fish 
catches, cetacean by-catches and plastic wastes 
taken by nets were set up, to be carried on 
board o f a vessel involved in regular tu rb o t and 
spiny dogfish fisheries in the northw estern Black

Sea, o ff the  coast o f Crimea.

A to ta l o f 1,073 bo ttom -se t gili nets (fo r an 
overall length o f 78 km ) were exam ined from  
March to June. The by-caught cetaceans on 
record were represented by 118 harbour por
poises (98% ) and two bottlenose dolphins. All 
cetaceans were found dead. The rate o f harbour 
porpoise by-catch steadily increased during the 
s tudy period, peaking in June w ith  2.3 ind iv idu
a ls /km  in tu rb o t nets and 1.5 ind iv idua ls /km  in 
dogfish nets. In te rm s o ff is h  catches, the levels 
o f cetacean by-catch am ounted to 42 harbour 
porpoises and one bottlenose dolphin per 1,000 
tu rbo ts  and to 43 harbour porpoises per 1,000 
sharks.

A t the same tim e , a to ta l o f 895 item s o f plastic 
debris (pieces o f po lyethylene film , plastic bags, 
bo ttles, cans, fragm ents o f o ther solid packaging 
m a tte r) were recorded, collected and delivered 
to  shore. In general, tu rb o t nets entrapped 
po lym er litte r tw ice as much (14.1 p ieces/km ) 
as dogfish nets (7 .0  p ieces/km ). The greatest 
collection o f plastics occurred in March in tu rbo t 
nets (25 .0  p ieces/km ). The level o f m arine litte r 
found am ounted to 345 item s per 1,000 turbo ts  
and 259 item s per 1,000 sharks caught, respec
tively.
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Quite surprisingly, the tu rb o t nets contained 
by-caught cetaceans m ore often and on a larger 
scale if  they also contained plastic waste. One 
km o f tu rb o t net contam inated by plastics 
caught 2.3 cetaceans whereas one km o f the 
same net free from  plastics caught 1.2 ceta
ceans. In  o ther words, the  risk o f by-catch in 
tu rb o t nets to  cetaceans a lm ost doubled when 
the net also contained plastic litter.

Many plastic item s extracted from  the fishing 
nets had the appearance o f long-sunk objects 
encrusted w ith  benthic invertebrates such as 
sponges, hydrozoans, sea m ats, tube-bu ild ing  
worm s, bivalve molluscs, barnacles, ho lo thuri- 
ans, b rittle s ta rs  and sea squirts. Those anim als 
form ed associations, they were attached to 
m arine litte r  close w ith  each o ther as well as 
w ith  brown and green algae. Besides, some m o
bile demersal organism s were found in the nets 
along w ith  ta rge t fishes, by-caught cetaceans, 
m arine litte r  and settled representatives o f ben
th ic  fauna and flora. In particular, tw o species 
o f decapod crustaceans (shore crab and w a rty  
crab) and tw o species o f small fishes (B lack Sea 
w h iting  and flounder) were recorded.

The data obtained suggest th a t plastics lifted 
aboard from  the sea floo r in some way fac ilita ted  
cetacean by-catch. I t  can be speculated tha t

irregu la rly  deposited, long-lived sunken plastic 
debris on the bottom  o f the Black Sea con tinen
tal shelf m ay serve as an a rtific ia l substra te fo r 
the se ttlem ent o f benthic and dem ersal o rgan
isms, thus creating "p las tic  litte r biocenoses" 
which include harbour porpoises' prey. W hilst 
th is  m ay provide a mechanism  fo r a ttrac ting  the 
porpoises near the nets and m aking them  more 
susceptible to  entang lem ent, such hypothesis 
should be verified by subsequent research. At 
present, the re  can be no doubt th a t any plastic 
litte r inc identa lly  extracted from  the sea during 
fishing operations m ust be rem oved from  the 
m arine env ironm en t and elim inated properly in 
line w ith  the In te rna tiona l Convention fo r the 
Prevention o f Pollution from  Ships (MARPOL), 
the Convention on the Protection o f the Black 
Sea Aga inst Pollution and the FAO Code o f Con
duct fo r Responsible Fisheries.

In order to enhance the awareness o f Black 
Sea fisherm en, a leafle t and two stickers calling 
against m arine litte r po llu tion were designed, 
published and dissem inated. In addition, re l
evant guidelines were drafted and subm itted  to 
the BSC Secre taria t fo r fu rth e r consideration by 
the Advisory Group on Environm ental Aspects 
o f Managem ent o f Fisheries and O ther Living 
Marine Resources. a
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