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What difference will a couple
of birds make?

So you catch a couple of birds in a year—what’s the big deal? The
major problem with just catching a couple of birds is the number of
boats that there are fishing. For starters, in our waters alone there
are around 200 surface and bottom longline vessels. Even if these
boats catch (on average) only a couple of birds a year, this starts to
become quite a large pile of dead birds! Not only this, but because
our seabirds are such great travellers they can move to fisheries all
over the world, so the actual number of fishing boats that our
seabirds are exposed to becomes very large.

So the biggest problem with only catching a couple of birds is the
fact that there are a lot of vessels out there fishing. Even if they only
catch a couple each, this adds up to quite a number of birds caught
every year.

When the numbers of some of the seabird species can be counted in
tens (Macquarie Island Wandering Albatross has only seven
breeding pairs), or thousands (e.g. New Zealand’s Black Petrel), just
a few can represent a significant number of the total population.

The problem is compounded by the way seabirds grow and breed.
They are slow breeders, with some, like the Wandering Albatross
producing only one egg every two years. Seabirds like albatrosses
are slow to mature, reaching between 5 and 12 years before they
can start breeding.

Often, breeding birds are the ones that are caught. They follow the
boats in search of an easy feed for their young ones. Catching
breeding birds can mean the death of two birds for every one
caught, as there is often a dependent chick waiting for a feed, back
at the nest. If mum doesn’t turn up, dad can’t feed the chick on his
own, so the chances are quite high that the young one will die too.
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What are the other benefits of
a tori line?

Okay, so we know that tori lines are good for the birds, but have
you considered what a tori line can do for you? For starters, aren’t
you sick of hearing about how bad the fishing industry is for birds,
and how little you are doing to prevent the slaughter of thousands
of defenseless birds?

Is this the sort of image that is giving the industry a fair go?

No! Not at all, and the only way to change the public view of the
situation is by showing that you as fishers are acting responsibly.
Using a tori line is a pretty good defense against public criticism, and
will certainly go a long way towards reducing the chances of
catching birds.

What do you think when you see birds taking your baits? Do you
ever think about how much bait you are losing, and wonder
whether those baits that are taken off your line could be costing you
valuable fish? The baiting in a longlining operation is the key to
successful fishing; after all, how many fish would you catch if you
didn’t bait any hooks? Silly question, isn’t it? Yet, by not protecting
your baits from birds, some of the hooks you set are essentially
going out unbaited; and while you are at it, you are throwing away
the baits for those hooks. How much bait do you think you lose to
seabirds over the space of a year? How many fish do you not catch
as a result?

It is a tough equation to work out, because much is speculation. But
the reality is, if you are not doing everything you can to ensure that
baiting is as good as it could possibly be, then your fishing operation
is not being run as efficiently as it could be.

It’s pretty easy to get a tori line properly set up for your boat.
Research has shown that an effective tori line can reduce bait loss
by up to 69%; that translates to a substantial number of baits that
remain on your line, fishing.

For free advice on how to set your vessel up with an effective tori
line, contact the advisory officer.
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The muttonbirds

For many of us, the term “muttonbirds” just refers to that group of
little brown or black birds that sometimes appear in large numbers
around boats. The clowns of the seabird world, sometimes they put
on a great show, squabbling and carrying on, or diving down to
pinch baits before we can even see them on the haul, and generally
bludging baits and scraps. But muttonbirds are actually a complex
group of 15 species known as “petrels” and “shearwaters”. Some of
these species are extremely common, and some are not, but look
common because they always hang out around fishing boats. The
purpose of this next section is to let you know a little more about
our wee mates, the mutton-ducks.

The reason that they all look the same is that they are all closely
related, and all live very similar lifestyles. Most of their lives are
spent at sea, generally only going to land in order to breed. Look at
the seven separate species of muttonbird on these pages, and you
may start to realise that despite how similar they all are, there are
more than just a couple of kinds.

New Zealand’s “real” muttonbird
is the Sooty Shearwater. This
bird breeds all through our
outlying islands, except for the
Kermadecs and the Bounty
Islands. This is the species on
which the muttonbird industry is
based. The adults are not taken
as a part of this industry, but
rather the young chicks, who
can eat as much food as is
provided to them, and when
there is plenty around they can become extremely fat.

The species we most often see around are Flesh-
footed Shearwaters. They can be identified by their
pale pink beak with a dark tip (see photo), and their
pinkish legs (the name “flesh-footed” refers to the
fact that the colour of the legs is similar to a
European’s skin).  Some flesh-foots breed on
offshore islands around northeastern New Zealand
such as the Hen and Chicken Islands, but mostly
they breed on Lord Howe Island. These little birds
migrate up to Korea and Japan during our winter

Sooty Shearwater  Photo:P.Reese

Flesh-footed shearwater

Photo: P.Reese
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Black Petrel  (Photo DOC)

every year. So if you ever
thought that muttonbirds were
more common in summer, and
seem to mostly disappear in the
winter, you are right! The only
muttonbirds left once the Flesh-footed shearwaters disappear are
less common, or more shy around fishing boats, like Black Petrels,
Fluttering Shearwaters and Little Shearwaters.

The most common muttonbird you will be seeing
during the winter months will probably be the Grey-
faced Petrel, which, as you can see in this photograph,
has a distinctive grey face. These birds tend to be shyer
than Flesh-footed Shearwaters, and will generally stay
quite a way from the
boat during setting
or hauling, but they
sometimes come in
for a closer look.

Grey-faced Petrel

(Photo R.Slack)

White-chinned Petrel

(Photo:P.Reese)

Grey Petrel  (Photo:P.Reese)

Fluttering Shearwater

(Photo:P.Reese)



16 Tuna fishers folder, September 2001

Black Petrel—Seabird of
concern

One of the seabirds reported caught in the northern domestic
fishery is the black petrel. Like other “muttonbirds” the black petrel
breeds in burrows in the ground. Before the spread of rats, cats,
stoats and dogs, large populations of this seabird would return each
year to breed under the forest canopy of many of the coastal and
some inland ranges of the North and South Island. Because they nest
in the ground, these seabirds are easy prey for such introduced
predators. The mainland populations were gradually eaten out and
have now disappeared. The black petrel now only breeds on Little
Barrier and Great Barrier Islands, and there are about 4,500 breeding
adults remaining. This is one of New Zealand’s most threatened
seabirds, and has been rated as “vulnerable” using an international
system which assesses the status of plants and animals.

The black petrel is often seen feeding in waters north of about East
Cape between October and June. This is the breeding season. Once
breeding is over the birds migrate across the Pacific Ocean and
forage off Central and South America over our winter months. They
begin to breed from six years of age, and live for about 20 years.

The black petrel looks quite similar to another muttonbird called
the flesh-footed shearwater which is common in New Zealand
waters. Both are blackish-brown birds, but the black petrel
generally looks blacker and bulkier, has black legs and a yellowish
beak. The flesh-footed shearwater has pink legs (its legs are the
colour of a European’s legs thus the name) and a more pinkish white
and narrower beak. Both have dark tips to the beak.

The black petrel is a very good diver, so it is important that baits sink
quickly behind the vessel and a good quality tori line is used to

protect the bait. They feed on
jewel squid which live along
the shelf break zone from East
Cape to North Cape. Black
petrels feed during both the
day and night.

Black Petrel

(Photo: C.R. Veitch)



17Tuna fishers folder, September 2001

More information on the
Black-browed Mollymawk

The Black-browed Mollymawk is quite a misunderstood bird.
Despite being one of the most common sights around fishing
vessels, many people don’t know much about them. They are one of
our smallest albatrosses (yes they are albatrosses, mollymawk is the
name given to the smaller species) and this has led to some
confusion between similar looking birds, such as Black-backed
Gulls, and even Australian Gannets. What makes the situation even
more complicated is the fact that the young ones and the old ones
look different anyway!

Young ones have darker beaks and may have some
grey colouring around their neck and head, where
the adults have a yellow beak with a pink or red tip,
and no grey around their head or neck. On this
page we have included pictures of a young
blackbrow, an adult blackbrow and a Black-backed
Gull for comparison. As you can see, young
blackbrows can look quite different from their
adults.

Compared to Black-backed Gulls
they are larger, with much
longer and narrower wings. In
flight, the gulls flap almost
constantly, whereas the albatross
will glide most of the time.

Black-backed Gulls also look different
when they are young, being a speckled
grey-brown rather than their normal
adult black and white.

Adult Black-browed Mollymawk

Black-backed Gull

Juvenile  Black-browed Mollymawk
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Underwater Setting—Update

You may have heard that kiwi ingenuity has been put to use over the
past few years to find a way to set baited hooks underwater. The
idea was initially put forward by a group of skippers and fishing
industry reps during the first year of the Conservation Services Levy
programme. Since then there have been mixed reactions, from total
rejection to enthusiastic support!! Here is an update on the two
types of devices that have been developed.

U N D E R W A T E R  S E T T I N G  C H U T E

The chute is now fully developed and has been extensively sea
tested for operational faults. The recent sea testing and refinement
has been carried out on a vessel fishing around Tasmania and
western Australia. The Australian government  has made funding
available to build 10 chutes and these are currently being fitted to
vessels for a 6 month trial. Each vessel will carry an observer and
detailed observations of seabird bycatch and seabird behaviour will
be recorded. If the trials are successful, a chute will be tested in
Hawaiian waters.

U N D E R W A T E R  S E T T I N G  C A P S U L E

This device has undergone a re-design after a trial on the F.V. Daniel
Solander found that the device was unsafe in heavy seas. The
original inventor (Dave Kellian) and the skipper if the Daniel
Solander have come up with a new way to deliver the capsule
below the waterline. The capsule is now transported on a track
attached to the stern. This means there are no flying parts that could
endanger crew. A number of other improvements have been made
to make the device easy to use. Limited sea testing of the new design
has been carried out, but further sea time is needed to fully test the
device.

For further information on either device, contact the Advisory
Officer.
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