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BYCATCH 
THREATS TO SHARKS
•  Overfishing

•  Caught as bycatch

•  Shark finning

THREATS TO MARINE TURTLES
•  Caught as bycatch on a fishing hook 

•  Eating and illegal trade of eggs, meat 
and shells

•  Coastal development leading to loss 
of breeding and nesting grounds

•  Pollution and pathogens

•  Climate change 

THREATS TO CETACEANS
•  Collision with vessels leading to 

death

•  Vessel disturbance in cetacean 
habitat

•  Food supply 

•  Contaminants 

• Noise

• Depredation

• Commercial whaling has destroyed 
many populations 

• Entanglement of fishing lines, nets, 
or other materials 

• Climate change
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It is often difficult to reach an internationally agreed and accepted definition 
of the word bycatch. Depending on the jurisdiction, bycatch may be defined 
differently in different countries and this is primarily due to

•  Different definitions of bycatch at the national level

•  Fisher’s choice on how different portions of their catch will be used

•  Equivocal terminologies related to bycatch

•  The diverse nature of the world’s fisheries

•  Fisheries management plans that have their own regulatory

 definitions of the term bycatch

The bycatch of endangered, threatened and protected (ETP) marine species 
warrants attention at the Western and Central Pacific Fisheries Commission 
(WCPFC) level due to relatively low reproductive capacity. Bycatch is an 
additional threat posed by illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing and 
contributes to overfishing and the decline of many fish populations. These ETP 
species often interact with longline and purse seine fishing operations. A report 
by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) in 2019 
estimates that 1 million seabirds, 8.5 million marine turtles, 650,000 marine 
mammals and 10 million sharks interact with fisheries operations each year.

According to a 2020 WCPFC tuna fishery yearbook, the combined estimated 
volume of discarded shark, including blue shark (Prionace glauca), silky shark 
(Carcharhinus falciformis), oceanic whitetip shark (Carcharhinus longimanus), 
and mako shark (Isurus oxyrinchus) by 14 Pacific island countries (PICs) 
longliners had reduced from 3,270 to 2,077 tonnes between 2019 and 2020 
respectively. 

The Pacific Community categorise non-targeted species as:

• Bycatch – unwanted catch that are discarded back into the sea as 
they are protected by law or have little to no value (e.g. pelagic rays, 
marine turtles, sharks, seabirds and  cetaceans) 

• Byproduct – fish species that are retained, similarly to target species 
due to their commercial value (e.g. mahimahi and swordfish)



BYCATCH MITIGATION METHODS
For Sharks
•  Deep setting, reduce soak time, avoid wire leaders, use of circle hooks and bait 

change (use finfish) in longline fisheries
•  Correct bycatch species naming require careful consideration as change in 

gear type or design and methods can affect some species while it benefits the 
other

•  Limiting fish aggregation device (FAD) use and modifying FAD designs and 
practices in purse seine fisheries

For Marine Turtles
•  Using circle hooks with a moderate (<10º) offset, deep setting, reducing daylight 

soak duration, limit retrieval during daylight hours, and dynamic spatial and 
temporal measures in longline fisheries

•  Use net illumination for gillnets
•  Improve FAD designs (i.e. biodegradable and non-entangling are being tested to 

reduce marine turtle bycatch) 
•  Practice safe handling and release practices to improve post-release survival

For Cetaceans
•  Advances in techniques for safe handling and release from purse
 seines, longlines and gillnets
•  Progress in development of dynamic spatial fishery management plans to avoid 

interactions with cetaceans
•  Closure of fishing area 

For Seabirds
• Steamer lines (tori lines)
•  Fast sinker
•  Weighted branch lines
•  Night setting
•  Hook shielding device (e.g. hook pods)

REGIONAL EFFORTS
The WCPFC has adopted conservation and 
management measures that are binding to 
its members including PICs to mitigate the 
bycatch of sharks, sea turtles, seabirds, 
and mobulid rays. The WCPFC has also 
developed guidelines to assist its members 
and non-members how to safely handle 
and release ETP species including marine 
turtles, whale sharks and other species of 
sharks, seabirds, and mobulid rays. 

Although the WCPFC has approved 
best practice guidelines for handling of 
cetaceans, these guidelines only address 
safe handling practices.

THREATS TO SEABIRDS
•  Incidentally capture in longline fishing 

gears 

•  Invasive species (pigs, dogs, goats) 

•  Climate change

International instruments used to categorise, regulate and assess ETP species.

International Union for the 
Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Red 
List of Threatened Species

It is a global tool used as a critical indicator of the world’s biodiversity.

It provides information about range, population size, habitat and ecology, use and/or trade, threats, and conservation 
actions that will help inform necessary conservation decisions.  It highlights those species that are facing a risk of 
global extinction and is updated annually based on an objective system.

United Nations Convention on the 
Conservation and Management of 
Migratory Species of Wild Animals 
(CMS)

The CMS provides a global platform for the conservation and sustainable use of migratory animals and their habitats.

It uses a variety of tools that range from legally binding treaties through to voluntary commitments (Memorandum of 
Understanding).

The Convention on International 
Trade in Endangered Species of 
Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES)

CITES is an international agreement between governments. Its aim is to ensure that international trade in specimens 
of wild animals and plants does not threaten their survival.

Food and Agriculture Organization 
of the United Nations 

Has provided international guidelines to assist countries and RFMOs in the management of bycatch and reduction of 
discards (Guidelines to prevent and reduce bycatch of marine mammals in capture fisheries).

Developed voluntary International Plans of Action (IPOA) to assist States and entities on practical steps to implement 
the various aspects of the Code. The four IPOAs developed include IPOA-seabirds, IPOA-sharks, IPOA-fishing capacity 
and IPOA-IUU.

(Source: © IUCN, CMS, CITES, FAO, 2022).
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