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SUMMARY 

For many decades pelagic longline fisheries have been responsible for the deaths of large 

numbers of seabirds worldwide. Baited hooks deployed onto the sea surface attract seabirds 

to fishing vessels leading to attacks on baits, capture and death by drowning. An alternative 

is to deploy baits underwater where they are less detectable, more difficult to reach and less 

likely to be taken by seabirds. In 2010 and 2012 proof-of-concept experiments were 

conducted in the Uruguayan pelagic longline fishery with a newly developed device designed 

to set baits underwater. The experiments examined the differences between setting baits at 

the sea surface and setting baits underwater with regard to the abundances of seabirds 

following the vessel, incidences of attacks on baits and mortality. Underwater setting led to 

marked reductions in the numbers of seabirds following the fishing vessel and attacks on 

baits, the behavioural precursors to mortality. Mortality rates of seabirds on baits set to the 

relatively shallow depth of 4m were 87% lower than on baits set at the surface. No seabirds 

were caught on baits released 10m underwater, a reduction of 100% compared to the surface 

setting mortality of 11.6 birds/1000 hooks. No differences were detected between the two 

setting methods in the catch rates of target and non-target fish species. The evidence from 

the experiments, combined with the known dive depths of the white-chinned petrel 

(Procellaria aequinoctialis), a deep diving, difficult-to-deter species, suggests that baits 

released 10m underwater could reduce the incidental mortality of albatrosses and petrels to 

negligible levels. 
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