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Background

The Highly Migratory Species (HMS) management division of the National Marine Fisheries Service (NOAA Fisheries) began managing Atlantic sharks in 1993.  Currently, Atlantic sharks are grouped into three management complexes for commercial harvest: large coastal sharks (LCS), pelagic sharks (PS), and small coastal sharks (SCS).  These complexes are assigned regional quotas (North Atlantic, South Atlantic, and Gulf of Mexico) on an annual basis consistent with the maximum sustained yield for each complex.  Bycatch of non-targeted sharks within the directed shark fishery does occur in addition to sharks that are caught in other non-HMS fisheries such as the shrimp trawl and menhaden purse seine fisheries.  Some of these species are marketable and retained, while others are discarded for economic or regulatory reasons, resulting in additional bycatch. 

Atlantic Shark Bycatch

Shark bycatch occurs predominately in trawl, gillnet, and pelagic or bottom longline fisheries.  Observer data in the Gulf of Mexico menhaden fishery indicates that many LCS have been caught incidentally, up to 7.5 percent of the total LCS harvest per year, and that 75 percent of these sharks die upon release (Table 1) (DeSilva et al., 2001; Cortes, 2000). Annual estimates of SCS bycatch in the Gulf of Mexico shrimp fishery ranges from 570,165 kg dressed weight (dw) to 1,468,568 kg dw (Cortes, 2002).  In 2001, bycatch of LCS in the pelagic longline and bottom longline fishery represented approximately 2.8 and 5.7 percent of total mortality, respectively (Cortes et al., 2002).

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Table 1.
Estimates of Total Landings and Dead Discards for Large Coastal 

Sharks: 1991-2002 (Thousands of Fish).  Source:  Cortes et al.2002.

	Year
	Commercial

Landings
	Pelagic Longline

Discards
	Bottom Longline

Discards
	Menhaden

Fishery  bycatch
	Total

	1991
	200.2
	7.5
	11.3
	25.1
	280.5

	1992
	215.2
	20.9
	12.2
	25.1
	273.4

	1993
	169.4
	7.3
	11.3
	25.1
	213.1

	1994
	228.0
	8.8
	16.3
	26.2
	279.3

	1995
	222.4
	5.2
	13.9
	24.0
	265.5

	1996
	160.6
	5.7
	7.6
	25.1
	199.0

	1997
	130.6
	5.6
	8.3
	25.1
	169.6

	1998
	174.9
	4.3
	9.9
	25.1
	214.2

	1999
	111.5
	9.0
	3.8
	25.1
	149.4

	2000
	111.2
	9.4
	4.8
	25.1
	150.5

	2001
	95.7
	5.6
	6.1
	25.1
	132.5

	2002
	118.0
	2.4
	4.7
	25.1
	150.2


Management Actions

The Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act of 1996 defines bycatch, in part, as fish that are harvested in a fishery, but are not sold or kept for personal use, including economic and regulatory discards.  This Act also mandates that conservation and management measures shall, to the extent practicable, (a) minimize bycatch and (b) to the extent bycatch cannot be avoided, minimize the mortality of such bycatch.  Amendment 1 to the Fishery Management Plan for Atlantic Tunas, Swordfish, and Sharks (NOAA Fisheries, 2003) established a rebuilding plan for overfished LCS stocks and management measures to prevent overfishing of other shark stocks.  Rebuilding LCS and preventing overfishing requires implementing measures to reduce bycatch and associated mortality of prohibited and overfished species of shark, including the neonate and juvenile lifestages.   

The HMS Management Division is in the process of developing regulations to improve and possibly expand current bycatch reduction efforts in HMS fisheries.  Management actions that are currently in place include time and area closures, gear limitations, observer coverage on shark vessels, release equipment, and vessel monitoring system requirements.  Challenges facing bycatch reduction in the domestic Atlantic shark fisheries include:  (1) mixed shark fisheries (non-targeted and targeted shark species encountered on the same excursion), (2) lack of detailed life history data for some species, (3) life history characteristics of sharks (late sexual maturity and few young per brood), (4) inaccurate catch reporting data from both fish dealers and fishermen (e.g. species misidentification) (5) identification and protection of essential shark habitat, (6) the need to consider and coordinate state, federal, and international shark management efforts, and (7) outreach efforts to recreational and non-HMS fisheries that only catch sharks occasionally.
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