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1. Interaction between right whales & 
fisheries 

2. Vertical line characterization project

3. Summary & implications for regulations

Outline



Source: www.fisheries.noaa.gov/species/north-atlantic-right-whale



Source: www.andersoncabotcenterforoceanlife.org/blog/2018-right-whale-report-card/



•2010-2014: 82% of deaths due to 
entanglement

•83% entangled at least once

Fisheries interactions



Marine Mammal 
Protection Act

Serious injury 
and mortality

Take Reduction 
Team

Endangered 
Species Act

Sublethal effects

Atlantic States 
Marine Fisheries 

Commission

Regulatory protection



Take Reduction Team (TRT)

•Est. in 1996 by NOAA’s 
National Marine Fisheries 
Service

•Charged with reducing risks 
to large whales

•Revise ALWTR 
implementation plan 
regularly

Source: 
www.fisheries.noaa.gov/national/marine-life-distress/2017-2019-north-atlantic-right-
whale-unusual-mortality-event



Regulatory options

•Goal: Reduce risk by 60%
•Decrease # of vertical lines
•Weak rope 
•Gear modifications



Vertical line characterization

Source: www.bycatch.org/sites/default/files/Lobster_Gear_Report_0.pdf



Collaborators

NOAA’s Section 6 Grants to States

• State agency partners: RI, CT, MA, NH, ME

• Industry partners: 
• Maine Lobstermen’s Association
• Massachusetts Lobstermen’s Association
• Atlantic Offshore Lobstermen’s Association

•Other: 
• FB Environmental Associates
• University of Maine



Methods: Survey
•Data:

• Area fished
• Traps per trawl
• Vertical line configuration

•Mode: 
• Online
• Phone interviews

State
Number of 
Responses

ME 647
MA 139
NH 57
RI 13

Offshore 11



Preliminary results: Survey

Source: www.maine.gov/dmr/scienceresearch/species/lobster/seasampling.html



Preliminary results: Survey

Gear configurations increase with increasing 
distance from shore



Preliminary results: Survey

Rope diameter increases with increasing distance 
from shore



Methods: Testing breaking strength

•Collecting vertical line samples

•Data collected: 
• Area fished 
• Average traps per trawl
• Rope type
• Rope diameter
• Seasons fished

•215 tests so far



Preliminary results: Breaking strength

(N=28
)

(N=58
)

(N=99
)

(N=28
) (N=2

)

11

3 14 23

6
29

31

14

54

7 4

17 1

1

Smaller the diameter, the lower the breaking strength

Knots and splices lower the breaking strength and breaks will occur at 
these points



Methods: Hauling loads
•Document hauling loads under varying 

conditions and gear characteristics

• Information recorded:
• Area fished 

• Traps per trawl 

• Depth range fished

• Length of groundline

• Vessel size

• Weather and tide

• Events such as set overs and hang downs

• 11 fishermen have participated to date



Methods: Hauling loads



Preliminary results: Hauling loads

Greater depth and higher number of traps per trawl translate into 
higher hauling loads



Summary
•Rope diameter and traps per trawl increase 

with increasing distance from shore
• Regulations could be tailored to areas with 

greatest risk to whales

•Knots and splices lower breaking strength
• Fishermen may already be fishing rope that meets 

goal of 1700 lb breaking strength

•Depth fished and traps per trawl influence 
load most
• Regulations need to consider max hauling loads 

ropes are under to maintain safe fishing 
operations



Thank you & questions?


