
 

California harbor porpoises rebound after
coastal gillnetting stopped
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Harbor porpoises swim near the Golden Gate in San Francisco Bay, where the
porpoises have become more abundant in recent decades. Credit: Bill
Keener/The Marine Mammal Center

Harbor porpoises have rebounded in a big way off California. Their
populations have recovered dramatically since the end of state set-gillnet
fisheries that years ago entangled and killed them in the nearshore waters
they frequent. These coastal set-gillnet fisheries are distinct from
federally-managed offshore drift-gillnet fisheries. They have been
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prohibited in inshore state waters for more than a decade. The new
research indicates that the coastal set gillnets had taken a greater toll on
harbor porpoise than previously realized.

The return of harbor porpoises reflects the first documented example of
the species rebounding. It's a bright spot for marine wildlife, the
scientists write in a new assessment published in Marine Mammal
Science.

"This is very good evidence that if we can eliminate the deaths in fishing
nets, marine mammal populations can come back in a big way," said
Karin Forney, a research biologist with NOAA Fisheries' Southwest
Fisheries Science Center who is based in Monterey Bay.

The State of California managed set-gillnet fisheries for white seabass
and halibut in coastal waters off central California beginning in the
1930s. Before the 1980s, there was little solid information about the
impacts of coastal set-gillnets on protected species such as marine
mammals and seabirds. Harbor porpoises were vulnerable to this coastal
fishery because they frequent shallow inshore waters where the nets
were historically set.

The scientists estimated, based on a combination of data, that as many as
300 harbor porpoises per year may have been killed in California's
coastal set-gillnet fisheries during the 1980s. One 1994 study confirmed
the deaths of more than 50 harbor porpoises in Monterey Bay alone, with
the authors speculating that the true number was far higher.
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Harbor porpoises frequent shallower nearshore waters on the California Coast.
Credit: NOAA Fisheries

Rebound for Populations

In the late 1980s, fishery protections for seabirds and southern sea otters
benefited harbor porpoises, too. Three of the four stocks of harbor
porpoises off the California Coast rebounded as the coastal set-gillnets
were largely phased out, the new study shows. These coastal gillnets have
been prohibited north of the Sonoma-Mendocino County line (north of
Santa Rosa) since the early 1900s. That safeguarded the fourth stock, the
more remote Northern California/Southern Oregon population.

The Morro Bay population most clearly reflected the rebound. Biologists
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estimated the population numbered about 570 animals in 1991. Surveys
in the last few years estimate the population at approximately 4,200
porpoises, a roughly seven-fold increase.

The rapid growth of the Morro Bay stock suggests that bycatch had
depressed the population, especially before and during the 1980s. The
population decreased more than researchers had recognized previously,
the scientists reported in the new study. They concluded that it "is likely
that unmonitored fisheries had a dramatic adverse impact on the Morro
Bay population before monitoring of harbor porpoise began in 1986."

"We didn't really know how heavily the Morro Bay population had been
impacted by the white seabass and halibut gillnets at the time," Forney
said. "It is now clear that the toll was more severe than we thought."

She said the finding has significance for other marine mammals still
threatened by gillnets. Unlawful gillnets in Mexico have pushed the
critically endangered vaquita to the brink of extinction, for example.
Repeated surveys have found that the number of surviving animals may
now be in the single digits. The vaquita is the world's smallest porpoise
that lives in the turbid waters of the Gulf of California, where those
gillnets target a large and also endangered native fish that is prized in
China as traditional medicine.

"The story in California tells us that these animals are capable of
recovering if we eliminate the factors causing their decline, in this case,
gillnet bycatch from coastal fisheries within the range of harbor
porpoise," Forney said.
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A biologist watches through an airplane window, counting harbor porpoises and
other marine mammals and turtles off the California Coast. Credit: NOAA
Fisheries/Southwest Fisheries Science Center

Surveys Track Porpoise Numbers

Aerial surveys for harbor porpoises off California began in 1986,
collecting data that formed the foundation of the new population
assessment. Scientists supplemented the surveys with additional porpoise
sightings from surveys of endangered leatherback turtles. The
consistency of the surveys that continued over decades make them
valuable in detecting changes. California harbor porpoises were once
considered a single population. Beginning in 2001 biologists recognized
there were four genetically distinct stocks: Morro Bay, Monterey Bay,
San Francisco/Russian River, and Northern California/Southern Oregon.

The new analysis shows that three of the four stocks increased in number
since the days of coastal set gillnet fishing, and have recently begun to
stabilize:

Morro Bay: Increased almost 10 percent a year after most coastal
gillnetting ceased by 2001, now numbering about 4,200
porpoises.
Monterey Bay: Population grew faster after coastal gillnetting
stopped in 2003, but not as fast as Morro Bay. Most recently
estimated at about 3,760 porpoises.
San Francisco/Russian River: Numbers fell until coastal
gillnetting was prohibited in 1987. Beginning about 2009,
hundreds of harbor porpoises became regularly visible in San
Francisco Bay, perhaps benefiting from improved water quality,
and earlier changes such as the removal of an anti-submarine
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netting that blocked the Golden Gate. Now estimated at 7,777
individuals.
Northern California/Southern Oregon: Lesser known population
that is California's largest at about 12,160 porpoises.

Drift gillnet separate fishery

A small federal drift-gillnet fishery for swordfish continues in deeper
waters miles off California. This fishery operates too far offshore to
affect harbor porpoises. The fishery adopted stringent bycatch reduction
measures in the 1990s and early 2000s to protect marine mammals and
sea turtles. To protect marine mammals, the top of the nets hang below
the surface so marine mammals can pass overhead. Acoustic "pingers"
warn marine mammals of the nets' presence. To protect leatherback sea
turtles, federal fishery managers close a large area off California to drift
gillnets each year when the turtles are present. The measures have
dramatically reduced bycatch of marine mammals and sea turtles.

"We now know much more about how to protect these species from
fishing impacts," Forney said, "and we are seeing the results."

  More information: Karin A. Forney et al, A multidecadal Bayesian
trend analysis of harbor porpoise ( Phocoena phocoena ) populations off
California relative to past fishery bycatch, Marine Mammal Science
(2020). DOI: 10.1111/mms.12764

Provided by NOAA Headquarters

Citation: California harbor porpoises rebound after coastal gillnetting stopped (2021, January 21)
retrieved 4 May 2024 from
https://phys.org/news/2021-01-california-harbor-porpoises-rebound-coastal.html

7/8

https://phys.org/tags/population/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/mms.12764
https://phys.org/news/2021-01-california-harbor-porpoises-rebound-coastal.html


 

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

8/8

http://www.tcpdf.org

