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ASCOBANS 4th Meeting of Parties, Esbjerg

August 2003

WWF opening Statement

WWF are pleased to attend this, the fourth meeting of Parties to ASCOBANS.  WWF were present during the first negotiations to establish the Agreement and have been firm supporters of the Agreement to date.  Our support for, and engagement in, the business of ASCOBANS has been a priority for the organisation as we recognise the vital need for action to be taken to protect small cetaceans throughout all European waters. 

We believe that the establishment of ASCOBANS set out an impressive set of objectives and targeted the key issues which need to be addressed if we are to secure better conservation status for small cetaceans in European waters.  This fourth Meeting of Parties offers an opportunity to reflect on the objectives that were agreed at the outset of the Agreement and to take stock of how these are being met by Parties.  Progress has been slower than WWF would have liked but we believe that there are some key issues where firm action by Parties can make a significant contribution towards achieving the goal of better conservation status for small cetaceans in the Agreement area.  

The Baltic harbour porpoise population 

Population decline:  Undoubtedly the most acute problem facing Parties is the critical situation of the Baltic population of harbour porpoises.  An abundance estimate generated in 1995 was of 599 animals (confidence intervals: 200-3300).  A new abundance estimate based on part WWF funded survey work carried out in 2002 suggests that there may be as few as 93 (confidence intervals: 10 – 406) animals remaining in the Baltic. 

There are many arguments which surround the abundance estimate of these animals, the surveys of which are fraught with difficulty because there are so few animals in the Baltic proper. However what is clear is that there are very few animals in the Baltic and Parties cannot afford to argue the details of numbers but rather take action to prevent the complete loss of the population.  The precautionary approach must be a guiding principle.  Doing nothing cannot be an option, and taking action that will improve the chances of harbour porpoise survival in the Baltic is not difficult.  The most significant threat facing these animals throughout their range is the incidental capture in fishing gear.  We know what gear and we know what action is required, it is simply a matter of prioritising this politically and providing the finances necessary to carry out the actions outlined in the Jastarnia Plan to: 

i) reduce fishing effort in key fisheries (static gear fisheries) 

ii) to introduce the observer monitored use of pingers as a short term measure

iii) to replace static gear with alternatives which will not capture porpoises

Jastarnia plan:  Regrettably to date action by Parties to agree and implement a recovery plan has been slow.  MOP 2 and 3 identified the need to agree a recovery plan for the population in the Baltic.  Since MOP 3 Parties have met and created the so-called Jastarnia Plan.  As identified at the time of its drafting, given the critical nature of the population we are dealing with, Parties were encouraged to take immediate steps to implement the plan.  Sadly little concrete action appears to have been progressed to change the situation in the Baltic. 

WWF believe that the Baltic recovery plan, the Jastarnia Plan, should be formally adopted by Parties here in Esbjerg and that all Baltic Parties should fully implement the actions outlined without delay.  Such action is vital if the Baltic porpoise population is to stand a chance of recovering.  Doing nothing is not an option. 

North Sea recovery plan for harbour porpoises

WWF is pleased that ASCOBANS have acknowledged their role in the elaboration of a recovery plan for harbour porpoises in the North Sea as called for in the Bergen declaration of the Fifth International Conference on the Protection of the North Sea, and further supported at this year’s Joint Ministerial meeting of the Helsinki and OSPAR Commissions.  WWF welcome the German delegation’s proposal to take this forward and will do what we can to assist Parties in the elaboration of the North Sea recovery plan. 

EU regulation to minimise small cetacean bycatch 

WWF welcome the publication by the European Commission of a proposal to minimise the unsustainable impact fisheries have on small cetaceans through incidental catches.  WWF welcome the proposed drift net ban as this is arguably one of the most non selective gear types, a fact reflected by the UN agreed global ban on the use of drift nets. WWF urges EU Parties to support the Commission’s proposed regulation. 

However we believe there are some areas where the regulation would benefit from strengthening, namely:  

· Observer programme for pinger use:  The current proposal does not explicitly identify the use of observers to accompany the deployment of pingers.  Given ASCOBANS commissioned work which identifies the need for observers to be a mandatory requirement of any pinger programme (Read 2000), ASCOBANS should highlight this weakness.  Without a mandatory observer programme it is unlikely that pinger use and impact will be properly deployed or monitored. 

· Fisheries to be monitored for bycatch: All fisheries with nets or trawls should be subject to observer programmes with sufficient coverage to assess the extent of the cetacean bycatch associated with the fishery.  The current proposal only recommends certain fisheries – this should be addressed.

· Development of alternative gear types: The regulation fails to recommend the development of technical alternatives (other than active deterrent devices).  The need to develop such alternatives is something which ASCOBANS have flagged as a necessity and should recommend is included in the regulation. 

· Undermining of pinger deployment:  There are no apparent means of addressing the potential (and possibly inevitable) redeployment of fishing effort to areas outside those identified for mandatory pinger use.  This could mean that the intended benefits of mandatory pinger use - decreased bycatch - will be undermined as fishing effort moves to areas where pinger use is not mandatory.

· Drift net ban:  The phase out of drift nets must be carefully monitored to avoid any shift of effort from the drift net fishery to alternative fisheries which may also adversely impact small cetaceans.  This should be assisted by the funding of investigations into, and introduction of, alternative fishing gear and practices, a key recommendation of the Jastarnia recovery plan. 
WWF urge ASCOBANS to submit a written response to the Commission supporting the proposed regulation, and in doing so address the above concerns. It is hoped that Parties can also reflect these concerns during the negotiation of the regulation.  

SCANS II

WWF believe it is important that Parties give their support to the proposal for SCANS II.  Proposed survey work will generate the much needed abundance estimates for populations for which we are lacking an estimate, such as common dolphin populations which are the subject of bycatch in trawl fisheries.  The survey work will also provide updated estimates for populations surveyed in SCANS I. 

Pollution related issues 

Pollution is a well documented and increasing threat to cetaceans in the ASCOBANS area.  Cetacean physiology and food chain position dictate risk in terms of pollutant accumulation and significantly high pollutant body burdens. Chemicals such as PCBs and mercury have known immuno suppressant effects in cetaceans as highlighted by WWF funded research in both the UK and Sweden.  Effects on reproductive and developmental systems have also been mooted. A plethora of chemicals are known to be accumulating in cetacean tissues, many of which have unknown effects on mammalian systems.    

OSPAR, HELCOM and the North Sea Conference have committed to phase out hazardous substances and with the emergence of the EU Chemicals strategy, a huge opportunity exists to address the reduction of environmental risks from chemicals.  WWF recommend that ASCOBANS make clear their support for these initiatives and in doing so we believe there is great potential for reducing the risks to cetaceans posed by such chemicals.

In light of this WWF would urge ASCOBANS to provide written support for such activities which have the potential of reducing chemical risks to cetaceans and support this with the proposed review of new information on pollution and its effects on small cetaceans.  We would also urge support for further research into the impacts of pollutants on small cetaceans.  The urgency of precautionary action in such areas cannot be stressed enough as once these chemicals enter cetacean tissue they may remain there for many years and once effects have been established no remedial action is possible. 

Finally where particular chemicals are identified as a priority in relation to their impact on small cetaceans, ASCOBANS should provide relevant information to the appropriate policy fora outlining the risks to cetaceans associated with these chemicals and highlight the need for control and/or phase out measures. 

Noise pollution 

It is becoming increasingly clear that noise in the marine environment is an issue which needs to be effectively monitored and addressed in relation to its potential adverse impact on small cetaceans.  Presentations to advisory committee meetings of ASCOBANS have usefully highlighted some of the key areas that need further investigation including shipping, seismic noise and military sonars.  Of interest to the ASCOBANS area, the UK have recently issued 88 new licenses for oil and gas exploration, many of which will involve 2D or 3D seismic activities in the North Sea area. 

WWF believes that Parties should support monitoring of activities of concern as well as further work to assess the potentially harmful impact they may have on cetaceans in the Agreement area, and to offer appropriate advice to Parties, industry and the military.

Conclusion 

Time is running out for the harbour porpoise population in the Baltic.  WWF encourages Parties to do everything within their powers to take the necessary actions that will lead to a recovery of this population.  This will inevitably mean changes in the way fisheries operate in the Baltic.  Finances will have to be committed to facilitate this change as well as in seeking alternative, less harmful ways of fishing.  

While we advocate priority being directed to address the plight of the Baltic porpoise population this does not mean that Parties should lose sight of the effective monitoring and conservation measures needed, including protected site designation as required under the EU Habitats and Species Directive, to address the threats facing the other populations and species of small cetaceans throughout the Agreement area. 

WWF wish the Parties well in their negotiations and hope that the beginning of the 21st century will witness a change in how we approach the conservation of small cetaceans.  ASCOBANS needs to demonstrate its ability to make a difference  - to take firm action and follow through on agreed priorities, as well as take full advantage of opportunities that arise in other fora to address the conservation objectives of the Agreement.  Only by doing so will Parties achieve the recovery and favourable conservation status of small cetaceans throughout the agreement area. 
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