Discards reduction of non-commercial benthic species from a simple net modification
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Abstract: The high discards rates of non-commercial benthic species is one of the main
problems of the Mediterranean bottom trawl fishery developed on the continental shelf. The
present work analyzes data from 22 bottom trawls, carried out in parallel by two commercial
trawlers between 70 and 90 m depth on ma’“erl beds off eastern Menorca (Balearic Islands).
One vessel used an experimental trawl gear (EXP) equipped with a lighter and smaller
groundrope in the mouth of the net, leaving a gap without net between the main groundrope and
the secondary one. The other vessel used a trawl gear traditionally used by the fleet operating
in the area (TRA), without that modification. Catches, discards and commercial yields between
both gears were compared. Discarded biomass of non-commercial benthic species with EXP
was reduced by half when compared to TRA, particularly for rhodoliths (54%) and ascidians
(51%). The reduction of discarded rhodoliths is especially relevant in the Balearic Islands where
sensitive habitats, such as ma“erl beds, are an important part of the benthic communities. The
modification of the net, at the same time, does not imply a reduction of yields of commercial
captures and can easily be implemented in any bottom trawl net. It is concluded that this could
be an appropriate and plausible technical measure to improve the ecological efficiency and the
sustainability of the Mediterranean bottom trawl fishery.
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