Hello to all our Ghost Gear Recording Volunteers
Thank you so much for all your hard work recording the ghost gear
washed up around the coast of Cornwall (and parts of Devon too).
We finalised the totals and prepared a report for World Animal
Protection and now it is time to share the results with you.
During the period 1st November 2014 to 31st October 2015:
You carried out 360 surveys and sent in 1445 records from 147 sites.
This amounted to 2828 items totalling 30352 litres (or 30 tonnes)
WOW!
You removed 1855 items of gear: 14009 litres (about 14 tonnes). This
reduced the risk to wildlife by ensuring the gear didn’t re-enter the sea.
WELL DONE EVERYONE
In addition, the 26 boat based surveys run by the Cornwall Seal Group,
which many of you took part in, recorded a further 1398 items of gear:
19560 litres (about 20 tonnes). We estimate this is about 1.1 items per
kilometre covered by the boat routes.
A GREAT EFFORT

This map shows the number of visits made to sites with positive
ghost gear records and shows that you managed to cover more
or less the entire coastline of Cornwall and the Isles of Scilly, as
well as across the borders into north and south Devon.
As many of the sites were very close together, records were
combined into standard sites (n = 46), effectively grouping
nearby locations into one. This provided a more meaningful
overview of results and added clarity to otherwise considerably
cluttered maps.

The majority of these sites were surveyed more than once and
some many times, up to a maximum of 46 visits. All the sites
surveyed over 20 times have been labelled with their locations.

As land based records were collected opportunistically with a
variable number of visits to each site, the resulting data is
shown as an average per visit to correct for variations in effort
and to enable comparisons to be made across sites. The Isles of
Scilly are inset to maximize the map size. Sites with the largest
average number of items per visit have been named on the
map.

Average number of items per visit

The average number of items recorded per visit only gave half
the picture, this map shows the average volume in litres of gear
found each visit. Sites with the largest average volume of gear
per visit have been named on the map.
All of the sites with the greatest volume of gear were west
facing suggesting that perhaps wind has more to do with the
incidence of large volumes of ghost gear, which perhaps are
caught more by surface air flows.
Average volume in litres per visit

Type of ghost gear items.
Ghost gear items were classified according to type into the
categories: Buoys and floats (B/F), Monofilament line (L),
Monofilament net (NM), Trawl net (NT), Pots and associated
gear such as rubber strips (P/RU), Rope (RO) and Other (O).
Mixed material items were classified according to the majority
item.
Of all the items recorded most were monofilament line,
followed by rope. Interestingly these ghost gear types were two
of the bottom four items recorded during the boat surveys. It
seems likely that line could easily be missed during a boat
survey being generally small items coloured for minimal
visibility. The greater prominence of rope is harder to explain.

The type of ghost gear recorded varied by location:
L Line The south central area was the only area where the
ghost gear was mostly made up of monofilament line.
B/F Buoys and floats and
NT Trawl net were found in all standardised areas apart
from the Isles of Scilly and in proportionally greater
quantities on the north Cornish coast and in south Devon.
RO Rope was reported in all standardised areas.
P/RU Pots and rubber were recorded in all areas except
for the Isles of Scilly.
NM Monofilament net was only seen in small proportions
with the exception of in south Devon
O Other ghost gear items related to fishing.

L Line The south central area was the only area where the ghost
gear was mostly made up of monofilament line. This accounts
for the large number of small items found in this area. The main
recorder in this area was Rob Wells who seemed to have made
it his mission to clean the beaches of line bundles picking up
and removing up to 49 bundles in one visit. But remember, he
was removing it and yet there was more on his next visit.
Monofilament line was only recorded on accessible beaches
which may have accounted for there being less recorded on the
north coast.

B/F Buoys and floats Accessibility must play a part in the
number of items of this gear type being reported. Buoys and
floats are routinely recycled by fisheries and are collectable
items with the general public. As a result buoys and floats are
often removed from accessible beaches and so only the others
from inaccessible coves and cliff backed shore lines remained to
be reported by our volunteers.
NT Trawl net was found in all standardised areas apart from the
Isles of Scilly and in proportionally greater quantities on the
north Cornish coast and in south Devon.

RO Rope was reported in all standardised areas and was the
greatest ghost gear type in terms of the number of items
reported in six of these areas.
P/RU Pots and rubber were recorded in all areas except for the
Isles of Scilly with proportionally more being found along the
north coast.

NM Monofilament net Despite being found in all standardised
areas (apart from north Devon) and in proportionally greater
quantities in the north coast boat survey results, monofilament
net was only seen in small proportions with the exception of in
south Devon where 22% of reported items fell into this
category.
It is interesting that monofilament line and net were both
apparently dominant items along the south coast of Cornwall,
whilst trawl net and pots were more dominant along the north
coast.

O Other ghost gear Items related to fishing (for example fish
boxes, fish buckets, beam trawl rollers, gloves and wellies)
were recorded in all areas (apart from north Devon).

Risks posed to marine life by ghost gear
As marine species had been observed entangled in ghost gear
prior to the start of the survey year, all the ghost gear observed
was risk assessed according to the likelihood of marine life
interacting with it, as well as the likelihood of marine life
becoming entangled in it.
Interaction risks
Of all new ghost gear observed at all sites, 40% (by items) and
15% (by volume) was assessed to pose a possible or greater
interaction risk to marine life with monofilament line, net and
pots posing a greater proportional risk. At established seals
sites this increased to 82% (by items) and 50% (by volume) of
ghost gear posing an interaction risk.

Risks posed to marine life by ghost gear
Entanglement risks
Of all new ghost gear observed at all sites, 58% (by items) and
73% (by volume) was assessed to pose a possible or greater
entanglement risk to marine life with trawl net, monofilament
net and line, rope and pots posing a greater proportional risk.
At seal sites these assessed entanglement risks decreased to
54% (by items) and 49% (by volume) presumably because a lot
of the items were buoys and floats (which were not meshed,
looped or balled) or because seals stayed more than 5m way
from the ghost gear. The former explanation seems most likely
as buoys and floats were relatively benign in terms of the
entanglement risk they posed to marine life, but the 11%
serious risk for buoys and floats arose because football floats
were encased in trawl net. Pots presented a considerably higher
risk prior to data being combined with their associated and
more benign rubber strips (87% for pots alone and 29% for pots
when combined rubber).

Risks posed to marine life by ghost gear
Combined interaction and entanglement risks
Risks assessed as possible or greater for both interaction and
entanglement (PP>) were deemed serious.
At all sites, 26% (by items) and 11% (by volume) of all the new
ghost gear recorded was considered to pose a serious threat to
marine life, seals and birds in particular.
At established seal sites these figures increased with 47% (by
items) and 30% (by volume) of ghost gear being assessed as
posing a serious risk to marine life seals in particular.
Overall, a third to a half of all ghost gear that was washed into
the vicinity of seal haul sites posed a serious combined risk of
interaction and entanglement.
REMOVAL OF GHOST GEAR

Ghost gear removal lowered the levels of risk posed by ghost
gear to all marine life.
At all sites the levels of serious risk of interaction and
entanglement fell from 26% to 18% (by items).
At seal sites, the levels of serious risk of interaction and
entanglement fell from 47% to 24% (by items).
This data demonstrates that volunteers efforts to remove ghost
gear made a very positive difference to the levels of risk ghost
gear posed to all marine life and particularly seals.

Witnessed entanglement
12 different species of six different types of marine creature
were witnessed entangled in ghost gear including seals, birds,
crabs, fish, mussels and pink sea fans:

Seals
During the survey period, 15 different live individuals were
photo identified with visible ghost gear entanglement at
seven different locations on the north and south coasts.
Most were observed with monofilament net and the rest
were entangled in trawl net.
The majority of the 15 seals had only small amounts of
monofilament net but five were trapped in large amounts of
ghost gear (all five were successfully rescued). The biggest
net, which was trawl net, measured 9m by 1.2m.

Most of the entangled seals were juveniles and on most of
the 15 seals (60%) the entangling material had cut deeply
through their skin, blubber and flesh causing a wound that
was assessed to be serious.
Right: Juvenile grey seal entangled in ghost
fishing gear, rescued by BDMLR.
Below: Example of trawl net removed from
another seal rescued by BDMLR on the
same day. Photos: S Sayer

Pink Sea Fan
The pink sea fan is a nationally important species and has a
species action plan which guides its conservation.
You kept reporting finding bits of pink sea fan tangled in the
lost gear you were picking up. This led us to wonder
whether ghost gear pulls pink sea fans off the sea bed
effectively killing them, or whether already dead pink sea
fan fragments get caught up in drifting ghost gear.
Sorry to say the answer is that nobody knows but recent
anecdotal evidence from divers suggests that when they see
line and net caught in pink sea fan beds it does seem to have
a detrimental effect on the fan; observations suggest that it
may actually kill the pink sea fan in the bed. More research
required.
Whilst it is impossible to establish the exact number of pink
sea fans found in nets, recorders reported at least 179
different pink sea fan fragments at eight different locations
on both the south and north coasts.

Cornwall Seal Group are continuing to survey and record ghost
gear until the end of October 2016 in the hope that a second
year of data may help to confirm and expand on the findings in
this report. So please keep sending your records in.

Sending In Records
Please let us know when and where the gear was found and
send a photo if you can.

email to sue@cornwallsealgroup.co.uk
Extra information which is helpful:
• a description of what you have found
• an estimate of the quantity by comparing it to
something of a known size (e.g. as big as my head, a
bucket full, the size of a person, enough to fill a bath) .
• an estimate of mesh size of any nets
• if you were you able to remove the gear
We will complete a recording sheet from the details and photo
and ask you to just check that we have recorded everything
you have seen.

Removing the gear
Please remember our aim is to estimate the amount of ghost
gear floating around in the sea by recording the amount of the
gear that has washed ashore.

It is a bonus if you can remove it but PLEASE send in your
records whether you remove the gear or not.
DON’T let it spoil your walk.
DO look closely for the unexpected.
• Goose Barnacles can be found on
plastic that has been washed up from
deep water.
• Light blue tubes that look like water pipes
could have come from crab/lobster pots.
Photo: John Hepburn

• Buoys from fisheries in Maine, USA have
been washed up on the beaches in Cornwall.
These have a registration number allowing them to be traced.

DON’T touch anything if you have any doubts as to what it is!
Wear gloves and wash your hands afterwards.

Huge thanks to everyone who contributed to this project
whether listed below or not. You have helped to make our
coastline cleaner and safer for marine life. Thank you

