
There are few things more intriguing 
and fascinating than the science of 
ancestral fisheries. In Malta the maximum 
expression of this fishers science that has 
evolved over 8,000 years can be described. 
Throughout this time there has been a close 
relationship between fishers, cetaceans 
and marine turtles. Artisanal long-lining, 
fishing traps and lampuki fisheries of Malta 
are traditional and constitute a treasure 
of Mediterranean maritime culture that 
must be preserved.  In the context of the 
environmental crisis in the Mediterranean, 
resulting from a combination of pressures 
(pollution, over fishing, habitat destruction, 
noise pollution, etc.) the relation between 
fishers and protected species is not always easy. 
In certain instances these species and fishers are 
in perfect symbiosis, however, in others there is 
an increasing competition for resources that can 
lead to risk for both. 

Such competition often exists between the 
more coastal fishing arts and the bottlenose 
dolphin leading to the problem of depredation 
of catches with resulting damage to fishing gear 
by dolphins. This is a common problem to many 
coastal Mediterranean fisheries, and one that 
until now has not found any solutions. 
In offshore waters, similar depredation problems 
are increasingly affecting long-lining fisheries, 
with species such as the rough-toothed dolphin 
and the Risso’s dolphin being commonly 
involved. These problems are some of the main 
challenges faced given the important economic 
impact they can have on the affected fisheries.
In some cases, the opportunistic feeding 
of dolphins around fishing gear has not yet 
reached a level of risk, however, preventive 
measures should be implemented before 
significant negative impacts occur. Such a 
risk is also associated with dolphins feeding 
around aquaculture pens, an issue already quite 
common in Maltese waters.
In other cases the cohabitation of fisheries, 
cetaceans and marine turtles finds situations 
of risk that are easier to solve. The incidental 
capture, or bycatch of marine turtles in 
long-lines or the entanglement in ghost 
fishing are issues for which scientific data 
and technological measures may provide a 
solution that benefits both the fishers and the 
protected species.
These Management Guidelines focus on a 
series of issues that have been identified as a 
risk for both cetaceans and marine turtles as 
well as for artisanal Maltese fisheries, with 
the firm belief that management measures 
should be a win-win solution for all of these 
players as part of a unique and extraordinary 
ecosystem.
It is also for this reason that the Guidelines 
focus on risks to artisanal fisheries that result 
from other activities, such as uncontrolled 
sports fishing or the entrance of foreign 
fishing fleets sometimes using gear that is 
illegal in the EU and the Mediterranean.
Pollution of water by toxic substances, 
hydrocarbons and debris is common to 
all sectors, and the fishing sector is also 
potentially a significant source. The risk of 
inadequate waste management regimes or 
strategies, and in particular the disposal 
at sea of plastic waste, discarded or lost 
fishing gear and hydrocarbon fuels and 
lubricants is of particular concern.
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Far left: Luzzu, the traditional boat
Center left: Ghost fishing

Center right: Debris Pollution
Far right: Toxic Pollution
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www.marinenatura2000malta.com

In 1971, Malta extended its jurisdiction 
beyond its territorial waters up to 
25 nautical miles with respect to the 
exercise of sovereign rights for the 
purpose of exploring and exploiting, 
conserving and managing the living 
and, or non-living natural resources 
therein. The legal instrument used 
to bring these waters under Malta’s 
jurisdiction was the Territorial Waters 
and Contiguous Zone Act (CAP. 226). 
This claim is a subset of an Exclusive 
Economic Zone (EEZ) and is in line 
with the United Nations Convention on 
the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) which 
is an international agreement that 
sets conditions and limits on the use 
and exploitation of the oceans. This 
Convention also sets the rules for the 
maritime jurisdictional boundaries of 
the different signatory states. Malta’s 
claim has brought about both rights 
and duties on Malta as a Coastal State 
with regard to the utilisation and 
Ccnservation of the existing resources 
and the enforcement of laws and 
regulations.
As a Member State of the European 
Union, jurisdiction on these waters 
remains Malta’s prerogative. The 
management of the living aquatic 
resources are primarily subject to 
the provisions of EU law, in particular 
the Common Fisheries Policy, the 
Mediterranean Regulation and the 
Control Regulation.  Access to the 
fishing waters under the jurisdiction of 
Malta is primarily regulated through 
the Mediterranean Regulation which 
introduces a fishing effort regime. 
Fishing activities related to trawling 
in these waters are either limited 
or banned and constitute a Fishing 
Restricted Area for which special rules 
apply in terms of control under the 
Control Regulation.
This area includes artificial reefs, 
conservation areas around wrecks, 
Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) 

and Special Protection Areas (SPAs), as 
well as designated areas for trawlers. 
The measures adopted within Malta’s 
FMZ are designed to limit fishing effort 
and capacity by restricting the sizes 
and engine power of fishing vessels. 
Only vessels smaller than 12m overall 
length are allowed to fish within the 
zone, since these are considered to be 
boats that practice small scale coastal 
fishing, which, in principle, is a more 
sustainable fishery and is less harmful 
to the stocks and their habitat. 
By way of derogation and subject to 
specific authorisations, vessels larger 
than 12m are allowed to practice four 
types of fishing activities within the 
waters under Malta’s jurisdiction. 
These include trawling, fishing for 
LAMPUKI using Fish Aggregating Devices 
(FAD), small-scale purse-seining, and 
longline fishing, primarily for tuna, 
swordfish and other highly migratory 
species.
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RISK MITIGATION 
MEASURES
For most potential risks, prevention and 
mitigation measures exist. For others, 
the collaboration between the regulatory 
frameworks and authorities, the fishers 
and scientists, is developing and testing 
new technological measures that can 
make social and economic growth 
compatible with the conservation of 
marine biodiversity.

INCIDENTAL CAPTURE/BYCATCH OF MARINE 
TURTLES:
Bycatch of marine turtles in surface long-lines 
can in most cases be solved to a great extent 
with simple measures, including operational 
changes, identification of bycatch risk seasonal 
and geographic hotspots, adequate marine turtle 
handling and release and recovery of severely 
injured turtles at recovery centres.

During the summer months when water 
temperatures are high and sea turtles become 
more active, there is a higher risk of accidental 
capture. But during these months, simple 
measures like setting hooks deeper than 60 
metres and using fish bait or artificial bait can 
greatly reduce bycatch of such turtles, although 
this would need further monitoring and 
assessments

60m

fish or 
artificial 
bait

DEPREDATION OF FISHING GEAR BY 
DOLPHINS:
Despite the intensive research effort worldwide 
conducted by scientists in collaboration with 
affected fisheries, there are currently no fully 
effective or feasible technological measures 
to mitigate the impact of this problem. More 
research is needed to assess, mitigate and 
monitor this risk, fishery by fishery. 

UNCONTROLLED SPORTS FISHING:
Commercial fisheries are increasingly being 
regulated as a requirement for the improvement 
of the sustainability of this activity which has to 
provide an adequate response to an increasing 
demand for high quality nutrients from the sea. 
Illegal and un-reported fishing or uncontrolled 
sports fishing constitutes an important threat to 
national, regional and international policy for 
the sustainability of fisheries. There is therefore 
an urgent need to address this issue in order to 
ensure the competitiveness of responsible fishers.

OPPORTUNISTIC FEEDING BY DOLPHINS 
AROUND FISH-FARMS:
The opportunistic feeding by dolphins around 
fish-farms requires the establishment of some 
regulatory and/or preventive measures. These 
may include regulations to ensure the optimal 
conditions for the coexistence of the aquaculture 
activities with these species.

GHOST FISHING AND DEBRIS POLLUTION:
Ghost fishing (i.e. the capture of marine 
organisms by lost, abandoned or otherwise 
discarded fishing gear or parts thereof which is 
lost by fishers) has been observed in relation to 
pelagic species in Maltese waters. Three main 
measures may be useful; firstly the reduction 
at the source, secondly the organisation of 
debris removal at concentration sites (beaches, 
dive sites, gyres and/or fronts), and thirdly 
the development of technological measures to 
manage the risk of ghost fishing.

REPORTING OF BYCATCH AND 
MANAGEMENT OF DISCARDS:
Mitigating the risk of sea turtle bycatch is not 
only a matter of conservation, according to 
fishers, sea turtles play an important role as fish 
aggregating devices (FAD); they play a role and 
create a sort of oasis effect around them in the 
opensea. 

A system is urgently required to enhance and 
facilitate the collaboration of fishers in the 
assessment, management and monitoring of 
bycatch of protected species. Direct reporting 
to authorities site constitutes an important 
contribution.

DEBRIS POLLUTION:
Appropriate waste management in accordance 
with international regulations is critical to 
avoid the accumulation at sea of debris. Debris 
pollution in the oceans has become a problem of 
global proportions that can even cause damage 
to fishing vessels in gyres of mass accumulation 
of macro plastics. Reporting of areas of debris 
accumulation is important for the establishment 
of mitigation measures. Likewise, the removal 
of bundles of twine or drifting fishing gear 
and debris is an important contribution to the 
conservation of marine biodiversity.

TOXIC POLLUTION:
Appropriate management of fuels, lubricants 
and bilge water in accordance with international 
regulations is critical to avoid the accumulation 
of hydrocarbons in the seas. Reporting of areas of 
hydrocarbon accumulation is important for the 
establishment of mitigation measures.

FISHERMEN AND THE STEWARDSHIP OF OUR 
SEAS
Professional fishers can play an important 
role in the stewardship of our oceans. At sea 
year-round even often in adverse conditions, 
fishers are eyes for the surveillance of the most 
remote areas and inhospitable seasons. Fishers 
and other frequent sea-users, can potentially 
contribute to the surveillance in areas where 
nobody else can, and offer a unique platform 
of opportunity to potentially conduct debris, 
pollution removal and collect scientific data 
for the monitoring of ocean ecosystems. 
Participation and collaboration in research 
targeting ecosystem-based management as well 
as pollution contingency plans contributing to 
platforms of marine observation and forecasting 
is encouraged.

DIRECT COMPETITION
Direct competition between fisheries and top 
predators (like some species of cetaceans) can be 
a potential risk in certain cases, but this is more 
common to sites where the marine food web 
has less species, and when keystone species are 
targeted in an unsustainable manner. This has 
been the case with sardine fisheries in certain 
Mediterranean sites, where over-fishing of this 
keystone species has had a cascading effect on 
cetaceans and other top predators such as tunas 
and swordfish.

INDIRECT COMPETITION
In certain cases the over-fishing of certain high 
commercial value species in a very selective 
manner can disturb the balance of the food-web 
and therefore have an indirect negative effect on 
other species such as cetaceans or sea turtles. A 
good example of this in recent years has been 
observed with the fluctuations in blue-fin tuna 
abundance as a result of strong species specific 
management schemes.
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Far left: Bycatch
Center left: Ghost fishing

Center right: Illegal Driftnets
Far right: Turtles provide shelter for fish
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