
Conservationists Sue to Sink Hawaii Swordfish Longliners

HONOLULU, Hawaii, September 1,
2004 (ENS) – Conservationists and
native Hawaiians filed suit Monday in
federal court in a bid to reverse the fed-
eral government’s decision to reopen
the longline swordfish fishery based in
the Hawaiian Islands. The plaintiffs say
the decision violates federal wildlife laws
and threatens imperiled birds and en-
dangered leatherback and loggerhead
sea turtles.

"The government is running blind when
it comes to opening this fishery," said
Todd Steiner, director of plaintiff Turtle
Island Restoration Network. "Blind to
rules and regulations, blind to the po-
tential extinction of seabirds and sea
turtles. And unless we truly and fairly
examine the impact of the longline fish-
ery, the only thing we will be seeing are
empty oceans."

The suit continues a long legal struggle
over the future of the fishery.
A suit in 1999 by conservationists
prompted a federal judge to close the
fishery in 2000 after determining that the
National Marine Fisheries Service
(NMFS) had failed to consider the en-
vironmental impact of the practice.

Longliners cast up to 60 miles of fishing
line at a time with as many as 8,000
hooks, many of which unintentionally
capture and kill sea turtles – and other
species - instead of their intended tar-
gets of fish.

In 1999, the Hawaii based longline
fishery consisted of 120 boats, setting
some 20 million hooks annually.

In 2001, the federal agency reviewed
the impact of the fishery on marine life,
concluded that it was illegally harming
endangered sea turtles and announced
a formal decision to close the fishery a
year later.

Longliners were allowed to continue
targeting for tuna under stricter regula-
tions – tuna longlining results in less
turtle bycatch than swordfish longlining.

NMFS reversed the swordfish fishery
decision last April, but did impose some
new restrictions on the longliners tar-
geting swordfish.

Longline fishers returned to fewer fish-
ing days, federal observers on board
at all times and strict limits on the num-
ber of turtles that can be snagged alive
or dead — 16 in the case of leather-
back turtles, 17 for loggerhead turtles.
The longliners must now use circle
hooks with inwardly curved points that
are less likely to catch turtles.

When the decision was announced, of-
ficials said they were also hopeful that
new fishing technologies developed by
the federal government and commer-
cial longline fishers could ultimately re-
duce accidental catch of loggerhead
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and leatherback turtles by as much as
90 percent.

But the plaintiffs say the endangered
turtles are in such peril that reopening
the fishery, even with restrictions and
hopes for the new gear, is not justified.

In March a coalition of conservation-
ists and scientists warned that leather-
back and loggerhead turtles could be
extinct within 30 years unless an inter-
national moratorium on longlining is en-
acted.

Conservationists estimate as many as
40,000 sea turtles are killed as bycatch
by the global longline fishing industry
each year, and some scientists fear that
commercial longlining as practiced to-
day also threatens to wipe out whales,
dolphins, sharks, sea birds and other
marine species.

But the situation is most desperate for
the leatherback sea turtle, a species that
has been swimming the oceans for more
than 100 million years.

Fewer than 3,000 reproductive females
remain and recent scientific studies in-
dicate the incidental killing of the spe-
cies must be reduced to zero for it to
survive.

The problem is clearly international - the
United States accounts for only six per-
cent of the world’s longline fleet, but


