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CAPERCAILLIE COUNT
Capercaillie in Cairngorms National Park 
had a good breeding year, with brood counts 
– the number of chicks per female – at or 
above the minimum needed to sustain the 
population. Capercaillie numbers have fallen from 
about 20,000 in 1970 to 1,285 (at the last count 
in winter 2009/10), with loss of habitat, climate, 
disturbance, predation and colliding  
with deer fences thought to be the main factors.

SHARKS AND RAYS 
GET PROTECTION

FROM BROWNFIELD 
SITE TO BUG HOME

AGENDA NEWS

Canvey Island invertebrate 
haven gets reserve status.

A 17ha site on Canvey Island in 
Essex has been declared Britain’s 
first ‘bug reserve’. Canvey Wick 
Nature Reserve, which will be 
jointly managed by Buglife and 
the RSPB, is the site of a derelict 
oil refinery that never actually 
went into operation. It is home 

Five species of sharks – including one found 
in UK waters – have become part of an elite 
group by gaining international protection. 
Great, scalloped and smooth hammerheads, 
oceanic whitetips and porbeagles, as well 
as both species of manta ray, are now listed 
under Appendix II of the Convention on International Trade in 
Endangered Species (CITES). The sharks are exploited for their fins 
(apart from porbeagles, which are taken for their meat), while the 
gill-rakers of manta rays are taken as a health tonic in China.

to more than 1,400 invertebrate 
species, including 30 that are 
endangered and three that – until 
they were discovered here – were 
thought to be extinct in the UK.

According to the 
latest UN figures, a 
staggering 640,000 

tonnes of fishing nets, lines 
and traps are abandoned, 
lost and discarded in 
the world’s oceans every 
year. This ‘ghost fishing 
gear’ floats around in the 
sea entangling, injuring, 
mutilating, drowning and 
killing literally millions of 
animals every year.

The gear eventually sinks 
under the weight of all 
those dead and 
dying whales, 
dolphins, seals, 
turtles, seabirds, 
sharks and other 
wildlife. But 
as their bodies 
decompose, it 
floats back up to 
wreak havoc all 
over again. And, 
since modern 
synthetic materials can 
remain active in the 
water for decades or even 
centuries, it’s a never-
ending cycle.

But asking the 
fishing industry to take 
responsibility is like 
asking the environment 
secretary to look after an 
injured badger. Notorious 
for its catastrophic 
mismanagement of fish 
stocks around the world, 
and pampered by insane 
and inept governments 
that blatantly ignore all 
scientific advice while 
actively encouraging 
fishermen to wipe out 

one stock after another, it 
doesn’t give a damn.

World Animal 
Protection, together with 
other conservation groups 
and everyone from marine 
biologists to whale-watch 
operators, is trying to work 
with the fishing industry 
and governments to solve 
the problem. The priority 
is to stop gear being 
abandoned or lost in the 
first place (or replace it with 
biodegradable materials). 

But we must also continue 
to remove abandoned 
gear and intensify efforts 
to rescue animals that get 
caught. Much relies on the 
hope that there are people 
in the fishing industry  
with a conscience.

In the meantime, I’d 
mark every single net, 
line and trap with a digital 
marker. Every time one is 
found abandoned, full of 
dead and dying wildlife, the 
owner responsible would 
get a knock on the door and 
a fine. Perhaps we should 
confiscate their boats, too. 
Maybe then they would  
sit up and take notice?

‘GHOST FISHING 
GEAR’ ENTANGLES, 
INJURES, DROWNS 
AND MUTILATES 
MILLIONS OF 
ANIMALS A YEAR.

Mark Carwardine is a zoologist, photographer, writer, 
conservationist and BBC TV presenter. 

REAL KILLERS ON 
THE HIGH SEAS
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+ FIND OUT MORE 
Visitors’ information for Canvey 
Wick reserve: www.buglife.org.
uk/canvey-wick-bug-reserve
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The estimated 
maximum longevity 
of a porbeagle in 
years. Sharks tend to 
be long-lived species 
that mature slowly.
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The scarce emerald 
damselfly is one of 

many invertebrates that 
thrive at Canvey Wick.




