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Background 
Depredation is defined as the damage or removal of fish or bait from fishing gear by 
predators. In particular, toothed whale (odontocete) depredation in pelagic longline 
fisheries leads to substantial economic loss for fishers and increases the risk of 
bycatch of depredating species associated with high conservation stakes. Yet, 
solutions to mitigate these negative interactions are limited, partly because of a lack 
of knowledge on the drivers of fishers’ behaviour in anticipation or in response to 
depredation. Therefore, using the case of odontocete depredation in the Reunion 
Island pelagic longline fishery, the aim of this study was to assess how fishers 
perceive this issue, and to gather new information on their itineraries, fishing 
strategies and measures they implement to mitigate depredation.  
 
Method 
We conducted face-to-face semi-directed interviews with local fishers from La 
Reunion in 2017 and 2021 to assess social, economic and spatial perceptions of 
interactions between odontocetes and their longlines. These interviews addressed 
aspects such as socio-demography, fishing strategies, observations of odontocetes, 
depredation patterns and mitigation, and legislation and conservation awareness. 
 
Results 
Thirty-one fishers with various profiles and fishing experiences were interviewed (15 
in 2017 and 16 in 2021). For all of them, depredation was found to be mainly 
associated with a loss of income and to induce a negative state of mind, combining 
fatalism, lack of motivation, helplessness and a latent hostility against odontocetes. 
However, even if odontocetes were viewed as foes with which they compete for 
resources, they were also perceived as intelligent creatures, with powerful learning 
and adaptation skills. According to all of the interviewees, depredation occurs 
everywhere, especially along the east coast of Madagascar, around Seychelles, 
Mayotte and the Glorieuses Bank. Depredation levels were also reported as higher 
during the austral summer (from October to January) although some fishers 
indicated that depredation has now a year-round issue. According to fishers, various 
cues can attract odontocetes to the fishing gear, such as some specific and 
recognizable boat noises, and the concentration of fishing effort in prey-rich areas 
overlapping with natural feeding grounds of odontocetes. Large longliners can 
nevertheless leave the areas where depredation occurs and fish elsewhere, an 
unthinkable solution for smaller vessels which have to face depredation when it 
occurs, sometimes until the end of their fishing trip. Depredation differently impacts 
the three segments characterizing the Reunion Island pelagic longline fishery. 



Depredation is a minor issue for small longliners ( < 12m long) but is a major one for 
longliners of 12 to 23m long, although this can greatly vary between boats. Large 
longliners ( > 23m) are less impacted by depredation since they mainly operate in 
areas of lower exploitation intensity. Finally, fishers showed difficulties to estimate 
the average depredation rates and income loss they are faced with because the 
issue occurs too randomly. All three longline segments are highly impacted by bait 
depredation by Risso’s dolphins, squids and small fishes. Along with the increase of 
bait prices (due to the depletion of squid captures), the increase of fuel prices and 
the general capture depletion observed in recent years, fishers all acknowledge that 
depredation adds even more economic issues.  
To prevent depredation, fishers indicated that they would modify their fishing 
strategies and reduce the boat noise near the fishing gear. However, when facing 
depredation and the presence of odontocetes, no operational solution was identified 
as efficient. Most of the interviewed fishers were willing to test any innovative 
mitigating device during a fishing trip if an effective one is made available. 
 
 
Conclusion 
This innovative study, the first one undertaken for the La Reunion-based pelagic 
longline fishery, allowed us to collect valuable information based upon fishers’ 
knowledge. The so-called local ecological knowledge (LEK) is still underestimated, 
whereas it provides new insights for the study of depredation in the region. Besides, 
interviews gave us access to data that are only available within a restricted network. 
The next step of this project will be the comparison between the perceived impact of 
depredation and depredation rates assessed from data collected by both sea-going 
observers and self-reporting. This comparative analysis between the subjective 
perception of depredation and the objective assessment of depredation rates based 
on fishery data will provide an original approach to address this issue, by combining 
statistical and socio-anthropological methods. 
 


