
Several years ago, my brothers and embarked on a fishing holiday across the Eyre Peninsula in S.A. We visited Coffin Bay, Streaky Bay, Whyalla, Elliston. Catching an array of fish including some of those species that you dream about when restricted to the metropolitan coasts of capital cities. Also  sighting the ones-you've-always-dreamed-of as they swam by through the waters in ever-so-casual manners. With my brothers scrambling to grab rods, with the slim chance in their minds that, maybe, a lure might catch some attention. All the while I gazed in awe at these graceful wonders we know so little about. The ones I'd only seen in sketches and photos.


On this holiday I became involved in more than I'd bargained for. Being experienced in handling and caring for a variety of animals and birds, plus having completed courses in Animal Handling, Identification and Care was what prepared me to be able to deal with what I encountered. 


I spent one day in Port Lincoln. What I saw and what I dealt with, still brings back a flood of mixed emotions. I witnessed consequences of recreational fishing practices on sea birds this day. Most were birds becoming hooked by Stainless Steel hooks, which if left in the bird will often lead to severe infections resulting in death to these birds. Then something will come along and eat the  carcass, in a sense its like passing a single hook around which can result in a huge number of both land wildlife and marine wildlife deaths. 

To a point that was inconceivable to me before then. It was something I will never, ever forget. And  it opened up my mind to thinking about how impacts like those outlined below could be minimized. This is something that cannot go on without intervention. I refuse to let it to. Especially when there is so much than can be done to counteract many of the impacts, direct and 'ripple impacts', on all marine and land wildlife.   


This day in Port Lincoln, Silver Gulls were everywhere (a more common Gull species, particularly in metropolitan cities.) Hundreds of these birds were either sitting on the water or flying under, around and over the jetty. A few were standing, cautiously, several metres away from fishers on the jetty and several more on the jetty's wooden railings. And the number of recreational fishers, there were so many. Somewhere, anywhere, over a very conservative estimate of 30. I don't remember. But what I definitely do remember was that there were at the very least 2 times the number of lines, rods & nets. I can safely say that.


Instinctively my brain assessed the scene. Each and every bird was at risk of becoming hooked, entangled in line or worse. Within only minutes, a man had accidentally hooked a gull while winding up his line. Luckily for the gull, he started winding it up slowly but surely with the bird, in increasing distress, flapping on the end. At this point I saw the hook had become embedded on the inside edge of its wing. I approached the fisher, letting him know I was on holiday from Adelaide was experienced with native wildlife and could help. Responding with a strong sense of relief in his voice, he thanked me. Bringing the bird up onto the jetty, he followed my instructions to wind the line in a little more so the bird would be less likely to entangle or injure itself further. He passed me a towel that I asked for. Firmly grasping the bird around its upper and middle body, with just enough pressure to hold its wings in against its body, the man placed the towel over both my hands and the bird. The bird calmed down significantly almost the instant its world darkened under the towel. Moving one hand slowly towards the birds back, I was able to safely slip the other out from under the towel and surround its upper half more securely with the towel. When I was able to examine the injured wing, I could see that the hook had gone through the underside and the tip was protruding a couple of millimetres on the other. I removed the hook, knowing full well that as it was stainless steel, there was no way the bird would survive if the hook stayed where it was. I quickly worked out the best way to remove it without causing too much more pain nor damage to the Silver Gull. I successfully removed the hook with little struggle coming from the bird. On examination, the wound was not too bad, I knew what damage the barbs could cause and avoided as much of this damage as possible. 


I did a once over of the bird, looking for any signs of shock, then any further injuries or entanglement. Other than the small wound where the hook had penetrated, I was confident I was it was in good shape. I assessed the bird again looking for any symptoms of shock. Realizing it was in the best shape it could be (given the circumstances) and was not suffering from shock. (Please Note: Any animal that enters it shock can die very quickly, this is why I placed and continue to place a huge emphasis  on it in a practice, and theory.) After releasing the bird to go back to its friends I hoped it would survive, and the salty water would disinfect and clean its wound. 

I helped a few other birds that day before we left the jetty. I was unequipped to deal with the situation, I knew I could not help this situation and these birds more than I had already.

  With the knowledge I do have of Stainless Steel hooks in these situations, the fact is these hooks do not simply 'fall out' so the wound can heal before it becomes infected. Nor does fishing line simply 'dissolve' if it is attached to the hook or is floating in the sea. If it did that would make things a lot easier. But it just doesn't. 

Infection can and too often does set in and take hold quickly, giving birds little to no chance of survival without intervention. I personally do not recommend that just anyone should attempt to rescue a bird in a situation where it is entangled, hooked or both. The best thing that anyone can do is ring Seabird Rescue or Fauna Rescue in their State/Territory for advice and to alert them of the situation. 

In some cases the bird will need to be rescued and seen by a veterinarian so that any infection and wounds can be treated. Whether the bird is rehabilitated and returned to the wild is a much more complex issue which needs to be assessed and determined in each independent case. 


Depending on where the bird is hooked, and whether or not the line has been cut off, along with the hook; drowning, starvation, abscesses and raw open wounds can cause painful, prolonged deaths.


In regards to the SS hook vs plain hooks debate: 

If SS hooks are used and a bird eats a fish or other species that has died or is near-death from ingestion of this type of hook; the bird as are other marine life and land fauna species, a ripple effect can and is highly likely to occur. This too often results in multiple deaths from the same single hook.


I cannot say what the direct affect on a sea bird would be if it became hooked with a normal, plain old hook. I have questions in my mind, but not answers. I do not know. 

This question would be one better left to Seabird Rescue or another person with more expertise, knowledge than me to answer. 


The major point I want to make here is that normal hooks do degrade and dissolve over time. If ingested by a fish or other species, by the time that fish/other species was eaten by something else; the hook is more likely to have degraded to the point where it would not have a major impact on that creature. If it did adversely affect this second creature, then the next species to prey upon the this second species, the third creature is unlikely to be impacted upon too greatly. If  you are following this, example if you will, that's 1-2 deaths from the hook, as opposed to 4-5 + deaths. 

So, in my saying this, there is no doubt in my mind that at the very least the ripple effect would be of a significantly lower impact on marine and land wildlife. 

