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Reply to "Robust estimates of decline for
pelagic shark populations in the
Northwest Atlantic and Gulf of Mexico"

Baum et al. (2005) challenge our assertion that
their analyses of data sets used in their two
papers (Baum et al. 2003; Baum and Myers 2004)
are inadequate and do not capture the complete
picture of all shark populations documented. They
further hypothesize that their estimates are
"robust" and their measured decline in shark
abundance is therefore real, when in fact for
many species, particularly pelagic sharks, their status is subject to further scientific analysis.
The appropriate use of data sets and their subsequent analysis is an important issue. We agree
that the pelagic logbook data set is one suitable
data source because of its large sample size, wide
geographic range, and long temporal coverage.
Our main disagreement with the use
of these data was their application
to coastal sharks (e.g., white shark
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shark Carcharhinus limbatus, sandGregor M. Cailliet
bar shark Carcharhinus plumbeus,
and hammerhead sharks Sphyrna
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spp., etc.; Burgess et al. 2005). Even
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boats, U.S. observers on U.S. boats,
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boats, Canadian observers on
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Canadian boats) were evaluated by
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Baum et al. (2003) and deemed not
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"suitable" and that the pelagic logbook data set
was the best to describe populations of pelagic
sharks, we contend that other data series for
pelagic sharks are just as valid and some show
opposite trends in abundance. For example,
Nakano and Clarke (2004) found no change in
abundance for blue sharks (Prionace glauca) from
1971–2003 using logbook data from the Japanese
longline fishery. Even with multiple catch rate
series (including the U.S. pelagic logbook), information on catch and bycatch, and the application
of three stock assessment models (analyses much
more robust than those conducted by Baum et al.
2003), the International Commission for the
Conservation of Atlantic Tunas Subcommittee on
Bycatches stated that stock assessments on blue
sharks and shortfin mako sharks (Isurus
oxyrinchus) should be considered preliminary
because results were highly conditional on the
assumptions made and data sources available
(Anonymous 2005). Their recommendations were
to increase monitoring and research investments
for sharks and to acquire more and better data
before definitive conclusions could be made on
their status.
Despite providing some limited evidence to
the contrary in Baum et al. (2005), we are still
unconvinced that all factors were taken into
account in the analysis by Baum and Myers
(2004). We still feel that species identification,
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hook type (e.g., "J" hooks in the 1950s are not
the same as "J" hooks in the 1990s), the switch in
gear to monofilament, and the change in depth
from shallow sets in the 1950s to deeper sets in
the 1990s influenced their results more than Baum
and colleagues acknowledged. Unfortunately,
space prevents us from readdressing many of
these factors in detail.
We concur with Baum et al. (2005) that one of
the critical areas that could have affected catchability of pelagic species, particularly those that are
epipelagic (e.g., oceanic whitetip shark
Carcharhinus longimanus), was the shift in the
depth range of the longline gear. Baum and Myers
(2004) applied a depth correction method (Ward
and Myers 2005) to account for the change in
fishing and feel this is more appropriate than any
habitat-based standardization. The gear assumptions in Ward and Myers (2005) postulate a sag
o
rate on longlines of 72 while Bigelow et al. (in
press) examined sag rates in over 600 time-depthrecorded commercial longline sets and empirically
o
determined a sag rate of 54 for shallow swordo
fish sets and 64 for tuna sets. Incorrect depth
assumptions will of course influence the depth
correction method and any subsequent habitatbased standardization model. Further, the
appropriateness of applying a correction factor
developed in the tropical Pacific Ocean to other
ocean basins is also questionable. Catchability at
depth indices for species estimated by Ward and
Myers (2005) may not be similar in vastly different oceanographic regions, such as applied to
the Gulf of Mexico (Baum and Myers 2004). As
Burgess et al. (2005) point out, habitat standardizations prove accurate only when the
assumptions regarding habitat choice and fishing
gear behavior are correct.
Although we do agree that there have been
declines in some shark species and a precautionary approach should be adopted, the status of
shark populations cannot be based exclusively on
examination of abundance trends, especially from
limited databases. Our concerns over choices of
data sets, their analyses, and conclusions drawn
from those abundance trends are not limited to
sharks (Walters 2003; Hampton et al. 2005). The
status of shark populations must be based on
stock assessments which rely on a range of data
in addition to catch rates, including catch and
bycatch, size and age composition, tagging, and
biological data.
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