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Abstract 

Background:  Fishing activities can influence foraging behaviour of many seabird species worldwide. Seabirds are 
attracted by fishing vessels which can facilitate access to demersal fish as a novel food resource that otherwise would 
be unavailable. On the other hand, intense fishing activities cause depletion of fish stocks with a reduction of natural 
prey available for seabirds. Moreover, fisheries discards can have lower nutritional value than natural prey. However, 
the importance of fisheries discard for seabirds and the possible implications on their foraging ecology is still poorly 
understood. In this study, we analysed the interactions of Scopoli’s shearwaters (Calonectris diomedea) during their 
foraging trips with fishing vessels. We combined the GPS and accelerometer data of shearwaters with the GPS data 
gathered during the same period from fishing vessels. Accelerometers allowed us to identify the main behaviours of 
birds.

Results:  The presence of fishing vessels significantly affected the individual behaviour of Scopoli’s shearwaters. Birds 
increased the time spent sitting on the water within 1.28 ± 0.13 km of fishing vessels likely feeding or waiting for 
discards. Approaches towards vessels within the interaction distance were therefore classified as an interaction and 
were recorded in about 40% of individuals. Birds interacting with fisheries had longer flight time during their foraging 
trips and covered longer distances to reach more distant foraging areas compared with individuals not approaching 
vessels.

Conclusions:  Our results suggested that fisheries discard consumption might not be a profitable source of food for 
Scopoli’s shearwaters. Despite the high density of fishing vessels in the home range of Scopoli’s shearwater, most 
individuals did not interact with them. Accordingly, scavenging individuals showed a lower foraging efficiency than 
their conspecifics. Intraspecific competition for foraging areas might play an important role for the foraging decision 
of birds to consume fisheries discards.
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Background
Commercial fisheries produce worldwide 7.3 million 
tonnes of discards per year [1] which cause alterations 
of marine food webs. Seabirds are attracted by fishing 
vessels since fisheries discards represent a predictable 
and abundant source of food [2, 3] likely easier to obtain 

than natural prey [4]. Furthermore, fishing vessels make 
demersal fish available as a novel food source for seabirds, 
that would be unavailable otherwise [5, 6]. Thus, fisheries 
discards can represent an important source of additional 
food in the seabird diet [7, 8]. However, fisheries discards 
raise important conservation issues for seabirds [6, 9]. 
Interactions between birds and fishing vessels cause the 
accidental killing of thousands of seabirds every year, 
especially albatrosses and petrels [10–12]. Uncontrolled 
fishing can also cause a drastic reduction of natural prey 
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availability for seabirds [5], followed by population reduc-
tion in some species [13, 14]. Moreover, fisheries discards 
can be a “junk food” since they are less nutritious com-
pared with the natural prey of seabirds [15].

Given these multiple effects it is still not clear if sea-
birds benefit from fisheries discards and how discard 
consumption affects individual birds. This lack of infor-
mation might be due to methodological limits to identify 
single interactions between birds and vessels. Methods 
calculating the overlap of the foraging areas of seabirds 
with the spatial distribution of vessels [16–18] might 
overestimate the use of fisheries discard by birds since 
seabirds can forage in the same areas where fishing ves-
sels operate, albeit without interacting with them. Only 
few studies have analysed single interactions between 
birds and vessels. Specifically, the estimation of interac-
tion distance was used to investigate how gannets and 
albatrosses change their behaviour according with the 
presence of fishing vessels [19, 20]. The identification 
of single interactions allow researchers to assess the 
importance of fisheries discards for seabirds populations 
and individuals and thus to plan effective conservation 
actions.

In this study, we identified the interactions of Sco-
poli’s shearwaters (Calonectris diomedea) with fishing 
vessels and assessed the effects on the  foraging ecology 
on these  seabirds. The study was carried out on Linosa 
Island, located in the Sicily Channel in the central Medi-
terranean Sea, an area intensively exploited by fish-
ing vessels [1, 21]. Scopoli’s shearwaters lay a single egg 
per breeding season in the second half of May to hatch 
in mid-July. Parental duties are shared between parents. 
During incubation, parental birds alternate long fasting 
periods with foraging trips lasting several days [22]. Dur-
ing chick rearing, parental birds need to attend the nest 
frequently, especially at the beginning, performing short 
foraging trips close to the colony [23].

Scopoli’s shearwaters consume a wide range of prey 
[24] including fisheries discards [25, 26]. In order to iden-
tify interactions we used the spatio-temporal positions of 
both fishing vessels and Scopoli’s shearwaters to assess 
when each bird actively followed a certain fishing vessel 
(approaching events). In addition, we estimated the inter-
action distance between birds and fishing vessels [20] 
through the analysis of the time-budget of birds’ behav-
iour, derived from accelerometer data. Then, we tested if 
the occurrence of one or more interactions affected the 
individual foraging behaviour of birds, and in particular: 
(1) the daily energy spent, (2) the time spent flying, (3) 
the maximum linear distance reached from the colony 
and (4) the total trip length of foraging trips.

Results
We recorded a total of 206 (30 long, 176 short) complete 
foraging trips with a maximum duration of 13  days. In 
160 of these we recorded at least one interaction event 
(63.5%; Fig. 1). A total of 414 fishing vessels were oper-
ating in the central-south Mediterranean Sea within the 
home-range of Scopoli’s shearwater from Linosa Island 
during the study period. Most of the fishing vessels were 
trawlers (76%), while longlines, purse seine vessels and 
unknown fishing vessels amounted on 6%, 11% and 7% 
respectively (Table  1). Birds interacted more frequently 
with trawlers (87%) compared with other fishing vessels, 
such as longline and purse seine vessels (χ2 = 8.19, df = 1, 
p < 0.004). No sexual difference in frequency of interac-
tion with fishing vessels were observed (χ2 = 0.03, df = 1, 
p > 0.05).

We identified a total of 232 “interaction events” in 
the period of study. Of 75 tracked individuals, 31 (41%) 
interacted at least once with a fishing vessel. Slightly 
fewer interactions were recorded during short foraging 
trips (38%). Birds spent most of their time sitting on the 
water within 1.28 ± 0.13 km from a fishing vessel (inter-
action distance). Beyond this “interaction distance” the 
time spent by birds sitting on the water sharply decreased 
followed by more constant, lower values when their dis-
tance from fishing vessels increased (Fig.  2). The “inter-
action distance” was calculated using a high number of 
occurrences (> 4500 distance points between birds and 
fishing vessels) so as to reduce the possible error due to 
the GPS positions used for birds and fishing vessels and 
individual differences in behaviour. We found a positive 
linear relationship between “daily flight time” and “daily 
sum of VeDBA” (F1,174 = 321.4, p < 0.001; Fig.  3). This 
means that flight behaviour is energetically expensive for 
these seabirds. Indeed, the “daily sum of VeDBA” rep-
resents a good proxy of the relative energy spent by an 
individual: high values of VeDBA corresponded to high 
activity of the birds (e.g. long flight time). We tested for 
the effects of (1) sex and (2) the occurrence of one or 
more interaction events (INT) on several dependent vari-
ables determining the foraging behaviour during short 
foraging trips. Birds spent daily more energy (VeDBA) in 
trips with at least one interaction (INT-YES) compared 
with trips without interactions (INT-NO; F1,124 = 14.65, 
p < 0.001). Furthermore, the INT-YES birds spent daily 
more time flying (F1,124 = 10.28, p < 0.002), performed 
longer foraging trips (F1,124 = 10.68, p < 0.002) and flew 
farther from the colony (F1,124 = 12.08, p < 0.001) than 
INT-NO (Table 2).  

We did not find any differences between sexes regard-
ing VeDBA (F1,48 = 0.01, p > 0.05), time spent in flight 
(F1,48 = 0.52, p > 0.05), foraging trip length (F1,48 = 1.31, 
p > 0.05) or maximum  distance reached by birds from 
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the colony (F1,48 = 0.22, p > 0.05) during foraging trips. 
However, females spent more energy than males when 

interacting with fishing vessels (F1,124 = 4.08, p = 0.045; 
Fig. 4).

Discussion
Our study aimed to identify the individual interactions 
of Scopoli’s shearwaters with fishing vessels operating in 
the  Mediterranean Sea. We combined spatio-temporal 
data from birds during the reproductive period and fish-
ing vessels to assess interactions. Then, we investigated 
the effects of these interactions on the foraging behaviour 
of the shearwaters.

The presence of fishing vessels significantly affected the 
behaviour of shearwaters. Birds spent significantly more 

Fig. 1  Examples of short foraging trips performed by Scopoli’s shearwaters during chick rearing (red lines) in relation to the presence of fishing 
vessels (yellow triangles). INT-YES (a, b): individuals interacted with fishing vessels; INT_NO (c, d): individuals did not interact with fishing vessels. The 
direction of the bird during each foraging trip is indicated with an arrow

Table 1  Types of  fishing vessels operating in  the  Strait 
of  Sicily during  the  breeding period of  Scopoli’s 
shearwater (from 6th June to 20th August)

Gear/type of fishing activity Number 
of vessels

Bottom Otter trawl 315

Purse Seine 45

Longline 25

Other Gears 29

Total 414
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time sitting on the water within 1.28 ± 0.13  km from a 
fishing vessel (Fig.  2), likely feeding or waiting for dis-
cards [20]. This interaction distance is less than half of 
the feeding distance found in an albatross species (3 km, 
[20]). The interspecific variation of the interaction dis-
tance might be explained by different factors such as the 
different foraging strategy of shearwaters and albatrosses 
(greater wing surface areas of albatrosses might be unfa-
vourable to frequent take offs, bird densities in foraging 
areas and different environmental conditions such as nat-
ural prey availability, [27]). Other studies on interactions 

between shearwaters and fishing vessels did not include 
the interaction distance. However, it was observed that 
Scopoli’s shearwaters adjust their movement pattern 
according with the presence of fishing vessels [7], con-
firming the importance of fisheries discards at least for 
some populations. Among Mediterranean shearwaters, 
fisheries discards represent an important source of food 
for the threatened Balearic shearwater (Puffinus maure-
tanicus) [8, 9], specifically during the breeding season [2] 
which can improve the breeding performance of this spe-
cies [28].

The type of vessel might also have influenced the inter-
action distance. In the study area of albatrosses [20], 
seven long-liners and no other vessels type were operat-
ing. However, in our study area mostly trawlers occurred, 
and Scopoli’s shearwaters interacted more frequently 
with trawlers compared to other types of vessels available 
in their home-range. This species might prefer this fish-
ing vessel type since trawlers produce high amounts of 
discards [29] characterized by a large array of species [30] 
including the main prey of shearwaters [28].

The number of interactions performed by the birds sig-
nificantly changed over the time of the day: the highest 
number of interactions were observed in the early morn-
ing, about 2 h after parents left the colony. The shearwa-
ters interacted with fishing vessels mainly during the first 
part of their foraging trip, likely in order to self-feed and 
thus recover after chick provisioning [31]. During the 
central part of the day, the number of interaction dras-
tically decreased to increase again in the late afternoon 
(Fig. 5). During night time birds still interacted with fish-
ing vessels but less frequently than during the day (Fig. 5).

The central-south Mediterranean area hosts the 
largest colonies of Scopoli’s shearwaters (Zembra and 
Linosa Islands). At the same time, hundreds of fishing 
vessels operate in this area [1, 21]. These intense fish-
ing activities cause overexploitation of fish stocks with 
a consequent reduction of prey availability to sustain 
such a high number of seabirds [5]. On the other hand, 
fishing vessels produce large amounts of discards which 
can potentially represent an additional food resource 
for seabirds [5, 6]. Considering only the home-range 
of Scopoli’s shearwater during short trips, we observed 
that this widely overlapped with areas where fishing 
vessels operate (Fig.  6). Consequently, the probability 
for a bird to encounter a fishing vessel was reasonably 
high. Therefore, we expected that shearwaters use fish-
eries discards extensively as a predictable food resource 
[7]. However, a considerable proportion of individuals 
never interacted with any fishing vessels during short 
foraging trips (62%). This result suggests that most of 
the Scopoli’s shearwaters breeding on Linosa Island 
might not directly benefit from exploiting discards, 

Fig. 2  Percentage of “sitting on the water” behaviour of Scopoli’s 
shearwaters in relation to their distance from fishing vessels. Each 
point in the graph represents the average percentage of “sitting on 
the water” calculated from > 110 bird-vessel positions corresponding 
to a “distance from a vessel” bin of 0.25 km. Two-part piecewise linear 
regression was used to estimate the “interaction distance” resulting at 
1.28 km (95% CI 1.15–1.43 km), as indicated by the dashed line

Fig. 3  Relationship between the “Daily sum of VeDBA” and “Daily 
flight time” calculated during short foraging trips of Scopoli’s 
shearwaters during chick rearing
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but preferred taking natural prey instead. Accordingly, 
other studies observed that fisheries discards were not 
the major part of the diet in other seabirds [4, 32]. The 
relatively low proportion of seabirds following fish-
ing vessels can be explained considering that fisheries 
discards can have lower caloric values compared to the 
natural prey of seabirds (“Junk food hypothesis”, [15]). 
For this reason, natural prey might be preferred by sea-
birds during high energy demanding phases such as 
chick rearing [33] and during short foraging trips, when 
the parents increase their foraging effort [23]. However, 
given that this species is considered a flexible forager 
[24], from the present data we cannot exclude the pos-
sibility that the proportion of scavenging birds can sig-
nificantly change according to the breeding stage or the 
availability of their natural prey in different years. Fur-
ther studies are needed to understand which physiolog-
ical and environmental factors influence the decision of 
seabirds to consume fisheries discards.

Despite the fact that a large proportion of birds in this 
study never interacted with a fishing vessel, fisheries 
discards can be an important component in the diet of 
certain individuals [4] influencing their foraging behav-
iour [7, 19]. Our data showed that individuals that never 
interacted with vessels (non-scavengers) remained closer 
to the colony compared with birds that attended a vessel 
at least one time (scavengers). Moreover, non-scavengers 
spent less energy due to shorter flight times and distances 
covered per foraging trip. This result suggests that com-
petitive exclusion might drive the foraging decision of 
birds to attend fishing vessels. Scopoli’s shearwaters from 
Linosa Island performed short foraging trips mostly in 
sub-optimal foraging areas surrounding the colony [22, 
34]. Therefore, this area can be easily overexploited lead-
ing to a fast depletion of natural prey availability [35]. As 
a consequence, only more competitive birds might have 
access to foraging areas surrounding the colony without 
using discards. Conversely, less competitive birds may 
be forced to forage further away from the colony where 
competitive interactions may be reduced [36]. These 
individuals might consistently use fisheries discards to 
cover the additional energy cost due to prolonged flight 
time needed to reach more distant foraging areas.

Both sexes interacted with fishing vessels with the 
same frequency, similar to observations in two albatross 
species [32]. However, females spent more energy than 
males during foraging trips but only when they interacted 
with fishing vessels. Nevertheless, no differences in flight 
time, distance covered and linear distance from the col-
ony reached during foraging trips were recorded between 
males and females independently of the occurrence 
of an  interaction. Scopoli’s shearwater is a dimorphic 

Table 2  Averages (± SD) of  foraging variables in  Scopoli’s 
shearwaters between  (1) individuals that  interacted 
with  a  fishing vessel at  least one time (INT-YES) and  (2) 
seabirds that never interacted (INT-NO) during a foraging 
trip

Interaction (INT-YES) No interaction 
(INT-NO)

Daily sum of VeDBA 44.77 ± 9.78 38.63 ± 11.07

Daily flight time (hours) 6.22 ± 1.98 5.28 ± 1.96

Max linear distance from 
the colony (km)

74.54 ± 44.19 53.72 ± 38.59

Trip length (km) 375.02 ± 222.91 243.27 ± 136.76

Fig. 4  Differences of “Daily sum of VeDBA” in relation to sex and 
occurrence of interaction of Scopoli’s shearwaters with fishing 
vessels: INT-YES (individuals have interacted with fishing vessels), 
INT-NO (individuals that did not interact with fishing vessels)

Fig. 5  Number of interactions between birds and fishing vessels 
calculated per time of the day (GMT +2). The grey area indicates the 
night hours
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species where males are larger than females in body mass 
and wing surface [37]. Larger males were observed to 
be more competitive than females [36]. Seabirds attend 
the fishing vessels mainly sitting on the water waiting for 
discards [20] often in large numbers which might cause 
high competition [38]. In these conditions males might 
be more competitive than females when they interact 
with fishing vessels, forcing the females to take off more 
frequently than males and resulting in higher energy con-
sumption. However, further investigations are necessary 
to better understand behavioural differences between 
sexes in discard exploitation.

Conclusion
The identification of seabird–fishing vessel interactions 
using high resolution devices such as GPS and accel-
erometers can effectively contribute to understand the 
effects of fisheries discards on the foraging ecology of 
seabirds. It is urgent to increase our knowledge  about 
this topic since the European Union’s Common Fish-
eries Policy aims to ban fisheries discards in 2020. The 
possible consequences of this action for seabird com-
munities are still poorly understood.

This study was carried out in the central-south Medi-
terranean Sea, an area intensively exploited by hun-
dreds of fishing vessels, which can be considered a valid 
case study to assess the seabirds’ response to overfish-
ing conditions and marine stock depletion. Despite 
the high density of fishing vessels operating in the 

home-range of Scopoli’s shearwaters breeding in Linosa 
Island, most of the tracked birds never interacted with 
the vessels. This might indicate that these shearwaters 
prefer to exploit natural prey even if they are less pre-
dictable and more difficult to obtain than fisheries dis-
cards. However, about 40% of birds interacted at least 
one time with a fishing vessel suggesting that natural 
prey availability might be insufficient to sustain the 
energy requirements of the entire population of Sco-
poli’s shearwaters breeding at Linosa Island.

Our study suggests that abrupt banishment of dis-
cards may cause an ecological disturbance to this popu-
lation of Scopoli’s shearwaters. Thus, the elaboration 
of a gradual reduction plan of discards by the fisheries 
authorities would be strongly recommended in order to 
monitor the effects of changes of discard availability on 
the foraging ecology of this population.

Methods
Data collection
The study was carried out during the breeding season 
2016 (from June 6th to August 20th) in a colony of Sco-
poli’s shearwaters located on Linosa Island (35°51′33″N; 
12°51′34″E). The colony site extends along the northern 
part of the island and hosts about 10,000 breeding pairs 
of Scopoli’s shearwaters [39] resulting in the largest Euro-
pean breeding colony of this species. Scopoli’s shearwa-
ters breed mostly in crevices of the lava rocks.

Fig. 6  Home range of short foraging trips (≤ 3 days) of Scopoli’s shearwaters (grey) and operating area of fishing vessels (green) with 95% kernel 
UD during the chick-rearing seasons of 2016
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We tracked 75 birds with Axy-trek dataloggers (Tech-
nosmart Europe S.r.l), including 12 birds during incuba-
tion and 63 during chick rearing. The loggers include a 
tri-axial accelerometer, a GPS, a thermometer, and a TDR 
(Time Depth Recorder). The GPS was set to record posi-
tions every 5  min. The accelerometer was set at 25  Hz 
and the TDR recorded pressure at 1 Hz with an accuracy 
of 5 mBar (≈ 0.05 m). Data from TDR and temperature 
were not used in this study.

Birds were captured at the nest and a device was 
attached on the back feathers using marine waterproof 
Tesa®tape [40]. Birds were sexed according to bill meas-
urements [41] and vocalizations. The handling during 
the procedure did not take longer than 10  min. After-
wards, the birds were released into the nest, and they 
were recaptured after a minimum time of 10 days (range 
10–13  days) for retrieving the device. The device was 
carefully removed from feathers together with the tape 
and its residuals. We did not observe any nest desertion 
due to our operations.

Fishing vessels data
The positions of Italian fishing vessels active in the cen-
tral southern Mediterranean Sea (Strait of Sicily) were 
reconstructed using the data provided by the Vessel 
Monitoring System (VMS). These data were made avail-
able from the Italian Ministry of Agricultural, Alimentary 
and Forestry Politics, within the activity for the Italian 
National Program for the Data Collection in the Fisher-
ies Sector. The VMS, introduced by the European Union 
for enforcement on fishing activity [42, 43], consists of an 
automatic transmitting station called “blue-box”, which 
periodically sends information (“ping”) about GPS ves-
sel position, speed, and prow heading [43] through a 
satellite network. The VMS data for Italian fishing ves-
sels with length ≥ 15 m and operating in the study were 
processed using the platform VMSbase [44]: basically, 
VMS pings were organized in separated fishing trips by 
vessel, interpolated from the original frequency (one ping 
every 1–2 h) to a higher value (1 ping every 10 min) to 
better reconstruct vessels paths at sea [45], and classi-
fied in terms of gear used (with trawling, purse seining 
and longlining being the main typologies of fishing gear) 
and of activity (steaming/fishing) [46]. The interpolation 
procedure merits particular attention since it returns 
pings aligned to a specific time scale, as if all the ves-
sels had sent their signals simultaneously (whereas the 
native pings are randomly distributed in time), so that 
the user can get a ‘‘snapshot’’ of all the vessel’s positions 
at any given instant of time. The distance between esti-
mated and real positions is 0.65 (mean) ± 0.22 (standard 

deviation) km for trawlers and 0.81 ± 0.28  km for purse 
seiners and longlines [45].

At the end of this processing procedure, the activity of 
414 fishing vessels operating in the central-south Medi-
terranean Sea within the home-range of Scopoli’s shear-
water from Linosa Island during the study period was 
obtained as series of pings classified as steaming or fish-
ing by means of speed filters, a standard approach for this 
purpose [46]. Each ping corresponded to information 
about spatial and temporal coordinates, type of fishing 
gear, and course of the vessel. This dataset was submitted 
to the successive analysis.

Behavioural data analysis
Accelerometer data were used to identify three behav-
iours of birds: “sitting on the water”, “flapping flight” and 
“gliding flight”. The accelerometer recorded the accelera-
tion in three axes corresponding with the bird orienta-
tion: X (head–tail), Y (right–left) and Z (dorso-ventral). 
In order to identify “sitting on the water” behaviour, Vec-
torial Dynamic Body Acceleration was calculated 
(

VeDBA
(

g
)

=

√

a2x + a2y + a2z

)

 with 1  s smoothing [47]. 

The terms ax, ay and az are the values of dynamic accelera-
tion from X, Y and Z axis, respectively [47]. Dynamic 
Body Acceleration is a good proxy for estimating of 
energy expenditure [48, 49] where low values correspond 
to low activity of the individual. We assigned “sitting on 
the water” behaviour when the value of VeDBA was ≥ 0.1 
and ≤ 1 using the birds ground speed calculated by GPS 
logger and by visual checking of GPS tracks of 30 birds.

“Flapping flight” behaviour was identified by the anal-
ysis of the absolute value of the Z axis at 25  Hz using 
Ethographer (version 2.03, [50]) an Igor-Pro extension 
(WaveMetrics, Version 6.05): spectrum analysis allowed 
us to calculate two clusters where the one with the higher 
cycle amplitude peak represented the flapping behaviour. 
The “gliding flight” behaviour was identified using the 
interval between two consecutive flapping events. In fact, 
the flight behaviour of Scopoli’s shearwater is an alterna-
tion of flapping and gliding events. For this study we used 
the daily sums of “flapping flight” and “gliding flight” time 
per individual, which was named “Daily flight time”.

Assessing bird–fishing vessels interaction
In order to determine bird–fishing vessel interactions 
we used a two-step procedure. Firstly, we identified 
when a bird flew towards a vessel (approaching phase). 
Secondly, we calculated the distance at which birds 
interacted with fishing vessels feeding or waiting for 
discards (interaction distance, [20]). The approaching 
phase was determined by combining GPS data from 
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birds and fishing vessels: (1) for each GPS bird position, 
we selected all the VMS data in the temporal window 
t-5′–t+5′ (where t is the temporal coordinate of the bird 
position). Notice that this approach guarantees that 
one single ping for each vessel was selected and associ-
ated to a bird position; (2) the linear distance from the 
bird position and all the vessels in a range of 50 km was 
calculated; (3) if at least one vessel was present in the 
range of 50 km, the previous step was repeated for the 
time t+1, t+2 and so on, in order to obtain a series suc-
cessive distances between each bird and vessel; (4) then, 
for each bird, we filtered all the consecutive GPS posi-
tions (by time) where their distance from a definite fish-
ing vessel gradually decreased by at least 500 m. These 
approaching events included at least two temporally 
consecutive GPS bird positions (> 10  min). The maxi-
mum attraction distance, which corresponded with the 
start of the approaching event, was set at 30  km [20]. 
However, it was evident that in many approaching 
events the birds stopped to follow the fishing vessels 
before reaching it.

As second step we assessed if a bird interacted with 
a fishing vessels by the estimation of the “interaction 
distance” [20]. While during the approaching phase 
the birds spent more time flying, they switched their 
behaviour when they were closer to fishing vessels. 
Specifically, the “sitting on the water” behaviour in 
the time budget showed a sharp increase followed by 
more steady, low values with increasing distance from 
a fishing vessel (Fig. 2). Thus, we used a piecewise lin-
ear regression [51] to calculate the threshold distance 
where birds spent significantly more time “sitting on 
the water” in response to a fishing vessel (interaction 
distance). For this purpose, the R package “Segmented” 
[52] was used to find the “interaction distance” with a 
binned distance of GPS bird point with fishing vessels 
set at 250 m (Fig. 2). Within this “interaction distance” 
we assumed that birds interacted with fishing vessels 
feeding or waiting for discards [20]. The “interaction 
distance” was used to validate the approaching events: 
only if a bird approaching a fishing vessel was observed 
to reach inside the range of the “interaction distance” it 
was considered as an “interaction event”.

Data analysis
During the chick rearing phase most of the tracked birds 
performed multiple foraging trips. We determined the 
start and the end of different foraging trips and their 
duration using GPS positions of each bird. The “foraging 
trip length” and the “maximum linear distance reached 
from the colony” were then calculated from GPS data for 
each foraging trip.

We ran a linear regression in order to test the relation-
ship between “Daily flight time” as dependent variable 
and “Daily sum of VeDBA” as covariate.

The number of interactions (interaction events) 
between birds and fishing vessels were calculated for 
each trip. Then, we defined a 2-level factor according to 
the number of interaction events recorded per foraging 
trip (INT: INT-NO = no interactions; INT-YES = number 
of interactions ≥ 1). We run four Linear Mixed Models 
(LMMs) using restricted maximum likelihood using the 
R-package “nlme” [53] to assess the effect of sex and INT 
on four dependent variables: (1) daily sum of VeDBA, (2) 
daily flight time, (3) trip length, and (4) maximum linear 
distance reached from the colony during a foraging trip, 
with bird identity as Random factor. Log-transformations 
were used when dependent variables were not normally 
distributed. Distribution, spatial autocorrelation and 
homoscedasticity of residuals were checked visually.

Given that our data did not include non-Italian fish-
ing vessels, all LMMs were ran taking into account only 
the short foraging trips (up to 3 days) performed by birds 
during the chick rearing phase [23]. Indeed, Scopoli’s 
shearwaters of Linosa Island perform short foraging trips 
close to the colony [34] mostly in the Italian territorial 
waters. Chi-square tests were used in order to test (1) sex 
differences of interaction occurrences and (2) frequency 
of birds’ interactions in relation to the availability of dif-
ferent fishing vessel types. All statistical analyses were 
performed with R version 3.3.3 [54].

Abbreviations
INT-YES: individuals interacted at least one time with fishing vessels during a 
foraging trip; INT-NO: individuals did not interacted with fishing vessels dur‑
ing a foraging trip; VeDBA: Vectorial Dynamic Body Acceleration; VMS: Vessel 
Monitoring System.

Authors’ contributions
MCB, PQ, GD and CC designed the study, MCB and TR analysed the data, 
MCB and GD carried out the fieldwork, TR provided fishing vessels data, MCB 
drafted the manuscript, which was commented by all co-authors. All authors 
gave final approval for publication. All authors read and approved the final 
manuscript.

Author details
1 Department of Animal Ecology and Systematics, Justus Liebig University 
Giessen, Heinrich‑Buff‑Ring 26, 35392 Giessen, Germany. 2 Ornis italica, Piazza 
Crati, 15, 00199 Rome, Italy. 3 Laboratory of Experimental Ecology and Aqua‑
culture, Dept. of Biology, University of Rome Tor Vergata, via Cracovia snc, 
00133 Rome, Italy. 

Acknowledgements
We wish to thank Lucie Michel and Paolo Becciu for their precious help for the 
fieldwork. We are grateful to Prof. Bruno Massa for his logistic support.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Availability of data and materials
The datasets used and analysed during the current study are available from 
the corresponding author on reasonable request.



Page 9 of 10Cianchetti‑Benedetti et al. BMC Ecol           (2018) 18:54 

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Ethics approval and consent to participate
All fieldwork was carried out according to the national legislation. The 
research was carried out with moral responsibility for the animals, with the 
final goal to preserve and enhance the future survival of that species and to 
provide knowledge vital to their conservation. No specimens were collected 
for this study. Birds were removed from their nest, weighed and measured. 
Then, the logger was attached to the bird with tape and it was returned to the 
nest burrows within 10 min of initial capture. The logger was recovered and 
the tape removed after 5–13 days. We avoided any disturbance to the nest 
during the first days of life of chicks. No nest desertion were observed due 
to our operations. The study was approved by Regione Siciliana, Assessorato 
Agricoltura e Foreste, Prot. 65887 dated 23 July 2007 and Prot. 17233 dated 1 
December 2010.

This research complies with the IUCN Policy Statement on Research 
Involving Species at Risk of Extinction (Scopoli’s shearwater Calonectris diome-
dea is classified as “Least concern” in 2016).

Funding
The project was supported by Ornis italica, Deutsche Forschungsgemein‑
schaft (PQ 148/8 and PQ 148/17), and the LIFE11 + NAT/IT/000093 ‘Pelagic 
Birds’. Ornis italica provided data-loggers and material for the fieldwork. 
LIFE11 + NAT/IT/000093 ‘Pelagic Birds’ paid the accommodation for the 
fieldwork and travel expenses for researchers and volunteers participating in 
the project. Funding bodies did not influence in any way the design of the 
study, the collection, analysis, and interpretation of data and in writing the 
manuscript which were carried out by the authors of the study.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in pub‑
lished maps and institutional affiliations.

Received: 1 June 2018   Accepted: 27 November 2018

References
	1.	 Kelleher K. Discards in the world’s marine fisheries: an update. FAO Fisher‑

ies Technical Paper 470. Rome: FAO Fisheries Department; 2005.
	2.	 Arcos JM, Oro D. Significance of fisheries discards for a threatened Medi‑

terranean seabird, the Balearic shearwater Puffinus mauretanicus. Mar Ecol 
Progr. 2002;239:209–20.

	3.	 Furness R, Edwards A, Oro D. Influence of management practices and 
of scavenging seabirds on availability of fisheries discards to benthic 
scavengers. Mar Ecol Prog Ser. 2007;350:235–44.

	4.	 Votier SC, Bearhop S, Witt MJ, Inger R, Thompson D, Newton J. Individual 
responses of seabirds to commercial fisheries revealed using GPS 
tracking, stable isotopes and vessel monitoring systems. J Appl Ecol. 
2010;47:487–97.

	5.	 Furness RW. Impacts of fisheries on seabird communities. Sci Mar. 
2003;67:33–45.

	6.	 Votier SC, Furness RW, Bearhop S, Crane JE, Caldow RWG, Catry P, et al. 
Changes in fisheries discard rates and seabird communities. Nature. 
2004;427(6976):727.

	7.	 Bartumeus F, Giuggioli L, Louzao M, Bretagnolle V, Oro D, Levin S. Fishery 
discards impact on seabird movement patterns at regional scales. Curr 
Biol. 2010;20:215–22.

	8.	 Navarro J, Louzao M, Igual JM, Oro D, Delgado A, Arcos JM, et al. Seasonal 
changes in the diet of a critically endangered seabird and the impor‑
tance of trawling discards. Mar Biol. 2009;156(12):2571–8.

	9.	 Genovart M, Arcos JM, Álvarez D, McMinn M, Meier R, Wynn R, et al. 
Demography of the critically endangered Balearic shearwater: the impact 
of fisheries and time to extinction. J Appl Ecol. 2016;53(4):1158–68.

	10.	 Rolland V, Weimerskirch H, Barbraud C. Relative influence of fisheries and 
climate on the demography of four albatross species. Glob Change Biol. 
2010;16:1910–22.

	11.	 Anderson ORJ, Small CJ, Croxall JP, Dunn EK, Sullivan BJ, Yates O, et al. 
Global seabird bycatch in longline fisheries. Endanger Species Res. 
2011;14:91–106.

	12.	 Croxall JP, Butchart SHM, Lascelles B, Stattersfield AJ, Sullivan B, Symes A, 
et al. Seabird conservation status, threats and priority actions: a global 
assessment. Bird Conserv Int. 2012;22:1–34.

	13.	 Frederiksen M, Wanless S, Harris MP, Rothery P, Wilson LJ. The role of 
industrial fisheries and oceanographic change in the decline of North Sea 
black-legged kittiwakes. J Appl Ecol. 2004;41:1129–39.

	14.	 Becker BH, Beissinger SR. Centennial decline in the trophic level of an 
endangered seabird after fisheries decline. Conserv Biol. 2006;20:470–9.

	15.	 Grémillet D, Pichegru L, Kuntz G, Woakes AG, Wilkinson S, Crawford RJM, 
et al. A junk-food hypothesis for gannets feeding on fishery waste. Proc 
Biol Sci. 2008;275:1149–56.

	16.	 Pichegru L, Ryan PG, Le Bohec C, Van Der Lingen CD, Navarro R, Petersen 
S, et al. Overlap between vulnerable top predators and fisheries in the 
Benguela upwelling system: implications for marine protected areas. Mar 
Ecol Prog Ser. 2009;391:199–208.

	17.	 Reid TA, Wanless RM, Hilton GM, Phillips RA, Ryan PG. Foraging range 
and habitat associations of non-breeding Tristan albatrosses: overlap 
with fisheries and implications for conservation. Endanger Species Res. 
2013;22:39–49.

	18.	 Sztukowski LA, van Toor ML, Weimerskirch H, Thompson DR, Torres LG, 
Sagar PM, et al. Tracking reveals limited interactions between Camp‑
bell Albatross and fisheries during the breeding season. J Ornithol. 
2017;158:725–35.

	19.	 Bodey TW, Jessopp MJ, Votier SC, Gerritsen HD, Cleasby IR, Hamer KC, 
et al. Seabird movement reveals the ecological footprint of fishing ves‑
sels. Curr Biol. 2014;24(11):514–5.

	20.	 Collet J, Patrick SC, Weimerskirch H. Albatrosses redirect flight 
towards vessels at the limit of their visual range. Mar Ecol Prog Ser. 
2015;526:199–205.

	21.	 Russo T, Parisi A, Garofalo G, Gristina M, Cataudella S, Fiorentino F. SMART: 
a spatially explicit bio-economic model for assessing and managing 
demersal fisheries, with an application to italian trawlers in the strait of 
sicily. PLoS ONE. 2014;9(1):e86222.

	22.	 Cecere JG, Catoni C, Maggini I, Imperio S, Gaibani G. Movement patterns 
and habitat use during incubation and chick-rearing of Cory’s shear‑
waters (Calonectris diomedea diomedea) (Aves: Vertebrata) from Central 
Mediterranean: influence of seascape and breeding stage. Ital J Zool. 
2013;80:82–9.

	23.	 Cianchetti-Benedetti M, Catoni C, Kato A, Massa B, Quillfeldt P. A new 
algorithm for the identification of dives reveals the foraging ecol‑
ogy of a shallow-diving seabird using accelerometer data. Mar Biol. 
2017;164(4):77.

	24.	 Grémillet D, Péron C, Pons J-B, Ouni R, Authier M, Thévenet M, et al. Irre‑
placeable area extends marine conservation hotspot off Tunisia: insights 
from GPS-tracking Scopoli’s shearwaters from the largest seabird colony 
in the Mediterranean. Mar Biol. 2014;161:2669–80.

	25.	 Louzao M, Arcos JM, Guijarro B, Valls M, Oro D. Seabird-trawling interac‑
tions: factors affecting species-specific to regional community utilisation 
of fisheries waste. Fish Oceanogr. 2011;20:263–77.

	26.	 Cecere JG, Catoni C, Gaibani G, Geraldes P, Celada C, Imperio S. Com‑
mercial fisheries, inter-colony competition and sea depth affect foraging 
location of breeding Scopoli’s Shearwaters Calonectris diomedea. Ibis. 
2015;157:284–98.

	27.	 Tew Kai E, Benhamou S, van der Lingen CD, Coetzee JC, Pichegru L, Ryan 
PG, et al. Are cape gannets dependent upon fishery waste? A multi-scale 
analysis using seabird GPS-tracking, hydro-acoustic surveys of pelagic fish 
and vessel monitoring systems. J Appl Ecol. 2013;50:659–70.

	28.	 Tsagarakis K, Palialexis A, Vassilopoulou V. Mediterranean fishery discards: 
review of the existing knowledge. ICES J Mar Sci. 2013;71:1219–34.

	29.	 Russo T, Carpentieri P, Fiorentino F, Arneri E, Scardi M, Cioffi A, Cataudella 
S. Modeling landings profiles of fishing vessels: an application of self-
organizing maps to VMS and logbook data. Fish Res. 2016;181:34–47.

	30.	 Louzao M, Igual JM, Mcminn M, Aguilar JS, Triay R, Oro D. Small pelagic 
fish, trawling discards and breeding performance of the critically endan‑
gered Balearic shearwater: improving conservation diagnosis. Mar Ecol 
Prog Ser. 2006;318:247–54.

	31.	 Weimerskirch H. How can a pelagic seabird provision its chick when 
relying on a distant food resource? Cyclic attendance at the colony, 



Page 10 of 10Cianchetti‑Benedetti et al. BMC Ecol           (2018) 18:54 

•
 
fast, convenient online submission

 •
  

thorough peer review by experienced researchers in your field

• 
 
rapid publication on acceptance

• 
 
support for research data, including large and complex data types

•
  

gold Open Access which fosters wider collaboration and increased citations 

 
maximum visibility for your research: over 100M website views per year •

  At BMC, research is always in progress.

Learn more biomedcentral.com/submissions

Ready to submit your research ?  Choose BMC and benefit from: 

foraging decision and body condition in sooty shearwaters. J Anim Ecol. 
1998;67:99–109.

	32.	 Collet J, Patrick SC, Weimerskirch H. Behavioral responses to encounter of 
fishing boats in wandering albatrosses. Ecol Evol. 2017;7:3335–47.

	33.	 Shaffer S, Costa D, Weimerskirch H. Foraging effort in relation to the 
constraints of reproduction in free-ranging albatrosses. Funct Ecol. 
2003;17(1):66–74.

	34.	 Cecere JG, Gaibani G, Imperio S. Effects of environmental variability and 
offspring growth on the movement ecology of breeding Scopoli’s shear‑
water Calonectris diomedea. Curr Zool. 2014;60:622–30.

	35.	 Wakefield ED, Bodey TW, Bearhop S, Blackburn J, Colhoun K, Davies 
R, et al. Spatial segragation without territoriality in gannets. Science. 
2013;341(6141):68–70.

	36.	 Birt V, Birt T, Goulet D, Cairns D, Montevecchi W. Ashmole’s halo: direct evi‑
dence for prey depletion by a seabird. Mar Ecol Prog Ser. 1987;40:205–8.

	37.	 Massa B, Valvo ML. Biometrical and biological considerations on the 
Cory’s shearwater Calonectris diomedea. In: Mediterr Mar Avifauna; 
1986:293–313.

	38.	 Hudson AV, Furness RW. The behaviour of seabirds foraging at fishing 
boats around Shetland. Ibis. 1989;131(2):225–37.

	39.	 Baccetti N, Capizzi D, Corbi F, Massa B. Breeding shearwaters on Italian 
islands: population size, island selection and co-existence with their main 
alien predator, the black rat. Riv Ital Orn. 2009;78:83–100.

	40.	 Wilson RP, Wilson MPT. Tape: a package-attachment technique for pen‑
guins. Wildl Soc Bull. 1989;17:77–9.

	41.	 Lo Valvo M. Sexing adult Cory’s Shearwater by discriminant analysis of 
body measurements on Linosa Island (Sicilian Channel), Italy. Waterbirds. 
2001;24:169–74.

	42.	 European Commission. Commission Regulation (EC) No. 2244/2003 of 
18 December 2003 laying down detailed provisions regarding satellite-
based vessel monitoring systems. 2003.

	43.	 European Commission. Council Regulation (EC) No. 1224/2009 of 20 Novem‑
ber 2009 Establishing a Community control system for ensuring compliance 
with the rules of the Common Fisheries Policy, amending Regulations (EC) 
No. 847/96, (EC) No 2371/2002, (EC) No. 811/2004, (EC) No. 2009.

	44.	 Russo T, D’Andrea L, Parisi A, Cataudella S. VMSbase: an R-package for VMS 
and logbook data management and analysis in fisheries ecology. PLoS 
ONE. 2014;9:e100195.

	45.	 Russo T, Parisi A, Cataudella S. New insights in interpolating fishing tracks 
from VMS data for different métiers. Fish Res. 2011;108(1):184–94.

	46.	 Russo T, Parisi A, Prorgi M, Boccoli F, Cignini I, Tordoni M, Cataudella 
S. When behaviour reveals activity: assigning fishing effort to 
métiers based on VMS data using artificial neural networks. Fish Res. 
2011;111(1–2):53–64.

	47.	 Gleiss AC, Wilson RP, Shepard ELC. Making overall dynamic body accelera‑
tion work: on the theory of acceleration as a proxy for energy expendi‑
ture. Methods Ecol Evol. 2011;2:23–33.

	48.	 Hicks O, Burthe S, Daunt F, Butler A, Bishop C, Green JA. Validating acceler‑
ometry estimates of energy expenditure across behaviours using heart 
rate data in a free-living seabird. J Exp Biol. 2017;220:1875–81.

	49.	 Qasem L, Cardew A, Wilson A, Griffiths I, Halsey LG, Shepard ELC, et al. 
Tri-axial dynamic acceleration as a proxy for animal energy expenditure; 
should we be summing values or calculating the vector? PLoS ONE. 
2012;7:e31187.

	50.	 Sakamoto K, Sato K, Ishizuka M, Watanuki Y. Can ethograms be automati‑
cally generated using body acceleration data from free-ranging birds? 
PLoS ONE. 2009;4(4):e5379.

	51.	 Toms JD, Lesperance ML. Piecewise regression: a tool for identifying 
ecological thresholds. Ecology. 2003;84(8):2034–41.

	52.	 Muggeo VMR. Segmented: an R package to fit regression models with 
broken-line relationships. R News. 2008;8:20–5.

	53.	 Pinheiro J, Bates D, DebRoy S, Sarkar D. nlme: linear and nonlinear mixed 
effects models. R package version 3. 2013. https​://cran.rproj​ect.org/web/
packa​ges/nlme/index​.html.

	54.	 R Core Team. A language and environment for statistical computing. 
Vienna: R Foundation for Statistical Computing. 2017. https​://www.r-proje​
ct.org/. Accessed 1 July 2017.

https://cran.rproject.org/web/packages/nlme/index.html
https://cran.rproject.org/web/packages/nlme/index.html
https://www.r-project.org/
https://www.r-project.org/

	Interactions between commercial fishing vessels and a pelagic seabird in the southern Mediterranean Sea
	Abstract 
	Background: 
	Results: 
	Conclusions: 

	Background
	Results
	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Methods
	Data collection
	Fishing vessels data
	Behavioural data analysis
	Assessing bird–fishing vessels interaction
	Data analysis

	Authors’ contributions
	References




