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Lethal and sub-lethal consequences from entanglement in commercial fishing gear are considered the principal 
threat to the critically endangered North Atlantic right whale (NARW) (Eubalaena glacialis), with a population 
currently estimated at fewer than 500 individuals. Fisheries management interventions, implemented primarily for 
pot and gillnet gear in US waters, have failed to reverse the incidence and severity of entanglements for the 
population as a whole. These measures have included fishing area closures, gear modifications, and disentanglement 
of animals carrying gear. We discuss these and other management measures, and present evidence to support those 
that will most likely lead to preventing entanglements while supporting the persistence of pot fishing in the eastern 
US and Canadian Maritimes. We focus in particular on the potential for using whale-release ropes, rope-less fishing, 
and at-call pop-up buoys that keep vertical lines at depth, and present the results of on-going trials evaluating the 
feasibility of these technologies in the northeastern US. Rope-less fishing and bottom-stowed vertical lines are the 
only techniques that for certain prevent entanglements, but their adoption requires that important fisheries 
management and operational concerns be addressed. These include an increase in gear conflicts in the absence of a 
substitute to surface buoys for identifying the presence of gear, concerns regarding enforcement, and regulatory 
changes to replace current buoy marking schemes. Although long considered an impractical option by many in the 
fishing industry and US Government, the challenges of rope-less fishing are less technological than economic, 
social, and managerial. As the only approach identified that can prevent entanglements with certainty, their 
evaluation should be a priority for the fishing industry in collaboration with engineers and fisheries managers, 
especially given the critical status of the NARW and the possibility that a lack of gear-based solutions might lead 
regulators to implement far more draconian measures affecting commercial pot and gillnet fishermen. 
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“…any lines [sic] rising in
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Offshore Rope-Less Gear Prototype Design

Low-Density Syntactic 
Foam (450m operational 
depth); >180lb buoyancy

To respool rapidly,
remove “cheek cage”, 
slide on pre-spooled
line cartridge.

32” diameter; 43” tall
130 lb empty (as hauled 
aboard)
340 lb w/ 900m ½” line

Acoustic Release
fits inside spool core

Acoustic tag readable by 
any vessel with deck unit;
Unique signal for each 
owner/trawl

Modular design for application in multiple environments

Spool + line weight ~ same as 180lb anchor







POP-UP BUOYS IN USE!

Demonstrates commercial 
viability

Several US trials demonstrated 
functionality: DeAlteris 1999; 
Hopkins and Hoggard 2006; Allen 
and DeAlteris 2007
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Gear modifications need to be  a centerpiece of whale 
entanglement prevention, even if area closures are 
enacted

Use  whale-release rope in the short-term where feasible 
(such as with light duty gear) that may be visually 
enhanced

Study implications of using whale-release rope on 
entanglements using the Virtual Whale Entanglement 
Simulator

Increase scale of evaluations with fishermen of “rope-less” 
technologies
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