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Objective 

 To describe the Minor-Line method of fishing as it relates to harvesting Blue-eye Trevalla on 

offshore seamounts. 

 

Background 

Current negotiations to regain fishing access to the Taupo and Barcoo Seamounts off eastern 

Australia using the ‘Minor-Line’ method is related to the protection of gulper sharks, particularly 

Harrisson’s Dogfish (Centrophorus harrissoni).  

Until recently, Harrisson’s Dogfish was believed to be endemic to the east and west coasts of 

Australia (Last and Stevens 1994) although subsequently it was determined that the western 

population was a separate species (see White et al. 2008). It has now been established that the main 

population of C. harrissoni inhabits the continental slope off eastern Australia, mainly between 

southern Queensland and north-eastern Tasmania but also including a number of adjacent seamounts 

between and including the Fraser and Taupo Seamounts (Last and Stevens 2009; Graham and Daley 

in press); individual specimens have also been collected from the Norfolk, Kermadec and Three 

Kings Ridges to the north of New Zealand (Duffy 2007). The species mainly occurs in upper slope 

depths (300-700 m) with smaller numbers recorded to about 1000 m.  

In 1996-97, trawl surveys off New South Wales found that the numbers of Endeavour, 

Harrisson’s and Southern Dogfishes (C. moluccensis, C. harrissoni and C. zeehaani), had been 

reduced by more than 95% through the effects of trawling (Graham et al. 2001). Acting on this 

information, the IUCN Red List process in 2003 assessed Harrisson’s and Southern Dogfishes to be 

‘Critically Endangered’, and the Endeavour Dogfish as ‘Endangered’. The author has just completed 

updates of these assessments and has recommended to the IUCN that the three species be re-classified 

as Endangered (C. harrissoni and C. zeehaani) or Threatened (C. moluccensis).  

Within the last two years, the three species were also considered for listing under Australia’s 

Environmental Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Wilson et al. 2009) but the final 

decision is still pending.  

In response to these conservation concerns, the Australian Fisheries Management Authority 

(AFMA) implemented stringent trip limits on commercial landings of gulper sharks (15 kg per day) 

and also closed small areas of deepwater off Sydney, eastern Bass Strait and South Australia to 

trawling, long-lining and gill-netting to provide sanctuary areas. And to gather more up-to-date 

information on the distribution and abundance of gulper sharks, CSIRO and the Fisheries Research 

and Development Corporation (FRDC) funded a long-line survey between northern NSW and 

Tasmania, carried out by the auto-liner Diana in September-October 2009. It was during this survey 

that Harrisson’s Dogfish were caught (for the first time) on the Taupo Seamount (CSIRO Internal 

Report), leading to the closure of the Taupo and Barcoo Seamounts to all forms of fishing as a 

measure to protect Harrisson’s Dogfish (AFMA 2010).  
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At least two fishing companies have been affected by these seamount closures and they have 

been negotiating with AFMA for access to Barcoo and Taupo with their particular method of line-

fishing, termed ‘Minor-Line’, which utilises a small number of individually hand-tended lines 

deployed from hydraulically powered  reels. Their claim is that they specifically target Blue-eye with 

high accuracy, resulting in very few unwanted captures. They also assert that they can distinguish 

between bites from Blue-eye and those from dogsharks that co-exist on the seamounts and, if sharks 

are detected, the line can be immediately retrieved and the sharks de-hooked and quickly released 

with minimal injury. In addition, previous experience fishing the Taupo and Barcoo Seamounts 

indicated that Blue-eye were caught in a different depth range to that occupied by Harrisson’s 

Dogfish, resulting in very few, if any, accidental captures of that species.  

The Minor-Line method of fishing for Blue-eye on seamounts has not previously been 

documented and it became apparent to the operators when discussing their case with AFMA that the 

fishery managers did not fully understand the intricacies of the method. My brief was to participate in 

a fishing trip to one of the offshore seamounts in order to fully describe the Minor-Line method and 

make observations on the catch composition. The vessel, gear and equipment, and trip out of 

Mooloolaba to the Britannia Seamount between April 10 and 14, 2011 are described below. 

 

Vessel  FV Nelson Bay (Fig. 1) 

Length 14 m 

Main engines 2 x 247 kW 

Maximum speed 28 knots 

Cruising speed 12 knots 

Fish storage capacity: 3 tonnes of fish held in ice slurry  

Electronic fishing equipment 

 Echo-sounder:   Furuno FCV-1200 L  3Kw@38Khz 

 Bottom topography:  Furuno MaxSea 3 D Professional 

 

Owner   Fortuna Fishing Pty Ltd (M & J Rowley) 

 

Personnel Jo Rowley (owner/skipper) + 2 crew   

 

Fishing Gear 

Four hydraulic reels, each with 1500 m of 1.1 mm diameter Dyneema line rated at 180 kg 

breaking strain (Fig. 2). Three reels were located along the starboard gunwale and a fourth on the port 

stern quarter; the centre starboard reel was not operated during the trip. There was a demountable rail 

adjacent to each reel on which to hang the baited hooks prior to shooting the line.  
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Fishing rig: the mono-filament trace has 18 x 15/0 tuna circle hooks on ~30 cm mono snoods 

attached with shark clips via swivels, about 1 m apart; all mono-filament is served with plastic tubing 

for protection. A ~5 kg weight made from welded 50 cm lengths of heavy reinforcing steel (Fig. 3) is 

attached to the end of the trace by lighter grade mono that acts as a weak link in case of hooking the 

seabed. 

Bait: arrow squid and pilchards. 

 

Fishing Trip: April 10 1030 depart Mooloolaba 

  April 11  0300 arrive Britannia Seamount 

    0630-1800 fishing: 3 reels x 11 sets 

  April 12 0550-1830 fishing: 3 reels x 9 sets 

  April 13 1530-1000 fishing: 3 reels x 4 sets 

    1000 depart Britannia Seamount for Mooloolaba 

  April 14 0500 alongside Mooloolaba  

 

Fishing Methods 

 Before lines were deployed, current and wind conditions were assessed to determine the 

direction the vessel would drift whilst fishing; the direction of drift largely determined which side of 

the seamount could be fished. Guided by the echo-sounder and 3-D seabed profile displays (Fig. 4), 

the vessel was then positioned above a likely seabed feature in a depth between 240 and 300 fathoms 

(440-550 m). The bottom features selected for fishing were either ones that had previously produced 

good Blue-eye catches or (if new) appeared to be potentially good Blue-eye habitats. The position to 

shoot the lines in relation to the bottom feature was selected by the skipper such that the vessel drifted 

up, down or along the feature, depending on which way was thought to be optimal. 

Once in position and with the vessel drifting usually between one and two knots, each line 

was shot (on command) at about 30 second intervals in sequence from the port-stern, starboard-stern 

and starboard-midship positions. The lines took about 6-8 minutes to reach bottom after which time 

the reels were adjusted for drag and any excess slack retrieved. Each line was then monitored by hand 

to prevent slack or to maintain bottom contact (if required, extra line pulled in or paid out) and to 

detect fish biting. Even with 700-800 m out, the small diameter (1.1 mm) of the line allowed for the 

tugs of fish being captured to be felt at the surface; and the difference between Blue-eye and dogfish 

bites were clearly discernable. Soak-time varied between 15 and 40 minutes but when the person on 

each line felt that several fish had been hooked, the line was retrieved; haul time was 15-20 minutes. 

If few or no fish were detected on the lines after about 10 minutes, the lines were hauled and the 

vessel moved to a new location. 
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When hauled, captured Blue-eye float and the presence of more than three or four was usually 

sufficient to float the line some distance from the vessel (see frontispiece). Once alongside, the fish 

were quickly brought aboard and any sharks released with minimal injury. 

 

Catch  

Species caught on the trip were: 

 Blue-eye Trevalla  Hyperoglyphe antarctica 

 Ocean Blue-eye Trevalla Schedophilus velaini 

 Imperador   Beryx decadactylus 

 Pelagic Armourhead  Pseudopentaceros richardsoni 

 Harrisson’s Dogfish  Centrophorus harrissoni 

Taiwan Gulper Shark  Centrophorus niaukang 

Seamount Spurdog  Squalus sp. 

 

Table 1 gives details of the catch for each day; lines are numbered according to the order they 

were shot (see above). Fishing was done between daybreak and dusk on April 11 (11 sets) and 12 (9 

sets), and the morning of April 14 (4 sets) for a total of 24 sets of 3 lines equalling 72 lines and 1296 

hooks fished.  

In all, 374 fish were caught, comprising 331 commercial teleosts (88.5% of total) and 

dominated by Blue-eye (87%). Dogfish (11.5%) comprised Seamount Spurdog (7%), Harrisson’s 

Dogfish (4.5%) and a single Taiwan Gulper Shark (caught after dark). No fish of any species were 

caught on 16 lines and, of the remaining 56 lines, Blue-eye were taken on 51 including 29 where it 

was the only species caught. Successful lines averaged about six Blue-eye, with 13 lines catching 

between 10 and 17 Blue-eye on the 18 hooks. Sixteen lines caught spurdogs with a maximum of 4 on 

one line and Harrisson’s Dogfish was caught 14 times (max. 3/line), usually when the line had 

bottomed deeper than intended. 

The hooks-to-catch ratios for the main species were 4:1 for Blue-eye, 52:1 for the seamount 

spurdog and 76:1 for Harrisson’s Dogfish (Table 2). 

 

Discussion 

 My observations confirmed the high degree of targeting inherent in the Minor-Line technique. 

Prior to setting the lines, considerable time was spent determining the sea conditions (current, wind 

drift etc) and selecting the most suitable terrain for Blue-eye, to ensure that the lines were set in the 

most optimal location. This careful positioning of the vessel above the selected bottom features and 

accurate line-sets resulted in a very high catch percentage of Blue-eye and relatively few by-catch 

species.  
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The Britannia Seamount appears to have large populations of dogsharks, particularly 

spurdogs (Squalus megalops and Squalus sp.) and including Harrisson’s Dogfish (personal 

observations on the auto-liner Diana, February 2011). Low numbers of both Squalus sp. (possibly an 

undescribed species) and Harrisson’s dogfish were caught by the Nelson Bay lines although it was 

noteworthy that across all sets, no Harrisson’s Dogfish were caught on Line 1 which was shot in the 

most optimal position (and depth) whereas the few Harrisson’s caught on Lines 2 and 3 were mostly 

when those lines landed a little deeper than planned. However, the relatively small numbers of sharks 

taken, coupled with the short soak-times and individual handling characteristic of the Minor-Line 

method, meant that they were quickly de-hooked and returned to the water. Spurdogs are very active 

on the line at the surface and quickly swim away on release; Harrisson’s Dogfish appear more 

lethargic after capture although when released, all were seen to orient themselves in the water and 

slowly descend. The re-capture of fin-clipped Harrisson’s Dogfish on the Britannia Seamount has 

confirmed the survival of locally released specimens (Jo Rowley, personal communication and 

photographs). 

In summary, the Minor-Line technique demonstrated by Jo Rowley and his crew on FV 

Nelson Bay was shown to be a highly targeted method of fishing that combined the latest electronic 

equipment with considerable expertise and experience in the fishery, resulting in the harvesting and 

landing of significant quantities of high quality seafood while catching minimal by-catch. It is hoped 

that this report will give the fishery managers a greater understanding of the Minor-Line method when 

considering selective access to the seamounts. 
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Table 1. Line deployment start times and numbers of each species caught (Imp. = Imperador; Pel.Arm 
= Pelagic Armourhead; SM dog. = Seamount spurdog; Harr dog. = Harrisson’s Dogfish; Taiw dog. = 
Taiwan Dogfish; * includes 1 Ocean Blue-eye Trevalla) 

    Line 1   Line 2   Line 3  

SetNo. 
Start 
Time 

  Blue‐
Eye 

 
Imp. 

Pel. 
Arm 

SM 
dog. 

Taiw 
dog. 

Blue‐
Eye 

SM 
dog. 

Harr 
dog. 

Blue‐
Eye 

 
Imp. 

SM 
dog. 

Harr 
dog. 

April 11                             

1  0640    12  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  1  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐ 
2  0710    4  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  8  ‐  ‐  13  ‐  ‐  ‐ 
3  0750    7  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  11  ‐  ‐  12  ‐  ‐  ‐ 
4  0845    2  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  3  ‐  ‐  1  ‐  1  ‐ 
5  1010    ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  2  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐ 
6  1100    2  ‐  ‐  3  ‐  4  2  1  11  ‐  1  ‐ 
7  1225    12  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  11  ‐  ‐  17  ‐  ‐  ‐ 
8  1400    7  ‐  ‐  1  ‐  8  1  2  12  ‐  1  1 
9  1530    11  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  9  ‐  1  14  ‐  1  1 
10  1700    7  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  1  ‐  2  ‐  ‐  ‐  3 
11  1745    3  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  7  ‐  ‐  1 

Total    67  ‐  ‐  4  ‐  56  5  6  87  ‐  4  6 

April 12                           
1  0545    ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  1  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐ 
2  0640    3  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  2  ‐  1  10  ‐  ‐  1 
3  0805    5  1  ‐  ‐  ‐  4  ‐  ‐  9  ‐  ‐  ‐ 
4  0950    4  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  6  1  ‐  9  1  1  ‐ 
5  1120    1  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  2  ‐  4  ‐ 
6  1510    ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐ 
7  1640    ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  2  ‐  ‐  2  ‐  ‐  ‐ 
8  1720    ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  2  ‐  2  ‐  ‐  ‐ 
9  1810    ‐  ‐  ‐  1  1  ‐  1  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐ 

Total    13  1  ‐  1  1  15  4  1  34  1  5  1 

April 13                           
1  0535    6*  ‐  ‐  2  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  2  ‐  ‐  1 
2  0650    4  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  2  ‐  ‐  1 
3  0800    9  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  15  ‐  ‐  4  ‐  ‐  1 
4  0912    5  ‐  5  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  5  ‐  ‐  ‐ 

Total    24  ‐  5  2  ‐  15  ‐  ‐  13  ‐  ‐  3 

Grand Total    104  1  5  7  1  86  9  7  134  1  9  10 
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Table 2. Capture rates for the main species and species-groups expressed as the ratio of the number of 

hooks fished to the number of fish caught. 

Species  Catch No.  Total hooks  Ratio

Blue‐eye  324  1296  4.0:1 

Total teleosts  331  1296  3.9:1 

Seamount spurdog  25  1296  51.8:1 

Harrisson’s Dogfish  17  1296  76.2:1 

Total sharks  43  1296  30.1:1 

Total catch  374  1296  3.5:1 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1. FV Nelson Bay in Mooloolaba, April 14, 2011. 
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Figure 2. Hydraulic reel with baited hooks ready for shooting. 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3.  Welded 5 kg steel weight. 
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Figure 4. A MaxSea 3-dimensional image of a section of the Britannia Seamount.  
 

 
Figure 5.  Newly boated Blue-eye ready to be de-hooked and stowed. 
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Figure 6.  Blue-eye ready for the ice. 

 

 
Figure 7.  Stowing Blue-eye in the above-deck icebox. 
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Blue-eye Trevalla 

 

 

 

 

Ocean Blue-eye Trevalla 

 

 

 

 

 

 Harrisson’s Dogfish 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8. Species caught by minor line on the Britannia Seamount in April, 2011. 

Imperador 

Pelagic Armourhead 

Seamount Spurdog 
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Appendix 1. Catch numbers (estimated and observed) of the main fish species taken by auto-
longline and drop-line deployed by FV Diana on the Britannia and Queensland Seamounts, 
February 2011 (* drop-lines x 100 hooks). 

Shot  Hooks 

 
Blue‐
eye 

Imper
‐ ador 

Alfon 
‐sino 

Pel. 
Arm’ 
head 

Misc 
tele‐
osts 

Sea 
mount 

dog 
Spiky 
dog 

Harr. 
dog 

Taiwan 
dog 

Misc 
shark 

Britannia Seamount (south): 3 Feb, 2011           
1  1500    ~100  2  ‐  ‐  5  >400  ~25  2  1  1 
2  1500    ~100  ‐  2  ‐  1  >400  ~30  24  ‐  1 
3  1500    ~40  1  5  1  1  >500  ~20  ‐  ‐  1 
4  1500    1  ‐  ‐  ‐  4  ~30  5  ‐  ‐  1 

Britannia Seamount (south): 4 Feb, 2011           
5  1500    ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  >700  ~100  ‐  ‐  ‐ 
6  1500    ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  5  >700  ~100  ‐  ‐  ‐ 
7  1000    ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  2  >500  ~100  ‐  ‐  3 
8  1000    ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  >500  ~100  3  ‐  ‐ 
9  1000    ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ~50  >500  ‐  ‐  3 

Britannia Seamount (south): 5 Feb, 2011           
10  1000    30  1  1  ‐  5  ~500  ~100  6  ‐  1 
11  1000    1  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ~300  ~250  ‐  ‐  1 
12  *500    25  ‐  ‐  3  ‐  21  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐ 
13  *500    5  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  125  6  ‐  ‐  1 
14  *500    5  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  3  6  6  ‐  ‐ 

Britannia Seamount (north): 6 Feb, 2011           
15  *500    7  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  38  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐ 
16  *300    8  ‐  ‐  ‐  1  13  12  ‐  ‐  ‐ 
17  1000    2  ‐  2  ‐  1  ~50  ~20  ‐  ‐  ‐ 
18  *400    6  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  81  ‐  1  ‐  ‐ 

Queensland Seamount: 7 Feb, 2011           
19  *400    42  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  18  19  5  ‐  ‐ 
20  1000    10  ‐  ‐  ‐  ‐  ~400  1  ‐  1  1 
21  *400    8  ‐  ‐  3  ‐  ~100  ‐  2  ‐  ‐ 
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Appendix 2. Relative catch rates of target and by-catch species by minor-line (FV Nelson Bay), auto-
longline and dropline (FV Diana) on the Britannia Seamount observed during February and April, 
2011. Longline catches of seamount spurdogs and spiky dogfish under-estimate actual catch rates (see 
Appendix 1); catch rates of other species are actual numbers 

 


