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NEWS FROM IN AND AROUND THE REGION

Unfinished business remains as WCPFC meeting ends

By Anouk Ride - Communications and Media Officer, Pacific Islands Forum Fisheries Agency 

Source: FFA Press release (http://www.ffa.int/node/431)

When the Western and Central Pacific Fisheries 
Commission (WCPFC) annual meeting closed on 10 
December 2010, Pacific Islands Forum Fishery Agency 
(FFA) members said there was unfinished business that 
the Commission needed to address next year. While 
FFA members made advances on some technical issues, 
there were no decisions made on the critical issues of 
overfishing of bigeye and yellowfin tuna, catches of whales 
and dolphins, and adequate severity of punishment for 
illegal fishing. Pacific Island countries are the custodians 
of the last remaining healthy tuna stocks in the world and 
manage a marine area of 30 million square kilometres, 
supported with technical advice and services from FFA. 
FFA members participate at the Western and Central 
Pacific Fisheries Commission along with other fishing 
nations (Asian nations, European Union and the United 
States) to set rules for fishing in the western and central 
Pacific Ocean. Much of the debate around overfishing 
of bigeye tuna centred on proposals that would freeze 
the number of boats at their current levels in a way that 
cements the rights of foreign fishing nations that come 
and fish in the Pacific Islands. FFA members instead 
pushed for measures that would cut the level of fishing 
of bigeye tuna, while preserving their rights as small 
island developing states to develop their fisheries. The 
WCPFC’s conservation and management measure on 
bigeye and yellowfin tuna needs to be renegotiated at the 
next WCPFC meeting, in December 2011. 

FFC Chair Sylvester Pokajam said: 

“FFA members are committed to delivering a package 
of measures in 2011 that would maintain the critical 
tuna stocks at sustainable levels. FFA members are 

proud of the leadership role that we played in 2007 and 
2008 that led to the eventual adoption of the current 

conservation and management measure on bigeye and 
yellowfin tuna that included some world firsts such 

as cuts to overfishing, closure of some high seas areas, 
and controls on fish aggregating devices (FADs) and 

associated catch of juvenile tuna. We urge all WCPFC 
members to support taking these initiatives forward to 
develop a measure that will cut overfishing and ensure 

sustainability of our vital tuna stocks”.

 Other outcomes of this year’s WCPFC include: 

• High seas areas: The Cook Islands’ proposal for a 
special management area in the eastern high-seas 
pocket was accepted by the WCPFC. The PNA1 

proposal to seek WCPFC support for their closures 
of high-seas areas was rejected, although it will go 
ahead as a condition of licences for fishing in PNA 
waters. 

• South Pacific albacore: WCPFC members agreed 
to report about their implementation of the South 
Pacific albacore conservation and management 
measure, as proposed by FFA members. 

A VDS for purse seiners went into effect last year. But 
this is the first major change in the licensing regime for 
the longline fleet, which numbers more than 1,000 boats 
in the region.

Five years ago, PNA agreed with fishing nations to set 
longline vessel catch limits by country under which the 
vessels were flagged, a scheme Aqorau said PNA only 
partially agreed with but accepted because of an urgent 
need to bring some regulation and sustainability to an 
out-of-control segment of the Pacific tuna industry.

But part of the agreement was distant-water fishing 
nations were to provide catch data as part of helping with 
stock assessments for the long-term viability of the big eye 
tuna industry. “There has been no effective verification or 
monitoring of longline bigeye catch limits, Aqorau said. 
No major longline state has provided the operational catch 
and effort data that they are obliged to provide and which 
is essential for verification, and no progress has been 
made on a catch documentation scheme. This means that 
the flag-based bigeye catch limits are an ineffective sham.”

Aqorau said there has also been a lack of encouragement 
by foreign fishing interests for the small island developing 
states attempting to develop their domestic fishing 
operations.

“PNA leaders have had enough of selling licenses and 
being observers”, said Maurice Brownjohn, PNA’s 
commercial manager. “We need more participation in 
jobs, manufacturing, and joint ventures.” While PNA has 
made some headway in this, it is meeting resistance from 
a number of foreign fishing nations wanting to maintain 
the status quo.

“There have been systematic efforts by the Western and 
Central Pacific Fisheries Commission Secretariat and the 
United States to remove the modest benefit provided by 
an exemption for small island nations to fish for bigeye 
without proposing an alternative form of recognition 
of sovereign rights of PNA members to develop their 

domestic longline fleets, even though the United States 
has demanded an exemption from bigeye tuna catch 

cutbacks for its own fleet,” Aqorau said.
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NOAA approves unpopular catch and trade 
policy for US fisheries

by Wenonah Hauter, Executive Director, Food and Water Watch

Source: Food and Water Watch press release (http://www.foodandwaterwatch.org/pressreleases/)

On 4 November 2010, to the dismay and outrage of 
fishermen and consumer advocates around the country, 
the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 
(NOAA) officially announced the completion of its new 
catch shares policy, which encourages the privatization 
of US fishery resources. Also known as “catch and 
trade”, these programs have been criticized as having 
similar problems as the cap and trade effort to reduce 
air pollution.

At its essence, catch and trade is a means to allow almost 
complete control of our fisheries by bigger business 
interests. It divides up the fish in any given region and 
doles them out as shares to certain companies and 
individuals based on past fishing history. While this 
may sound fair, in reality it often forces smaller historic 
fishermen out of the industry, skews fisheries toward 
industrial production, and decreases job opportunities 
and wages for crew, leading to widespread devastation 
in coastal and fishing communities. 

NOAA announced its official policy on catch and trade 
after having already enacted the programs on the East, 
West and Gulf coasts, where countless fishing operations 
are slowly being pushed out of business. The legality of 
the catch and trade model is being challenged in three 
major lawsuits, one in each region where new programs 
have been finalized: California, Massachusetts and 
Florida. 

What NOAA failed to announce publicly is that catch 
and trade programs were already ruled a human rights 

violation in Iceland in 2007, when the UN Human Rights 
Committee determined that they violated international 
law and the rights of fishermen by transforming a public 
resource into individual property.

Unfortunately, NOAA has been establishing catch 
and trade programs across the nation for some time 
now, despite global evidence that they often hurt, not 
help, both fisheries and consumers. The quality of fish 
often decreases as industrial-scale vessels increasingly 
dominate the industry. Fish can be crushed through 
mechanic sorting and by being pulled up in large nets with 
thousands of other fish. Fish are then processed en masse 
– sometimes shipped across the world to places with 
lower food safety standards – for filleting and packaging 
before they are shipped back to the U.S. for sale.

It is shameful that NOAA is championing private 
interests rather than doing its job to ensure healthy fish 
populations, stable fishing communities, and quality 
seafood for consumers. Recreational and commercial 
fishermen have spoken out against catch and trade but 
NOAA refuses to listen, opting instead to push toward 
consolidation of US fisheries until they become like 
factory farms on land — large industrial operations that 
bring profit to a few at the expense of many.

For more information, see Food and Water Watch’s 2010 
report “Catch and trade catastrophes: Failures in fishery 
quota programs” [http://www.foodandwaterwatch.org/
fish/fair-fish/catch-and-trade-catastrophes/]

• Illegal fishing: FFA members pushed for amendments 
to conservation and management measures to make 
sure prosecutions and penalties for illegal vessels 
are to the satisfaction of the state where the vessel 
committed the offences (this follows the experience of 
Tonga in 2008, which argued at WCPFC meeting that 
a foreign fishing nation’s penalties for a vessel found 
fishing illegally in Tongan waters was not adequate 
– see www.youtube.com/pacificislandfish for details 
of the case). The issue is to be further discussed at 
the next meeting of the Technical and Compliance 

Committee (TCC) meeting of the WCPFC in 2011. 
Another FFA proposal to reduce time limits on 
presentation for vessels for the vessel blacklist was 
successful (so vessels can be presented 70 days before 
the TCC). 

• Whale sharks, whales, dolphins: FFA and PNA 
proposals to ban purse-seine setting on whale 
sharks, whales and dolphins was not approved by 
other WCPFC members. 

1 The Parties to the Nauru Agreement (PNA) include the Federated States of Micronesia, Kiribati, Marshall Islands, Nauru, Palau, Papua New 

Guinea, Solomon Islands and Tuvalu. The Nauru Agreement is a subregional agreement on terms and conditions for tuna purse-seine fishing 

licences in the region.


