
 
 
 
Secretariat of the Pacific Community 
 
6th SPC Heads of Fisheries Meeting 
(9–13 February 2009, Noumea, New Caledonia) 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Working Paper 9 
 
 

Original: English 
 
 
 

Increasing understanding of regional tuna stock assessments  
and their implications at the national level 

 
 
 

Marine Resources Division 
Secretariat of the Pacific Community 

Noumea, New-Caledonia 
 
 
 

www.spc.int/mrd



SPC/HOF6/Working Paper 9 
Page 1 

 

 

Purpose 
 
1. The purpose of this paper is to: 

 
a. Provide an overview of the SPC-OFP run tuna stock assessment training workshops and 
associated activities. 
 
b. Highlight the challenges that must be met in future in order to achieve the objectives of the 
workshops (i.e. to increase understanding and use of stock assessment information in decision 
making at national and regional levels). 
 
c. To promote discussion and seek advice from the Heads of Fisheries regarding the future of 
this training endeavour. 

 
Background 
 
2. Pacific Island developing States and Territories, along with other Western and Central Pacific 
Fisheries Commission (WCPFC) members, are responsible for overseeing the responsible 
management for one of the largest, most complex and valuable fisheries in the world.  
 
3. In doing so, they are guided by and have obligations under the Law of the Sea, the UN Fish 
Stocks Agreement (the Agreement), and the Western and Central Pacific Fisheries Convention (the 
Convention). 
 
4. The WCPFC develops and implements conservation and management measures (CMMs) for both 
target tuna species and non-target species that are impacted by fishing activities. Currently, binding 
measures are in place to directly limit the nature and extent of fishing for bigeye, yellowfin, and 
albacore tunas, sharks, and swordfish and striped marlin in the South Pacific. Furthermore, the 
measures for bigeye and yellowfin tuna indirectly have potentially large impacts on skipjack fisheries. 
Finally, there is a conservation measure for sea turtles that has implications for catches of target 
species.  
 
5. The scientific work programme of the WCPFC unpins the development of CMMs. Of critical 
importance in this regard are the annual assessments of the status of tuna stocks and associated 
management options, and the assessment of non-target species impacts using a methodology known as 
Ecological Risk Assessment (ERA). These assessments are currently carried out by the SPC Oceanic 
Fisheries Programme (SPC-OFP) as part of their service provision agreement with WCPFC. The stock 
assessments are highly technical analyses that utilize modern statistical modelling tools and methods.  
 
6. Responsible management of tuna and non-target stocks as specified under the Agreement and the 
Convention requires that WCPFC members are able to interpret and utilise the scientific assessment 
information appropriately within their decision making processes at both the WCPFC and national 
levels. 
 
Issue 
 
7. Unfortunately, many Pacific Island and other developing states who are members or cooperating 
non-members of WCPFC currently lack the scientific capacity and expertise to interpret and use 
scientific information from regional tuna stock assessments and ERA to assist their regional (and 
domestic) fisheries management decision making processes.  
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8. This significantly hinders their ability to meet obligations under the Agreement (in particular 
those relating to Article 5) and the Convention relating to the conservation and management of highly 
migratory species, associated and dependent species, in the Convention Area. It also hinders their 
ability to participate meaningfully and fully in the WCPFC and its associated Scientific Committee 
meetings, and it hinders their capacity to make informed decisions that ensure that fishery 
development at the national level is undertaken is a responsible and sustainable manner. 
 
What is being done to address this? 
 
9. To address this gap in technical understanding and capacity, the SPC-OFP has, since 2006, 
developed and run annual stock assessment workshops for fisheries officers from Pacific Island and 
other developing member states of WCPFC.  
 
10. The 2006 and 2007 workshops were predominantly funded under the Global Environment 
Facility funded Oceanic Fisheries Management Project (OFMP), while the 2008 workshops were 
predominantly funded by Japanese-Government-funded and WCPFC-administered “WCPFC Project 
on Capacity Building in Fisheries Statistics, Regulation and Enforcement for Small Island Developing 
States (the Project)”. Other funding sources have also contributed over time, including the EC-funded 
ProcFish and SCIFISH projects, SPC Small Projects Fund, and the Western Pacific Fisheries 
Management Council, with countries occasionally self-funding a second participant.  
 
11. Funding applications for the 2009 workshops have been sent to and approved by both the Project 
and the “assistance fund under Part VII of the agreement for the implementation of the provisions of 
the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) of 10 December 1982 relating to the 
conservation and management of straddling fish stocks and highly migratory fish stocks”.    
 
12. In addition to the stock assessment workshops, from mid-2007 complimentary activities have 
been pursued to ensure retention of knowledge between workshops. These additional activities 
include:  

 
a. Online learning and revision – This endeavor has had mixed success. 

 
b. Opportunistic training during in-country visits – 1 day in-country workshops when 
possible. 

 
c. In-meeting support – at Sub-regional and regional Management Options Consultations, the 
Forum Fisheries Committee and its sub-committees, the WCPFC Scientific Committee (SC) and 
national tuna management meetings.  

 
13. Furthermore, the workshops are split into two to accommodate both new participants and 
returning participants, and where possible, requests by countries for two participants have been 
accommodated. All of these endeavours attempt to lower the risks posed by staff turnover (and 
capacity loss) in-country. 
 
14. In 2006 and 2007 the stock assessment workshops also included sessions on ERA, and in 2008 a 
dedicated ERA workshop was run over two days, adjacent to the stock assessment workshops, with 
similar aims to increase countries understanding of and capacity to use ERA information in decision 
making processes. 
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How is it working? 
 
15. All stock assessment workshops to date have had excellent attendance rates. Indeed, limited 
facilities and funding have meant that OFP struggles to accommodate all of the requests for 
attendance. Reviews of the 2006, 2007 and 2008 workshops by both participants and SPC-OFP 
indicated a substantial enhancement of participants’ understanding of stock assessment concepts.  
 
16. Based on direct feedback from countries, and observations at regional meetings, many stock 
assessment workshop participants (particularly those who have attended over a number of years) are 
now being used by their departments to provide interpretation of stock assessment outputs (both in-
country and as part of country delegations at SC and other regional meetings). 
 
17. SPC-OFP’s assessment of the online revision activities is less positive. After it became clear at 
the 2007 workshop that all participants had lost much of the knowledge gained 12 months earlier at 
the 2006 workshop, between-workshop online revision exercises were introduced in late 2007. 
Participation rates were moderate for Exercise 1 and very low for Exercise 2. However, at the 2008 
workshop, it was clear that the best performing participants were those who had partaken in the online 
exercises.  
 
18. SPC-OFP’s conclusion is that it is clear that the online revision is a critical complementary 
component for maintaining and building knowledge of stock assessment in-country over time. 
However, the capacity (e.g. time availability, given other work priorities) or willingness of participants 
to engage in this component has so far been low. Furthermore, since the 2008 workshops, SPC-OFP’s 
own capacity in the stock assessment training area has been reduced (due to staff loss) and it was 
decided that the online component would be temporarily suspended until further discussion with SPC 
members could occur (and OFP was able to restore in-house capacity to support such training). 
 
19. Finally, one of the original intentions for stock assessment training under the OFMP was for the 
workshop materials and training responsibilities to be largely handed over to USP (or alternative 
academic institution), for incorporation into an accredited course. However, the departure of the 
original USP contact/collaborator, and reduced capacity to deliver such training has delayed (but not 
removed) consideration of that option. 
 
Future directions 
 
20. SPC-OFP believes that, implemented properly, the stock assessment training workshops and 
associated activities have and will continue to significantly increase the capacity of members to 
appropriately use stock assessment information to fulfil Commission obligations, participate in 
Commission meetings, and make national and regional management decisions consistent with 
obligations under the Convention and other international legal instruments. However, meeting these 
objectives in the long-term will require the following: 

 
a. Ongoing training of a core group of participants – it is counterproductive to spread 
participation across department staff members between years, even if that appears more “fair”; 

 
b. Training for new participants and where possible, 2 participants per country (to protect against 
staff turnover and capacity loss); 

 
c. Participation in online training exercises; 
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d. Ideally, incorporation of the workshop-based and online training into suitable accredited  
university academic programmes, to provide motivation for participants to invest the necessary 
time and recognition of the capacities ultimately obtained from the training; 

 
e. Continuation of complimentary “opportunistic” activities such as in-country workshops and in 
meeting “helpdesk” support, and sponsoring the more technically qualified participants to 
participate in technical stock assessment workshops attended by regional scientists. 

 
21. Noting that it is the third point over which SPC-OFP has the least direct control and which relies 
primarily on the commitment of participating members. SPC-OFP puts forward the following 
questions for discussion, along with a number of options to assist discussion, which we hope will 
assist us to finding the best way forward with the stock assessment training activities. 
 
Questions and Options 
 
22. The following questions are posed to provide SPC-OFP with specific feedback on these activities: 

 
a. Do members see an ongoing need for this training? 
 
b. If “no”, why not?  
 
c. If yes, should it continue in its current form? The following table provides a number of options 
(to start discussion, but by no means limit it) for how this training might be progressed in future: 

 
23. Any other related comments on the strengths or weaknesses of the current programme are very 
much welcomed. 
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A ‐ Status Quo B ‐ Accreditation 1 C ‐ Accreditation 2 D ‐ Accreditation 3
Lead Facilitator OFP‐SPC OFP‐SPC University (e.g USP) University (e.g USP)
Co‐Facilitator na University (e.g USP) OFP‐SPC na
Location Noumea, New Caledonia Noumea, New Caledonia Fiji Fiji

Accreditation Level None
Credits towards certificate, 
diploma

Credits towards certificate, 
diploma

Credits towards degree

Format

Annual Workshops (2 levels ‐ 
Introductory and 
Intermediate/Advanced) and 2‐
3 online revision exercises per 
year

Two accredited elective two‐
year "units" (e.g. "Introduction 
to Tuna stock assessment" and  
"Tuna Stock Assessment for 
Fisheries Managers") each 
comprising 1 workshop and 4 
online exercises per year, for 
two years.

Two accredited elective one‐
year "units" (e.g. Introduction 
to Tuna stock assessment", 
"Tuna Stock Assessment for 
Fisheries Managers") each 
comprising longer 1 intensive 
workshop and some online 
exercises.

Two accredited elective "units" 
towards a fisheries or marine 
resource science degree

Complimentary 
Activities

In‐Country Workshops (SPC) In‐Country Workshops (SPC) In‐Country Workshops (SPC)

In‐Meeting Support (SPC) In‐Meeting Support (SPC) In‐Meeting Support (SPC) In‐Meeting Support (SPC)
Funding Sources 
Available JTF, UNDOALOS, WPFMC JTF, UNDOALOS, WPFMC Uncertain Uncertain

Focus of learning WCPFC assessments/issues WCPFC assessments/issues WCPFC assessments/issues
Probably broad (including some 
WCPFC issues)

Short term impact
Increased understanding in‐
country, low impact on staff 
resources

Increased understanding in‐
country, low impact on staff 
resources

Increased understanding in‐
country, low impact on staff 
resources

No increased understanding in 
country, high impact on staff 
resources (loss of staff 3 years)

Long term impact
Increased understanding in‐
country, low impact on staff 
resources

Increased understanding in‐
country, low impact on staff 
resources

Increased understanding in‐
country, low impact on staff 
resources

Highly qualified and 
knowledgeble staff with good 
technical skills working in 
fisheries department. Significantly 
increased capacity in science 
interpretation and related 
decision making. Assumes staff 
are retained.

Accessibility across 
countries

ALL COUNTRIES ALL COUNTRIES ALL COUNTRIES NOT ALL COUNTRIES

Long term Knowledge 
Retention

Yes, annual workshops, core 
group retention

Yes, annual workshops, core 
group retention

Maybe Maybe 

Incentives to 
participants

Increased involvement in 
national decision making, 
greater responsibility. Career 
enhancement

Accreditation towards tertiary 
education (current or future 
planned). Increased involvement 
in national decision making, 
greater responsibility. Career 
enhancement

Accreditation towards tertiary 
education (current or future 
planned). Increased 
involvement in national 
decision making, greater 
responsibility. Career 
enhancement

Tertiary Degree, enhanced career 
potential and post‐graduate 
studies potential.

Biggest Likely Strength

Highly flexible, focussed,  and 
adaptive to Commission 
circumstances and changes in 
assessments and stock status 
management issues. Core group 
retention.

Provides greater 
education/career enhancement 
incentive to participants to fully 
undertake all parts of the 
training. Core group retention in 
medium term (4 years)

Provides greater 
education/career 
enhancement incentive to 
participants to fully undertake 
all parts of the training

Results in more broadly and 
highly qualified fisheries officers

Biggest Likely Weakness
Less incentive for participants 
to undertake critical online 
revision

Potentially less adaptive, flexible 
on an annual basis. Many current 
participants have already 
completed university degrees. 
Incentive may rely on being able 
to attribute units to past degrees 
(which is uncertain).

Low core group retention and 
lower long term memory 
retention. Potentially less 
adaptive, flexible on an annual 
basis. Many current 
participants have already 
completed university degrees. 
Incentive may rely on being 
able to attribute units to past 
degrees (which is uncertain).

Removes staff resource from 
department for 3 years, no 
mechanism for knowledge 
retention in the long term, 
funding uncertain, university 
teaching resources uncertain.

 
 




