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1. INTRODUCTION 

Four main species of tuna occur in Kiribati waters and are targeted by both 

commercial tuna vessels of the Distant Water Fishing Nations (DWFN) and the 

commercial, semi commercial and the artisanal fishing vessels of the domestically 

based fishermen. The four species do includes skipjack (SKJ), yellowfin (YFN), 

bigeye (BET), and albacore (ALB). The fish of these species that are found in the 

waters of Kiribati are parts of stocks that range over wide areas of the Pacific 

Ocean. In recent years, fleets of 250-350 licensed foreign vessels have reported 

catches of between around 140,000 tonnes and 270,000 tonnes of these species 

annually in Kiribati waters. Small-scale local fishing takes around 1,000 tonnes 

annually. 

For Kiribati, the most important species in economic terms is skipjack, which makes 

up around 75 per cent of purse seine catches, and almost all the catch of pole and 

line vessels. Yellowfin is important both in the purse seine fishery and in the 

longline fishery, where it is more valuable. Skipjack and yellowfin catches are also 

the basis of local small-scale tuna fishing. Bigeye is important to the longline 

fishery because of its higher value, but is also caught as bycatch by purse seine 

vessels. Albacore is not very significant for Kiribati now, but may become more 

important in the future. 

In terms of the distribution of catches, purse seine fishing is concentrated in the 

Gilbert and Phoenix Islands, and longlining has recently been concentrated in the 

Line Islands. Recent pole and line fishing has been concentrated almost 

completely in the Gilbert Group. 

The distribution of tuna fishing across the wider region and within Kiribati waters 

varies substantially by seasonal, and from year-to-year. The distribution is affected 

by a number of factors including weather and availability of access to different 

countries' waters. One factor that is particularly important in affecting the level 
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and pattern of fishing in Kiribati waters is the influence of marine environmental 

conditions. The waters of the region are substantially affected by oceanographic 

changes associated with the El Mno/La Nina regimes. In general, it seems that El 

Nino conditions are favourable for Kiribati because they make Kiribati waters a 

more favourable habitat for tuna, and make tuna easier to catch in Kiribati waters 

(at least for bigeye and skipjack); and because they generally create favourable 

conditions for spawning and survival of juvenile tuna across the Western and 

Central Pacific. 

2. CATCHES 

Unlike developed countries like Japan and the US, Kiribati has been heavily 

dependent on the licensing of DWFNs to generate revenue required for economic 

development and this has been left unchanged since independence in 1979. The 

total amount of revenue generated through access agreement at the end of 2003 

was over A$31.4 million. 

Through the years many investments has been carried out by the government for 

the development of a tuna industry in the country, however, those effort does not 

produce any positive outcome and they all end up in failures. The soie reason 

identified was the lack of skilled manpower to operate effective fishing vessels, the 

improper transfer of knowledge and technology by donor countries who are at the 

same time were DWFNs, undermining our development to safe guard their own 

interest and lastly the geophysical nature and isolation of our islands, making us 

very disadvantaged to develop our land based support facilities for the tuna 

industry. 

2.1. Domestic Catches from small scale trolling boats 

The domestic harvest of tuna in the country is small scale in nature confined to the 

use of a wooden planning hull skiff of less than seven metres and mostly powered 

by a 40 hp outboard engine. 

The main fishing methods used is trolling out in the ocean covering a range of less 

than 40 miles from offshore. According to the recent surveys conducted by the 

Fisheries Division, there has been an increase in the number of trolling boats from 
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990 in 2002 to 1350 skiffs in 2003, however, this increase does not reflected in 

the number of skipjack and yellowfin catches landed for 2003 (Figure 1). 

QSKJ 

• YFN 

Figure I: Skipjack and Yellowfin landings recorded from trolling skiff in the country 
(Source: Data Collection and Statistic Unit) 

2.2. Domestic Catches from locally designed Longline vessels 

Towards the end of 1999 one local designed longline boat was completed to carry 

out short range longline trials in the country. During the trials the number of 

hooks used was 100 hooks and the results shows that milkfish of sizes ranging 

from 13-18cm are the most effective bait and during the trial the success-hooking 

rate for 12 trips made using a 100 hks is 63 hooks, which is more than 60%. 

Total Catch composition from 2000 to 2003 

OTHERS — 
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Figure 2: Catch composition of Tekokona II longline trial since 2000. YFN -
Yellowfin, BET - Bigeye tuna, ALB - Albacore, Others include billfish, sharks, etc. 
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From the trial the catch results shows that yellowfin has the highest number 

caught taking 46% of the total catch from 2000 to 2003 (Figure 2 and 3). 

Figure 3: Catch records for Tekokona II longline trials in the Gilbert Group. Figures 
for 2004 are from Jan to June. 

In completion of Tekokona II a bigger and improved version of the canoe-

catamaran or super wauowa, built for the national fishing company (Central 

Pacific Producer) was completed at the end of 2002 and is currently operating 

from Kiritimati Island. In 2003 only 10 longline trials was made and from the 

10 trips the total landed catch was 3.97 tonnes with yellowfin comprising more 

than half the volume tanded (Figure 4). 



Figure 4: Tuna landings for Tekokona III around Chirstmas Island in the Lines Group 
for 2003. 

2.3. DWFN Catches 

The number of fishing licenses issued has increased from 402 in 2002 to 447 this 

year. US Treaty boats dropped from 26 in 2002 to 18 in 2003 while on the other 

hand there is a substantial increase in the number of pole and line fishing permits 

purchased from 1 in 2002 to 19 in 2003 and an increase in purse seine licenses 

purchased from Taiwan and Korea. 

Tuna catches recorded over a 5 year periods shows the highest record of SKJ 

harvested from our EEZ at 233,000 tonnes for 2002, YFN the highest record stands 

at more than 72,000 tonnes in 2001, BET at 17,000 tonnes and BF at 12,000 

tonnes (Figure 5). A drop in catch landings for in 2003 might have been attributed 

to a drop in the number of DWFNs vessels operating in our EEZ with the total 

landed catch for SKJ standing at 72,000 tonnes, BET at 6,000 tonnes, YFN at 

15,000 tonnes and BF at 1,000 tonnes. 
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Figure 5: Tuna landings obtained from the SPC logsheets and Telex reports for DWFNs 
vessels fishing within Kiribati EEZ. 

3. FLEET STRUCTURE 

The domestic offshore fleet consists of only one purse seine vessel operated by a 

joint venture company and one locally constructed 33 footer 'Wauowa' (a FAO 

canoe-catamaran prototype) used by the Fisheries Division for longline fishing 

trials. The two longline vessels did very little or hardly any fishing at all. A bigger 

and improved version of the canoe-catamaran or super wauowa, built for the 

national fishing company (Central Pacific Producer) was completed at the end of 

2002 and is currently operating from Kiritimati Island. The only dominant local 

fishery which also harvests pelagic fish species is the artisanal and subsistence 

fishery. According to creel surveys conducted on each islands at 2-3 years 

interval, this captivating fleet consists of about 990 skiffs, 320 FAO canoes and 

4,160 traditional canoes in 2002. For 2003 the number of skiffs trolling for tuna 

has now increased to 1350. 

4. CATCH BY SPECIES, FOR EACH GEAR TYPE 

As mentioned earlier the bulk of harvest from our pelagic fishery is mostly carried 

out by the DWFNs using pole and line, purse seining and long range long liners 
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while in the domestic fishery the harvest of tuna on a commerdal basis is mainly 

restricted to trolling and lately long linning by the government owned company the 

Central Pacific Producers from Christmas Island and from around the Gilbert Group 

covering the northern and central Gilbert Group (Table 1). 

Table 1: Catch by species for each gear type for the domestic tuna fishery 

Species 
Gear type 

Year 
1999 
2000 
2001 
2002 
2003 

SKJ 
Troll 

('000 t) 
2.79 
5.85 
0.53 
2.52 
0.94 

LL 

(') 
na 

0.03 
0.10 

0.00 
0.10 

YFN 
Troll 

('0001) 

0.93 
3.90 
0.25 

2.05 
1.12 

LL 

(t) 
na 

1.89 
1.93 
0.17 
2.32 

BET 
Troll 

('ooo t) 
na 
na 
na 
na 
na 

LL 

(«) 
na 

0.51 
0.33 

0.04 

0.75 

ALB 
Troll 

('000 t) 
na 
na 
na 
na 
na 

LL 

(t) 
na 

0.01 
0.36 
0.01 
0.02 

BF 
Troll 

('0001) 
na 
na 
na 
na 
na 

LL 

(t) 
na 

0.28 
0.31 
0.04 
0.34 

OTHERS 
Troll 

('000 t) 
na 
na 
na 
na 
na 

LL 

P) 
na 

0.80 
1.42 

0.48 
4.11 

5. FINAL MARKET DESTINATION OF CATCHES / DISPOSAL OF 

CATCH 

Most of the tuna catches landed domestically are marketed to Tarawa from the 

outer islands to CPP (a government owned company that markets both reef and 

pelagic fish). CPP in turn markets tuna loins to boarding schools, hospitals and the 

public as a whole. For other tuna commercial fishermen all their catches are sold 

locally to the public. 

Most of the value added products such as tuna jerkies, and smoked tuna are 

exported overseas to the Marshalls and Fiji (Table 2). 

Table 2: Marine products exported out of Kiribati in 2003. 

Product 
Bech-de-mer 
Bech-de-mer 
Shark fins 
Lobsters 
Lobsters 
Tuna Jerky 
Serranidae 
Serranidae 
Dried Seaweed 
Milkfish 
Small clam (were! 

Amount (kg) 
4349.4 

645 
146.8 
1660 
264 

123.05 
20,036 

130 
447175 

100 
1840 (pieces) 

Value (USD) 
$86,988.00 
$12,900.00 

$147,994.00 
$44,820.00 
$7,128.00 
$5,359.07 

$314,565.20 
$2,041.00 

$298,711.89 
$500.00 

$1840.00 

Destination 
Hong Kong 
Fiii 
Honq Konq 
South Korea 
Australia 
Fill 
China 
Nauru 
Denmark 
Nauru 
Nauru 
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6. ONSHORE DEVELOPMENTS (TRANSHIPMENT, PROCESSING ETC) 

For 2003 and 2004 there is only one transhipment made for each year and for 

each transhipment it was estimated that 1,300 mt was transhipped for each year. 

There are plans by Government to setup a fresh tuna base in Kiritimati and the 

national fishing company, CPP is planning to construct two more super wauowa to 

follow suit of the first one*. Plans are also underway for a small-scale onshore 

tuna processing facility in Tarawa that may see an increase in activity in the 

surface tuna fishery especially in the artisanal fishery, which has already a 

saturated domestic market for fresh skipjack tuna. 

7. FUTURE PROSPECTS AND DEVELOPMENTS 

As outlined by the Government policy it is very crucial by the current Government 

that the marine resources of Kiribati are utilised on a sustainable for the full benefit 

of the country and the people as a whoie through government commitments to 

achieve these goals the following the policies were drawn/ 

i) Establish a fish processing plant that will offer better prices for 

our fish and provide employment opportunities, especially for 

our women; 

ii) Review the present licensing fees for foreign fishing vessels 

with a view to improving the return on our resources; 

iii) Encourage private sector involvement in the fishing industry 

and provide necessary support in the marketing of fish and 

fish products on Tarawa and overseas; 

iv) Enhance the Central Pacific Producers Ltd. commercial tuna 

industry development, and other private companies, including 

joint venture arrangements; 

v) Increase crewing of foreign fishing vessels by I-Kiribati; 

2 MNRD: 'Kiribati Tuna Development and Management Pian 2003-2006' 



vi) Encourage the conservation and protection of marine 

resources through the involvement of Island Councils and local 

fishermen; 

Reference: 

MFMRD. (2002). Kiribati Tuna Development and Management Plan 2003 to 
2006. Government of the Republic of Kiribati. 

Fisheries Division. (2004). Annual Report for 2003. Ministry of Fisheries & 
Marine Resources Development. 

Fisheries Enforcement and Licensing Unit. (2004). Annual Report for 2003. 
Fisheries Division Kiribati. 

9 


