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Fisheries Directorate

The Fisheries Directorate was formed (after 
independence) from a core staff of 13 who had 
been employed in the sector under the Indonesian 
administration. Australian technical assistance was 
provided during the first few years. Staff numbers have 
now grown to 115. The Fisheries Directorate has 10 
observers on the payroll, trained in Indonesia and in 
Australia. The Director plans to deploy these observers 
on five foreign tuna longline vessels that will start 
operations soon under a licensing arrangement.

Maritime surveillance is primarily the responsibility 
of the navy, which has a base at Hera, a few kilometers 
outside of Dili, using the harbor that was originally 

built as a commercial fishing port. A committee deals 
with maritime security, which includes fisheries, border 
security and customs officials. A number of vessels have 
been impounded for illegal fishing in recent years.

As a result of this visit, the following priority areas were 
identified for assistance under the SciCOFish project: 
1) an assessment of Timor Leste’s tuna resources based 
on available data with recommendations on how such 
assessments can be improved in future; and 2) observer 
training and strengthening of the national observer 
programme.

There was also keen interest in building capacity to 
combat illegal, unregulated and unreported fishing 
activities under the DevFish 2 project.

SPC promotes community-based approach for coastal fisheries management

The five-day meeting of representatives from national government conservation and fisheries departments, 
regional and national non-governmental organizations (NGOs) held at SPC ended on 3 December 2010. The 
purpose of the meeting was to 1) bring together the main stakeholders working in the area of implementing 
the community-based ecosystem approach to fisheries management (CEAFM), 2) discuss management, 
monitoring activities and the challenges faced; 3) find common ground between conservation and fisheries 
management and monitoring approaches in the Pacific; and 4) develop and strengthen partnerships for 
collaboration. The meeting was funded by the SciCOFish project.

Propositions to fisheries management 
difficulties

Many country participants are working to address 
the wider ecosystem, fisheries and non-fisheries 
issues in their resources management approaches. 
However many conservation and fisheries management 
practitioners report inadequate capacity and resources 
with which to introduce fisheries and environmental 
management initiatives at a “whole of country” scale. 
Differences in management approaches were related 
to the scale and scope of activities and interest, where 
fisheries management approaches tend to be based on 
close connections with communities, governments 
departments and NGOs operating under well-defined 
legal and regulatory frameworks.

Participants reported that there has been very little data 
collection and analysis of social and economic aspects 
or the wider ecosystem cumulative effects, but adaptive 
resource management has continued to occur more on 
the basis of “learning by doing”, rather than being driven 
by results of scientific monitoring. Workshop participants 
agreed that future monitoring and information strategies 
should be 1) based on well-defined outcomes and fit 
the purpose (use by governments and stakeholders); 
and 2) cost-effective and based on the overall needs 
of all coastal communities, avoiding expensive and 
unrepeatable “showcase” community approaches. 

A poster announcing the CEAFM workshop.
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Coordination for better recognition of 
coastal fisheries

Participants expressed concern that there was a lack of 
political will and support for coastal fisheries compared 
with oceanic (tuna) fisheries. Both areas of fisheries are 
critical to Pacific Islands countries and territories, and 
so should receive the same political support. 

A workshop outcome recommended that SPC facilitate, 
encourage and support national and regional forums 
to exchange ideas, lessons learned and accelerate the 

introduction of adaptive management approaches that 
are suitable to national contexts. It was also recommended 
that SPC support national arrangements to develop or 
use existing multi-sectoral committees that recognise 
and incorporate NGOs, and are of sufficiently high level 
and have a legal mandate with appropriate community 
representation. SPC should work closely with NGOs 
under formal consultative arrangements and use joint 
implementation strategies, as guided by national fora, to 
extend regional initiatives at the national level.

Can the sea cucumber resource survive the next open season in Tonga?

Growing demand for beche-de-mer products in China and limited resources worldwide are driving the 
greatest pressure ever on sea cucumber fisheries. In Tonga, where the fishery was closed for 11 years, re-
opening the fishery has been the most lucrative economic activity in the country in the past three years. 
Sales of raw and dried products contribute significantly to community income and export earnings for the 
country. Tonga made a decisive move to impose a 10-year moratorium on sea cucumbers in 1997 to protect 
the fishery after it declined. The fishery was re-opened in 2008 and is reaping the benefit of waiting 10 years; 
but increasing pressure may have done more damage than good for the resource. 

Sea cucumber fishery 

The sea cucumber fishery developed in the 1990s after 
resource surveys (Japanese Overseas Corporation) 
found a potential for a small-scale fishery development. 
Declining catches in the mid-1990s supported by a 50% 
decline of resources revealed by SPC studies in 1996, 
elicted concern by the government. A decisive move 
in 1997 saw a 10-year moratorium on the fishery to 
allow longer lived, slow-growing and high value species 
(white teatfish, black teatfish and golden sandfish) to 
reach sexually maturity. Reassessment of the resource in 
2004 by SPC under the European Union-funded Pacific 
Regional Oceanic and Coastal Fisheries Development 
Programme project indicated recovery back to the 1990 
population level for many of the commercial species. But 
there was still bad news for the high value black teatfish 
(Holothuria nobilis), which has not recovered. White 
teatfish has recovered by 80% of its pre-moratorium 
level while the golden sandfish H. scabra versicolor stock 
is uncertain.

Export production 

Major production occurred in the 1990s when peak 
exports of around 70 tonnes (t) were achieved in 1995. 
Exports, however, quickly fell back to 10 t by 1997. High 
value species were important during this period. Tonga 
experienced its first “boom and bust” phenomenon in the 
fishery, which has been the characteristic of many small-
scale sea cucumber fisheries in the Pacific Islands region. 
Sudden declines instigated concer,n resulting in the 10-
year fishery ban. Recent production after the moratorium 
is a different story, with 15 t of beche-de-mer exported 
in the first open season in 2008; exports exploded in the 

latest two seasons with 370 t and 312 t, respectively. These 
exports represent the highest ever in the history of Tonga’s 
sea cucumber fishery. With high value resources still 
depleted, attention was turned to whatever was left in the 
water. Low to medium value species began dominating 
production, with snakefish (Holothuria coluber) and 
lollyfish (H. atra), two of the lowest ranked products, 
making up 41% of total exports in 2010.

Besides beche-de-mer, Tongan’s also love raw sea 
cucumber. They are among the few islanders who 
regularly consume sea cucumber in their subsistence 
diet. Gonads, body wall, and the polien vesicle of five 
sea cucumber species (H. atra, H. coluber, H. scabra 
versicolor, Stichopus herrmanni and Bohadchia similis) 
are edible in raw form as a local delicacy. Surplus of these 
products are sold at local markets in Nukualofa. The 
subsistence collection of sea cucumbers is not regulated 
and was unaffected by the last moratorium. Ongoing 
subsistence exploitation is likely to have contributed 
to the lack of recovery of golden sandfish whose stock 
status is uncertain today.

Management measures

The Tonga National Sea Cucumber Fishery Management 
Plan was developed in 2007. The plan provides policy 
guidance for the sustainable harvesting of sea cucumbers 
by restricting access to resources, controlling harvesting 
and processing to improve quality, and providing a 
mechanism for data collection and monitoring of the 
fishery during open seasons. Some of the measures in 
the plan include a total annual export quota (around 
200 t divided between the three main island groups), a 
six-month annual fishing season, limit of nine beche-


