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The UK is the second largest consumer of tinned 
tuna in the world, consuming the equivalent of more 
than 778 million tins in 2008 alone.1 Eating more 
tinned tuna than anyone else in Europe, the UK 
accounts for 36% of the EU import market.2  

Around 70% of the UK’s tinned tuna is sold through 
supermarkets and 30% through the catering 
sector.3 Retailers and suppliers in this country 
must therefore take considerable responsibility for 
the global environmental consequences of current 
fishing practices for tuna. 

Slick marketing campaigns may attempt to make 
tuna fishing look like a quaint cottage industry, but 
the truth is that the tuna trade is very big business. 
Tinned tuna is worth around $2.7 billion per annum 
worldwide,4with UK tinned tuna sales worth $446 
million.5 Suppliers Princes (owned by Japanese 
multinational Mitsubishi) and John West (owned by 
Thai Union Frozen Products following their recent 
acquisition6 of MW Brands) – continue to dominate 
the UK market. Among the retailers’ own brands, 
Tesco sells the largest volume. As of November 
2010 Princes accounts for 35.9% of the standard 
tinned tuna market value in the UK and 37.1% of the 
volume, while John West comes second with 33.6% 
of the market value and 29.8% of the volume.7 

79% of European consumers consider the 
environmental impacts of seafood to be an 
important factor in their purchasing decisions.8 

Fishing practices used by the global tinned 
tuna industry are contributing to sharp declines in 
populations of marine animals including top predators 
like sharks and rays, and even rare and endangered 
sea turtles. Tuna stocks themselves are in trouble – 
not only because of overfishing, but also due to the 
widespread catching of juveniles which have not yet 
had the chance to reproduce. Consumer pressure has 
forced the tuna industry to make virtually all tinned 
tuna in the UK ‘dolphin friendly’, but this alone is 
insufficient to ensure that the industry is ecologically 
sustainable in the long term.

Worldwide, up to 90% of stocks of large predatory 
fish have already been wiped out. 9 

The only way to protect marine ecosystems and 
guarantee sustainable stocks of fish like tuna is to 
change the way oceans are used and managed. 
This change must include reducing fishing to 
sustainable levels, reforming fishing practices and 
setting aside large areas as marine reserves – 
national parks at sea – where no fishing takes place 
to allow stocks to recover. The creation of a large 
scale network of marine reserves is now widely 
recognised as essential by marine scientists.10 In 
40 studies examining the percentage of the world’s 
oceans that should be protected, the majority 
indicated a range between 20% and 50%.11 For 
example, the Pacific Commons – areas of the high 
seas between the Pacific Island Nations – should 
be off-limits to fishing as a marine reserve [see 
opposite]. 
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The majority of tinned tuna worldwide is caught 
through purse seining on fish aggregation devices 
(FADs) which are natural or artificial floating objects, 
often equipped with satellite-linked sonar devices. 
Tuna instinctively gather around the FADs, allowing 
them to be scooped up in vast nets known as purse 
seines [see opposite page]. These purse seines 
consist of a huge curtain of net that encircles a 
school of tuna and then closes when a line is  
pulled. Usually, FADs trail netting which seems to 
add to their attractiveness to tuna and can snag 
turtles, sharks and other creatures, causing injury 
and death.12   

It is estimated that around 70% of the total global 
purse seine catch is taken using FADs.13 But FADs 
do not just lure the tuna that fishermen want to 
catch. On average, every time a FAD is used, 1kg 
of every 10kg catch will be unwanted juvenile tuna, 
sharks, rays – sometimes even marine turtles 
and even the occasional whale or dolphin – and a 
wide variety of other species, collectively known 
as bycatch.14 The bycatch associated with purse 
seining on FADs is up to 10 times greater than the 
bycatch associated with setting nets around freely 
associating schools of tuna in the open water. The 
combination of FADs and purse seining is deadly. 
Globally, it is estimated that FAD associated bycatch 
may now be as high as 182,500 tonnes annually.15 
This global bycatch would fill the equivalent of 
nearly 1 billion tins of tuna every year.16 

FADs are death traps for juvenile tuna. According 
to the University of Hawaii’s pelagic fishing 
programme, FADs fished by purse seine nets are 
a major contributor toward yellowfin and bigeye 
tuna stocks being pushed towards depletion.17  
The overfishing of both bigeye and yellowfin is 
exacerbated by the number of juveniles of both 
species killed as bycatch, including in fisheries 
where the target species is actually skipjack. In 
response to Greenpeace questions, one of the 
UK’s leading supermarkets admitted that around 
2% of its tinned tuna is young bigeye that is caught 
in the same purse seine nets as skipjack. Given that 

yellowfin and bigeye are of high commercial value, it is 
not only environmentally destructive, but also short-
sighted in economic terms to be killing their young.

There is growing evidence that FADs may seriously 
disrupt the life cycles of even those tuna that
are not caught. In May 2008, scientists reported that 
FADs appear to pull tuna and other fish
away from their migratory routes, causing them to 
become undernourished, with potentially
serious broader ecological consequences.18 

‘The capture of juvenile individuals of large 
tuna species such as bigeye and yellowfin as 
a result of the indiscriminate nature of floating 
fish aggregation devices (FADs) remains a very 
significant concern to me.’
Mike Mitchell, Technical Director of The Seafood 
Company at the Foodvest Group (including Youngs 
and Findus)

There are more sustainable alternatives to purse 
seining on FADs. Pole and line fishing, in which 
the tuna are caught one at a time, can massively 
reduce bycatch. Similarly, purse seining on freely 
associating schools of tuna – i.e. not on FADs – has 
a vastly reduced rate of bycatch. As an overriding 
principle though, whatever form of tuna fishing is 
utilised, it must be conducted at sustainable levels.
 

A GROWING FAD
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  	Bet ween 1950 and  
2006, the total global 		
tuna catch increased   
	ten fold to  
  4.3 million tonnes19 

as overfished.23 Bluefin tuna – on the brink of 
commercial extinction24 – is never sold in tins, but is 
still traded by some premium London restaurants.25 
Years of being badly managed and overfished has 
left tuna stocks in crisis. The majority of tuna stocks 
are in decline and appear set to continue on this 
downward trajectory as fishing rates are very high. 
By 2006, of the 23 commercially exploited tuna 
stocks identified:

•	 At least nine were classified by tuna 
management bodies as fully fished

•	 A further four were classified  
as overexploited or depleted

•	 Three were classified as  
critically endangered

•	 Three were endangered, AND 

•	 Three were vulnerable to extinction. 26 

 
‘Taking an overall view, at present it is clear 
that the global catch level for tuna will not be 
sustainable unless action is taken.’
JOHN WEST / MW Brands 20  

What we call tuna is really a number of different 
predatory fish of varying species, colour and size, 
widely distributed across the oceans of the world. 
Most tinned tuna sold in the UK is a small species 
called skipjack, though the larger, more commercially 
valuable yellowfin and albacore tunas are also sold in 
tins. Even bigeye tuna – which is listed as vulnerable 
on the International Union for Conservation of Nature 
(IUCN) Red List meaning that it is ‘facing a high risk of 
extinction in the wild in the medium-term future’21 – is 
found in tins in the UK. Recent genetic testing showed 
that tinned tuna on sale across Europe containing 
overfished tuna species such as bigeye and yellowfin 
is widespread.22 Yellowfin is the main type of tuna 
sold fresh by UK retailers despite being regarded 

1m
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Globally, yellowfin tuna stocks are in serious decline,27 
all four regional stocks of yellowfin are declining 
and continue to be fished at a high rate. 28 29 30 31 
Yellowfin tuna is overfished in a region of the 
Western Central Pacific Ocean, where the majority 
of yellowfin catches are taken. All bigeye stocks with 
the exception of the Atlantic stock are being fished 
at a dangerously high rate and catches of juvenile 
bigeye in purse seine FAD fisheries is a major 
problem for stock recovery.32 33 34 35 The spawning 
population of bigeye tuna in the Western and 
Central Pacific has now been overfished down to an 
estimated 17% of the unfished36 levels.  

Yet the real picture could be far worse than these 
formal stock assessments. Regional fisheries 
management organisations (RFMOs), the bodies 
set up under international law to regulate fishing on 
the high seas, generally apply a narrow approach 
to overfishing which does not take full consideration 
of the ocean ecosystem into account. All too often, 
RFMOs merely satisfy industry’s desire to take 
the maximum amount of tuna from the oceans 
in the short term. RFMOs completely ignore 
interactive ecosystem dynamics because of their 
single species focus in stock assessments. As one 
frustrated industry insider, John Burton, CEO of 
World Wise Foods, told Greenpeace, ‘Many of the 
RFMOs are just not doing their job at all. It’s absurd 
that some of them have not even assessed tuna 
stocks, they should do so as a matter of urgency. 
RFMOs must be reformed so the fishing industry 
and the public can have confidence that fish stocks 
are being managed sustainably’.

Even previously healthy fisheries are now under 
pressure. Without more regular monitoring and 
effective management of tuna fishing, even stocks 
of the healthiest remaining species, like skipjack 
– the most widespread but least commercially 
valuable tuna – could suffer.37 38 39 40        

The increasing pattern of tuna overexploitation 
and its associated bycatch is exacerbated by the 
enormous increase in the capacity of tuna purse 
seine fleets and the proliferation of FADs. Larger 
boats with greater capacity are chasing fewer 
and fewer fish. The UK’s own fishing industry 
body, Seafish, has recognised that pressure from 
increased fishing and more vessels with larger 
holds has put tuna stocks under severe strain.41 The 
Spanish owned tuna purse seiner, ‘Albatun Tres’,42 
for example is described as a ‘super, super seiner’ 
because of its unprecedented capacity. The Albatun 
Tres is owned by a company called Albacora, which 
has a fleet of the largest purse seiners in the world, 
each between 105m and 116m long. Fishing in the 
Indian and Pacific Oceans to supply the European 
market, each ship can catch around 3,000 tonnes 
of tuna in a single fishing expedition, almost double 
the entire annual catch that some Pacific Island 
nations make in their own waters.43 

The number of tuna vessels continues to increase 
worldwide. For example, the US flagged tuna purse 
seine fleet in the South Pacific more than tripled in 
size between 2006 and 2009, from 12 to 39 vessels.44 

‘The balance of power between the fishing fleets 
and tuna has shifted too far in favour of the fleets.’ 
Professor Callum Roberts, University of York

INCREASING  
 FISHING PRESSURE
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‘The industry has fundamentally changed  
– there is now huge and growing demand  
for more sustainable canned tuna products.’
John Burton, Chairman & CEO, World Wise Foods Ltd

The tinned tuna industry has come a considerable 
way since Greenpeace launched its 2008 tinned 
tuna league table46 in the UK – but there is still 
much more to be done. Of the nine major tinned 
tuna brands and retailers surveyed by Greenpeace 
for this report, all have taken positive steps to 
improve their environmental performance since 
2008, though there is still a huge difference between 
the best and worst performed.   

Sainsbury’s, Marks & Spencer and Waitrose all 
now refuse to source their own brand tuna from 
purse seining on FADs, instead preferring to stock 
100% pole and line caught skipjack.  Sainsbury’s 
achievement is particularly commendable, given the 
sheer volume of own brand tuna sold by the company.    

‘The scale of moving all of our tinned tuna 
to 100% pole and line caught was a massive 
investment, but we were convinced it was the 
most sustainable alternative. We did not pass the 
cost of doing this on to our customers as they 
expect us to do the right thing.’ 
Ally Dingwall, Agriculture and Fisheries  
Manager, Sainsbury’s 

Outside the major brands, Fish4Ever is a smaller 
UK based tuna supplier which uses pole and line to 
source its entire range of tinned tuna and which is 
currently stocked by both ASDA and Waitrose.47 

‘We know that fish sustainability is a big concern 
for our customers and we want to make it as 
easy as possible for them to buy delicious food 
that they can trust every time they walk into an 
M&S store. Our move to pole & line fulfilled that 
commitment.’  
Richard Luney, Wild Fish and Aquaculture  
Manager,  Marks & Spencer

Most other retailers and brand suppliers have set 
percentage targets for pole and line. It is also clear 
from a recent Greenpeace survey of tinned tuna 
companies that there is interest in the commercial 
potential for FAD-free purse seine tuna to offer 
another more sustainable alternative for the market. 
Yet although the trend in the UK tinned tuna market 
is undoubtedly positive, some of the largest volume 
retailers and brand suppliers – including Tesco and 
Princes – continue to rely on purse seining on FADs 
for the vast majority of their tinned tuna.

Sainsbury’s, Marks & Spencer and ASDA are also 
publicly supporting the establishment of large scale 
marine reserves in general and are backing the call 
for the Pacific Commons to be made a no-take zone 
in particular. From a situation of near silence on 
marine reserves in 2008, now virtually all retailers 
and brand suppliers surveyed are positively 
engaged with the issue. The coming test for the 
sector will be to demonstrate that this support can 
be turned into positive action creating pressure for 
change. Already, for example, Sainsbury’s, Marks 
& Spencer and ASDA have all said that they will 
not source any fish from the Pacific Commons 
while the Co-op has been actively campaigning 
for marine reserves in partnership with the Marine 
Conservation Society (MCS).48  

‘M&S supports the establishment of large scale 
no-take marine reserves and believes that 
the retail sector has a crucial role to play in 
supporting this initiative.’  
Richard Luney, Wild Fish and Aquaculture  
Manager, Marks & Spencer

Also encouraging is that it is now accepted best 
practice within the industry to try to avoid sourcing 
the most vulnerable species of tuna – though some 
companies do still continue to source both bigeye 
and yellowfin tuna for use in tins.

General standards of labeling have also improved, 
with brand suppliers and retailers now often 
displaying the species and method of catch in 

  SHIFTS IN THE  
MARKET SINCE 2008
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particular. Reliability and transparency in labeling is 
crucial. On the downside, some brands – including 
Princes and Tesco’s own label – make sustainability 
claims that are not reliable. The claim made on 
Tesco’s tin states that ‘Tesco is fully committed 
to fishing methods which protect the marine 
environment and its species.’ According to the 
leading environmental law organization ClientEarth, 
such statements are ‘...likely to lead the average 
consumer to believe that the product has been 
sourced from a fish stock which does not result in 
bycatch or damage to other marine species. Where 
other marine species have been caught as bycatch 
and or harmed by fishing techniques used to source 
products labelled in this way, the use of a logo 
that states “protects the marine environment” or 
equivalent either deceives or is likely to deceive the 
average consumer’.49 The same statement is made 
on Princes’ tins.

Ultimately, change in the stores and on the shelves 
is only significant if it brings real change in the 
oceans. By creating demand for more sustainable 
tuna products, shifts in the UK market have 
complemented political reform on the part of the 
Pacific Island Nations who exercise control over 
some of the world’s richest tuna grounds. During 
2010, the eight Pacific Island (PNA)50 countries 
– Papua New Guinea, Solomon, Palau, Marshall 
Islands, Federated States of Micronesia, Kiribati, 
Nauru and Tuvalu – committed to making up to 
50% of the purse seine tuna fisheries in their 
waters FAD-free. This commitment is now being 
implemented and FAD free tuna from these Pacific 
waters should be available sometime in 2011.

tuna LEAGUE TABLE 2011
Joint BEST: Sainsbury’s  

and Marks & Spencer;  
2Nd Waitrose; 3RD The  

Co-operative; 4th TESCO; 
5th ASDA; 6th MORRISONS;  

7thJohn West/MW Brands;  
WORST: Princes ©
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Killed alongside the skipjack tuna that finds  
itself in your tin is almost the entire cast list  
of Finding Nemo.52 
Charles Clover

Many fisheries suffer from a scarcity of available 
data, but it is broadly accepted that purse seining on 
FADs has much higher levels of bycatch than when 
the devices are not used. Some of this bycatch will 
be juvenile and vulnerable tuna, but also included in 
the nets will be sharks, rays and possibly turtles and 
even cetaceans. 

Research presented to the Western and Central 
Pacific Fisheries Commission (WCPFC) Science 
Committee in 2009 showed that the use of FADs 
led to significant bycatch of juvenile bigeye and 
yellowfin tuna, marlin, barracuda, whale sharks, 
silky sharks, and olive ridley turtles.53 

Bycatch from purse seining on FADs is recognised 
as a problem by global fisheries and the tuna 
industry, with bycatch workshops being held by 
various RFMOs and also by the International 
Seafood Sustainability Foundation – an industry 
alliance that represents a large majority of the 
world’s tinned tuna producers.54 

Sharks and rays
Sharks and rays are being killed in vast numbers 
by tuna fishing. More than three-quarters of the 
oceanic pelagic shark and ray species are now 
classified as threatened or near threatened by the 
IUCN. Many of these species are caught regularly 
in purse seine nets set on FADs targeting tuna.55  
The low reproductive productivity of many species 
makes them highly vulnerable to overexploitation.56 

Silky sharks and oceanic whitetip sharks show 
particularly high levels of bycatch in tuna purse 
seine fisheries.57 Both are IUCN red listed. Silky 
sharks are listed as near threatened worldwide, and 
in the Eastern Central and Southeast Pacific, and 
Northwest and Western Central Atlantic they are 

listed in the higher category of vulnerable. Whitetips 
are red listed as vulnerable worldwide, and as 
critically endangered in the Northwest and Western 
Central Atlantic. Whale sharks, IUCN red listed 
globally as vulnerable,58 are also caught incidentally 
in purse seine nets.59   

Cutting fins off sharks, often while they are still alive 
and then throwing the shark back in the ocean, is 
also still in practice on some tuna fishing boats. 
According to the Shark Trust, until relatively recently 
shark bycatch was considered a nuisance, and 
sharks were cut loose and allowed to swim away. 60  
However, as shark fins have become increasingly 
valuable in countries where shark fin soup is a 
delicacy, fewer sharks are being released. It is to 
the credit of some major tuna suppliers that they 
have sought to prohibit this practice.

Juvenile tuna and threatened tuna species 
Significant levels of bycatch of juvenile tuna 
threaten the long term health of these stocks, 
as tuna are taken out before reaching breeding 
maturity. Due to the tendency of young bigeye and 
yellowfin tuna to swim in surface waters and to mix 
with similar sized schools of skipjack tuna, the main 
target fish, they are particularly vulnerable to being 
caught in FAD purse seine fisheries. Thus FADs 
are a major factor in pushing yellowfin and bigeye 
stocks towards depletion.61 

The International Commission for the Conservation 
of Atlantic Tuna’s (ICCAT) manual on purse seines 
identifies the direct impact of this FAD-dominated 
fishing technique on ‘fishing of juvenile specimens 
associated with floating objects, as this is not 
a selective technique insofar as the size of the 
specimens caught’.62 The same manual states 
that reliance on ‘FADs has had an impact on catch 
figures, size of the specimens caught and the 
composition of species, with large quantities of 
juvenile tuna specimens (basically yellowfin and 
bigeye) being observed in landings and an increase 
of bigeye tuna catches’. 

KILLED FOR TINNED TUNA
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Turtles 
A new study shows that the 85,000 turtles officially 
recorded as killed annually in global fisheries may 
be a gross underestimate, with the true figure more 
like 8,500,000 individuals.63  

Long lining, gillnet and trawl fisheries are the main 
causes of turtle mortality, but purse seines using 
FADs may also be responsible for the deaths 
of turtles, particularly if best practice mitigation 
techniques are not employed. Research from the 
Pacific region shows 750-2,500 purse seine turtle 
deaths annually between 1994-2004.64 Fishing with 
FADs may cause severe problems for local turtle 
populations,65 and turtles are found entangled in 
nets both below the FADs and on top of them when 
the animals climb up to rest.66 

Six of the seven sea turtle populations worldwide 
feature in the IUCN Red List of threatened species 
and all five Pacific sea turtles are listed as critically 
endangered, endangered or vulnerable. 

Turtles are all protected under the Convention on 
International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) 
Appendix 1 and zero bycatch should be the goal 
of every fishery that comes into contact with these 
species. According to a paper produced for the 
International Seafood Sustainability Foundation 
(ISSF), a mindset exists within the tuna industry 
that resists change that would protect endangered 
species if this could result in a smaller tuna catch.67 
The summary of a 2009 bycatch workshop with 
tuna fisheries experts and skippers of purse seine 
vessels noted with regard to bycatch mitigation 
techniques that ‘if it is good for turtles but bad for 
fishing, it won’t be adopted’. 68 

For each 1,000 tons of yellowfin tuna caught in 
FAD sets over three years, fishermen caught
nearly 111,000 other individual animals, including 
sharks, rays,marlins and sea turtles.69 

It was in order to solve the problem of dolphins 
being caught and killed in the hunt for tuna that 
FADs were first introduced in the East Tropical 
Pacific region. Previously, dolphins had been 
targeted by tuna fishing boats armed with purse 
seine nets because tuna schools commonly 
associated with dolphin pods in this region. FADs 
gave fisherman an alternative way to target tuna 
without having to set their nets around dolphins. 
Fishing fleets in other oceans have also increasingly 
adopted the use of FADs as an easy way to find and 
catch tuna. 

Virtually all tinned tuna sold in the UK is certified by 
the Earth Island Institute (EII) as dolphin
friendly or dolphin safe.70 The EII was one of the 
organisations to pioneer dolphin safe
certification in response to the setting of tuna fishing 
nets on schools of dolphins in the East Pacific. The 
prevalence of the EII certification demonstrates that 
the tuna industry is able to adapt and respond to 
environmental concerns. 

In the course of Greenpeace’s recent investigation 
in Ghana, allegations were made which, if true, 
indicate that some leading tuna brands may be in 
breach of EII standards, despite dolphin friendly 
claims and EII certification. [See page 13 for 
Greenpeace’s Ghana investigation.]

 ‘The real problem is giving ourselves high fives 
for solving the tuna dolphin problem when we’ve 
just created other problems.’ 71   
Associate Professor Timothy Essington,  
University of Washington

Beyond dolphin friendly



Some supermarkets and brand suppliers 
show reluctance to shift practices away from 
unsustainable purse seining using FADs, on the 
basis of expense. 

However, UK supermarkets Sainsbury’s, Waitrose 
and Marks & Spencer have moved to using more 
sustainable methods with minimal bycatch such 
as pole and line. They have done so even where 
this method has proven more expensive, with pole 
and line carrying a price premium of up to 25%, if 
passed entirely to consumers. 72 These companies 
have led the way by deciding not to pass the extra 
cost of sourcing pole and line on to their customers, 
but in so doing have established a competitive 
advantage in a valuable sector. They have shown 
what can be done – setting a standard to be met by 
their market competitors.

 ‘The environment continues to be one of 
our customers’ top concerns, and even the 
most budget conscious want to know that the 
food they’re buying has been sourced in the 
most responsible way. We believe our leading 
approach to sourcing of tinned tuna demonstrates 
Sainsbury’s commitment to offering the best 
value and values.’ 
Ally Dingwall, Agriculture and  
Fisheries Manager, Sainsbury’s 73  

According to evidence given to the Office of Fair 
Trading, supermarkets will absorb costs in order to 
foster competition among tuna brands, so there is 
no reason why costs cannot be absorbed in order to 
achieve environmental objectives. 74  

Historically, the experience of the shift to dolphin 
friendly tuna in the US demonstrates that the 
tuna industry can absorb the cost of moving to 
more sustainable practices. According to one 
study, ‘prices did not obviously increase after the 
change in production practices and labelling’ to 
accommodate dolphin safety.75 The tinned tuna 
industry made the change without passing on the 
cost to consumers.  

Some within the industry argue that fishing by 
any means other than purse seining on FADs is 
relatively inefficient.76 These arguments are based 
on the assessment that pole and line is less efficient 
for an industry that measures its efficiency in terms 
of ‘catch per unit of fishing effort.’77 Yet such a 
narrow economic formula fails to take into account 
the ecological impact of FAD bycatch as well as 
the longer term economics associated with loss 
of juvenile tunas. Recent economic modelling of 
the Pacific tuna fisheries forecast large economic 
losses of approximately $3.4 billion if the current 
trends of overexploitation continue in the region.78  
On the other hand, one study of the Ghanaian  
FAD-dominated tuna purse seine industry 
concluded that bioeconomically, pole and line 
tuna fishing is more profitable than fishing with 
purse seines.79 It is also socio-economically 
more productive, offering greater employment 
opportunities for local fishermen.

Measures of efficiency used by the tuna industry  
are often wholly inadequate, failing to take account 
of the wider ecosystem impacts of fishing with 
FADs, and the ecosystem benefits provided by the 
species removed. 80  

12
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As Charles Clover described in The End of the 
Line, finding out exactly what else is caught and 
killed in the hunt for tuna for tins can be very 
tricky.81 Documenting levels of bycatch on tuna 
purse seiners is notoriously difficult. As the ISSF 
acknowledges, ‘in some regions of the world we 
just don’t have clear answers’. But the ISSF also 
admits that it is well known that ‘the fishery on fish 
aggregating devices… which targets skipjack’ is  
the one ‘in which the bycatches of other species  
are greatest’.82   

In November 2010, having previously requested 
access and been denied, Greenpeace sent an 
investigative team to Ghana to seek local access 
to a purse seiner catching skipjack with FADs. The 
investigative team was seeking to document the 
origins and chain of custody of Tesco own brand 
tinned tuna. The team was accompanied by a 
technical crew from Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall’s 
Keo Films, which was also investigating 
sustainability claims around tinned tuna.

The investigation centred on the Tema Tuna 
Ventures (TTV) tuna purse seine fleet based in 
Tema, Ghana’s biggest port. Ghana is an attractive 
base for the tuna industry as the Gulf of Guinea is 
one of the best fishing and breeding grounds for 
tuna species globally, whilst the country is relatively 
politically and economically stable. 

Greenpeace tracked a Tesco tuna tin back to the 
Pioneer Cannery in Tema. The Pioneer Cannery is 
operated by MW Brands, tuna suppliers to Tesco 
and owners of the John West brand. Pioneer 
produces approximately 800,000 cans of tuna 
per day – about 40,000 tonnes per annum. MW 
Brands own a fleet of five industrial tuna fishing 
purse seiners with an annual haul of around 26,500 
tonnes. These boats are based in Tema, operated 
by their subsidiary TTV. 85  

The Ghanaian fleet doesn’t restrict itself to the 
coastline of Ghana. Tuna migrate on the basis of 
ocean temperatures, and when the Greenpeace 

investigation took place, the TTV vessel Cap Lopez and 
its sister ship the Drago were travelling to the waters of 
Gabon, about 650nm from Tema, and Liberia. 

There is no mandatory observer programme 
for the boats in question, so there is no reliable 
bycatch data. However, in one interview, two 
workers associated with the operation described 
in vivid terms the levels of bycatch. One said that 
the boats not only catch sharks, but also marine 
turtles and even dolphins. These claims have been 
subsequently denied by the company. Although 
there is only limited scientific data available for the 
areas and no observer programme for the boats, 
according to local Ghanaian environmental NGOs, 
the bycatch86 and consumption of turtles taken by 
fishermen remains a problem.87 88   

	 The Greenpeace 		
 investigation to fully 
document the levels 
  of bycatch associated 
with purse seining on 		
	F ADs is ongoing                        

  GREENPEACE 
INVESTIGATIONS: TINNED    
 TUNA FROM GHANA

A skip full of tuna: the Greenpeace investigative 
team witnessed the Cap Lopez unloading its  
catch into the harbour at Tema, Ghana.
©Greenpeace



14

 	   The use of FADs for 
industrial purse seine tuna    
	 fisheries should be banned. 

 Purse seine vessels should 
have 100% observer coverage.

Retailers and tuna brands 
should prefer fish caught  
  using more sustainable 
methods of catching tuna.

		G overnments must 	
establish a large scale        
  global network of marine 
reserves where no fishing  
   is Allowed. 

TIME FOR CHANGE

The creation of a large scale network of marine 
reserves is now widely recognised as essential 
by marine scientists.89 In 40 studies examining 
how much sea should be protected, the majority 
indicated a range between 20% and 50%.90  
Greenpeace is calling for 40% of the world’s oceans 
to be protected as marine reserves.91 As one study 
explained, ‘strategically placed marine reserves can 
benefit migratory species [such as tuna] through…
improved habitat quality and feeding opportunities, 
greater survival of offspring, and protection at 
aggregation sites and migration bottlenecks.’92 

However, even with the recent creation of large new 
marine reserves in American Pacific waters93 and the 
UK’s decision to make the Chagos Archipelago94 in the 
Indian Ocean a marine reserve, protected areas 
cover just over 1% of the world’s oceans,95 with a 
pitiful 0.08% of the oceans designated as no-take 
marine reserves.96 This contrasts with nearly 15% of 
protected area coverage on land.97   

Important progress has been made by Pacific 
Island Nations themselves who declared that areas 
in the Pacific Commons – high seas between the 
islands with abundant tuna and other marine life – 
should be off-limits to fishing. Making tuna fishing 
sustainable is critical not only to the environment, 
but also to the economic future of the Pacific 
Island Nations, which presently obtain too little of 
the economic benefit from adjacent waters that 
are mainly exploited by long distance fleets from 
deep water fishing countries. Marine reserves 
over the Pacific Commons will not only allow fish 
stocks to recover, but could also provide a boost for 
developing economies in the region.

‘The Pacific Commons are an innovative 
mechanism for sustainable development of the 
Pacific Islands and UK tinned tuna buyers should 
do all that they can to support it.’
Liam Campling, School of Business & Management, 
Queen Mary, University of London, and consultant 
trade policy analyst to Pacific Islands Forum 
Fisheries Agency

[See page 2 for a map of the Pacific Commons.]

MARINE RESERVES: LIKE   
 NATIONAL PARKS AT SEA



Stop buying tuna caught from purse seining using FADs
By rejecting tuna from purse seining with FADs 
retailers can encourage best practice in the tuna 
fishing industry.

Purchase tuna caught using more sustainable methods
Sainsbury’s, Waitrose and Marks & Spencer have 
committed to 100% pole and line fisheries for 
tinned tuna, which is currently regarded as the 
most sustainable form of fishing for tuna.98 Other 
UK retailers and tuna brands must now follow 
this lead by prioritising tuna caught by low impact 
methods like pole and line or trolling (another line 
based fishing method). It is of course crucial that the 
pole and line fisheries are themselves managed at 
sustainable levels. Retailers and tuna brands can 
also prioritise tuna caught without the use of FADs 
and seek to develop the market for ‘FAD-free’ purse 
seined tuna as a more sustainable product.     

‘It is considered that purse seined skipjack 
caught from free swimming schools, caught FAD 
free could represent a sustainable alternative, 
however for this to work systems need to be 
established to prove reliable segregation on 
board vessels and traceability from vessel 
through to processor through to retailer, these 
issues present challenges for the industry.’
John Burton, Chairman & CEO, World Wise Foods Ltd

Only purchase tuna from healthy stocks
As a general rule, retailers should only source from 
stocks that are being fished in sustainable ways at 
sustainable levels.  Retailers and fish producers 
should not buy from overfished bigeye, yellowfin or 
albacore tuna stocks.

Support the creation of marine reserves
Retailers and tuna brands should endorse the 
imperative of the creation of a global network of 
large scale marine reserves, and should publicly 
support the call for the Pacific Commons to be set 
aside as off-limits to fishing and ensure they are not 
selling any tinned tuna caught in this area.  

Label with care and accuracy
A sustainable seafood sector is underpinned by 
accurate labelling. All UK retailers and tuna brands 
must ensure their product labels at least clearly 
identify the species, origins and catch method. 
Any questionable sustainability claims should be 
removed immediately. 

By changing the way tinned tuna is caught and 
setting up marine reserves to protect ocean 
ecosystems and allow fish stocks to recover from 
overfishing, we can bring an end to the extent of the 
damage that current tuna fishing practices cause to 
the marine environment.

‘Migratory species, especially large pelagics 
like billfish, tunas and sharks, are among the 
most economically valuable of fish but present 
approaches to management are failing them badly. 
We desperately need to offer greater protection 
to this spectacular but vulnerable fauna or some 
species might disappear altogether. Establishing 
fully protected reserves in areas where those 
species are most under pressure from fisheries 
could help maintain their long-term survival.’ 99

	  THE SOLUTIONS EXIST,  
BUT WE MUST ACT  
  NOW
TIME AND TUNA ARE  
	 RUNNING OUT
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