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As tuna stocks have been overfished globally, in some cases to the point of collapse, the Pacific has 
become the source of more than half of the world’s tuna. Unless management is urgently brought onto a 
sustainable path, the Pacific’s tuna fisheries will follow the same course of over exploitation, decline and 
collapse, costing both the region and the fishing industry. Recent economic modelling of the Pacific tuna 
fisheries forecasts large economic losses of approximately USD 3.4 billion if the current trends of over 
exploitation continue in the region1.

Since its inception in 2004, member countries of the Western and Central Pacific Fisheries Commission 
(WCPFC) have been warned by the Commission’s own Scientific Committee (SC) that a number of Pacific 
tuna stocks are being fished beyond sustainable levels. Increased fishing effort has resulted from the 
migration of fishing capacity from other oceans (such as the Albatun super seiner fleet owned by the 
Spanish company Albacora), from more and larger vessels being added to fishing fleets (for example the 
tripling of the US tuna fleet between 2008 and 2010) and from the addition of silent fishing capacity and 
effort in the form of Fish Aggregation Devices or FADs in purse seine fisheries. The frequency of FAD sets 
globally has risen from an estimated 50%2 to at least 70% of purse seine operations by 20083. 

Bigeye and yellowfin tuna are in trouble

The spawning population of bigeye tuna in the Western and Central Pacific has now been overfished down 
to an estimated 17% of the unfished levels, and the species is now listed as vulnerable to extinction by the 
IUCN4. Yellowfin tuna is overfished in Region 3 of the Western Central Pacific Ocean, where the majority of 
catches are taken. 

In 2008, WCPFC member countries agreed to reduce fishing effort by 10 per cent per year over three 
years to curb the overfishing of bigeye and yellowfin tuna – a measure which was recognised at the time 
not to be sufficient to achieve  the 30% immediate reduction in bigeye mortality recommended by 
scientists. As too often in RFMOs such as the WCPFC this measure was already too little too late.

An important portion of the agreed 30% reduction was to come from banning the use of purse seine fishing 
with FADs for two months in 2009 and three months in 2010. It was estimated that the three months ban in 
2010 would remove 18.4% out of the agreed 30% reduction in overfishing of bigeye and that with further 
measures agreed in 2010, the 30% reduction objective would be achieved during 2011. 

But it has become clear that the agreed measures to decrease overfishing have not met their objectives. In 
2009 a record 2,467,903 tonnes of tuna were caught in the WCPO. The top five fishing nations were Ja-
pan, Philippines, Indonesia, Korea and USA. Together, these countries took two-thirds of the entire catch 
(1,625,542 tonnes). The use of FADs by the purse seine fleets of all these countries continues to be wide-
spread/has continued to expand. The amount of bigeye caught in 2009 was 118,657 tonnes5 the second 
highest on record and around 40% higher than the average over the period 2001–2004.

The impacts of FAD fishing have been well established by the WCPFC

Evidence provided to the WCPFC SC in August 2009 showed that the use of FADs resulted in increased 
catches of juvenile tuna compared with free school sets. Fork length of yellowfin tuna was most 
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significantly lower (mean length of 50.1cm compared to 130.1cm in unassociated sets) and bigeye tuna 
(mean length of 44.3cm compared to 75.3cm in unassociated sets)6. 

“The FAD sets caused catch of small-sized bigeye and yellowfin tuna with fork length smaller  
than 60cm.” 

Doo-Hae An et al, National Fisheries Research and Development Institute, Korea.

The agreed temporary ban on FADs too short to meet its objectives

During the FAD ban period in 2009 the purse seine catch of bigeye tuna was significantly reduced7 to the 
lowest level of FAD-caught bigeye tuna for a decade during the closed months. The SC recognised the 
effectiveness of banning FADs in reducing the mortality of overfished bigeye tuna.

However, the increased overall fishing effort during the whole 2009 resulted in the purse seine fleet making 
a record number of FAD sets outside of the ban period, therefore undermining any potential benefits from 
the short two month FAD ban.

“We are certainly seeing increases in effort and the number of vessels in the fishery so, even  
though during periods of the FAD closure we are seeing evidence of reduced activity on FADs,  
it seems possible that during the rest of the year they are more than able to make up for it.” 

Shelton Harley, Principal Fisheries Scientist, Secretariat of the Pacific Community.

No more excuses

Based on the findings presented at the Western and Central Pacific Fisheries Commission’s Scientific 
Committee, the situation is clear:

− Bigeye and yellowfin tuna are being fished at unsustainable rates.
− Even the catches of skipjack tuna now exceed MSY (MSY 1.35 MT / 2009 catch 1.8 tonnes), which 

hardly accounts for precautionary management of this stock. The increasing use of FADs is a 
major factor in these ever increasing catches of skipjack.

− FADs increase the bycatch of juvenile bigeye and yellowfin tuna.
− Banning FADs lowered the bigeye bycatch rate during the period of the ban.
− Allowing purse seine fleets to seek exemptions from the ban and to operate using FADs during the 

rest of the year undermines the effectivenes of such a ban.

There can be no more excuses for the use of FADs in the Pacific Ocean when their impacts are being felt 
on the region’s most vulnerable tuna stocks. Agreeing a temporary ban on their use in 2008 was a positive 
step by the WCPFC to enable scientists to assess the effectiveness of this approach. Catch data from 
2009 has demonstrated not only the effectiveness of banning FADs, but also that the short seasonal 
closure will not achieve the objectives of the Commission to reduce the mortality of bigeye and yellowfin 
tuna. Given the scientific recommendation to reduce the bigeye mortality by 34–50% compared to 2004-
2007 levels8

 it is clear that the WCPFC urgently needs to extend the FAD ban as an effective means of reducing the 
mortality of the species.

Scientific evidence clearly demonstrates that the efforts of the Commission are being undermined  
by allowing the use of FADs, known to increase juvenile bycatch, for nine months of the year. To  
have a fighting change in avoiding severe overfishing and further depletion/future collapse of the  
regions' bigeye tuna a complete ban on FADs with purse seine is urgently needed. It is critical that  
countries meeting at the WCPFC Technical and Compliance Committee in October 2010 agree to  
extend the three month ban period to a complete year-round ban on the use of FADs for 2011 and  
beyond, until bigeye and yellowfin stocks have recovered to long-term precautionary levels and the  
bycatch issues of juveniles, as well as other marine life, with this fishing method are eliminated.
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