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Introduction 
The Indian Ocean Tuna Commission (IOTC), with its very diverse membership of coastal and 
distant water fishing states engaged in tuna fisheries, is facing many challenges, not the least 
being the lack of reliable and accurate data on catches, fishing effort and fleet size and 
composition. Over the past few years, the IOTC has been attempting to establish not only limits to 
the amount of fishing that should be permitted but also started to tackle the sensitive issue of who 
should be entitled to which share of that amount.  

Greenpeace believes that establishing precautionary fishing mortality limits and an equitable 
allocation mechanism are fundamental steps, but they require that essential fisheries 
management obligations, such as the submission of reliable and accurate data is fulfilled. 

The IOTC has also made some attempts to manage fishing capacity, though so far without much 
success. This paper summarises several relevant processes as well as measures adopted by the 
IOTC to date to assess and manage fishing capacity.  

In order to be able to manage fishing capacity and determine whether and where excess capacity 
exists, all fishing vessels active in the IOTC fisheries and their characteristics must be 
identified. 

An accurate census should include not only vessel number, size and engine power but also major 
capacity characteristics by gear type as described further on in point 4 (Measuring fishing 
capacity). This would provide the necessary basis for the next steps toward the elaboration of 
fishing capacity management measures. It would allow the analysis of the qualitative aspects of 
the fishing capacity deployed by IOTC CPCs (Contracting Parties and Cooperating non-
Contracting Parties) in terms of the impact of the various types of vessels and gears on tuna and 
tuna-like species and the marine environment, as well as provide a socio-economic profile of the 
fleets deployed by various CPCs, thereby demonstrating or clarifying the relative importance of 
various fleets or fleet segments for food security and livelihood of dependent fishing communities.  

Expansion of fishing fleets is planned by several CPCs without knowing precisely how much 
fishing capacity is currently deployed in the region. At the same time, the stock assessments of 
tuna and tuna-like species in the region are highly uncertain due to poor catch and fleet activity 
data and lack of information relating to the biology of each species. Such a perilous situation 
jeopardises the long-term sustainability and profitability of fisheries in the IOTC area and 
therefore the aspirations of developing coastal states to better benefit from the exploitation of tuna 
resources. 

Greenpeace calls on IOTC members to agree on a process and timeline to provide the 
Commission with the information required to fulfil a basic management requirement: to 
submit a reliable and accurate assessment of the size and composition of all the fleets 
fishing for tuna and tuna-like species in the IOTC area of competence, both coastal and 
distant water, including large, medium and small-scale vessels, along with information on whether 
the vessels are active or not, both on the high seas and in EEZs.  

 



 
Measuring fishing capacity is a fundamental exercise that would provide a clear and objective basis to develop 
fishing capacity management measures that are required by various international instruments such as: 

• UN Fish Stocks Agreementi: 

• Art 5 (h) on General Principles, also applicable to coastal states: "take measures to prevent or 
eliminate overfishing and excess fishing capacity and to ensure that levels of fishing effort do not 
exceed those commensurate with the sustainable use of fishery resources”; 

• Annex I - Standard requirements for the collection and sharing of data; 

o Article 4 on Vessel data and information, including in particular: 
 vessel type; 
 vessel specifications (e.g., material of construction, date built, registered length, 

gross registered tonnage, power of main engines, hold capacity and catch 
storage methods); and 

 fishing gear description (e.g., types, gear specifications and quantity). 
 

• FAO International Plan of Action for the Management of Fishing Capacityii: 

• Part II, paragraph 7 “States and regional fisheries organizations, to achieve world-wide preferably by 
2003, but not later than 2005, an efficient, equitable and transparent management of fishing 
capacity”; 

• “States and regional fisheries organizations nevertheless need to exercise caution to avoid growth in 
capacity undermining long-term sustainability objectives”; 

• Paragraph 8 iv “immediate actions for major transboundary, straddling, highly migratory and high 
seas fisheries requiring urgent measures.” 
 

• FAO Guidelines for Flag State Performanceiii, which were agreed recently and will be sent to the FAO 
Committee on Fisheries for its consideration and endorsement in June 2014. The Performance assessment criteria 
includes: 

• (9) The flag State supports cooperation among flag States on managing capacity and fishing effort, 
catch limits and output control  

• (23) The flag State effectively contributes to the functioning of the RFMO/A in which it participates 
(i.e. the flag State implements its duties as a contracting party or as a cooperating Non-party, 
including reporting requirements on fishing activities and through compliance by its vessels). 
 

Steps taken by the IOTC to date 
Faced with a rapid increase in the size of fishing fleets, both real and potential (as outlined in the fleet development 
plansiv), the IOTC adopted three Resolutions attempting to limit fishing capacity in terms of number of vesselsv 
without having accurate data on existing fishing capacity. Based on those resolutions, CPCs are allowed to add 
capacity to their reference tonnage upon the simple submission of a fleet development plan. Eighteen CPCs have 
indicated they intended to add vessels of various types and sizes to their existing fishing fleets or to build new 
vesselsvi. 

Since there are no restrictions on such added capacity, and the concept of capacity is restricted solely to the 
number of vessels, these resolutions have not resulted in an efficient fishing capacity management system.  

Two further Resolutions provide for the establishment of vessel recordsvii: one for vessels authorised to operate in 
the IOTC Area, the second for vessels active in the IOTC area. The 2013 IOTC Summary Report on the Level of 
Complianceviii notes that “In some cases, CPCs do not fully appreciate the difference in the list of active vessels 
and the record of authorised vessels; some CPCs continue to submit their authorised vessels list as their active 
vessels list.” For the sake of clarity and transparency, the IOTC should compile all relevant information on vessels 
in one single publicly available record, while distinguishing between authorised and active vessels. Resolution 
12/07ix should also contribute to the assessment of existing fishing capacity. 

 

 

 

 

 



 
The Working Party on Fishing Capacity 
In 2008, the IOTC, noting that no estimates of overall fishing capacity were available, requested in paragraph 26 of 
the report of the Session, “the Scientific Committee to address this matter as soon as possible… …so that 
estimates of fishing capacity for the Indian Ocean are available at the next sessionx.” 

A Working Party on Fishing Capacity (WPFC) was established and terms of reference agreed in 2009 to address 
the issue of fishing capacity in the IOTC Convention Area, which would not only focus on estimation of fishing 
capacity but also provide information to enable the implementation of capacity management measures by the 
IOTC. 

In October 2009, the WPFC met in Mombasa (Kenya) to try and provide an evaluation of fishing capacity. The 
IOTC Secretariat presented the preliminary results of a study containing estimates of “Input fishing capacity of 
vessels fishing for tropical tunas, albacore and swordfish in the IOTC Area of Competence. 

An estimated 9,000 vessels were identified, either 24 metres long and above or less than 24 metres fishing outside 
the EEZ of their flag state for tropical tunas, albacore or swordfish during 2006, 2007 and 2008.  

The meetingʼs main conclusion was that basic information such as detailed data on catches, vessels and effort 
were simply not available for many fleet segmentsxi. A lack of data was also noted on the basic characteristics of 
the fleets including vessel dimensions (length, tonnage, fish carrying capacity), gear used, ownership (national/non-
national), area of operation and target species for most fleets. There was inconsistent use of the units of vessel 
tonnage (GT/GRT). Finally, the study did not include vessels less than 24 metres operating exclusively inside the 
EEZs but targeting species under the Commissionʼs mandate. 

The WPFC met again in October 2010 (Victoria, Seychelles), but no report of that meeting is available. 
The final version of the study on fishing capacityxii was presented to the 14th session of the IOTC and came to 
many of the same conclusions as those arrived at in this paper. In particular, it pointed out: 
•       the generally poor quality of data available on fishing vessels in the area,  
•       the need to include data on all vessels fishing in the Indian Ocean, including in the EEZs,  
•       the importance of distinguishing between authorised and active vessels, and  
•       the urgent need to IOTC CPCs to collect and verify data on fleet size. 

 

The most recent IOTC Resolution on limiting fishing capacityxiii adopted in 2012 requires that CPCs notify the IOTC 
Secretariat by 31 December 2009 (!) the lists of vessels and the corresponding capacity in GT that have actively 
fished for tropical tunas in 2006 and for swordfish and albacore in 2007. 

In terms of fishing capacity assessment, the fact that vessels less than 24 metres fishing exclusively inside the EEZ 
of their flag State are not included in the scope of this resolution prevents an accurate assessment of fishing 
capacity. 

Also of concern is the fact that Resolution 12/11 allows CPCs to change the reference number of vessels provided 
that: 

1. that they can either demonstrate to the Commission, under the advice of the Scientific Committee that the 
change in the number of vessels, by gear type, does not lead to an increase of fishing effort on the fish stocks 
involved  

2. or where they are directly limiting catches using individual transferable quotas under a comprehensive national 
management plan which has been provided to the Commission”. 

It should be noted that individual transferable quotas are essentially an allocation mechanism, and while they may 
result in some fishing capacity reduction in quantitative terms, they are not a fishing capacity management tool.  

 

Measuring Fishing Capacity  
Overcapacity cannot be assessed without knowing as precisely as possible how much and what type of fishing 
capacity is actually active in a given fishery or group of fisheries.  

Measurement of capacity requires extensive and accurate data on size, equipment and operational characteristics 
of vessels, including engine power, overall hold and freezing capacity, gear specificities, fish-finding or aggregating 
technology (e.g. sonar, Fish Aggregating Devices (FADs), etc.). 

A fundamental problem is the increase in fishing capacity through efficiency improvements and the development 
and use of technology. For example increasing numbers of FADs, which act as a capacity multiplier, may have kept 
fishing effort high even where the number of purse seiners has decreased. The expansion of FAD use is also a 
clear example of how measuring capacity requires much more than looking at the number of vessels. 



 
Gross tonnage and engine power are often used as a rough indicator of fishing capacity. This is an overly simplistic 
and insufficient measure of capacity, which results in inadequate management. 

In November 1999, the FAO organised a Technical Consultation on the Measurement of Fishing Capacityxiv. 
Appendix I of the report of that meeting describes major capacity characteristics by gear type (see also: Measuring 
and assessing capacity in fisheries)xv 

• All gears: Number of vessels, licences, participants, or gear units (whichever is relevant); length of trip; 
actual number of trips per year or season; potential number of trips per year or season; total catch 
including discards; level of mechanization; 

• Handline: All of the above, plus number of lines employed; 
• Set nets: All of the above, plus total length of net, average set time; 
• Traps: All of the above, plus number of traps, average soak time; 
• Purse seine: All of the above, plus time searching, use of fish aggregating or fish-finding aids such as 

FADs, aeroplanes and sonar, average sets per trip, vessel GRT or GT or other volumetric measure, 
such as engine power kW or fish hold capacity: 

• Longline: All of the above, plus average hooks per set, average sets per trip, average soak time, use of 
fish-finding aids, vessel GRT or GT or other volumetric measure, fish hold capacity: 

• Gill net: All of the above, plus type of net, total length and depth of net, mesh size, average set time, 
average sets per trip, use of fish-finding aids, vessel GRT or GT or other volumetric measure, fish hold 
capacity. 

 
On 12 December 2011, the European Court of Auditorsxvipublished a special report which essentially agreed with 
the FAO when they noted that “in order to match fleet capacity with fishing opportunities, the real ability of the fleets 
to catch fish is more important than formal measures of capacity. ʻGT and kWʼ are not reliable indicators of the 
ability of vessels to catch fish, especially considering the advances in fishing technology” and that “despite 
reductions in capacity in terms of GT and kW, real fishing capacity is increasing.”  
 
At a minimum, the IOTC should require CPCs to measure their fleets according to the following characteristics: 

 
• length overall 
• breadth 
• gross tonnage (GT or GRT but ensure consistency) 
• engine power  
• gear type  
• gear dimensions (including number of units deployed) 
• other measurable characteristic that affects a vessel's ability to catch fish as described above 

Small-scale and artisanal fleetsʼ data collection and reporting  
Indian Ocean tuna fisheries are quite particular in that almost half of the catches are estimated to be made by 
small- and medium-scale fleetsxvii. The lack of reliable data from small-scale and artisanal tuna fisheries is 
continuously noted as a problem, in particular concerning certain coastal States with large and/or rapidly expanding 
fleets. It is therefore essential for any future management and allocation of resources in the region that these fleetsʼ 
capacity be accurately accounted for as well as that of larger-scale fleets. 

The Performance Reviewxviii identified a poor level of compliance by many IOTC Members with their obligations 
regarding statistical requirements on artisanal fisheries and recommended that “innovative or alternative means 
of data collection (e.g. port sampling) should be explored”. The Performance Review Updatexix notes that the 
Secretariat has been implementing sampling programmes since 1999. The IOTC–OFCF Programmexx has 
supported sampling programmes and other means of data collection since 2002.  

The Performance Review also suggested that “Support for capacity building be provided to developing States – the 
Commission should enhance funding mechanisms to build developing country CPCsʼ capacity for data collection, 
processing and reporting infrastructures, in accordance with the Commission requirements.”   

Paragraph 9 of Resolution 12/03xxi provides that data for vessels less than 24 metres of developing CPCs operating 
inside the EEZ shall be implemented progressively by 1 July 2014. 

IOTC Resolution 12/13xxii reiterates previous resolutions and states that “the tuna artisanal fisheries sector needs 
strengthening in terms of catch statistics reporting in order to more closely follow the catch situations” and that 
“IOTC CPCs agree to implement as soon as possible a pilot projectxxiii within the framework of the port sampling 
programme under Resolution 11/04, with a view to enhancing the gathering of catch data related to the activities of 
the artisanal fishery sector and to establishing a catch reporting system.”  



 
The IOTC has dedicated financial resourcesxxiv to a range of projects related to capacity building in data collection 
and reporting and one workshop was organised in 2011. However, continued support and further improvements are 
needed. 

The management of small-scale and artisanal fisheries requires an approach and tools that are adapted to their 
specificities. Such management systems must be developed in a participatory manner with stakeholders. 

Conducting a census of small-scale and artisanal fleets may be complex but it is not impossible. An excellent 
example is provided by Senegal where a programme of registration of canoes (pirogues) has been 
implemented.xxv Senegal is known for its large artisanal fleet providing 75% to 90% of the national landings 
depending on the fishery. 

Senegal has initiated a programme to register fishing canoes. The objectives are: 
 

• the sustainable management of artisanal fishing and the control of artisanal fishing; capacity in relation 
to available resources (no new canoe will be registered to freeze capacity); 

• the sustainable exploitation and recovery of marine resources and their habitats; 
• the traceability of fisheries products;  
• the registration number is required for first landing certificates and fishing permits. 
•  

An exhaustive census and registration programme is being conducted and has so far led to: 
 

• 19,098 canoes registered in the databasexxvi;  
• 16,827 canoes physically and electronically marked. 

 
The artisanal fishing sector stakeholders play an active role in the implementation of the programme, allowing the 
identification as well as localisation and control of their activities at sea.  
 
This successful Senegalese programme, involving such a large and active fleet, demonstrates that it can 
realistically be achieved. 
 
Addressing sustainability of small-scale fisheries is of utmost importance. The FAO International Guidelines for 
Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheriesxxvii is to be further negotiated at the next Technical Consultation on 20-
24 May at the FAO headquarters in Rome, Italyxxviii to be presented at the next FAO COFI meeting in June 2014. 
 
The negotiations involve the participation of small-scale fishing communities and civil society from around the 
world, who support the recommendations included in the current text, including some measures particularly 
relevant to the issues raised in this document: 
 

• rights imply responsibilities;   
• ensure long-term conservation and sustainable use of resources;  
• destructive and illegal fishing methods or other practices that are harmful to the environment or 

unsustainable should be replaced by responsible practices; 
• ensure that monitoring, control and surveillance (MCS) systems suitable for small-scale fisheries are in 

place; 
• funds are available for small-scale fisheries research, and collaborative and participatory data collection, 

analyses and research. 
 
 

Conclusions and recommendations  

 
Measuring capacity as described above for all fleets catching tuna and tuna-like species deployed in the Indian 
Ocean would provide a reliable basis to effectively manage fishing capacity. 

It would also provide the necessary data to further:  

• Analyse various fleets, fleet segments or fishing vessels and methods and identify those which are the 
least environmentally harmful and contribute the most to food security and livelihood of dependent fishing 
communities based on a set of transparent, measurable and verifiable criteria for environmentally and 
socially sustainable practices, providing priority access for fishing operators based on: 

 



 
• environmental impacts: level of by-catch, damage to the marine environment including impact on 

species composition and the marine food web; 
• vessel history of compliance; 
• amount and quality of data provided; 
• energy consumption per unit of fish caught; 
• quality of the fish produced and delivered to market; 
• socio-economic benefits provided, especially to coastal communities. 

 

• Allocate preferential access to fish resources to those who best fulfil the above criteria.  

 

The IOTC should agree and allocate resources to the following: 

 

1. A process with guidelines and timetable to measure fishing capacity: 

• based on comprehensive sets of data on fleet size, composition and technical characteristics; 
• including coastal and distant water fleets, large, medium and small-scale vessels; 
• specifying whether the vessels are active or not, both on the high seas and in EEZs; 
• addressing in particular the specific needs of small-scale and artisanal fleets. 

 

2. Improve and expand its record of vessels involved in fishing and related activities for tuna and tuna-like 
species in the IOTC area of competence, which should be maintained in real time, be publicly available on 
the IOTC website and specify if the vessels are: 

• authorised by their flag state (authorisations should be valid for maximum one year and be 
renewed as appropriate. A vessel whose authorisation has expired shall be deemed to be 
operating illegally); 

• active in the IOTC area of competence; 
• licensed to fish in the EEZ of an IOTC coastal state and the period of validity and conditions of the 

licence; 
• on the provisional or the final IUU vessels list. 

 

3. Include collection of data for fishing capacity assessment (technical characteristics of the vessel and gear) 
in IOTC and national scientific observer programmes. 
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