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How Pacific Island Nations 
are transforming the tuna 
fisheries around them by 
reclaiming their seas

Rescuing the 
Pacific and 
its Tuna
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Delivering 
the Pacific 
Commons 
Marine 
Reserves
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Pacific tuna fisheries are 
undergoing a period of 
transformation. Led by the 
Pacific Island Nations (PINs) 
and increasingly supported by 
progressive voices within the 
global tuna industry, change 
is underway to create fisheries 
that benefit the Pacific Island 
Nations and protect the tuna 
stocks on which they depend. 
The Pacific Island Nations 
are reclaiming their waters 
and reasserting their rights to 
manage their own resources 
by calling for the creation of 
the Pacific Commons Marine 
Reserves – areas protected 
for the benefit of all through 
collaborative action between 
regional governments and 
progressive voices within the 
tuna industry.

image Skipjack tuna caught 
by pole-and-line off Flores, 

Indonesia. Tuna products are 
the second biggest Indonesian 

fishery product exports, 
contributing 13% of total 

export value. Japan, the US 
and EU countries have been 

the main market for fresh and 
frozen tuna from Indonesia. 
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The Pacific Ocean is the largest on our 
planet, extending from the Arctic in the 
North to the Antarctic Southern Ocean 
in the South. It covers nearly 46% of the 
Earth’s water surface, making it larger than 
all of the Earth’s land surface combined.  
It is an ocean rich in marine life, upon which 
millions depend for food and jobs.

But the richness of the Pacific Ocean is 
under threat. Years of overfishing with little 
or no management have badly damaged 
some of the Pacific Ocean’s most abundant 
fish stocks, none more so than tuna. More 
than 70% of the world’s tuna is sourced 
from the Pacific, much of it by highly 
destructive fishing fleets that come from 
countries far beyond the Pacific Islands  
and its people, who have depended on 
healthy tuna and fish stocks in their own 
waters for years. 

Led by the Pacific Island Nations who are 
pioneering new approaches to managing 
their resources, the politics and business 
of tuna fishing are being changed to help 
deliver the Pacific Commons Marine 
Reserves.

You can be a part of  
that change.

image Fish in East Pacific 
Ocean swimming near a 
fish aggregation device, 
or FAD. Greenpeace is 
calling for a total ban on 
the use of FADs, and the 
establishment of a global 
network of marine reserves.
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‘Our governments 
must work together 

to protect our 
resources. As 

individuals, it is  
very impossible.’ 

Kolej Kios, Local Fisherman,  
Marshall Islands
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Why create 
the Pacific 
Commons 
Marine 
Reserves?
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Creating fair, sustainable  
and well-controlled fisheries
It is estimated that foreign vessels take 80% 
of the Pacific tuna catch, removing large 
parts of this key food source and one of 
the region’s principal economic resources 
from the region for sale in wealthier, distant 
nations. Japan, China, Taiwan, Korea, 
the US and the EU - who have already 
depleted fish stocks in their own waters - 
are all now fishing for tuna in the waters of 
Pacific Island Nations and the surrounding 
international waters. On average, the PINs 
only receive about 6% of the value of fish 
caught in their waters. This has seriously 
impacted the economies of these countries 
by damaging their smaller scale fishing 
operations and undermining the region’s 
food security.
  
The inequity of this situation has been  
a key driver in encouraging the PINs to 
begin the process of closing areas of water 
beyond their own jurisdictions to  
tuna fishing. 

These pockets, and the growing protection 
that they are being given, form the Pacific 
Commons Marine Reserves. 
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Pacific Island Nations 
are reclaiming their 
fish and their waters 
from distant-water 
fishing powers. For 
too long, foreign 
fleets have plundered 
the Pacific Island 
waters of tuna - a key 
source of jobs and 
protein for the island 
communities.’ 
Dr Transform Aqorau

image Skipjack 
tuna and bycatch 
caught in a net of 
a purse seiner.
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Tackling illegal fishing
Often, the foreign fleets operating in the 
Western and Central Pacific take tuna 
without either reporting their catches or 
following national, regional or international 
laws. A lack of adequate monitoring and 
surveillance in the region means that fishing 
fleets avoid enforcement measures, offload 
catches and refuel at sea. Inside the areas 
of the Pacific Commons, pirate fishers 
routinely disguise illegal catches taken  
from national waters as high seas catches 
and conduct illicit transshipments between 
vessels without reporting to the proper 
authorities. 

Protecting the Pacific Commons marine 
reserves by closing these areas to fishing 
and enforcing proper controls and limits 
on the fishing taking place in the national 
waters around them will result in a massive 
reduction in illegal and pirate fishing, helping 
to ensure that fishing in the Pacific is run 
within sustainable limits.
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image Fishermen from a 
Japanese purse seiner scoop 

up tuna attached to a fish 
aggregating device (FAD). FADs 
are banned in the Pacific Ocean 

for three months. 
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‘The Pacific 
Commons are an 
innovative mechanism 
for sustainable 
development of the 
Pacific Islands and 
… tinned tuna buyers 
should do all they can 
to support it.’
Liam Campling, School of Business  
and Management, Queen Mary,  
University of London.

image A juvenile silky shark 
(Carcharhinus falciformis) 
is followed by a school of 
rainbow runners (Elagatis 
bipinnulata) and a pilot fish 
around a fish aggregating 
device (FAD). Greenpeace 
has confiscated several FADs, 
which are currently banned in 
pockets of the Pacific Ocean. 
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Protecting ocean life
The Pacific Commons are rich in marine 
biodiversity. The pockets are home to 
marine life great and small, from sharks to 
tiny plankton, the base of the ocean food 
chain. Sharks, endangered turtles and 
vulnerable fish populations migrate through 
these waters and fragile coral environments 
are common. Key tuna species – yellowfin, 
bigeye, albacore and skipjack – are all 
found here as well. If fishing and other 
extractive practices are continued, these 
crucial marine ecosystems could be 
destroyed and important tuna populations 
wiped out. Protecting these waters will 
help to safeguard a healthy and productive 
Pacific Ocean, better able to feed those 
who rely on it for their survival.
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Mapping 
the Pacific
Commons
What are the Pacific Commons?
Beyond the 200 mile Exclusive 
Economic Zones (EEZs) of the 
Pacific Island Nations lie the high 
seas. The geographical distribution 
of the Pacific Islands means that in 
several places the high seas sites 
beyond the EEZs form ‘pockets’ – 
these pockets collectively form the 
Pacific Commons marine reserves.

There are four key pockets –  
1 the West Oceania Marine Reserve 
(WOMAR); 2 the Greater Oceania 
Marine Reserve (GOMAR);  
3 the Moana Marine Reserve 
(MOANA) and 4 the Western Pacific 
Marine Reserve (WPMR). 

WOMAR    
The West Oceania Marine Reserve (WOMAR) is 
located between the EEZs of Papua New Guinea, 
Indonesia, Palau and the Federated States of 
Micronesia. The site has been heavily fished because 
of its high abundance of bigeye and yellowfin tuna, 
now both in decline in the Western and Central 
Pacific. The area is rich in marine biodiversity. It is a 
vital migratory route for leatherback turtles that nest at  
Papua Barat, Indonesia and in the Solomon Islands. 
Papua Barat is thought to be the site of the largest 
remaining nesting population of leatherbacks in the 
Pacific Ocean. WOMAR is currently closed to tuna 
purse seine fishing vessels, but still vulnerable to other 
fishing methods.
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MOANA    
The Moana Marine 
Reserve is located 
between the EEZs of the 
Cook Islands, French 
Polynesia and Kiribati. 
Longline fishing vessels 
are active in the area 
although fishing intensity 
has been historically 
lower in this region 
relative to other areas  
of the West and  
Central Pacific. 

WPMR 
The Western Pacific Marine 
Reserve (WPMR) is located 
between the islands of Fiji, 
Vanuatu and the Solomon 
Islands. The site contains 
the Horizon Bank seamount. 
Seamounts are typically 
associated with abundant 
ocean life because of 
the enhanced primary 
production and increased 
forage availability typical  
of such features. 

GOMAR 
The largest of the Pacific Commons 
marine reserves, the Greater 
Oceania Marine Reserve (GOMAR), 
is located between the EEZs of the 
Federated States of Micronesia, 
Marshall Islands, Nauru, Kiribati, 
Tuvalu, Fiji, the Solomon Islands and 
Papua New Guinea. It shares many 
of the same biological and ecological 
characteristics as WOMAR. It too 
is currently closed to tuna purse 
seiners but, like WOMAR, remains 
open to tuna longlining.

The closure of the Pacific Commons to 
fishing is an innovative move led by the 
surrounding Island Nations. Support for the 
concept is growing rapidly in the region and 
is now increasingly backed by progressive 
businesses within the international tuna 
industry. 

Closing the Pacific Commons to all fishing 
will play a vital role in the region’s effort to 
protect the fish stocks on which the Pacific 
islands depend – long-term economic 
security will be delivered through effective 
conservation measures that ensure 
continuity of supply.

As the pockets are closed, care must 
also be taken not to displace fishing back 
into national waters where there is the 
risk of even greater harm. These closures 
must be accompanied by comprehensive 
conservation measures that ensure fishing 
in the region’s national waters is firmly in the 
hands of the Pacific Island Nations and is 
controlled within sustainable limits. 

By protecting the Pacific Commons, Pacific 
Island Nations are not only contributing 
to the recovery of the Pacific Ocean 
environment, they are simultaneously  
rescuing declining  tuna species such as 
bigeye and yellowfin and restricting the 
operations of Illegal, Unregulated and 
Unreported (IUU) fishing. This is a vital step 
to securing the future of the region’s tuna 
fisheries as well as the future of the tuna 
industry itself. 
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Making 
the Pacific 
Commons 
a reality
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‘The tide is 
certainly turning 
and the currents 
are being 
influenced by the 
Pacific Islands 
Countries. They 
will no longer be 
bystanders to 
their fisheries.’
Dr. Transform Aqorau,  
Pacific Islands Fisheries Forum
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Changing politics
Action to close the Pacific Commons to 
all fishing is already moving ahead. As 
a means of restoring the declining tuna 
stocks, protecting marine biodiversity and 
clamping down on IUU fishing, the Parties 
to the Nauru Agreement (PNA) – the 
Federated States of Micronesia, Kiribati, 
the Marshall Islands, Nauru, Palau, Papua 
New Guinea, the Solomon Islands and 
Tuvalu – have already taken measures to 
stop all tuna fishing in two of the high seas 
pockets (GOMAR and WOMAR) totaling 
1.2 million sq km as of January 2010. 
These agreements were later endorsed by 
the Western and Central Pacific Fisheries 
Commission.

Despite resistance from the East Asian 
fishing nations, the PNA announced in April 
2010 that they plan to take further action 
by unilaterally closing MOANA, the WPMR 
and additional areas of the open high seas 
to tuna purse seining as of January 2011. 
This means that the total area now closed 
to purse seine fishing in the Pacific is over 
4.4 million sq km – one of the largest ocean 
protection measures yet taken. There is 
also an intention from the Pacific Island 
Nations to extend these closures to include 
long-line tuna fishing making the areas 
practically a no-take zone. 

image The Spanish fishing 
vessl Albatun Tres is the 
world’s largest tuna purse 
seiner. The large amount 
of juvenile bigeye and 
yellowfin tuna caught in 
purse seine FAD fisheries 
is now threatening the 
survival of the species. 
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Changing business
Responding to the changes being 
advocated by Pacific Island governments 
and fishermen, and to expanding global 
consumer demand for sustainable tuna 
products, many major players in the 
international tuna industry are changing the 
way they do business.

In the UK, Tesco (the world’s third largest 
retailer), ASDA (Walmart) and Sainsbury’s 
have been joined by every other major 
UK supermarket chain in committing to 
source only pole-and-line caught, or Fish 
Aggregation Device (FAD)-free purse seine 
caught tuna, and not taking fish from within 
the Pacific Commons reserves.

The two major UK tinned tuna brands, 
Princes and John West, both members 
of the International Seafood Sustainability 
Foundation, have also agreed to new 
policies committing them to not sourcing 
any tuna from the Pacific Commons marine 
reserves and to phasing out the use of 
destructive FADs in purse seine fisheries.
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image The waters between 
Indonesia and Australia in 
the east Indian Ocean are 
known to be an important 

spawning  grounds for 
yellowfin, bigeye and bluefin 

tuna. Fishing practices like 
pole-and-line contribute to 
the long-term sustainability 
and evolution of the stock.
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‘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  

(leading UK supermarket who are committed to 100% pole-and-line  
caught tuna and not sourcing from the Pacific Commons). 
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Your role in 
supporting  
the Pacific  
Commons
Joining the progressive political 
and business consensus for 
sustainable fishing
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Progressive Business
The political momentum made by Pacific 
Island governments is supported and 
strengthened by progressive, forward-
thinking business managers who can see 
the value in making changes to their supply 
chains today to help protect tuna stocks for 
the future.  

You can help by:

■  Making a clear, public commitment that 
your company will not source tuna (or 
other fish) from the Pacific Commons 
marine reserves.

■  Developing a procurement policy that 
ensures you source only from well 
managed and controlled pole-and-line or 
FAD-free tuna fisheries and adapting your 
supply chain accordingly.

■  Meeting the demands of consumers 
around the globe for sustainable tuna 
products that are fairly priced and  
clearly-labelled with details about the 
capture methods, fishing grounds and 
species. 

Don’t be left behind in a global market 
already moving toward sustainable 
products.

image Fish 
market in 
Honiara.
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Progressive politics
Significant steps have already been taken 
by the Pacific Islands to create the Pacific 
Commons marine reserves but there is still 
a long way to go. You can help by:

■  Supporting comprehensive conservation 
and management measures in the 
surrounding waters such as a ban on the 
use of fish aggregation devices in purse 
seine fisheries and 50% effort reductions 
in the overall tuna fishing effort. 

■  Supporting the fast tracking of fishing 
capacity reduction and re-allocating 
the remaining fishing opportunities in a 
way that is environmentally and socially 
responsible.

■  Advocating the implementation of an 
ecosystem-based approach to the 
management of tuna resources within 
well-defined precautionary limits.
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image Divers from 
Greenpeace together 

with Taiwanese 
environmentalists form a 
mock-up school of tuna 

bearing the message 
“The Last Tuna?” at a 

Greenpeace-organised 
activity in Pingtung 

County, Taiwan. 
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‘As part of our commitment to 
seafood sustainability, Princes 
supports the principle of using 

marine reserves to protect 
fish stocks and achieve clear 

conservation objectives. We are 
keen to see a positive measurable 
impact from the creation of Pacific 

Commons marine reserves on 
tuna populations and a beneficial 

contribution to local island people’ 
Princes, major UK tinned tuna brand and ISSF member
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image A yellowfin 
tuna lies on 
the ground in 
Honiara's market. 
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‘Domestic-
based artisanal 

and commercial 
pole-and-line 

caught tuna from 
the Pacific can 

help alleviate 
overfishing, provide 

employment and 
ensure the future 

of the region’s 
food security 

and economic 
prosperity.’ 

Dr Transform Aqorau
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Greenpeace is an independent global 
campaigning organisation that acts 
to change attitudes and behaviour, to 
protect and conserve the environment 
and to promote peace.

Greenpeace International 
Ottho Heldringstraat 5 
1066 AZ Amsterdam
The Netherlands
Tel: +31 20 7182000

For more information, contact: 
enquiries@greenpeace.org

greenpeace.org


