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1. Introduction

New Zealand supermarkets also have a key role to play, but currently 
they are trailing in the wake of their overseas counterparts making 
it extremely difficult for New Zealanders to know if we are buying 
sustainable seafood or not. We’re told by those running our fisheries 
that all New Zealand seafood is sustainable – but the truth is that 
buying New Zealand seafood could still mean we’re eating seafood 
from overfished stocks, caught with destructive fishing methods or from 
fisheries that kill threatened species and other marine life in the process.

Like many New Zealanders, I have a deep love of the sea. I want 
to know that my grandchildren will be able to catch a fish off the 
wharf as my family has been able to do for generations. I also want 
to know that the ocean bounty with which we are blessed is being 
carefully stewarded so that it will feed and provide jobs for many 
generations of New Zealanders to come. 

This report, commissioned by Greenpeace, exposes a disturbing 
picture of New Zealand’s commercial fisheries and seafood sector. 
It is a wake-up call to all of us; the hard truth is if we continue on in 
the way we’re going, there will be no fish left for future generations. 
We must change the way in which we treat the oceans, for the sake 
of everyone – the fishing industry, our fishing communities and  
our children.

Greenpeace’s vision is for our oceans to be restored to health* and 
our marine resources to be harvested fairly and sustainably. We 
believe this vision is shared by most New Zealanders and that it will 
become a reality if we are willing to act. The time for excess and greed 
is over. We still have a chance to save and protect what we have, but 
it is disappearing fast. Please join us and other New Zealanders in 
making a stand for the future of our oceans and fisheries.

 
Bunny McDiarmid 
Executive Director 
Greenpeace New Zealand

The world is changing rapidly. There is some good news but, 
unfortunately too often, it seems, we are hit with dire new 
predictions of looming environmental and economic catastrophe.

The story is no different in our oceans. For years, humans have taken 
more than the oceans have to give, and we are fast reaching a crisis 
point both for our oceans and for those whose survival depends on 
the food our oceans provide.   In March this year the United Nations 
warned that communities relying on fishing will be in serious trouble if 
over-fishing continues. Further compounding the issues is the affect 
that climate change is having on our oceans and all that lives in them.

Here in New Zealand, we have to look no further than the beach 
to see how we have seriously depleted and even wiped out some 
wonderful resources. Our cherished toheroa, for example, were 
driven to commercial extinction in the 1960’s for toheroa soup. We 
would like to think that we’ve learnt since those days, and that our 
20-year-old quota management system is working to protect what 
we like to think are world-class  fisheries that mean so much to so 
many New Zealanders. But sadly, that is not the case. Many of our 
most precious fisheries, like snapper and kahawai, are continuing to 
decline.  Out in the deep sea, orange roughy are at serious risk, with 
three of the eight commercial orange roughy fisheries now closed 
after stocks plummeted. We are already seeing redundancies in the 
fish-processing industry. There will be more if we don’t take action 
now. And it is not just the fishing industry itself that is at threat; all 
New Zealand businesses benefit from our reputation as a clean and 
green nation, and all will suffer if that reputation is tarnished.

Our fisheries belong to all of us, and with our political and industry 
leaders failing to protect them; it is up to us to take action. In Europe 
and North America, consumer power is driving supermarkets to 
stop stocking unsustainable seafood. Already, some New Zealand 
species, like orange roughy, have been removed from sale in a 
number of supermarkets as a result of new sustainability policies 
that our orange roughy fisheries simply don’t meet. 

© Roger Grace

* See page 15 for definition of the term ‘health’.
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2. Executive Summary

The global situation 

Fish provide more than 2.9 billion people with at least 15 per cent 
of their average per capita animal protein intake. In many parts of 
the developing world, fish is the most important source of animal 
protein. In 2006, capture fisheries (those caught from the wild) and 
aquaculture supplied the world with about 110 million tonnes of 
food. Global capture fisheries production reached 92 million tonnes, 
with an estimated value of US$91.2 billion. 

An array of high-tech equipment is now found on-board industrial 
fishing vessels, making it easier to find the fish. Nets can cover 
an area equal to multiple city blocks, and lines can be over 100 
kilometres in length. These advances in technology, along with 
massive subsidies, have led to a global over-capacity that is placing 
great stress on marine resources and the people who depend on 
them. In addition, illegal, unregulated and unreported (IUU) pirate 
fishing is pillaging our oceans, threatening marine biodiversity, 
fisheries and coastal communities.

Fish species high in the food chain have been traditionally targeted 
in fisheries – but their very life cycle makes many species vulnerable 
to over-fishing and slow to recover. As those fisheries decline, 
species from lower levels in the food chain are increasingly targeted 
- a phenomenon referred to as “fishing down the food chain”. A 
continuation of this trend will lead not only to widespread fisheries 
collapses but also to profound ecosystem degradation.

The use of destructive fishing techniques, such as bottom trawling 
and dredging, plays a major role in the destruction of seabed and 
other habitats. These techniques and others, such as long-lining, 
lead to the “accidental” killing of more than 20 million tonnes 
of marine life each year, including endangered species such as 
albatrosses, sharks, fur seals and turtles, as well as non-target fish. 

All the oceans of the world, no matter how remote, are now 
affected by human activities. Ecosystem degradation, associated 
with fishing activities, is the most widespread and dominant impact. 
Eighty per cent of the world’s fisheries are in trouble. These fisheries 
stocks are fully exploited, over-exploited, depleted or recovering 
from depletion (FAO). We simply cannot continue to harvest fish 
from wild populations at the present rate. 

© Greenpeace / Paul Hilton



Greenpeace New Zealand l While Stocks Last l May 2009 l  5

The New Zealand situation

New Zealand’s waters (Exclusive Economic Zone and Territorial 
Sea) span 4.4 million square kilometres. The EEZ is around 15 
times the size of New Zealand’s land mass, and is among the 
largest in the world.

About 130 species are commercially fished in New Zealand waters, 
separated into 96 species groupings managed under a quota 
management system (QMS) introduced in 1986. Approximately 
60 species groupings have QMS allowances for customary Maori 
fishers, with a similar number for recreational fishers.

The most recent allowable commercial take (TACC) is 573,000 
tonnes for the year, with an actual catch of 441,000 tonnes. The 
value of quota holdings of our fisheries is estimated at $3.8 billion. 
Maori presently have control or influence over more than 30 per cent 
of our commercial fisheries. Export earnings from seafood (including 
aquaculture) were more than NZ$1.25 billion in 2007, and the sector 
was New Zealand’s fifth largest export earner in 2008.

Fishing is one of New Zealand’s most popular recreational activities. 
It is estimated that at least 20 to 30 per cent of all New Zealanders 
fish in the sea for personal consumption, with an estimated annual 
take of 25,000 tonnes.

Catching and eating fish, crayfish and shellfish is part of the New 
Zealand culture, and Greenpeace wants to see this continue. It is 
important that recreational fishers stick to the rules and limits. It is also 
vital to curb the industrial catches that are putting pressure on some of 
the key recreational species, such as snapper and kingfish. 

We often hear that the New Zealand QMS fisheries management 
system is one of the best in the world, but this simply reflects how 
bad fishing management is elsewhere.  A management system 
is only as good as the quality of its decisions and how well they 
are followed. Year after year the industry has taken the Minister of 
Fisheries to court in attempts to overturn precautionary management 
decisions – often resulting in catch reductions being overturned. 

Industrial interests are dictating the future of our oceans, but it will be 
all New Zealanders that pay the price in the longer term. The real cost 
of unsustainable fishing is environmental damage, lost jobs and a risk 
to our international reputation. In fact, the QMS “success story” is not 
backed up by the state of many fish stocks nor the environmental 
damage caused by commercial fishing. For instance, 26 of our 
fisheries are over-fished or have experienced a substantial decline in 
stocks, 51 cause habitat damage, and almost all catch non-target 
fish species. In 42 fisheries significant numbers of seabirds are killed, 
and in 45 a significant number of marine mammals are killed (Weeber 
2007a). Very few commercial fisheries have a management plan 
which reviews fish stocks and plans ahead for their management. 

“	Unchecked	the	fishing	industry	
will  leave little in the seas but 
harvests of ‘bait and worse,’ 
- the bottom levels of the marine 
food web like sea cucumbers, 
jellyfish	and,	eventually,	plankton	
- for future generations to eat... 
[But] you don’t need to worry 
about these problems, as long as 
your children like plankton stew”

 Dr. Daniel Pauly, University of British Columbia,  
 Vancouver, Canada, January 2003.

Kiwi	fishing	enthusiast	Matt	
Watson has made a name 
for himself with his ‘extreme 
fishing’	show	that	promotes	
sustainable recreational 
fishing	and	catch	and	release. 
© NZ Fishing News
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Solutions

There is still time in which to address the crisis facing our oceans, 
and we all have a part to play. The oceans have the potential 
to rebound, but only if we take action now and demand truly 
sustainable fisheries and seafood. 

New Zealanders have a deep affinity with the sea. Many of our 
ancestors, including Maori and European, arrived by sea, and they 
and their descendents were sustained by its bounty. We all want 
to ensure that the sea will provide for us in generations to come, 
but far too often we are left without answers when trying to buy 
sustainable seafood.

The Greenpeace Redlist includes 12 types of fish which consumers 
should stop buying, and retailers should stop selling unless they can 
prove that the fish stocks they come from are in a healthy state* and 
the fish on sale were not caught by destructive techniques.

The fish on the Redlist include species that are, by nature, 
particularly vulnerable to over-exploitation, come from over-fished 
and depleted stocks or are being fished at such high levels that 
the stock will soon be over-fished; or the fishing methods used to 
catch the species are highly destructive to other marine life and/or 
marine habitats.

A global “sustainable seafood movement” is starting to thrive 
overseas. Consumers, retailers and seafood processors are asking 
questions and demanding answers.  Supermarkets are uniquely 
placed in the supply chain between the producer and the consumer, 
forming equally important relationships with both. They have the 
power to impact not only the buying habits of their customers, but 
to help shape the industry as a whole. 

Supermarkets must develop sustainable seafood policies. 
Greenpeace has developed a model for these, and has offered 
help to New Zealand supermarkets to implement them. There 
are four clear steps supermarkets must take to fulfill their 
responsibilities to New Zealand: 

• Stop selling seafood from the Greenpeace Redlist  
which identifies the most unsustainable species.

• Adopt and implement a sustainable seafood policy  
to ensure all seafood sold is sustainable and legal.

• Inform suppliers of sustainability requirements, helping to 
transform the seafood industry through market demand.

• Label seafood products so that customers can make 
informed choices.

Unfortunately, New Zealand supermarkets have a long way to go. 
Neither of the major retailers - Foodstuffs nor Progressive - has a 
sustainable seafood policy in place. While supermarkets in Europe 
and North America are removing New Zealand-caught seafood 
from sale because of the environmental damage done to those 
fisheries, these species are still being sold to New Zealanders.

Customers should not have to figure out whether the seafood 
at their local supermarket is sustainable, or if it comes from an 
over-fished stock or from a fishery that destroys the habitat or kills 
marine mammals and seabirds – but that is exactly the situation 
we face at the moment.

New Zealanders can help support seafood sustainability by:

• Contacting local supermarkets and asking them to stop selling 
Redlist species, support sustainable options, label seafood 
products and improve their purchasing policies.

• Asking about the type of seafood offered and how and where it 
was caught.

• Checking labels - they can help with making informed choices.

• Refusing to buy Redlist seafood to help stocks recover.

• Joining Greenpeace to help protect the world’s oceans.

Most of New Zealand’s seafood is exported, so the actions of 
consumers in other parts of the world also have an impact on the 
future of our fisheries. Already, many retailers in Europe and North 
America have adopted sustainable seafood policies and have 
taken species like orange roughy off their shelves, sending a clear 
message to the New Zealand fishing industry to change its ways.

This move towards sustainable seafood in many of our key export 
markets provides New Zealand with a great opportunity – but only 
if we shift our thinking. Meeting the demands of these international 
retailers and consumers means developing truly sustainable 
fisheries, not just mounting a public relations exercise.

To restore the health and productivity of our oceans, we need to 
ensure our seafood industry is truly sustainable. But focusing on 
fish stocks and fishing methods is not enough. Greenpeace is also 
campaigning to get large areas of our oceans set aside as part of a 
global network of fully-protected marine reserves that cover 40 per 
cent of the world’s oceans, and for the remaining fishing areas to be 
managed using the precautionary principle and ecosystem approach.

* See page 15 for definition of the term ‘healthy state’ 
under the heading; What is truly sustainable seafood?
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3. The Global Situation

© Greenpeace / Marco Care

Climate

Our oceans and climate are integrally linked. Seventy per cent of 
the earth’s surface is covered in water, and this regulates climate 
at both a local and global level. Equally, increased greenhouse gas 
levels in the earth’s atmosphere and climate are profoundly affecting 
our oceans and marine life. Scientists estimate that under current 
climate change scenarios, sea levels could rise by up to two metres 
by the end of the century, leading to more coastal erosion and 
flooding. But the impacts go well beyond the coastline.

Increased levels of carbon dioxide are also altering the nature of 
seawater. When oceans absorb carbon dioxide, their pH level is 
reduced (known as acidification). Since 1900, there has been a 30 
per cent acidification of surface ocean waters. This acidification is of 
particular concern for marine organisms that have calcium carbonate 
structures, including corals, shellfish and types of plankton. Meanwhile 
warmer seawater temperatures are contributing to widespread ‘coral 
bleaching’, damaging the health of the world’s coral reefs.

Halting global climate change requires immediate change; for 
New Zealand this means a 40 per cent reduction in greenhouse 
gas emissions by 2020. Failure of global leaders to commit to the 
emission cuts required is predicted to lead to a tipping point at 
which many of the earth’s climate regulation systems fail, leading 

to uncontrolled climate change. The ocean is one such system; at 
present the oceans absorb around one third of carbon emissions, 
but as our emissions increase this is causing acidification, and we’re 
heading towards the oceans’ absorption limit. Already a ten year 
research programme has detected the carbon dioxide uptake in the 
Atlantic has halved since the mid 1990’s, and beyond a certain point 
it is thought that the oceans will no longer be able to absorb any 
more carbon dioxide. 

Even if we bring emissions under control immediately and avoid 
runaway climate change, the current level of greenhouse gases 
means that the planet will be subjected to damage already done. 
To enable marine life to cope with the increasing stress of changing 
temperature and acidification, it is vital that we bring fishing pressure 
back to within sustainable levels, move to a management model 
based on the ecosystem approach and precautionary principle, and 
establish a network of marine reserves to build resilience.

For more information on the impacts of climate change on our 
oceans, and the need for marine reserves to deal with these impacts, 
see the Greenpeace report Pushed to the Brink: the impact of 
climate change on the oceans (www.greenpeace.org.nz/reports/
pushed-to-the-brink).  For more information on what New Zealand 
must do to tackle climate change, see www.greenpeace.org.
nz/climate
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Fishing and seafood

In the past 50 years, the world has seen the rapid expansion and 
industrialisation of fishing fleets and an increase in the volume of fish 
landed. These trends continued until the 1980’s, when the global 
fisheries catch reached slightly over 80 million tonnes per year, then 
either stagnated or began to slowly decline.

In 2006, capture fisheries and aquaculture supplied the world 
with about 110 million tonnes of food. In that year, global capture 
fisheries reached 92 million tonnes, with an estimated first-sale 
value of US$91.2 billion (NZ$174.3 billion). China, Peru and the 
United States of America remained the top-producing countries 
(FAO 2009). Overall, marine catches of deep-water species are 
increasing, as stocks closer to shore decline.

The United Nations Food and Agricultural Organisation (FAO) 
estimates that 80 per cent of the fish stocks it monitors are fully 
exploited, over-exploited, depleted or recovering from depletion (FAO 
2009), similar to earlier figures published by the agency in its periodic 
State of World Fisheries and Aquaculture (SOFIA) reports. 

This analysis, while simple and widely used to reflect the state of 
fisheries globally, might actually give an overly optimistic estimate 
of the state of fisheries. The figures presented consider only the 
current state of stocks as a kind of “snapshot”. Those that have 
already been fished to a state of collapse but where fisheries activity 
has ceased or, indeed, later resumed may not be included. 

Analysis of the FAO world fisheries catch database over the past 50 
years reveals that 366 of 1519 fisheries have collapsed - nearly one 
fishery in four (Mullon et al. 2005).

There are also thousands of stocks being fished by small-scale 
fishers that are not assessed or included in FAO statistics. For 
example, many of the thousands of coral reef fish species being 
fished by small-scale fishers in countries, such as Indonesia and the 
Philippines, are severely over-fished, but not included in the FAO 
global analysis (UNEP 2005). 

The most significant and authoritative effort to globally assess 
ecosystems was carried out between 2001 and 2005 to assess 
the consequences of ecosystem change for human well-being. 
Approximately 1360 experts from 95 countries were involved in the 
Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (published by UNEP). 

All the oceans of the world, no matter how remote, are now 
affected by human activities. Ecosystem degradation associated 
with fishing activities is the most widespread and dominant impact, 
with pollution as an additional factor on coastal shelves, and habitat 
loss a factor in populated coastal areas. 

Over the past 50 years, fishing pressure has been so great that fish 
have been removed from the oceans at a much greater rate than 
that at which they can replenish themselves. In that time, 90 per 
cent of large predatory fish - species like tuna and cod - have been 
wiped out by over-fishing. (Myers and Worm 2003). 

We simply cannot continue to fish from wild populations at the 
present rate. Deep-ocean and coastal fish stocks have changed 
substantially in most parts of the world. Harvests have begun to 
decline and will continue to do so unless fishing pressure is reduced.

Fish and chips – the iconic takeaway meal 
– far tastier than plankton stew which may be 

all that is left on the menu. © Phil Crawford
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What seafood means to us

Millions of people around the world depend on fisheries and 
aquaculture, directly or indirectly, for their livelihoods. During the 
past three decades, the number of fishers and fish farmers has 
grown faster than the world’s population has, and employment in 
the fisheries sector has grown faster than employment in traditional 
agriculture. In 2004, an estimated 43.5 million people worked (part-
time or full-time) as fishers and fish farmers. The great majority of 
fishers and fish farmers are in developing countries, principally in 
Asia (FAO 2009).

Overall, fish provide more than 2.6 billion people with, on average, 
at least 15 per cent of their animal protein intake. In many parts of 
the developing world, particularly small island-nations, fish is the 
most important source (at least half) of animal protein (FAO 2009). 

In New Zealand, eating seafood is a way of life. Fishing is one of 
New Zealand’s most popular recreational activities. At least 20 to 
30 per cent of all New Zealanders fish in the sea for their personal 
consumption, with an estimated annual take of 25,000 tonnes 
(www.fish.govt.nz). 

Maori have important rights and interests as customary, recreational 
and commercial fishers.  Greenpeace believes that fishing is an 
important part of New Zealand culture and we want to preserve 
this.  Exports account for 90 per cent of New Zealand seafood 
industry revenue and ranked as New Zealand’s fifth largest export 
earner in 2008 (www.fish.govt.nz).

If you were to go through your 
family	photos,	it’s	likely	you’d	find	
one that captures that proud grin 
as the “catch of the day” is proudly 
held aloft. Greenpeace is trying to 
protect this tradition as recreational 
fishing	is	an	important	part	of	New	
Zealand culture and should be 
preserved. © Natalie Jessup
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How our oceans and fish stocks  
are being destroyed

Our oceans are under immense pressure. Destructive fishing 
practices and over-fishing are largely to blame for their declining 
health. Once perceived as an inexhaustible resource, our oceans 
have begun to show signs of stress the world over. Global 
commercial fishing has become a relentless pursuit of money at the 
expense not only of the target stocks, but also their habitats, other 
species and entire ecosystems, not to mention the livelihoods of 
many coastal communities.

An accidentally caught shark is 
discarded from a Korean longliner 

fishing	for	tuna	in	the	Pacific.	Sharks,	
turtles and seabirds often end up the 

unfortunate	bycatch	of	longline	fishing.	
© Greenpeace / Alex Hofford

Vulnerable species

Some species are particularly vulnerable to over-fishing because 
of their life cycle. Deep-sea fish, for example, take a long time to 
grow and mature, live a long time, and have fewer offspring.  Until 
a few decades ago, depth and distance from coasts protected 
much of the deep ocean from the effect of fishing. However, fleets 
now fish further offshore and in deeper water (UNEP 2005), placing 
these vulnerable species in danger of extinction. Orange roughy 
(Hoplostethus atlanticus) in the New Zealand fisheries is a prime 
example; it grows very slowly, lives for more than 100 years (it’s 
one of the longest-living fish species known), and in the past 30 
years has been severely over-fished, with populations in some areas 
fished down by as much as 97 per cent.

Fishing down the food chain

With fleets now targeting the more abundant fish lower in the food 
chain, global catches should theoretically be increasing. But the fact 
is they are stagnating or decreasing. The decline in catches is due 
largely to the loss of large, slow-growing predators at the top of the 
food chain (UNEP 2005). This means that overall catches are lower 
(because the fish are smaller) and are also almost certainly altering 
and disrupting marine ecosystems. If present trends continue, 
it is likely this will lead to further ecosystem degradation and 
widespread fisheries collapses (Pauly et al. 1998).  

Destructive fishing gear and methods

In many fisheries, the use of destructive fishing gear that does not 
catch just the intended fish, but also kills many non-target species, 
is also destroying the very ecosystems that the fish rely on to live.

Bottom trawling, for example, is one of the most destructive 
forms of fishing, causing devastating impacts to the seabed, its 
habitat, and the species that dwell there, including centuries-old 
corals. It’s like clear-felling a forest to hunt deer. A single fishing 
vessel can trawl about 10 square kilometres of seabed every day. 
(Weeber 2007b)

Longlining uses baited hooks to lure fish, but the hooks also attract 
and kill turtles, sharks and seabirds. More than three million sharks, 
a quarter of a million loggerhead turtles and 60,000 leatherback 
turtles are accidentally caught each year. Pelagic longlines are 
the most wide-spread fishing gear used in the open ocean, and 
with the global fleet setting more than a billion hooks a year, the 
magnitude of impact on marine life is overwhelming (Greenpeace 
Canada 2008).
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The indiscriminate nature of bottom trawling, dredging and other 
fishing methods leads to the capture of million of tonnes of marine 
life accidentally each year. Most is thrown back into the ocean, 
dead or dying. These discarded victims, known as bycatch, often 
include endangered species, the juveniles of diminishing fish stocks, 
and other commercially valuable varieties. 

Arrow squid (Nototodarus gouldi and N. sloanii) are caught mainly 
off the South Island and Sub-Antarctic islands, mostly by trawling. 
In addition to damaging the seabed, more than 2000 New Zealand 
sea lions (a globally threatened species) have been killed in this 
fishery since 1980.  Other bycatch includes New Zealand fur seals 
and seabirds, such as albatrosses, petrels, and shearwaters. 
Jigging, on the other hand, in which bright lights are used to attract 
squid to the jiggers, is a more environmentally friendly fishing 
method without the high level of bycatch, yet only a small amount 
of squid is currently caught in this way.

Pirate fishing 

In regulated fisheries, the catch and the type and quantity of 
bycatch, can be monitored. Using that information, action can be 
taken to prevent over-fishing, and changes can be made to the 
fishery if too much marine life is being destroyed. However, even as 
governments try to manage fisheries, pirate fishing fleets, spurred 
by consumer demand for high-value fish, such as bluefin tuna or 
Patagonian toothfish, ignore the rules and undermine fisheries 
management attempts. These pirates are stealing commercially 
valuable fish in violation of international and national agreements, 
often using the most harmful fishing methods. 

Illegal, unregulated and unreported (IUU) pirate fishing means fish 
are taken outside of legally set quotas, pillaging our oceans and 
threatening marine populations, fisheries and coastal communities. 
Pirate fishing accounts for 20 per cent of the total global catch and 
is worth up to US$9 billion a year (www.illegal-fishing.info).  

Released	under	the	official	information	act,	this	image	
shows common dolphins killed in trawl nets off the coast 
of New Zealand by a vessel contracted by New Zealand 
companies	to	supply	them	with	jack	mackeral	fish.
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High-tech fleets and overcapacity

Industrial fishing fleets are now equipped with an array of high-tech 
equipment, including:

• Fish finders and 3-D tools to “see” the fish, the net, the seabed, 
and the vessel.

• Radars, helicopters and aircraft to spot schools of fish or flocks 
of birds that congregate near schooling fish.

• Fish aggregating devices (FADs) equipped with echo sounders 
to monitor fish activity.

• Buoys equipped with satellite technology capable of monitoring 
the fish activity of not one but hundreds of FADs at the same 
time (Clover 2005).

These advances in technology, along with massive subsidies, have 
led to a global fishing capacity 2.5 times bigger than that required to 
sustainably harvest fish stocks (UNEP 2008). The end result is over-
fishing and inefficiency; too many boats chasing fewer and fewer fish.

Industrialised fishing fleets have also eliminated the natural 
“reserves” that existed in areas too distant, too deep or otherwise 
inaccessible to traditional fishing fleets. Those natural reserves 
once sustained our oceans. Now, with fleets fishing from the Arctic 
to the Antarctic and everything in between, and with an array of 
technology from sonar to satellite, the only reserves we have left are 
those we recreate by law - and currently they are too few and far 
between.

Aquaculture: Part of the solution  
or part of the problem?

In 2006, aquaculture production (excluding aquatic plants) was 
reported to be 51.7 million tonnes with a value of US$78.8 billion. 
China is reported to have accounted for around 70 per cent of 
the total world production, and just under half the global value 
of aquaculture production (FAO 2009). Although aquaculture is 
sometimes seen as a solution to declining wild fisheries, further 
expansion of aquaculture creates its own problems, including the 
feeding of farmed fish with fishmeal produced from wild stock. 
Therefore, instead of reducing pressure on fisheries, aquaculture,  
in many cases, places even greater pressure on our oceans.

Greenpeace activists protest next 
to the Albatun Tres, the worlds 
biggest	tuna	fishing	vessel,	as	it	

fishes	in	the	Pacific	Ocean	 
© Greenpeace / Paul Hilton
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Plundering the Pacific 

The	Pacific	Ocean	contains	some	of	the	world’s	last	remaining	
healthy	tuna	stocks	–	but	it	also	has	tuna	stocks	that	are	over-fished	
and	declining.	As	tuna	are	fished	out	of	the	world’s	oceans,	high-
tech,	high-capacity	tuna	vessels	are	flocking	to	the	Pacific	to	take	
advantage of the tuna which are still to be found there. 

But	that	is	leading	to	a	fishing	capacity	in	the	region	that	is	much	
greater	than	the	productivity	of	the	Pacific	tuna.	It	is	also	robbing	
the	people	of	the	Pacific	Islands	of	livelihoods,	a	vital	food	source	
and economic resource; a single industrial tuna purse seine vessel 
(“super-seiner”) can catch as much tuna in one trip as the entire 
local	fleet	of	Niue	catches	in	a	year.

The	scientists	of	the	Pacific	Tuna	Commission	(the	organisation	
that	manages	the	tuna	stocks	of	the	Western	and	Central	Pacific)	
have	sounded	the	alarm,	warning	that	current	fishing	levels	are	at	
least	30	per	cent	higher	than	the	Pacific’s	bigeye	tuna	stocks	and	
10	per	cent	higher	than	yellowfin	stocks	can	withstand.	This	means	
that	the	amount	of	fishing	must	urgently	be	cut.	The	commission,	
however, has not taken necessary action and is only beginning now 
with	a	10	per	cent	cut	in	fishing	effort	on	bigeye	tuna	in	2009.	Each	
year	the	over-fishing	continues,	tuna	populations	are	put	under	
further strain, and greater cuts are needed.

Greenpeace	has	called	on	Pacific	countries,	and	those	foreign	
countries	with	fleets	operating	in	the	region,	to	cut	fishing	capacity	
by	half	in	order	to	put	the	tuna	fishery	on	a	precautionary	and	
sustainable footing and be more economically viable in the long term. 

There must also be a move towards more environmentally friendly 
fishing	techniques.	Longline	fishing	for	tuna	leads	to	high	levels	
of accidental bycatch, including sharks and turtles. Purse seine 
fishing	scoops	up	entire	schools	of	tuna,	and	can	also	catch	other	
marine	life,	such	as	dolphins	and	juvenile	bigeye	and	yellowfin	tuna	
(over-fished	species	that	school	together	with	the	more	abundant	
skipjack	tuna	when	they	are	small).	Pole	and	line	fishing	gives	more	
control	over	what	is	caught,	because	fish	are	caught	individually	
and other marine life or less abundant tuna species can be avoided.

Greenpeace is calling for the pockets of international waters in the 
Pacific	to	be	set	aside	as	marine	reserves	and	be	closed	to	fishing.	
These	areas	are	outside	the	control	of	Pacific	Island	countries,	
and	often	harbour	pirate	fishing	vessels.	As	well	as	the	benefits	
of protection that normally come from marine reserves (see page 
16),	closing	these	areas	will	help	to	eliminate	pirate	fishing	from	the	
Pacific	and	will	support	the	sustainable	management	of	the	region’s	
tuna	fisheries	by	Pacific	countries.

New	Zealand	retailers	can	help	secure	the	future	of	Pacific	tuna,	
and	support	the	livelihoods	of	Pacific	Island	peoples,	by	selecting	
tuna	from	more	abundant	stocks	caught	with	good	fishing	methods	
– such as pole and line-caught skipjack tuna. At present, much 
of the canned tuna on sale in New Zealand does not even list 
the species of tuna it contains, let alone how it was caught, so 
consumers wanting to make a positive choice for the environment 
cannot easily do so.

It is feasible for companies to shift to sustainable canned tuna. 
In	Britain,	supermarket	chain	Sainsbury’s	uses	only	pole	and	line	
caught	tuna	and	lists	the	species	and	fishing	method	on	every	can	
of its house-brand tuna, earning it a ranking as the most sustainable 
canned tuna brand in the country.

New Zealand consumers should follow the steps in Chapter 6 to 
help convince supermarkets here to introduce sustainable seafood 
policies, and improve their sourcing and labelling of tuna and 
other seafood.

“	Killed	alongside	the	skipjack	
tuna that finds itself in your tin 
is almost the entire cast list of 
Finding	Nemo.”

	 Charles	Clover,	The	End	of	the	Line.		
Ebury	Press,	London,	2005.

An endangered olive ridley turtle rescued by Greenpeace 
activists	from	a	Taiwanese	longliner	in	the	Pacific.	 

© Greenpeace / Paul Hilton
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4. Sustainable Fisheries  
and Sustainable Seafood

© Roger Grace
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Already, 90 per cent of the large predatory fish are gone from the 
world’s oceans. Since 1950, one in four of the world’s fisheries 
has collapsed. While this paints a dire picture for the future, we 
do have the tools and the time in which to turn things around. We 
must act quickly.

Key components to achieving truly sustainable fisheries are:

• Applying the precautionary principle and an ecosystem 
approach to all fisheries management.

• Establishing a network of marine reserves.

• Consumers and retailers buying and selling only truly 
sustainable seafood.

• Eliminating pirate fishing.

• Moving away from destructive fishing methods to more 
sustainable techniques.

What is truly sustainable seafood?

Sustainable seafood is seafood which is not from over-fished or 
vulnerable stocks, not caught illegally, or taken from unmanaged 
fisheries, and not caught or farmed in ways which are harmful to 
the marine environment or other marine species.  In addition, its 
fisheries do not threaten traditional fishing grounds or livelihoods, 
especially in developing countries. Generally, seafood is sustainable 
if it comes from a fishery or farm whose practices can be 
maintained indefinitely without disrupting the structure and function 
of the ecosystem.

The precautionary principle  
and ecosystem approach

When fisheries are managed according to the precautionary principle, 
stock levels of marine species are maintained at levels that provide 
“insurance” against natural fluctuations or errors when setting catch 
limits.  Many international fisheries experts now recommend there is 
a need to move away from the common practice of setting maximum 
sustainable yield (MSY) as a target and, instead, species harvest 
should be set at a catch limit below the maximum sustainable yield 
level. The reason for this is the uncertainty with estimating yields 
given the complexity of and lack of information about the marine 
environment, compounded by environmental variability, broader 
ecosystem effects and unexpected impacts such as serious disease 
events (Wallace and Weeber 2005).   

The ecosystem approach considers whole ecosystems, rather than 
single species in isolation. It recognises the complex interactions 
between species that make up marine ecosystems, and is 
underpinned by principles of community biology and ecology. This 
is radically different from the present situation, where most fisheries 
management focuses on single species and does not consider the 
role of the species in the wider ecosystem, or the impacts of the 
fishery on the habitat and other marine life.   

The precautionary principle and ecosystem approach are gaining 
international recognition. They have been reflected in the texts of 
some international agreements, such as the 1995 United Nations 
Fish Stocks Agreement, which specifies that the precautionary 
approach should be applied to conservation, management 
and exploitation measures, and the FAO Code of Conduct for 
Responsible Fisheries (1995), which says that  management 
measures should not only ensure the conservation of target species, 
but also of species belonging to the same ecosystem or associated 
with, or dependent upon, the target species. 

Unfortunately, most fisheries in the world, including those in New 
Zealand, do not have the precautionary principle or ecosystem 
approach applied properly to their management. Fish stocks are 
still managed using the system of Maximum Sustainable Yield, or 
the most fish that can be taken from the fish stock without causing 
it to decline or collapse. Fisheries at this level are classified as 
“fully exploited” by the FAO. However, this is not truly sustainable 
because it does not allow for any precaution – necessary to deal 
with our limited understanding of the oceans, the high rates of pirate 
fishing, and the impacts of climate change and ocean acidification.

If fisheries managers don’t start to build precaution into their 
management systems and create marine reserves to ensure the 
future of fish populations, they are putting the future of fishing  
at risk. 
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Marine reserves

Greenpeace is calling for the establishment of a global network 
of marine reserves covering 40 per cent of the world’s oceans. 
These protected areas, free from human exploitation, will enable 
ecosystems to recover. The other 60 per cent of the world’s oceans 
should be managed under an ecosystem approach, restoring 
productivity and ensuring a precautionary and sustainable use of 
our marine resources. 

Benefits of marine reserves:

•  Increased abundance, average size, reproductive output 
and genetic diversity of target species

•  Enhanced fishery yield in adjacent areas

•  Simple and cost-effective management regime which is 
readily understood and enforced

•  Protection against uncertainty, and reduced probability of 
over-fishing and fishery collapse

•  Protection for endangered species and marine mammals;

•  Opportunities for increased understanding of natural and 
exploited marine systems

•  A basis for ecosystem management

•  Increased habitat quality, species diversity and community 
stability

•  Undisturbed control sites for monitoring and assessing 
human impacts in other areas

•  New or enhanced non-extractive, non-destructive uses, 
including tourism

•  Reduced user conflicts

•  Opportunities to improve public awareness, education and 
understanding

•  Provide the equivalent of national parks in the sea

For more on marine reserves, see:  
oceans.greenpeace.org/highseas-report

© Greenpeace / Gavin Newman
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Role of consumers 

In recent years, a sustainable seafood movement has started to 
thrive overseas. Consumers, retailers and seafood processors have 
started asking questions, and the price of food is no longer the 
over-riding purchasing factor for many customers.

For example, nearly nine in 10 Americans say the term “conscious 
consumer” describes them well, and that they are more likely 
to buy from companies that commit to environmentally friendly 
practices if products are of equal quality and price (Bemporad and 
Baranowski 2007).

Polling conducted by the group Seafood Choices Alliance 
showed that 79 per cent of European consumers considered the 
environmental impacts of seafood to be an important factor in their 
purchasing decisions. Eighty-six per cent of those polled said they 
would prefer to buy seafood reliably labelled as environmentally 
responsible, and 40 per cent would be willing to pay five to 10 per 
cent more for such products (Seafood Choices Alliance 2006).

In 2007, Greenpeace commissioned Consumerlink Research to 
conduct a poll of New Zealanders’ attitudes to sustainable fishing. 
Thirty-seven per cent of respondents said they would pay more for 
fish that was labelled as environmentally sustainable, 50 per cent 
said they would change where they bought their fish to a retailer who 
sold only fish caught in a sustainable way, and 54 per cent said they 
would stop eating certain types of fish if they knew they were caught 
in an unsustainable way (Greenpeace New Zealand 2007).

Role of retailers

Retailers have the power to change the way in which seafood is 
sourced and bought. As consumers become more environmentally 
aware of their purchasing power, retailers will benefit from being 
leaders in ocean stewardship. 

Retailers have shown that they can change for the better quite 
quickly. For instance, in October 2005, Greenpeace UK challenged 
the seafood industry, particularly the major retailers, to begin the 
process of ensuring that all the seafood they sell comes from 
sustainable sources. In just one year, most of the UK’s major 
retailers engaged in this process, removing from sale some of the 
most destructively fished species, increasing their range of seafood 
from better-managed stocks and engaging constructively in finding 
sustainable solutions for many of the most commonly stocked 
species (Greenpeace UK 2006).

©	Greenpeace	/	Nigel	Marple
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Examples of retailer action on seafood

“We are sure that our customers are aware of environmental 
issues, through research and when we bring fishermen to 
our stores to meet customers - one of the most frequent 
questions our customers ask on these occasions is: - are we 
over-fishing stocks? M&S have always been a trusted brand 
and we track how customers perceive us, we believe our 
policies on seafood contribute to our continuing to be one of 
the UK’s most trusted retailers. Finding sustainable fish takes 
a great deal of time and expertise. For most consumers, the 
best option is to buy only sustainable fish from retailers and 
restaurants who really know where their fish is from, how it’s 
caught and whether it is a responsible choice.”  

Andrew	Mallison,	Technical	Manager, 
Marks	&	Spencer,	UK.			

“Whole Foods Market is in the process of expanding and 
further developing our quality standards for seafood. As a 
part of this process, we re-evaluated orange roughy. Based 
on the species’ life history and unsustainable catch levels, it’s 
clear that this species is very vulnerable to depletion. Rather 
than Whole Foods Market contributing to the decline of 
orange roughy, we’ve chosen to discontinue selling it and to 
promote other alternatives.”

Carrie	Brownstein,	Seafood	Quality	Standards	Coordinator,	
Whole	Foods	Market

As retailers started developing sustainable seafood purchasing 
policies, they requested more accountability. They asked for 
sustainable seafood that had not been caught with destructive 
fishing techniques such as bottom trawling, and fish that did 
not come from over-fished stocks. The table on page 19 shows 
examples of the growing number of retailers in the UK and the 
USA that no longer sell orange roughy, due to the dire straits 
that this fishery is in. Greenpeace would like to see New Zealand 
supermarkets join this movement and stop selling orange roughy 
and the other Greenpeace Redlist species. 

© Greenpeace / Nigel Marple
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Orange Roughy removal from sale in the United Kingdom and the United States

Retailer Action Taken Relevance of Retailer Ref.

Marks & 
Spencer (UK)

Orange roughy is on Marks & Spencer’s 
prohibited list.

One of the UK’s leading retailers, with more than 450 
stores located throughout the UK.

(1)

Waitrose (UK) Orange roughy is one of the species Waitrose 
delisted for sale in recent years.

179 stores, representing 3.9 per cent of UK supermarket 
sales. UK’s largest employee-owned company.

(1,2)

Sainsbury’s (UK) Orange roughy is one of the  species 
Sainsbury’s delisted for sale in recent years.

UK retailer with 740 stores and more than 16 million 
customers visit per week.

(1)

Whole Foods 
Market (USA)

Committed to discontinue selling orange 
roughy because of concerns about the 
species’ vulnerability.

World’s largest purveyor of natural and organic products. 
275 stores in the US, Canada and UK.

(3)

Ahold (USA) Announced in 2008 that it would stop selling 
orange roughy, shark and Chilean sea bass 
(toothfish) in its Stop & Shop and Giant 
Landover stores.

US subsidiary of Netherlands-based grocery giant Royal 
Ahold. Operates some 700 grocery stores in eastern US. 
Not all of its stores involved.

(4)

The Great Atlantic 
and Pacific Tea 
Company (A&P) 
(USA)

In November 2008, A&P made a commitment 
not to sell orange roughy, shark, bluefin tuna 
and Atlantic halibut in any of its stores.

Owned by German company the Tengelmann Group, 
A&P operates more than 450 stores under six 
subsidiaries, mostly in the New England region.

(5)

References: 
(1)	Marine	Conservation	Society	(2007) 
(2)	Bite-Back	fact	sheet:	www.bite-back.com/bb_factsheets/bb_roughy.pdf. 
(3)	Greenpeace	USA	(2008) 
(4)	www.giantfoodstores.com/SharedDev/sharedcontent/ChoiceCatch/CCProject/tspecies.cfm. 
(5)	go.greenpeaceusa.org/seafood/scorecards/a&p.pdf.
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An opportunity for the  
New Zealand fishing industry

Consumer demand for sustainable seafood is growing in New 
Zealand’s important export markets like North America and Europe. 
Consumer awareness and pressure in these markets has increased, 
leading some major retailers to adopt sustainable seafood policies 
and refuse to stock seafood that is not truly sustainable.

At the moment this trend is a threat to the New Zealand seafood 
industry, but it could be turned to an advantage. Shifting the New 
Zealand industry on to a truly sustainable footing, based on the 
precautionary principle, would give the New Zealand industry a 
marketable advantage and help to secure the long-term viability of 
the industry and the local jobs it supports.

However, the shift needs to be more than a public relations 
exercise; simply labelling a seafood product environmentally 
friendly does not make it so, and savvy consumers and 
responsible retailers will quickly see through such strategies. 

Issues with existing certification  
and labelling schemes 

While the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United 
Nations has set guidelines for the eco-labelling of wild-caught 
seafood, by its own definition these standards only set out minimum 
requirements and criteria for assessing whether an ecolabel may be 
awarded to a fishery. Furthermore, they are voluntary and there is 
no process for evaluating compliance. 

Greenpeace is of the opinion that no fully credible certification 
system for wild-caught seafood currently exists, and that 
the existing aquaculture certification schemes present major 
shortcomings in the way in which they consider environmental 
standards and social issues.

At present, a seafood label can, at most, help to identify the best 
available choice from a particular fishery. Such labels are not 
adequate indicators of whether the overall fishery is sustainable, 
nor do they guarantee that the products have been legally caught. 
There are a number of seafood certification schemes currently 
operating, including those outlined on the following page.

© Greenpeace / Nigel Marple
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Aquaculture Certification Council

The Global Aquaculture Alliance (GAA) was formed by the aquaculture 
industry, and has developed a series of standards for aquaculture, 
predominantly that of shrimp. It has a certification body, the 
Aquaculture Certification Council (ACC), which certifies products to the 
GAA standards. However, this scheme is not independent from the 
aquaculture industry.

The WWF assessment of the ACC gave it low scores for environmental 
issues, animal welfare issues and social issues. On social issues, there 
was a lack of labour standards and the ACC has recently come under 
fire for having certified farms which use child labour (WWF 2007).

“Organic” seafood

There are no organic standards for wild fish, given that the inputs 
(food eaten by the fish) cannot be controlled and run off and pollution 
entering the sea can circulate widely with ocean currents. Organic 
certification is, in theory, possible for closed-system aquaculture. 
The World Wildlife Fund’s global review of aquaculture certification 
concluded that generally, organic aquaculture standards performed 
better than non-organic schemes. However, many organic certification 
bodies did not address basic labour rights (WWF 2007).

“Dolphin safe” and “dolphin friendly” tuna

The definition of “dolphin safe” or “dolphin friendly” tuna has been the 
subject of a long international debate involving consumer boycotts, 
international legal cases, and constantly changing national and 
international legislation. The tuna/dolphin controversy started over 
a fishing practice that began in the 1950’s, whereby purse seiners 
in the Eastern Tropical Pacific (ETP) tuna fishery maximised their 
catches of yellowfin tuna by chasing and setting their nets on pods 
of dolphins which swim with the yellowfin tuna schools. This practice 
resulted in very high numbers of dolphin deaths; from the late 1950’s 
to the 1990’s, more than six million dolphins died in the ETP tuna 
fishery (Greenpeace UK 2005).

Unfortunately, the alternatives to setting nets around dolphins can 
be even worse. For example, setting nets around floating objects 
including man-made fish aggregation devices (FADs) can result 
in the accidental capture of marine life in much greater quantities 
– 10 to 1000 times higher than when nets are set around dolphins. 
That bycatch includes immature tuna, billfish (such as marlin and 
swordfish), sharks and turtles, and occasionally even dolphins. A 
label stating that tuna is dolphin friendly or dolphin safe does not 
guarantee that it comes from a fishery that does not kill non-target 
species, and it does not mean that the fishery is sustainable. 

Marine Stewardship Council

The best-known and most used certification programme for wild-
caught fish is the one devised by the Marine Stewardship Council 
(MSC), a global non-profit organisation funded by sources that 
include charitable foundations and corporate organisations. 

Greenpeace does not endorse the MSC scheme because, under 
its rules, fisheries that are still unsustainable can be awarded 
MSC certification. For instance, hoki is classified as having “high 
vulnerability” and stocks have shown dramatic decline. Hoki fishing 
relies on destructive fishing techniques, and kills hundreds of 
seabirds and fur seals each year as bycatch. 

Despite these factors the fishery was awarded an MSC certification in 
2001. The certification was appealed by environmental organisations 
in 2001 and 2006. However the fishery was re-certified by the MSC 
in 2007. An independent panel of international fisheries experts 
agreed that the New Zealand hoki fishery did merit the sustainability 
tick, but because of the procedures the panel was operating under, it 
was unable to stop the fishery being recertified (Intrafish 2007).

“	The	panel	has	identified	several	
aspects	of	the	SGS	assessment	[of	
hoki]	concerning	Principle	2	which	
would	have	justified	a	refusal	of	
certification	as	at	the	date	of	the	
assessment.”

 MSC Independent Panel, 2002

Friend of the Sea

Friend of the Sea (FOS) is an Italian-based certification scheme 
which offers a quick and inexpensive alternative to the more 
established MSC label. For just 2000 Euros per year, a seafood 
product can be certified and audited, a process which takes only a 
week and applies to both wild-capture fisheries and to aquaculture. 
FOS certification relies on publicly available fisheries information 
compared against a simple set of criteria. Too simple, say critics, 
citing examples of criteria such as the eight per cent bycatch level 
permitted for all fisheries, established simply by taking the global  
bycatch average, but ignoring differences between ecosystems in 
which fisheries operate. In a World Wildlife Fund (WWF) assessment 
of aquaculture certification programmes, Friend of the Sea scored 
lowly on environmental issues, social issues and animal welfare 
issues (WWF 2007).  
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New Zealand’s waters (Exclusive Economic Zone and Territorial 
Sea) span 4.4 million square kilometres. The EEZ is around 15 
times the size of New Zealand’s land mass, and is among the 
largest in the world. New Zealand contributes only one per cent 
of global fish production, but seafood is a crucial export earner for 
New Zealand (the fifth biggest export earner in 2008). The impact to 
world markets would be minimal if our fisheries collapsed, but the 
cost to New Zealand would be profound. 

About 130 species are commercially fished within New Zealand 
waters, separated into 96 species groupings that are managed 
under the quota management system (QMS).  There are 628 
individual stocks in the QMS. Approximately 60 species groupings 
have QMS allowances for customary Maori fishers with a similar 
number for recreational fishers (www.fish.govt.nz).  

The quota management system was introduced in 1986. Under 
the system, commercial fishing rights are allocated as individual 
transferable quota (ITQ). The main characteristics of  
quota are (www.fish.govt.nz):

•  It is owned by an individual or company 
(or any other legal entity)

•  Only New Zealanders can own quota for our fisheries

•  The right is not created for a fixed term, it is perpetual

•  It secures a fixed percentage of the available resource

•  It may be divided, transferred or sold

•  It is an asset that owners can borrow money against

About 8000 marine species have been described in  
New Zealand waters, including 61 seabirds, 41 marine mammals, 
964 fish (of which 108 are not found anywhere else in the world), 
2000 molluscs (snails, shellfish and squid), 350 sponges, 400 
echinoderms (such as kina and starfish), 900 species of seaweeds 
and 700 species of micro-algae. These make up almost one-third 
of New Zealand’s total number of described indigenous species. 
However, there are many more yet to be discovered, with seven 
new species being identified on average each fortnight. Marine 
scientists estimate that perhaps as much as 80 per cent of New 
Zealand’s indigenous biodiversity is found in the sea.

Many of our benthic (bottom dwelling) marine species are unique  
to New Zealand. We still have a huge amount to learn about the  
New Zealand marine environment and ocean life – even those 
species that we catch and eat. Our lack of knowledge and the 
complex ecosystem relationships between species contributes  
to the challenge of managing these resources. 

In the most recent fishing year, the total allowable commercial catch 
(TACC) was 573,000 tonnes for the year, with an actual catch of 
441,000 tonnes. The commercial value of quota holdings in  
New Zealand fisheries is estimated at $3.8 billion.  
(www.fish.govt.nz).  

As of 2007, 20 species contributed 90 per cent of the total value 
of New Zealand’s commercial fish resource as managed under 
the QMS: alfonsino, arrow squid, barracouta, blue cod, bluenose, 
hake, hapuku and bass, hoki, ling, orange roughy, oreo, paua, rock 
lobster, scallop, scampi, school shark, silver warehou, snapper, 
southern blue whiting and tarakihi (www.stats.co.nz). Eight fishing 
companies provided 80 per cent of New Zealand’s production, 
but there were many medium and smaller fishing operations that 
contributed to the market value of the industry. The fishing industry 
employed some 7000 people (full time equivalent) and generated 
export of more than more than $1.3 billion in 2007.

5.  
New Zealand Fisheries  

© Roger Grace
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Examples of gaps in knowledge about  
New Zealand’s marine environment 

The Ministry of Fisheries acknowledges that there 
are	significant	gaps	in	knowledge	about	fisheries	and	the	
impacts	of	fishing	on	the	marine	environment.	The	amount	
of research undertaken is limited by the funding the ministry 
receives. Each year research is undertaken for only a small 
proportion of the more than 600 individual geographical 
management	units	that	exist	in	the	quota	management	
system. Priority goes to the most commercially important 
fisheries,	but	the	aquatic	environment	is	a	complex	system	
consisting	of	a	vast	area	and	more	than	8000	species	(www.
fish.govt.nz).	Despite	the	need	for	more	research,	the	New	
Zealand	government	agreed	in	2007	to	allow	the	fishing	
industry to reduce its contribution for marine research by 
$300,000 to $400,000 per year. 

The New Zealand Biodiversity Strategy, published in 
2002	and	implemented	by	the	Department	of	Conservation,	
states that our current knowledge of marine life and how 
marine	ecosystems	work	is	not	adequate	to	show	whether	
we are sustainably managing New Zealand’s marine 
biodiversity.	Many	marine	species	remain	undescribed	
and information on the distribution and lifecycle of others 
remains	sparse.	We	have	not	yet	identified	and	classified	
New Zealand’s marine habitats, the communities of marine 
life within them, the processes that drive marine ecosystems, 
or the full extent of threats to marine biodiversity from human 
activities and broader environmental changes. The inter-
relationships	and	dependencies	between	fishing	activities,	
fisheries	stocks	and	other	components	of	marine	biodiversity	
(that	is,	an	ecosystem-based	approach)	are	inadequately	
addressed in research and management actions.  (www.
biodiversity.govt.nz)

New Zealand’s surrounding marine area, showing seabed 
features	and	the	200	nautical	mile	Exclusive	Economic	Zone	

NIWA	/	Ministry	of	Fisheries.
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Maori fishing interests

Along with a major role in commercial fishing, Maori have important 
rights and interests as customary non-commercial fishers. Both the 
practice of gathering customary food and the places where Maori 
gather it are special to tangata whenua.

The Kaimoana Customary Fishing Regulations 1998, and the 
Fisheries (South Island Customary Fishing) Regulations 1998, 
legislate some of the rights of tangata whenua to manage their 
fisheries. These regulations let iwi and hapu manage their non-
commercial fishing in a way that best fits their local practices, 
without having a major effect on the fishing rights of others. When 
the government sets the total catch limits for fisheries each year, it 
allows for this customary use of fisheries. Approximately 60 species 
groupings have QMS allowances for customary Maori fishers, with 
almost 5000 tonnes allocated for customary take (www.fish.govt.nz).

Under the Fisheries Act, Maori may establish specially managed 
areas, known as mataitai and taiapure. In these areas, rules 
are established for customary and recreational fishing under 
the guardianship of tangata kaitiaki or tangata tiaki. In taiapure, 
commercial fishing is allowed, but it is not allowed in mataitai unless 
recommended by the guardians of the area. Some iwi have also 
taken an active role in establishing or managing fully protected 
marine reserves, such as Te Tapuwae o Rongokako, a marine 
reserve established in 1999 as a result of a joint application by Ngati 
Konohi and the Department of Conservation.

Maori were provided with a substantial stake in commercial fishing 
as part of a treaty settlement. Under the Treaty of Waitangi, Maori 
were guaranteed “undisturbed possession” of their fisheries until 
they wished to dispose of them to the Crown. With the introduction 
of the QMS, the government bought back 10 per cent of the quota 
shares it had given to fishers and transfered this to the Treaty of 
Waitangi Fisheries Commission for the benefits of Maori. In 1992, 
the government gave Maori a cash settlement that was used to 
buy half of New Zealand’s biggest fishing company, Sealord. The 
government also allocates Maori 20 per cent of the commercial 
quota shares of any new species brought into the QMS (www.fish.
govt.nz).

In 2004, the Maori Fisheries Act 2004 established Aotearoa 
Fisheries Limited (AFL) to manage the commercial arm of certain 
settlement assets into the future. As of October 2008, AFL had a 
50 per cent shareholding in Sealord and Prepared Foods Ltd, and 
100 per cent ownership of Moana Pacific Fisheries, Chatham 

Processing, Pacific Marine Farms, and Prepared Foods Processing 
(afl.maori.nz).  In 2008, AFL assets were estimated at more than  
$400 million. Quota held by AFL (including those received as part 
of the fisheries settlements, as well as those purchased since) 
amounted to a value of $167.9 million as of September 2007. Three 
quarters of the dollar value of the quota was represented by three 
species – snapper (28 per cent), paua (24 per cent) and crayfish (22 
per cent) (AFL 2008).  

In addition to quota held directly by AFL, part or wholly AFL-owned 
companies also own quota for many fish species under the QMS. 
For instance, Sealord owns almost 30 per cent of the TACC for 
hoki, and more than 30 per cent for orange roughy (www.sealord.
co.nz). Companies such as Moana Pacific provide the market with 
seafood both from their own extensive quota holding and from 
handling product on behalf of others (www.moanapacific.com)

Maori commercial fishing interests are therefore affected through 
settlement, through quota held directly, and through quota held by 
companies in which they have commercial interests. According to 
the Ministry of Fisheries, Maori control or influence more than 30 
per cent of New Zealand’s commercial fisheries (www.fish.govt.nz).

With such a significant interest in all aspect of fishing in New 
Zealand, Maori have a vital role to play in shaping a better and truly 
sustainable fishing industry. This will, in turn, help to secure a future 
for recreational and customary fishing.

Recreational fisheries

Fishing is one of New Zealand’s most popular recreational activities. 
Every year a large number of finfish, rock lobster and shellfish are 
taken by recreational fishers. It is estimated that at least 20 to 30 
per cent of all New Zealanders fish in the sea for their personal 
consumption, with an estimated annual take of 25,000 tonnes 
(www.fish.govt.nz). Approximately 60 species groupings have QMS 
allowances for recreational fishers. 

Recreational fishing is an important part of New Zealand culture, 
and Greenpeace wants to see this continue. But it is vitally 
important that recreational fishers stick to the rules and catch 
limits. We must also urgently address the industrial catches that 
are putting pressure on some key fish species that we rely on for 
recreational and other non commercial fisheries, such as snapper, 
kahawai and kingfish. Impacts of industrial fishing on these species 
include the habitat damage caused by bottom trawling for snapper 
and the bycatch of kahawai in a number of commercial fisheries. 
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© Kathy Cumming
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Aquaculture

Globally, aquaculture has caused a range of environmental and 
social problems. Tropical shrimp farming is often carried out in 
disastrous ways, wrecking mangroves and taking livelihoods away 
from local people (See the Redlist for more information). Farming 
salmon can also have serious ecological impacts. For example, 
in North America, salmon farms are responsible for pollution, the 
escape of introduced fish, and the spread of disease to wild fish. 
Salmon farming is also linked with major environmental impacts 
from the fishmeal used to feed the salmon. This fishmeal is 
produced from wild fisheries, often in South America, with impacts 
on local fish stocks and coastal communities.

In New Zealand, many of these impacts are avoided.  Two of the 
main aquaculture species - mussels and oysters - are filter feeders, 
living off plankton in the seawater rather than requiring the addition 
of fish feed. This means their farming does not impact on wild 
fish stocks through the sourcing of feed, or result in subsequent 
problems of pollution from excess feed and waste. Both mussels 
and oysters require high water quality for their production, though 
farming can result in changes to the biodiversity beneath farms.

Salmon farming in New Zealand avoids some of the issues of 
overseas operations, such as the use of antibiotics and other 
chemicals, and the impacts of farmed salmon on wild salmon 
populations (as salmon are not native to New Zealand). However, 
salmon farming in New Zealand does require feeding imported 
fishmeal to the salmon, which means impacts on wild fish populations 
overseas, and can result in sedimentation beneath the farm sites from 
feed and fish waste dropped through the cages. Genetically modified 
(GM) salmon were developed in New Zealand around a decade ago, 
though the industry has since rejected the use of GM salmon due to 
the potentially disastrous  impacts on the environmental and to the 
reputation of the New Zealand aquaculture industry.

New Zealand fisheries,  
a major export earner

In the year ending September 2007, total fish exports (including 
aquaculture) were 321,709 tonnes, contributing $1.25 billion in 
earnings. Seafood exports accounted for 90 per cent of New 
Zealand seafood industry revenue and ranked as New Zealand’s 
fifth largest export earner in 2008. This included both wild fisheries 
and aquaculture, with aquaculture (mainly mussels, salmon and 
oysters) accounting for $223 million of export revenue in 2007  
(www.fish.govt.nz).   

The fact that seafood exports are an important part of our economy 
is another good reason to look after our oceans and ensure they 
remain healthy, with fish stocks managed in a truly sustainable 
manner. In addition, overseas retailers and consumers are already 
further ahead in sourcing sustainable seafood and rejecting 
unsustainably fished species, including orange roughy (see table on 
page 19). 

Quantity and value of exports of key New Zealand  
seafoods in 2007

Species Quantity (tonnes) Value (million NZD)

Mussels 36,114 174.5

Rock lobster (crayfish) 2,260 121.7

Hoki 28,115 92.6

Squid 56,436 85.7

Paua 881 58.0

Orange roughy 6865 56.6

Ling 6554 54.4

Hake 6175 38.1

Salmon 3258 36.1

Warehou 10,035 34.8

Source:	Ministry	of	Fisheries	www.fish.govt.nz/en-nz/SOF/ExportEarning.htm
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We often hear that the New Zealand Quota Management System is 
one of the best in the world, but this simply reflects how bad fishing 
management is elsewhere. Globally, 80 per cent of fisheries are in 
trouble and New Zealand’s current fisheries management means 
this country is not immune. Most of the time the QMS “success” 
is portrayed in financial terms - by the rising revenues from fish, for 
instance (www.fish.govt.nz):

• The commercial value (i.e. value of quota holdings) of our 
fisheries is estimated at $3.8 billion and has steadily increased 
since the introduction of the QMS

• Export earnings from the sector totalled $1.3 billion in 2007, 
generated from 321,502 tonnes of catch

However, the “success” of the QMS is not supported when you 
look at the state of many stocks or at the environmental impacts 
caused by the fisheries. Forest and Bird assessed New Zealand’s 
75 commercial fisheries and found:

• None have a management plan

• 26 are over-fished or there has been a substantial decline in stocks

• 51 cause habitat damage

• 42 kill significant numbers of seabirds

• 45 kill a significant number of marine mammals

• 64 catch too many non-target fish

• 58 cause adverse ecological effects

• 44 have never had a quantitative stock assessment

(Weeber	2007a).	

6. What is Wrong with  
New Zealand Fisheries? Orange	roughy	caught	from	a		

seamount spawning area.  
© Kim Westerkov / Greenpeace

Source:	Ministry	of	Fisheries	www.fish.govt.nz/en-nz/SOF/ExportEarning.htm
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Why is the QMS not delivering  
sustainable fisheries? 

The system on which New Zealand’s fisheries are based does not 
guarantee true sustainability.  The Fisheries Act requires the Minister 
of Fisheries to maintain stocks at or above the level that can 
produce the maximum sustainable yield (MSY) but this approach is 
flawed in both theory and practice.

Many international fisheries experts now recommend that fisheries 
managers should not use MSY biomass as a target, and instead 
treat it as a reference point limit to be avoided (Wallace and Weeber 
2005). In other words, it is too risky to try to manage stocks at 
this “tipping point” in the face of environmental fluctuations and 
incomplete knowledge. Instead, catch limits should be set to 
maintain stocks at levels that provide  insurance against errors in 
setting catch limits.

In practice, the Ministry of Fisheries has allowed many fish stocks 
to drop well below even the MSY level, and continues to allow 
fishing for those species at unsustainable catch rates, often for 
several years in a row. Stocks that are still allowed to be fished 
include some that are well below a biomass at which a sustainable 
yield could be achieved (for example, several of the orange roughy 
stocks, the western hoki stocks, and even some snapper stocks).

Claims that New Zealand has a sustainable fisheries management 
regime are generally not supported by international best practice 
standards for sustainable fisheries management. Two cornerstones 
of international best practice in this regard are the precautionary 
principle and ecosystem approach. New Zealand’s approach 
to fisheries management explicitly fails to incorporate these 
crucial elements. This situation underpins a litany of critical flaws 
arising from fisheries management under New Zealand’s Quota 
Management System (QMS).  Among these are (Weeber 2007b):

• Single-species focus of management, so that in most cases the 
impacts of fishing on other species, including those not in the 
QMS, are poorly considered, considered separately, or ignored.

• Lack of the most basic information upon which to make 
decisions. Essential biomass information (the quantity of fish in 
a population) is only known for fewer than 15 per cent of the 
stocks in the QMS. Of the few stocks for which managers do 
have biomass data, nearly half are known to be fished to levels 
below the minimum legal stock size.

Recent examples of fisheries impacts

A recent report by the National Institute of Water and Atmospheric 
Research (NIWA)	on	Hector’s	and	Maui’s	Dolphins	estimates	
that 110 to 150 die in commercial gill nets every year. The report 
concludes that under current management, Hector’s dolphin 
numbers will continue to decline to the point where extinction is 
most	likely.	South	Coast	South	Island	Hector’s	dolphins	and	the	
North	Island	subspecies,	the	Maui’s	dolphin,	have	been	particularly	
hard	hit.	(Press	release:	Care	for	the	Wild,	April	8,	2008).

In	September	2007,	a	single	longline	vessel	fishing	on	the	
Chatham	Rise	killed	34	albatrosses,	including	12	Chatham	
albatrosses, a species that breeds on only one island off New 
Zealand and is listed by the IUCN as critically endangered – the 
last	classification	before	extinction.	(Press	release:	Forest	and	Bird,	
September	13,	2007).

In	December	2007,	a	New	Zealand	commercial	fishing	vessel	
accidentally caught a large amount of deepwater coral while 
bottom trawling for orange roughy over seamounts near the 
Chatham	Islands.	The	then	Fisheries	Minister,	Jim	Anderton,	 
said that it was “disappointing that this much coral was taken” 
(Press	release	Jim	Anderton,	February	8,	2008).

Twenty-two common dolphins died in trawl nets off the west 
coast	of	New	Zealand’s	North	Island	in	December	2007.	Four	jack	
mackerel	fishing	vessels	were	involved.	The	then	Conservation	
Minister	Steve	Chadwick	admitted	that	it	was	not	uncommon	for	
dolphins	to	be	caught	in	the	fishery,	although	it	was	unusual	to	
have such a high number of reported deaths in just one month. 
Government	officials	also	admitted	that	some	of	the	vessels	
involved	continued	fishing	in	the	area,	despite	consistently	catching	
dolphins	in	their	nets	(Press	release	WWF	January	30,	2008).

In	December	2007,	a	large	quantity	of	dead	snapper	floating	in	the	
sea off the eastern side of the Coromandel Peninsula just outside 
Coromandel	Harbour	was	reported	to	the	Ministry	of	Fisheries	by	
a	recreational	fisher.	The	fish	were	all	around	30cm	in	length	and	
larger,	and	appeared	to	have	only	been	floating	a	short	time.	The	
fisher	estimated	well	over	400	fish	were	floating.	Fishery	officers	who	
examined	the	fish	formed	the	view	that	they	were	not	recreational	
catch as they bore no signs of being hook-caught, and, due to 
the	number	and	condition,	concluded	that	the	fish	had	come	from	
a commercial vessel. This was the third time that year that such 
snapper dumping in the Hauraki Gulf had been brought to the 
Ministry’s	attention	(Press	release	MFish	December	21,	2007).
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• Decline in the stocks of many QMS species, including orange 
roughy (see graph, right) oreos, hoki, snapper, and paua. 

• Continued impacts on non-target species and critical habitat. 
For example, techniques such as trawling and dredging can 
damage and destroy seabed species such as sponges, 
bryozoans and corals. While there have been measures to 
protect 19 seamounts and some special areas, no adequate 
controls exist outside of these places.

• Deaths of seabirds, including endangered species such as 
albatrosses and petrels in trawl and longline fisheries continue, 
with insufficient controls.

• Marine mammal deaths in fisheries, including New Zealand sea 
lions, Hector’s dolphins and New Zealand fur seals.

• Poor consideration of environmental factors when setting catch 
limits, such as swings between El Niño and La Niña years, 
which can drastically affect a fishery’s productivity.

• Failure of stock management areas to be biologically 
representative.  For example, hoki consists of two populations, 
but they are managed as one unit.

• Failure to manage species separately. For example, jack 
mackerel and oreos consist of three species each, but they are 
managed respectively as single groups.

The public wants better protection  
of the ocean

In 2005 WWF New Zealand commissioned market researchers 
Colmar Brunton to find out more about New Zealanders’ attitudes 
to marine protection. The results revealed a nation that is concerned 
about the level of protection for our oceans - with a majority (95 per 
cent) wanting more of our waters to be protected in marine reserves 
(WWF New Zealand 2005). In April 2008, WWF published Colmar 
Brunton research showing that 83 per cent of New Zealanders would 
support a ban on set net and trawl fishing in the habitats of  Hector’s 
and Maui’s dolphins (WWF New Zealand 2008).

Globally,	nearly	one	in	four	fisheries	have	collapsed	since	the	
1950’s.	Even	under	the	quota	management	system	many	of	 
New	Zealand’s	fisheries	have	been,	and	some	continue	to	
be,	fished	at	levels	that	our	oceans	cannot	sustain.	A	tragic	
example	of	over-fishing	is	orange	roughy.	These	slow-
growing,	deep	water	fish	live	for	more	than	100	years.	Their	
slow	rates	of	growth	and	reproduction	make	it	difficult	-	or	
impossible	-	to	fish	them	sustainably;	fishing	species	like	
orange roughy is more like a mining rather than harvesting 
operation.	Once	a	stock	collapses,	fishing	fleets	simply	
abandon	the	fishery	and	move	on	to	other	areas.

Orange Roughy Biomass Trend: ‘Challenger’ fishery 
Estimated from 2000 stock Assessment

The state of New Zealand’s Challenger orange roughy 
fishery,	in	the	Tasman	Sea,	shows	what	happens	when	fish	
stocks are mined, rather than harvested sustainably. The 
orange	roughy	stock	has	collapsed,	even	though	the	fishery	
was	being	managed	under	the	QMS.	In	fewer	than	20	years,	
the	fishery	went	from	boom	to	bust	and	was	closed	in	2000.	
Two	of	New	Zealand’s	other	orange	roughy	fisheries	have	
also	been	closed,	most	recently	the	fishery	off	the	West	
Coast	of	the	South	Island	in	2007.

There	are	simply	not	“plenty	more	fish	in	the	sea”	and	the	 
days	of	abandoning	one	fishery	and	expecting	to	cash	in	
on	another	one	are	gone.	Short	term	profits	dry	up,	leaving	
a	list	of	casualties;	workers,	communities,	fish	stocks	
and	the	marine	environment.	Such	examples	of	shocking	
management	reflect	poorly	on	the	reputation	of	New	
Zealand’s	fishing	industry	and	the	country’s	export	image.
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7. Greenpeace New Zealand’s Redlist

As key players in the seafood supply chain, retailers have an 
important role to play in ensuring that customers only have one 
seafood choice - fair and sustainable products. 

However, sourcing sustainable seafood can be a complicated 
process, requiring careful attention to all of the potential negative 
impacts brought on by each fishing and fish farming practice. 
For this reason, Greenpeace has developed a Redlist of the 
most unsustainable seafood sold in New Zealand. The Redlist 
consists of species that we are asking consumers to avoid and 
urging supermarkets to remove from their shelves unless they can 
guarantee they come from sustainable sources.

How did these fish end up on the Redlist?

The species on the Redlist are included for a variety of reasons. 
Generally, each species was included because the fishery or 
production method has negative impacts on the target species or 
other marine species, damages or destroys marine habitats, leads 
to ecosystem alterations, or is poorly managed.

Each species was evaluated using the Greenpeace Red-Grade 
Criteria for Unsustainable Fisheries. These criteria provide more detail 
and background information for the assessment process used by 
Greenpeace scientists, and can be downloaded from the Greenpeace 
website: www.greenpeace.org.nz/seafood/red-list-criteria         

To identify Red-Grade species, Greenpeace scientists considered:

• The stock status

• Species vulnerability

• Fisheries management

• The prevalence of illegal fishing activity

• The environmental impacts of the fishing methods used

© Greenpeace / Nigel Marple
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Why species are Redlisted

Over-fished Vulnerable Destructive Unselective Pirate/IUU

Antarctic & Patagonian toothfish 4 4 4 4 4

Arrow squid 4 4

Flatfish 4 4 4

Hake 4 4 4

Hoki 4 4 4 4

Orange roughy 4 4 4

Oreos / deep sea dory 4 4 4 4 4

Sharks 4 4 4 4

Shrimps & prawns 4 4 4

Snapper 4 4 4

Swordfish 4 4

Tuna 4 4 4 4

What does each Redlist category mean?

Over-fished The stock is over-fished and/or management of the stock is failing to protect it adequately.

Vulnerable Fishery exploits species that are highly vulnerable to fishing pressure and/or unintentionally catches 
and kills other endangered species like turtles, sharks or dolphins.

Destructive Fishery uses methods that damage the seabed or impact on sensitive habitats.

Unselective The fishery uses methods that capture large amounts of fish that are thrown back into the sea 
dead or dying, or it catches large amounts of immature fish.

Pirate/IUU In fisheries for this species pirate fishes (illegal, unregulated and unreported fishing) occurs.

Is all seafood not on this Redlist sustainable?

No. Species that do not appear on the list are not necessarily 
sustainable. Also, the sustainability of stocks of Redlist species and 
the gear-types used to catch them vary, and change in status will 
need to be assessed and proven on a case-by-case basis. 

For those species on the Redlist that have some stocks which 
are less severely depleted, supermarkets need to prove that their 
products have been sourced from those specific stocks using more 
sustainable fishing methods.

A thorough guide to the sustainability of New Zealand’s main 
commercial fish species is the Forest and Bird Best Fish Guide 
(Weeber 2007a) which is available online at www.forestandbird.org.nz
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ORANGE ROUGHY

Hoplostethus atlanticus 

Orange roughy lives in 
“pockets” of the deep oceans 
worldwide, with commercial 
fisheries off New Zealand, 
Australia, Namibia and the 
Northeast Atlantic. It is fished 
over seamounts, steep 
continental slopes and ocean 
ridges. Orange roughy grows 
very slowly and is one of the 
longest-lived fish species 
known, living for more than 
100 years. It does not reach 
sexual maturity until it is 20 to 
32 years of age, and female 
fish produce very few eggs 
compared to other species. 
According to scientists, such 
characteristics make orange 
roughy stocks highly vulnerable 
to fishing pressure.

Orange roughy have been 
severely over-fished and  
populations have declined 
dramatically in some areas. 
It was the first commercially 
harvested fish to be included 
on the threatened species list 
by the Australian government 
in 2006.

Adding to the problem is the 
destruction of orange roughy 
habitat by bottom trawls. Trawl 
gear damages deep-sea habitat 
around seamounts and other 
deep sea features where orange 
roughy aggregate for spawning 
and feeding. The use of this gear 
has damaged sensitive cold-
water corals off New Zealand 
and Australia. The United 
Nations General Assembly 
(UNGA) has called for urgent, 
coordinated action to integrate 
and improve the management of 
seamounts and other vulnerable 
marine ecosystems.

The orange roughy fishery in 
New Zealand takes a range of 
deep-sea species as bycatch, 
almost all of which is dead or 
dying due to the depths from 
which they are fished. Deep-sea 
sharks, some which are listed 
on the IUCN Red List, are taken 
as bycatch in orange roughy 
fisheries, a factor which some 
scientists believe is contributing 
to their decline.

OREOS / DEEP SEA DORY  

Black oreo (Allocyttus niger), 
spiky oreo (Neocyttus 
rhomboidalis), smooth oreo 
(Pseudocyttus maculates).

Oreos or deep sea dories 
are fished using deepwater 
trawling, mainly on the south 
Chatham Rise, eastern 
Southland and Sub-Antarctic 
Plateau.  All species are 
long-lived, with black oreo 
sometimes reaching more 
than 150 years old. They have 
slow growth rates with low 
to medium-low reproductive 
outputs. According to 
scientists, such characteristics 
mean that these species have a 
high to very high vulnerability to 
fishing pressure.

Trawling for these species 
on seamounts, knolls and 
pinnacles has substantial 
impacts on seabed habitat. 
The declining stock trend, the 
management of three species 
as one instead of separately, 
and other uncertainties relating 
to stocks, biomass and the 
sustainability of catches are of 
great concern. There is also 
bycatch of marine mammals 
and seabirds associated with 
these fisheries. 
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TUNA

Multiple species, including 
bigeye tuna (Thunnus obesus), 
Pacific bluefin tuna (Thunnus 
orientalis), southern bluefin tuna 
(Thunnus maccoyii), yellowfin 
tuna (Thunnus albacares). 
Excludes skipjack tuna 
(Katsuwonus pelamis).

Tuna are long-lived migratory 
species that can travel 
thousands of kilometres in a 
year. According to scientists, 
yellowfin, bigeye, Pacific bluefin 
and southern bluefin tuna all 
have characteristics which make 
their stocks vulnerable or highly 
vulnerable to fishing pressure. 
Many of the Pacific tuna stocks 
are declining or depleted. The 
New Zealand Ministry of Fisheries 
says that for bigeye and yellowfin 
tuna “current catches from 
the stock are not sustainable”. 
Foreign fleets from Japan, Taiwan, 
China, Korea, the United States 
and Europe take 90 per cent of 
Pacific tuna and pay Pacific Island 
Countries around only six per 
cent of the landed catch value 
- of about $6 billion. Pirate fishing 
exacerbates over-fishing and 
seriously undermines any efforts 
to manage or conserve stocks. 
Pacific island communities are 
being robbed of the fish that are 
their primary source of protein and 
the backbone of their economies.

The International Union for 
Conservation of Nature (IUCN) 
lists Southern bluefin tuna as 
critically endangered and bigeye 
tuna as vulnerable. Longlining 
results in high bycatch of non-
target fish species, including 
sharks. In the southern bluefin 
fisheries, the volume of such 
bycatch can be up to 20 times 
that of target tuna caught. 
There is a significant bycatch 
of seabirds, including globally 
threatened albatrosses and 
petrels, marine mammals such 
as New Zealand fur seals, and 
even turtles in the southern 
bluefin tuna fishery.  

The removal of large predator 
species has ramifications for the 
rest of the ecosystem. 

Anyone buying tuna should 
select skipjack tuna, but make 
sure it is either from the New 
Zealand fisheries (where the 
cooler waters avoid the bycatch 
of other tuna species) or from 
Pacific catches that use trolling 
or pole and line. Skipjack from 
the Pacific purse seine fisheries, 
particularly those using fish 
aggregation devices (FADs) 
should be avoided because 
of large catches of juvenile 
bigeye and yellowfin that school 
together with skipjack.

SHARKS

Multiple species, including 
blue shark (Prionace glauca), 
dark ghost shark (Hydrolagus 
novaezelandia),	mako shark 
(Isurus oxyrinchus), pale ghost 
shark (Hydrolagus bemisi), 
porbeagle shark	(Lamna	nasus),	
rig shark/lemonfish	(Mustelus	
lenticulatus), school shark 
(Galeorhinus galeus), spiny 
dogfish	(Squalus	acanthias).

Many sharks are killed when 
they are accidentally caught as 
bycatch from other fisheries. 
Blue sharks, for instance, are 
taken in large numbers in tuna 
longlining fisheries. Most have 
the fins removed and the rest 
of the carcass is dumped. 
Deepwater sharks are caught 
as bycatch in trawl fisheries, 
including those for hoki and 
arrow squid. Rig shark/lemon 
fish is caught in bottom set nets 
and trawl nets and is often sold 
in fish and chips. Generally, 
shark species are slow-
growing, late to mature and 
give birth to very few young. 
These characteristics make 
them particularly vulnerable to 
fishing pressure.

Shark species are known to 
be either over-fished or to 
have significant uncertainty 
about their stocks. Blue 
sharks are listed by the IUCN 
as a near threatened, and 
porbeagle sharks are listed 
as a vulnerable species. A 
variety of destructive fishing 
methods are used such as 
longlining, bottom trawling and 
set netting. These methods are 
associated with high bycatch 
of other fish species, including 
sharks. Bycatch also includes 
seabirds and marine mammals. 
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HOKI 

Macruronus	novaezelandiae

Hoki reaches maturity at 
age four to seven years, and 
can live for 25 years. Hoki is 
currently one of New Zealand’s 
largest fisheries, and trawling 
occurs year-round. Bottom 
trawling targets non-spawning 
aggregations (such as on 
the Chatham Rise and Sub-
Antarctic Plateau), and mid-
water trawling targets spawning 
aggregations off the West 
Coast and in Cook Strait.

In the West Coast hoki fisheries 
there is a bycatch of hundreds 
of New Zealand fur seals, as 
well as globally threatened bird 
species such as black-browed 
and Buller’s albatross and white-
chinned petrel. Basking sharks 
- which are globally threatened 
-  are also caught as bycatch. 
The western hoki stock is in 
decline and is not being allowed 
a proper recovery.

In addition, large quantities 
of juvenile hoki are caught, 
threatening future stocks. 
Bottom trawling is very 
destructive to seabed habitats 
and community structure, and 
mid water trawls frequently 
come into contact with the 
seabed. There is an increasing 
use of twin-rigging (double 
trawl nets), which increases the 
area impacted by the trawling. 
In spite of being certified as 
sustainable by the international 
Marine Stewardship Council 
(MSC), this fishery is 
responsible for one of the most 
severe ecological impacts of 
any New Zealand fishery.

HAKE

Merluccius	australis

Hake is a relative of the hoki. It 
is found in New Zealand waters 
at depths between 415 metres 
and 1000 meters. Hake is 
targeted around the Chatham 
Rise and Sub-Antarctic Islands, 
but in other areas it is usually 
caught as bycatch in hoki 
trawling. Scientists say that 
hake is moderately to highly 
vulnerable to fishing pressure.

Where hake is caught by 
bottom trawling, there is 
damage to seabed habitats and 
community structure. Hake is 
caught as bycatch in the West 
Coast hoki fishery, which also 
kills hundreds of New Zealand 
fur seals and several species 
of globally threatened seabirds.  
For the Chatham Rise hake 
stocks, model results suggest a 
decline in biomass.
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SWORDFISH

Xiphias gladius

Swordfish are targeted by 
longline fishing vessels, as well 
as being caught as bycatch in 
the bigeye and southern bluefin 
tuna longline fisheries. The New 
Zealand catch is a small part of 
the regional Pacific fishery.

Swordfish are a predator at the 
top of the marine food chain, 
and have an important role 
in marine ecosystems. The 
removal of a large predator like 
swordfish may have ecological 
ramifications. Female swordfish 
reach maturity at age five to six 
years. According to scientists, 
the biological characteristics 
of the species make swordfish 
stocks vulnerable to fishing 
pressure.

The Ministry of Fisheries says 
that it is not currently possible 
to estimate a long-term 
sustainable yield for swordfish, 
or to determine if recent catch 
levels will allow the stock to 
recover to a level that would 
support a maximum sustainable 
yield. Swordfish is fished using 
longlines - a technique that 
catches seabirds, sharks and 
New Zealand fur seals. 

SNAPPER 

Pagrus auratus synonym 
Chrysophrys auratus

Snapper is an icon of New 
Zealand’s recreational fisheries, 
and should remain so. The 
long-lived species is also caught 
commercially, mainly by bottom 
longlining or trawling operations, 
generally at depths of 10 to 
100 metres. The ecological 
characteristics of snapper make 
stocks of this species highly 
vulnerable to fishing pressure. 
Snapper stocks are under 
pressure from the combined 
impacts of commercial and 
recreational catches. 

Many seabirds are caught as 
bycatch when they get hooked 
on longlines, including flesh-
footed shearwaters and the 
globally threatened black petrel. 

In the snapper trawl fisheries, 
there is a possible bycatch 
of the endangered Maui’s 
dolphins, as well as a bycatch 
of non-target fish species. 
Bottom trawling is damaging 
to seabed habitats. Most 
snapper stocks are known to 
be depleted, while for others 
there is a lot of uncertainty as 
well as delays in research and 
assessment. The main snapper 
stocks are below 20 per cent 
of their original stock size. In 
spite of this, the commercial 
catch continues.
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ARROW SQUID

Nototodarus gouldi and  
N. sloanii

These two species of squid 
are very short-lived (one year) 
and range from surface depths 
down to 500 metres in coastal 
waters around New Zealand. 
Arrow squid are caught mainly 
off the South Island and the 
Auckland Islands, with most 
taken by mid-water trawling 
and bottom trawling. Only a 
small amount of the current 
take is caught by jigging (using 
bright lights to attract squid 
to the jiggers) even though 
this is a more environmentally 
friendly method. This is a clear 
example of where retailers 
could take a pro-active role 
in fisheries sustainability by 
requesting jig-caught squid 
from their suppliers.

The Southern Islands trawl 
fishery has a bycatch of sea 
lions – more than 2000 have 
been killed since 1980. New 
Zealand sea lions are a globally 
threatened species, listed as 
vulnerable in the IUCN global 
Redlist of Threatened Species, 
with local populations listed as 
endangered. 

Some of the major breeding 
areas have seen a 30 per cent 
decline in New Zealand sea lion 
pup production in the past 10 
years, thought to be caused 
by the on-going bycatch of sea 
lions (particularly adult females) 
in fisheries, as well as a series 
of disease outbreaks. Despite 
this, in 2008 the Minister 
of Fisheries, Phil Heatley, 
increased the number of sea 
lions that can be caught in the 
fishery from 81 to 113. 

Other species that end up 
as bycatch in the squid 
fishery include New Zealand 
fur seals and seabirds such 
as albatrosses, petrels and 
shearwaters, some of which are 
also globally threatened. Non-
target fish caught as bycatch in 
the arrow squid fishery include 
the globally threatened basking 
shark, and the bottom trawling 
fishing method damages 
seabed habitats. The Ministry 
of Fisheries acknowledges that 
because of the squid’s biology, 
it is not possible to estimate a 
long-term sustainable yield of 
the species.

SCAMPI AND IMPORTED 
TROPICAL SHRIMPS AND 
PRAWNS

Includes imported tropical 
shrimps and prawns (various 
species) and scampi 
(Metanephrops	challengeri).

Tropical shrimps are quick to 
reach maturity, short-lived and 
produce many young. This means 
they are relatively resilient to the 
pressures of fishing. Imported 
species originate either from 
fisheries or from aquaculture.  
There is a small New Zealand 
aquaculture production of some 
tropical species which does not 
have the associated impacts 
described here.

Scampi is the largest prawn-like 
species found in New Zealand 
waters (it is actually a small 
lobster), and is managed under 
the Quota Management System.

Imported tropical shrimps come 
from either fished or farmed 
sources. Fishing for shrimps 
uses bottom trawling, which 
is responsible for massive 
bycatch. The FAO estimates that 
international shrimp trawl fisheries 
are the single greatest source of 
discards. For every one kilogram 
of shrimps caught, up to 10 
kilograms of other dead or dying 
marine life may be thrown back. 

Overseas, farming of tropical 
shrimps has led to:

•  The destruction of mangroves  
 in many countries

•  Over-fishing of wild juvenile   
shrimps to supply farms.

•  Pollution

•  The spread of diseases

•  The escape and spread of   
 introduced species from farms  
 into the wild

•  Significant social impacts and  
 human rights abuses

Scampi trawling scrapes the 
seabed, reduces deepwater 
biodiversity and may modify the 
structure of deepwater marine 
communities. Like overseas 
shrimp fisheries, the New Zealand 
scampi fishery has an appalling 
level of bycatch. For every one 
tonne of scampi caught, there are 
several tonnes of bycatch - the 
fishery has the worst discard rate 
of all New Zealand fisheries (Hartill 
et al. 2006). About 50 species 
have been observed as bycatch 
in New Zealand scampi fisheries, 
including the globally threatened 
New Zealand sea lion, as well as 
albatross and petrel species. The 
sustainability of recent scampi 
catch levels is unknown. 
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FLOUNDER 

Includes: Black flounder 
(Rhomosolea retiaria), 
yellowbelly flounder (R. 
leporine), dab/sand flounder 
(R. plebeian), greenback 
flounder (R. tairina), brill 
(Colistium guntheri), turbot 
(C. nudipinnis ), lemon sole 
(Pelotretis	flaviatus),	New 
Zealand sole (Peltorhamphus 
novaezealandiae).

The fishery for these species is 
mainly confined to the inshore 
domestic bottom trawl fleet, 
except for small incidental 
bycatch of soles, brill and turbot 
by deepwater trawlers. Smaller 
amounts are caught in localised 
set-netting.

Estimates of current and original 
biomass are not available and 
there is uncertainty surrounding 
stock levels, population 
trends and the sustainability 
of catches. Fishers and 
processors often use a generic 
flatfish (FLA) code to report 
estimated catches of flatfish 
species, rather than using the 
individual species codes to 
separately identify their catches. 

Flounder are caught by bottom 
trawling, which causes serious 
damage to benthic species 
and communities, and set-
nets which are associated with 
bycatch of seabirds, Hector’s 
dolphins and non-target fish.

TOOTHFISH

Patagonian toothfish 
(Dissostichus eleginoides) and 
Antarctic toothfish (D. mawsoni)

Patagonian and Antarctic 
toothfish live to at least 40 
years and are thought to reach 
sexual maturity at around 10 
years of age, giving them a very 
low resilience and making them 
highly vulnerable to over-fishing. 

At the world-wide level, there 
is concern that Patagonian 
toothfish are seriously over-
fished. This is compounded 
by very high levels of illegal 
fishing by pirate fishing vessels 
that ignore catch limits, 
approved fishing methods 
and conservation practices. 
Longlining for toothfish kills high 
numbers of seabirds, including 
endangered albatrosses.

The New Zealand fishery for 
toothfish is in the Antarctic Ross 
Sea, using bottom longlines.  
Of concern is the bycatch of 
skates and other long-lived 
fish species, and the impact of 
longlines on benthic species 
such as corals and sponges. 
There is also much uncertainty 
about the biology of Antarctic 
toothfish. 

The Ross Sea is one of the 
most pristine areas of ocean 
in the world, and fishing 
activity of any sort, let alone 
using damaging fishing gear, 
is out of place in this sea. In 
November 2004, The World 
Conservation Congress urged 
for comprehensive protection 
of the whole of the Ross Sea. 
Greenpeace wants the Ross 
Sea declared a marine  
reserve free from any  
damaging activities.

For more information on the 
Greenpeace Redlist species, 
see:

The Forest and Bird Best 
Fish Guide, which evaluates the 
sustainability of New Zealand’s 
commercial fisheries. The guide, 
and information on each of the 
75 fisheries, is available online at:  
www.forestandbird.org.nz/
what-we-do/publications/-best-
fish-guide

FishBase and SeaLifeBase, 
which provide information on 
the world’s fish species and 
other sea life. Available online 
at: www.fishbase.org and  
www.sealifebase.org

The IUCN Red List of 
Threatened Species, which 
provides information on globally 
threatened species, including 
many species targeted or 
caught as bycatch in fisheries. 
Available online at:  
www.iucnredlist.org
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8. Seafood sustainability -  
the role of retailers and consumers

New Zealanders have a deep affinity with the sea. Many of our 
ancestors - Maori and European - came here by sea, and they 
and their descendents were sustained by its bounty. The ocean 
is in our blood. We all want to ensure that the sea will provide for 
New Zealanders in generations to come, but far too often we’re 
left without answers when trying to find sustainable seafood on 
our supermarket shelves. 

© Greenpeace / Nigel Marple
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What supermarkets must do

Supermarkets are in the supply chain between the producer 
and the consumer, forming equally important relationships with 
both. Supermarkets must develop sustainable seafood policies. 
Greenpeace has developed a model for such policies, and has 
offered assistance to New Zealand supermarkets to develop their 
own. The Greenpeace model policy for seafood retailers is available 
online at: www.greenpeace.org.nz/seafood/model-policy

New Zealand supermarkets must take a series of steps towards 
seafood sustainability.

Stop selling Redlisted species

The first and most important step for retailers is to immediately 
commit to removing from sale those species most in peril due to 
destructive or illegal fishing (see the Greenpeace Redlist).

Adopt and implement a sustainable seafood policy  
to ensure all seafood sold is sustainable

Retailers must adopt purchasing policies that will ensure the 
long-term sustainability of all the seafood products they sell. This 
is good both for the environment and for business, as consumers 
increasingly consider the impact of their seafood purchases on the 
marine environment.

Inform suppliers of sustainability requirements

Seafood retailers must help transform the seafood industry by 
requiring sustainable seafood products from their suppliers.

Label seafood products so that customers  
can make informed choices

Include the common and scientific names of the seafood, where it 
was caught or farmed and the fishing method used.

What consumers can do

Consumers can help support seafood sustainability by:

Contacting supermarkets

Asking local supermarkets to avoid Redlist species, support 
sustainable options, label seafood products and develop a  
seafood sustainability policy.

Asking questions

Asking a store’s seafood seller or manager about the type of 
seafood offered and information about how it was caught, and 
asking them to find out if they don’t know.

Checking labels

Current labelling practices make it difficult for consumers to make 
sustainable choices, rarely providing the species name, the precise 
area of catch, or the fishing method used. However, some fish 
processing companies and independent retailers do provide this 
type of labelling information.

Helping Redlist species recover

Refusing to buy these species and encouraging local supermarkets 
to do the same.

Joining Greenpeace

Learn more about the world’s oceans and getting involved in 
protecting them. See www.greenpeace.org/new-zealand

What about farmed seafood?

The only farmed seafood that appears on the Greenpeace Redlist 
is imported tropical shrimps and prawns. However, much of the 
seafood on sale in supermarkets is from New Zealand aquaculture. 
For more information on New Zealand aquaculture, see page 26. 
For information on the impacts of aquaculture globally, see the 
Greenpeace International report: Challenging the Aquaculture 
Industry on Sustainability, available online at: www.greenpeace.
org/international/press/reports/challenging-the-aquaculture

Taking sustainability onboard

Until	July	2005,	Waitrose	was	selling	New	Zealand	orange	roughy.	
Following discussions with Greenpeace UK, pressure from the 
Bite-Back	campaign,	and	a	subsequent	visit	to	New	Zealand	
by	the	company’s	specialist	fish	buyer,	Jeremy	Ryland	Langley,	
Waitrose decided to stop selling orange roughy due to “concerns 
over the potential for environmental damage caused by deep-sea 
trawling of their habitat.”
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Performance of  
New Zealand Supermarkets

The New Zealand retail food market has been a competitive 
duopoly since Australian-based Progressive Enterprises purchased 
rival company Woolworths in 2002. Progressive now competes with 
New Zealand’s major grocery retailer Foodstuffs, a locally owned 
cooperative that accounts for the largest share of the retail market. 
Seafood accounts for around one per cent of supermarket sales.

Foodstuffs 

Foodstuffs originated in Auckland in the 1920’s with the 
establishment of a Foodstuffs co-operative. Similar co-operatives 
were established in Wellington and the South Island, with early 
store branding under the name of Four Square. New World stores 
established in the 1960’s and PAK‘nSAVE in the 1980’s. The three 
co-operatives jointly own a federation body, Foodstuffs (NZ) Ltd, 
and jointly own Foodstuffs Own Brands Ltd, which manages their 
Pams, Budget, and Fresh Express labels.

Foodstuffs is New Zealand’s biggest grocery distributor, and one 
of the country’s largest businesses. It is 100 per cent New Zealand 
owned and operated, with 633 stores around the country and  
a turnover in 2008 of $7.6 billion.

Progressive Enterprises

Woolworths was established in Australia in 1929, with its first 
New Zealand store opened the same year in Wellington. In 2002 
Progressive Enterprises, which already operated Foodtown, 
Countdown, SuperValue and FreshChoice stores, purchased 
Woolworths New Zealand, adding Woolworths, Big Fresh and Price 
Chopper to its range of stores. In 2005 Progressive Enterprises was 
bought by Woolworths Australia Ltd, headquartered in Sydney.  
The New Zealand stores are operated as a subsidiary of  
Woolworths Australia.

Progressive Enterprises holds about 42 per cent of the New 
Zealand grocery market. It has 224 stores across the country, and 
manages a number of own brands including Select, Home Brand, 
Signature Range and Woolworths Naytura and Freefrom.

So, is anyone really progressive?

When it comes to the oceans, unfortunately not. Greenpeace 
contacted both major New Zealand retail chains to find out 
what, if any, policies on sustainable seafood they have in place. 
Greenpeace provided them with a model seafood sustainability 
policy. As of April 2009, neither Foodstuffs nor Progressive had 
sustainable seafood policies in place, which means that they 
are not able to guarantee all the seafood they sell is legally and 
sustainably caught.

This leaves New Zealand supermarkets trailing in the wake of 
European and North American retailers, who have realised and 
responded to the demand for sustainable seafood.

Number of Foodstuffs stores by brand

PAK’nSAVE 44

New World 132

Four Square 285

On the Spot 148

Shoprite 2

Write Price 3

Duffy & Finn’s 3

Henry’s Beer, Wine & Spirits 16

Number of Progressive Enterprises stores by brand

Woolworths 58

Foodtown 31

Countdown 60

SuperValue 39

FreshChoice 14

Woolworths Quickstop and Micro 22
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Greenpeace also checkup up on what is on sale in supermarkets 
around New Zealand, with surveys carried out around the country 
in 2008 and 2009. This revealed seafood from our Redlist on sale in 
supermarkets across the country. Both companies were asked to 
confirm the list of species they sold, but neither did so.

In addition, many products were not adequately labelled, 
sometimes the only information was that it was “fish”. Fresh fish 
counters were in slightly better shape in terms of labelling; both 
Foodstuffs and Progressive have adopted ‘country-of-origin’ 
policies for fresh, single ingredient items which cover meat, fruit, 
vegetables and fresh seafood. 

However, both companies have resisted labelling that would extend 
to frozen and processed seafood. Overseas supermarkets have 
shown that it is possible to provide this level of information, and 
labelling is now required by many overseas supermarkets. For 
example, nine of the 11 major retailers in Germany have implemented 
or begun to introduce seafood labelling that includes the species, 
scientific name, fishing or farming method, catch area and stock.

© Greenpeace / Nigel MarpleRedlist species on sale in New Zealand supermarkets

Foodstuffs Progressive

Antarctic & Patagonian toothfish 8 8

Arrow squid 4 4

Flatfish 4 4

Hake 4 4

Hoki 4 4

Orange roughy 4 4

Oreos / deep sea dory 4 4

Sharks 8 4

Shrimps & prawns 4 4

Snapper 4 4

Swordfish 8 8

Tuna 4 4

The bad news

Neither of New Zealand’s major supermarket chains has seafood 
sustainability policies in place, nor adequate labelling of the 
seafood they sell. That means it is still up to consumers to take 
their Greenpeace Redlist, and Forest and Bird Best Fish Guide, and 
work out whether the fish on sale is sustainable.

In light of this report, and examples of seafood sustainability policies 
being implemented by supermarkets overseas, Greenpeace 
expects New Zealand retailers to improve their currently inadequate 
practices. Updates on significant improvements in the sustainability 
of seafood on sale in New Zealand supermarkets will be available 
online at: www.greenpeace.org.nz/seafood

The good news

Responsible retailers in other countries are providing plenty of 
examples of how to implement sustainable seafood policies. 
Greenpeace has already provided Foodstuffs and Progressive 
Enterprises with a model sustainability policy. 

Consumers also have an important role to play – supermarkets 
respond to what their customers want, so people can start asking 
questions about the seafood on sale at their local supermarket and 
whether it is sustainable. See page 39 for more information on what 
consumers can do.
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European supermarkets -  
leading the way to sustainable seafood

In October 2005, Greenpeace published a table that ranked British 
supermarkets on the basis of their seafood sourcing policies, laying 
the groundwork for Greenpeace’s sustainable seafood campaign. 
Work in Austria, France, Germany and the Netherlands followed 
close behind. Combined with increasing public awareness of the 
urgency of the situation facing our oceans, as well as work by other 
organisations, this has led to important changes in the  
supermarket industry.

Within a year, most of the UK supermarkets had taken steps to 
improve their sustainability. The nine largest supermarkets have now 
adopted seafood procurement policies which, to varying degrees, 
take sustainability as a key criterion in purchasing fish products. 
Marks and Spencer and Waitrose have the most developed 
policies; both companies clearly outline their policies in annual 
corporate social responsibility reports and employ qualified fisheries 
scientists to manage seafood sourcing. Both also have meetings 
with suppliers and fishers to help communicate customers’ 
preferences for seafood that is sustainable. If it is unclear where 
certain species come from, these supermarkets do not stock it. 
Both supermarkets provide more detailed information on seafood 
labels than is legally required.

Wal-Mart subsidiary Asda ranked the lowest of the British 
supermarkets in terms of seafood sustainability in 2005, but, after 
adopting a comprehensive sustainable seafood policy, moved up 
to fifth place. The policy led to the delisting of Dover sole, lumpfish, 
dogfish, skate, swordfish, as well as any cod caught in the North 
Sea, and a commitment to begin selling only Marine Stewardship 
Council (MSC)—certified fresh and frozen fish within five years.

In Germany, nine supermarket chains (Norma, Kaufland, Aldi, 
Rewe, Lidl, Edeka, Kaiser’s Tengelmann, Bünting and Netto) 
have developed sustainable seafood policies. Several of them 
have already changed their own-brand products to MSC-certified 
products, changed their canned tuna to skipjack, and delisted 
some species on sustainability grounds, including sharks, yellowfin 
tuna and bluefin tuna. 

Swedish supermarkets underwent dramatic changes just two 
months after Greenpeace released its sustainability ranking of 
Swedish supermarkets last year. Six out of seven of the chains 
listed in the ranking stopped selling all species on the Greenpeace 
Redlist and further tightened their seafood sourcing policies.

Retailers in North America are also setting out on the path towards 
sustainable seafood. Last year, Greenpeace USA reported on 
the seafood sold by supermarkets across the country. The initial 
assessment was damning: not one of the 20 major retailers 
surveyed got a pass mark. But by the end of the year things were 
already looking up; four of the supermarkets reached “pass”, and 
six of the retail chains had begun to implement sustainable seafood 
policies. Among those species that had been removed from sale by 
the more sustainably aware retailers were orange roughy, sharks, 
bluefin tuna, Chilean sea bass (toothfish) and hoki.

Seventy-nine	per	cent	of	European	
consumers consider the environmental 
impacts of seafood to be an important 
factor in their purchasing decisions.
Constant Cravings: The European consumer and sustainable seafood 
choices. Seafood Choices Alliance, 2006.
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9. Conclusions

Poor Knights Marine Reserve. © Roger Grace
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In order to protect our oceans, Greenpeace is calling on New 
Zealand retailers to sell only truly sustainable seafood - from stocks 
that are not being over-exploited, and which is caught using fishing 
methods that don’t damage or destroy the marine environment or 
harm other marine life.

What New Zealand supermarkets must do: 

Stop selling seafood from the Greenpeace Redlist, which identifies 
the most unsustainable species.

Adopt and implement a sustainable seafood policy to ensure all 
seafood sold is sustainable and legal.

Inform suppliers of sustainability requirements helping to transform 
the seafood industry through market demand.

Label seafood products so that customers can make  
informed choices.

What consumers can do:

Contact local supermarkets and ask them to avoid Redlist species, 
support sustainable options, label seafood products and develop a 
seafood sustainability policy.

Ask questions about the type of seafood offered and how it was 
caught. Ask managers to find out if they don’t know, so that 
consumers can make sustainable choices.

Check labels. Current labelling practices make it difficult for 
consumers to make sustainable choices, rarely providing the 
species name, the precise area of catch, or the fishing method 
used. But some fish processing companies and independent 
retailers do provide this type of labelling information.

Help Redlist species recover by refusing to buy these species and 
by encouraging supermarkets to do the same.

Join Greenpeace to help protect the world’s oceans. Learn more 
and get involved to protect the world’s oceans at:  
www.greenpeace.org/new-zealand

Most of New Zealand’s seafood is exported, so the actions of 
consumers in other parts of the world will also have an impact on 
the future of our fisheries. Already, many retailers in Europe and  
North America have adopted sustainable seafood policies and have 
taken species like orange roughy off their shelves, sending a clear 
message to the New Zealand fishing industry to change its ways.

New Zealand retailers need to follow this example and adopt such 
policies of their own, and the fishing industry must respond to 
these market demands and treat the situation as an opportunity 
to improve New Zealand’s fisheries to a point where they can be 
considered truly sustainable. Such a forward-looking approach 
will not only bring short-term benefits for the seafood sector, but 
will also make sure that we pass on healthy oceans to future 
generations of New Zealanders.

To restore the health and productivity of our oceans we need to 
make our fisheries truly sustainable. We also need to create a global 
network of fully-protected marine reserves covering 40 per cent of 
the world’s oceans. Having reserves helps protect our seas from 
the ravages of climate change, restores the health of fish stocks, 
and protects ocean life from habitat destruction and collapse. 
Greenpeace is also campaigning for the world’s fishing areas to be 
managed using the precautionary principle and ecosystem approach.

By acting together, New Zealanders can ensure that the oceans 
we pass on to the next generations are in a better state than they 
are today. In our roles as consumers, retailers and fishers we can 
all make sustainable choices and, in doing so, protect the future 
of our fisheries and marine life, the seafood industry and our clean 
green reputation.
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Aquaculture - Cultivation or farming of any aquatic species – marine or freshwater, 
plant or animal. 

Benthic - Bottom-dwelling. 

Biomass - The total weight of a group (or stock) of living organisms or of some defined 
fraction of it (e.g. spawners), in a given area, at a particular time. 

Bottom trawl - A trawl designed to work at the sea bottom. The lower edge of the net 
opening drags along the seabed, and is normally protected by a thick ground rope and 
weighted down with chains, sinkers, rubber discs, bobbins, etc

Bycatch - The part of a catch other than the adults of the target species, which is 
taken incidentally. Some or all of it may be returned to the sea as discards, usually  
dead or dying. 

CITES - Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna  
and Flora. 

Critically Endangered - Facing an extremely high risk of extinction in the wild in the 
immediate future (IUCN definition). 

Dredge - Gear used in fishing for shellfish, consisting of a rugged triangular steel frame 
and tooth-bearing bar, behind which a mat of linked steel rings is secured. A heavy 
netting cover joins the sides and back of this mat to form a bag in which the catch is 
retained. Shellfish such as scallops are raked out of sand or gravel and swept into the 
bag. Several dredges are towed together from a tow bar and larger vessels generally 
tow two bars. 

Endangered - Not Critically Endangered, but facing a very high risk of extinction in the 
wild in the near future (IUCN definition). 

EU - European Union. 

Exclusive economic zone (EEZ) - The maritime zone under national jurisdiction (up to 
200 nautical miles from the coast), within which a coastal state has the right to explore 
and exploit, and the responsibility to conserve and manage, the living and non-living 
natural resources. 

FAO - Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations. 

Fishmeal - Protein-rich meal derived from processing whole fish (usually small pelagic 
forage fish, and bycatch) as well as by-products from fish processing plants. Used 
mainly as feeds for poultry, livestock, and aquaculture species. 

Industrial fisheries - Fleets of large vessels, using highly mechanised means to catch 
and process fish and shellfish, particularly for purposes other than human consumption 
(e.g. fishmeal, fertiliser). 

IUCN - International Union for Conservation of Nature 

IUCN Red list - The world’s most comprehensive inventory of the global conservation 
status of plant and animal species. It is widely considered to be the most objective 
and authoritative system for classifying species in terms of the risk of extinction. 
Classification groups are: Data Deficient, Near Threatened, Vulnerable, Endangered, 
Critically Endangered, Extinct in the Wild, or Extinct. 

IUU fishing - Illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing. Also known as pirate fishing. 

Jig - a multi-barbed hook used mainly to catch squid.

Longline - A commercial fishing method using a long line, called the main line, with 
branch lines and baited hooks attached at intervals. Longlines can be used at the 
seabed or in surface waters, and are either left drifting or secured by anchor. A single 
longline may be set with tens, hundreds or even thousands of baited hooks.

Maximum sustainable yield (MSY) - The highest theoretical yield that can be 
continuously taken from a stock under existing environmental conditions without 
significantly affecting recruitment. 

Mid-water trawl - a trawl designed to catch species in mid-water e.g. hoki and 
southern blue whiting. These trawl nets can have 60 metre headline heights (top to 
bottom of net) and openings over 150 meters wide.

Near threatened - At a lower risk of extinction in the wild but close to qualifying for the 

vulnerable category (IUCN definition). 

Nursery - An area where juvenile fish live and grow. 

Over-fished - In fisheries science, a stock is considered to be in an over-fished state 
when it has reached an explicit limit set by management, below which the population 
may fall to a level too low to ensure reproduction at a rate sufficient to maintain it.  
Exact definitions vary between management systems. 

Over-fishing - In fisheries science, over-fishing is occurring when the fishing mortality 
has reached an explicit limit set by management, above which the stock is expected 
to decline towards an over-fished state. Exact definitions vary between management 
systems. 

Pelagic - Of a fish or other organism: spending most of its life in the mid-water, with 
little contact with or dependency on the seabed. Of a fishery, etc: operating within this 
zone. Pelagic fish include species such as herring and sardine. 

Purse seine - a floating net designed to surround fish and can be closed at the 
bottom, or “pursed” by means of a free-running line attached to the bottom of the net. 
The net may be up to 1km length and 300m depth and is used to encircle surface 
schooling fish such as kahawai, trevally and skipjack tuna. During retrieval, the bottom 
of the net is closed or pursed by drawing a purse line through a series of rings to 
prevent the fish escaping.

Quota - A share of the total allowable catch (TAC) for a given fishery, allocated to 
an operating unit such as a country, a vessel, a company or an individual fisherman 
(individual quota), depending on the system of allocation. Quotas may or may not be 
transferable, inheritable or tradable. 

Seamount - A mountain rising from the seabed that does not reach to the  
water’s surface. 

Seine - a type of fishing net that encircles a school of fish.

Set net - a type of gill net that has been intentionally set, staked or anchored  
or otherwise fixed in stationary position, as opposed to drift nets.

Stock - A population from which catches are taken by a fishery. A stock is usually 
defined in terms of a particular population more or less isolated from other populations 
of the same species and hence self-sustaining. 

Stock status - Assessment of the situation of a stock. The FAO express this as: 
protected, under-exploited, intensively exploited, fully exploited, over-exploited, 
depleted, extinct or commercially extinct. 

Total allowable catch (TAC) - The total catch (including commercial and recreational 
and customary) allowed to be taken from a resource in a specified period (usually 
a year), as defined in the management plan. The TAC may be allocated to the 
stakeholders in the form of quotas, as specific quantities or proportions of the TAC. 

Total allowable commercial catch (TACC) - A subset of the TAC – covering the 
commercial catch.

Trawl - A funnel-shaped net that is towed through the water by one or more vessels. 

Trolls - lines with lures or baited hooks that are drawn through the water from a vessel 
while in motion.

Vulnerable - Not Critically Endangered or Endangered, but facing a high risk of 
extinction in the wild in the medium-term future (IUCN definition).

Glossary
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