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Competition between local, industrial fishers heats up in Pacific

Increased competition for tuna is causing tension between local fishers and industrial vessels in some
Pacific Islands, and the heads of Pacific Island fisheries departments have tasked the Secretariat of the
Pacific Community to examine the issue.

The problem occurs when industrial vessels compete with small-scale local fisheries (“artisanal
fisheries”) for the same fish, in the same area and the same season. It is worse in areas where the
industrial catch is large.

Dr. Shelton Harley, head of the Oceanic Fisheries Program’s Stock Assessment and Modeling group at
SPC, says three recent changes have the potential to cause the current concerns, including an increase
in fishing activity.

“There are now fewer fish in the water to catch,” he says. “More fish are being taken than ever before by
the industrial fleet, and more of the industrial catch is being taken closer to artisanal fishing grounds.”

“Taken together, these three factors can bring industrial fishing operations directly into competition with
artisanal operations.”

In tropical waters, competition is for skipjack and yellowfin tuna. Increasing use of fish aggregating
devices means industrial vessels are accidentally catching more of the other species important to the
artisanal fisheries, such as mahi mahi, wahoo and rainbow runner.

In sub-tropical areas, industrial longline vessels target albacore tuna, but take as bycatch fish such as
yellowfin and wahoo that are also important to local fishers.

Harley says a balance has to be found between the interests of industrial and artisanal fisheries, and
suggests a number of solutions.

“These include the establishment of industrial fishing exclusion zones, the installation of near-shore
FADs to make fish more accessible to artisanal fishers, and improving our understanding of the activities
of small-scale fisheries,” he says.

SPC will work individually with Pacific nations to identify the extent of the problem and the changes they
can make to resolve these issues. Harley says that SPC will also work with regional organizations on
possible management actions.

Deirdre Brogan, a fisheries monitoring supervisor with SPC, says scientists don’t fully understand how
fishers who usually fish close to shore will be affected, and need more information on them.

“Fishers are more vocal when they see large vessels on the horizon, or when their own catches are low,
but these can be temporary or seasonal variations. Other unrelated factors may affect their catch,” she
says.

SPC has published a new policy brief to alert Pacific Island nations to the problem and how it can help
find possible solutions.

Dr Harley says that despite the shortages artisanal fishers may be feeling, scientists’ estimates show that
fish stocks are still at “biologically healthy” levels. (SPC)
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