
From Crisis to Opportunity: Making the Transition Toward Sustainable Fisheries
YELLOWFIN TUNA HANDLINE FISHERIES 
Fisheries data from the last few years is unequivocal—catches of tuna in the Philippines are in decline, and the impacts of this trend are being felt socially and 
financially. In the best interest of tuna stakeholders, and to ensure a sustainable future for tuna fisheries in the Philippines, WWF requests BFAR to collaborate 
on several projects that seek to better manage yellowfin tuna handline fisheries and protect the spawning of Pacific bluefin tuna

In a short span of two years, estimated tuna catches oceanic species 
have fallen by as much as 44% from a peak of 376,000 metric 
tones in 2008 to just 211,500 metric tonnes in 2010 (WCPFC Tuna 
Fishery Yearbook 2010). All three principal market species showed 
significant declines over the same period: 42% for skipjack; 46% for 
yellowfin and 50% for bigeye. The decline may partly be attributed 
to closure of the high seas for conservation purposes and the lapse 
of access agreement in the strengthened border control. Purse 
seiners experienced the biggest decline in skipjack catches but were 
partly compensated by ring net catches from domestic fleets. For 
yellowfin and bigeye tunas, the backbone of the fresh and chilled 
tuna exports of the country, decline in catches were observed in all 
fishing gears including hook and line, and handline. 

At Php12.7 billion per year, tuna is an economic driver and the 
biggest seafood export commodity of the Philippines (BFAR 2011), 
maintaining a positive balance with imports valued only at Php2.60 
billion. Yet a year-on- year comparison shows a significant decline 
of 28% in catch volume and 16% in value. With China flexing its 
muscles in the Western Philippine Sea, improvement in total 
catches will likely fluctuate around current levels.

Yellowfin tuna fisheries support the domestic 
food supply, are a major export commodity, and 
provide a highly profitable livelihood to tens of 

thousands of small-scale fishers.
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Why is action urgently needed?

Why is yellowfin tuna important?

Municipal-based fishing gears 
account for twice as much 
tuna as their commercial 

counterparts

Average catch share of the 
principal tuna species in the 

last 10 years

Tuna Annual Catch

(source: WCPFC-SC8-AR/CCM-27 Rev 2 http://www.wcpfc.int/node/5323; 
Quantity and Volume of Tuna)

(source: FAO FishStat Plus, retrieved March 2013)

(source: WCPFC-SC8-AR/CCM-27 Rev 2) (source: FishStat Plus. Data includes also 
the neritic tunas)
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Why yellowfin tuna needs to be managed

87% of total yellowfin tuna 
landings are juveniles. These 
are mainly caught at the 
surface when fishing in FADs 
by both commercial and 
municipal fishing gears. 

Only 0.0026%of the 9,600 hooks deployed 
by a fisher over a year will catch tuna.

* Subregion 3 is where the biggest tuna production comes 
from within the WCP convention area. It includes whole or 
parts of Papua New Guinea, the Philippines, Indonesia, 
Solomon Islands, Palau, Federated States of Micronesia, 
Marshall Islands, and Vanuatu.

2010 adult yellowfin 
tuna catch is only 
25% of 1990 levels.

Estimated stock biomass for yellowfin tuna is decreasing 
in Subregion 3 (Western Central Pacific)
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How the Bureau of Fisheries and Aquatic Resources (BFAR) can help 
WWF has identified a number of opportunities to collaborate with BFAR toward making tuna 
fisheries more sustainable in the Philippines:

 1. Pilot test the establishment of a special management area for yellowfin tuna handline   
  fisheries. WWF proposes this action for two sites where WWF has collected    
  information about the fishery and engaged with stakeholders over the past two years.   
  See the concept document Pilot Test to Improve Tuna Management of Tuna Handline   
  Fishery at Two Sites.

 2. Consider a proposal to create a Marine Protected Area in the Northeast part of the   
  Philippine EEZ to protect the only known spawning area of the North Pacific bluefin   
  tuna. This will be the country’s goodwill message to the world. See the concept    
  document Declaration of a protected area for North Pacific Bluefin Tuna in the   
  Northeastern EEZ of the Philippines.

 3. Study the feasibility of protecting the country’s biggest tuna fishing ground—the   
  Celebes part of the Philippines—through the establishment of a zoning     
  plan that equitably distributes benefits and allows for conservation measures to   
  be established. See the concept document A Proposal to Zone Sulawesi (Celebes) Sea   
  Among Tuna Fishing Sectors.



What makes this fishery complex?

Site 1: Mindoro Occidental Yellowfin Tuna Handline Fishery: Pilot testing to improve tuna fisheries management where 
the fishing grounds of the small scale handline is in commercial waters

1. Commercial and municipal boats exploit different life stages of the tuna—juveniles and adults, respectively.  Purse   
 seine, ringnet, hook and line, drift gillnet, troll lines exploit the surface fisheries, which consists of juveniles. 
2. All fishing gears operate in the same fishing ground, using the same set of FADs. 
3. In many instances, municipal-based tuna boats now operate in commercial waters, a case of turned tables.
4. Fishing grounds are on “open access” regime, as there are no fixed fishing grounds. Fishing effort continues to   
 increase amidst declining catch rates. 
5. Eighty seven percent of catches with these gears consist of small juveniles (between 0.5-3 kg).
6. The municipal small-scale tuna handline is dependent on the FADs owned by commercial fleets.
7. Catch rates are alarmingly low. 
8. Large commercial type pump boats are converting to small boats, adding to the fishing pressure and competing with  
 poor, small-scale fishers.

Mindoro Occidental is one of the most prosperous new 
yellowfin tuna fishing sites, which exclusively utilizes 
artisanal tuna handliners. In this fishery, an estimated 
79,900 hooks are deployed per night (assuming about 
60% of the fishers are fishing, i.e. a total 1,700 fishers), 
equalling to a fishing effort of 26 longline boats per night. 
Consequently, artisanal handline fishing operations 
extend further out into the sea to evade the increasing 
fishing pressure in nearshore areas. These fishers, 
originally fishing in municipal waters up to 15 km from 
the shore, are now operating up to 100 km of the shore 
well in commercial fishing waters.

The estimated higher fishing effort and the effective 
distribution of this effort by a fleet of small and fast 
moving fishing vessels requires regulations, to avoid the 
mistakes made in Celebes and Sulu Seas. In line with 
WCPFC recommendations to keep fishing efforts at 
current levels, limiting access to prevent further migration 
into tuna handlining could be an effective first step. 

CONCEPT: PILOT TEST TO IMPROVE MANAGEMENT OF YELLOWFIN 
TUNA HANDLINE FISHERY

Figure 1. Mindoro Occidental’s six municipalities with tuna handline fishing 
activities and their municipal waters, i.e.  1 – 10 km, 1 – 15 km and possible 
special tuna management zone, 1 -70 km.



Lagonoy Gulf Handline Fishery:  A Pilot Test Area for improved management where the fishing ground is largely 
managed under municipal waters

However, these handline fishing operations go hand in 
hand with the increased use and distribution of FADs 
(payaos). While these payaos are mostly established by 
commercially operating ring netters, baby purse seiners 
and bag net fishers who fish for skipjack tuna and, to 
a certain extent, juvenile yellowfin tuna, the handline 
fishers are also utilising these payaos to catch adult 
yellowfin tuna. Any yellowfin tuna fishery management 
for tuna handlines has to take this complex interaction 

Lagonoy Gulf is evolving into a yellowfin tuna handline 
fishing ground with great potential to supply international 
markets. While most of the yellowfin tuna caught is 
currently utilized for local consumption, linking this 
resource with the international market will benefit fishers 
as well as the local economy around the Gulf. 
Progress with this fishery in Lagonoy Gulf should be 
based on improved on-board handling of caught tuna, i.e. 
the use of ice as well as improved infrastructure in the 
form of BFAR-accredited buying stations, with proper 
cold storage facilities and in line with internationally 
accepted hygiene standards. Supporting activities should 
focus on improving the current fishing operators and not 
on expanding fishing effort.

Lagonoy Gulf is also recognized as a highly productive 
spawning ground for several tuna species, including 
yellowfin tuna. Any development of the tuna fishing 
industry requires a careful approach to keep the delicate 
balance between fishery production and protection of 
the breeding stock in the Gulf. The tuna handline fishery, 
with its high selectivity and its limited effort, is well 
placed to address this situation. In line with the WCPFC 
management recommendations, it is suggested to freeze 
handline fishing effort to current levels, allowing the 
existing fishery to develop to its full potential through the 
previously described improvements. Future research may 
result in more recommendations that will allow to better 
fine tune fishing effort.

According to most tuna handline fishers around Lagonoy 
Gulf, the biggest threat to the yellowfin tuna stock is the 
commercial exploitation by purse seiners, bag netters 
and ring netters. These operations catch not only skipjack 
tuna but also significant quantities of mostly juvenile 
yellowfin tuna. Although they pretend to fish exclusively 
in the existing small stretch of commercial waters within 
Lagonoy Gulf (see Figure 2), they have been caught 
repeatedly fishing in municipal waters. Lagonoy Gulf 

Figure 2. Lagonoy Gulf’s 17 municipalities with tuna handline fishing activities, 
separating municipal waters, i.e. 1 – 10km and 10 – 15km as well as commercial 
waters within the Gulf. In addition the proposed 30 km around the two openings of 
the Gulf have been marked, where commercial fishing during peak juvenile tuna 
migration should be limited.

should have measures in place that limit commercial 
fishing activities of gears that may target juvenile 
yellowfin tuna schools by establishing a special tuna 
management zone, with restrictions or a stop of these 
commercial fishing practices to protect the migrating 
juvenile yellowfin tuna schools. Furthermore, the two 
exits of Lagonoy Gulf (see Figure 2) should be protected 
from commercial fishing during peak periods of tuna 
migration. This would greatly benefit recruitment to the 
Philippine archipelago as well as into the Pacific Ocean.

Such a management plan for Lagonoy Gulf’s yellowfin 
tuna, incorporating the above management measures, 
could be a convincing starting point for the development 
and testing of a payment for ecosystems mechanism that 
provides a system of payment for conservation gains 
rendered.

into account when managing the resource. An “area 
approach” in the form of a special tuna management zone 
is required to address proper payao management.

Moreover, limitations for commercial fishing activities 
are needed as well. Such a special tuna management zone 
will not only effectively manage handline fishing but will 
also secure the effective reproduction and grow-out of the 
Philippine yellowfin tuna.



CONCEPT:A PROPOSAL TO ZONE SULAWESI (CELEBES) SEA AMONG 
TUNA FISHING SECTORS

Rationale
Following the most recent WCPFC conservation measures 
that impose a two-year closure of the two high seas 
pockets to purse seine fishing using fish aggregating 
devices (FADs),  the displaced fishing fleet came back to 
operate in Philippine waters. Estimates place the number 
of vessels operating at the high seas at approximately 
40 units. Some of these vessels have returned under a 
new agreement with the WCPFC, while other vessels 
continue to operate domestically because of failure to 
comply with the conditions set by BFAR.  Similarly, many 
of the pumpboats moved back to Philippine waters when 
Indonesia closed the border and started impounding 
pumpboats.  The result is that we have more fishing 
capacity and it continues to rise as many smaller boats 
are now operating in the middle of Celebes Sea in search 
for tuna. Most of these vessels are operating beyond their 
safety capability.

The reason why many of our vessels prefer to operate 
in high seas is because the catch in our own waters has 
continuously declined over the years. Actually, since 1990 
the operations of a significant portion of our fleets have 
sought richer fishing grounds while smaller ones continue 
to operate in our waters. Many of these distant water 
fleets are considered illegal as they are not registered in 
the Western and Central Pacific Ocean official register. 
Some vessels do not even have a valid Philippine registry.

Nowhere to go
Given the very small area available to accommodate all 
the existing vessels and the continued increase in fishing 
capacity, we now have a situation with too many fishing 
units trying to catch the last remaining tuna schools. 
Because no stock assessments have been done in the area, 
officially the state of tuna resources is unknown. However, 
proxy indicators suggest that overfishing is occurring in 
the southern Philippine Seas.

What to do: A Proposal
This concept is proposed as one of the possible strategies 
to address the consequence of increased fishing capacity 
in Philippine waters. This concept calls for zoning the 
Philippine side of Sulawesi (Celebes Sea), and providing 
and delineating fishing grounds for two major tuna fishing 
sectors of the industry—the purse seine (including ring 
nets) and the handline sectors—and strengthening the 
preservation of the municipal waters that are allocated 
to the coastal small scale fisheries. The zoning of the area 
will contribute legal management units where policies that 
regulate the numbers of fishing vessels (purse seine, ring 
net and handline boats) will be implemented, preventing 
conflict and loss of lives and property. This zoning plan 
gives BFAR a handle on how to distribute fishing capacity.

What the Philippines Stand to Gain
The advantages of zoning the Philippine part of Celebes 
Sea are: 

1. Eliminate a brewing conflict between two tuna
 fishing sectors 
2. Create a “no fishing zone” for spawning areas along the  
 Philippine claim where current delimitation border   
 talks with Indonesia are ongoing 
3. Reduce the catching of juvenile tuna by regulating   
 fishing capacity in the zoned areas where these   
 juveniles abound 
4. Reduce, if not totally prevent, border conflicts    
 with  Indonesia arising from the unsettled border   
 dispute between the two countries, leading to reduction  
 in questionable arrests of Philippine vessels by the   
 Indonesian authorities.

The social and economic gain – By providing specific 
areas for each sector, this proposal ensures an equitable 
distribution and access to the resources among major 
fisheries stakeholders. Further regulating fishing capacity 



(primarily through cap on the number and size of 
vessels), would allow fish stocks to recover in abundance. 
This would provide more catch, hence more profits.

The ecological gain – Leaving the central part 
of Sulawesi as a protected area (no fishing area) 
under a strengthened management achieves two 
huge conservation gains: it would provide a sizeable 
undisturbed area for use by tuna for spawning, but also a 
nursery area and a migratory path.

The political gain – Huge gains will be achieved 
politically, such as: 
1. Resource sustainability, with positive impacts on   
 livelihood, food security and jobs
2. Declaring the middle portion of the Philippine part of   
 the Celebes Sea as a protected area would delimit   
 fishing in our waters and prevent fishing vessels from   
 entering contested territory, and preventing contested   
 intrusions to Indonesian waters by our fishing vessels; 
3. Internationally, the Philippines would make a name for  
 itself in the conservation world by providing the first   
 tuna protected area in the Asia Pacific. 

 
What we are Asking For 
Collaborate with BFAR to start the consultation process 
with key stakeholders on the zoning of Celebes Sea as part 
of strengthening tuna fisheries management. 

A True Partnership for Conservation
This proposal will require the cooperation of three 
executive agencies: 
•	 the	Department	of	Agriculture	through	the	BFAR,	
•	 the	Department	of	Environment	and	Natural	Resources		
 through its Protected Area Wildlife Bureau, 
•	 the	Department	of	Foreign	Affairs	and	the	Department		
 of Interior and Local Governments through Local   
 Government Units 

The support of the private sector through the Philippines 
Tuna Federation will also be key.

The BFAR through its National Fisheries Research 
Development Institute (NFRDI) and the DENR through 
its PAWB and NAMRIA offices would provide the data 
and address research gaps for policy decision support. 
WWF, through its Coral Triangle Network Initiative 

and Philippine office, would provide the support and 
complimentary logistics to organize and move this 
proposal forward. The role of the Department of Foreign 
Affairs would be to provide the guidance with respect to 
national security and border concerns, while the Local 
Governments would provide the complimentary policy 
support and implementation mechanism.

Assumptions 
The proposal would not impede negotiations on border 
delimitation talks between the two countries.  This 
proposal could also catalyze our neighbouring country 
to do a similar protected area in their jurisdiction. It 
is important to engage the DFA to enlighten on the 
jurisdiction or boundary limits of the Philippine territory.



CONCEPT: DECLARATION OF A PROTECTED AREA FOR NORTH PACIFIC 
BLUEFIN TUNA IN THE NORTHEASTERN EEZ OF THE PHILIPPINES

Rationale
he Pacific bluefin tuna is one of the three bluefin tuna 
species with the largest size. Known scientifically as 
Thunnus orientalis, this is a temperate species found in 
both the east and west Pacific. Although predominantly 
occurring in the northern hemisphere, it has been 
reported from as far south as Australia, New Zealand and 
the Galapagos Islands, where their range overlaps with 
the Southern bluefin tuna (T. maccoyii).

Unlike its tropical tuna counterparts (YFT, BET, SKJ), 
the northern Pacific bluefin grows very slowly, reaching 
maturity only after five years, and it is known to live up to 
25 years. These characteristics make it highly vulnerable 
to the effects of sustained, heavy fishing. As such, and 
similar to the two other bluefin species, this species is on 
the brink of collapse with only 4% of its original biomass 
remaining (ISF stock assessment report, 2013). IUCN 
classifies this species as critically endangered.

In order to ensure stock health and contribute to the 
recovery of this tuna population from the brink of 
collapse as a result of overfishing, providing effective 
protection is a necessity—particularly in areas where 
this species spawns and grows. The Philippines is in 

a unique position to help in recovery efforts of these 
stocks given this species is known to spawn in the waters 
between Okinawa and the northern Philippines (Figure 
1). This is probably also the case in the Sea of Japan, 
based on tagging experiments.  While most individuals 
are presumed to stay in the northwest Pacific, some 
are known to undertake trans-Pacific migrations to the 
eastern Pacific covering over six thousand nautical miles 
(11,100 kilometres) and returning to their birthplace 
to spawn and thus complete their life cycle (Figure 1). 
During its eastern Pacific phase the tuna is caught by 
longline, pole and line and recreational fisheries, while in 
the western Pacific, even juveniles are fished, ranched in 
cages and fattened for sale. Thus, the species is exploited 
throughout its life cycle.

The Philippines has no fishery targeting the Pacific 
bluefin tuna, although purse seine do catch the juveniles, 
and tuna handline occasionally catch them in April and 
May. But it is common knowledge that poaching by 
longline fleet from nearby nations is rampant due to weak 
protection of our waters. This is verified by records of 
apprehensions by the BFAR patrol boats in these waters 
last year.

Figure 1. Migration, movement, geographic distribution and breeding gound of Thunnus orientalis as determined by tagging 
data. Source: Japan Fisheries Agency and Research Agency.



Why Protect this Species?
The Pacific bluefin stock is considered to be vulnerable 
and it is currently in an overfished state.  Most recent 
catches are below 20,000 tonnes, down by 100% from 
their highest level in 1956 with over 40,000 tonnes 
(Figure 2). The catch trend shows huge variability 

What are the Benefits from this Protection?
The Philippines is in a strong and unique position to 
contribute to the protection of this important species. 
The Government of the Philippines can declare the area 
protected under Philippine jurisdiction and thus, off limits to 
fishing. This is feasible and practically achievable and would 
have minimal political resistance as the country has no 
economic stake in this fishery.  As a founding member of the 
WCPFC (and Northern Committee) that manages this highly 
migratory stock, the Philippines has a unique opportunity 
and one might argue, international duty to support the 
conservation agenda of the Commission and of this species 
in particular. The Philippines stands to benefit from this 
action through:

•	 First,	putting	the	area	under	special	protection	would		 	
  require additional investments from the government   
 and as a consequence could lead to a significant reduction  
 in illegal fishing by other nations in our waters. The losses  

Figure 2. Catches of Thunnus orientalis (source: ISF database)
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Figure 2b. Catches of Thunnus orientalis from Taiwan market Statistics.

 arising from IUU fishing in our EEZ Pacific seaboard have  
 not been calculated, but are estimated to be in the millions  
 of dollars each year. 
•	 Second,	providing	the	legal	protection	may	encourage		 	
 Japan, the primary beneficiary of this action, to support   
 a deeper collaboration in fisheries management, research  
 and monitoring, control and surveillance.
•	 Third,	it	would	enable	the	country	to	explore	and	assess		 	
 our own fishery resources, particularly in the offshore   
 Philippines’ EEZ, i.e. where our current knowledge of   
 our resources is limited. 
•	 Lastly,	it	would	provide	the	Philippines	with	a	good		 	
 opportunity to demonstrate our commitment to tuna   
 conservation globally. 

If done soon, this could be the FIRST protected 
area for tuna anywhere in the world.

between years, but overall demonstrates a general 
downward trend which is known to be caused by uneven 
recruitment. This significant recruitment variability needs 
to be stabilized. To do this, protecting the early life stages 
of the species is imperative. 

Next Steps:
1.  Polish the concept, include additional information (e.g.   
 arrests made, investments towards improved protection,   
 research collaboration with Japan, verification and scoping  
 trips to the eastern seaboard to look for the species
 in markets.

2. Map the area. Note that the actual spawning area may   
 include the high seas area that is bordered by the US   
 territories of the Marianas, Palau, Guam and FSM.

 3. Circulate and get feedback from stakeholders that include  
 the recreational fishers who hold an annual game fishing   
 tournament in the area.
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4. Inform the Department of Foreign Affairs, as there might  
 be ongoing talks between Japan and the Philippines just   
 to inform them of this development. Japan will definitely   
 be interested.

5.  Draft the FAO and include the feedback from all    
 stakeholders.

6.  Compute the budget needed to effectively implement.   
 Start writing a proposal to support this initiative.   
 Once  declared, it will be like a honey attracting bees   
 for funding—the US is very keen on seeing more offshore   
 protected areas. 


