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TUNA EDUCATION SERIES FOREWORD
Discussions on TUNA do not evoke as much an emotional response 
as those on dolphins, whales, sharks, or marine turtles do. This 
may be so, because in the Oceania region, the latter have much 
stronger links to Pacific cultures and traditions. However, if you 
strike an interest in learning a bit more about tuna, you will realise 
that it actually does have a ‘WOW’ factor.

The vast Western and Central Pacific Ocean (WCPO) that 
surrounds Pacific Island countries (PICs) is home to a vast 
array of marine life. Tuna is a species of interest because of its 
economic significance to both PICs and distant water fishing 
nations (DWFNs) that are licensed to fish for tuna in Pacific Island 
sovereign waters. In fact there are four species of tuna that are of 
economic significance, namely Big Eye, Yellowfin, Albacore and 
Skipjack tuna.

The global tuna industry is worth over US$3 billion annually, and 
the WCPO is becoming the fishing ground of choice by DWFN 
fleets as other oceans have become increasingly overfished. It 
has been noted that these foreign fishing fleets take up to 80% of 
Pacific tuna1. The Pacific Islands enjoy a small portion of the tuna 
caught in their waters mainly through licensing fees – about 6% of 
the value of the fish2.

Pirate fishing or illegal, unregulated, unreported (IUU) fishing 
occurs in the WCPO. Greenpeace estimates that the value of 
fish lost to IUU from the WCPO is approximately US$9 billion3. 
I Simply put, IUU-caught fish is worth four times more than 
what PICs earn from licence fees. For some of the smaller island 
countries in the Pacific, revenue earned from the tuna fishery is 
the backbone of their national economy.

The concern for healthy oceans and sustainably caught tuna is 
gathering momentum and is largely being driven by the market 
place. Major retailers and buyers of seafood mainly from Europe, 
North America and Australia are demanding to know about the 
sustainability of the seafood on their shelves. Consumers in 
these markets are interested enough to trace the journey of the 
processed seafood on their shelves all the way to back to when it 
was first landed on the fishing boat, including the fishing gear used 
to catch the fish, and the area where the fish was caught. Industrial 
commercial fishing is no longer just an activity. It is now tied to 
a code of conduct that demands for responsible fishing that is 
traceable back to source.

This Tuna Education Series continues to be work in progress. It is 
intended to create awareness for the reading public on a subject 
that in one form or other affects many of us, and for some, to take 
up the cause of conserving and managing our fisheries resources.

Kesaia Tabunakawai
WWF SPPO Representative

 1.“Rescuing the Pacific and its Tuna. How Pacific Island nations are transforming the tuna fisheries around them by reclaiming their seas.” 
2. Same reference as sentence immediately before. 
3. Greenpeace. 2009. The Pacific Common      
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AUTHOR PROFILES

Josua Turaganivalu Merewalesi Laveti

Josua Turaganivalu joined the Offshore 
Fisheries as the Fisheries Advocacy Officer 
since January 2011. He holds a Bachelor of 
Science degree and is also currently pursuing 
his Postgraduate Diploma in Marine Affairs at 
the University of the South Pacific.

“The realisation that my contribution to the 
conservation of our natural resources will 
help make a difference for our children not a 
month from now but in years to come”

Merewalesi Laveti joined WWF-South Pacific 
in 2008 as the Marine Species Officer and 
she is currently the Monitoring, Evaluation 
and Fundraising Officer.  Before becoming 
part of the WWF team Merewalesi was a 
Marine Researcher at the Institute of Marine 
Resources based in the University of the 
South Pacific. 

Merewalesi holds a Bachelor’s Degree in 
Applied Science (majoring in Environmental 
Studies) and a Postgraduate Diploma in 
Marine Science.  She is currently pursuing a 
Masters in Science (Marine Science) with the 
University of the South Pacific.  

“Many countries in the Pacific depend on the 
tuna industry as a major source of income. 
Protecting our Pacific tuna stock is vital for 
maintaining both its ecological functions and 
ensuring the health of our Pacific”.
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Seremaia Tuqiri Seini Tawakelevu

Seremaia Tuqiri joined WWF-South Pacific 
in 2003 from the Marine Studies Programme 
at the University of the South Pacific. He 
is currently the Fisheries Policy Officer. 
Seremaia has an undergraduate degree in 
History/Politics and Administration from the 
University of the South Pacific and completed 
his Postgraduate studies in Marine Affairs at 
Dalhousie University, Canada.

“Tuna is a national, regional and global 
resource so it is critical that conservation and 
management actions must reflect this and be 
implementable. Raising awareness is a way of 
creating understanding of a resource that is 
finite if we are not careful.”

Seini Tawakelevu developed a passion for 
tuna fisheries after joining WWF-South 
Pacific’s Offshore Fisheries Programme as a 
Policy Research Intern in 2011. In the process 
of conducting her research she discovered 
tuna to be an enigmatic ocean dweller that 
she wanted to learn more about. Seini, who 
holds a degree in Marine Science, is currently 
pursuing a Postgrad Diploma in Marine 
Science at the University of the South Pacific.  

“The sustainable management of tuna means 
our future generations get to enjoy it as well. 
But there is an urgent need for collaborative 
approaches in its management, with 
government, conservation organisations and 
the tuna industry working hand in hand.”

5 Tuna Education Series / Sustainable Seafood Stories from the Pacific



©
 Josua TU

R
A

G
A

N
IVA

LU
 / W

W
F S

P
P

O

Tuna Education Series / Sustainable Seafood Stories from the Pacific 6



THE PACIFIC’S PIRATE MENACE 
A FISHY OPERATION
Pirate fishers (also known as Illegal, Unregulated and Unreported or IUU fishers) are the plunderers of our Pacific 
Ocean tuna fisheries, and of the valuable food security that most of us depend on for our livelihoods. Tuna is a 
valuable commodity and those that are commercially caught are sold widely in the fish markets of Japan and South 
Korea.

When you read the word ‘pirate’, most peoples’ thoughts resonate to the blockbuster movie Pirates of the 
Caribbean, and not without reason: pirates here are robbing the sea of bounty and loot. Technically speaking 
though, pirate fishing refers to vessels that are not licensed to fish in Pacific Islands Countries (PICs) waters or 
to licensed fishing vessels that misreport the size of their catch when they return from fishing in PICs Exclusive 
Economic Zone (EEZs). Real life piracy is anything but romantic and is harming Pacific Island Countries economy 
and environment. 

THE PIRATES OF THE PACIFIC
Pacific pirates have moved on from the Jolly Roger.  A major obstacle for catching today’s pirates is the so-called 
flags of convenience. In the high seas (areas that do not belong to anyone) the law of the flag state (the country 
in which the vessel is registered) applies. So if a country either hasn’t signed up to fishing agreements or doesn’t 
enforce them, then vessels flagged to that country are able to plunder the high seas, and even PIC waters, at will. 
With the collapse of many European, Asian and North American fisheries, more and more fishing vessels are 
moving to the Pacific to exploit the last remaining healthy tuna stock. 

During my time with Greenpeace, a mentor and friend there often used to liken the plunder of the Pacific’s precious 
tuna fisheries supply to the pursuit of oil. He would say “fish to the Pacific is like oil to the Middle East”. 

It’s a phenomenon not restricted to the Pacific however; IUU or pirate fishing is an organised criminal activity that 
has a global reach. These illegal operators fish by breaking the laws and regulations of a country, misreporting 
their catches to the relevant authorities and fishing in a way that undermines management efforts to conserve and 
protect vulnerable fish stocks and the diverse marine ecosystem they depend on. 

By Josua Turaganivalu

“A RECENT STUDY ESTIMATES THE COST OF 
ILLEGAL AND UNREPORTED FISHING ALONE AT 
US$10–23.5 BILLION PER YEAR. IN 2006, GLOBAL 
CAPTURE FISHERIES HAD AN ESTIMATED 
FIRST-SALE VALUE OF US$91 BILLION. EVEN AT THE 
LOW END OF THE IUU COST ESTIMATE SPECTRUM, 
THE LOSSES DUE TO IUU FISHING ARE SUBSTANTIAL 
RELATIVE TO THE TOTAL VALUE OF THE FISHERIES 
SECTOR.” (FAO, 2010)
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A THORN IN THE SIDE OF DEVELOPMENT
The impacts of pirate fishing on the Pacific are wide-ranging and complex; something the pirates often don’t have 
to worry about because the vessels and crew in question are usually from distant water fishing nations. They don’t 
have to worry about whether their country’s ocean is being robbed of sharks, turtles and other marine species 
caught as bycatch in unregulated longline and purse seine fisheries. This isn’t their backyard. 

On the economic front the most obvious impact of pirate fishing for developing countries is the direct loss of the 
catch value and loss to gross domestic product – but this is far from the full impact as the coastal state is also 
robbed of landing fees, loss of direct and indirect employment in the fisheries sector, license fees and other charges 
which a legal fishing operator abides by.

In an effort to combat the pirates, PICs have started to embark on new journey to guard their natural bounty 
by working in close collaboration with fisheries management organisations and international nongovernmental 
organisations like WWF. Other PICs have already placed seasonal fishing bans on the areas of high sea adjacent 
to their EEZs, while other measures include the creation of fishing vessel monitoring systems and an up-scaling of 
regional fisheries observer programmes and regional surveillance operations.

ALL HANDS ON DECK
PICs must work together in an integrated manner and support each other to defend against these acts of piracy. 
The strengthening of critical areas: capacity, development, and adoption of key conservation management 
measures will not only protect Pacific tuna fisheries but ensure the food security of the Pacific’s future generations. 
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BYCATCH – BEYOND TUNA
BYCATCH AND FISHERIES
Fishing is a way of life for our coastal communities, here in Fiji and throughout the Pacific. We depend on the sea 
for our livelihood and this has been an integral part of our culture and tradition for countless generations. Fishing 
gear and techniques have continued to develop over the years, geared towards improving fish catch. The offshore or 
pelagic fisheries are no exception, for both the longline and purse seine fisheries. 

Incidental catch or bycatch refers to marine species which are caught that are other than the intended or targeted 
tuna species. For instance, longline and purse seine fishing for albacore and skipjack tuna may end up catching 
species such as turtles, sharks and juvenile tuna. Because of this, bycatch has become an issue of both fisheries 
management and marine conservation.

Bycatch differs among fisheries and is highly dependent on the type of fishing gear used. The most notorious 
fishing gear for bycatch includes that utilised by longline and purse seine fishing. Unfortunately many longline 
fishing vessels use wire lines instead of nylon wires which are safer for sharks. In purse seine fishing, sharks and 
turtles get entangled in the nets of the purse seine vessel.

By Josua Turaganivalu and Merewalesi Laveti
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OCEAN DREAMING
For many years sharks and marine turtles have been a part of the traditions of people in Fiji and throughout 
the Pacific. Revered as mythical gods, sharks have been known as protectors and guides during the pre-colonial 
period, and this has been part of our culture and passed down through generations. 

Turtles were once considered to be the guardians of the ocean.  One particular turtle was featured in a famous 
novel (often part of the school curriculum here in Fiji) called The Silent One – an enchanted tale that talks about 
a voiceless boy in a village set in the Cook Islands. Shunned by his people, he finds comfort under the sea and 
develops a relationship with a white turtle. Sadly these amazing marine creatures are seriously threatened by the 
use of inappropriate fishing gear and methods. 

A DEADLY BITTER SOUP
Recent research conducted by the Coral Reef Alliance found that shark fin operators have been working in the Fiji 
islands for a significant period of time, with approximately 1 ton of shark fin exported to Asia on a monthly basis4. 
Shark fin soup is a so-called delicacy, historically sought after by Chinese emperors due to its unusual preparation. 
Shark fin dishes are popular for important occasions such as weddings and business deals, symbolising prosperity 
and dominance. 

Studies have actually discovered that shark fins hold very little nutritional value and may even be detrimental to 
your health over the long term. This illogical need for shark fin soup is pushing these majestic creatures to the 
brink. As top predators, healthy shark populations are essential for a functioning marine ecosystem. 

THE LURE OF FISHING AGGREGATING DEVICES
Bycatch of juvenile tuna is also a great concern to both fisheries scientists and conservationists alike. Many 
purse seine fisheries use Fish Aggregating Devices (FADs) to target tuna. FADs are artificial devices like floats or 
markers, which are used to draw in schools of fish. Catching fish during the juvenile stage of their lifecycle places 
that species at much greater risk of collapse from overfishing. In the Western and Central Pacific Ocean, purse 
seiners are prohibited from fishing in certain areas at certain times of the year in order to protect the stock of 
juvenile tuna. 

Purse seine fisheries must also use specialised gear to minimise interactions with turtles and follow specific 
handling requirements if one is accidently caught

SWIMMING TOWARDS A BRIGHTER FUTURE
However there is cause for hope. WWF believes that by adopting smart fishing gear and best practice management 
guidelines, fisheries can drastically minimise their bycatch. For instance it has been proven that the use of circle 
hooks reduces marine turtle bycatch on longline fisheries without affecting the rate of tuna catch. Circular hooks 
are less likely to be swallowed by turtles than the traditional J-shaped hooks. The opportunity currently exists for 
the uptake of circle hooks by fishing companies and to start moving towards sustainably caught seafood products. 
Other regulations are in place to minimise the impacts on sharks and other protected marine species. Longliners 
fishing for swordfish in shallow-set fisheries are required to use mackerel-type bait and circle hooks to avoid 
catching turtles. There are several other management measures in place to limit and prevent interactions between 
longline gear and sea turtles.

Major seafood retailers in Europe and North America are now seeking to source sustainable and responsibly 
caught seafood including tuna. Fishing and bycatch best practices are what “sustainable” fish buyers and retailers 
are now looking for. There is currently a growing awareness and desire for sustainably caught tuna. This growing 
international demand will influence where they will source and who they will buy their tuna from.

4. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jD2+s2G-A”Shark Hope” Coral Reef Aliance.
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A CONVERSATION ON SEAFOOD CERTIFICATION
Why should you care about the fate of tuna? And what do I mean when I talk about tuna 
certification? 

GIVING TUNA SOME BREATHING SPACE
Managing tuna may not sound as captivating as say; rescuing the iconic sea turtle from the brink of extinction; or 
giving sharks a chance to recover from the devastating onslaught they suffer for those who desire shark-fin soup. 
Yet their connection to tuna is closer than many of us may realise, think bycatch for instance. 

Despite the apparent lack of charisma, the tuna industry does contribute millions of dollars to the Fijian economy. 
So it’s high time we gave tuna the attention it deserves. We can do this through sustainable fishing that is managed 
and controlled so that we don’t overfish. 

It basically means giving our tuna stocks some ‘breathing space’ to allow them the opportunity to recover and 
replenish their population. 

BETTER FISHING PRACTICES
Better fishing practices describes the different types of tools that communities, fishers, policy makers and fisheries 
managers can adopt and apply in order to control fishing activities. 

That’s the crux of fisheries management – managing behaviour i.e. human beings, not the fish. A number of these 
best practices are encompassed in certification schemes such as the Marine Stewardship Council – otherwise 
known as the MSC.

The MSC was established in response to concerns about the impact of fishing on the environment. It developed a 
standard known as The Principles and Criteria of Sustainable Fishing that any fishing companies or communities 
wishing to have their marine products certified must meet.

The standard can be broken up into three main sections: 

1. The State of the Stock (e.g. how healthy it is); 

2. Ecosystem Impact (e.g. how the marine environment is impacted including bycatch issues); and

3. The Management System (e.g. is there a tuna management plan in place; is legislation adequate and does   
 it reflect an ecosystems based management approach; are there agreed regional policies and measures in   
 place to enable countries to jointly and sustainably manage this resource). 

The process to achieve certification is a rigorous one that asks these questions and more. It can also be lengthy and 
costly. If all the conditions under the MSC standard are met and the scoring for meeting these conditions is 80%-
100%, the product would be considered to have met the standard and would be awarded in this case with the MSC 
eco-label.

By Seremaia Tuqiri
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WHY CERTIFICATION?
So what’s the big deal about having an MSC label stuck to a tuna product? Why should 
you care?

It has become evident that seafood buyers, particularly large supermarket chains in Europe, North America, and 
even Australia, are increasingly becoming more “green sustainable”. They want to know for example where the fish 
is coming from, how it is being fished, whether the type of fishing method used has minimal impact on the catch of 
non-targeted species (such as sharks, turtle and dolphins), and whether the area where the fishing took place has 
been proven to be a sustainable fishery.

Pacific Island countries are source countries in regards to fishing for tuna, meaning that we supply the raw 
product. We are at the very beginning of the supply chain so all these questions are pertinent. 

Of course we have the choice not to consider certification. There are still many importers of raw and processed 
seafood that are “unsustainable”. However there is an increasingly strong awareness and global demand for 
sustainably caught seafood which we can’t ignore. 

So why does our products need certification? As the Fisheries Policy Officer for WWF-South Pacific, this is what 
they said about some of the potential benefits of certification: there is a greater opportunity to enter new markets; 
there is potential for premium price; our status as suppliers of sustainable seafood improves; there is confidence in 
the stability of our fisheries to supply markets; there is global recognition that our management effort is effective 
and working which translates into improved management of the fishery; and there is potential for investment.

So perhaps it’s time to give a heck about tuna. It may not be an enchanting species but it can contribute to 
improving our economic and social wellbeing. Let’s make sure to leave some tuna for tomorrow!

WWF SPPO Fisheries Policy Officer Seremaia Tuqiri clarifies the 
issue of traceability during a press conference with Managing Director 
Norpac Fisheries Tom Kraft (Right)

Tuna Education Series / Sustainable Seafood Stories from the Pacific 14
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SPECIES IN THE SPOTLIGHT
ALBACORE - YATULOA
The Albacore – that flash of metallic dark blue and silvery white that slices through the Pacific Ocean at breakneck 
speed. Hunted down for its top dollar “white” meat, the “chicken of the sea” is one of the four tuna species in the 
Pacific that demand our attention. The remaining species include skipjack, bigeye and yellowfin tuna.

WHO IS THE YATULOA?
For centuries many itaukei fishermen that forayed into the Pacific and encountered the albacore often mistook its 
metallic dark blue upper side for black. The name yatuloa stuck. But even well before it was baptised with its Fijian 
name, the albacore had been part of the Pacific Ocean for thousands of years. 

One of nature’s grand migrants, it travels in large schools usually stretching several miles; swimming south during 
summer and north in the winter, feeding on squid, crustaceans and smaller fish. Bullet-shaped, the albacore 
can swim up to an impressive speed of 80 km/hr and has been recorded to weigh up to 45kg as an adult with a 
maximum life span of 12 years. 

In 1903, it was the first tuna to be canned in Southern California and is the only fish to be bestowed with the label: 
“white meat tuna”. It is highly prized for its choice white tasty meat and is largely sold in fresh and frozen forms 
for markets in Japan, USA, China, Australia, New Zealand, Germany, Taiwan, Thailand, Sri Lanka, Vietnam, 
American Samoa and the United Kingdom. 

Recently, Fiji’s re-entry into the EU has opened another big opportunity for export. Locally, the albacore is 
predominantly caught by longline and has been reported to make up approximately 40,000 metric tonnes of the 
tuna catch that is landed and processed through Suva and Levuka on an annual basis. 

A SPECIES UNDER THREAT
The International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) recently compiled a report that ranked the 
albacore as “near threatened”. This means that while the stock may currently appear to be in a reasonably good 
shape, it could potentially be threatened with extinction in the near future if overfishing continues. This could be 
due to, among other things, the introduction of enhanced and sophisticated fishing methods and/or over-capacity 
from numerous fishing vessels raking through the Pacific Ocean, hunting for the last remaining healthy tuna stock 
in the world. 

By Seini Tawakelevu
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THE IMPLICATIONS
The albacore makes up around 70% - 80% of the tuna catch recorded in Fiji. That fairly represents a large portion 
of the tuna export earnings. It also means that at least 2,000 people who rely on the tuna fisheries for their 
livelihoods have a viable source of income. Imagine the impact of a depleted stock of albacore on the economy! 

THINK SUSTAINABLE
While it’s fantastic that export markets are opening up again in European countries, the rush to meet the demand 
should never compromise the sustainability of the resource. More and more people at the market end of the supply 
chain are now increasingly demanding for sustainable fish products, which is a great incentive for source countries 
like Fiji to improve on their fishing practices. 

The Fiji Tuna Boat Owners Association (FTBOA) is taking the lead in this direction and they should be saluted 
for setting the benchmark for others in the industry. The FTBOA albacore tuna longline fishery has entered full 
assessment for Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) certification. The process will examine the sustainability of the 
albacore stock, the environmental impact of fishing operations and the management and governance systems that 
are in place. If certified, the albacore product originating from FTBOA would carry a blue MSC eco-label to show 
the buyer that the fish comes from a certified and sustainable source. 

WWF is committed to working collaboratively with industry players to promote sustainable seafood from 
responsible fishing, to protect the ocean and ensure a continued supply of seafood into the future.

n The albacore reaches reproductive  
 maturity at 5 years of age and 1m in  
 length

n Around 60,000 – 70,000 tonnes  
 of albacore tuna are caught in the  
 South Pacific region each year

n Pacific Island countries that albacore  
 tuna call its home are those with  
 waters mostly south of 15o south  
 (Fiji, PNG, Vanuatu, Tonga, Samoa,  
 Cook Islands and French Polynesia)

Fact Box:
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YELLOWFIN - YATUNITOGA THE FAST HUNTER
Yellowfin, locally known as yatunitoga, is the largest of the tuna species. It can grow to as long as 2 metres and 
weigh up to a hefty 150 kilos, although a 183.7 kilo fish caught in Magdalena Bay, Baja Sur, Mexico on 30 November 
2010 now holds the new world game fishing record.

THE STRIKING YATUNITOGA
This species is named after its long, bright yellow upper (dorsal) and lower (anal) fins. Shaped like a torpedo, it 
exhibits a dark metallic blue back, yellow sides and silver belly. They only live up to 5 or 6 years of age - a very short 
life span - reaching reproductive maturity at about 2 years of age at a size of 100 centimetres. Adult yellowfin swim 
at depths of at least 400 metres while younger ones are found in schools at shallower depths with other species like 
juvenile bigeye and adult skipjack tuna; often gathering around drifting objects such as wood, patches of seagrass, 
boats, or dead marine animals.

Pacific Island countries that yellowfin tuna call their home include the Cook Islands, Federated States of 
Micronesia (FSM), Fiji, Kiribati, PNG, Solomon Islands, Tonga, Marshall Islands, Nauru, Niue, Palau, Tuvalu, 
Vanuatu and they also occur within territorial waters of American Samoa, Hawaii, Indonesia, Japan, Korea, 
Philippines and Taiwan.

Yellowfin tuna prey on a wide variety of fish ranging from dolphinfish (mahi mahi) to smaller skipjack as well as 
species like squid, octopus, shrimp and larvae stages of lobster and crabs, which they capture using their great 
speed, sometimes in excess of 80 km/hr.

Yellowfin tuna are primarily caught by the purse-seine fishery but are also captured by longline and pole-and-line. 
In the Western and Central  Pacific Ocean (overseen by the Western and Central Pacific Fisheries Commission, 
WCPFC or Tuna Commission which Fiji is a party to), purse seiners take about 50 per cent of the yellowfin catch 
while longline and pole-and-line gear accounts for 15 and 13 per cent respectively. They are also caught by sports 
fishers.

THREATS
The Scientific Committee of the Tuna Commission has found that the yellowfin stock is not experiencing 
overfishing and is not in an overfished state. However, the unequal distribution of this highly migratory species 
coupled with increased efficiencies of fishing vessels and greater fishing power in the western equatorial region 
(Federated States of Micronesia, Kiribati, Marshall Islands, Nauru, Palau, PNG and Solomon Islands) has the 
exploitation level at approximately 81 per cent of the total yellowfin tuna catch. This led to the recommendation 
that there be no increase in fishing activities in this region. The need to be precautionary cannot be 
overemphasised.

Juvenile yellowfin tuna, as mentioned earlier, often associate with adult skipjack, which are targeted by purse 
seiners using Fish Aggregating Devices (FADs) – an object used to attract fish of all sizes. This poses a great 
threat to the yellowfin population which only have 5 – 6 years to live. Often before they reach maturity, they are 
accidently caught as bycatch.

By Seini Tawakelevu

Tuna Education Series / Sustainable Seafood Stories from the Pacific 18



ACTION
In an effort to reduce the impact of fishing activities on tuna stocks, the WCPFC adopted a key measure, which 
saw the closure of purse seine fishing associated with FADs. There was a 2 month FAD closure in August and 
September of 2009, which was extended to 3 months in 2010 covering July, August and September. Fisheries 
scientists from the Secretariat of the Pacific Community (SPC) investigated these FAD closures and found that, 
among other positive outcomes, although the catch was reduced during this period, the average size of the catch 
was higher for all species, particularly yellowfin. 

n Yellowfin tuna that have a   
 length less than 75 centimetres can  
 be difficult to distinguish from small  
 bigeye tuna (Thunnus obesus)

n Another name for yellowfin is Allison  
 tuna

n Adult yellowfin are opportunistic  
 carnivores that feed on squid,   
 skipjack tuna, smaller yellowfin  
 tuna, mackerel, pilchards and crabs
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BIGEYE - MR CONGENIALITY OF THE SEAS
Bigeye tuna is a late bloomer and a deep diver. A very sociable fish, the bigeye is usually found swimming in mixed 
schools comprising other fish species. This can be sometimes perceived as a congenial demeanour. 

Bigeye, dubbed locally as the Yatulevu, bears a striking resemblance to the yellowfin save for its outstanding eyes, 
larger by contrast to its cousin, equipping it with a vision that functions better in low light conditions. It also lives 
longer, in fact up to 12 years, often double the lifespan of the yellowfin.

PREMIER CHOICE FOR SUSHI
This species is considered the choicest meat for the high end, lucrative sashimi market.
Bigeye tuna’s fatty but firm reddish-pink flesh keeps its colour longer than any other tuna species making it a 
popular choice for sashimi and sushi lovers.

The Japanese sashimi market swallows around 400,000 metric tonnes annually which accounts for more than half 
of global demand. It’s an insatiable appetite worth millions and the most highly targeted tuna species fuelling this 
hunger is the bigeye.

Though the bigeye has generated income for the fisheries sector, creating employment and keeping economies 
rolling, sushi and sashimi has taken a huge toll on bigeye numbers. So much so that there is now a lot of concern 
for its survival.

A NOSEDIVE IN NUMBERS
Bigeye tuna accounts for 10 per cent of the global tuna catch. Since 1990 bigeye biomass has been declining 
steadily. Adult biomass has declined by at least 20 per cent in just the last decade.
This basically means that we have taken out more bigeye from the oceans, at a much faster pace than its ability to 
reproduce and replenish its population.

From 1980 to 1995, the longline catch of bigeye tuna in the Western and Central Pacific Ocean varied between 
about 40,000 and 65,000 tonnes, then reaching a peak of 84,000 tonnes in 2004 before dropping to 71,000 tonnes 
in 2007.

If current fishing levels continue, there may be no bigeye for sashimi or sushi in the not too distant future.  
Attempts are currently being made to reverse the bigeye’s gloomy future.

By Seini Tawakelevu
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MEASURES TAKEN TO CONSERVE BIGEYE
The ban on the use of Fish Aggregating Devices (FADs) – floating objects that attract fish of all sizes – was 
introduced in 2009 to significantly reduce the catch of juvenile bigeye.  

Bigeyes reach sexual maturity between 3-4 years of age. These young tuna are mostly found at shallower depths 
often ending up as accidental catches by the purse seine fisheries that are targeting skipjack tuna. 
There was a 2 month FAD closure in the Western and Central Pacific Ocean in August and September and extended 
to 3 months in 2010 (July – September). 

Harvesting less juvenile bigeye means they are allowed the breathing space to reach sexual maturity, hence 
replenishing their population. It would also mean that larger tuna harvested from free schools are better suited for 
processing making them more valuable.

Another significant measure saw the ban on fishing vessels from operating in high seas pockets adjacent to 
exclusive economic zones (EEZ). 

High seas pockets are areas in the open ocean that are not within the jurisdiction of any particular country. It is 
commonly referred to as the Pacific Commons. 

THE WAY FORWARD
As applicable for both albacore and yellowfin, the best protection or mitigating measure for the bigeye is one 
centred on sustainable fishing practices. Measures already implemented are geared towards reversing the 
declining trend.

Bottom line, if stocks of the bigeye run out, the implications for the huge sashimi and sushi market are enormous. 
Cascading effects include loss of employment and income for thousands of families.
Sustainably managing the congenial bigeye will ultimately be about sustaining food security for you and me.
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n They can be found from the surface  
 to 250m deep, depending on the age  
 of the bigeye and where prey can be  
 found

n Bigeye spawn throughout the year in  
 tropical waters

n In the western Pacific they spend  
 most of their time during the day at  
 400–600 m, making regular   
 excursions into shallower, warmer  
 waters to reheat themselves

Fact Box:
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SKIPJACK - THE RAPID BREEDER
Also known as the Yatusewa or Yatuvuai, the skipjack is the dominant tuna species harvested worldwide with 70 
per cent caught in the Pacific Ocean alone. 

Two stocks of skipjack can be found in this region. One in the eastern Pacific Ocean (EPO) and the other in the 
western and central Pacific Ocean (WCPO), with a large proportion of the global tuna catch derived from the latter.

BEHAVIOUR
Skipjacks cover a wide range of the open ocean, occur all year-round and have been sighted moving in schools 
around floating objects or large marine mammals. 
This makes them easier to catch.

In most cases, they live up to about 5 years although reports have established their maximum age at 8 – 12 years. 
It is interesting to note that what they lack in life span, they make up for in high fecundity. Skipjacks mature early, 
estimated at 9 months for their female counterparts in the WCPO with one adult producing 80,000 to 2 million 
eggs a year. This unique feature of the skipjack tuna, as a rapid breeder, makes it resilient to fishing pressure.

REEL AND AFTERLIFE
Skipjack tuna in the WCPO is commonly caught using large purse seine nets (inspired by drawstring purses) by 
distant water fishing nation fleets from Japan, Korea, Taiwan and the US. 
The Philippines and Indonesia also account for a fair portion of the total skipjack catch and of late, domestic fleets 
from PNG.

Skipjack is also harvested, to a lesser extent, by pole-and-line, longline, gillnets, troll and handlines.
As a commodity, skipjack is most often sold as canned light tuna. For sushi or sashimi, it is sold as katsuo, which is 
smoked and dried to make katsuobushi, the main ingredient in making dashi (fish stock). The use of katsuobushi in 
Japanese cuisine is deeply embedded in tradition and its origins can be traced back to the Muromachi period (1336 
– 1573).

The major canned tuna markets include Europe and the US. In 2004, canned tuna imported to the US amounted to 
US$365 million.
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By Seini Tawakelevu

Fresh catch of Skipjack Tuna
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CONSERVATION ACTION
Adult skipjack often mix with juvenile bigeye and yellowfin at the surface. This places the young tunas at risk of 
being captured by methods (usually purse seine) utilizing fish attractants or Fish Aggregating Devices (FADs) that 
target skipjack. 

Measures such as: the annual FAD closure; 100 per cent catch retention; introduction of minimum mesh size; and 
closure of the high seas pockets are already having a positive impact on the tuna industry.
These developments were promoted by 8 nations who control one of the richest fishing grounds in the WCPO. 
They are the Parties to the Nauru Agreement (PNA) comprising Federated States of Micronesia, Kiribati, Marshall 
Islands, Nauru, Palau, PNG, Solomon Islands and Tuvalu.

The skipjack fishery that the PNA manage was recently certified as sustainable to the Marine Stewardship Council 
(MSC) standard. It is a milestone achievement for Pacific Islands and by far the largest tuna fishery globally to have 
attained the MSC certification. 

To put the size of the PNA fishery into perspective, their combined EEZs form what is nearly twice the size of 
Australia. 

The annual free-school skipjack catch from the PNA area totals 275,000 metric tonnes which is equivalent to the 
weight of 490 fully-fuelled Airbus A380s at a retail value of approximately US$1.3 billion with minimal bycatch of 
other species and juvenile tuna.

n Although not currently threatened,  
 the methods used to catch   
 skipjack tuna results in bycatch  
 of other vulnerable species,   
 including dolphin and    
 other juvenile tuna species

n Skipjack usually swim near the   
 surface at night and can dive up to  
 250m during the day

n Their lower sides and belly are silver  
 with 4 to 6 dark bands

Fact Box:
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INVESTING IN A SUSTAINABLE FUTURE
Tuna species are highly migratory in nature – they don’t need visas to swim across national borders and 
therefore managing them, or rather managing those that catch them, is only as effective as our ability to enforce 
management measures domestically, regionally, and internationally.

Industrially, the tunas are harvested by domestic fishing boats and by distant water fishing nations (DWFNs) using 
longlines, purse seines and to a lesser degree, pole and line. Fishing boats are issued with licenses, at a cost, by 
Pacific Island countries to fish in their exclusive economic zones (EEZs).

Not all fishing boats are legally fishing in our sovereign waters. These are labelled as IUU boats, meaning that 
they’re carrying out illegal, unreported, and unregulated fishing activities. New Zealand Prime Minister John Keys 
has stated that the global tuna catch is estimated to be worth around US$4.3 billion3; the Pacific Ocean accounts 
for 60% of the global tuna catch; and that in the Pacific, US$40 million4 is lost annually through IUU fishing.

The fact that these tuna species are very fertile can be misleading because the continuously increasing global 
demand for tuna either as canned tuna flakes, sashimi (raw fish) or katsuobushi (dried, fermented and smoked 
skipjack) has provided the impetus to catch more.

For some of our smaller Pacific Island neighbours revenue earned from the export of these tunas or from the fees 
earned through licenses, is the mainstay of their national economies. These tunas therefore don’t just provide a 
source of protein, their very presence and extraction contribute to ecological, social, and economic well-being.
The move towards the sustainable management of tuna resources has been strongly influenced by market forces 
and consumer demand particularly from Europe and North America where there is an ever growing demand for 
sustainably caught tuna.

By Seremaia Tuqiri

A major milestone for Pacific Island tuna fisheries has been the attainment of the Marine Stewardship Council 
(MSC) certification by eight Pacific Island countries that are Parties to the Nauru Agreement (PNA), for their free 
swimming skipjack fishery.

So you may ask, how on earth can skipjack tuna be free swimming when it’s already swimming freely in the sea 
and it’s highly migratory anyway? This term refers to skipjack tunas that are caught by purse seiners without 
the aid of Fish Aggregation Devices (FADs) – floating objects that fish gravitate towards because they harbour 
nutrients and food. Furthermore and just as important, the skipjack tunas must be caught at a specified distance 
away from a FAD to qualify them as ‘free swimming’.

While the MSC certificate has been awarded to the PNA, a few conditions are tied to it that will need to be 
addressed within the 5-year life span of the certificate. Nevertheless, this is a remarkable achievement for the 
Pacific Islands, making it the largest tuna fishery globally to attain MSC certification.

I’ve often compared a healthy fishery to a bank account. Think of the EEZ as the bank and the tunas and other 
marine resources as our savings and investments that we can gain interest from if we give them time to mature. If 
we take care of them, they will take care of us. 
Let’s work at strengthening our joint savings, invest wisely, and withdraw with care.
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US$4 BILLION 

1,500 

58% 

Each year global by-catch kills 250,00+ loggerhead 
and leatherback turtles The Western and Central Pacific 

Ocean is home to 20 independent 
countries and territories

The Western and Central 
Pacific Ocean supports the 
world’s largest tuna 
fishery, accounting for 
58% of all global tuna 
catch 

WWW.WWFPACIFIC.ORG.FJ
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250,000+ 20

The Western and Central Pacific Ocean 
supports 1,500 industrial fishing boats

Why we are here

www.wwfpacific.org.fj

To stop the degradation of the planet’s natural environment and
to build a future in which humans live in harmony with nature.

Western and Central Pacific Ocean caught tuna is 
valued at approximately US$4billion  


