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Overfishing of yellowfin tuna in the Indian Ocean is up for discussion again 

at a Special Session of the Indian Ocean Tuna Commission (IOTC) from 

8 – 12 March. 

This is a follow up to a November 2020 meeting in which IOTC member states 

agreed to discuss further the inadequacies of the current stock rebuilding plan.Of 

prime concern is that the stock of yellowfin tuna could collapse in the next five 

years if fishing pressure is not reduced. This has been increasing by more than 

5% since 2014 despite a stock rebuilding plan being put in place by the Indian 

Ocean Tuna Commission (IOTC) in 2016.                                                                
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Fish aggregating devices (FADs)                                                                                       

According to the International Pole and Line Foundation (IPNLF) and Blue Marine 

Foundation (BLUE), there is also an urgent need to improve the management of 

fish aggregating devices (FADs) in the Indian Ocean, primarily to reduce 

catches of juvenile tropical tunas.                                                                 

This will help to mitigate other ecological impacts associated with FADs, 

including marine plastic pollution, ghost fishing and the bycatch of turtles, 

sharks and marine mammals, they say.                                                   

Recommendations 

In a joint statement they recommend that adoption of: 

• IOTC-2021-SS4-PropC “On an interim plan for rebuilding the Indian Ocean 

yellowfin tuna stock in the IOTC area of competence”, submitted by 

Maldives. 

https://iotc.org/documents/interim-plan-rebuilding-indian-ocean-yellowfin-tuna-

stock-iotc-area-competence-maldives 

• IOTC-2021-SS4-PropD “On management of fish aggregating devices in the 

IOTC area of competence”, submitted by Kenya and Sri Lanka 

https://iotc.org/documents/management-fish-aggregating-devices-fads-iotc-

area-competence-kenya-sri-lanka 

The Maldives’ proposal calls for a 15% reduction in yellowfin tuna catches from 

2015 levels, in line with the last reliable stock assessment and associated 

management advice. 

It presents a new target of 346,438 tonnes, partly by eliminating the exemptions 

provided for in Resolution 19/01. 
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The EU’s proposal – the only other proposed stock rebuilding plan CMM – also 

removes these exemptions, but the overall catch reduction is far below what is 

required to recover the stock in the necessary timeframe. 

Maldives Pole & Line Tuna Fishery Re-Certified 

The proposal by Kenya and Sri Lanka aims to reduce the number of drifting FADs 

per vessel from 300 to 150, calls for greater transparency in how these FADs are 

deployed, tracked and retrieved, and further calls for a three-month ban on 

fishing around drifting FADS and a phasing out of supply vessels. 

Backtracking 

The IPNLF and BLUE are also concerned about a vague January notice issued by 

the IOTC in which it infers that the overfishing of yellowfin tuna can continue until 

2023. 

“Given the uncertainty and ambiguity contained within the IOTC Scientific 

Committee’s most recent report, this 15% reduction in catch is the absolute 

minimum that our two organisations can support,” they say. 

“This comes just months after several major retailers including Tesco, Co-op and 

Belgian market leaders Colruyt decided to boycott Indian Ocean tuna if the IOTC 

failed to curb the overfishing of the stock listed as “near threatened” on the IUCN 

Red List.” 

Retailers Refuse Yellowfin Tuna, Sustainability Crucial 

However, advice issued by the IOTC’s own Scientific Committee appears to 

contradict this plan. Member states have since been advised to maintain the 

status quo until a new stock assessment can be undertaken later this year. 

https://www.fishingindustrynewssa.com/2020/10/01/maldives-pole-line-tuna-fishery-re-certified/
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Motivation for a change of heart is based on “subsequent investigation (which) 

has shown some critical errors in the projections of the most recent yellowfin tuna 

stock assessment carried out in 2018, making it “not suitable for use to provide 

management advice.” Read more about this 

at https://www.bluemarinefoundation.com/2021/01/29/iotc-takes-step-back-

on-yellowfin-tuna-recovery-plan/ 

Charles Clover, Executive Director of Blue Marine Foundation says: “If the IOTC 

cannot get its scientific models to function properly, then the answer is to adhere 

to the precautionary principle and reduce yellowfin catches. 

“Not to simply maintain the status quo that got us into this situation until more 

potentially flawed science can be carried. 

              

                                       ……………… 
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