The Westpac Tuna Industry Needs Non Member State Reefer Carriers

The delegates to the Tuna Commission may not understand the modus operandi of tuna carriers servicing the purse seiner fleets in the Western Central Pacific (principally at the PNA ports). It is true that some are permanently in the Westpac tuna trade, but others are only temporarily in the trade: they carry other cargoes to the region (mainly to the Far East), and offer themselves for hire for one or two voyages subsequently. These vessels provide an important component of the carrying capacity. It is unrealistic to expect owners to flag in a member state simply to cover the possibility of a trip in the Westpac. Bear in mind that the international reefer trade is still very much a ‘tramp’ trade, not a regular, fixed schedule trade.
Changing flag is very difficult for some owners. As an example, a Panama flag time charter carrier may be owned by an entity in another country, but demise chartered to an operator in a third country, and time chartered to a buyer of fish in the Westpac in another country. In order to change flag, the owner’s permission is required, which in turn will probably need the permission of numerous banks, boards of directors, government agencies and the intervention of numerous lawyers. This is an expensive and lengthy process, to which must be added the considerable cost of meeting the new flag’s registration, certification and survey requirements.  
There are a number of vessels flagged in member states. However, many of them are of low standard, rather aged, and have limited range. These vessels generally cannot call at US ports (e.g. American Samoa), cannot go to South America or Europe, and are generally much less versatile as far as trading limits are concerned. Such vessels have a role to play, but the trade also needs a superior class of vessel: which are generally available – but not with WCPFC member State flags.
When the current waiver period terminates and non member flag vessels are disallowed, some (e.g. Chinese vessels flagged out of China) may change to Member flags, but many will not. The short term hires mentioned above will largely be unavailable. The result will be a shortage of carriers. Seiners will lose more time as they wait for carriers, and freight rates will increase. In the end, the fishing vessel owner will pay the cost in lower fish prices and greater losses of time. Add to this the fact that more fish will be likely be shipped to BKK, which will depress the price there. The catching industry will bear the brunt of this, including those vessels owned by member States. 
It should be noted that the amount of fish that can be delivered to member state processors is limited, particularly the FFA countries. Even if processing capacity in FFA member States increases considerably in within the next few years, the total amount per annum will remain a small part of the annual catch in the region. 
What are the objections to non member State flag carriers/tankers?
Control: real control lies with the members and the Commission. If they choose to ‘blacklist’ a vessel, they have the means to do so very effectively. They don’t need cooperation from the flag state. Ships are vulnerable, and the member states have a lot of power, including the ability to detain or arrest vessels. It should be noted that transshipment of seiners in the FFA region is restricted to designated ports, and is always under the supervision of local Customs, Port, and Fishery Authorities.
High seas/illegal transshipment: a vessel flagged in a member State can break the rules as easily as one in a non member State – and is no more or less susceptible to detection and punishment.
Influx of more fishing vessels: all the Commission has to do is determine that the existing waiver applies only to registered carriers/tankers, i.e. that it does not apply to any fishing vessel. 
The comments above relating to carriers apply in large part to tankers also. The seiner lets rely on fuel supplies at sea. Fuel supplies in the Western Pacific are either distant from the fishing areas, in short supply, or very expensive – sometimes a combination of all of those factors. Any reduction of the tanker fleet will result in operational difficulties, and most likely higher fuel prices, for the tuna purse seiner and long liner fleets.

