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The fleet of purse seiners in the WCPO has increased substantially during the past five years. Although the US fleet has declined from over 40 vessels to less than 15 today, the overall number of vessels has increased to nearly 200. This has been the result of new entrants (e.g. China and the EU), and existing owners circumventing the national vessel quotas established by the Palau Arrangement by using FOCs and domestic affiliations in Island States.

As a result, skipjack catches have increased from less than 800,000 mt in 1999 to over 1 million mt in 2004. Yellowfin catch has reduced from over 200,000 mt to less than 180,000 in the same period.

The effect of increased skipjack catches has been to depress market prices: the benchmark Bangkok skipjack price is lower today that it was in the 1990’s, in spite of dramatic increases in every cost associated with vessel operation: fuel, spare parts, fishing gear, provisions, and ship’s stores.

The increased fishing effort has resulted in lower cpue of yellowfin, to the extent that scientists now believe that overfishing is “probably occurring”, and that fishing mortality should be reduced.

The economic and biological results are adverse, and represent a ‘lose-lose’ situation for stakeholders. Boat owners cannot earn realistic rates of return on the very large investments needed to own and operate purse seiners. Economic changes will give rise to changes in the structure of the purse seiner fleet, and it can be expected that high cost producers (e.g. Japan, USA) may eventually be replaced by lower cost operators (e.g. China). However, under the present circumstances it is difficult to see benefits for even the lower cost operators. Low market prices benefit nobody except perhaps the large supermarket chains, and declining stocks benefit nobody at all.

The resource owners all strive to increase their resource rents. In a situation where the value of catch is low, and resources under pressure, rents can only be increased by taking a larger share of the ‘cake’, and then only in a limited way. The guideline for license fees has long been set at around 5% of cif value. 5% of $1,000 per tonne is a lot better than 5% of $500 (double, in fact!). It is very much in the resource owner’s interest for fish prices to rise, and stocks to stay healthy. 

The need for Island States to develop their economies through strategies involving seiner licensing is recognized. However, the vessels so licensed should have real, demonstrable links to the countries concerned, in terms of management, crewing and shore based activities. Where processing plants are involved, the numbers of vessels attached should match the plant capacity.

The WCPO Tuna Commission is a new institution, only beginning to establish its authority. Capacity limits are well established in other ocean areas, particularly the Eastern Pacific. Such limits are needed in the WCPO. A move towards limits by vessel fishing days in some parts of the region may actually lead to an expansion of capacity. Resource owners should remember that the majority of seiners in the region cannot fish ‘domestically’, i.e. in the domestic waters of the State to which they are either flagged or affiliated: they need to range afar, following the highly migratory tuna. The scope for truly ‘domestic’ seiners is limited to the relatively small archipelagic waters of just two countries: PNG and Solomons. A single State cannot license many vessels without impacting other States and stakeholders. The argument for region-wide management is conclusive for the highly migratory tuna species.

Foreign direct investment in the tuna fishing industry should not be viewed any differently from FDI in other economic sectors. Such investment in locally flagged vessels can bring major benefits to developing economies. However, such vessels should be genuinely integrated into their flag-state economies: local registration and incorporation, operational management, crewing, and as much procurement as is economically feasible. This does not imply the elimination of DWFN vessels, but there should be a steady growth in the domestic fleet, matched by a reduction in the DWFN fleet. Flag States need to take appropriate measures, particularly regarding taxation and labour regulations, that will allow flagged vessels to operate competitively: tuna purse seining is a prime example of a completely globalized industry operating in a very free market, with no single producer being more than a price-taker. States that believe they can extract higher resource rents than those which are commonly applicable, are deluding themselves. In order to expand such resource rents, the overall returns must first be increased. To their credit, some States have recognized this.

If the growth of genuine domestic fleets is accompanied by strict capacity controls, the result will be a more sustainable resource, better market conditions, and increased returns to all stakeholders.

There is a consensus that there should be limits imposed on purse seining capacity within the WCPO region. There is also an acceptance by DWFNs that Island States should be allowed to increase their domestic fleets, in the pursuit of legitimate national development goals. The increase of truly domestic fleets, in the context of capacity limits, implies reduction of DWFN fleets. Some DWFN owners may already recognize this, and are preparing themselves for possible re-flagging. There may only be straws in the wind today, but the movement may turn to a steady breeze sooner rather than later. The impending implementation of the VDS will only add to the momentum, as there is likely to be increased uncertainty regarding licensing. 

Tri Marine supports the limitation of purse seiner capacity in the WCPO region and the growth of PNA country purse seiner fleets, while recognizing the importance of adequate regional resource management, and the need for flag States to establish economically viable environments within their jurisdictions. We should be instinctively wary of prophesying dramatic and sudden changes. At the same time, we should not instinctively reject the possibility of any change whatsoever, by not seeing and accepting the changes that are definitely underway.

