
 1 

Agenda Item J.4 
Situation Summary 

April 2007 

YELLOWFIN TUNA OVERFISHING 

On October 25, 2006, Council Chairman Hansen received a letter from the National Marine 
Fisheries Service (NMFS) Southwest Regional Administrator discussing their determination, as 
required by the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act (MSA), that 
overfishing is occurring on the Eastern Pacific Ocean (EPO) yellowfin tuna stock.  At that time, 
Section 304(e) of the MSA (16 U.S.C. 1854(e)) applied.  It states that within one year of such a 
notification, “…the appropriate Council … shall prepare a fishery management plan, plan 
amendment, or proposed regulations for the fishery to which the identification or notice 
applies…”  However, a new section was inserted in the MSA (§304(j)) when it was reauthorized, 
which likely applies to yellowfin tuna.  The section reads: 

(i) INTERNATIONAL OVERFISHING.—The provisions of this subsection shall apply 
in lieu of subsection (e) to a fishery that the Secretary determines is overfished or 
approaching a condition of being overfished due to excessive international fishing 
pressure, and for which there are no management measures to end overfishing under an 
international agreement to which the United States is a party. For such fisheries—  

(1) the Secretary, in cooperation with the Secretary of State, immediately take 
appropriate action at the international level to end the overfishing; and  
(2) within 1 year after the Secretary’s determination, the appropriate Council, or 
Secretary, for fisheries under section 302(a)(3) shall—  

(A) develop recommendations for domestic regulations to address the relative 
impact of fishing vessels of the United States on the stock and, if developed by a 
Council, the Council shall submit such recommendations to the Secretary; and  
(B) develop and submit recommendations to the Secretary of State, and to the 
Congress, for international actions that will end overfishing in the fishery and 
rebuild the affected stocks, taking into account the relative impact of vessels of 
other nations and vessels of the United States on the relevant stock. 

This new language has several implications.  First, it does not reference the development of a 
fishery management plan or plan amendment (as does section 304(e)), indicating that an FMP 
amendment need not be prepared to address overfishing.  Instead, the Council shall develop 
recommendations for domestic regulations.  Second, the issue is raised whether a proposal for 
domestic regulation is compulsory or if a Council may recommend that no such regulations are 
necessary, for example, if existing domestic regulations are considered sufficient.  Third, it states 
the Council shall submit recommendations through the Secretary (NMFS) to, in this case, the 
Inter-American Tropical Tuna Commission (IATTC) for international actions to end overfishing.  
It is unclear whether such recommendations should be proposed just once or on an ongoing 
basis.  (Under Agenda Item J.5, the Council will discuss procedures for the ongoing provision of 
advice to regional fishery management organizations such as the IATTC.)  

The Council should also consider recent and ongoing activity by the IATTC with respect to 
yellowfin tuna overfishing.  On February 5-6, 2007, the IATTC held an ad hoc meeting to 
discuss conservation measures for both yellowfin and bigeye tunas.  Attachment 1 is a summary 
of the meeting prepared on behalf of the U.S. delegation.  Attachment 1 includes the proposal put 
forward by the U.S. delegation to address overfishing of bigeye and yellowfin tuna.  Attachment 
2 is a background paper prepared by IATTC staff discussing past and potential conservation
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measures to address overfishing.  Attachment 3, also prepared by IATTC staff, presents 
information on catches of yellowfin tuna in 2006.  As outlined in that paper, a key issue is the 
substantial decline in the average weight of yellowfin tuna being caught, especially in purse 
seine fisheries targeting floating objects (generally, artificial fish aggregating devices, or FADs, 
deployed by the purse seine vessels themselves).  It is also worth noting that West Coast landings 
of yellowfin tuna—in 2005, 286 mt by commercial fisheries, according to the highly migratory 
species (HMS) Stock Assessment Fishery Evaluation (SAFE)—are tiny in comparison.  As 
discussed in Attachment 1, the ad hoc meeting made several recommendations for further 
analysis and deferred further discussion of conservation measures until after the next round of 
stock assessments to be produced in May 2007.  (The 8th Working Group on Stock Assessments 
meeting is currently scheduled for May 7–11.)  Thus, at this time it is very difficult to predict the 
types of measures the IATTC may adopt to address overfishing of these stocks.  Any such action 
will occur at the June 18–29, 2007, annual meeting in Cancun, Mexico, which immediately 
follows the June Council meeting. 

Because of these developments, at their February 7–8, 2007, meeting the Highly Migratory 
Species Advisory Subpanel and Highly Migratory Species Management Team (HMSMT) 
strongly recommended that the Council defer the adoption of alternatives to address yellowfin 
tuna overfishing from the April meeting to a later Council meeting.  Instead, at this time the 
Council may wish to discuss and obtain guidance on the implications of section 304(i) in the 
reauthorized MSA.  As part of this discussion, the Council could clarify what domestic 
regulations, if any, would be appropriate.  Under Agenda Item J.6 the Council will have the 
opportunity to formulate recommendations to the U.S. delegation for the June 2007 annual 
IATTC meeting for conservation measures the delegation should propose for adoption.  Under 
the current agenda item, the Council may wish to clarify whether that action would satisfy 
section 304(i)(2)(B) (assuming the Secretary determines this section is applicable to yellowfin 
tuna), considering that such recommendations may be made on an ongoing (multi-annual) basis, 
and, if not, what additional actions would be necessary.  Based on Council direction, the 
HMSMT will develop a preliminary set of alternatives or proposals for the Council to consider 
and adopt for public review at a future Council meeting. 

Council Action: 

Consider statutory changes and pending IATTC action that may affect the Council’s 
response to yellowfin tuna overfishing, and provide guidance on the next appropriate steps 
to address the issue. 

Reference Materials: 

1. Agenda Item J.4.a, Attachment 1:  Summary – Inter-American Tropical Tuna Commission’s 
February 2007 Meetings. 

2. Agenda Item J.4.a, Attachment 2:  Document AH-05, Review of IATTC Management. 
Measures for Tunas in the Eastern Pacific Ocean, and Current Management Options. 

3. Agenda Item J.4.a, Attachment 3:  Document AH-04, Catches of Yellowfin Tuna in 2006. 
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Agenda Item J.4.a 
Attachment 1 

April 2007 
 

 
Summary – Inter-American Tropical Tuna Commission’s February 2007 Meetings 

 
The Inter-American Tropical Tuna Commission (IATTC) held an ad hoc meeting of the 
Commission, February 5 and 6, 2007.  Subsidiary meetings rounded out the week and included 
the Working Group on Finance, and the Bycatch Working Group.  (Current IATTC information 
may be found on the Commission’s website at:  www.iattc.org.) 
 
 
Ad Hoc IATTC Meeting: 
 
The focus of this meeting was to explore future options for the conservation and management of 
bigeye and yellowfin tunas.  The Secretariat (Dr. Allen) made a presentation based on 
preliminary 2006 yellowfin tuna catch data.  Yellowfin tuna catches are in significant decline and 
possible reasons for this include low average size of fish caught, lower recruitment, overfishing, 
and decreased catchability.  The Untied States put forward a proposal of conservation 
measures for analysis (Appendix 1).  Though many management options were discussed, the 
Commission concluded that in-depth discussion and proposals of resolutions should wait until 
after the round of stock assessments due in May, 2007.  In the end the Plenary recommended 
that the IATTC Scientific Staff provide the following information and analysis: 
 

• Work to refine critical areas for juvenile bigeye tuna and juvenile yellowfin tuna and 
consider the conservation value of closing these areas to purse seine fishing periodically or 
year round; 

 
• Produce estimates of Total Allowable Catch (TAC) limits both on a single year and a 
multi-year basis;1   

 
• Compile the practical and administrative issues raised regarding potential use of per 
country catch allocations or Individual Fishing Quotas (IFQs) for vessels;  

 
• Update on statistics from fishing year 2006 in light of the current management 
Resolution; 

 
• Consider the current fishing capacity in the eastern Pacific Ocean (EPO) and examine 
the relationship to conservation measures needed at current capacity to the conservation 
measures that would be necessary if the Commission implemented the Capacity Plan and 
reduced the purse seine fleet to the target capacity levels;  

 
• Prepare a report of implementation of VMS requirements by Parties; 

 
• Research fishing methods and gear that may  increase escapement of small fish; 

 
• Investigate the impact of fishing effort on adult stocks of yellowfin tuna (this is a part of 
the IATTC scientific standard analysis); and 

                                                 
1 Several conservation scenarios were discussed contemplating using critical juvenile areas in concert with a TAC. 
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• Summarize available information on the impacts from planting of Fish Aggregating 
Devices (FADs), describe areas were FADs should not be placed because of the fish of 
catching juvenile tunas, determine the increase in vulnerability of tunas since the 
development of the FAD fishery, and determine the number of FADs placed. 

 
8th Working Group on Finance: 
 
The working group examined a series of factors regarding the formula which constitutes a 
contribution formula. Discussions included an expansion of the categories of Gross National 
Income (GNI) per capita in the formula to better express the differences between the different 
levels of economic development of the members.  The delegation of El Salvador presented new 
categories for consideration, but this did not obtain consensus.  There was recognition by the 
meeting that there was value in having the weighting factors be equivalent to GNI categories.  A 
proposal was made to base the catch element on an average of several years instead of the 
most recent year, but no agreement was reached on this.  While there was consensus that the 
expansion of GNI categories was a step forward, discussion at the meeting revealed that there 
remain some issues to be resolved before it could be agreed.  Some members believed that the 
expansion of the range of GNI categories should be associated with an increase of the base 
fee, or a reduction or elimination of the weight given to utilization as currently defined.  Other 
members, while supporting an expansion of the GNI categories, stressed the importance of 
retaining the element of utilization as a significant factor in the formula. Some of the alternatives 
were examined using a model spreadsheet. 
 
The balance in the formula between the weight given to base fees and operational fees was 
also an issue that needed further attention in considering the entirety of the formula.  There was 
also an understanding that, if a contribution formula could be agreed at this stage, it would be 
reviewed at such time as the entry into force of the Antigua Convention.  The Working Group on 
Finance did not reach consensus on a formula to recommend to the Commission.  The Working 
Group on Finance will meet again in June 2007. 
 
6th Bycatch Working Group: 
 
Sea turtles 
 
Martin Hall presented a regional program to reduce sea turtle bycatch.  Preliminary statistics 
suggest that use of circle hooks reduces turtle hooking rate by about 2 turtles per 1000 hooks.   
Additionally, that use of polypropylene line produces more entanglements than monofilament. 
Martin noted that contrary to the results in the rest of the region, circle hooks have a significantly 
reduced catch rate in the Peruvian and Ecuadorian mahi-mahi fisheries, so efforts to introduce 
circle hooks into those mahi-mahi fisheries are unlikely to be successful.   
 
Spain reported that their swordfish fishery results in an average of 8 sea turtle mortalities per 
million hooks.  They also noted that with respect to bait, turtles tend to swallow hooks more 
deeply when hooks are baited with squid versus other baits.  
 
The United States reminded the Bycatch Working Group (BWG) that the Resolution regarding a 
Program to Mitigate the Impact of Fishing on Sea Turtles (C-04-07) will expire this year.  The 
United States also stated that they would resubmit their Sea Turtle Resolution in June 2007. 
 
Seabirds 
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The BWG recommended that the Stock Assessment Working Group continue progress on 
developing an assessment of the impact of incidental catch of seabirds resulting from the 
activities of all the vessels fishing for tunas and tuna-like species, in the EPO.  This assessment 
should include but is not limited to the following:  collaborations with various seabird experts, 
such as BirdLife International and the Agreement on the Conservation of Albatrosses and 
Petrels (ACAP) and its advisory bodies; identification of fisheries and areas of overlap with 
breeding and foraging seabird species where incidental catch may potentially occur; available 
information from CPCs on the levels of incidental catch of seabird species in its IATTC fisheries. 
 
The BWG recommended that the Stock Assessment Working Group consider what appropriate 
and cost-effective seabird mitigation measures might be for pelagic longline vessels fishing in 
the IATTC Area.  This consideration should include coordination with the Western and Central 
Pacific Fishery Commission (WCPFC), which recently adopted a binding conservation measure 
for seabird mitigation measures.  This coordination with WCPFC should include its Scientific 
Committee and Technical and Compliance Committee, which are charged with arriving at 
minimum technical specifications for these measures. 
 
Further the BWG recommended that the Stock Assessment Working Group work with other 
Region Fishery Management Organizations (e.g. WCPFC, ICCAT, CCAMLR, CCAMLR, IOTC) 
in establishing consistent approaches to the incidental catch of seabirds, such as in the areas of 
assessments, monitoring incidental catch, and the development and use of effective and 
practicable mitigation measures. 
 
Sharks 
 
The BWG discussed the current Resolution on the Conservation of Sharks Caught in 
Association with Fisheries in the Eastern Pacific Ocean (C-05-03).  The Secretariat reported 
that only the United States has submitted the required annual reports.  The BWG asked that all 
Parties submit their required shark data and the Joint Working Group on Compliance review this 
delinquency.  
 
Other Bycatch 
 
Spain presented results of research on numerous experimental models of FAD construction.  
Because so many different designs were used, sample sizes were small, but results for some 
designs suggested a win-win result, producing more tuna and reduced bycatch (including only 
one tangled turtle and no mortalities.) 
 
Spain presented initial results of research that attempted to use acoustic instruments to 
determine species and size composition of schools associated with FADs.   
 
Other issues: 
 

• 2007 Meeting Venue- Mexico and Panama made a joint announcement that the 2007 
annual meetings of the AIDCP and IATTC in June will take place in Cancun, Mexico.  
Panama will host the meetings in June 2008.   

 
• Several sessions of the virtual working group on the selection of the next Director of the 
IATTC were held.  Parties still have not completely agreed on the wording for a vacancy 
announcement, but expect the two parties with remaining issues to work toward a mutual 
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agreement in the immediate future.  Parties would like to interview candidates before the 
annual meetings in June 2007.   

 
• No decisions were made with respect to the selection of a Chair for the June 2007 
Commission meetings.  This issue was very contentious last year and accounted for a 
significant amount of lost meeting time.  However, one of the two parties that competed for 
Chair last year will be the host of this year’s meeting, which may reduce resistance to a 
Mexican Chair for the 2007 meetings. 
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Appendix 1         February 2007 
 
 
 
United States Proposal of Conservation Measures for Analysis 
 
The goals of this proposal are to: 
 

A. Control yellowfin total catch, 
B. Reduce mortality of small yellowfin tuna and bigeye tuna. 

 
Proposal: 
 

1. This proposal is applicable in 2008, 2009, and 2010 to all purse-seine vessels and large 
scale tuna longline vessels (LSTLVs) fishing for yellowfin, bigeye, and skipjack tunas. 

 
2. The area bounded by 90°W meridian, 120°W meridian, 6°N parallel and 10°S parallel 

shall be closed to all purse-seine fishing for tunas in the eastern Pacific Ocean (EPO) for 
the duration of this proposal. 

 
3. A total allowable catch (TAC) for yellowfin tuna in the Inter-American Tropical Tuna 

(IATTC) Convention Area shall be established at the recommendation of the Director. 
 

4. When 75% of the TAC of yellowfin tuna catch is reached, the area(s) identified by the 
Secretariat as having increased small yellowfin tuna catches shall be closed to all purse-
seine fishing for tunas and yellowfin tuna landings from outside the closed area will be 
limited to 15% of the total landings. 

 
5. Current control techniques for longline fishing will be continued and the catch levels will 

be reviewed in light of current stock assessments. 
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