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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

Overfishing and illegal, unreported, and unregulated fishing occurs across the ocean but is of 

particular concern outside of a state’s exclusive economic zones (EEZ), which pose monitoring 

and enforcement challenges due to the scale and remoteness of fishing grounds and frequent 

jurisdictional ambiguity. Fish stocks on the high seas are being overfished at a rate of 64.4% 

which is more than double the rate of those fisheries managed within national boundaries (Daniel 

Dunn et al, 2018; FAO 2014). Most high seas fisheries and fish stocks are managed solely by 

Regional Fisheries Management Organizations (RFMOs) under the authority of the United 

Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (1982) and are established by voluntary international 

agreements. Countries interested in joining an RFMO for access to highly migratory species or 

transboundary fish stocks are subject to legally binding conservation management measures 

(CMMs) and convention mandates created by the organization.  

 

Historically, the overall effectiveness of RFMOs for protecting valuable high seas fisheries and 

their ecosystems has been called into question and there has been a recent push from consumers 

for increased seafood traceability. The most recent comprehensive performance review of 

RFMOs was conducted in 2010 by Sarika Cullis-Suzuki and Daniel Pauly who found that most 

RFMOs did not have sufficient compliance evaluation schemes. They also found that on average, 

67% of RFMO managed fish stocks were considered overfished or seriously depleted, indicating 

that urgent change in management approaches was needed (Cullis-Suzuki and Pauly, 2010). 

 

This project critically evaluates compliance and enforcement mechanisms of RFMOs and is a 

component of a larger comprehensive performance review of the current seventeen global 

RFMOs conducted by an interdisciplinary team of researchers at Duke, NYU, and the Stockholm 

Resilience Centre led by Duke Marine Lab PhD student Gabrielle Carmine. For this evaluation, 

RFMOs were scored using a set of ten different criteria to assess existing compliance 

mechanisms and understand existing levels of transparency within high seas fisheries 

management. The compliance and enforcement research questions addressed individual RFMO 

utilization of compliance review mechanisms, consequences for CMM violation, public 

accessibility of compliance data, satellite monitoring requirements, catch documentation 
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schemes, at-port and at-sea inspection, observer coverage for transshipment events, collaborative 

efforts between RFMOs on enforcement, and any differences in enforcement for contracting 

parties in financial need.  

 

No RFMO received full points in this evaluation, and none of the ten research question criteria 

were met by all seventeen organizations. Tuna-focused RFMOs (CCSBT, WCPFC, and ICCAT) 

received three of the five highest scores in this review, most likely due to their large membership 

bases and administrative capacity to clearly record compliance requirements online. Specialized-

species (non-tuna) RFMOs on average scored the lowest in this evaluation, including two 

RFMOs (IPHC and NASCO) that did not receive any points. These organizations have few 

member states and focus primarily on transboundary stocks, meaning they must rely exclusively 

on enforcement by the respective national governments of their member parties. This review 

focused on RFMO governing body responsibility for compliance review and enforcement rather 

than delegating to members, and RFMOs without this structure in place did not score well. This 

evaluation also includes a compliance committee implementation gap timeline based on the 

number of years after an RFMO was formally established a committee to review compliance was 

implemented. The average implementation gap is 16 years and the range of implementation gaps 

across the 14 RFMOs with active compliance committees is 60 years, with IATTC taking six 

decades to implement its committee and NPAFC establishing their committee within their initial 

establishment year. Three RFMOs (IATTC, SIOFA, and SPRFMO) established their committees 

after the 2010 Cullis-Suzuki and Pauly review, indicating the potential influence of the previous 

critiques of compliance review mechanisms. The report concludes with three identified areas for 

improvement; public accessibility of RFMO compliance and enforcement data, utilization of at-

port inspection programs, and catch documentation schemes. The combination of these three 

targeted components of compliance and enforcement should allow RFMOs to improve both the 

quality of their data collection and transparency of fisheries governance, incentivize voluntary 

compliance rates and bolster public trust in high seas management schemes. 
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS 

 

ABNJ  Areas Beyond National Jurisdiction 

AIS  Automated Identification System 

BBNJ  Biodiversity Beyond National Jurisdiction 

CBD  Convention on Biological Diversity 

CDS  Catch Documentation Scheme 

CMM  Conservation Management Measure 

CP  Contracting Party 

CPC  Cooperating non-Contracting Party 

EEZ  Exclusive Economic Zone 

FAO  Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nation 

IUU  Illegal, Unreported, and Unregulated 

MCS  Monitoring, Control, and Surveillance 

PSMA  Port State Measures Agreement 

RFMO Regional Fishery Management Organization 

UNCLOS United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 

UNFSA United Nations Straddling Fish Stocks Agreement 

VMS  Vessel Monitoring System 

 

Regional Fishery Management Organization Acronyms: 

CCAMLR Commission for the Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources 

CCBSP Convention on the Conservation and Management of Pollock Resources in 

  the Central Bering Sea 

CCSBT Commission for the Conservation of Southern Bluefin Tuna 

GFCM General Fisheries Commission for the Mediterranean 

IATTC Inter-American Tropical Tuna Commission 

ICCAT International Commission for the Conservation of Atlantic Tunas 

IOTC  Indian Ocean Tuna Commission 

IPHC  International Pacific Halibut Commission 

NAFO  Northwest Atlantic Fisheries Organization 

NASCO North Atlantic Salmon Conservation Organization 

NEAFC North-East Atlantic Fisheries Commission 

NPAFC North Pacific Anadromous Fish Commission 

PSC  Pacific Salmon Commission 

SEAFO South East Atlantic Fisheries Organization 

SIOFA South Indian Ocean Fisheries Agreement 

SPRFMO South Pacific Regional Fisheries Management Organization 

WCPFC Western and Central Pacific Fisheries Commission 
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INTRODUCTION 

High Seas Fisheries and Governance 

 Historically the high seas have been viewed as a wild frontier, supplying an endless 

source of seafood for anyone who was willing to brave the tough conditions (G. R. Russ, D. C. 

Zeller, 2003). This mindset has prevailed into the 21st century and resulted in high rates of 

overfishing, which is defined by the Magnuson Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management 

Act (MSA) as a “rate of fishing mortality that will jeopardize the capacity of a fishery to produce 

the maximum sustainable yield on a continuing basis.” Maintaining sustainable fisheries 

populations is beneficial not just for ocean ecosystems, but also for global seafood markets and 

addressing food insecurity. While the majority of global fishing effort occurs within the 

exclusive economic zones (EEZs) of different nations, areas beyond national jurisdiction 

(ABNJ), also called the high seas, account for approximately 64% of global ocean cover, and 

annual landings are worth an estimated USD $16 Billion (FAO, 2020; J. Rodriguez et al, 2021). 

From 2009 to 2014 the average annual total landings from the high seas were 4.32 million metric 

tons (L. Schiller et al, 2018). It is likely that these reported landings underrepresent the actual 

amount fishing effort conducted on the high seas, due to the high prevalence of illegal, 

unreported, and unregulated (IUU) activity that has been known to occur in the ABNJ (U. 

Samaila et al, 2015). Satellite records of global fishing effort indicate that industrial fishing now 

occurs in at least 48% of the high seas, and in truly remote areas, such as Antarctica (E. Sala et 

al, 2018). High seas fishing operators target valuable highly migratory species with habitat 

ranges spanning thousands of miles, such as tuna, billfish, or sharks that are worth the cost of 

fishing so far offshore (C. Costello et al, 2020). From 2009 to 2014, tuna species comprised 61% 

of the total volume of global high seas landings (L. Schiller et al, 2018).   

 

Fishing technology such as GPS, freezers, sonar, mapping, and fuel capacity has dramatically 

improved over the last century, meaning that more fishers can readily access remote areas of the 

ocean (S. Cullis-Suzuki and D. Pauly, 2015). Estimates of global high seas catches in the 1950s 

were less than two million tons, but by 2006 this grew to over ten million tons (FAO, 2008). The 

high seas fisheries catch in 2014 was estimated to be 4.4 million metric tons and $7.6 billion in 

aggregate revenue (E. Sala et al, 2018). Despite increases in fishing effort, high seas stocks were 

considered declining by the 2020 UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) State of World 
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Fisheries and Aquaculture Report, and an assessment of 48 different high seas stocks illustrated 

that almost 75% are classified as either depleted or overfished (FAO, 2020; S. Cullis-Suzuki and 

D. Pauly, 2010). Over the past fifty years, highly migratory stocks for species such as mackerel, 

tuna, and marlin have declined by close to 60% and several are considered overexploited (PEW 

Charitable Trusts, 2020). In particular, tuna populations managed by RFMOs such as CCSBT, 

ICCAT, and IOTC have been reduced to 10-25% of their estimated original spawning biomass 

(K. Boerder et al, 2019).   

 

The international high seas fisheries management framework is primarily based upon the United 

Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), effective since 1982. UNCLOS is an 

international treaty that delineated State Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs) to 200 nautical 

miles, established a basis for regional fisheries management organization (RFMOs), and serves 

as the foundational regulatory platform for other agreements pertaining to high seas governance. 

Voluntary signatories to the UNCLOS agreement afford States with both the right to exploit and 

the responsibility to manage fishery resources on the high seas (UN General Assembly, 1982). 

The high seas are formally defined by UNCLOS as the water column, not including the seabed, 

beyond EEZs or territorial seas. The ABNJ do not belong to any nation, but rather are managed 

by a collection of agreements and mandated regional bodies, known as RFMOs. In the 1980s 

there were many fish stocks in risk of collapse, including several critical highly migratory stocks 

prompting the FAO Committee on Fisheries (COFI) to request the creation of a code of conduct 

(the Code) for responsible fisheries in 1991. Formally adopted by FAO Member States in 1995, 

the Code established principles, standards, and guidelines for the sustainable management of 

both the global fisheries and aquaculture sectors (FAO, 2020). Also in 1995, the UN 

Conservation and Management of Straddling Fish Stocks and Highly Migratory Species 

(UNFSA) established requirements for fishery management bodies to incorporate both the best 

available science and the precautionary principle when evaluating and creating management 

measures (FAO, 2020).      

 

Regional Fishery Management Organizations 

RFMOs are intergovernmental management bodies established through treaties or 

international agreements between States with a vested interest in a given fishery region, stock, or 
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combination of the two. States do not have to border the region that an RFMO has jurisdiction 

over in order to join, and many fishing nations are members of multiple different RFMOs to 

access a variety of fisheries. These organizations are authorized to determine catch limits, quotas, 

and conservation measures for their regions, and may regulate which vessels are permitted within 

their jurisdiction for the members states who have voluntarily adopted their conventions. 

Because there are few species that are found exclusively in the high seas, RFMOs are also often 

responsible for the management of “straddling” fish stocks, which are fish stocks that move 

between multiple countries EEZS or between an EEZ and the high seas (L. Schiller et al, 2018). 

While most RFMOs are primarily focused on commercial fish stocks, there are some that 

manage other marine species that play important roles in the ocean ecosystem. Any country that 

has a vested interest in the RFMOs fisheries is eligible to apply to join as a member state but 

must agree to set provisions (UNCLOS, 1982; PEW Charitable Trusts, 2021). There are several 

different levels of participation by States to an RFMO, members, contracting parties and 

cooperating non-contracting parties (also called acceding states or cooperating non-members 

parties by some RFMOs) parties to the intergovernmental agreements. The terminology differs 

slightly between individual organizations, but typically contracting parties (CPs) are States that 

have formally ratified or approved, an RFMO Convention. Additionally, CPs may participate as 

formal members of an RFMO commission body, meaning that they also contribute to the 

organization budget, and can participate in the decision-making process through voting. In most 

cases, Cooperating non-contracting parties (CPCs) are States have not formally ratified a 

convention agreement and joined as a member but have access to the fishery resources, and 

depending on the RFMO, ability to participate in commission meetings without voting power.  

 

Voting power is an important incentive for states to join an RFMO as a CP because many of the 

RFMOs are consensus-based and require each member of the organization to agree on updates to 

management measures such as catch limits, gear requirements, or inspections. The convention 

text of an RFMO outlines their goals and objectives, and conservation management measures 

(CMMs) create new management measures beyond the baseline convention text. There are also 

other relevant provisions that member states and CPs must comply with pertaining to different 

aspects of fisheries management. CMMs are typically reviewed and updated regularly by 

decision-making bodies and evolve based on changes in managed stock status, best available 
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science, and changes in technology. The organizational structure of an RFMO differs slightly by 

individual organization, but the majority of RFMOs consist of decision-making bodies called 

commissions that are led by a Secretariat (or Executive Secretary or Commissioner). An RFMO 

commission also typically oversees several committees, sub-committees, and working groups 

that support the organization with budget, compliance, or science, and foster collaboration 

between other RFMOs and/or international governing bodies or even non-Governmental 

organizations. These committees will propose recommendations or resolutions for improving 

existing CMMs that are either accepted and ratified by the RFMO or tabled for future 

commission discussions. 

 

Currently there are 17 different RFMOs that govern fisheries occurring in almost all ocean 

basins. In this report, RFMOs are categorized into three broad categories; those which are tuna-

specific, those that specialize in a single (non-tuna) species, and a third ‘other’ catchall category 

which includes RFMOs that are regionally specific and generalized species management 

organizations. Maps showing the spatial coverage of all seventeen of the RFMOs in this report 

can be found in Appendix Figures 1-3. While the differences in RFMO convention area, size, 

species, and membership base mean that it can be difficult to assess performance, it is all the 

more important to find ways to streamline evaluation procedures and standardize requirements 

for compliance with organization conventions.  

 

Understanding Compliance with RFMO Conservation Management Measures 

UNFSA Article 10 requires signatories to “establish appropriate cooperative mechanisms 

for effective monitoring, control, surveillance, and enforcement (FAO, 1995).” Because of this, 

RFMOs are legally obliged to collaborate with one another and amongst their own respective 

members to deter illegal fishing activities by non-members within their jurisdictional areas. This 

international agreement encouraged the development of compliance and monitoring mechanisms 

such as inspection schemes, the use of satellite monitoring, and the establishment of fisheries 

observer programs (Dunn et al, 2018). Additional international mechanisms that foster 

compliance are the International Monitoring, Control, and Surveillance Network (IMCS) which 

allowed data sharing on vessels potentially associated with IUU fishing activity (Dunn et al, 

2018). These larger international agreements can help to strengthen RFMO compliance 
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measures, especially if all members states or CPs have also ratified the agreement outside of the 

RFMO. 

 

Compliance with RFMO management measures is an important aspect of high seas fisheries 

governance for enforcement capabilities, but the scale and remoteness of most RFMO 

convention areas presents monitoring and enforcement challenges for RFMOs (C. Ewell et al, 

2020). Voluntary compliance with an already voluntary convention agreement can create room 

for legal ambiguity, and it can be difficult to rely on accurate self-reporting from members when 

external verification is not possible (C. Ewell et al, 2020). There are no uniform compliance 

mechanisms required across all RFMOs, meaning that the different organizations use unique 

compliance committees or compliance schemes to assess the level of compliance by CPs and 

CPCs. The size of most RFMO convention areas, particularly tuna RFMOs which govern a 

collective 91% of the global ocean (PEW Charitable Trusts, 2012), means that it is 

understandably difficult to physically monitor fishing grounds, so compliance review can be 

based on reported landings, catch documentation, port, or at-sea inspections, along with on-board 

monitoring by observers or electronic monitoring devices. The use of vessel monitoring system 

(VMS) data is also used, but the majority of this data is not publicly accessible and can 

complicate the verification of fishing data (D. Dunn et al, 2018). VMS signals are required of 

many RFMO CPs and allows the organization to track individual fishing vessels in real time to 

see their location and other identifying information. At-sea monitoring or fisheries observer 

programs are included in most RFMO regulations in order to provide catch data on both target 

and non-target species catches and on incidental takes such as bycatch or vulnerable marine 

ecosystems. The data collected from these programs is used to evaluate fishery stock health and 

determine annual catch limits or quotas and is also important for ensuring member state vessels 

are compliant with conservation measures. Data collected from these programs can have issues 

with credibility since human observers (as opposed to remote electronic monitoring) can be 

subject to intimidation and have their lives threatened to under-report numbers or look past 

certain regulation violations (C. Ewell et al, 2020).  
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Understanding RFMO Enforcement of Conservation Management Measures 

Enforcement should be considered in conjunction with CP compliance when evaluating 

RFMO management effectiveness, as the incentive for voluntary compliance with CMMs can be 

limited without the impending threat of active enforcement. It is important for RFMO 

commissions to keep record of CMM infringements and compliance rates, as well as records of 

follow up actions made by the RFMO or states. Depending on the RFMO, enforcing power may 

lie with the commission body or it may be delegated to the respective governments of 

participating member states (B. Pentz et al, 2018). RFMOs that manage transboundary stocks 

that are within the national EEZ of a member country will rely solely on the respective nations 

governments to review compliance and enforce penalties, such as IPHC. Conversely, RFMOs 

with convention areas solely within the ABNJ may have the legal competence to enforce 

regulations and impose corrective actions. 

 

Corrective actions used by RFMOs vary both by individual organization and by the type, 

severity, and frequency of non-compliance by a member state. Administrative and reporting 

failings or infringements are often permitted a grace period to correct and resubmit, or member 

states may have the ability to petition penalties. For some nations in financial need where 

administrative capacity is limited, infringements relating to reporting may be excused unless they 

occur as a repeat offense (CCAMLR, 2019). Exceeding annual or seasonal catch limits may 

require quota payback either through fines or reduced quota for the subsequent year (CCSBT, 

2018). Other examples of corrective actions include increased observer coverage on vessels, 

trade restrictions, and public display of non-compliance records. It can be difficult to verify 

enforcement follow up actions since they are often not recorded in annual reports or may only be 

vaguely referred to at a later meeting.  

 

Historical Performance of RFMOs  

Previous evaluation of overall RFMO performance has not been complimentary. In 2010, 

authors Sarika Cullis-Suzuki and Daniel Pauly published a paper titled “Failing the High Seas” 

that quantified RFMO conservation and management failures. They compared the conservation 

and management practices of the different RFMOs and also looked at the status of their managed 
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stocks. The 2010 review found that 32 out of the 48 total managed stocks are considered 

depleted or overfished, indicating that existing management strategies need to be re-evaluated 

and improved (S. Cullis-Suzuki and D. Pauly, 2010). There have been several other articles 

published over the past decade that analyze specific RFMO management or evaluate a particular 

aspect of management, such as transparency. Some authors analyzed the “responsiveness gap” in 

RFMO decision-making processes and compared consensus and majority-based frameworks to 

highlight conflicting interests within member states (B. Penz and N. Klenk, 2017). Shifting 

temperatures and ocean acidification from climate change will continue to exacerbate difficulties 

with fisheries management, as these changes may alter spawning habitats, feeding grounds, and 

biodiversity. Authors Pentz & Klenk found that RFMOs that require consensus for management 

decisions may struggle to shift towards climate change adaptive policies. 

 

Another evaluation from 2013 presented a potential standard that can be used to assess the 

transparency of RFMO member state compliance using the Western and Central Pacific Fisheries 

Commission (WCPFC) as a case study. They found that the WCPFC had ‘poor’ levels of 

transparency and publicly available information (E. Gilman and E. Kingma, 2013). Another 

review of the 17 RFMOs from 2020 noted that several compliance mechanisms such as at-sea 

monitoring, observer usage, and electronic monitoring are severely under-utilized by RFMOs, 

and that there is no clear language from any organization reviewed that required data 

transparency (Ewell et al, 2020).  

 

Project Overview and Scope:  

This project was conducted as a component of a larger project led by Duke Marine Lab 

PhD student Gabrielle Carmine and Dr. Pat Halpin in partnership with the David and Lucile 

Packard Foundation, the Stockholm Resilience Centre, New York University, and the Duke 

Marine Geospatial Ecology Lab. The larger project is a comprehensive performance review of all 

171 of the global RFMOs to evaluate overall effectiveness of high seas governance. Criteria for 

this performance review is based on many of the conservation and management critiques 

highlighted by authors Cullis-Suzuki and Pauly in 2010 and of other recent research that 

 
1 In the larger performance review, CCBSP was removed from the analysis because it is no longer considered a 

functioning RFMO. It has been kept in this evaluation to maintain consistency with comparisons.  
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emphasizes the importance of equity, transparency, and ecosystem-based management. The 

performance review utilizes 10 different conservation and management criteria including 1) 

transparency; 2) spatial management with an emphasis on closures and protected areas; 3) 

management compliance and enforcement; 4) bycatch; 5) flags and ownership; 6) access and 

equity; 7) stakeholder engagement and voting rights; 8) incorporation of scientific knowledge; 9) 

set catch targets; and 10) illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing prevention. Each of 

these 10 criteria were evaluated based on a set of binary research questions for comparing and 

contrasting the RFMOs and provide an overall evaluation of current high seas management.  

 

For this component of the larger project, I reviewed the compliance and enforcement 

mechanisms of all 17 RFMOs to provide an aggregate ‘score’ for each individual RFMO. The 

compliance and enforcement scores discussed in this report account one-tenth of the overall 

performance review score calculated by student lead, Gabrielle Carmine. In addition to providing 

results for one component of the larger RFMO performance review, this report also provides 

critical reflection on the implications of RFMO compliance and enforcement performance and 

analyzes the timeline over which critical compliance mechanisms such as compliance 

committees were implemented.  
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METHODS 

Research Questions and Criteria:  

 The larger RFMO Performance Review project is composed of ten categories with ten 

different binary questions designed to critically evaluate certain aspects of RFMO performance. 

Since this project section is focused solely on RFMO compliance and enforcement, the questions 

were crafted to assess different components of RFMO contracting party compliance with 

mandated regulations and existing CMMS, along with enforcement measures utilized by 

RFMOs. At the start of the project, I was provided with ten pre-established questions created by 

my project lead (see Table 1) with the intention that the questions could be updated after the data 

collection process had begun.  

Table 1: (Preliminary) RFMO Compliance & Enforcement Binary Research Questions 

1. Does the organization have an established mechanism for reviewing compliance? 

2. Are there consequences for violations of conservation measures by parties/member states? 

3. Has the organization enforced these consequences? 

4. Does the organization mandate the use of satellite monitoring on all vessels? 

5. Does the organization mandate a catch documentation scheme? 

6. Does the organization mandate at port inspections? 

7. Does the organization mandate randomized at-sea inspections? 

8. Does the organization allow for non-flag state boarding of vessels for these at-sea inspections? 

9. Does the organization partner with other RFMOs to coordinate compliance enforcement? 

10. Are detailed enforcement measures differentiated between developed and developing states? 

 

For this study, I used publicly available RFMO convention texts, CMMs, meeting minutes, 

working group reports, and other similar documents on RFMO websites. In order to be 

considered for scoring the material had to be in the public domain of an RFMO website and 

answer the research question criteria according to the points outlined in Appendix A. RFMOs did 

not receive credit for websites, portals, or reports that were referenced to cover compliance and 

enforcement but were not publicly available. Each RFMO is structured differently and has a 

unique website format, and certain sites were easier to navigate than others when identifying 

binding regulations related to compliance and enforcement. In several cases, data provided in 

RFMO annual meeting, committee reports, and meeting minutes were used to provide additional 

justification for individual scores.  
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The wording of each question guided the data collection process, since the majority of texts used 

to evaluate each RFMO against the research questions were legal documents, formal regulations, 

resolutions, and binding conservation management measures. It was essential for the scoring of 

this report to ensure that binding language such as ‘must’ or ‘requirement’ were used in the text, 

rather than loosely defined recommendations or suggestions for the RFMO CPs to adhere to. A 

second key consideration for the scoring for this section was enforcement responsibility. The 

questions that our research team developed to evaluate different compliance and enforcement 

mechanisms were designed understand the role that the RFMO governing body itself played in 

enforcement and compliance review, rather than relying solely on their CPs and delegating out 

compliance review responsibility. In this study, it was important to our team that the RFMO 

governing body be the responsible party for both evaluating compliance and enforcing corrective 

actions.   

 

After initial data collection began, I worked with the project lead to revise some of the research 

questions to better reflect data availability and holistically address compliance concerns noted 

throughout the data collection process. Research question revisions included adding clarifying 

language to better indicate how RFMOs were to be evaluated on certain criteria, re-phrasing to 

address confusion regarding the term ‘developing nations’ and to ensure a question was included 

to specifically address transshipment. A list of the revised research questions can be found below 

in Table 2. 

Table 2: Revised RFMO Compliance &Enforcement Research Questions 

1. Does the organization have an established mechanism for reviewing compliance? 

2. Are there consequences for violations of conservation measures by parties or member 

states? 

3. Does the organization have a public record of non-compliance and subsequent actions 

taken? 

4. Does the organization mandate the use of satellite monitoring on all vessels? 

5. Does the organization mandate a catch documentation scheme? 

6. Does the organization mandate at-port inspection for all managed species? 

7. Does the organization mandate randomized at-sea inspections? 

8. Does the organization mandate at-sea inspection for vessels engaging in transshipment 

by fisheries observers or by a non-flag state at-sea inspection? 

9. Does the organization partner with other RFMOs to coordinate enforcement? 

10. Are detailed enforcement measures differentiated for contracting parties in financial 

need? 
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In this study, binary refers to the potential results of each question since RFMOs were awarded 

either one point or zero points depending on how they fit the different criteria. Upon starting the 

data collection phases it became clear that it would be useful to also award half points to RFMOs 

that met partial criteria requirements. Each binary question score was justified with notes and 

links to at least one supporting document found on the public domain of the RFMO’s website. 

For all full breakdown of how each question was awarded points please see Appendix Table A. 

The highest possible total score for each individual RFMO is 10 points, with an organization 

receiving full possible points for each of the ten research questions.  

 

Compliance Mechanism Timeline: 

As an additional component of this evaluation of RFMO compliance and enforcement, I 

created a timeline showing implementation dates for different types of compliance mechanisms. 

Compliance committee establishment, CMMs or resolutions that promote compliance, and 

monitoring control and surveillance (MCS) schemes were all included as compliance 

mechanisms of interest for this project. After the binary research questions were used to evaluate 

the RFMOs I conducted an additional layer of analysis on the most common type of compliance 

mechanism, the compliance committee. 

 

The RFMO year of establishment was compared against the year of creation of their compliance 

committee to derive an ‘implementation gap’ for each individual RFMO. Due to the frequency 

and nature of CMM and resolution revisions for RFMOs, it was not possible to determine the 

earliest regulation promoting compliance, and a compliance gap was not calculated for each 

mechanism. The same set of publicly available websites and official RFMO documents were 

used to compile the data used for this timeline, and all RFMO and committee establishment years 

were verified using linked documentation.  
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RESULTS & DISCUSSION 

 

Major Findings and Binary Question Results: 

 

 
Figure 1a: Composite scores for each individual RFMO (acronyms used can be referenced in the Glossary). The highest possible 
score was 10 points, and lowest possible score was zero points. 

A comprehensive table with all RFMO scores 

can be found in Appendix Table B and referenced 

with the score justification table (Appendix Table 

A). None of the individual RFMOs received the 

full possible 10 points, and as shown in Figure 1b, 

the average compliance and enforcement score 

across all 17 RFMOs was 4.5 out of 10. The range of scores was significant and indicated a clear 

variation in the different levels of transparency associated with reporting on compliance and 

enforcement of RFMO management measures. The highest overall scoring RFMO was the 

Commission for the Conservation of Southern Bluefin Tuna (CCSBT), with 8 total points. The 

five RFMOs that scored the next highest (6 points or higher) were the Western and Central 

Figure 1b: Summary statistics calculated for binary questions 
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Pacific Fisheries Commission (WCPFC), the Commission for the Conservation of Antarctic 

Marine Living Resources (CCAMLR), the International Commission for the Conservation of 

Atlantic Tunas 

(ICCAT), the 

Indian Ocean 

Tuna Commission 

(IOTC), and the 

South Indian 

Ocean Fisheries 

Agreement 

(SIOFA), which 

all scored at least 

6 points. Four of 

these high scoring 

RFMOs are tuna 

focused RFMOs 

which are 

comprised of many wealthy contracting parties (see Figure 2, right). It is possible that the high 

value tuna fisheries and declining stock levels have resulted in stricter compliance and 

enforcement measures compared to non-tuna RFMOs, but that may not be what the larger 

performance review and updated stock status calculations will indicate. The funding and market 

power associated with tuna RFMOs may contribute to their overall higher scores. Funding often 

is a limiting factor for enforcement capacity and because many individuals and corporations 

depend on high seas tuna fisheries, they are willing to contribute more to their management (A. 

Rife, et al. 2013). Regardless of their on-average higher scores for this section, the tuna stocks 

managed by the five tuna RFMOs are not necessarily out-performing other RFMOs in terms of 

managed stock status. Of the 23 globally recognized tuna stocks (which account for 7 different 

tuna species fished on the high seas), 13% are considered to be overfished, and 21.7% of stocks 

are experiencing overfishing (ISSF, 2022). Additionally, based on both the quality and 

accessibility of the RFMO websites, in particular CCSBT, there is a clear difference in the 

amount of effort that has gone into recording and reporting compliance data when compared to 

Figure 2: Total scores for each of the five tuna RFMOs (acronyms used can be referenced in the Glossary). 
The average score across these five was 6.5 
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lower scoring RFMOs with sites and documentation that were more difficult to navigate, not 

publicly accessible, or non-existent.  

 

The two RFMOs with 

the lowest overall 

compliance and 

enforcement scores were 

the International Pacific 

Halibut Commission 

(IPHC) and the North 

Atlantic Salmon 

Conservation Organization 

(NASCO), which both 

scored zero total points 

(See Figure 3, below). 

IPHC, similar to other 

transboundary focused 

RFMOs, is difficult to compare to other organizations because its convention area is completely 

within the EEZs of the United States and Canada. The organization scored zero points in this 

evaluation because the responsibility of enforcing and monitoring compliance with halibut 

fishery management measures are clearly stated to be delegated to the respective federal 

governing bodies of the US and Canada, rather than by the RFMO secretariat or compliance 

committees. Individual contracting party governance performance was not evaluated in this 

assessment, and thus IPHC did not receive any points. NASCO, which also did not receive any 

points in this evaluation, has a convention area that covers some high seas area and some EEZs, 

but the low point total for this RFMO is primarily due to the lack of available data on compliance 

measures for the organization. Split into three different regional commissions, the duties, and 

responsibilities of the secretariat and RFMO governing body are not clear in regard to 

compliance assessment or enforcement of management measures. The next several lowest 

scoring RFMOs all scored 3 total points or fewer and include the General Fisheries Commission 

Figure 3: Total scores of the five Specialized Species RFMOs (acronyms used can be referenced in the 
Glossary). The average score across these RFMOs was 2 and includes RFMOs that did not receive any 
points from the binary questions. 
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for the Mediterranean (GFCM), the North Pacific Anadromous Fisheries Commission (NPAFC), 

and the Pacific Salmon Commission (PSC).  

 

 

 

Similar to NASCO, GFCM and PSC both have convention areas that are at least partially 

within EEZs (results shown in Figure 4). The governance overlap for these organizations means 

that they scored lower on criteria where the RFMO governing body was not cited as the 

responsibility body for evaluating compliance or enforcing corrective action policies. NPAFC 

scored low on questions because their compliance and enforcement data are not available to the 

public. Transparency and accessibility were important considerations when developing the 

research question criteria and I did not award points to RFMOs when unable to verify public 

record of infringements or follow-up actions by NPAFC enforcement committee.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Total scores for seven of the generalized RFMOs (acronyms used can be referenced 
in the Glossary). The average score across these RFMOs was 5. 
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The aggregate total points for each of the ten binary questions from all of the 17 RFMOs are 

shown in Figure 5a. As noted in the figure, all criteria were met by at least one RFMO, but 

several of the question point totals include at least one half-point awarded to an RFMO. Because 

of this, the point totals in Figure 5a do not refer to the number of RFMOs that received full 

points, but rather the total combined point totals for each 

RFMO evaluated against that criterion. The highest 

possible point total for a question is 17, and the lowest 

possible score is zero points. There was a range of 13 points 

across all question point totals (see Figure 5b, below), and 

the average number of points awarded to RFMOs per 

question was just under 8.  

 

Figure 5a: Aggregate total points for each of the binary research questions. Full text of research questions can be found in Table 2  

Figure 5b: Summary statistics for binary 
research questions 
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As shown in Figure 5a, the question that received the highest total score was Question 1 “Does 

the organization have an established mechanism for reviewing compliance?” indicating 15 out 

of the 17 RFMOs have a formal mechanism for reviewing compliance. For most RFMOs this 

was a committee dedicated to assessing compliance, and in other RFMOs there were dedicated 

sections of annual reports that reviewed compliance. The question that received the next highest 

number of points was Question 9 “Does the organization partner with other RFMOs to 

coordinate compliance enforcement?” Of the 17 RFMOs, 13 had clearly defined partnerships 

with other RFMOs to coordinate compliance enforcement with management measures. The 

majority of partnerships between RFMOs take the form of lists identifying IUU vessels or “high-

risk” vessels that have been flagged by another RFMO for suspected illegal fishing activity. 

Other examples of RFMO coordination include joint working groups for target species, and 

Memorandums of Understanding (MoU) between RFMOs that overlap in convention areas. 

  

Question 6 “Does the organization mandate at-port inspections?” had the lowest overall 

score, with only 2 total points that were a composite of two RFMOs (CCAMLR and SIOFA) 

receiving half points, and a single RFMO (SEAFO) receiving a full point. Full points were only 

awarded if the organization mandated at-port inspection for landings of all managed species. The 

organizations that received points for port inspection did so only because of their catch 

documentation schemes, which include port inspection components. As evidenced by the low 

scores in this review, RFMOs are still heavily reliant on their CPs to inspect and regulate their 

catches upon return to port, rather than concentrating efforts on streamlined process that are 

managed by the organization itself. “Ports of convenience” that are known for limited inspection 

capacity or corrupt officials provide opportunities for IUU landed products to enter the seafood 

market. Port inspection can assist with the detection of fishing vessels involved in IUU fishing 

activities, as many of the RFMOs collaborate on the creation of IUU vessel registries (Long et al, 

2020). Port inspection schemes mandated by RFMOs can help to ensure that they are able to 

track the legally caught products by their members to port and help prevent illegally landed catch 

from continuing through the seafood supply chain.  

 

Question 5 “Does the organization mandate a catch documentation scheme (CDS)?” also 

scored relatively few points since only 3 RFMOs (CCAMLR, ICCAT, and CCSBT) have an 
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active CDS in place. Catch documentation schemes were first introduced in 2000 and are trade-

based management measures that monitor individual fish from the point of catch all the way 

through to their delivery destinations. These schemes were designed to prevent IUU-landed fish 

from entering the global seafood supply chain and have also been cited as important tools for 

improving fisheries stock assessments (WWF, 2013). The three other tuna RFMOs (IATTC, 

IOTC, and WCPFC) have established working groups to develop a potential new CDS, but an 

RFMO only received points if the CDS was considered active and enforceable. There is a high 

cost associated with implementing a CDS due to the additional documentation requirements for 

verification that all fish under the scheme were caught in compliance with RFMO management 

measures. Additionally, a CDS is only as effective as the enforcement and monitoring by its 

implementing RFMO.  

 

 The third lowest point total was received by Question 7 “Does the organization mandate 

randomized at-sea inspections?” The key term for this research criterion was ‘random’ or a 

synonym such as unexpected. Our team was interested to learn whether or not an RFMO 

mandates randomized at-sea inspections of vessels within their convention area, or if the 

inspections can only occur if there is a suspected infringement of management measures. For this 

question 8 RFMOs received half-points (no full points awarded for this criterion) because they 

mandated some at-sea inspection but did not use the term random. In theory, mandating random 

at-sea inspection could further incentivize compliance by convention-area fishing vessels with 

RFMO CMMs because of the constant threat of potential inspection. An analogy for this concept 

is that there is a reason a health inspector should not warn restaurants ahead of time before a 

kitchen inspection. RFMO enforcement capacity is a limiting factor with implementing a 

mandatory at-sea inspection rate and increasing observer coverage is resource intensive. Ideally, 

the increase in voluntary compliance rates could help to offset the costs associated with 

implanting this strict of a measure.  

 

 

Compliance Mechanisms 

 

 As mentioned previously, there is not a singular approach to compliance and enforcement 

assessment given that compliance mechanisms vary greatly across RFMOs. Since the most 
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common mechanism utilized by RFMOs was a form of compliance committee, I was interested 

to see how long each mechanism had been in place, how long it took different RFMOs to 

implement, and whether the Cullis-Suzuki and Pauly 2010 review inspired the implementation of 

committees for any RFMOs without one at the time of the review. Figure 6 (below) illustrates 

the year of compliance committee establishment for each RFMO with an active committee. 

Compliance working groups were not counted in this evaluation because they do not provide the 

same level of governance authority to enforce as that held by a committee.  

 

RFMO Year of Establishment Compliance Committee* 
Committee Year of 
Establishment   

CCAMLR 1982 
Standing Committee on 
Implementation and Compliance 
(SCIC) 

1987 

 
CCBSP 1996 - -  
CCSBT 1994 Compliance Committee 2005  
GFCM 1949 Compliance Committee (CoC) 2006  
IATTC 1950 Committee on Compliance Review 2010  
ICCAT 1969 Compliance Committee 1995  
IOTC 1996 Compliance Committee 2003  
IPHC 1923 - -  

NAFO 1979 
Standing Committee on International 
Control (STACTIC) 

1986 
 

NASCO 1983 - -  

NEAFC 1982 
Permanent Committee on Monitoring 
and Compliance (PECMAC) 

1999 
 

NPAFC 1993 Sub-Committee on Enforcement 1993  
PSC 1985 - - 

 

SEAFO 2003 Compliance Committee 2007  
SIOFA 2006 Compliance Committee 2017  
SPRFMO 2012 Compliance and Technical Committee 2014  
WCPFC 2004 Technical and Compliance Committee 2005  
         
   

Figure 6: Compilation of all RFMOs earliest established compliance committees (acronyms used can be referenced in the 
Glossary). *Committee establishment year refers to the earliest year that a committee was considered active. Some RFMO 
committees listed in this table have since been replaced by updated compliance committees.  

As illustrated by Figure 6a, a handful of RFMOs have been in place for almost a century. The 

average age across all the RFMOs evaluated is 40 years and includes RFMOs that were 

established from 1923 to 2012. The majority of RFMOs were established prior to 2000 (13 out of 

17), with only four newer RFMOs established since then. The most recent RFMO to be 

established was the South Pacific Regional Fishery Management Organization (SPRFMO) in 
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2012.  Figure 7a (below) displays the chronological “compliance gap” for each RFMO, 

beginning with the longest-established RFMOs and ending with the most recently established 

organizations. 

 
Figure 7a: Chronological timeline of RFMO Compliance Committee implementation gaps (acronyms used can be referenced in 
the Glossary). Gaps are defined as the number of years after the establishment of the RFMO before a formal compliance 
committee was established or authorized. The gaps in this chart indicate an RFMO without a compliance committee. 

Most notably, there is a 60-year range in implementation 

gaps across all 17 RFMOs in this evaluation. Two of the 

longest-established RFMOS, the Inter-American Tropical 

Tuna Commission (IATTC) and the Generalized Fishery 

Commission for the Mediterranean (GFCM) have the longest 

implementations gaps at 60 and 57-years, respectively. For 

two organizations that are themselves older than 70 it was 

surprising to see that their compliance gaps were also the 

longest. IATTC did establish a permanent working group on 

compliance with Resolution C-99-01 in 1999. However, in this evaluation, I focused solely on 

compliance committees and noticed a clear responsibility by the organization governing body to 

record and report on compliance. IATTC was also one of the RFMOs, in addition to SIOFA and 

SPRFMO (though SPRFMO was formally established in 2012) to implement a compliance 

Average 16

Median 7

Range 60

Standard Deviation 20.15

Minimum 0

Maximum 60

RFMO Implementation Gap 

Summary Statistics

Figure 6b: Summary Statistics for RFMO 
Compliance Committee Implementation Gap 

Figure 7b: Summary Statistics for Compliance 
Committee Implementation Gaps 
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committee after the 2010 Cullis-Suzuki and Pauly review. The shortest implementation gap is 

attributed to the North Pacific Anadromous Fisheries Commission (NPAFC) which established a 

compliance committee during its initial year. It is worth noting though that NPAFC received a 

relatively low compliance and enforcement score (2.5) compared to RFMOs with much longer 

implementation gaps, indicating that a long-standing committee does not necessarily indicate 

effective or transparent evaluation of compliance. Four of the RFMOs still do not have a 

compliance committee and are referenced in Figure 7a with red marks.  

 

In reference to Figure 7b, the average implementation gap for all RFMOs is 16 years, and the 

median gap is 7 years. It is difficult to generally compare older RFMOs against younger RFMOs 

because the implementation gaps do not change consistently over time. The most recently 

established RFMO, SPRFMO implemented a compliance committee in 2014 (2 years after 

organization establishment), which was several years before the most recently implemented 

compliance committee in 2017 by the South Indian Ocean Fisheries Agreement (SIOFA, 

established in 2006). Four RFMOs (IPHC, NASCO, PSC, and CCBSP) listed in Figure 6 do not 

have active compliance committees and were determined to not have any notable committees in 

place in the interim period between organization establishment and the study year. As noted 

previously in this discussion, IPHC and NASCO both scored zero points in their compliance and 

evaluation, partially due to the nature of the organizations and their total or partial overlap with 

EEZs. Lack of a compliance committee over the entire history of the organization does indicate 

that there is insufficient attention and effort paid to evaluating compliance by CPs. Without 

governing body oversight, it is hard to trust that resolutions or CMMs are updated with the 

frequency necessary to protect fisheries and other management areas of concern.        

 

 

Comparison to Previous Studies:  

The RFMO scores in this evaluation of compliance and enforcement were compared 

against the results of the Cullis-Suzuki and Pauly performance review in 2010. A full list of the 

criteria used in their study can be found in the Appendix. The criteria utilized in the 2010 review 

were structured differently to this study, and points were awarded from 1 to 10, on a sliding 

scale. The four criteria used in 2010 that are the most relevant to this study are criterion 8 “Flag 
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state duties: What are the duties of flag states?”, criterion 9 “Schemes to promote compliance: 

What does the RFMO do to promote compliance?”, criterion 10 “Schemes to deter non-

compliance (disincentives/penalties for violators): What schemes does the RFMO have in place 

to deter non-compliance?” and criterion 11 “Mechanisms for enforcement and surveillance 

Question: What mechanisms does the RFMO use to enforce its regulations?”  

 

One of the key differences between the previous performance review and this evaluation is the 

new emphasis on RFMO governing body responsibility, rather than on flag state duties. Our 

research questions were intentionally designed to understand which RFMOs place the 

responsibility of compliance and evaluation and enforcement solely on their CPs, and which 

RFMOs review and enforcement compliance as an organization. This distinction is not made in 

the 2010 study, and thus the results of the study may not be directly compared. Noted in the 2010 

review, overall scores were low for criterion 9 and the authors determined that schemes to 

promote compliance are on average insufficient. Generally, the results from 2010 do not 

contradict the findings from this evaluation, as low-scoring RFMOs were consistent across both, 

with a few discrepancies due to the difference in research question criteria. Since the publication 

of the previous performance review, three RFMOs established compliance committees, although 

at the time of publication in 2010, SPRFMO was not yet an authorized RFMO. It is possible that 

the performance review by Cullis-Suzuki and Pauly helped to encourage the implementation of 

compliance committees by RFMOs that had not yet prioritized compliance evaluation.  

 

Acknowledgement of the Study’s Limitations:  

It is important to note some of the limitations associated this evaluation of RFMO 

compliance and enforcement. Accessibility of RFMO websites and transparency with 

compliance data were two of the most notable limitations to data collection and factored heavily 

into scoring. Several RFMOs such as NASCO do not make their compliance data available to the 

public on their websites. Research question 3 “Does the organization have a public record of 

non-compliance and subsequent corrective actions taken?” was revised during the data 

collection process to specifically include the term ‘public record’ because transparency is 

considered such a critical component of effective fisheries governance. RFMOs were not 

awarded points if I could not verify that the existence and quality of their compliance records or 
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reports. Because of the sensitive nature of compliance data, it is not unreasonable to expect 

RFMO CPs to want their compliance records to be kept internal, but to see progression with 

CMM and management effectiveness, any elements of transparency can go a long way.  

 

An additional study limitation is the subjective nature of the research questions relative to the 

large quantity of text in this evaluation. Table A in the Appendix provides a summary of the 

scoring justifications used for each question in the evaluation, but it was still difficult to apply 

the research criteria to each of the 17 different organizations. Due to the quality, scale, and 

dispersed location of textual data available throughout the public domain of each RFMO website, 

it is also possible that data in support of certain research questions could have been missed. All 

efforts were made to thoroughly examine available data, but researcher error should not be ruled 

out for potential scoring bias. Finally, the decision to award half points for some questions 

allowed me to provide an additional level of detail for individual RFMOs that fell in between 

criteria scores of just ‘yes’ or ‘no.’ Not every question merited a middle category, but I believe 

that it is important to acknowledge the presence of some partial compliance mechanisms in the 

hopes that they can be further strengthened in the future. A table with the full breakdown of 

points awarded for each question can be found in the Appendix.  

 

Areas for improvement: 

Compliance and enforcement of conservation management measures are critical to the 

development of successful seafood traceability initiatives. In order to make changes to the way 

we catch, distribute, and purchase our seafood, we need to first understand the current level of 

fisheries management effectiveness. However, we cannot do that without accurate and reliable 

data on these fisheries by their management organizations. Compliance with regulations should 

go hand in hand with competent documentation that these regulations are being followed, and 

that they are having the positive ecosystem benefits that they were designed to have. Lack of 

publicly shared data on compliance with regulations can cause outside parties to question the 

level of compliance that this privacy is hiding. If an RFMO were seeing high levels of 

compliance with regulations, it would be better to clearly advertise this as a way to incentive 

further compliance improvement efforts by other RFMOs.  
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Throughout this evaluation there were several key areas of RFMO compliance and enforcement 

that highlight management areas in need of improvement. One such component is the public 

accessibility of RFMO websites and data. Displaying a public record of compliance, and more 

importantly, non-compliance, can be an incentive to improve voluntary rates of compliance by 

CPs. CCSBT was the most notable RFMO to clearly include a link to the most recent compliance 

report on their homepage. This report identifies CPs by name and acknowledges whether the 

noted instances of non-compliance have had corrective or follow-up actions taken. Public 

accountability is important for traceability and can help apply pressure throughout the supply 

chain to adequately document and record compliance with management measures. Transparency 

with available data is also an element that could be improved, because even for the few RFMOs 

who did share compliance reports on their public websites, in many instances the results were 

buried in dense document appendices and could not be called ‘easy’ to navigate, especially by 

civil society of non-RFMO personnel. As the global movement to improve transparency and 

traceability of our seafood increases, RFMOs should be expected to keep better record of the 

fishing activity, compliance, and enforcement within the convention areas. Improving both the 

quantity of publicly shared data from RFMOs, along with improving the accessibility of the 

organizations online presence can help to shine light on member state compliance rates and 

better inform evaluations of overall high seas fisheries health.  

 

An additional component of RFMO compliance and enforcement that was notably lacking was 

the limited use of at-port inspection schemes for all managed fish species by an RFMO. Across 

all 17 organizations there were only a collective 2 points awarded across three RFMOs 

(including 2 half points). Along with an increase in publicly available data by RFMOs, it is 

vitally important to the success of seafood traceability initiatives to inspect seafood upon arrival 

in port, and to collect and verify catch data. Adopted first by the UN in 2009 and formally 

authorized in 2016, the United Nations Agreement on Port State Measures to Prevent, Deter, and 

Eliminate Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated Fishing, also known as the Port State Measures 

Agreement or the PSMA was designed to prevent illegally landed catch from entering into the 

global seafood market. The PSMA has helped to fill some of the loopholes left behind in existing 

inspection schemes for foreign seafood (PEW Charitable Trusts, 2018). Under the PSMA, 

individual vessels suspected to have engaged in IUU fishing activities are subject to inspection 
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and can be turned away and prevented from offloading their catch, along with other potential 

corrective actions depending on the relevant enforcement the illegal activity merits. As more 

RFMO CPs ratify the PSMA, this can increase the pressure on RFMOs to improve and expand 

upon their existing at-port inspection schemes.  

 

Finally, an additional under-utilized compliance mechanism by RFMOs is a catch documentation 

scheme (CDS). From a management perspective, a CDS for each of the RFMO species would 

mean that there is strong assurance that all relevant CMMs are being followed by CPs, and that 

there is ample documentation to confirm this. ICCAT and CCSBT are the two tuna RFMOs with 

an active CDS in place for Bluefin tuna. A Globefish 2016 publication on addressing IUU 

fishing cites these two CDSs as being the “most effective management mechanisms capable of 

directly targeting and eliminating underreporting [of tuna catches by their respective CPs]” 

(Hosch, 2016). Prior to the establishment of their CDS, both of these tuna RFMOs was 

struggling with drastic underreporting of their total catches, which caused scientists in the early 

2000s to fear that the bluefin stocks were at risk of total collapse (Hosch, 2016). As mentioned 

previously, these schemes are expensive to implement, and RFMOs only consider them to be 

worth adopting if they have the capacity to adequately measure and record each step of the 

seafood supply chain process. With improved public accessibility to this data, and the incentives 

that come along with it, and the increased focus on port inspection, an increase in the number of 

active RFMOs CDS should be much more realistic. 

 

Conclusion:  

Are RFMOs continuing to “fail the high seas” as Cullis-Suzuki and Pauly stated in 2010? 

While the results of this project alone are insufficient to adequately answer this question, they 

still provide an opportunity to reflect on changes in compliance and enforcement trends since 

then. The research questions utilized in this review were intended to highlight the importance of 

transparency for high seas fisheries, and to shed light on the management practices of 

organizations responsible for stewarding fisheries found in these remote areas beyond national 

jurisdiction and across straddling transboundary stocks. The RFMOs that scored well in this 

review section may not score as well in other parts of the review and could mean that the final 

results of the project reflect very different management scores overall from what I have 
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calculated. This section favored publicly available data on RFMO websites, and the 

organizations that were not as well suited to provide this data in an accessible format were 

penalized, regardless of what their actual performance may be ‘off paper.’ It is the hope of this 

research team that the larger performance review project could again ignite some of the similar 

concerns as those raised in 2010 about effective high seas fisheries management, particularly in 

light of the ongoing UN negotiations concerning biodiversity on the high seas (BBNJ). 

Increasing public awareness of the importance of seafood traceability as it relates to 

environmental health, human rights, and food security will help to place pressure on the RFMOs 

and elevate expected transparency of data and justifications for management decisions. 

Technological advancements for monitoring remote ocean areas, tracking individual vessels and 

fish can help to ensure that the necessary information is collected to improve management 

schemes, but it will be up to the RFMO governing bodies to take advantage of the available tools 

and implement them in the near future. 
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APPENDIX 

 

Table A: Binary Research Question Scoring Justification 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Question Awarded Full Point Awarded Half-Point No Point Awarded

1. Does the organization 

have an established 

mechanism for reviewing 

compliance?

An RFMO met this criteria if there is a compliance 

committee, monitoring/control/surveillance (MCS) scheme 

or annual compliance review process outlined in the RFMO 

structure. The focus of the mechanism has to be on recording 

and reviewing non-compliance.

No half points awarded

An RFMO did not receive points if 

there is not a clearly listed 

mechanism with a convention text, 

CMM, or RFMO structure.

2. Are there consequences 

for violations of 

conservation measures by 

parties/member states?

Full point awarded to RFMOs that have clear consequences 

for any infractions against all CMMS or convention text 

articles. Consequences should be listed within official RFMO 

documents.

Half point awarded to RFMOs that 

only appear to impose 

consequences on repeat offenses.

No point awarded if there are no 

consequences clearly listed in any of 

the public documentation online.

3. Does the organization 

have a public record of 

non-compliance and 

subsequent corrective 

actions taken?

To receive full point, RFMO documentation needs to clearly 

show a contracting party at fault, identify the non-compliant 

action, and what steps were taken as a follow up. Examples 

include: quota payback, quota reductions, forced return to 

port, prohibition of transshipment, public notice, fines, trade 

sanctions, and increased surveillance or observer 

requirements.

Half point was awarded to 

CCAMLR because of some 

compliance data included in 

annual reports, but also the 

existence of a non-publicly 

accessible compliance record on 

their site.

No point awarded if the CPs are not 

identified, or if the follow up 

corrective actions are not stated. 

Also no points awarded if the 

compliance documents should exist 

based on convention text or CMMs 

but are not publicly accessible. 

4. Does the organization 

mandate te use of satelite 

monitoring on all 

vessels?

Full point awarded to RFMO if it clearly states a requirement 

for all vessels to use VMS (vessel monitoring system) while 

in the convention area.

No half points awarded

No point awarded if VMS not 

mandated for any vessels or if there 

were size requirements for CP 

vessels to be required to transmit 

VMS data.

5. Does the organization 

mandate a catch 

documentation scheme? 

RFMO awarded full point if there is an active CDS. No half points awarded

No point awarded if there is not an 

active CDS, this includes RFMOs 

with working groups to create one.

6. Does the organization 

mandate at port 

inspections?

To receive full point for this question, an RFMO needs to 

clearly state in a CMM for port state measures that require at 

port inspections for all managed species.

Half point awarded if port 

inspections mandated for at least 

one species

No point awarded if no at port 

inspections are mandated, or if there 

is only a small percentage of overall 

shipments (ex: 5 - 15% coverage)

7. Does the organization 

mandate randomized at-

sea inspections?

RFMO awarded full point if the term random is used to 

describe mandated randomized at-sea inspections of vessels 

within the RFMO convention area.

Half point awarded if some 

threshold of at-sea inspections are 

mandated but the term random is 

not used.

No point awarded if at-sea 

inspections are not mandated in any 

capacity.

8. Does the organization 

mandate at-sea 

inspection for vessels 

engaging in 

transshipment by 

fisheries observers or bya 

non-flag state at-sea 

inspection?

Full point awarded if the RFMO has a transshipment CMM or 

convention article/chapter/section with an inspection and 

observer scheme specific to transshipment.

No half points awarded

No point awarded if there are no 

specific CMMs for transshipment, 

or if there are no 

observer/inspection requirements.

9. Does the organization 

partner with other 

RFMOs to coordinate 

compliance enforcement?

Here we define partner as joint working groups pertaining to 

compliance and enforcement, sharing data (such as VMS, IUU 

vessel lists, and port inspections) or through an overlap in 

observer requirements and transshipment requirements. Full 

point awarded if there is a clear partnership outlined with 

another RFMO that is listed by name.

No half points awarded

No point awarded if there is no 

mention of collaboration with 

another RFMO by name. 

10. Are detailed 

enforcement measures 

differentiated for 

contracting parties in 

financial need?

Full point awarded if there is a clear difference in 

enforcement for CPs in financial need - clearest example 

would be CCSBT that has a stipulation in their corrective 

actions policy that says administrative issues by developing 

states will first be met with capacity building support.

Half point for RFMOs that offer 

training, technical support, 

financial support, or other general 

capacity-building programs 

dedicated to helping CPs in 

financial need.

No point awarded if RFMO does not 

mention contracting parties in 

financial need or ‘developing states’
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Table B: Complete Table of Binary Question Results 

 
 

Table C: Table of Compliance and Enforcement Related Criteria Results from Cullis-Suzuki and 

Pauly (2010) Performance Review 
Cullis-Suzuki, S., & Pauly, D. (2010). Failing the high seas: a global evaluation of regional fisheries management 

organizations. Marine Policy, 34(5), 1036-1042. 

 

Research Question 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Total

CCAMLR 1 1 0.5 1 1 0.5 0.5 0 1 0.5 7

CCBSP 1 0 0 1 0 0 0.5 1 1 0 4.5

CCSBT 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 1 1 1 8

GFCM 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.5 2.5

IATTC 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0.5 3.5

ICCAT 1 1 1 0 1 0 0.5 1 1 0.5 7

IOTC 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 1 1 0.5 6.5

IPHC 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

NAFO 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 5

NASCO 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

NEAFC 1 0 1 0 0 0 0.5 0 1 0 3.5

NPAFC 1 0 0 0 0 0 0.5 0 1 0 2.5

PSC 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 3

SEAFO 1 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 1 0.5 5.5

SIOFA 1 0 1 1 0 0.5 0.5 1 1 0.5 6.5

SPRFMO 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 5

WCPFC 1 1 1 1 0 0 0.5 1 1 1 7.5

RFMO
Criterion 8 

Score

Criterion 9 

Score

Criterion 10 

Score

Criterion 11 

Score

CCAMLR 6 5 1 4

CCBSP 2 2 6 6

CCSBT 6 2 4 3

GFCM 7 2 8 5

IATTC 6 4 5 2

ICCAT 2 1 5 3

IOTC 8 2 2 1

IPHC 2 1 6 4

NAFO 6 2 9 5

NASCO 6 2 2 3

NEAFC 6 4 8 6

NPAFC 6 4 6 8

PSC 5 1 1 1

SEAFO 6 5 4 5

SIOFA 8 6 5 3

SPRFMO 6 4 5 4

WCPFC 8 6 9 5

Cullis-Suzuki & Pauly Performance Review Criteria and RFMO Scores
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Figure 1: Map of Tuna RFMO Convention Areas by Chelsea Tuohy (2022) 

 

 
 

Figure 2: Map of Bottom-Fisheries RFMO Convention Areas by Chelsea Tuohy (2022) 
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Figure 3: Map of Other RFMO Convention Areas by Chelsea Tuohy (2022) 

 

 


