
 

 

 

Barcelona, October 2008 

WWF position: bluefin tuna recovery  
in the Mediterranean and eastern Atlantic 
 
Bluefin tuna in the Mediterranean has become a symbol of society’s failure to manage global fisheries. 

In April 2008 WWF released a report quantifying for the first time the fishing overcapacity of industrial fleets 
targeting the stock in the Mediterranean1. The study showed that to fit sustainable catch levels the specialized 
Mediterranean purse seine fleet targeting bluefin tuna (BFT) should be reduced by a minimum of 283 units 
(meaning an elimination of 83% of the active fleet). Additionally, the report uncovered that despite this 
staggering overcapacity, the fleet is growing fast – with new units joining the fishery every year and others 
still under current construction in Mediterranean shipyards. 

The EU’s early closure of the purse seine fishery in 2008 – as a last resort to avoid a massive overshoot of 
quotas – was a clear indication of the lack of control exerted by managers over this fishery, plagued as it is 
with overcapacity, illegal fishing and widespread violation of rules. 

Not surprisingly, the assessment of the East Atlantic and Mediterranean BFT stock carried out by the 
scientific committee of the International Committee for the Conservation of Atlantic Tunas (ICCAT) in June 
2008 confirms the risk of collapse now facing the stock, along with an alarming decrease in the spawning part 
of the population – now estimated to be below 36% the level it was some 30-40 years ago2. Also, catches for 
2007 are estimated by ICCAT’s scientists to have been 61,000 tonnes – more than twice the current total 
allowable catch (TAC) and some 4 times the estimated maximum sustainable catch level.  

In this context, the report of ICCAT’s independent performance review of September 2008 – commissioned 
by ICCAT to a panel of three accredited international experts – describes the East Atlantic and Mediterranean 
BFT fishery as an “international disgrace” and states that current management measures by no means match 
scientific advice3. The expert panel recommends that ICCAT immediately suspend fishing – until conditions 
for sustainable fisheries management improve – as well as aligning management measures with scientific 
advice, including the closure of all known spawning grounds to fishing. 

WWF therefore calls on IUCN members to urge ICCAT Contracting Parties attending the 16th Special 
Meeting of the Commission in Marrakech, Morocco (17-24 November 2008) to: 

1) Adopt a temporary suspension of fishing for bluefin tuna in the East Atlantic and 
Mediterranean. The fishing ban should last until conditions conducive to the meaningful 
enforcement of management rules are in place. 

2) Adopt a new recovery plan strictly adhering to scientific advice from ICCAT’s scientific 
committee. Therefore the plan must include a TAC of within the range of 12,500 and 15,000 tonnes 
per year, the establishment of bold time/area closures – covering the main spawning grounds and 
breeding season, and a radical and credible capacity reduction plan, to be implemented immediately. 
This real recovery plan should be implemented as soon as the fishery is reopened after minimum 
prerequisites for fisheries management are met. 

3) Create a sanctuary for bluefin tuna in the Balearic Sea. This is one of the most important 
spawning grounds for the species in the whole of the Mediterranean, as demonstrated by extensive 
scientific data – including the highest concentration of bluefin tuna eggs ever recorded in the basin. 

Therefore, WWF requests IUCN members to vote for motion CGR4.MOT038, 'Action for the recovery of 
eastern Atlantic bluefin tuna'.  
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