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eDiToriAl

ARCTIC pEOpLES have depended on fish for their 
survival for centuries. Fisheries today provide vital 
income for many coastal communities in the region, 
and maintain an important role in subsistence. 
Arctic fisheries are also important for food security 
beyond the Arctic, as several of the world’s largest 
fisheries are found there, feeding consumers around 
the world. 

At the same time as these fish stocks are grow-
ing in global importance, they are facing global 
threats. Overfishing has started to threaten some 
species, climate change is 
increasing sea temperatures, 
and the carbon dioxide driving 
climate change is also increas-
ing ocean acidification. At 
the same time, the petroleum 
industry is showing a growing 
interest in the Arctic region, 
contributing to tension and 
strengthening the concern 
that co-existence of these two 
industries is impossible. 

It is therefore increasingly argued that we need to 
act now and in new ways to safeguard the natural 
marine resources as arctic sea ice recedes and the 
interest in commercial fishing and other commer-
cial activities in the region grow.

In 2009, the US announced a moratorium on 
fishing in previously ice-covered areas in the US 
Arctic Ocean. The moratorium will stay in place 
until there is enough information available to en-
sure sustainable harvest. The action was praised by 

WWF and other conservation NGOs as a pioneering 
forward-thinking measure. 

Precautionary measures are no doubt needed 
in order to safeguard the unique natural marine 
resources that exist in the Arctic. Such measures 
include continued cooperation with the fishing 
industry to encourage adherence to an efficient 
certification regime for sustainable harvesting. 
Another measure that should be taken 
is a precautionary approach to new 
fishing areas, and research to ensure 

that future policy 
decisions are made 
based on realistic 
arctic scenarios. 
Further efforts 
should be undertak-
en to reduce bycatch 
and end illegal, un-
regulated and unreported fishing. 
No-go areas should be established 
for extractive industries to protect 
places essential to keeping fishery 

resources healthy. Last but not least, continued 
cooperation across the arctic states is needed to 
ensure today’s governance gaps are closed and 
ecosystem-based management is established across 
the Arctic so that no single sector use of the marine 
environment can exceed the capacity of the ecosys-
tems to continue to function. Only by addressing 
these challenges together can we ensure that the 
future generations will be able to continue to enjoy 
a full and healthy arctic fish basket. 

ALEKSANDER  
SHESTAKOV 
Director, WWF Global 
arctic Programme

net worth: a future for arctic fisheries?

“preCAuTionAry 
MeAsures Are no 
DoubT neeDeD in orDer 
To sAfeguArD The 
unique nATurAl MArine 
resourCes ThAT exisT 
in The ArCTiC.”
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in brief

Arctic countries have 
large ecological 
footprint
ARCTIC STATES CONTINUE to feature 
prominently in the list of countries with 
the largest ecological footprint, accord-
ing to a new report issued by WWF.

The Living Planet report is the lead-
ing biennial survey of the Earth’s health, 
produced every two years by WWF in 
association with the Zoological Society 
of London and the Global Footprint 
Network.

Of the seven arctic states evaluated in 
the report (Iceland was not included), 
three are singled out for having par-
ticularly large (per capita) ecological 
footprints. Denmark is fourth largest, 
with the US in fifth place and Canada in 
eighth.

The report defines a country’s eco-
logical footprint as the supply and the 
demand for natural resources – fisher-
ies, forests, grazing, crops and built-up 
land – along with the land needed to 
offset residents’ carbon footprint. If 
every person on Earth consumed as 
many resources as those in the arctic 
countries surveyed, it would take nearly 
3.5 Earths to support humanity. 

Voyage to  
the last ice Area
THIS SUMMER, WWf is “Sailing to Siku” 
and chartering a sailing boat into the 
heart of the Arctic where summer sea 
ice is projected to last the longest (“siku” 
is the word for “sea ice” in Inuktitut, the 
language of the Inuit). 

In support of our “Last Ice Area” 
project, the Canon-Europe funded 

expedition will go up the northwest 
coast of Greenland, then probe up into 
the high Arctic Ocean before crossing 
to Canada’s High Arctic Islands. Arctic 
researchers and WWF staff will join the 
voyage, using the opportunity to talk 
to local communities, and fill in the 
knowledge gaps about this remote area. 
We will also be telling the world about 
what we find, through blogs, video, and 
photos uploaded to our website.

The Last Ice Area project is focused on 
the area where summer sea ice is project-
ed to persist past 2050, when all other ice 
in the Arctic Ocean will have melted. We 
believe this remnant sea ice may become 
the core of an area increasingly impor-
tant to the survival of ice dependent life. 
Living creatures from tiny plankton to 
100 tonne bowhead whales and the iconic 
polar bear are currently found in associa-
tion with sea ice. As climate change eats 
away at the ice, it eats away at the homes 
of the life that surrounds the ice, radi-
cally changing the environment for both 
animals and people. The Last Ice Area 
project is designed to add to the knowl-
edge of the area, to help people assess the 
best future management options. 

sailing through change
IN 2009, A SMALL TEAM with a sail boat set out to sail 
through Canada’s Northwest Passage, aiming to 
share their experiences of current climate change 
and political and economic challenges faced by Inuit 
communities. The four months voyage onboard Si-
lent Sound brought journalist Cameron Dueck and 
his team face to face with the realities of arctic life 
in small communities along the Passage, and led to 
the book The New Northwest Passage: a Voyage to 
the Front Line of Climate Change which was pub-
lished earlier this year. While sharing stories from their sometimes dramatic 
adventures and their observations and encounters along the way – the book’s 
underlying theme is the dramatic change the region is going through and 
what this means for the peoples of the Arctic. 

Financial District with lights 
on before Earth Hour 2010, 
Toronto, Ontario, Canada
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in brief

Mapping the Arctic
WWf HAS LAUNCHED a new interac-
tive map that brings to life aspects of 
the Arctic’s past, present and future. 
The Arctic Atlas combines data from 
scientific bodies and governments 
throughout the Arctic on sea ice, oil and 
gas activities, potential shipping routes, 
protected areas, and showcases WWF’s 
work in the region.

The atlas portrays a rapidly changing 
region where ice cover has given way to 
shipping routes in the past few decades. 
As the Arctic warms twice as fast as the 
rest of the globe, the sea ice that defines 
the arctic marine landscape is shrink-
ing. As a result, shipping, oil and gas de-
velopment, and other uses are becoming 
economically feasible, and conservation 
and management regimes are increasing 
urgent and important. (Visit the atlas at 
panda.org/arctic_atlas.) 

The Canadian icebreaker ship Louis St. Laurent, breaking through the sea ice of 
the Canada Basin, Beaufort Sea, Alaska, United States.
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polar seas protection 
on ice
THE ENVIRONMENTAL SECTION of the 
Polar Code, an international safety code 
for ships operating in polar regions, has 
been delayed for at least a year. As the 
arctic sea ice recedes, a sudden boom 
in arctic shipping is a real possibility–
making international rules for arctic 
shipping an urgent matter. The Polar 
Code would limit pollution, climate 
change impacts, and disturbance to 
marine mammals.

“A delay in protecting these fragile 
seas is bad enough,” says Dr. Simon 
Walmsley, Marine Manager for WWF 
International. “Of most concern is the 
attempt to altogether halt the develop-
ment of rules to decrease the environ-
mental impact from polar shipping.”

Rapid warming in the Arctic particu-
larly has led to the opening up of sea 

routes in the area. Both the Northern 
Sea Route (above Russia and Scandina-
via) and the Northwest Passage (above 
Alaska and Canada) have seen substan-
tial increases in shipping over the past 
few years. The Northern Sea route in 
particular is being targeted as a route for 
tanker and bulk traffic. Shipping through 
the Northern Sea Route increased by 
three times between 2010 and 2011.

“The rules that could be instituted by 
a polar code are essential for making 
this increased traffic safer and more 
environmentally responsible,” says Lars 
Erik Mangset, Shipping and Climate 
Advisor at WWF Norway.

WWF is calling on all states and com-
mercial interests to work on developing 
the environmental chapter of the Inter-
national Maritime Organization (IMO) 
Polar Code without delay to ensure the 
protection of these globally significant 
polar regions from harmful effects of 
shipping activities. 

shell unprepared for 
an arctic spill
THE US GOVERNMENT has approved 
plans for Shell to drill exploratory 
wells off Alaska this year. WWF’s 
Alaska oil and gas expert, Layla 
Hughes, warned that Shell is un-
prepared to deal with an oil spill 
in arctic waters. 

“Most of the spill equipment 
they have can’t work in the weath-
er we’re talking about,” Hughes 
told the Los Angeles Times. ”This 
is a fairly old rig that hasn’t drilled 
a well in 18 years… Is this what 
they call the best available tech-
nology?” (See worldwildlife.org for 
more.) 
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whAT is There?

THE ARCTIC REGION is surrounded by 
Canada, Denmark/Greenland, Faroe Is-
lands, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, 
Sweden, the United States and several 

small islands, and 
is partly covered by 
sea ice throughout 
the year. It en-
compasses Hud-
son Bay, Hudson 
Strait, Baffin Bay, 
and the Labrador, 
Greenland, Nor-
wegian, Barents, 
Kara, Laptev, East 
Siberian, Chukchi, 
Beaufort and Bering 
Seas. 

This large marine 
area includes a wide 
range of different 
ecosystems, fish 
stocks and fisher-
ies, not to mention 
states with differ-
ent approaches to 
both fisheries and 
conservation.

In the Arctic 
Ocean, which is also 

the area that falls within FAO Statistical 
Area 18, the major fishing countries are 
Russia, the United States (the State of 
Alaska), Canada, Spain and Denmark. 
The most important species is sardine 
cisco (Coregonus sardinella), which ac-
counts, on average, for 28% of the total 
annual catch. 

In the northern Atlantic ocean (i.e., 
FAO Area 27), the five major fishing 
nations are Norway, Iceland, Russia, 
Faeroe Island and Greenland. Fisheries 
in the Northwest Atlantic are mainly 
operated by Greenland, the United 
States, Canada, Denmark and Russia. 
The top five major commercially ex-
ploited species in this region are capelin 
(Mallotus villosus), Atlantic herring 
(Clupea harengus), Atlantic cod (Gadus 
morhua), blue whiting (Micromesistius 
poutassou) and northern prawn (Pan-
dalus borealis). In the Hudson and Baf-
fin Bays (i.e., FAO Area 21), the top five 
major fishing countries are Greenland, 
the United States, Canada, Iceland and 
Denmark. These countries target mainly 
northern prawn (Pandalus borealis), 
Greenland halibut (Reinhardtius hip-
poglossoides), Atlantic cod (Gadus 
morhua), queen crab (Chionoecetes 

RASHID SUMAILA is 
Professor and Direc-
tor of the Fisheries 
Economics Research 
Unit and the Fisheries 
Centre at the Univer-
sity of British Columbia 
(UBC), Canada. He 
specializes in bioeco-
nomics, marine eco-
system evaluation and 
the analysis of global 
issues such as fisher-
ies subsidies, IUU 
(illegal, unreported 
and unregulated) fish-
ing and the economics 
of high and deep sea 
fisheries.

Three of the world’s main fishing regions, according to the 
United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), 
are in the Arctic. These regions are home to some of the 
world’s largest stocks of white fish, herring and Pacific 
salmon, underlining the importance of sustainable arctic 
fisheries both for people living in the Arctic, and for the 
world’s food supply, says RASHID SUMAILA. 

Arctic fisheries – 
valuable resources

fig. 1 Distribution and catch abundance of arctic fish
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of occurrence
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Queen crab 
Chionoecetes opilio

Sardine cis- co
Coregonus sar-
dinella

atlantic herring  
Clupea harengus
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fig. 1 Distribution and catch abundance of arctic fish
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Map: Ketill Berger, Film & Form

Sources: http://www.aquamaps.org/, http://arcticportal.org/

Image credits, clockwise from bottom left: Wikimedia Commons; 
Scandinavian Fishing Yearbook/WWF-Canon; Russian Federal 
Research Institute of Fishery and oceanography (VNIRo)/artist: N. 
N. Kondakov; Scandinavian Fishing Yearbook/WWF-Canon; anna 
olafsdottir/WWF-Canada; Wikimedia Commons; Scandinavian Fishing 
Yearbook/WWF-Canon; Scandinavian Fishing Yearbook/WWF-Canon; 
Wikimedia Commons
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opilio) and deepwater redfish (Sebastes 
mentella).

Money talks
According to catch data extracted from 
UBC Fisheries Centre’s Sea Around Us 
project database, the annual landings 
of all the marine species from the Arctic 
region (i.e., including catches only from 
FAO 18, part of FAO 27 and part of FAO 
21) was about 2.5 million tonnes in the 
2000s while the total landed value in 
this region was US$ 2.2 billion in 2005 
real dollars. Figure 2 gives a map of 
landed values for 2005 for the Arctic 
region. The hotter the colour the more 
landed value per km2.

Although the landed values only 
contribute to a small proportion of the 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of arctic 
countries – for example, total revenue 
from fishing in Norway is only 0.3 per 
cent of its nation’s GDP – the revenue 

from fishing is very important to the 
subsistence fishers in these countries. 
For instance, subsistence catches of 15 
coastal communities account for about 
54 per cent of the estimated total catch 
in the arctic coast of Alaska. At the same 
time, Greenland is dependent on export 
of fish – which accounts for 82 per cent 
of exports there.

livelihood and recreation
The Indigenous peoples in the Arctic re-
gion depend heavily on traditional foods 
harvested from the local environment, 
making them vulnerable to the effects 
of environmental contaminants that 
concentrate in arctic food chains as well 
as decreases of those food harvests due 
to environmental stressors. Coastal In-
digenous peoples harvest large quanti-
ties of marine species, consume some of 
the harvest, and trade some with inland 
groups in exchange for other indigenous 
foods like plants, berries, and terrestrial 
mammals. Marine fish and shellfish 
species, marine mammals, and seabirds 
commonly caught by the Indigenous 
peoples of the Arctic include fishes (e.g., 
Atlantic wolffish/ocean catfish, rough 
dab, redfish, arctic char, haddock, At-
lantic cod, Greenland halibut, mackerel, 
salmon, blue whiting, herring, blue ling, 
Greenland cod, capelin, coalfish, saithe, 
plaice, etc); shellfishes (e.g., crab, clams, 
scallops, shrimp, Norway lobster, etc.); 
in addition to marine mammals and 
seabirds.

Furthermore, local people and tour-
ists utilize many parts of the arctic 
nature for recreational purposes. The 
tourism industry is one of the fastest 
growing global industries, also in the 
Arctic. The industry is based on both 
use values (e.g., fishing and hunting) 
and non-use values (e.g., whale and 
landscape watching) that people ascribe 
to nature. Some consumers are willing 
to pay quite a lot to go from their home 
cities in lower-latitude countries and 
regions to remote arctic areas. Whale 
watching is a form of ecotourism that 
contributes to coastal economies and is 
rapidly expanding in the Arctic region. 

need for conservation
Fishery resources in the Northwest At-
lantic are under pressure from past and 
current exploitation, with about 35 per-
cent of stocks estimated to be depleted 
in 2008. Although some of these stocks 
have shown signs of recovery because 
of an improved management regime 
recently, the collapsed Atlantic cod has 
not recovered yet. 

fig. 2 landed values from the Arctic region in 2005
The hotter the colour the more the value per km2.

Landed value 
(2005 USD/km2/year)

0 2,000

“subsisTenCe CATChes 
of 15 CoAsTAl 
CoMMuniTies ACCounT 
for AbouT 54 per CenT 
of The esTiMATeD ToTAl 
CATCh in The ArCTiC 
CoAsT of AlAskA.”
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Steady warming trends in the region in 
the next 50 years may lead to continuous 
declines in optimal fish habitats, with 
new fish invading as current fish stocks 
are redistributed or lost to the ecosys-
tem. Seal and bear viewing is another 
growing activity in the Arctic but with 
the ice melt and the changing sea-ice 

formulation, the availability of prey for 
bears, like other high trophic species, 
would be reduced, threatening the re-
production and survival of these species. 

To conclude, arctic fish and fisheries 
play many different and important roles 
on local, regional and international lev-
els – for communities, economies and 

ecosystems. At the same time, arctic fish 
resources are currently facing challeng-
es in terms of changing habitats, overex-
ploitation and other threats. Concerted 
efforts are needed to conserve these 
renewable resources through time, for 
the benefits of both current and future 
generations of people. 

Herring fishing, Norway. 
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ATKA, ALASKA, USA and Nikolskoye, 
Kamchatka, Russian Federation are two 
communities which share bonds that 
international borders cannot separate. 
Both are Aleut villages, both rely on 
fishing for the majority of their subsist-
ence and commercial economies, and 
both struggle to maintain elements of 
their traditional lifestyles in the face 
of incredible pressure from all sides. 
The Aleut people have shown incred-
ible resilience over many thousands of 
years, but what they are being asked to 
adapt to now is a daunting proposition. 
Climate change driven species migra-
tion, loss of biodiversity, and sea level 
rise with ensuing coastal erosion are 
only some of the challenges currently 
emerging. 

When you talk to the people of both 
communities they are equally prag-
matic; they say that if one fish moves 

away something 
else will take its 
place. Both worry 
about regulations 
that are designed 
to protect com-
mercial fisheries or 
natural preserves, 
but sometimes are 
not sensitive to 
traditional subsist-
ence harvesting. 
A fisherman from 
Nikolskoye puts it 
this way: “There 
was no place for 
traditional fishing 
on this river, but I 
like fishing here and 
learned to fish here. 
The difficulty is that 

I can get caught by a wild life marshal, 
as there is no allotted place for fishing. 
But I like fishing here. Right now I am 
considered a poacher, but if I could, I 
would find a way to fish here legally.”

Something that often gets lost in these 
discussions is the intimate connection 
between subsistence and culture. The 
act of harvesting is a cultural act, and 
places where subsistence takes place are 
places of cultural significance, so the 
factors that affect subsistence can also 
have a profound effect on the culture of 
a community. The loss of biodiversity 
in a region means that there may be 
less species present for a community 
to subsist on and at one level that may 
mean that one food source is substi-
tuted for another. The ability to adapt 
to changes such as these represents 
the resiliency of a people. The Indig-
enous people of Alaska and Russia have 

displayed a great capacity for resiliency 
in the face of change. However, when 
a traditionally harvested species is lost 
to a community, it is more than just 
a source of nourishment that is lost. 
That species has a place in the order of 
things, a spirit that is part of the cycle 
of life, an entity about which stories are 
told and how to locate, catch, prepare, 
store and serve that species, with proper 
reverence, are all elements of traditional 
knowledge with great cultural signifi-
cance.

The situation faced by the Aleut 
people of Atka and Nikolskoye is not 
unique, it’s a dilemma faced by many 
Indigenous peoples. However, as gov-
ernments and local authorities ponder 
how to best manage their resources, the 
right thing to do would be to also con-
sider who depended on those resources 
first. 

inDigenous perspeCTiVe

More than food
When talking about arctic fish and fisheries, we must not forget the intimate connection 
between subsistence and culture, says JIM GAMBLE.

JIM GAMBLE is Interim 
Executive Director for 
the aleut International 
association (aIa). aIa 
was formed in 1971 to 
address environmental 
and cultural concerns 
of aleut people whose 
wellbeing has been 
connected to the rich 
resources of the Ber-
ing Sea for millennia. 
aIa is a Permanent 
Participant in the arctic 
Council.

Community members fishing, Bering Island, Kamchatka, Russian Federation. 
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SOMETHING NEVER before seen in human 
history has occurred at the end of each 
arctic summer for the past five years: 
open water in up to 40 per cent of the 
international portion of the Central Arctic 
Ocean. Satellites show that the region 
melting is located above the Bering Strait 
adjacent to the maritime boundaries of 
Russia, the United States and Canada. It 
includes extensive shallow areas typi-
cally attractive to global fishing fleets that 
travel the world in search of protein. Al-
though fishing has not yet started in these 
waters, ice is no longer an impediment. At 
the same time, little is known about the 
population dynamics of its fish, including 
arctic cod, a species that scientists say is 
a lynch pin in the marine ecosystem and 
essential to supporting an abundance of 
whales, seals, seabirds and even polar 
bears. Right now, no international rules 
are in place to ensure industrial fishing 
could be done in a sustainable manner.

UnregUlated fishing
Canada has experience with how unregu-
lated international fishing just beyond its 
maritime boundary can damage domestic 
fish populations, ecosystems and econo-
mies. Stocks of cod off Newfoundland 
and Labrador, the redfish and flatfish 
of the Southern Grand Banks, and the 
Greenland Halibut on the nose and tail 
of the Grand Banks in Canadian waters 
were all compromised by unregulated, 
foreign overfishing. Starting in the 1960s, 
Canadian governments have attempted 
to deal with these problems through 
international agreements. In 1977, 

Canada was one of the first countries to 
establish a 200 mile Exclusive Economic 
Zone, primarily to 
protect fish stocks 
on its continental 
shelf. The “Green-
land Halibut War” 
of 1995 between 
Spain and Canada, 
the Pacific Salmon 
Treaty in 1985 
between Canada and 
the United States, 
and the Hague Line 
dividing George’s 
Bank between 
Canada and the United States in 1984 
were international fishery management 
decisions that only came about after 
Canadian fisheries were compromised in 
large part by foreign, high seas, industrial 
fleets. The damage Canada couldn’t pre-
vent still haunts the nation today.

The ThreATs

Dangerous 
legal 
loopholes
A lack of arctic fishing rules 
for the international waters 
of the Central Arctic Ocean 
risks serious damage to 
arctic ecosystems and peo-
ple. The arctic coastal states 
should lead an international 
effort to prevent the start 
of commercial fishing until 
sustainable harvests are 
possible, says TREVOR TAYLOR.

TREVOR TAYLOR is 
policy director for 
oceans North Canada, 
a project of Pew 
Environment Group 
and Ducks Unlimited 
Canada, and a former 
Minister of Fisheries in 
the Newfoundland and 
Labrador government.

“The DAMAge CAnADA 
CoulDn’T preVenT sTill 
hAunTs The nATion 
ToDAy.”
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iuu 
Illegal, unreported and unregu-
lated (IUU) fishing is a global 
concern, costing nations up-
wards of €10 billion (US$15.5 
billion) annually. Few places 
are of such great concern as 
the arctic, home to some of 
the most outstanding marine 
ecosystems and most produc-
tive fisheries in the world. 
Indeed, between them the 
Barents Sea cod fishery and 
the Russian Far Eastern alaska 
pollock fishery alone account 
for between 20 and 25 per cent 
of the global catch of whitefish. 
Moreover, globalization of the 
fishing industry has resulted 
not only in new markets and 
new governance structures, but 
also in new challenges and ob-
stacles to combating the truly 
international criminal activity 
that IUU fishing has become. 
This is of special concern in 
the arctic not only because of 
the economic importance of its 
fisheries, but because arctic 
ecosystems are particularly 

sensitive to climate change 
and other environmental 
stresses that threaten their rich 
assemblage of species, from 
tiny zooplankton to bowhead 
whales and polar bears.

ocean 
acidification
Greenhouse gas emissions 
result not only in increasing wa-
ter temperatures, but have also 
dramatic consequences for 
the chemical properties of sea 
water. When the atmosphere 
contains more Co2, the sea 
will absorb more carbon and 
more carboxylic acid will form. 
This results in more acidic 
water. More acidic sea water 
will alter the living conditions 
of all species in the sea, both 
directly and indirectly. Those 
worst affected have shown 
to be those organisms that 
build shells or skeletons made 
of calcium substances, such 
as corals, certain species of 

plankton and crustaceans. The 
acidic water would cause these 
calcareous shells to develop 
at a slower rate or not at all. 
Norway has the world’s largest 
cold-water coral reef off Røst 
near the Lofoten islands. There 
is often a considerable diversity 
of species living around coral 
reefs, and other species could 
be affected if these reefs slowly 
disintegrate due to ocean 
acidification. 

Climate change
annual stocks of a given spe-
cies are largely determined by 
how well the spawning season 
corresponds with access to 
food by young fish. The risk of 
so-called “mismatch” effects 
is seen as the most serious 
and disruptive consequence of 
climate change. Put in simple 
terms, it means that interde-
pendent natural processes fail 
to coincide. For example, the 
failure of algae blooms to occur 
at the right time along the ice 

edge during the spring could 
result in a lack of important 
food for animal plankton such 
as Calanus finmarchicus. This 
could result in the disappear-
ance of basic food for small 
species of fish such as capelin 
and herring, negatively impact-
ing the entire ecosystem. 
Scientists believe that climate 
change could affect the arctic 
by altering the speed and pat-
tern of ocean currents that 
could in turn affect fish stocks. 
Changes in the speed and di-
rection of ocean currents would 
affect access to nutrients and 
the distribution of larvae and 
growing organisms. This would 
affect stock recruitment, growth 
and mortality. Temperature 
is one of the most important 
factors determining the extent 
of large fish stocks and their 
access to food and spawning 
areas. Most species and stocks 
only thrive under specific tem-
perature conditions. Major mi-
grations or substantial changes 
in stock sizes are often directly 
related to changes in sea tem-
peratures. 

The other arctic coastal countries 
have similar experiences. For exam-
ple, unregulated commercial fishing 
in a high seas area of the Bering Sea 
between the United States and Russia 
led to overfishing of pollock by fishing 
vessels from non-arctic countries in the 
1980s. Russia and the United States 
eventually were able to persuade these 

nations to sign the Central Bering Sea 
Pollock Agreement to close the Ber-
ing Sea Donut Hole until science and 
management measures indicated fishing 
could be prosecuted on a sustainable 
basis. Unfortunately, the damage was 
done and fishing for pollock in the area 
remains closed today.

In April, more than 2,000 scientists 

from around the globe signed an open 
letter (www.arctic-fisheries-letter.com) 
calling on leaders of the five arctic 
coastal countries – Canada, Denmark/
Greenland, Norway, Russia and the 
United States – to prevent the start of 
commercial fishing in international arc-
tic waters until scientific research can 
be done and management measures are 

Three threats to arctic fisheries

climate change, ocean acidification, and illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing have cumulative and inter-
active impacts which are rapidly changing the arctic in ways that bode ill for the future of its marine life. yet, 
fisheries that are providing for people inside and outside the arctic are dependent on the health of these marine 
ecosystems. if we want to preserve the long-term viability of these fisheries, we must eliminate, or at least miti-
gate, as many of these stresses as possible.
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IN JULY 2010, seven Marine Stewardship 
Council (MSC) certified fisheries were 
notified that Northeast Atlantic macker-
el catches had been too high. In order to 
maintain their certification all Northeast 
Atlantic mackerel fisheries needed to 
monitor and coordinate the combined 
catch of the European Union (EU), Nor-
way, Iceland and the Faroe Island.  

Since then catches have continued 
to be above the scientific advice due to 
a significant increase in the amount of 
mackerel caught. Failed negotiations 
and unilateral quota setting in excess of 
scientific advice now threaten the long-
term sustainability of the mackerel. 
This means much of the commercial 
mackerel fishery will likely lose its MSC 

in place. More Canadian scientists have 
signed the letter than those from any of 
the 67 countries represented, perhaps 
reflecting the country’s negative experi-
ence with unregulated fishing beyond 
our borders.

need for rUles
If fishing begins in the Central Arctic 
Ocean, it likely won’t be Canada or other 
arctic countries that benefit. Non-arctic 
countries will send their fishing boats to 
explore the area in order to assert their 
rights in this region. Yet it will be arctic 
coastal nations that suffer the negative 
consequences of damage to our adjacent 
ecosystems and fisheries and a toll on 
our enforcement and search and rescue 
budgets. As residents of arctic coastal 
countries, we should put to use what we 
have learned from our experience with 
high seas overfishing during the last 
four decades. Coastal countries have 
special rights and responsibilities under 
the Law of the Sea Treaty. By leading an 
international effort to put arctic fishing 
rules in place to prevent the start of 
commercial fishing until sustainable 
harvests are possible, we can fulfil our 
international obligations, protect the 
rights of Inuit and other coastal resi-
dents and safeguard the arctic ecosys-
tem.

The Arctic Ocean is undergoing un-
precedented changes. That means a pe-
riod of uncertainty and adaptation not 
only for fish and marine mammals but 
for the Inuit and other coastal residents 
around the Arctic whose way of life 
depends on a healthy marine ecosystem. 
Amidst this upheaval, history confirms 
one certainty: unregulated, industrial, 
high seas fisheries without exception 
lead to stock depletion, adverse impacts 
on the coastal state and coastal peoples, 
and international confrontation that 
only results in management measures 
after the damage is done.

In the Central Arctic Ocean let’s 
change that record and establish rules 
before their absence becomes the prob-
lem. 

MArine sTewArDship CounCil (MsC)

is the future of 
sustainable mackerel  
in jeopardy?
What happens if rising sea temperatures affect food avail-
ability? If you’re a Northeast Atlantic mackerel then you 
move to where the food is. This simple logic has caused a 
major fisheries management conflict over control of the 
Northeast Atlantic mackerel stocks and could be a sign of 
things to come in European waters and around the world, 
says KARIN BILO.
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certification on 30 June 2012. 
There was great disappointment when 

the final round of negotiations over quo-
tas between the EU, Norway, Iceland 
and the Faroe Islands failed to result in 
an agreement.

Northeast Atlantic mackerel is man-
aged under a long-term plan agreed to 
by Norway, Faroe Islands and the EU 

in October 2008. 
At the time of this 
agreement the 
mackerel catch was 
low in Icelandic wa-
ters and the country 
was not part of the 
original manage-
ment plan. 

Since then mack-
erel stocks have 
expanded north-
westwards into 
Icelandic waters, 
which scientists 
attribute to changes 

in food availability linked to increased 
water temperatures.

Iceland`s mackerel fisheries have 
since grown and the Faroe Islands 

have increased their catch resulting 
in the total amount of mackerel be-
ing caught exceeding advice. Scientists 
have warned that this year’s total catch 

should be reduced by over a third to 
remain sustainable.

Unfortunately because of the non-
adaptive nature of the current manage-
ment plan changes in the distribution 
of the mackerel stock have not been 
accommodated. 

It was hoped that the parties involved 
would be able to agree on the allocation 
of international quotas for 2012 so that 
the overall catch does not exceed the 
total advised by scientists. But the last 
round of negotiations earlier this year 
resulted in yet another failure to come 
to an agreement. The EU and Norway 
will now come to a joint quota arrange-
ment while the Faroese and Iceland will 
continue to set their own quotas.

The failure to end mackerel overfish-
ing raises doubts about the ability of 
governments to respond to the challeng-
es climate change poses to the marine 
environment.   

The mackerel failure may be just the 
beginning and other fishery disputes can 
be expected when climate change drives 
fish to move across territorial boundar-
ies. If governments fail to adapt, our 
food security is threatened. 

Alaska salmon 
stays certified
The alaska salmon processing 
industry has reversed plans to 
pull out of MSC. This month, the 
Seattle-based Purse Seine Ves-
sel owners’ association stepped 
forward and announced that it 
would become the new client for 
the fishery and resume the MSC 
certification of alaska salmon.  
WWF and MSC welcomed this 
news — if no new client had 
stepped up, the MSC would 
have lost one of its earliest 
certified fisheries and one of 
the few salmon fisheries in its 
program. 

KARIN BILO is MSC 
officer at WWF Inter-
national. In this role, 
she works with WWF 
seafood staff to ensure 
the review of and stra-
tegic involvement in 
critical MSC fisheries 
assessments. 

after years of seemingly failed govern-
ment attempts to halt the world fisheries 
crisis, in 1996 WWF and Unilever, at the 
time the world’s biggest buyer of frozen 
fish, started an initiative to change the 
way fish are caught, marketed, and 
bought - and ensure the future of the 
world’s fisheries. It was called the Marine 
Stewardship Council (MSC).

Now an independent, non-profit organi-
zation, the MSC is the world’s leading 
certification and eco-labelling programme 
for sustainable seafood. It works with 
fisheries, seafood companies, scientists, 
conservation groups and the public to 
promote the best environmental choices 
in seafood.

The MSC standard is a measure of 
the sustainability of a fishery against 
well-defined principles and criteria. The 

bar at which a fishery demonstrates it is 
well-managed and sustainable represents 
a broad scientific consensus, agreed by 
over 200 marine biologists, scientists, 
environmentalists and other stakeholders 
from around the world, over the course of 
a two-year consultation period (1997-
1999). 

161 fisheries around the world are now 
MSC certified. These fisheries supply over 
8 percent of all the seafood we eat. and 
many more are now working to achieve 
MSC standards. Worldwide, more than 
10,000 seafood products bear the blue 
fish tick MSC eco-label, meaning they can 
be traced back to the certified sustainable 
fisheries. The market for MSC-certified 
seafood is estimated to be worth over 
US$2.5 billion annually. 

what is MsC?
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inDusTry perspeCTiVe

Cooperation towards sustainability
It is in everyone’s interest to ensure a sustainable development of the global fishing industry. 
As part of this, cooperation between conservation NGOs and the industry, as well as with bio-
logical and marine research institutes, is necessary to ensure progress, says HENRIK LETH. 

GREENLAND IS fACING major challenges 
in many areas. Securing sustainable 
fishing in the Arctic Ocean is one of 
them, as fishing represents a main 
source of income and livelihood here. 
The fishing industry employs more than 
10 per cent of the total population, and 
sparsely populated villages along the 
coast are entirely dependent on marine 
resources of fishing and hunting. 

For many years, the Greenlandic au-
thorities and fishing industry have there-
fore been working closely with biologists 
and other scientific bodies to prevent 
overfishing and other adverse effects. At 
the present time, major efforts are also 
being made to secure the coveted MSC 
labelling, which will not only document 
sustainability, but will also help to en-
courage sales of the catches through the 
large supermarket chains. 

It is increasingly important for the 
consumers that the fish they buy is 
caught in a way that doesn’t threaten the 
stock. And when it is important for the 
consumer it is important for the indus-
try, in order to ensure competitiveness. 

During this process, it has however 
become clear that it can be hard for small 
fisheries and small fishing nations to meet 
all the requirements for certification. 
This is true even if we make very serious 
efforts to create the significant improve-
ments which must be the overall goal. 

The problem is that the MSC is a sys-
tem in which there is only one category. 
To ensure that small fisheries and small 
fishing nations can also achieve MSC 
certification, it might be worth consider-
ing whether the scheme in the future 
could be divided into categories such 

as gold, silver and bronze. This would 
not, in my opinion, entail any degrada-
tion of the system. Quite the contrary; 
by including as many serious players 
as possible in the scheme, the potential 
benefits would be far greater than by 
excluding a large part of the industry. 
The very act of submitting to MSC 
supervision represents a commitment to 
sustainability which should in itself be 
rewarded. Here I take my cue from the 

WWF’s own objectives, which include 
reducing the environmental impacts of 
fishing and ensuring that all types of 
stakeholders are 
involved in fisheries 
management. Or to 
put it another way: 
MSC should be seen 
as a system which 
aims to reward 
those fisheries that 
wish to make a dif-
ference by develop-
ing the industry on a 
sustainable basis. 

Only by includ-
ing all the relevant 
stakeholders in 
the discussion will 
actual progress be 
made, and long-
term sustainability 
achieved. 

HENRIK LETH is Chair-
man of Sustainable 
Fisheries Greenland 
and was until recently 
Director of the Employ-
ers’ association of 
Greenland. He is also 
the incoming Chair-
man of Polar Seafood, 
the largest privately 
owned company in 
Greenland.

The Marine Stewardship 
Council (MSC) recognises 
and rewards sustainable 
fishing and has a vital 
role to play in improving 
the health of the oceans. 
WWF is committed to 
supporting the organisa-
tion and its ongoing efforts 
to improve their policies 
and procedures and the 
performance of fisheries 

around the world.
WWF believes the MSC 

is currently best in class 
and has a vital role to play 
in promoting sustainable 
fisheries around the world. 
Rigorous and robust 
standards and procedures 
are critical to ensuring the 
MSC maintains its leading 
position, as well as WWF’s 
confidence in promot-

ing the MSC as the gold 
standard.

WWF participates direct-
ly in the MSC’s continuing 
commitment to improve-
ment of its procedures and 
programmes, and supports 
the organisation’s ongoing 
efforts to improve the per-
formance of fisheries and 
the rigour of the independ-
ent certification bodies. 

wwf and MsC 

“iT is inCreAsingly iM-
porTAnT for The Con-
suMers ThAT The fish 
They buy is CAughT in 
A wAy ThAT Doesn’T 
ThreATen The sToCk.”
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renewAble resourCes

Arctic fisheries seen from stø in Vesterålen, 69 degrees north
The largest cod stock in the world has found its ideal spawning conditions on a narrow 
shelf outside of Lofoten and Vesterålen, making this area one of the world’s most pro-
ductive fish baskets. Co-existence with the oil industry here is impossible, says JOHNNY 
JOHNSEN, arguing that we now have to choose between a long term fish industry and short-
term oil gains.

EVERY YEAR, for as long back as we 
know, the North Atlantic cod stock has 
returned to this shelf which at its most 
narrow is 22 km, before it drops into 
depths of 3-4000 meters (see figure 1). 

At some point in the past, people 
discovered that by hanging the fish to 
dry, it could be stored for a long time 
without going to waste. When you 
wanted to eat it, you just soaked it in 
water for a day or two, and you then had 

first-class, protein-rich food that could 
be cooked or fried. This method has 
been used up until today, and has made 
the cod a popular export product for 
times and situations without fridges and 
deep freezers.

In addition, we fish halibut, pollock, 
and haddock in the same area; cod from 

January to May, halibut from June to 
August – when the haddock arrives – 
and then pollock until the cod returns 
in January. This cycle makes the narrow 

Fishing boats, Lofoten, Norway
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renewAble resourCes

Arctic fisheries seen from stø in Vesterålen, 69 degrees north
shelf one of the world’s most productive 
all-year food supply areas. The Inter-
national Council for the Exploration of 
the Seas (ICES) estimated the spawn-
ing stock of Northeast Atlantic cod at 
1 551 000 tonnes for 2012.  

crUcial for coMMUnities
The local communities in Lofoten and 
Vesterålen are Northern Norway’s most 

densely populated areas. This is not 
due to the urban centres, but rather the 
multitude of ‘fiskevær’ or small fishing 
villages with fish processing plants. The 

local processing plants work as links 
between us who work at sea, and 
the mainland, and are crucial for 
keeping the communities alive 
and ensuring trade to the cities. 

If the processing plant dies, the 
village dies.
In 2007 the petroleum industry 

became interested in the shelf and 
demanded to explore it. We, the 
fishermen, were very negative to 
this and warned strongly against 

it. In 2008, a permissive govern-
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ment driven by politicians thirsty for 
oil money gave access to the 2D seismic 
boats. This caused large losses for the 
fishing fleet, which was compensated 

only symbolically. 
In 2009 the devel-
opments continued 
with 3D seismic ex-
plorations, reducing 
the haddock catch 
by 70 per cent. The 
pollock on the shelf 
edge disappeared 
and has not yet 
returned.

The Northeast 
Atlantic current is 
forced towards the 
coast by the deep 
waters, squeez-
ing the Norwegian 
coastal current even 
closer to the islands. 
The currents in this 

area go northeast, 1 - 2.5 nautical mile 
per hour continuously. Tidal waters 
change the currents’ direction between 
35 and 90 degrees several times a day.

This means that a drilling accident 
here will cause pollution all the way up 
to the North Cape in only a few days, 
and subsequently continue into Rus-
sian waters. Due to the same currents, 
permanent oil installations will make 
fishing impossible as the fishing vessels 
drift with the currents when handling 
nets and long lines.

PerManent Protection
The government and petroleum indus-
try speak about co-existence as a solu-
tion. But through merging maps from 
the fishing industry and the petroleum 
sector, we have demonstrated that such 
co-existence is impossible. The choice is 
therefore oil or fish.

If oil is chosen, it will be damaging for 

the settlements in these areas. None of 
the fishing communities are large enough 
to supply the oil sector. No money from 
the oil sector will benefit the areas in 
question. The surplus to the state will end 
up in a petroleum fund, which is already 
being spent at the maximum level al-
lowed. Landing solutions are not relevant 
for this area as a pipeline to Helgeland 
further south will be cheaper, and will get 
the product onto the market earlier. 

Drilling causes toxic waste, which is 
mixed with seawater and then released. 
This will give our competitors on the 
world market an opportunity to claim 
that Norwegian fish is born in and 
grows up in a toxic environment. The 
Norwegian reputation as a green leader 
will be lost forever and will also cause 
problems for Russia that co-manages 
this wealth together with us. 

These areas must therefore receive 
permanent protection as a world food 
source for the next 1000 years, and 
must not be gambled with for a mere 
15-20 years of oil profits. 

JOHNNY JOHNSEN is a 
7th generation fisher-
man, born and raised 
in a fishing village in 
Northern Norway. He 
is now based in Stø in 
Vesterålen where he 
uses a 42 foot modern 
fishing vessel, and is a 
board member of the 
Norwegian Coastal 
Fishermen’s associa-
tion.

Fig. 1 At its most narrow 
the shelf is 22 km, before 
it drops into depths of 
3-4000 meters.

The Bristol Bay/Southeast Bering Sea 
fishery is the single largest source of wild-
caught seafood harvested in US waters. 
The region is known for a wide variety of 
commercially important species, includ-
ing pollock, king crab, Pacific cod and 
especially salmon. In 2011, Bristol Bay 
provided 30.3 million sockeye salmon, 
worth approximately $137 million. over 
the next 40 years, it is estimated that Bris-
tol Bay fisheries will generate up to $200 
billion in wholesale value, far more than 
the potential in oil and gas revenue – es-
timated at $7.7 billion – for the same time 
period. Fishing, if done right, will yield 
far more for humanity.  While in 2010 the 
obama administration cancelled planned 
Bristol Bay drilling leases until 2017, 
history demonstrates that the push to drill 
will continue unless permanent protection 
is achieved. To address these challenges, 
WWF helped launch the Fish Basket 

Coalition (fishbasket.org), a diverse group 
of alaska Native subsistence, commercial 
fishing, conservation, and local commu-
nity interests dedicated to a healthy and 
sustainable future for Bristol Bay and the 
Bering Sea, free from offshore oil and gas 
development. 

another looming threat to Bristol Bay 
is the prospect of Pebble Mine, which, 
if developed, would be the largest open 
pit mine in North america. The Pebble 
Mine deposit is located at the headwaters 
of the Bristol Bay watershed, beneath 
Bristol Bay’s important salmon spawning 
streams. If it is developed, Pebble Mine 
would be the largest open pit mine in 
North america, if not the world. Several 
billion tons of waste rock would be held 
back from the headwaters of Bristol Bay 
by massive dams up to 700 feet high. The 
proposed mine site is also in an active 
earthquake zone. 

bristol bay 
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AN ACCELERATED pROCESS of delimiting 
the Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs) 
and continental shelves of arctic states 
is currently taking place, paving way for 
oil and gas production in the Barents 
Sea. Parallel to this, non-arctic states 
are showing interest in the Arctic’s 
resources, increasing competition over 

the natural resources in this part of the 
world’s seas.

In the Barents Sea, fishing is currently 
the most developed and socio-econom-
ically important industry. Fishing has 
been conducted here for at least a thou-
sand years, perhaps more. This must be 
taken into consideration when resolving 

issues related to large-scale oil and gas 
development in the Barents Sea.

high risks
Due to the nature of the ocean currents 
of the Barents Sea, no matter where 
an oil industry accident occurs in the 
western regions of the Barents Sea, all 

renewAble resourCes

The future of the barents sea: fish or oil? 
As the Barents Sea is becoming an arena for intensive exploration and development of 
hydrocarbon reserves, a systematic approach is needed to ensure the fishing industry is 
given priority as a traditional, renewable form of resource use, emphasizes VYACHESLAV 
ZILANOV. 

Professor VY-
ACHESLAV ZILANOV 
is chairman of the 
Sevryba Coordinating 
Committee, whose 
member associations 
and unions operate 
around 150 fishing 
vessels, more than 30 
onshore fish process-
ing companies and 
are responsible for 
around 80 percent of 
the annual harvest 
and production in the 
Murmansk-led North 
Basin. He is also 
acting Member of the 
International academy 
of Ecology and Life 
Protection Services.
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Borders of The Spitsbergen Treaty of 1920
The Soviet Union Arctic Sector Borders, according to the USSR Decree of 15 April 1926
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concerning Maritime Delimitation and Cooperation in the Barents Sea and the Arctic Ocean, 2010

fig.1 ocean currents and the current international legal regime in the barents sea
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contaminants will be carried into the 
Russian EEZ and towards the Russian 
continental shelf (fig. 1). All develop-
ment on Norway’s continental shelf 
and the continental shelf of Spitsbergen 
therefore puts the Russian EEZ at risk 
of pollution. 

The development of the Shtokman 
field will, for the first time in history, 
take place in the arctic zone of the Bar-
ents Sea and at a considerable distance 
from the shore. The planned Shtokman 
pipeline will pass through all of the 
current’s branches in addition to the mi-
gratory routes of primary fishery species 
(cod, haddock, capelin, and others). The 
interruption of a migratory route (even 
just once) can destroy a species’ entire 
life cycle. 

Together with the Northern Basin’s 
environmental scientists, fishermen, in 
particular the non-profit Northern Fish-
ing Industry Worker’s Union, have with 

WWF support proposed to close several 
regions to all types of seismic surveys 
and exploratory oil and gas drilling 
(fig.2). The marked-off areas have spe-
cial significance for the conservation of 
the Barents Sea’s integrated ecosystem 
and, in particular, the preservation of 
living marine resources at their most 
vulnerable stages—spawning grounds 
and nurseries. 

For the long term there are two alter-
native solutions:

1) In light of the vulnerability of the 
arctic environment, to refrain from 
industrial development of hydrocarbon 
reserves in the entirety of the Barents 
Sea and especially along the migratory, 
feeding, and spawning routes of primary 
industry species—cod, haddock, herring, 
capelin, halibut and other species.

2) Adopt special standards for indus-
trial hydrocarbon development in arctic 
conditions, in which the traditional, 

sustainable use of the 
Arctic Ocean’s living 
marine resources, par-
ticularly the Barents 
Sea, is given priority. 

socio-econoMic 
significance
I am deeply con-
vinced that the fishing 
industry must be 
given priority in the 
Barents Sea, as it is a 
traditional, renewable 
form of resource use. 
The Shtokman field 
is planned to be in 
operation for around 
50 years. The project’s 
active phase, which 
will be economically ef-
fective if the project is 
presented with tax sub-
sidies, only represents 
around 30 years. The 
fishing industry has 
existed for a minimum 
of one thousand years. 
The socio-economic 
significance of the 

fishing industry in the Barents Sea for 
both Russia and Norway, and for all of 
Europe, is significantly greater than that 
of oil and gas projects on the Barents 
Sea shelf.

The Barents Sea is one of the few still 
unpolluted seas, where fish and shellfish 
enjoy consumer demand as the cleanest 
seafood from the Arctic’s cold northern 
seas. The loss of such a brand would 
mean the loss of tens of thousands of 
fishing and processing jobs in Russia, 
Norway, Iceland, the Faroe Islands, 
Greenland, and other places. 

That’s why it is necessary to adopt 
special standards and legislation for 
hydrocarbon exploration and extraction 
in arctic territories, giving priority to 
the traditional fishing industry.  Inter-
national agreement between the five 
arctic states must now be developed and 
established as a matter of urgency. 
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1   Proposed no-go areas for oil and gas exploration
2   Oil and gas fields and structures

Borders of The Spitsbergen Treaty of 1920
The Soviet Union Arctic Sector Borders, according to the USSR Decree of 15 April 1926
The maritime delimitation line according to the Treaty between the Kingdom of Norway and the Russian 
Federation concerning Maritime Delimitation and Cooperation in the Barents Sea and the Arctic Ocean, 2010

fig.2  proposed no oil activity areas
areas proposed by fishermen for closure to all types of seismic surveying and oil and gas drilling in the eastern 
part of the Barents Sea.
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IN THE pAST DECADE, as it has become 
clear that changes in the Arctic are oc-
curring faster than climate models have 
predicted, interest has grown for both 
access to arctic resources and protection 
for the arctic ecosystem.  

An Arctic that is free of ice for longer 
periods during the summer may provide 
increased access for fishing vessels into 
the Alaskan Arctic, with the potential to 
harvest commercially important species 
should those species move northward 
with warmer waters. Anticipating such 
interest, the North Pacific Fishery 
Management Council (Council) initiated 
a study of the potential for expansion 
of fisheries into the Arctic in 2006. This 
study resulted in the development of the 
Council’s Fishery Management Plan for 
Fish Resources of the Arctic Manage-
ment Area (Arctic FMP, see figure 1), 
which was completed and implemented 
in 2009.  Although the Arctic FMP was 
designed specifically for the Alaskan 
Arctic, the precautionary principles 
inherent in the FMP can easily be ap-
plied to other fisheries in the Arctic, and 
around the world.

The Council’s policy is to apply judi-
cious and responsible fisheries manage-
ment practices based on sound scientific 
research and analysis, and to protect 
associated ecosystems for the benefit 
of current users and future genera-
tions.  The Arctic FMP established two 
categories of species: Target Species 
and Ecosystem Component Species. 
Commercial fishery development 

was restricted to the Target Species 
Group, which currently includes arctic 
cod, saffron cod, and snow crab.  The 
Arctic FMP effectively established a 

moratorium for commercial fisheries 
for federally managed fish resources 
north of the Bering Straits by establish-
ing Optimum Yield for these species at 
zero.  Optimum yield was reduced from 
Maximum Sustainable Yield because of 
the uncertainty in population estimates, 
their non-consumptive value, the costs 
of harvest, and their ecological impor-
tance in the Arctic.  

At present, we lack the data necessary 
to effectively manage commercial fisher-
ies in the Arctic to ensure a sustainable 
harvest of target species. Without those 

MorAToriuM

Thinking ahead in Alaska
In 2009, the North Pacific Fishery Management Council recommended a moratorium for 
commercial fisheries north of the Bering Straits. These restrictions should stay in place 
until the necessary data are available to ensure a sustainable harvest of target species. 
Similar precautionary principles can easily be applied to other fisheries in the Arctic, 
says STEVE MACLEAN.

“CleArly, iT is 
iMporTAnT To obTAin 
new DATA AbouT 
The ArCTiC.”  

Fig. 1 Arctic Management Area in Alaska
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data, it is precautionary and prudent to 
restrict fisheries at least until those data 
are available and effective management 
measures can be designed.  Clearly, it 
is important to obtain new data about 
the Arctic.  Additional data in the arctic 
ecosystem, from primary producers to 
fish, marine mammals, seabirds, and 
human interactions will provide manag-
ers with the information that is needed 

to make decisions 
about management 
of commercial fish-
eries in the Alaskan 
Arctic.

The Arctic FMP 
allows for develop-
ment of commercial 
fisheries in the 
Alaskan Arctic, once 
sufficient data are 
available to under-
stand, and avoid or 
mitigate potential 
impacts to the arctic 
ecosystem.  When 
those data are avail-
able, any proposal 
to expand commer-
cial fisheries into 
Alaskan Arctic wa-
ters will be judged 
in the context of 
ecosystem impacts, 
community effects, 
and the needs of 
local residents.  
Those decisions 
will continue the 
commitment of 
the North Pacific 

Fishery Management Council to apply 
scientifically credible fisheries manage-
ment practices to ensure the protection 
of the arctic ecosystem for the benefit of 
all stakeholders. 

fISHERIES IN THE ARCTIC are spread out, 
separated by ice and landmasses, and 
large parts of arctic fisheries lie well 
within the jurisdiction of individual 
countries. Bilateral fishing agreements 
already exist between the nations with 
arctic territory (Canada, Denmark, Nor-
way, Russia and the United States). In 
addition, arctic fisheries are subject to 
at least three main international instru-
ments: the Law of the Sea, the United 
Nations Straddling Stocks Agreement, 
and the Food and Agriculture Organiza-
tion Compliance Agreement. But coun-
tries may have little incentive to enter 
international agreements for fisheries 
within the areas where they have full 
jurisdiction, their Exclusive Economic 
Zones (EEZ). National governments 
usually manage their fisheries on a 
target species basis, often not paying 
enough attention to the complexity and 
diversity of interactions between marine 
organisms, including commercial and 
forage species. 

The best long-term solution to fisher-
ies regulation is therefore an integrated 
ecosystem regime overseen by a central 

governing body. The most obvious can-
didate is the Arctic Council, an intergov-
ernmental body to promote sustainable 
development and environmental protec-
tion. Parallel to the work on internation-
al levels, WWF is currently working on 
national and bilateral levels to introduce 
ecosystem-based management into 
everyday practice in the region. 

For the fisheries sector, ecosystem-
based management refers to fishery 
management actions aimed at conserv-
ing the structure and function of marine 
ecosystems, in addition to conserving 

evolving fisheries 
management regimes –  
a russian perspective
A long-term, sustainable harvesting of traditional fishing 
stocks and new arctic fishing areas requires complex and 
comprehensive planning, says KONSTANTIN ZGUROVSKY. The 
best solution for arctic fisheries is to ensure that the eco-
system as a whole is placed at the centre of national and 
regional fishery management. 

STEpHEN AHGEAK 
MACLEAN is the 
Protected Species 
Coordinator and 
Fishery analyst for the 
North Pacific Fishery 
Management Council 
in alaska. Before join-
ing the Council staff in 
2011, Steve spent six 
years as the Bering 
Sea and Polar Marine 
Program Director for 
The Nature Conserv-
ancy where he worked 
closely with Bering 
Sea commercial fish-
ing interests to reduce 
potential impacts to 
protected species and 
habitat. Steve has 
extensive experience 
living and working in 
rural alaska.  “The besT long-TerM 

soluTion To fisheries 
regulATion is There-
fore An inTegrATeD 
eCosysTeM regiMe 
oVerseen by A CenTrAl 
goVerning boDy.”

wwf
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the fishery resource. A comprehensive 
ecosystem-based fisheries management 
approach would require managers to 
consider all interactions that a target 
fish stock has with predators, com-
petitors, and prey species; the effects of 
weather and climate on fisheries biology 
and ecology; the complex interactions 
between fish and their habitat; and the 
effects of fishing on fish stocks and their 
habitat.

Working on ecosystem based manage-
ment is not always one large centrally 
planned exercise. Instead, it can be a 
cumulative result of many smaller tar-
geted actions. One could look at WWF’s 
fisheries work in Russia as an example of 
this approach. WWF-Russia focuses its 
work on two large so-called ecoregions: 
the Barents and Bering Seas ecoregions 
(the latter includes the Bering Sea and 
the Sea of Okhotsk). On a national level, 
WWF-Russia has organized a round table 
and published and distributed a number 
of publications targeting the relevant 
stakeholders. This includes a brochure 
on integrated marine planning, a study 
of the compliance of the Russian fishery 

policy with the FAO code of conduct and 
a comparative environmental analysis of 
longlining and bottom trawling. In col-
laboration with the Marine Stewardship 
Council (MSC) certified Karat Group, 
WWF-Russia has also prepared and con-
ducted a training course on responsible 
fishery for fishery captains and crews. 

In addition, WWF works across 
borders to ensure improved adherence 
to the MSC regime of the Alaska pollock 
fisheries in the Bering Sea and Sea of 
Okhotsk, and the Barents Sea cod and 
haddock fisheries in order to make the 
certification process more objective and 
precise. Parallel to this, we are working 
closely with fishery scientists and key 
fishing associations and companies, 
including the Union of Fishermen of the 
North (UFN), the Karat Group and Alas-
ka Pollock Catchers Association (PCA) 
on creating guidelines for a Fisheries 
Improvement Plan (FIP) using ecosys-
tem-based management principles.

As a result, the PCA has publically 
recognized the shortcomings in the 
Alaska pollock fishery management and 
monitoring, and has accepted WWF’s 
proposals as necessary steps, including: 

 ■ Adoption of governmental policies to 
ensure independent fishery observers 
onboard trawling vessels;

 ■ Include WWF-Russia’s proposals 
into the Russian national strategy on il-
legal unregulated and unreported (IUU) 
fishing;  such as satellite monitoring and 
port control; 

 ■ Signing of bilateral port control 
agreements with Japan and China;

 ■ Creation of a fund to finance im-
proved vessel monitoring measures; 

 ■ Development and adoption of a bet-
ter methodology to assess IUU fishing. 

Fishermen supported the establish-
ment of a fishery protection area in the 
Sea of Okhotsk, and 
an assessment of the 
capacity of the Russian 
Far East fishing fleet 
in light of the available 
fish stocks to avoid 
fleet over-capacity. 
Similar studies on 
the Russian Barents 
Sea cod fishery have 
showed that fleet over-
capacity is a strong 
incentive for IUU 
fishing.

Challenges remain 
and strengthened 
national efforts and 
international collabo-
ration are needed to 
ensure that these ideas 
are actually integrated 
into everyday prac-
tice of the fisheries in 
the region. But this 
is a path that neither 
the industry itself nor the people who 
depend on it can ignore. 

KoNSTaNTIN 
ZGURoVSKY has 
been with WWF-
Russia since 1999 and 
is currently working as 
Russia Marine Pro-
gramme Coordinator. 
He is the only NGos 
representative in the 
Public advisory Coun-
cil under the Russian 
Fishery agency and 
actively works with 
fishermen and fishery 
managers to introduce 
responsible fishery 
principles in practice. 

wwf

fish forever
The Bering Sea is one of the most productive marine regions in the world, a global “fish 
basket” that feeds people around the planet. Pollock, salmon and other fish also feed 
marine wildlife , such as Steller sea lions, northern fur seals, bears, seabirds and ea-
gles. Fishing underpins a centuries-old way of life for many arctic Indigenous cultures. 
Through the “Fish Forever” initiative , WWF works on multiple fronts – by combating 
bycatch, illegal, unreported, and unregulated fishing, and engaging governments and 
communities-- to address threats to the Bering Sea ecosystem and ensure the durabil-
ity of key fish species… forever. (See worldwildlife.org for more details.) 

Fish processing in Kamchatka, the 
Russian Federation.
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return WWF Global arctic Programme
30 Metcalfe St, Suite 400, 
ottawa oN K1P 5L4, CaNaDa

The piCTure

Why we are here

www.panda.org/arctic

To stop the degradation of the planet’s natural environment and
to build a future in which humans live in harmony with nature.

yesterday’s tools in action today
THIS pICTURE shows aipilik, 
an Inuk hunter in Igloolik, 
Nunavut, Canada. He had 
been kneeling on the ice, 
with the kakivak in the water, 
using a lure to bring the 
fish – an arctic char – close 
enough to spear it.  

The three-pronged kakivak 
is a traditional Inuit fish 
spear or leister which is 
used for fishing in shallow 
water, requiring impeccable 
hand-eye coordination and 
timing. It features a central 
spike flanked on either side 
by a curved piece of ivory 
with barbs. once the fish 
is speared on the central 
spike, it is held by these side 
pieces.

The kakivak is among 
many traditional Inuit tools 
that are still in use today, 
together with more modern 
fishing equipment.

This picture was taken in 
the autumn when the ice was 
still thin which is necessary 
for using a kakivak.  

(Sources: arcticPhoto, inuulitsivik.ca)
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