
 

Study: Tuna black market worth billions of
dollars
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Bluefin tuna is prepared for delivery to sushi restaurants in New York. The craze
for sushi has fueled a black market in tuna worth billions of dollars, as
governments collaborate with the industry despite fears for the species' survival,
an investigation found.

The craze for sushi has fueled a black market in tuna worth billions of
dollars, as governments collaborate with the industry despite fears for
the species' survival, an investigation found.

A seven-month probe by the International Consortium of Investigative
Journalists found that fishermen have willfully violated official quotas in
order to supply the lucrative tuna market, which is dominated by Japan.

The investigation covered 10 nations but found particular violations in
France, where it said the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries has
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joined forces with the tuna industry to doctor catch numbers.

"Everyone cheated," said Roger Del Ponte, one of the six French fishing
captains facing criminal charges.

"It's like driving down the road. If I know there are no police, I'm going
to speed," he said in the report.

The journalists said the black market in Eastern Atlantic bluefin tuna
was worth at least four billion dollars between 1998 and 2007. The
calculation came from comparing the estimated total catch of tuna with
official quotas and then using rates at Tokyo's Tsukiji fish market.

Global fears over tuna stocks emerged in 2007 when France declared it
had caught nearly 10,000 tons, almost double its quota allowed under the
International Commission for the Conservation of the Atlantic Tunas
(ICCAT), a regulatory body.

"We found that the system failed at every point. It failed in that vessels
were overfishing and that officials were turning a blind eye to that
overfishing for years," said Kate Willson, a reporter on the investigation.

Facing an outcry, ICCAT came up with a new system in 2008 to keep
track of the trade. But the study said the database was ineffectual and the
tuna industry was heading to areas with even less oversight such as North
Africa.

Willson said the French ministry declined repeated requests for
comment.

"There is no way to know if the situation is getting better. We're
supposed to trust them that they are getting better," she said.
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ICCAT figures found that spawning stock of Eastern Atlantic bluefin
tuna has tumbled by nearly 75 percent in the past four decades, with
more than half of the loss between 1997 and 2007.

Jean-Marc Fromentin, a marine biologist on ICCAT's scientific body,
said that experts had recommended a cut in fishing quotas as long ago as
the late 1990s.

"If the countries had listened, then there would have been no risk of
collapse," he said in the report.

"But because they didn't pay attention, and they didn't control (catch
limits), then after a few years the situation became really critical and we
began to speak about the risk of collapse," he said.

ICCAT meets in Paris from November 17 to 27, ahead of which
European Union fisheries commissioner Maria Damanaki has called for
a substantial reduction in the bloc's tuna catch quota of 13,500 tons.

France has opposed the quota, arguing that tuna stocks will be
sustainable by 2022. Diplomats say that France is backed by other
Mediterranean countries including Greece, Italy and Spain, while Britain
is the only country clearly to back Damanaki's position.

A March meeting in Qatar soundly defeated a proposal backed by the
United States and European Union to ban the international trade of 
Atlantic bluefin tuna after an aggressive lobbying effort by Japan.

The study said that Japan has driven the demand for the Atlantic bluefin,
with the industry taking off in the 1980s when the Japanese developed a
passion for "toro," the fatty belly of tuna.

But after years of financial backing for the industry, Japan has tried to
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distance itself from perceived excesses, the study said. Last year it
temporarily halted imports from Tunisia due to a lack of required
documentation on the catch.

(c) 2010 AFP
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