
 

New treaty to protect the world's oceans may
hurt vulnerable African fisheries
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Following two decades of fierce negotiations, over 60 countries recently
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signed a UN Ocean Treaty to conserve biodiversity on the high seas.

The "high seas" are all ocean areas which aren't under a specific
country's direct ownership or regulation. They make up two-thirds of
Earth's oceans, providing 90% of the habitat available for life.

The treaty has been celebrated as historic. It's the first time that action
will be taken against unregulated use of resources in this ungoverned
space.

It's estimated that 90% of the world's marine fish stocks are now fully
exploited, overexploited or depleted. Although less than 10% of the total
global fish catch is from the high seas, the unregulated nature of fishing
there has a harmful impact on marine life.

The treaty consists of 76 articles. Their goals include the protection and
sustainable management of the marine environment, preserving the
integrity of ocean ecosystems—such as coral reefs—and conserving
biological diversity. Once ratified, the treaty will allow the establishment
of marine protected areas in the high seas.

Though it doesn't explicitly prohibit commercial fishing in the high seas,
it includes language that may allow for their "sustainable use". So, the
establishment of a protected area in the high seas is expected to address
unsustainable fishing activities in the space, but only if fully
implemented.

Part of my expertise lies in maritime and natural resource governance in
Africa, so I've been following this development. There are reasons to
celebrate the Oceans Treaty for what it represents—an extra mechanism
to protect our oceans and their resources. But my main concern—which 
has also been flagged by others—is that the treaty could drive distant
water fleets (fishing outside their own territory) to fishing grounds closer
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https://www.reuters.com/business/environment/dozens-nations-sign-un-ocean-treaty-implementation-still-awaits-2023-09-20/
https://www.oceanexplorer.noaa.gov/facts/high-seas-governance.html
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-018-05079-z
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/LTD/N23/177/28/PDF/N2317728.pdf?OpenElement
https://oceans-and-fisheries.ec.europa.eu/news/historic-achievement-treaty-high-seas-adopted-2023-06-19_en#:~:text=Today%2C%20the%20Treaty%20of%20the,loss%20in%20the%20high%20seas.
https://unctad.org/news/90-fish-stocks-are-used-fisheries-subsidies-must-stop
https://e360.yale.edu/features/a-global-ban-on-fishing-on-the-high-seas-the-time-is-now#:~:text=Pauly%3A%20Well%2C%20it%20will%20be,outside%20of%20Exclusive%20Economic%20Zones.
https://phys.org/tags/high+seas/
https://wwfeu.awsassets.panda.org/downloads/wwftmt_unregulated_fishing_on_the_high_seas_of_the_indian_ocean_2020.pdf
https://phys.org/tags/treaty/
https://bbnj-mgr.fas.harvard.edu/bbnj-treaty#:~:text=On%2019%20June%202023%2C%20nearly%20200%20countries%20adopted,Preamble%2C%2012%20Parts%2C%2076%20Articles%2C%20and%202%20Annexes.
https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/coral-reefs/
https://oceans-and-fisheries.ec.europa.eu/news/win-ocean-high-seas-treaty-signed-united-nations-2023-09-20_en
https://phys.org/tags/commercial+fishing/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s44183-023-00013-x#:~:text=The%20new%20Treaty%20lays%20out,high%20seas%2C%20among%20other%20things.
https://www.nature.com/articles/s44183-023-00013-x#:~:text=The%20new%20Treaty%20lays%20out,high%20seas%2C%20among%20other%20things.
https://news.un.org/en/story/2023/06/1137857
https://www.cffacape.org/publications-blog/an-ambitious-high-seas-treaty-must-not-come-at-the-expense-of-coastal-fishing-communities


 

to land. And many of the most lucrative grounds belong to African
countries.

The treaty has been described as "extremely broad" and lacking
specifics. Clear regulations must be put in place by the treaty's
implementing agency. It's not yet clear who that will be. The treaty calls
for state parties to allow for the establishment of various committees and
working groups, together with a Conference of the Parties to guide
implementation.

I argue that clear regulations must ensure that fisheries subsidies to
vessels that once relied on the high seas must be cut. Subsidies given to 
distant water vessels can encourage the overexploitation of vulnerable
species.

Attractive fishing grounds

Having lost access to fish on the high seas, fleets will need new fishing
grounds. African waters are an attractive target for various reasons.

Firstly, they're rich in diverse species.

Secondly, these waters are not properly monitored, which means
countries can take advantage of them. Illegal, unreported and
unregulated fishing already costs Africa over US$2.3 billion annually.

Thirdly, coastal African states appear willing to enter into new 
agreements with nations that fish outside their own borders.

This is worrying because it's going to put Africa's vulnerable fish stocks
at risk. Distant-water vessels are already known to be exploitative.
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https://www.nature.com/articles/s44183-023-00013-x#:~:text=The%20new%20Treaty%20lays%20out,high%20seas%2C%20among%20other%20things
https://oceana.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/18/OceanaDWF_FinalReport.pdf
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/a0053a27595217fd04745ae65f88e092-0320012022/original/Coastal-and-Marine-Biodiversity-and-Ecosystems.pdf
https://wwf.panda.org/discover/knowledge_hub/where_we_work/west_africa_marine/
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news23_e/fish_12jul23_e.htm
https://chinadialogueocean.net/en/fisheries/opinion-some-fishing-deals-in-west-africa-make-little-economic-sense/


 

Who are these vessels?

About 97% of high-seas fishing is done by vessels flagged to high-
income countries—the vast majority (86%) are from China, Taiwan,
Japan, South Korea and Spain.

Vessels from some of these countries, such as China, South Korea and 
Spain, already have fisheries arrangements with countries in Africa. And
they're known to contribute to the overexploitation of fish on the
continent through legal and illegal fishing.

Harmful subsidies

These high-sea fishing vessels come from the top 10 countries providing
fisheries subsidies.

Fisheries subsidies are financial support given by governments to help
the private sector, including distant-water vessels, to catch more fish.
Some of these subsidies have been shown to be harmful, particularly to
vulnerable species.

Harmful subsidies encourage overfishing, as the money is spent on
capacity-expanding activities such as artificially lowering fuel and vessel
construction costs. This allows large vessels to catch more fish than is
sustainable by fishing farther out to sea and for longer periods. Many
industrial fleets wouldn't be profitable without these subsidies.

The treaty doesn't clearly address subsidies, but they are the subject of
the World Trade Organization's 2022 Fisheries Subsidies Agreement.
This, however, has not come into force as two thirds of the signatories
have not yet accepted the deal. Under the proposed agreement, signatory
countries must commit to stop providing harmful subsidies.
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https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/issue-briefs/2022/03/high-seas-treaty-must-reflect-critical-role-of-fish-in-marine-ecosystems
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/issue-briefs/2022/03/high-seas-treaty-must-reflect-critical-role-of-fish-in-marine-ecosystems
https://adf-magazine.com/2023/03/six-west-african-countries-account-for-20-of-worlds-illegally-caught-fish/
https://cimsec.org/looking-past-gulf-of-guinea-piracy-chinese-twins-ghanaian-fishing-and-domain-awareness/
https://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/tea/business/spanish-french-fleets-blacklisted-indian-ocean-illegal-fishing-3844968
https://qz.com/africa/1807878/eu-subsidies-boost-overfishing-in-west-africa-and-migration#:~:text=Countries%20like%20Spain%20in%20particular,artisanal%20fishermen%20in%20West%20Africa
https://phys.org/tags/illegal+fishing/
https://oceana.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/18/OceanaDWF_FinalReport.pdf
https://phys.org/tags/financial+support/
https://phys.org/tags/private+sector/
https://oceana.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/18/OceanaDWF_FinalReport.pdf
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/trust/archive/winter-2023/a-global-deal-to-end-harmful-fisheries-subsidies
https://phys.org/tags/vessel/
https://unctad.org/news/too-large-be-missed-how-fleet-size-and-harmful-subsidies-undermine-fish-stocks-sustainability
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/rulesneg_e/fish_e/fish_e.htm


 

If harmful subsidies aren't effectively addressed, a ban on fishing on the
high seas could end up contributing to increased fishing activities within
the jurisdictions of coastal countries.

What must happen

Aside from the treaty being effectively implemented, several measures
and strategies can be deployed to ensure African countries are protected.

There must be more support from the international community for
regional fisheries bodies—such as the Fisheries Committee for the West
Central Gulf of Guinea and Regional Fisheries Commission for the Gulf
of Guinea—for countries in west Africa. The regional bodies must be in
a better position to guide member states on sustainable fisheries
practices, enforce regulations where they exist or update regulations as
needed.

There must be increased support in monitoring fishing. Partners and non-
governmental organizations share data from satellite technology and
vessel tracking systems that helps coastal states monitor what goes on in
their waters. The international community must provide further support
so that coastal states can enforce existing regulations by sharing capacity,
technological know-how and assets.

By combining these strategies and fostering international cooperation, it
is possible to strike a balance between implementing the treaty and
fishing sustainably in Africa's oceans.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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https://phys.org/tags/international+community/
http://www.corep-se.org/
http://www.corep-se.org/
https://www.tm-tracking.org/joint-analytical-cell
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/new-treaty-to-protect-the-worlds-oceans-may-hurt-vulnerable-african-fisheries-214422
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