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SUMMARY 
 

Iceland has been in the forefront of institutioning a fisheries management system based on a 

rights based approach. It introduced individual vessel quotas and individual transferable quotas 

in major ocean fisheries in the late 1970s. Individual quotas and subsequently transferable 

quotas were introduced in to other Icelandic fisheries during the 1980s and since 1991, all major 

fisheries within the economic exclusive zone have been subject to a uniform system of 

individual transferable quotas (ITQs) with only minor exceptions. Fisheries by Icelandic vessels 

outside the economic exclusive zone have also been subject to ITQs.  

Versions of ITQ fisheries management has now been in operation in Icelandic fisheries for 

about 30 years. The evidence on the performance of this system is generally favourable. The 

ITQ system in the pelagic fishery has resulted in increased efficiency. In the demersal fisheries 

the evidence is also positive. The fishing fleet has decreased, aggregate fishing effort has 

decreased, and the industry has become profitable. The industry has modernised, horizontal 

mergers have occured, and the size of the fishing fleet been rationalized. The biological and 

environmental aspects of the fisheries management is based on sound scientific advice, and 

most fish stocks seem in good condition. 

The course towards this complete ITQ fisheries management system in Iceland has evolved 

more by trial and error than by design. It may continue to develop and change in the future. 

The Australian fisheries management system resembles the diversity and complexity of its 

fish resources and industry. This great complexity and the different issues and challenges 

faced are dealt with using different management measures for each different case. The 

complexity is further enhanced by the difference between Commonwealth fisheries and those 

that are managed at State or Territory level, or even in conjunction of the two. 

The Fisheries Management Act 1991 and the Fisheries Administration Act 1991 provide a 

framework for management, setting objectives and general guidelines leaving ample room for 

different management measures. The biological and environmental aspects of the fisheries 

management is based on good scientific advice, while for many fisheries the emphasis on 

positive economic outcomes is not as great. Nevertheless, there are certain fisheries that are 

managed using rights based tools such as ITQs and also explicitly use MEY as a target rather 

than the more conventional MSY target. 

Another interesting element of the Australian fisheries management mechanism is the 

structure around stakeholder involvement in many aspects of management, such as providing 

advice to policymakers and managers. The result of all this is that Australian fisheries 

management is a patchwork of different elements, which all are set within the framework set 

by law and executed using advanced scientific methods and mechanisms. 

New Zealand is in the forefront of using property rights based system in all of their major 

fisheries, the so-called Quota Management System (QMS). This system is used for all major 

fisheries in New Zealand and uses market solutions to align the incentives of the industry with 

the objectives of economic efficiency and biological sustainability of the resources. The 
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system encourages and calls for stakeholder participation in the fisheries management 

process. It furthermore has the flexibility to take into consideration social concerns such as 

Maori rights and recreational fishing interests. It has proven to be successful in generating 

economic efficiency while at the same time promoting biological sustainability although 

several stocks and sub-stocks are below limit points.  

The results of the QMS in New Zealand are noteworthy. The system has enabled New 

Zealanders to achive economic efficiency, while at the same time managing their stocks and 

caring for the environment using state-of-the-art methods and technologies with results that 

are relatively better than in many other industrialized countries.  

 

 

Team involved in deliverable writing: IoES 
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1. Introduction 
 

This document includes three critical reports of current fisheries management measures 

implemented in, respectively; Iceland, Australia and New Zealand. Efforts have been taken to 

provide an unbiased report on the main management measures in these countries. 

These countries differ widely with regards to the nature of their fisheries and management 

systems. Therefore this report is structured in such a way that each case/country is presented 

in specific chapters.  Chapter 2 discusses the case of Iceland, chapter 3 the case of Australia 

and chapter 4 the case of New Zealand. Each chapter includes a summary and a chapter with 

main conclusions. 
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2. Current fisheries management measures implemented in 

Iceland 
 

Abstract 

Iceland is a front-runner in the development to introduce individual vessel quotas and 

individual transferable quotas in major ocean fisheries. In Iceland, vessel catch quotas were 

introduced in the herring fishery in 1975. In 1979, these quotas were made transferable, 

creating an individual transferable quota system in that fishery. Individual quotas and 

subsequently transferable quotas were introduced in to other Icelandic fisheries during the 

1980s. Since 1991, all major fisheries within the economic exclusive zone have been subject 

to a uniform system of individual transferable quotas (ITQs) with only minor exceptions. 

Fisheries by Icelandic vessels outside the economic exclusive zone have also been subject to 

ITQs. The course towards a complete ITQ fisheries management system in Iceland has 

evolved more by trial and error than by design. 

The fishing industry is a major determinant of personal incomes and income distribution in 

Iceland, and in some parts of Iceland the fishing industry is virtually  the only basis for 

economic activity. This means that anything that affects the fishing industry has a regional 

aspect that often turns out to be very potent politically. Fisheries management is as a result of 

all this a major component of the public discourse and on the formulation of Iceland’s 

economic and regional policy. 

The evidence on the economic benefits of the ITQ system is becoming clearer. The fish stocks 

are in good condition, and TACs for some species have been increased. The fisheries industry, 

especially the harvesting sector, has become a profitable industry. The industry has 

modernised, horizontal mergers have occured, and the size of the fishing fleet been 

rationalized 

This paper will look at the system of individual transferable quotas as it developed in the 

Icelandic fisheries, describe the current structure of the system and evaluate its performance.  
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Introduction 

This report presents an account of the current fisheries management mesures in Iceland. It is a 

desktop study written using a common template applicable to Deliverables D6.1-D6.6 of the 

SocioEc research project. Using a common template has advantages and drawbacks. The main 

advantage is that it allows for comparisons between different countries and regions. The main 

disadvantage is that it constrains the discussion and analysis which sometimes results in an 

uneven description where important subjects are discussed in too little detail. 

Keeping in mind such shortcomings this report aims to give an unbiased account of the 

workings of the fisheries management system in Iceland. The Icelandic fisheries management 

system, based on ITQs, is one of the most advanced property rights management systems in 

use and has received much attention, both by scholars and fisheries mananagers. Such systems 

have been gaining ground as fisheries management tools world-wide in the last few decades. 

It should be noted that on 1 January 2008, the Ministry of Fisheries merged with the Ministry 

of Agriculture, and became the Ministry for Fisheries and Agriculture.  On 1 September 2012, 

the Ministry of Fisheries and Agriculture merged with  the Ministry of Industry, Energy and 

Tourism and part of the Ministry of Economic Affairs, and became the Ministry of Industries 

and Innovation (MII) covers all sectors of ordinary business and economic activity.  This 

explains why earlier references often mention the Ministry of Fisheries or Ministry of 

Fisheries and Agriculture, while the newest references are to the Ministry of Industries and 

Innovation. 

Historical background 

Few nations in the world are as dependent on fisheries as Iceland. Although Iceland is one of 

the smallest nations of the world considering the size of its population, it is among the world’s 

most important fishing nations (19th on a global scale in 2009). Since the early 1900s, 

fisheries have been Iceland's most important industry, with its relative significance reaching a 

peak in the 1930s and 1940s. The second half of the 20th century saw significant economic 

growth which was driven primarily by the fishing industry. The contribution of the fisheries 

sector to the Icelandic economy has remained remarkably stable ever since. 
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Shorthly after Iceland gained control over the Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs) in 1976 the 

fisheries management system was overhauled. The overhaul was initiated by various 

problems that Icelandic fisheries were faced with, including overexploitation of stocks, and 

poor economic performances.  

Then, the TAC system was applied to the demersal fisheries starting with cod in 1976 and 

individual effort restrictions were added to the fisheries management in 1977. For example, 

cod fishery or trawlers was first limited to 323 days a year. However, these restrictions were 

ineffective and the days at sea in the cod fishery were reduced to 215 days in 1983.  

A system of the individual vessel quota system was applied to some of the demersal fisheries 

in 1984, including included cod, haddock, saithe and redfish, except for small vessels. The 

initial quotas were basically allocated on the basis of catches in a reference period, which was 

determined to be the three-year period between 1981 and 1983.  

Although individual vessel quota system was accepted based on agreement among the 

Icelandic government, the Parliament, fishing industry and other stakeholders, policy 

challenges emerged in the late 1980s. For example, the catches of the most important species 

were still exceeding scientific advice and TACs decided by the government. The excessive 

fishing became unacceptable and there was a substantial pressure to integrate different effort 

restrictions into a single management system so that all operators can play under the same 

rules. These developments led to the legislation of the Fisheries Management Act in 1990, 

providing a legal basis of a fairly uniform and comprehensive ITQ system.  
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Map 2: EEZ delimitation in the Northeast Atlatic 

 

An individual vessels quota system had also been introduced for herring fishery in 1976. 

These individual vessel quotas were made transferable in 1979, and becam part of the general 

ITQ system in 1991.  

The capelin fishery, which became very big in the 1970s, was subjected to limited entry and 

individual vessel quotas for license holders in 1980 at a time when the stock was declining. 

The arguments were similar to the ones in the herring fishery previously; if the harvest had to 

be restricted it was most efficient to do so with the help of individual quotas. The positive 

experience with the vessel quota system in the herring fishery also proved a convincing 

argument for adopting the same type of system in the much more important capelin fishery. In 

1986, in conjunction with increased transferability of demersal vessel quotas, capelin vessel 

quotas became partly transferable. In 1991, the capelin vessel quota system became a part of 

the general vessel quota fisheries management system. 

The inshore shrimp and scallop fisheries are also relatively recent additions to the Icelandic 

fisheries. These fisheries were largely developed during the 1960s and 1970s and have, 

practically from the outset, been subject to extensive management consisting primarily of 

limited local entry as well as overall quotas. In the 1980s, most of the scallops, lobster and 

inshore shrimp fisheries went on ITQs. With the fisheries management legislation passed in 

1988, the deep-sea shrimp fishery, the only remaining significant Icelandic fishery not closely 

managed, was also subjected to vessel quotas. The management of the shrimp and scallops 

fisheries is now a part of the general ITQ system according to the general Fisheries 
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Management Act of 1990. 

Since the Fisheries Management Act entered into force in 1991, most commercially important 

species have been managed by the ITQ system. In addition, the ITQ system started to cover 

all Icelandic fishing fleet in 2004. New legislation, based on the 1991 Act with its numerous 

amendments, was enacted by the legislature in 2006; The Fisheries Mangement Act of 2006.
1
 

Based on that Act, all commercially valuable fisheries thereby were subject to vessels having 

quota and in all there were 19 species subject to the individual quota system in the fisheries 

year 2006/07. 

The current fisheries management system is based on ITQs as stipulated in the Fisheries 

Management Act of 2006. The essential features of this system are as follows: 

• All fisheries subject to a total allowable catch are managed on the basis of catch quotas. 

• The quotas are assets of indefinite duration, perfectly divisible and transferable with minor 

restrictions. 

• All commercial fishing, with the exception of a subset of the small vessel fleet, is subject to 

these quotas. 

• The quotas were initially allocated on the basis of catch history prior to the institution of the 

quota system. 

• The quotas are subject to a fee. 

Currently, 19 species (and well over 30 substocks) that are found primarily within the 

Icelandic EEZ are subject to the ITQ system. These species account for over 97% of the value 

of harvest taken within the EEZ.  

In addition to these domestic species, ITQs apply to a number of fisheries that take place 

outside the 200 mile EEZ, some in distant waters. These include for instance the shrimp 

fishery on the Flemish Cap, the Barents sea cod fishery, the Atlanto-Scandian herring fishery 

and the more recently developed blue whiting fishery. When an international agreement exists 

for the utilization of species outside the Icelandic EEZ, the Icelandic share is allocated as 

ITQs. Even in cases where no international agreement concerning the utilization of the shared 

stock exists, Iceland frequently elects to impose a TAC on her vessels and allocate this TAC 

as ITQs. 

With the current system, TACs of each species are determined by the Ministry of Fisheries, 

based on the recommendations from the Marine Research Institute (MRI) which accesses the 

status of fish stocks. Special rules are applied for cod, capelin and herring in deciding TACs. 

The TAC of most of the species is issued for each fishing year, the period being from the 1st 

of September to the 31st of August the following year.   

Fishing vessels are allocated their “annual catch quotas” based on the vessel’s ITQ shares and 

the total quotas of the species that the vessels intend to catch. The permanent quota shares 

have been provided to eligible fishing vessels mainly based on catch histories, usually during 

                                                           
1 A comprehensive fisheries management legislation stipulating ITQs as the main fisheries management system 

was passed in 1990 (act no. 38/1990). Since then, changes in the legislation and the associated regulations have 

been made almost every year. So many were the changes and amendments (35 by 2005) that the whole 

legislation was rewritten in 2006 (act no. 116/2006). Since 2006 many further changes and amendments have 

been passed by the Parliament. 
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three years prior to the introduction of the quota system for the species. The combined quota 

share for all vessels total to 100% for each species, except where the Fisheries Management 

Act stipulates that the Ministry allocate specified amounts (tons) from particular species for 

regional or coastal fisheries.  

A special fishing fee has been levied on annual quota allocation from September 2004 

according to the 2002 amendment of the Fisheries Management Act. The fee is calculated 

based on the certain rate of net landed value, i.e. value of after deduction of operation costs 

and fishermen’s salaries from total landed values of the species.  

In the evolutionary process of the quota system in Iceland, the fleet of small fishing vessels 

was inititially not subject to the ITQ but then later, after several cexperiments and changes, 

they became subject to an semi-independent part of the ITQ system, somtimes referred to as 

the „small vessel system“.  

The Directorate of Fisheries is the principal agency monitoring compliance with fisheries 

laws and regulations and enforcing fisheries management measures, although several other 

government agencies and institutions are involved in monitoring and enforcing the ITQ 

system. Marine observers, employed by the Directorate of Fisheries, play an important role in 

checking compliance with regulations on mesh size, by-catch, etc. Estimates of the costs of 

fisheries management costs in Iceland suggest that they are at about 3% of the value of 

landings and remain steady at that figure, quite a bit lower than in other countries (Arnason, 

et.al., 2000).  

The chronology of the development in Icelandic fisheries management is summarized in 

Table 2.1. 

Table 2.1. Key steps in the evolution of the fisheries management system: a chronological overview 

Pre 1965  Little fisheries management. Gear and area restrictions in some fisheries 

1965–1975  Inshore shrimp and scallops fisheries. Mixture of access limitations, effort restrictions 

and, in scallops fisheries, processing plant quotas. 

1969   The herring fishery: Total quota. 

1972   The herring fishery: A harvesting moratorium 

1976   The herring fishery: Individual vessel quotas 

1976   The demersal fisheries: Total cod quota. 

1977   The demersal fisheries: Individual effort restrictions 

1979   The herring fishery: Vessel quotas made transferable 

1980   The capelin fishery: Individual vessel quotas 

1984   The demersal fisheries: Individual transferable vessel quotas. Small vessels exempted 

1985   The demersal fisheries: Effort quota option introduced 

1986   The capelin fishery: Vessel quotas made transferable 

1988  A system of transferable vessel quotas in all fisheries. Effort quota option retained in 

demersal fisheries 

1991   A fairly complete, uniform ITQ system in all fisheries. Small boats exemption retained 

1991-2004 Various measures to control the expansion of the small vessels fleet. Modifications of 

the ITQ system 

2004 Small vessels incorporated in the ITQ system 

2009 Special Coastal fishery, Olymic fishery in Summer 

Fleets and fisheries 
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The fishing fleet is usually separated in three main classes: trawlers, decked vessels and 

undecked vessels. The total number of fishing vessels at the start of 2012 was 1690, with a 

total gross tonnage of 166,086 GT, and a total engine power of 495,996 kW. Trawlers 

accounted for less than 4% of the fishing fleet, but for 44% of the total gross tonnage. The 

importance of the different categories of the fleet varies greatly in terms of catch volume and 

value. In spite of their relatively large number, the undecked vessels are limited in terms of 

aggregate volume and value. In turn, the decked vessels dominate the harvest value, due to the 

large volumes of the purse seine pelagic fleet. In terms of value the trawlers account for 

almost as much as the decked fleet.  

Changes in fishing fleet and vessels 

An ITQ system does not directly control the number of vessels and vessel size but the quota 

management system let the fishing industry adjust the fishing fleet. In general, a well-

functioning ITQ system results in downsizing fishing fleet. This fleet covers a wide range of 

vessel types, ranging from some 10 GRT to over 4000 GRT, although only a few dozen are 

above 1000 GT. They employ several types of fishing gear (bottom trawl, mid-water trawl, 

long-line, gill nets, purse seine, shrimp trawl, molluscs dredges etc.) and pursuing a high 

number of different fisheries including molluscs (scallops, ocean quohog), crustaceans 

(shrimp and nephrops), pelagic species (herring, blue whiting and capelin) and numerous 

demersal species (incl. cod, haddock, saithe, redfish, Greenland halibut and plaice). Thus, this 

fleet as a whole is quite heterogeneous. Within this fleet, however, there is an important, fairly 

homogenous subfleet, the deep-sea trawlers. These are all large stern trawlers (over 500 GRT) 

exclusively engaged in demersal fishing using bottom and mid-water trawl. Since 2000 the 

number of decked vessels has gone from 751 to 778, increased by 4% while tonnage has gone 

up by 1%.  

Table 2.2. Number of fishing vessels in Iceland 2000-2012 by size 

 

2000 2005 2010 2012 

Trawlers >1000 GT 33 33 28 30 

Trawlers <1000 GT 51 32 29 26 

Decked vessels >1000 GT 17 26 20 23 

Decked vessels 500-1000 GT 26 15 16 14 

Decked vessels 100-500 GT 158 138 104 100 

Decked vessels 26-100 GT 119 101 83 86 

Decked vessels 10-25 GT 167 213 216 243 

Decked vessels 0-10 GT 322 369 322 312 

Undecked vessels 1101 825 807 856 

Deep-Sea trawlers, which are relatively large fishing vessels, usually between 500 and 2,000 

GT, some still larger. They are almost exclusively engaged in demersal fisheries employing 



SOCIOEC [289192] – Deliverable 6.13 
 

14 
 

 

bottom and mid-water trawls. Trawlers, normally having greater tonnage on average than 

decked vessels, their number has decreased by 38%, from 91 in 1999 to 56 in 2012, while 

tonnage has gone down by 17%. Undecked vessels cover numerous vessels up to 10 GT, 

although most in this category are less than 6 GT. Many of these small vessels are 

technologically advanced and driven by powerful engines. The number of undecked vessels 

was 1,134 in 1998, but was reduced to 744 in 2007, their number increase again from 2009 

when the coastal fishery was introduced. The GTs of these vessels has decreased from 5,208 

tons to 4,110 tons. 

 

Figure 2.1. Fishing fleet 1999-2012, gross tonnage 

In terms of fishing fleet composition, as seen in Figure 3.1 decked vessels accounted for more 

than 46% of the total numbers and 54% of the gross tonnages in 2012. Trawlers accounted for 

about 44% of gross tonnages although they contributed only 3% to the total number of the 

vessels. The number of undecked vessels accounted for about 51% but the percentage of them 

in gross tonnages was only 2%.  
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Figure 2.2. Number of fishing vessels with quotas
2 

Not all registered fishing vessels participate in the Icelandic fisheries. While some lie idle, 

others do not hold a fishing license in Icelandic waters and instead fish in foreign fishing 

grounds. Similarly, some undecked vessels are solely used for recreational purposes. Since 

2009, with the introduction of the special coastal fishery in Summers, many of the formerly 

idle small vessels have taken part in that olymic fishery.  

In 1992/93, there were 1,265 vessels with ITQs and another 1,125 with hook-licences, or 

2,390 in total (there were some 162 additional vessels with commercial fishing licences but 

without quota). In September 2012 only 603 vessels in total were allocated quotas (had ITQ 

shares), of which 261 were in the ITQ system for larger vessels and 342 in the small vessel 

ITQ section (the total number of fishing vessels in Iceland was 1690 in January 2012, as seen 

in Table 3.1). 

The importance of the different categories of the fleet varies greatly in terms of catch volume 

and value. In spite of their relatively large number, the undecked vessels are  negligible in 

terms of aggregate harvest volumes and quite small in harvest value. In  turn, the decked 

vessels dominate the harvest value. This is due to the large volumes of the purse seine pelagic 

fleet. However, in terms of value, the trawlers account for almost as much as the decked fleet. 

In 2009, about 42% of the total catch value was landed by trawlers, just over 1% by the small 

undecked vessels and 57% by other vessels by varying sizes and capacities. However, these 

numbers only apply to boats that hold licenses to fisheries in Icelandic waters. 

Contribution of the fisheries industries to GDP 

The fisheries industry is one of the most important industries in Iceland in terms of its 

contribution to the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and exports. Fishing and fish processing 

industries had accounted for 10-15% of GDP up until 2000 when the contribution fell below 

                                                           
2
 The blue line, hookölicense/small vessel ITQ, includes the number of small vessels with effort quotas and 

quantity quotas for the period up till 2004. Since then, the small vessels with these licenses have been 

allocated ITQs in the small vessel section of the main ITQ system. 
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10% and down to 7% in 2005. It has since increased to over 10% again in 2011. The 

contribution of the fisheries industry in Iceland to GDP is the highest among OCED countries. 

Although the contribution of the fisheries industry to GDP has declined over the past decades, 

actual gross outputs in prices have kept an increasing trend.  

Table 2.3. Direct contribution of the fisheries industries to GDP in Iceland (1975-2011) 

 

1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2011 

Fishing (%) 6,4 8,0 7,7 9,6 9,5 6,9 4,7 6,5 6,9 

Fish Processing (%) 6,0 7,8 6,2 4,8 4,7 2,9 2,2 3,4 3,6 

Total (%) 12,4 15,8 13,9 14,4 14,2 9,8 6,9 9,9 10,5 

Source: Statistics Iceland. 

         

While the relative contribution of the fishing industry to the Icelandic economy has decreased 

in recent years, the fishing industry brings important secondary effects to the entire economy. 

Employment data show that in 2011, around 4600 people were estimated to work in 

harvesting (ca. 2.7% of the total employment in Iceland) and around 4200 people worked in 

the fish processing industry (2.5% of the total workforce). The fisheries sector altogether 

employs around 5.3% of the total workforce. Fisheries and fish processing companies provide 

the most important source of livelihood in coastal communities, where employment 

opportunities are limited. Regionally, the share of employment in the fishing industry is the 

most important in the Westfjords.  

The share of marine products in total exports of goods has also been declining, from 80% in 

1991 to around 41% in 2011 and around 26% of exports of goods and services. This, 

however, can be traced to significant increases in other exports, mainly aluminium, since the 

value of exports of marine products has not been decreasing.  

With respect to fish catches of Icelandic vessels, the total catches in the 1980s and early 1990s 

were relatively stable at between 1.5 million and 1.6 million tons. The catches reached at the 

peak at 2.2 million tons in 1997 followed by a sharp decrease in 1998 and 1999. Total catches 

showed a short recovery in 2002, but then they considerably reduced after 2003, mainly 

because of the sharp decrease of capelin catch that tends to vary significantly between years. 

The capelin stock has been recovering in 2013 and total cathes have increased, as Table 3.3 

reveals. 

The most important fisheries in Iceland are demersal or groundfish fisheries catching mainly 

cod, haddock, saithe, redfish and Greenland halibut. From 2006 to 2011, the demersal fishery 

generated about 80% of the total catch values, while cod is the most commercially important 

single species. 

Pelagic fisheries catch around two-thirds of the total volume in Iceland, but the value of the 

catches contributes about 20% to the total value in recent years, although it reached 28% in 

2011. In recent years the Northeast Atlantic mackerel stock has changed its migration pattern 
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and significantly expanded north-westwards, entering the Icelandic Exclusive Economic Zone 

(EEZ). 

Table 2.4. Catches of Icelandic vessels 1950-2011 

 

Total Cod Haddock Saithe Redfish Herring Capelin Shellfish Others 

1950 386443 202924 28385 7515 72620 58282 

  

16717 

1960 610057 311401 46411 13401 62359 136769 

 

2734 36982 

1965 1198304 243550 53560 24730 29910 762867 49735 4607 29345 

1970 730744 309577 31928 63974 24819 50743 191763 8539 49401 

1975 988571 265759 36658 61431 38291 33433 501093 7298 44608 

1980 1508071 428344 47915 52380 69868 53268 759519 12358 84419 

1985 1672279 322810 49553 55135 91381 49363 992999 27279 83759 

1990 1502292 333652 66030 95015 94848 90338 693740 31389 97280 

1995 1605127 202900 60125 47466 118750 284473 715551 84556 91306 

2000 1980163 238324 41698 32947 116297 287663 884858 46198 332178 

2005 1668927 212456 96580 67736 77540 264660 605059 14036 330859 

2010 1063467 178516 64948 53894 56305 254474 114100 10627 330602 

2012 1453878 204932 47804 50988 55468 193318 585628 13092 302648 

Source: Statistics Iceland 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

The Icelandic fishing fleet uses a variety of fishing gears and techniques. Purse seines, and 

more recently pelagic trawls, provide the highest volumes (usually around two thirds of the 

total catches), as they are used in the fisheries of a few but very abundant pelagic fish. The 

fishing gear that catches the highest value is the bottom trawl with 40-50% of the value of the 

total catch. The second most profitable catch is from longlines. With the exception of lobster, 

fisheries for invertebrates are quite low in both value and catch volume.  

Management processes 

Science 

Marine research has been conducted in Icelandic waters for over a century. The Icelandic 

Marine Research Institute (MRI) took over in 1965 from its predecessor, the Department of 

Fisheries of the University Research Institute, stablished in 1937. The MRI, a government 

institute under the auspices of the Ministry overseeing the affairs of fisheries, provides the 

Ministry with scientific advice based on its research. The MRI has branch laboratories around 

Iceland, which provide data on fisheries and carry out research in close contact with local 

fishing communities. In addition, the MRI also runs an experimental laboratory in 

mariculture. 

The MRI has a staff of about 170, including scientists and research assistants, and runs two 
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research vessels. The research vessels operate a variety of fishing gear and provide facilities 

for sampling and measurements. They are equipped with onboard laboratories for sample 

analysis and  data processing at sea. 

The MRI typically conducts 100 research projects each year. The research of marine 

resources in Icelandic waters includes studies of exploitable stocks of fish, crustaceans and 

molluscs as well as research pertaining to whales, straddling stocks and underexploited 

species. The most extensive of the MRI activities is the systematic assessment of marine 

stocks and its advisory role for the management of fisheries. The institute publishes an 

extensive report in May each year, on the state of the marine stocks and prospects for the 

coming quota year. This includes recommendations to the Minister of Fisheries and 

Agriculture on the TAC for each stock. 

The work of the MRI is organised into three main sections: 

The Marine Environment Section mainly focuses on environmental conditions 

(nutrients, temperature, salinity) in the sea, marine geology, the ecology of algae, 

zooplankton, fish larvae, fish juveniles and benthos. Among the major projects 

undertaken are the investigation of surface currents using satellite monitored drifters, 

the assessment of primary productivity, overwintering and spring spawning of 

zooplankton, and studies on spawning of the most important exploited fish stocks. 

The Marine Resources Section mostly works on estimating stock sizes and the TACs for 

each stock. Investigations are also undertaken on exploited stocks of fish, crustaceans, 

molluscs and marine mammals. Some of the larger projects within this section are 

annual demersal fish surveys covering the shelf area around Iceland, and surveys for 

assessing inshore and deep-water shrimp, lobster and scallop stocks. The pelagic stocks 

of capelin and herring are also monitored annually in extensive research surveys using 

acoustic methods. Recently an extensive program concentrating on multi-species 

interactions of exploited stocks in Icelandic waters has also been carried out. 

The Fisheries Advisory Section scrutinizes stock assessments and prepares the formal 

advice on TACs and sustainable fishing strategies for the government. 

In addition, the MRI has several supporting departments such as the Modelling Department, 

the Eletronic Department and the Fisheries Library.  

The MRI is involved in international research, and actively participates to the work of ICES 

and its advisory Committee on Fisheries Management. The stock assessment findings of the 

MRI are subject to review by ICES before the TAC recommendations are made. The MRI is 

also represented in several other organisations, such as the Northeast Atlantic Fisheries 

Commission (NEAFC), the Northwest Atlantic Fisheries Organization (NAFO), the North 

Atlantic Marine Mammal Commission (NAMMCO) and the International Whaling 

Commission (IWC). 

Total allowable catch (TAC) based on scientific grounds 

The minister determines the annual TAC of every species subject to quota regulation. A 

scientific assessment of the state of the fish stocks and the condition of the ecosystem 
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constitutes the main basis of determining the TAC each year. Stock assessments are based on 

systematic research of the size and productivity of the fish stocks and the marine ecosystem. 

Active collaboration with international scientific organisations ensures that the focus is on 

internationally acknowledged research methods that provide the best available information on 

the condition of the fish stocks around Iceland at any time. 

Prior to the MRI’s advice on the total catch being published, the institute’s assessment of the 

size and condition of the main fish stocks is presented to and evaluated by relevant 

committees of the International Council for the Exploration of the Sea (ICES). Additionally, 

there is collaboration with other multi-national organizations, including NEAFC (Northeast 

Atlantic Fisheries Commission) and NAFO (Northwest Atlantic Fisheries Organization), 

when addressing stocks occurring beyond the Icelandic Exclusive Economic Zone. 

Collaboration with international organisations in this field ensures that the Marine Research 

Institute is working in conformity with demands that meet international criteria. 

Conformity between the scientific fisheries advice and the authorities’ decisions on the TAC 

is a principal factor for ensuring responsible fisheries management. The authorities’ decisions 

on the maximum catch are based on social and economic factors, yet always focused on 

ensuring the long-term renewal of the fish stocks. The Icelandic authorities have implemented 

a utilization strategy with the long-term objective of ensuring sustainable fisheries. 

Operational policy and decision-making 

The Ministry overseeing the affairs of the fisheries determines the TAC for each of the most 

important species in the fisheries. This decision is made on the basis of recommendations 

from the MRI. The MRI has its own vessels to study the state of the fish stocks. In addition, 

the MRI relies on information from the fishers, such as with an annual trawler-rally and a gill-

netters-rally. In addition to the government fisheries researchers, the Association of Vessel 

Owners employs its own researchers. In more recent years the Ministry has followed the 

recommendations of the MRI quite closely.  

The cod fishery plays a very substantial role in the economy and therefore, not surprisingly, 

successive governments were reluctant to curtail the cod TAC in accordance with the 

recommendations of the MRI. Only in the 1990s has the Ministry, with the general support of 

the vessel owners, followed this advice closely, despite some political pressure to the 

contrary. In 1995 a TAC-rule, which sets the TAC for cod at 25% of the fishable stock, was 

established.  
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Management objectives and principles 

The Main Objective of Fisheries Management in Iceland is to promote conservation and 

efficient utilisation of exploitable marine stocks and thus ensure stable employment and 

settlement throughout the country. 

The Icelandic parliament lays, by legislation, the fundamental rules to base the fisheries 

management upon.  The Ministry of Fisheries and Agriculture is responsible for the overall 

management of the fisheries, the issuing of regulations and long term planning.  Eight 

organisations are based under the Ministry.  They are The Marine Reasearch Institute, 

Icelandic Food Research, The Icelandic Food and Veterinary Authority, The Directorate of 

Fisheries, Institute of freshwater Fisheries, Agricultural Economics Institute, Central Bureau 

Of Applied Research and The Freshfish Price Directorate. 

Under the current ITQ system, the Ministry of Industries and Innovation determines the TACs 

of each species. In determining this share, the Ministry takes into account the 

recommendations from the MRI, as well as from international research bodies. In informing 

the Ministry, the MRI uses all available data from the Directorate of Fisheries as a foundation 

for its management advice, as well as scientific advice generated from MRI scientific 

evaluations. This includes data on landings, data from logbooks, surveys and other sources 

that may prove helpful in determining the state of marine resources. Fishing vessels are 

allocated an annual catch quota based on the vessels' permanent quota shares, as well as the 

total quotas of the species that the vessels intend to catch. The permanent quota shares have 

been provided to eligible fishing vessels primarily based on historical catches, usually on the 

background of a three year period prior to the introduction of the quota system for the species. 

Furthermore, the combined quota for all vessels amounts to 100% of each species. Fishing 

years normally run from September of the year in question to August the following year even 

though some fisheries have shorter periods 

In Iceland various methods are used for effective management of fisheries. These include 

allocation of fishing permits and individual transferable quotas (ITQ system), regulations on 

types and configurations of fishing gear and fishing ground closures. 

Management strategies 

Iceland has structured a fisheries management system in an attempt to ensure responsible 

fisheries, focusing on the sustainable utilization of the fish stocks and good treatment of the 

marine ecosystem. It is based on extensive research on the fish stocks and the marine 

ecosystem, decisions made on the conduct of fisheries and allowable catches on the basis of 

scientific advice, and effective monitoring and enforcement of the fisheries and the total 

catch.  

Catch limitation system is an importand feature of the Icelandic fisheries management system. 

The system is intended to limit the total catch and to prevent more fishing from the fish stocks 

than the authorities allow at any given time. Each vessel is allocated a certain share of the 

TAC of the relevant species. The catch limit of each vessel during the fishing year is thus 

determined on basis of the TAC of the relevant species and the vessel’s share in the total 
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catch.  

Stock assessments and scientific fisheries advice provide the main foundations of the 

decisions made by the authorities on the TACs each year. The MRI carries out research on the 

ocean’s commercial stocks and provides the authorities with fisheries advice. Stock 

assessments are based on systematic research of the size and productivity of the fish stocks 

and the marine ecosystem. Active collaboration with international scientific organizations 

ensures that the focus is on internationally acknowledged research methods that provide the 

best available information on the condition of the fish stocks around Iceland at any time. 

Prior to the MRI’s advice on the total catch being published, the institute’s assessment of the 

size and condition of the main fish stocks is presented to and evaluated by relevant 

international organizations, such as ICES. Collaboration with international organizations in 

this field ensures that the MRI is working in conformity with demands that meet international 

criteria. 

A scientific assessment of the state of the fish stocks and the condition of the ecosystem 

constitutes the main basis of determining the TAC each year. Conformity between the 

scientific fisheries advice and the authorities’ decisions The Icelandic authorities have 

implemented a utilization strategy with the long-term objective of ensuring sustainable 

fisheries. 

Fishing gear is subject to effective monitoring, as well as the composition of the catch and its 

handling onboard the fishing vessels. The inspectors have access to the catch logs, which state 

the location of the fishing activity, the day of the catch, the type of fishing gear used and the 

catch quantity. If such control reveals the presence of much small fish or juveniles at the 

fishing grounds, the MRI temporarily closes the relevant fishing grounds without delay. 

The Coast Guard monitors the fisheries of vessels operating in Icelandic waters, as well as 

monitoring closed areas. Additionally, it inspects the fishing gear, for example the mesh size 

of the nets. The effectiveness of monitoring of the fisheries and catch control is reflected, 

among other things, in the observed good conformity between the TAC and the real catch 

every year. 

Extensive knowledge of the ocean around Iceland and its ecosystem is the foundation of 

decisions on sustainable fisheries and other utilization of the natural resources of the sea. The 

MRI carries out wide ranging and extensive research on the status and productivity of the 

commercial stocks, and long-term research on the marine environment and the ecosystem 

around Iceland. The results of this research are the foundations of the advice on sustainable 

catch level of the fish stocks.  

Management tools 

Conservation measures 

Catch limitation system is the cornerstone of conservation. Fisheries management is intended 

to limit the total catch and to prevent more over fishing from the fish stocks. The catch limit 

of each vessel during the fishing year is thus determined on basis of the TAC of the relevant 

species and the vessel’s share in the total catch.  
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Stock assessments are based on systematic research of the size and productivity of the fish 

stocks and the marine ecosystem. A scientific assessment of the state of the fish stocks and the 

condition of the ecosystem constitutes the main basis of determining the TAC each year. 

Active collaboration with international scientific organizations ensures that the focus is on 

internationally acknowledged research methods that provide the best available information on 

the condition of the fish stocks around Iceland at any time. 

Extensive knowledge of the ocean around Iceland and its ecosystem is the foundation of 

decisions on sustainable fisheries and other utilization of the natural resources of the sea. 

Research on the impact of fishing gear is among other things aimed at minimizing to the 

extent possible such impact on the ocean’s ecosystem. Various special measures are used to 

ensure the protection of small fish and vulnerable habitats, such as regulations on the type of 

fishing gear allowed in different areas and the closing of fishing grounds. Such measures 

include rules on the minimum mesh size and the use of small-fish sorting grids. Fishing areas 

are sometimes closed for a short period of time. If small fish or by-catch repeatedly exceeds 

guideline limits, the relevant area is closed for a longer period of time. 

Various area closures are in effect for longer periods of time. The closures may apply to 

specific fishing gear, fishing-vessel size or all fishing for certain periods of time. Annually, 

such temporary closures of areas are in force to protect spawning grounds of cod and other 

demersal species. Additionally, in some areas the use of bottom fishing gear is totally 

prohibited, for example where there is coral and in other vulnerable areas. 

In recent years, measures have been taken in strengthening an ecosystem approach to the 

fisheries management in Iceland. Increasing emphasis is placed on research and development 

of methods in this field, and on fisheries advice that takes into account various interrelated 

factors in the ecosystem, such as the interaction of the species, environmental change and 

multi-species impacts. The focus is furthermore on strengthening research on the effects of 

fishing gear on the ecosystem, particularly on the seabed and the living bottom communities. 

The organisational structure of the fisheries management system can be described as 

straightforward, with the Ministry of Fisheries, the Directorate of Fisheries, the Marine 

Research Institute and Coast Guard having central functions. There are other overnment 

departments linked to the management system for a range of purposes: the Ministry of Justice 

and Human Rights responsible for judicial proceedings, the Central Statistics Office for 

collation of fishery statistics supplied by the Directorate, the Port Authority who play a 

supporting role in monitoring and recording fish landings, overland transported fish and 

exports. Their role is quite seamless, in that they inspect, record and enter data on landing 

directly into the central database through official Port Controllers. 

Changes in fish stocks and total quotas 

Total nominal landings of Atlantic cod (Gadus morhua) in 2011 were 172,000 t, compared to 

169,000 t in 2010. The national TAC for cod in the quota year 2011/2012 was set at 177,000 

t. Mean weights at age in the landings and the survey have been increasing in recent years and 

have presently around the long-term average. Biomass indices in the spring survey have 
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increased during the last 5 years, mostly due to increased abundance of older cod.  

Table 2.5. TAC for 1991-2012, most important demersal species 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

Tegund 1991/92 1996/97 2001/02 2006/07 2011/12 2012/13 

Cod 265000 186000 190000 193000 177000 195400 

Haddock 50000 45000 41000 105000 45000 36000 

Saithe 75000 50000 37000 80000 52000 50000 

Redfish 90000 65000 65000 57000 52000 55000 

Greenland halibut 25000 15000 20000 15000 13000 14700 

Plaice 11000 12000 5000 6000 6500 6500 

 

The reference biomass in 2012 was estimated as 1,070,000 t and the spawning stock as 

419,000 t. The stock has been increasing in recent years and is now larger than observed in 

the last three decades. During the last 10 years, the harvest rate has declined and the fishing 

mortality also. The decrease in harvest rate, imposed by management action, has hence been 

the main reason for the increase in stock size. The TAC in 2012/2013 was set at 196 000 t 

according to the management plan. Following the Harvest Control Rule will most likely lead 

to an additional increase in TAC for cod in the medium term. 

The total TACs in Iceland have varied over the past ten years. Capelin quotas have been the 

most volatile and has long been the single largest contributor to the total catches in Iceland. 

There are however several species that show decreasing increasing trends in their quotas. 

They include haddock (45,000 tons in 1997/98 and in 2011/12 fishing year), saithe (30,000 to 

52,000) and Icelandic herring (100,000 to 45,000) although there were fluctuations depending 

on the specific circumstances of the fishing year. On the other hand, decreasing trends have 

been observed in cod (218,000 to 177,000), redfish (65,000 to 67,000), capelin (1,000,000 to 

765,000) and offshore shrimp (75,000 to 7,000). Actually, the ministry set no TAC for the 

offshore shrimp, so ITQs were not required to catch from that fishery in the fishing year. 

By catch or “high-grading” issue 

Discards of non-target species and the practice of ‘high-grading’, an attempt to increase total 

value of catch by throwing away low-value fishes caught unintentionally, are a potentioal 

problem in fisheries quota management system. To discourage discards it was decided in 

Iceland that every vessel could land up to 5 % in excess of the vessel’s annual catch quota. A 

vessel’s excess catches are subject to be withdrawn from the following year’s quota. In 

addition, fishers can land small or undersize fishes with only 50% of the weight being charged 

against the annual catch quota up to a certain limit, generally 10% of the total landings of 

each species. 
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It is worth noticing that in addition to the ITQ system, which together with the TAC 

imposition is the cornerstone of Iceland’s fisheries management, there are a number of other 

measures designed to improve the sustainable yield of the stocks. There are rules concerning 

the type of fishing gear permitted, e.g. the minimum and maximum mesh size. Fishing with 

bottom trawl is generally prohibited 6–12 miles from the coast and in other areas, which serve 

as spawning and nursery areas.  

Sorting grids in fishing gear are obligatory in certain fisheries to prevent catches of juvenile 

fish. Extensive provisions are made for temporary closure of fishing areas to protect spawning 

fish from all fishing. Further to this, the MRI has the authority, which it uses extensively, to 

temporarily close fishing areas if the proportion of immature fish in the catch is deemed to 

exceed acceptable limits. 

It is now widely acknowledged that the ITQ system has resulted in reduced discards (Popescu 

and Poulsen, 2012). In fact, the relatively low levels of discards are generally not considered 

to be a direct consequence of the discard ban, but rather of the ITQ system itself.  

Access regulations 

Since the comprehensive Fisheries Management Act was enacten in 1991, most commercially 

important species have been managed by the ITQ system. From 2004  the ITQ system has in 

effect covered all the Icelandic fishing fleet, except the recently extablished Summer Special 

Coastal fishery. All commercially valuable fisheries thereby were subject to vessels having 

quota and in all there were 19 species subject to the individual quota system. 

 The essential features of this system are as follows: 

•  All fisheries subject to a total allowable catch are managed on the basis of catch 

quotas. 

•  The quotas are assets of indefinite duration, perfectly divisible and transferable with 

minor restrictions. 

•  All commercial fishing, with the exception of a subset of the small vessel fleet, is 

subject to these quotas. 

•  The quotas were initially allocated on the basis of catch history prior to the 

institution of the quota system. 

•  The quotas are subject to a fee. 

The basic asset in the Icelandic ITQ system is the right to a share in the annual TAC. These 

rights are of indefinite duration. They are denominated in percentage terms (of the TAC) and 

sum to 100%. Each licensed fishing vessel may hold permanent quota shares in the TAC for 

any species for which there is a TAC. These permanent quota shares, denominated as 

fractions, may be referred to as TAC-shares. 

As already stated, the term or duration of the TAC- shares is not stipulated. However, it is 

clear that they are not explicitly in perpetuity although they may turn out to be so. More 

precisely, according to legal opinion, the ITQ system may be abolished and the TAC- shares 

withdrawn without compensation to the holders, provided a notice of several years is given. 
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Therefore, this basic asset of the ITQ system must be regarded as being of uncertain duration. 

TACshares, however, are secure in the sense of being protected by law as any other asset and 

they exhibit certainty exclusivity over the corresponding harvests (Arnason, 2005). 

Fishing permits 

All commercial fishing operations are subject to a permit from the Directorate of Fisheries. 

Certain fisheries require special permits, such as danish seining, inshore shrimping, coasal 

fishery, specific fisheries by Icelandic vessels in distant waters as well as the fishing of 

foreign vessels within the Icelandic exclusive economic zone (EEZ). 

Allocation of fishing rights 

The Directorate of Fisheries issues annual catch quotas (kgs) to individual vessels as a share 

in the total allowable catch (TAC) which the Minister of Fisheries sets every year for each 

species.  The annual catch quota is based on the individual vessels quota share (%). All major 

commercial stocks are now subject to quotas and they represent approx. 95-97% of the total 

annual catch value.  

Fishing rights can be either general catch quotas, referred to as the general ITQ system or 

catch quotas for hook and line boats (max 15 GT), referred to as the small vessel system.  

Transfer of quota 

It is permitted, under given circumstances, to transfer both quota shares and annual catch 

quotas between vessels.  It is not allowed to transfer more than 50% of the annual catch quota 

allocated to a vessel within a given fishing year.  The quota shares can however be fully or 

partially transfered between vessels. Applications for transfer are submitted to The 

Directorate which verifies and registers the transfer. 

There are specific limitations on how big a share of the quota share can be controlled by one 

individual, company or legal entity and related partners.  These limitations take to both quota 

shares in individual species as well as total quota share, calculated into the so called cod 

equivelent. 

The restrictions, designed to discourage speculative quota holdings, include that (1) no vessels 

may purchase quotas that are clearly excessive of what the vessel can harvest, and (2) any 

vessel that does not harvest 50% of its annual catch quotas in two subsequent years will lose 

its permanent quota share. Another constraint is that the quota-shares held by any company or 

individual should not exceed certain limits, ranging from 12% of the TACs for cod to 35% for 

ocean redfish. In addition, any company or individual’s quota share should not exceed more 

than 12% of the value of the total quotas allocated for all species. 

Flexibility in the ITQ system 

There is some flexibility built into the ITQ system, enabling the vessel owners and fishermen 

to control better the structure of their fishing pattern.  Regardless of the fact that allocated 

catch quota can only be utilized within the fishing year in question, 20% of each vessels catch 

quota can be transfered to the following fishing year. It is permitted to fish up to 5% in excess 

of a vessels catch quota. The excess catch is in such instances withdrawn from next fishing 
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years quota of the vessel. Up to a certain limit, catch quotas can be converted between species 

(demersal species only).  Juvenile fish is only partially withdrawn from catch quotas. It is 

permitted to land catch (max 5%) excessive to quotas as long as the catch is auctioned and the 

bulk of the value of the catch goes to the Marine Research Institute. 

Compliance monitoring measures 

The Ministry of Industries and Innovation is the principal management organisation 

responsible for Icelandic fisheries. Its overall responsibilities include fisheries management, 

research, conservation and control. Importantly, it is the Ministry who decides on the annual 

TACs upon receiving advice from the MRI. 

The Directorate of Fisheries (Fiskistofa) undertakes monitoring of the Icelandic fisheries to 

ensure that all rules are being followed. Iceland operates a comprehensive enforcement 

regime, in particular regarding port control and weighing of all catches. According to 

Icelandic law, discards are prohibited, and all catches must be landed. Operationally, the 

Directorate of Fisheries is responsible for the implementation of Fishery Regulations on 

behalf of the Ministry. A large part of the surveillance at sea falls directly under the 

responsibility of the Icelandic Coast Guard. 

The Directorate's key functions include implementation of regulations, collection and 

collation of fishery catch data, supporting research, survey work, supporting the Coastguard 

and surveillance activities, managing and policing the Icelandic ITQ system. All catches of 

Icelandic fishing vessels must be weighted and recorded at the port of landing by an official 

from the Directorate. 

The organisational structure of the fisheries management system can be described as 

straightforward, with the Ministry, the Directorate of Fisheries, the Marine Research Institute 

and Coast Guard having central functions. 

In 1996 a total ban of discards was introduced and any discards are subject to penalty. In 

order to discourage discards, it has been decided in Iceland that every vessel could land up to 

5 % in excess of the vessel’s annual catch quota. As mentioned above, a vessel’s excess 

catches are subject to be withdrawn from the following year’s quota. In addition, fishers can 

land small or undersize fishes with only 50% of the weight being charged against the annual 

catch quota up to a certain limit, generally 10% of the total landings of each species. 

Furthermore, strict surveillance of fishing vessels, including observers on board, stiff 

penalties for violations of ITQ rules and regulations and flexibility in quota management 

allowing transfer of quotas between different species, have played an important role in 

addressing the high-grading issue. As a consequence, there has been no detectable increase in 

high-grading in Iceland. 

Management performances 
Conservation 

Since the ITQ system was implemented, especially from 1991 onwards, various steps have 

been taken to restore the cod stock. Most important of these measures have been severe cut-

backs in TACs. Others important measures have been extensive time and area closures. As 

can be gauged from Figure 8.1, these measures have halted the decline in the stock, but have 
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not managed to significantly increase it. Interestingly, similar measures for other demersal 

stocks, most notably the haddock stock, have produced much better results (Figure 8.1). 

 

 

Figure 2.3: The cod fishery: Fishable biomass and landings (1000 mt) 

Both the fishable stock and the spawning stock of cod have grown over the last few years and 

the spawning stock is now more than twice as large as it was for most of the last decade. It 

hasn’t been larger since the early 1960’s. The fishing mortality rate of cod has decreased and 

the harvest rate (proportion of the fishable stock) has also decreased. This change means that 

year classes last longer in the overall population and stocks are growing as a result. The 

proportion of older fish in catches has increased despite the fact that rather small year classes 

are now the majority of the fishable stock. These effects are seen as increased CPUE and 

more economical use of allowed quotas. It could be said that these are classic symptoms of a 

fisheries management system and stock status that are developing in a positive way. The cod 

stock is estimated to have been about 1070 thousand tonnes in the beginning of 2012 and 

expectations are that the overall stock will continue to grow if exploitation remains as it is 

currently. 

There is a some pessimism for the haddock stock in Icelandic waters, which has been very 

abundant in recent years but seems to be declining rapidly. The measurements in 2012 

showed the haddock stock will decrease in the near future as average sized year classes 

disappear from the stock and a series of poor year classes enters the fishable stock.  and will 

not support catches at the levels that have been seen in recent years. Due to this trend, the 

stock is predicted to decrease and therefore the recommended catches for the next years. 

The MRI has been working on preparation of scientific evaluation of harvest rules for saithe 

and haddock, also within ICES. There is ongoing work to develop recommendations for other 

stocks, such as golden redfish and lumpfish. 

The MRI has for many years highlighted the poor state of the halibut stock in Icelandic waters 
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and advised closing the fishery to exploitation, as well as other measures to rebuild the stock. 

In 2012 regulations were enacted that are to protect halibut stocks. 

For the last decade there has been much uncertainty about the status of some of the most 

important pelagic species in Icelandic waters. Research indicates that capelin have recently 

become a more important food source for other economically important species. It is not clear 

what has caused this shift or if this is a lasting change, but it seems likely that increased ocean 

temperature in the northern ocean has weakened the capelin stock since the turn of the last 

century. There is no indication that the warming of Icelandic waters is decreasing and there is 

no doubt that this has had an important effect on the increasing mackerel migrations in recent 

years. In the year 2011 the influence of warm water was unusually strong to the west of 

Iceland and the mackerel migration that year reflected the pattern well. Furthermore, it is 

important to note that the Icelandic summer-spawning herring stock is rebounding. The 

infection that has plagued the stock for the last four years is abating and the younger year 

classes that are now joining the fishable stock are virtually uninfected. 

Economics 

The main purpose of the vessel quota system is to improve the economic efficiency of the 

fisheries. The Icelandic fisheries are biologically very productive and should be able to 

generate high economic rents. Until the adoption of the vessel quota system, however, 

comparatively low rents were generated in the industry. In fact, during the years preceding the 

introduction of the vessel quota system in the various fisheries industry profits was often 

highly negative.   

Figure 8.2 indicates the trend of net profits of fishing and fish processing industry in Iceland 

using annuity approach with 6% rate of return. The total net profits turned positive in the 

1990s  and have, for the most part, shown an increasing trend since.  

 

 

Figure 2.4.  Profitability of fisheries, % of income (annuity method) 
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Another measure is the the decreasing size of the main commerical fishing fleet, both in 

volume and number of vessels, as detailed in section 3 above. The number of large deep-sea 

trawlers has halved in the past 20 years or so. And the whole of the pelagic fishery is now 

served by 22-23 vessels, when around 30 years ago there were three times that number, and 

there were only capelin and Icelandic herring back then. The number of fishermen on these 

vessels has also delined by similar fraction. 

Research has also shown that the Icelandic fishing industry has enjoyed rapid productivity 

gains since 1984 (Agnarsson 2011). Although the rate of productivity growth has declined a 

bit in recent years it was still unusually fast until 2008. Since the inception of the ITQ system, 

productivity gains in the Icelandic fishing industry have been very rapid (Agnarsson 2011, 

Arnason, 2003). Average productivity gains have been about 2% per annum on average over 

the last 25 years. This is a testament to the beneficial impact of the ITQ-system has 

strengthened the international position of the industry and greatly increased tits profitability. 

A significant part of the productivity gain has been higher export prices of fish products. This 

has happened in spite of generally stagnant or declining prices of fish prices globally. The 

export prices of Icelandic fish seem to have increased because of improved quality due in no 

small measure to better co-ordination between the harvesting, processing and marketing 

activities, better and more flexible marketing and last but not least the ability of the Icelandic 

fish exporters to outcompete their international competitors in the fight for the most lucrative 

markets. 

Social aspects 

In public and parliamentary discourse on the merits of the ITQ system in Iceland, some claim 

that one of its faults is in undermining regional policy. The transferability of the quotas will 

lead to concentration of quota holdings in the urban Southwest region. This will have impact 

in various villages around the country, some of which rely exclusively on the fisheries. The 

result will be increasing unemployment in those regions and migration to the Southwest. 

In the course of this debate various proposals have come forth on restricting the transferability 

of quotas. Some have even suggested attaching quotas to certain regions and restrict transfers, 

while others have others have proposed giving local governments, town councils or fishers' 

unions some veto power on transfers. The current fisheries management act makes TAC 

shares transferable without any restrictions whatsoever. Inter-regional transfer of annual catch 

quotas, however, is subject to some restrictions, except offsetting transfer of different species 

with equal value. In practice, however, few inter-regional transfers have actually been 

blocked. 

In 2010 the Fisheries Management Act was changed so that each fishing vessel has to harvest 

a minimum of 50% of its annual quota (in cod equivalents) each year in order to retain its 

quota share. Before this change, the requirement was for harvesting 50% of the annual quota 

every other year. Current law states that a vessel is required to fish at least 50% of its quota 

each year, subject to the quota being revoked. 
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Employment in the Fishing industry 

With regard to employment in the fishing and fish processing industries, as Table 8.3 shows, 

the number of employees and the percentage of them to the national employment have 

constantly decreased. From 1991 to 2011, employment in fishing reduced from 6,200 to 5 200 

while, in the fish processing industry, employment decreased from 8,000 to 4,100. As a 

consequence, fishing and fish processing industry’s contribution to the national employment 

has also declined considerably from 10.4% to 5.3% over the same time.  

However, this decreasing trend is not unique in Iceland, rather it is common in other 

industrialized countries where employment has been shifting from primary industries to 

service industries. Also, it can be interpreted as a result of efficient operation of the fishing 

industry since the reduced number of employees creates greater value. 

Table 2.6. Employment in the fishing industry 1991-211, number of employees and % of total 

  

1991 1996 2001 2006 2011 

Fishing 

 

6200 7100 6000 4600 5200 

Fish processing 8000 8400 6800 3800 4100 

  

14200 15500 12800 8400 9300 

       Fishing 

 

4,5% 5,0% 3,8% 2,7% 3,1% 

Fish processing 5,8% 5,9% 4,3% 2,2% 2,2% 

    10,4% 10,9% 8,1% 5,0% 5,3% 

 

Allocation of TAC to disadvantaged regions and meet operational shocks 

Article 10 of the Fisheries Management Act has for many years made available to the minister 

up to 12,000 mt of demersal species to be allocated to meet major operational shocks to 

fishing firms because of reductions in the TACs for individual species and to supports to 

smaller coastal communities which face difficulties due to a downturn in the local fisheries.  

In 2011 the Fisheries Management Act was changed such that further 5,3% of the annual 

catch quota of all species received by ITQ-holders was subtracted for the above purpose. The 

implementation of this change went only partially in to effect in the fishing year 2012/2013. 

The details of this provision are left for the minister to decide and issue in the yearly 

regulations on the fisheries.  

The special coastal fishery  

One of the more important changes in the Fisheries Management Act in recent years is the 

establishment of the so-called „Coastal fishery“ (strandveiðar). This term is actually a 

misnomer because vessels within the ITQ fishery often fish close to the shoreline and the 

vessels in the “Coastal fishery” can go far from the coast and sometimes do. For this reason 
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we prefer to refer to the fishery as the special coastal fishery. The special coastal fishery is 

allocated a certain part of the TAC for demersals (especially cod) every year and this amount, 

subtracted from the overall TAC to be allocated according to ITQ-shares. Thus, the operation 

of the special coastal fishery represents a reduction in the part of the TAC that is available to 

ITQ-holders.  

The special coastal fishery only takes place from May to August every year. The TAC 

allocated to this fishery is divided on these four months as well as four geographical regions. 

The allowable fishing gear is hand-line with a maximum of four automated reels 

(handfærarúllur) per vessel. The maximum length of a fishing trip is 14 hours, the maximum 

catch per trip is 650 kg. and there can be no fishing on weekends. Thus, for reasons of 

operational economics, only relatively small vessels can participate in the fishery.  

Since the amount of catch each vessel can take in the special coastal fishery is only restricted 

by the overall TAC for the region and month, the fishery is strongly Olympic in nature with 

hundreds of small vessels trying to catch as much as they can before the TAC is reached.  

The total amount of cod harvest allocated to the Coastal fishery started at 3,955 mt in 2009 

(fishing year 2008-9) but had been increased to 8,600 mt of demersal species by the year 2012 

(fishing year 2011-12). At the time this is written the regulations for 2012/2013 have not been 

issued.  

Conclusions 

Iceland has been in the forefront of institutioning a fisheries management system based on a 

rights based approach. It introduced individual vessel quotas and individual transferable 

quotas in major ocean fisheries in the late 1970s. Individual quotas and subsequently 

transferable quotas were introduced in to other Icelandic fisheries during the 1980s and since 

1991, all major fisheries within the economic exclusive zone have been subject to a uniform 

system of individual transferable quotas (ITQs) with only minor exceptions. Fisheries by 

Icelandic vessels outside the economic exclusive zone have also been subject to ITQs.  

Versions of ITQ fisheries management has now been in operation in Icelandic fisheries for 

about 30 years. The evidence on the performance of this system is generally favourable. The 

ITQ system in the pelagic fishery has resulted in increased efficiency. In the demersal 

fisheries the evidence is also positive. The fishing fleet has decreased, aggregate fishing effort 

has decreased, and the industry has become profitable. The industry has modernised, 

horizontal mergers have occured, and the size of the fishing fleet been rationalized. The 

biological and environmental aspects of the fisheries management is based on sound scientific 

advice, and most fish stocks seem in good condition. 

The course towards this complete ITQ fisheries management system in Iceland has evolved 

more by trial and error than by design. It may continue to develop and change in the future. 
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3. Current fisheries management measures implemented in 

Australia 
 

Abstract 

The Australian fisheries management system resembles the diversity and complexity of its 

fish resources and industry. This great complexity and the different issues and challenges 

faced are dealt with using different management measures for each different case. The 

complexity is further enhanced by the difference between Commonwealth fisheries and those 

that are managed at State or Territory level, or even in conjunction of the two. The Fisheries 

Management Act 1991 and the Fisheries Administration Act 1991 provide a framework for 

management, setting objectives and general guidelines leaving ample room for different 

management measures. The biological and environmental aspects of the fisheries management 

is based on good scientific advice, while for many fisheries the emphasis on positive 

economic outcomes is not as great. Nevertheless, there are certain fisheries that are managed 

using rights based tools such as ITQs and also explicitly use MEY as a target rather than the 

more conventional MSY target. Another interesting element of the Australian fisheries 

management mechanism is the structure around stakeholder involvement in many aspects of 

management, such as providing advice to policymakers and managers. 
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Introduction 

This chapter presents an account of the current fisheries management mesures in Australia. It 

is a desktop study written using a common template applicable to Deliverables D6.1-D6.6 of 

the SocioEc research project. Using a common template has advantages and drawbacks. The 

main advantage is that it allows for comparisons between different countries and regions. The 

main disadvantage is that it constrains the discussion and analysis which sometimes results in 

an uneven description where important subjects are discussed in too little detail. 

Keeping in mind such shortcomings this report aims to give an unbiased account of the 

workings of the fisheries management systems in Australia. Due to the geographical wastness 

of Australia and its exclusive economic zone it is no wonder that Australian fisheries are 

highly diverse with regards to species and habitat.  

Historical background 

Australia (officially the Commonwealth of Australia) is the sixth largest country in the world 

by area, covering almost 7.7 million km2. It is comprised of the Australian continent, 

Tasmania and several smaller islands. Due to its size the climate and landscape are divers. 

The northern part is sub-tropical while the southern regions are temperate. 

 

 

Source: Wikicommons 

 

Australia boarders the Indian Ocean to the west and the Pacific to the east. It has a population 

of approximately 23 million. From at least 40 000 years ago it was inhibited by indigenous 

people but was settled, mostly by British people, in the late 18th century. In 1901 six colonies 

federated into what today is Australia with a parliamentary democracy and a constitutional 

monarchy. Australia is a highly developed country with high living standards. 
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The Australian Fisheries Management Authority (AFMA) is responsible for implementing 

Australian Government fisheries policy and the management of Commonwealth fisheries. 

AFMA manages fisheries under Commonwealth jurisdiction in accordance with the 

provisions of the Fisheries Management Act 1991 and the Fisheries Administration Act 1991. 

Management responsibility for Australian fisheries is divided between the Australian 

Commonwealth and the states and the Northern Territory governments. In some cases, 

responsibility is shared. A special jurisdictional arrangement, the Offshore Constitutional 

Settlement 1983 (OCS), sets out responsibilities between the Commonwealth and 

states/Northern Territory regarding offshore activities, including fisheries. 

 

Figure 3.1 Australia´s fishing zone Source: Status of Key Australian Fish Stocks Reports 

2012. 

The OCS provides for state and Northern Territory fisheries laws to apply inside three 

nautical miles and for Commonwealth fisheries laws to apply from three to 200 nautical 

miles. However, Commonwealth and the states/Northern Territory fisheries legislation allow 

alternative arrangements to be made for a fishery that override the existing jurisdictional lines 

set out by the OCS.  

Each state and Territory Government has a Fisheries Agency which is responsible for 

fisheries management, including commercial, recreational and aquaculture. Each state 

manages their marine resources according to numerous state and commonwealth acts and 

regulations. For some stocks which are shared between different management areas the 
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AFMA shares responsibility for managment with the States and Northern Territory. 

 

 

Figure 3.2 Contribution of each jurisdiction to gross value of wild-capture fisheries 

production 2010-11 Source: Status of Key Australian Fish Stocks Reports 2012. 
 

State and Territory fisheries agencies have similar types of management strategies, including 

fishery-specific management plans. Fishery management plans identify objectives, define 

statutory fishing rights, quotas, fishing permits and foreign fishing licenses. The plans further 

describe the allocation procedures and specify rules that fishers must obey. 

There are three key tools used to manage each fishery; 

1. Effort controls, which can be in the form of gear restrictions, limited entry licenses 

and/or use of area and seasonal closures. 

2. Output controls, such as quotas 

3. Habitat protection, such as area restrictions for specific areas, such as nurseries and 

marine parks. 

Many fisheries are managed by quotas or Total Allowable Catch (TACs) limits of a species 

per year. These are determined by the respective Fisheries Agency in cooperation with 

scientists. 

Each fisheries management plan needs approvement from the Commonwealth Environment 

agency prior to the issuance of export permits fot the products. The management plans are 

species specific and are subject to regular reviews. Usually such reviews are undertaken every 

five years. 

Due to the diversity of management measures in the Australian fisheries it is difficult to 

provide a thorough analysis of the management types in each and every fishery. Table 3.1 

provides an overview on management arrangements for Commonwealth managed fisheries as 

Commonwealth 
24% 

New South Wales 
6% 

Victoria 
4% 

Queensland 
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Western Australia 
22% 

South Australia 
15% 

Tasmania 
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Northern 
Territory 
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well as major changes since 2009-2010. 

Table 3.1 Management arrangements for Commonwealth Managed Fisheries (2010-2011) 
Fishery Management Arrangements    

Northern Prawn 

Fishery 

Input controls (limited entry, seasonal closures, 

permanent area closures, gear restrictions, catch limit 

triggers and bycatch limit triggers), Harvest Strategy, 

Bycatch and Discard Work Plan applies.a 

A management plan is being developed to 
introduce quota management into the fishery. 
The management plan is expected to be in 
place during 2013. 

Southern Bluefin 

Tuna Fishery 

Output controls (individual transferable quotas) 

managed under the Southern Bluefin Tuna Management 

Plan consistent with obligations under the Convention 

for the Conservation of Southern Bluefin Tuna. Bycatch 

and Discards Work Plan applies. 

Australia’s national allocation is 4528 tonnes 

for the 2011/12 fishing season as agreed by 

the Commission for the Conservation of 

Southern Bluefin Tuna  

Southern and Eastern 

Scalefish and Shark 

Fishery  comprising 

Gillnet Hook and Trap, 

Commonwealth Trawl 

Sector and Great 

Australian Bight Trawl 

fisheries  

Managed under the Southern and Eastern Scalefish and 

Shark Fishery Management Plan 2003. Key 

management arrangements include input controls 

(limited entry, individual transferable quotas, gear 

restrictions and area closures) and output controls (total 

allowable catches) which ap ply for 34 species or stocks 

of shark and finfish. Harvest Strategy Framework used 

to set total allowable catches for these species. Bycatch 

and Discards Work Plan applies. Seabird management 

plans and spatial closures to protect Australian Sea 

Lions and dolphins. 

Rebuilding strategies for School Shark, 
Eastern Gemfish and Blue Warehou 
implemented in 2008 to rebuild stocks within 
prescribed timeframes. 
New observer sampling regime implemented 

in 2010. 

Eastern Tuna and 

Billfish 

Fishery moved to total allowable catches allocated as 

individual transferable quotas under a new management 

plan on 1 March 2011. A TAP for the incidental catch (or 

bycatch) of seabirds during oceanic longline fishing 

operations. Bycatch and Discards Work Plan applies. 

Management Plan came into force on 1 March 

2010. Management Plan to manage the 

fishery under individual transferable quotas 

and total allowable commercial catch was fully 

implemented on 1 March 2011. Observer 

coverage is approximately 8%. Met 

requirements of a TAP. 

Bass Strait Central 

Zone Scallop 

Input controls (limited entry, gear restrictions and 

closures). Output controls (total allowable 

catch/individual transferrable quotas). Bycatch and 

Discarding Workplan Plan applies. The fishery reopened 

in 2009. 

A Management Plan was determined in 

September 2002, and individual transferable 

quotas were introduced. A zero total allowable 

catch was set over the entire fishery for the 

period 2006-2008.  

Torres Strait 

Protected Zone Joint 

Authority Fisheries 

Input controls (limited entry on fully transferable 

licences, vessel size restrictions, size limits, gear 

restrictions, area closures, and seasonal closures) and 

output controls (possession limits, total allowable 

catches) on some other hand collection fisheries.  

 

A Management Plan has been developed for 

the finfish fishery with planned implementation 

in 2012-13.  

Legislative amendments in the finfish fishery 

have introduced a maximum legal size limit for 

Coral trout, a net size restriction for traditional 

fishing and removed the limitation on holding 

live finfish. 

Legislative amendments have been 

implemented in the pearl shell fishery to 

introduce management arrangements for the 

genus Pteria.  

A harvest strategy has been implemented in 

the Torres Strait Prawn Fishery. 
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Sub Antarctic 

Fisheries (Macquarie 

Island; Heard Island 

and McDonald 

Islands) 

All managed either under or consistent with Convention 

for Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources 

(CCAMLR). Output controls with a total allowable catch 

and individual transferable quotas and input controls 

(limited entry, closures) applies. 

Increased use of longlining to take toothfish 

quota over trawling. Longline trial started in the 

Macquarie Island Toothfish Fishery in 2007 for 

a period of four years. Longlining has been 

approved as a fishing method in the 

Macquarie Island Toothfish Fishery 

Southern Squid Jig Input controls (limited entry). Bycatch and Discards 

Work Plan applies. 

A Management Plan came into effect from 1 
January 2006 and introduced a total allowable 
effort. A trigger point for total catch was 
established to provide for a decision making 
process should catch levels significantly 
increase.  

Western Tuna and 

Billfish Fishery  

Fishery moved to total allowable catches allocated as 

individual transferable quotas under The Western Tuna 

and Billfish Fishery Management Plan 2005 plan on 1 

July 2010. A TAP for the incidental catch (or bycatch) of 

seabirds during oceanic longline fishing operations. 

Bycatch and Discards Work Plan applies. 

The Western Tuna and Billfish Fishery 
Management Plan 2005 came into force in 
October 2005. The management plan 
implements quota management for the fishery 
and was fully implemented on 1 July 2010. 

Christmas Island and 

Cocos (Keeling) 

Islands 

Trawl and aquarium fish input controls (limited entry, 

area restrictions) and output controls (total allowable 

catch).  

 

Fishing for tuna and tuna-like species in waters outside 

12 nautical miles is covered by the Western Tuna and 

Billfish Fishery Management Plan 2005. The Fishery 

moved to total allowable catches allocated as individual 

transferable quotas on 1 July 2010. 

In late 2002, the inshore waters (i.e. within 12 
nautical miles) of the Christmas and Cocos 
(Keeling) islands were exempted from the 
application of the Fisheries Management Act 
1991. Responsibility for managing these 
waters now lies with the Commonwealth 
Department of Infrastructure, Transport, 
Regional Development and Local 
Government. The Department of Infrastructure 
has entered into a service delivery 
arrangement with the Western Australian 
Department of Fisheries for the management 
of these inshore fisheries. 

Coral Sea Input controls (limited entry, spatial closures, size limits)  
Output controls (TACs for Sea Cucumber Sector, size 
restrictions, catch triggers) 
Other: prescribed observer coverage levels, move-on 
provisions 

Trip limits for certain deepwater shark species 
implemented  

Small Pelagic Fishery Input controls (limited entry, geographic zones, trigger 

catch levels and total allowable catches applied in 

certain zones). Bycatch and Discards Work Plan 

applies. The 2009 Statutory Management Plan provides 

for the grant of individual transferable quotas and 

statutory fishing rights. 

The Small pelagic Fish Management Plan 
2009 came into effect in November 2009. 
Individual transferable quota came into effect 
from 1 May 2012.  
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Norfolk Island Inshore fishery: 

Output controls; voluntary catch limits on Redthroat 

Emperor to align with spawning season (usually from 

December to January).  

A new management policy (the Norfolk Island Inshore 

Fishery Management Policy 2009) was developed by 

the Norfolk Island Government for the management of 

recreational and charter fishing in the NIIF. The AFMA 

Commission endorsed the management policy and 

entered into a memorandum of understanding with the 

Norfolk Island Government to maintain a monitoring and 

advisory role in the fishery.  

Offshore demersal finfish fishery: 

Exploratory fishing ceased on 31 December 2003.  

AFMA continues to examine the feasibility of 
developing a small-scale fishery in the area of 
the NIIF under the provisions of the Fisheries 
Management Act 1991.  

North West Slope 
Trawl 

Input controls (limited entry (seven permits with a five-
year duration), cod end mesh size restrictions), move-on 
provisions and compulsory observer requirements, 
Harvest Strategy 

The harvest strategy for the North West Slope 
Trawl Fishery was revised in 2011. The 
revised harvest strategy introduces detailed 
catch limits and triggers for key commercial 
species and for species identified through the 
ecological risk assessment framework. 
 

South Tasman Rise Allocated total allowable catch for orange roughy 
(shared with New Zealand under a Memorandum of 
Understanding). Australia has input controls (limited 
entry, and compliance requirements) 

The fishery has been closed to commercial 
fishing until further information is gathered on 
the current status of stocks (orange roughy 
and oreo dory). 

South Tasman Rise Allocated total allowable catch for orange roughy 
(shared with New Zealand under a Memorandum of 
Understanding). Australia has input controls (limited 
entry, and compliance requirements) 

The fishery has been closed to commercial 
fishing until further information is gathered on 
the current status of stocks (orange roughy 
and oreo dory). 

Western Deepwater 
Trawl 

Limited Entry (11 permits with a five-year duration) 
Harvest Strategy 

The harvest strategy for the Western 
Deepwater Trawl Fishery was revised in 2011. 
The revised harvest strategy introduces 
detailed catch limits and triggers for key 
commercial species and for species identified 
through the ecological risk assessment 
framework. 

a. In fisheries where a bycatch of threatened or endangered species occurs, the Bycatch Action Plans (required for all 
Commonwealth managed fisheries) should protect these species adequately from the impact of fishing. For example, Northern 
Prawn Fishery vessels must now use turtle excluder devices and bycatch reduction devices. 

Source: Australian Fisheries Management Authority. 

As seen in Table 1, then there exist various management measures for these selected fisheries 

such as input controls, output controls as well as individual transferable quota systems. 

Fleets and fisheries 

Employment and fleet composition 

Table 3.2 shows the evolution of employment and fleet composition between the years 2006 

to 2011. 
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Table 3.2 Employment and fleet composition 
 2006 2011 % change 

Number of fishers 6 292 7 325 16.4 

Number of fish farmers 3 480 4 373 25.7 

Total number of vessels 477 322 -32.5 

Total tonnage of the fleet 63 555 28 682 -54.9 

Source: OECD (2012). 

 

There are 371 fishing vessels that have been nominated to Commonwealth fishing 

concessions during 2011-12. This does not include State registered fishing vessels. More than 

74% of these vessels (275) fall in the category of 10-24 m length vessel. 

Information on harvesting gear used and target species can be from Table 3.1 of this chapter. 
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Management processes 

Science 

The Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry (DAFF) develops and reviews policies 

and programmes to ensure Australian fisheries are competitive, profitable and sustainable. 

DAFF sets the policy direction for Commonwealth fisheries management, legislative 

reform/review and negotiates jurisdictional boundaries and resource sharing arrangements. 

The Australia Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics and Sciences (ABARES) 

provides scientific/economic research and advice to support DAFF's fisheries policy 

development and engagement in international and domestic issues. DAFF also works with the 

Fisheries Research and Development Corporation.  

As pointed out above, the responsibility for implementing Australian Governement fisheries 

policy lies with the Australian Fisheries Management Authority (AFMA). AFMA manages 

fisheries under Commonwealth jurisdiction in accordance with the provisions of the Fisheries 

Management Act 1991 and the Fisheries Administration Act 1991. 

Further description of the role of different bodies and stakeholders in the management process 

is provided below. 

International cooperation 

 Australia is a member and active participant of a number of regional fisheries management 

organisations and takes part in co-operative maritime relationships in surrounding regions.  

Australia is a member of the FAO and the OECD. Australia is also an active participant in the 

World Trade Organisation fisheries subsidies rules negotiations. 

The Cooperative Fisheries Enforcement Treaty between Australia and France came into force 

in January 2011. The treaty formalises cooperative enforcement arrangements against IUU 

fishing vessels to be undertaken by joint patrols in the French and Australian Southern Ocean 

EEZ and territorial seas.  

Australia is a member of several Regional Fisheries Management Organizations (RFMOs). 

Three of them are mainly concerned with tuna fisheries, i.e. Commission of the Conservation 

of Southern Bluefin Tuna (CCSBT), the Western and Central Pacific Fisheries Commission 

(WCPFC), which is ma and the Indian Ocean Tuna Commission (IOTC). Other, more 

regional RFMOs are the Commission for the Conservation of Antartic Marine Living 

Resources (CCAMLR), the South Pacific Regional Fisheries Management Organisation 

(SPRFMO) and the South Indian Ocean Fisheries Agreement (SIOFA). 
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Operational policy 
 

Management Advisory Committees 

AFMA receives advice and information from various sources. Special Management Advisory 

Committees (MACs) are a major source of advice reflecting experience and expertise from a 

wide range of stakeholders.3 The Management Advisory Committees hold regular meetings, 

publish their meeting agendas and provide summaries to the public as well as public 

authorities such as AFMA. 

The Management Advisory Committees are fisheries specific, i.e. according to area, species 

or both, as can be seen from the following list of current MACs:4 

• Great Australian Bight MAC – Great Australian Bight Trawl Sector Management Advisory 

Committee (GABMAC) 

• Northern Prawn MAC – Northern Prawn Fishery Management Advisory Committee 

(NORMAC) 

• Southern Bluefin Tuna MAC – Southern Bluefin Tuna Fishery Management Advisory 

Committee (SBTMAC) 

• ScallopMAC – Bass Strait Central Zone Scallop Fishery Management Advisory Committee 

• South East MAC – Small Pelagic Fishery, Southern Squid Jig Fishery, Commonwealth 

Trawl Sector and Gillnet, Hook and Trap Sectors Management Advisory Committee 

(SEMAC) 

• Sub-Antarctic MAC – Sub-Antarctic Fisheries Management Advisory Committee 

(SouthMAC) 

• Torres Strait MAC – Torres Strait Fisheries Management Advisory Committee 

(TorresMAC) 

• Tropical Tuna MAC – Eastern Tuna and Billfish Fishery, Western Tuna and Billfish Fishery 

and Skipjack Tuna Fisheries Management Advisory Committee 

 

The MACs are the main link between AFMA and the various stakeholders in the fisheries. 

They provide advice on a wide range of issues such as fisheries management, research, 

compliance and management costs. They also provide a forum for discussion on various 

problems or issues that arise in fisheries management. 

The composition of a MAC is intended to reflect the different expertise. Typically it consists 

of an independent Chair, a research member, up to four industry members and an 

environmental member as well as a member from AFMA. Increasingly AFMA has included a 

broader range of stakeholders to these groups, such as representatives of the recreational 

sector. 

  

                                                           
3
 For further information on the role of stakeholders in management, see Smith et al. (1999). 

4
 Source AFMA website: www.afma.gov.au  

http://www.afma.gov.au/
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Resource Assessment Groups 

In order to reach some balance between resource use and conservation, AFMA and the MACs 

receive advice from special Resource Assessment Groups (RAGs) which have been set up for 

every major fishery group or species. 

Concurrently the following RAGs are: 

• Northern Prawn RAG – Northern Prawn Fishery Resource Assessment Group 

• Tropical Tuna RAG – Tropical Tuna Resource Assessment Group 

• Sub-Antarctic RAG – Sub-Antarctic Resource Assessment Group 

• Scallop RAG- Bass Strait Central Zone Scallop Fishery Resource Assessment Group 

• Southern and Eastern Scalefish and Shark RAG – South East Scalefish and Shark Fishery 

Resource Assessment Group (GABRAG, SharkRAG, ShelfRAG and SlopeRAG) 

• Small Pelagic Fishery RAG – Small Pelagic Fishery Resource Assessment Group 

• Squid RAG – Southern Squid Jig Fishery Resource Assessment Group 

Lately, the AFMA has been considering the future role and structure of these groups. The 

RAGs are composed of fishery scientists, fishery economists, industry representatives and 

other interest groups. This wide membership is intended to ensure that economic and social 

issues are also taken into account in the management process. The RAGs work closely with 

the MACs but their recommendations are independent. 

Industry is a formal partner in managing Commonwealth fisheries. Special amendments to the 

fisheries management legislation in 2010–11 enabled AFMA to enter into co-management 

arrangements, giving powers and functions to primary stakeholders in individual fisheries. 

This new level of co-management strengthens the collaborative approach between AFMA and 

its stakeholders and further builds the industry ‘stewardship’ approach in managing the 

marine environment. 

Futhermore, a special Coral Sea Fishery Stakeholder Group and species Workshop groups 

have been formed to provide advice and taking part in management. 

Decision-making 

Australia is an independent sovereign state a member of the Commonwealth of Nations. As 

such it has sovereign rights to manage fisheries within the EEZ according to national law and 

legislation and is only bound by those international agreements that it has itself adhered to. 

Management objectives and principles 

The Commonwealth Fisheries Management Act 1991 states various objectives, including: 

maximising economic efficiency in the exploitation of fisheries resources; ensuring that the 

exploitation of fisheries resources are conducted in a manner consistent with the principles of 

ecologically sustainable development; and exercising the precautionary approach.  

According to this Act management should also reduce the impact of fishing activities on non-



SOCIOEC [289192] – Deliverable 6.13 
 

44 
 

 

target species and the long term sustainability of the marine environment. The UN Fish Stocks 

Agreement is also incorporated as a schedule to the Act.  

Management strategies 

The management targets are stated in the objectives of the Fisheries Management Act 1991 

including having ecologically sustainable fisheries. Thereby, fisheries management should, by 

law, aim for all fisheries to be sustainable. As can be seen from Table 3, the management 

authorities use a wide variety of measures to reach their targets. 

In fisheries where a bycatch of threatened or endangered species occurs, the Bycatch Action 

Plans (required for all Commonwealth managed fisheries) should protect these species 

adequately from the impact of fishing. For example, Northern Prawn Fishery vessels must 

now use turtle excluder devices and bycatch reduction devices. 

Australia has been in the forefront of explicitly using a dynamic version of a maximum 

economic yield (MEY) target rather than the more conventional maximum sustainable yield. 

This is the case in the Northern Prawn fishery where the target catch level is set in such a way 

that to maximize economic yield from this important fishery. The MEY target calls for less 

effort and hence a larger stock size than if the MSY target would be used.5 

Management tools 

Conservation measures 

As indicated in Table 1 various administrative measures are used in managing Australia´s 

fisheries, -not only input or output controls but also rights bases systems such as ITQs.
6
 

Several measures have been taken in the past where economic incentives are used to to reduce 

overcapacity and fishing effort. In 2005 the Securing Our Fishing Future Initiative included a 

AUS 220 million schemed aimed at securing Commonwealth fish stocks an a profitable future 

for the fishing industry. This included a fishing licence buy-back program and an assistance 

package as well as proposals for a marine parks. 

Australia has taken various steps to preserve marine habitat and by-catches. What follows is a 

brief discussion of some of the major initiatives that have been taken. 

Commitment to a national system of marine protected areas (MPAs) was made in the 

Australia’s Ocean Policy in 1998. In 2005, the Government brought its programme of 

regional marine planning, known as marine bioregional plans, directly under the EPBC Act. 

The plans identify the conservation priorities in Commonwealth waters, as well as measures 

to conserve marine protected areas.  

A Threat Abatement Plan (TAP) for the Incidental Catch (or Bycatch) of Seabirds during 

Oceanic Longline Fishing Operations was first released in 1998 and revised in 2006. It was 

developed under the EPBC Act. In 2011, the Australian Government commenced a review of 

the 2006 seabird TAP.  

Australia initiated the negotiation of a multilateral agreement to conserve seabirds under the 

Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild Animals. The Agreement on 

                                                           
5
 For a thorough discussion and analysis of this fishery, see Kompas et al. (2008). 

6
 On the Australian experience of ITQs in southern bluefin tuna fishery see Campbell et al. (2000). 
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the Conservation of Albatrosses and Petrels was opened for signature in 2001. To date there 

are 13 signatories. 

In 2011 the Australian Government agreed to develop a National Plan of Action for Reducing 

Incidental Catch of Seabirds in Fisheries.  

The Commonwealth Policy on Fisheries Bycatch was released in 2000 to ensure that direct 

and indirect impacts of fisheries on marine systems are taken into account and managed 

accordingly. In 2008, AFMA released the Program for Addressing Bycatch and Discarding in 

Commonwealth Fisheries: an Implementation Strategy. The programme develops fishery 

specific work plans which focus on ‘high risk’ bycatch and threatened, endangered and 

protected species as identified through the ecological risk assessment process in accordance 

with the implementation strategy.  

Australia’s National Plan of Action for the Conservation and Management of Sharks was 

developed in 2004 in response to the corresponding International Plan of Action by the FAO. 

A review of Shark-plan 1 was completed in 2010 and released in May 2011. The second 

National Plan of Action for the Conservation and Management of Sharks was released in July 

2012. The plan identifies the research and management actions that will be pursued over the 

life of the plan. The plan also provides a framework for the long-term conservation of 

Australia’s shark populations and for guiding the industries and communities that impact 

upon them. 

The National Strategy to Address Interactions between Humans and Seals: Fisheries, 

Aquaculture and Tourism was released in 2006 to mitigate adverse impacts of the fisheries, 

aquaculture and tourism sectors on seal and sea lion populations. AFMA implemented an 

Australian sea lion management strategy in 2010. 

A Key Threatening Process listed under the EPBC Act is “Injury and fatality to vertebrate 

marine life caused by ingestion of, or entanglement in, harmful marine debris”. A TAP has 

been developed and released in 2009 to address the threat. It aims to provide a co-ordinated 

national approach to the implementation of measures to prevent and mitigate the impacts of 

harmful marine debris. It will also guide Australia's efforts in international forums to build 

and strengthen collaboration to identify the origins of, and effective responses to, marine 

debris on a regional and international level.  

Access regulations 

All fishers are required by law to hold a fishing license. Further access controls, such as ITQs 

are used in som fisheries. 

Compliance monitoring measures 

AFMA administers compliance programmes directed at both domestic and foreign fishing 

vessels. The Commonwealth has flag state responsibilities for fishing by Australian vessels on 

the high seas.  

In all Commonwealth fisheries, mandatory vessel monitoring systems are used to provide 

real-time position reporting of vessels and movements in and out of port. AFMA has a 

scientific observer programme to collect independent data on fishing activities. 

Fisheries monitoring and enforcement is also conducted by state/territory fisheries agencies. 
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Australia has developed a National Fisheries Compliance Strategy 2010-15 that outlines the 

objectives that Australian fisheries agencies will pursue to promote voluntary compliance and 

create effective deterrence to illegal fishing activities. At the centre of the strategy is the need 

to achieve collective responsibility and action among major stakeholder groups (commercial, 

recreational and Indigenous fishing sectors) and the community. 

AFMA has a responsibility to enforce the provisions of the Fisheries Management Act 1991 

and the Torres Strait Fisheries Act 1984 through the detection and investigation of illegal 

activities by domestic and foreign fishing boats in the Australian Fishing Zone and 

Commonwealth managed fisheries. 

In most of the fisheries that are managed by AFMA, vessel monitoring systems (VMS) are in 

place to provide real-time reporting on vessel postions and movements. Futhermore, aerial 

surveillance is provided by a private contractor as well as patrol vessel surveillance by the 

Royal Australian Navy and the Customs Service. 

In fisheries were quotas are set, a comprehensive catch and landing reporting system is used. 

Each fishing permit holder, or nominated authorised person, is required to complete a form 

upon landing the catch, detailing the species caught and weight. 

Fish receivers, such as processors, are also required to be registered and maintain a record of 

fish received from operators. This allows for comparison between the recorded fish landed 

and the fish that is received on land. 
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Management performances 

Conservation 

An overview of the status of fish stocks is provided in a recent publication called Status of 

key Australian fish stocks reports 2012 (Flood et al., 2012). 

In this report the fish stocks are classified according to their status in five groups; 

 Sustainable stock 

 Transitional-recovering stock 

 Transitional-depleting stock 

 Overfished stock 

 Undefined stock 

A stock is considerd to be sustainable if the biomass or biomass proxy is at a level deemed 

sufficient to ensure, that on average, future levels of recruitment are adequate and that fishing 

pressured is adequately controlled to avoid the stock becoming recruitment overfished. 

A transitional-recovering stock means that biomass recruitment is overfished but management 

measures have be taken to ensure recovery and that recovery is taking place. 

Overfished stocks are those where recruitment is overfished and current management 

measures are not adequate to recover the stock, or that the measures taken have not yet 

resulted in measurable improvements. 

A stock is categorized as undefined if there is not enough information available to determine 

the status of the stock. 

The study of Flood et al., (2012) gathered 150 stock status assessments. A stock status could 

be determined for 111 stock with the remaining stocks classified as undefined. 

Of these 111 stocks, 98 were assessed as sustainable, 8 transitional-recovering, 3 transitional 

depleting and 2 were assessed as being overfished. The two overfished stocks are Southern 

Bluefin Tuna and the School Shark stock. 

These stock assessments were also performed at different levels, namely at the biological 

stock level, management unit level and jurisdiction level. Table 3.3 presents the main 

outcomes for different levels, as well as catch levels of the different stocks. 

Table 3.3 Stock status classification 

 Biological 
stock 

Management 
unit 

Jurisdiction Total stocks Catch in ‘000 
tonnes 

Sustainable 53 35 10 98 109.8 

Transitional-recovering 5 2 1 8 0.9 

Transitional-depleting 3 0 0 3 0.8 

Overfished 2 0 0 2 4.3 

Undefined 18 8 13 39 5.4 

Total 81 45 24 150 121.2 
Source: Adapted from Flood et al. (2012). 

 

The total catch volume of the species assessed is 121 230 tonnes which amounts to more than 
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70% of the total Australian wild catc reported in 2009-2010, not including international 

catches which are relatively small. These numbers should thereby be a good indicator of the 

status of major fish stocks in Australia. 

Given the multitude of fisheries and management measures it is difficult to generalize on the 

effectiveness of different management strategies. Table 1 contains some indication on what 

changes have been made in the management in specific fisheries to tackle different 

challenges. 

Economics 

For fisheries as drivers as in Australia, it is difficult to spot clear trends. The gross value of 

fisheries production in 2009-2010 was around USD 2.2 billion. That is a decrease of around 

31% compared with the fishing year 2000-2001. Since 2004 the real gross value of fisheries 

production has declined by an average of 2% per year while aquaculture production has 

increased by an annual rate of 4%. The most valuable species are rock lobster and prawns 

which together accounted to around 46% of the total catch value in 2009-2010 (OECD, 2012). 

Cost recovery is an important feature of the management of Australia´s Commonwealth 

fisheries. Cox (2000) estimated that the industry contribution to the costs of management 

averaged 34% between 192/03 and 1998/99. According to this study the degree of cost 

recovery varied significantly between fishers as a result of differences in the attribution of the 

costs of management functions between industry and government. 

Social aspects 

Recreational fishing is an important activity in Australia. It has been estimated that around 3.5 

million people go fishing at least once a year with expenditures on related services and items 

of around USD 2 billion (Hickley, 1998). 

Other social aspects are not high on the agenda. According to Barclay (2012) the reasons are 

to be found in the lack of data concerning social issues, as well as a lack of recognition of the 

role of social factors in sustainability. 

Conclusions 

The Australian fisheries management system resembles the diversity and complexity of its 

fish resources and industry. This great complexity and the different issues and challenges 

faced are dealt with using different management measures for each different case. The 

complexity is further enhanced by the difference between Commonwealth fisheries and those 

that are managed at State or Territory level, or even in conjunction of the two. 

The Fisheries Management Act 1991 and the Fisheries Administration Act 1991 provide a 

framework for management, setting objectives and general guidelines leaving ample room for 

different management measures. 

The biological and environmental aspects of the fisheries management is based on good 

scientific advice, while for many fisheries the emphasis on positive economic outcomes is not 

as great. Nevertheless, there are certain fisheries that are managed using rights based tools 

such as ITQs and also explicitly use MEY as a target rather than the more conventional MSY 
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target. 

Another interesting element of the Australian fisheries management mechanism is the 

structure around stakeholder involvement in many aspects of management, such as providing 

advice to policymakers and managers. 

The result of all this is that Australian fisheries management is a patchwork of different 

elements, which all are set within the framework set by law and executed using advanced 

scientific methods and mechanisms. 
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4. Current fisheries management measures implemented in New 

Zealand 

 

Abstract 

This chapter provides an outline of the major features of the fisheries management system of 

New Zealand. It provides a description of the system, its origins, development and 

performance. 

New Zealand is in the forefront of using property rights based system in all of their major 

fisheries, the so-called Quota Management System (QMS). This system is used for all major 

fisheries in New Zealand and uses market solutions to align the incentives of the industry with 

the objectives of economic efficiency and biological sustainability of the resources. The 

system encourages and calls for stakeholder participation in the fisheries management 

process. It furthermore has the flexibility to take into consideration social concerns such as 

Maori rights and recreational fishing interests. It has proven to be successful in generating 

economic efficiency while at the same time promoting biological sustainability although 

several stocks and sub-stocks are below limit points. 
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Introduction 

This report presents an account of the current fisheries management mesures in New Zealand. 

It is a desktop study written using a common template applicable to Deliverables D6.1-D6.6 

of the SocioEc research project. Using a common template has advantages and drawbacks. 

The main advantage is that it allows for comparisons between different countries and regions. 

The main disadvantage is that it constrains the discussion and analysis which sometimes 

results in an uneven description where important subjects are discussed in too little detail. 

Keeping in mind such shortcomings this report aims to give an unbiased account of the 

workings of the fisheries management system in New Zealand. The New Zealand Quota 

Management system (QMS) is one of the most advanced property rights management systems 

in use and has received much attention, both by scholars and fisheries mananagers. Such 

systems have been gaining ground as fisheries management tools world-wide in the last few 

decades. 

The report starts out with giving some historical background which is necessary to understand 

how the QMS system came about, as well as serving to illustrate the specific issues related to 

Maori fisheries and how they have been tackled in the QMS. 

It should be noted that on 1 July 2011, the Ministry of Fisheries merged with the Ministry of 

Agriculture and Forestry. The new ministry became the Ministry for Primary Industries (MPI) 

on 30 April 2012. This explains why earlier references often mention the Ministry of Fisheries 

while the newest references are to the Ministry for Primary Industries. 

Historical background 

In this chapter we provide a historical background of the fisheries management system in 

New Zealand. The discussion is quite general as more details on specific aspects is left for 

later chapters 

New Zealand is an island country situated in the Southwestern Pacific Ocean. It lies 

approximately 1 500 km to the east of Australia and around 1 000 km south of New 

Caledonia. 
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Figure 1 New Zealand 

 

Source: Wikimedia commons 

 

It is mainly composed of two main islands, North Island and South Island as well as of 

numerous much smaller islands. The total land area is roughly 268 000 km2. Due to its 

geographical location being so far from other major islands and land masses, it was one of the 

last countries inhibited by people. The climate varies greatly, from sub-tropical to sub-

Antartic. 

New Zealand was first inhibited by people originating in the Polynesian islands in the period 

125-1300. These people created a specific Maori culture. The first Europeans arrived in 1642 

and Captain James Cook mapped the islands in 1769. Soon European people started to settle 

on the islands, chiefly of British stock. 

The arrival of European people resulted in clashes with the Maoris and in 1840 a treaty was 

signed by the British and various chiefs of the North Isl and, the so-called Treaty of Waitangi. 

The treaty assigned a British governor to the islands but at the same time it recognized Maori 

ownership of land and other property as well as assigning the Maori rights as British subjects. 

Due to differences in translation there have been somewhat different opinions between the 

two parties on the exact meaning of the treaty. 

This background is relevant to some of the issues that will be raised later in this paper. 

The first Fisheries Act dates from 1908 and was frequently amended until 1983. The Fisheries 

Act was mainly concerned with regulatory interventionist policies that aimed for biological 

protection (Clark et al., 1988). The first input controls were introduced with the Fishery Act 

of 1908 and in 1945 licencing was first introduced. In 1963 there was a deregulation of the 

industry and two years later the territorial sea was set at 12 nautical miles. At the same time 
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government incentives and subsidies were introduced. 

Right until the 1970s New Zealand fisheries were mainly an inshore affair while offshore 

fisheries, i.e. those that took place outside the 12 nautical mile zone, where mainly carried out 

by fleets from Japan, Taiwan, Korea and the Soviet Union. 

In 1977 New Zealand obtained a 200 nautical mile Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) which 

provided the country with a right to control fishing activity within that area. Due to its 

geographical location the 200 nautical mile EEZ covers 4.5 million square kilometers making 

it the sixth largest in the world. Furthermore the EEZ has a rich and complex underwater 

topograph. The marine waters are very deep with 72% more than 1 00 metres, 22% between 

200 and 1 000 metres and only 6% less than 200 metres deep. Most of the commercial 

harvesing activity take place in waters shallower than 1 200 metres. 

This expansion of the EEZ led the government to further encourage greater domestic 

participation in the off-shore fisheries, mostly through regulated open-access policies. This 

worked in the sense that domestic participation increased but at the same time it lead to well-

known problems. In the late 1970s there was considerable overcapacity of the fishing industry 

while at the same time the constraints on effort proved inefficient in protecting stocks from 

depletion. This was accompanied by increasing conflicts within the fishing sector (Bess, 

2005). 

These problems led policymakers to consider new options for managing the fisheries.  

In 1983 concerns were raised for the deep water fisheries. This led the government to set 

TACs for each management area. The aim was to conserve stocks and prevent overfishing and 

overcapitalisation. Annual Transferable Quotas (ATQs) were alloted to nine qulifying 

companies already established in the industry, to a maximum of 35% of total allocations. 

These allocations were based primarily on catch history but also on other factors such as on-

shore processing capacity, investments and vessel ownership (Sharp, 1997, Major, 1990). 

This system proved to be successful and have been seen as a forerunner to what later 

happened (Cullun and Memon, 1990). 

In 1986 more radical reforms were introduced as New Zealand implemented a Quota 

Management System (QMS) for all fisheries. The EEZ was divided into specific Quota 

Management Areas (QMA). Annual total allowable catches for each species in each region 

was decided upon, taking into consideration both biological and economic factors. 

The fishers were allocated quotas according to average catches over two of the three previous 

years. These were perpetual quotas and initally they were of a fixed tonnage. The government 

intended to control the TAC through buying and selling quota on the market. This proved to 

be very costly to the government while at the same time all the risk was born by the 

government. This led to a change in the implementation of the QMS where the quotas became 

a share of the TAC in each year (Sissenwine and Mace, 1995). This change meant that the 

risks were transferred from the government to the quota holders while at the same time quota 
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holders had incentives to safeguard the stocks for future benefits. 

 

Figure 2.1 New Zealand Fisheries Management Areas Source: OECD (2012). 

 

Ever since the introduction of the QMS, the New Zealand fishing industry has witnessed 

positive economic results, such as increased profitability (Kerr et al., 2003, Lock and Leslie, 

2007, Dewees, 1998). This has been achieved through reductions in overcapacity and in the 

absence of the race to fish, to name two factors. This is a standard result of rights based 

management systems (Sinclair et al., 2002, OECD, 1999). 

The QMS system has ever since been reinforced with various amendments aimed at solving 

specific issues such as social conflicts, devolutionary management practices and multi-species 

and bycatch problems. These will be discussed in the chapters below. 

The main changes in the QMS are summarized in Table 4.1. 
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Table 4.1 Key developments of the QMS 

1990 ITQs changed from 

kgs to shares 

 

1992 Settlement with 

Maori fisheries 

claims 

 

1994 Implementation of 

cost recovery 

 

1996 Environmental 

protection 

provisions 

 

1999 Fisheries 

Amendment Act 

Provision for 

devolution of 

fisheries services 

Long-term and 

within-year rights 

separated (annual 

catch entitlement 

ACE) 

Mechanism for 

managing fish 

bycatch in multi-

species fisheries 

  

  

  

2001 Hoki fishery MSC 

certified 

 

2007 96 species, 618 

stocks in QMS 

 

2007 Establishement of 

Environmental 

Certification Fund 

 

 

  



SOCIOEC [289192] – Deliverable 6.13 
 

56 
 

 

Fleets and fisheries 

Economic results 

The total seafood export volume in 2009 was 301,832 tonnes. New Zealand exports around 

90% of total production. In 2009 the total seafood export value (FOB) was around USD 1.3 

billion.
7
 The fishing industry contributes to around 1.8% of New Zealand´s total Gross 

Domestic Production (GDP).  

Table 4.2 Main exported species by value 2011 (m. USD) 

Species Million USD 

Rock lobster 185 

Mussels 183 

Hoki 155 

Squid 88 

Salmon 54 

Paua 48 

Tuna 47 

Ling 36 

Jack mackerel 35 

Orange roughy 31 

 

The main export markets are China, Australia, USA, Hong Kong and Japan. Table 4.3 

indicates the main exports markets in 2011, measured by value. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
7
 Source: Seefood New Zealand – Key Facts. 1 NZD = 0,84 USD. 
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Table 4.3 Main export markets 2011 (m. USD) 

Country Million USD 

China 252 

Australia 231 

USA 136 

Hong Kong 123 

Japan 111 

Spain 46 

South Korea 43 

Singapore 30 

France 29 

Iran 26 

 

China has just recently taken over Australia as the biggest market for New Zealand seafood 

due to the fast growth of the Chinese market over the last years. 

The fishing fleet 

The size of the New Zealand fishing fleet has steadily declined over the last years, both as 

measured in number of vessels as well as in gross tonnage. 

Table 4.4 Evolution of the fishing fleet 
  2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Number of vessels 1 897 1 757 1 654 1 582 1 508 1 435 1 403 1 401 

Gross registered tonnes 176 164 174 530 172 644 154 095 138 475 130 785 126 821 117 919 

Source: OECD (2013). 

The inshore fleet is mostly composed of boats less than 28 metres of length which are mainly 

owned by New Zealanders. Around half of the bigger boats (over 42 metres long) are owned 

by New Zealand firms while the other half are owned by foreigners with foreign crews which 

are hired by New Zealand firms. 

Many of the deep sea fishing vessels are equipped with on-board processing facilities and stay 

at sea for many weeks. 
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The industry 

Concurrently eight fishing companies provide around 80% of the total production with 

numerous small and medium-size firms providing the rest.8 There are around 200 processors 

and licensed fish receivers in New Zealand. Around 1 500 people hold quota with a total 

value of USD 3.4 billion.
9
 

 

The total employment (full time equivalents) is 5,680 people but the total number of people 

engaged in the industry was roughly 8 thousand in 2010 with most of them working in 

processing. 

Table 4.5 Employment in the fishing sector 2010 

Sector Number of people 

Harvesting 1740 

Aquaculture 650 

Processing 5690 

 

To this may be added other jobs interlinked with the fishing industry, such as in marketing, 

transport, equipment and research, to name but a few. 

Harvested stocks and resources 

New Zealand fisheries waters are rich in species diversity with approximately 1 200 species 

of fish, 2 400 species of molluscs, 2 000 species of crustaceans, 600 species of echinoderms 

and 900 species of seeweed. Around 130 species are fished for commercial purposes and 

around 750 000 tonnes of seafood is harvested annually. Approximately 70% of seafood is 

harvested from deepwater and mid-water stocks, 11% from pelagic stocks and 10% from 

farmed species. 

The main harvested species by volume are hoki, horse mackerel and hake. Shellfish and 

molluscks are also important (see Table 4.6). 

 

  

                                                           
8
 The biggest firms are Sanford Ltd., Aotearoa Fisheries Ltd., Sealord Ltd., Talley´s Fisheries Ltd. And Ngai 

Tahu Fisheries Settlement Ltd. 
9
 Seafood New Zealand – Key Facts. 
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Table 4.6 Main species harvested (in tonnes) 

Species 2008 2009 2010 

Other groundfish 96.011 91.465 109.969 

Horse mackerel 47.342 40.162 40.988 

Whiting/Silver hake 29.268 39.413 38.619 

Shellfish and molluscs 60.052 51.137 37.171 

Tuna 14.710 9.022 16.091 

Mackerel 6.633 10.087 8.026 

Hake (all species) 6.301 9.750 4.870 

Crustaceans 3.390 3.094 3.731 

Flatfish 3.464 3.331 3.392 

Sardine 657 780 501 

Salmon 7 50 471 

Aquatic plants (seeweed) 196 310 333 

Other pelagics 201 263 230 

Source: OECD (2012). 

The total number of species and species complexes that are managed by the QMS are 99 

while the total number of individual stocks is 636. The number of species commercially 

fisheid is 130 while 66% of landings (measured in value) are from stocks of known status.10 

The proportion of catch of the total estimated volume of stocks is 72%, measured in volume, 

while the percentage of stocks which are at or near target level is 67.5%. 

According to a recent assessment 83.2% of the 125 stocks or sub-stocks with know statues are 

above the so-called soft limit, i.e. the lower bound on the desirable population size, which 

means that they are not overfished. In terms of tonnage, 96.6% of stocks of known status were 

above the soft limit in the same year. The same study indicates that 21 stocks were considered 

to be overfished: southern blufin tune, three stocks of black cardinalfish, five stocks of 

bluenose, six stocks or sub-stocks of orange roughy, two stocks or sub-stocks of scallops, and 

one stock or sub-stock each of paua, rock lobster, snapper and rig. In all these fisheries, 

rebuilding plans are in place. 
11 

 

 

                                                           
10

 Ministry of Fisheries (2011). 
11

 The Status of New Zealand fisheries 2012. 
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A formal strategy is embedded in the Fishery Act of 1996 which makes rebuilding required 

when stocks are below target levels (Beddington, et al., 2007, OECD, 2012). 

Ecosystem considerations 

The New Zealand authorities are aware of ecosystem considerations when managing the 

fisheries. Among the most important issues are fishing interactions with protected species and 

risks to biodiversity and habitat. Below we discuss other related issues such as the use of 

Marine Protected Areas (MPAs), discards and by-catch. 

In 2005 the Ministry of Fisheries set out a Strategy for Managing the Environmental Effects 

of Fishing (SMEEF) which describes how limits are set around what level of effect from 

fishing is considered to be acceptable or not. The three key factors that are considered when 

setting such limits are; the weighing of whether effects on species or habitat are sustainable in 

the long-term, what society feels is the right balance between use and protection, and what the 

needs of future generations might be. 

Fishing activity can affect protected species both directly and indirectly. One example is the 

effect of the squid fishery on Sea Lions. Each year the Ministry advices the Minister of 

Fisheries on options for the number of sea lioins that can be killed before the squid fishery is 

closed. Based on the available information the Minister sets a Fishing Related Mortality Limit 

(FRML) which balances the Sea Lion mortality with the squid resources. 

Table 4.7 shows the observed and estimated captures of sea lions in the squid fishery for the 

fishing years 2006-07 to 2010/11. 

Table 4.7 Sea Lion captures and fishing related mortality limits 

Year Observed captures Estimated captures FRML 

2006/07 7 56 93 

2007-08 5 46 81 

2008/09 2 72 95* 

2009/10 2 44 76 

2010/11 0 58 68 

*Originally the FRML was set at 113 but industry agreed to a lower level based on new 

information. 

Source: Ministry of Fisheries Annual Report 2010/11 

It should be noted that the fishing related mortality limit has not been reached in the past five 

years. 

The Department of Conservation (DOC) is the central government organisation charged with 

conserving the natural and historic heritage of New Zealand on behalf of and for the benefit of 

http://www.doc.govt.nz/
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present and future New Zealanders. Thereby protected species fall under the auspice of the 

Ministry of Conservation but the Ministry for Primary Industries has taken measures to limit 

the effect of fishing on such species. In order to monitor and assess the impact of fishing on 

the aquatic environment a special Observer Program has been set up. Observers recorded 512 

protected species interactions within the New Zealand EEZ in 2010/11. Overall there has been 

a steady decline in the number of observed protected species interations over the last decade 

which again means that there is general a fall in the estimated number of protected species 

being caught.
12

 

Management processes 

Science 

New Zealand stands in the forefront of using scientific information in managing the fisheries. 

Decisions on individual TACs are based on knowledge derived from studies which are 

conducted both by governmental agencies and other research institutes and stakeholders. 

Apart from an in-house research team at the Ministry for Primary Industries there are 

numerous other research institutes that provide information and other types of input to guide 

management. The National Insitute of Water and Atmospheric Research (NIWA) is a 

government owned research companies which conducts research projects and advices 

government on fisheries related issues. 

The Ministry for Primary Industries also hires other research providers, both from New 

Zealand and overseas, to conduct research to enhance the management. 

Special planning groups discuss, evaluate and recommend proposed research activity. 

Members of these planning groups come from the Ministry of Fisheries (scientists and 

managers), other government departments, from research groups and other stakeholders, such 

as from the commercial sector, customary Maori, environmental groups and representatives of 

the recreational sector.  

New Zealand Seafood Industry Council is an industry owned organization which itself has a 

science unit and furthermore contracts with overseas experts to make stock assessments. 

Special Stock Assessment Working Groups review any new information on stock structure, 

productivity and abundance. These groups estimate the MSY for stocks and determine if the 

stock is above, below or at the MSY level. They also identify interdependence of stocks. Non-

commercial catch information is incorporated into stock assessement. 

The Stock Assessment Working Groups advise on management issues and provide 

information on effects on stock of alternative strategies. 

New Zealand is also a member of international bodies such as the Food and Agricultural 

Organization (FAO) of the United Nations. FAO aims to promote sustainable development of 

responsible fisheries throughout programs related to fisheries resources, fisheries policy, 

fishery industries and fishery information. 
                                                           
12

 Ibid. 
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New Zealand is also a member of four Regional Fisheries Management Organizations, which 

manage international and shared stocks; 

 Commission for the Conservation of the Antarctic Marine Living Resources 

(CCAMLR) 

 Commission for the Conservation of Southern Bluefin Tuna (CCSBT) 

 Western and Central Pacific Fisheries Commission (WCPFC) 

 South Pacific Reginoal Fisheries Management Organisation (SPRFMO). 
 

Each RFMO is established through a legally binding Convention. New Zealand meets 

annually with other member States to negotiate access to fisheries for New Zealand vessels 

and agree specific measures to conserve and manage the fisheries and their associated 

ecosystems. These measures are then incorporated into New Zealand laws and become legally 

binding on New Zealand vessels, companies and nationals.   

The CCAMLR is concerned with preserving arctic marine life while the CCSBT is specificly 

aimed at the Southern Bluefin Tuna. The WCPFC is also concerned with managing different 

species of Tuna, such as, Skipjack, yellowfin, albacore and bigeye. The SPRFMO manages 

waters from Western Australia to South America, including the Tasman Sea and the South 

Pacific Ocean. 

Operational policy 

In addition to what has already been presented above then various stakeholders have a role to 

play in the management of the fish resources. Seafood New Zealand provides overarching 

representation of the commercial sector. It promotes the interests of all fishing industry 

sectors by providing economic information and advice, co-ordinating industry resources, and 

enhancing the industry's profile in the community. Currently, most commercial fisheries in 

New Zealand are represented under five Sector Representative Entities (SREs). By working 

together, the Ministry and SREs ensure stakeholder views are represented in New Zealand’s 

fisheries resources management.13 

One of the benefits of the QMS system is that it creates incentives for fishers and fishing 

companies to maximize their profits in the long term. Sustainable resource management is 

clearly in their interests. Given the relatively short history of off-shore industrialized fishing 

in New Zealand there has been less pressure from incumbents to safeguard their old interests 

at the cost of possible future benefits. The New Zealand offshore fisheries are therefore 

chiefly regarded as an economic activity where the goal is to maximize future profits from a 

sustainable fishery. 

Decision-making 

As already described, then each year, the Ministry for Primary Industries sets an annual total 

allowable catch (TAC) for each fish stock based on a biological assessment, taking into 

                                                           
13

 For a more thorough discussion see Clement et al. (2008), Yandle (2003) and Yang et al. (2009).  
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consideration other relevant environmental, social and economic factors. As New Zealand is 

an independent nation the decision is at national level. 

As described before, New Zealand has binding agreements concerning the management of 

shared or international stocks, through membership of RFMOs. 

Management objectives and principles 

In brief, the objective of management is the sustainable utilisation of New Zealand’s fisheries 

resources contributes to a range of social, economic and environmental outcomes. The overall 

objective for fisheries is to: “maximise the value New Zealanders obtain through the 

sustainable use of fisheries resources and the protection of the aquatic environment” (Ministry 

of Fisheries, 2005). 

There are three strategies used to achieve this objective: 

1. Protect the health of the aquatic environment 

2. Enable people to get best value from the sustainable and efficient use of 

fisheries 

3. Ensure that obligations to Maori are met. 
 

These three strategies drive the implementation of the frameworks constructed by the 

Fisheries Management Act 1996. The first two strategies are derived from the Fisheries 

Management Act 1996, i.e. “to provide for the utilisation of fisheries resources while ensuring 

sustainability”, while the third one is an ongoing obligation that must be met. 

Management strategies 

The TAC is set with the goal of moving the stocks towards maximum sustainable yield 

(MSY) levels, after an allowance has been made for recreational and other non-commercial 

fishing while also taking social, environmental and economic outcomes into consideration 

The discussion in the chapter on environmental issues has also highlighted some of the 

strategies in place related to ecosystem based management. 
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Management tools 

Conservation measures 

The main conservatin measure is through the use of annual total allowable catch levels. In 

New Zealand each QMS stock has a TACC. The Minister of Fisheries sets the TACC for a 

particular fishing year, after first making allowance for recreational, Maori customary fishing 

and all other sources of fishing. 

Furthermore, various technical measures are imposed, such as with regards to gear, discards, 

etc. 

Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) have been defined, mostly to protect marine biodiversity and 

to protect habitats and ecosystems that are considered to be outstanding or rare. There are two 

standards of protection in these MPAs. One is a “no-take” protection standard, which means 

that fishing is prohibited in that specific are. The other protection standard is based on 

limiting extraction or damage to the environment. 

Forty-nine Marine Protected Areas cover 8.2 per cent (14,869 km2) of New Zealand’s 

Territorial Sea. Approximately 86 per cent of this area is contained in 34 marine reserves. 

Most protection occurs around the Kermadec and Subantarctic Islands, with less 

comprehensive protection in other regions. 

 

Large areas of New Zealand’s Exclusive Economic Zone are legally protected but not to a 

sufficient standard to be recognised as Marine Protected Areas.
14

 
 

Access regulations 

Any person wishing to harvest fish, aquatic life or seaweed for sale must hold a commercial 

fishing permit. A fishing permit gives its holder the authority to take fish, aquatic life or 

seaweed, with two exceptions: First, species that, due to management concerns, are subject to 

a moratorium on the issuing of new permits. This moratorium is considered necessary to 

restrict expansion of catch and effort in species until they can be moved into the QMS. 

Secondly, species protected by harvest prohibitions set out in fisheries and other marine 

protection legislation such as protected species. 

The TACC is divided into quota shares, which can be owned by individuals or companies. 

Each quota share generates an Annual Catch Entitlement (ACE) at the beginning of each 

fishing year. ACE therefore represents the amount of a particular species a fisher can 

physically catch in a particular fishing year. Both ACE and quota shares are freely tradable. 

For all QMS stocks, the commercial fisher must balance the catch with ACE or pay a 

“deemed value” for the fish. A deemed value is an administrative fee set at a level designed to 

encourage fishers to acquire ACE to cover their catch. A commercial fisher will be liable for 

deemed values for any catch in excess of ACE held on a monthly basis. A deemed value 

demand may be satisfied by acquiring ACE or by paying the amount demanded. If a person 

                                                           
14

 Ministry for the Environment. Marine Protected Areas. Indicator update. December 2012; INFO 655 

http://www.mfe.govt.nz/environmental-reporting/report-cards/marine-reserves/2012/index.html 

http://www.mfe.govt.nz/environmental-reporting/report-cards/marine-reserves/2012/index.html
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does not take one of these courses of action, his or her commercial fishing permit can be 

suspended. Permits are not transferable and to go fishing without one is a serious criminal 

offence (OECD, 2011). 

Restrictions are placed on the amount of quota that can be held by any one person, including 

their associates. There are no aggregation limits on the ownership of ACE. 

Commercial fishing vessels must also be registered under the Fisheries Act 1996. Vessel 

numbers are not restricted.  New Zealand commercial fishers – through vessel charter 

arrangements – can employ foreign flagged fishing vessels to harvest fish with the consent of 

the Ministry. Foreigners may own quota shares and annual catch entitlements, but they must 

first obtain consent from the Government. 

Compliance monitoring measures 

New Zealanders use traditional Monitoring, Surveillance and Control (MSC) methods to 

secure compliance with rules and regulations in place such as on-board surveillance. 

The Ministry for Primary Industries had 51 observers in 2012. New Zealand has introduced 

innovative features in this realm, namely self-monitoring systems in several fisheries (Starr, 

2000). 

Management performances 

Conservation 

It is difficult to assess long-term trends in fish stocks, especially since new stocks and sub-

stocks have been introduced into the fisheries management system while methodologies have 

also improved.  One indicator on the success or failure of the fisheries management system is 

to compare the percentage of managed stocks below target level. 

In New Zealand’s first state of the environment report in 1997, 10 per cent of the 74 fish 

stocks of known status were reported as below target level. In 2010, the percentage of stocks 

below target level was about 31 per cent of 119 stocks of known status.  

In 2010, 13% of the 105 fish stocks that were assessed against the soft limit were considered 

to be depleted and 6 per cent of 146 stocks that were assessed against the hard limit were 

considered to be collapsed. Almost a quarter of fish stocks experienced overfishing. Southern 

bluefin tuna, six stocks or sub-stocks of orange roughy, three stocks of black cardinalfish and 

one stock or sub-stock each of paua, rock lobster, scallop, and snapper comprise the 14 stocks 

considered to be depleted. Nine of these 14 stocks were also considered to be collapsed 

(Ministry of the Environment, 2010). 

The Ministry of Fisheries or the fishing industry have rebuilding strategies in place for all 

depleted/ collapsed stocks. One of the collapsed orange roughy stocks, which was closed in 

2000, was considered to have rebuilt sufficiently to allow a cautious re-opening in 2010 

(Ibid.). 
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One example of the success of recent rebuilding efforts is the western hoki stock, which 

began to decline below target levels around the year 2001 and was depleted during the period 

2003–06. As a result, the hoki TACC was substantially reduced in several stages and reported 

catches for the western hoki stock decreased from 100,600 tonnes in 2001 to 20,500 tonnes in 

2009. The latest stock assessment which was finalised in 2010 indicated that the western stock 

was rebuilt to within the target range (Ibid.). 

Economics 

Without reasonable doubt it can be said that the QMS system has been successful in creating a 

profitable and sustainable fishing industry in New Zealand (Annala, 1996, Batstone and 

Sharp, 1988, Dewees (1998), Clark et al., 1988, Straker et al., 2002). The economic success 

can be gauged in many different ways. The firms remain, on the average, profitable (Ministry 

of Fisheries, 2012). One good indicator of the economic success or failure of the system is the 

value of quota as it reflects the expected future profits of the fisheries (Arnason, 1990). In the 

period 2005 to 2009 the total real quota value has been estimated to be around 2 ½ times the 

total seafood export value of USD 1.3 billion.  

Another measure of the economic success of the QMS in New Zealand is that there are no 

direct subsidies in the New Zealand fisheries. 

Also, cost recovery is substantial in New Zealand. On average 40-45% of the annual 

government expenditure on managing fisheries is cost recovered from the New Zealand 

fishing industry (OECD, 2011). 

Social aspects 

Job creation is not one of the main objectives of the fisheries management system in New 

Zealand. Other social aspects are more important, notably the rights and roles of Maori and 

recreational fisheries.
15

 

Maori 

Maori were provided with a substantial stake in commercial fishing as part of a Treaty 

Settlement. Under the Treaty of Waitangi, Maori were guaranteed “undisturbed possession” 

of their fisheries until they wished to dispose of them to the Crown. With the introduction of 

the QMS the government bought back 10 percent of the quota shares it had given to fishers 

and gave this to the Treaty of Waitangi Fisheries Commission, for the benefits of Maori. In 

1992, the government gave Maori a cash settlement that was used to buy half of New 

Zealand’s biggest fishing company – Sealord. The government also gave Maori 20 percent of 

the commercial quota shares of any new species brought into the QMS.  

Maori have now built their commercial stake to a point where they now control or influence 

more than 30 percent of our commercial fisheries. In 2004, Parliament approved the 

distribution to iwi of substantial fisheries assets and this is now being implemented by Te Ohu 

                                                           
15

 We will give a brief account of some of the major issues here, while a more thorough analysis can be found in 

the references. 
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Kai Moana (Maori Fisheries Trust) which is an organisation that works to advance Maori 

interests in the marine environment, including customary commercial fisheries, aquaculture 

and providing policy and fisheries management advice and recommendations to iwi and the 

wider Maori community.
16

 

Customary fishing rights are provided for by Maori to recognize local Maori harvesting needs 

(Iwi needs). The local people develop management plans that guide their harvesting decisions 

to ensure sustainable stocks and culturally acceptable harvesting practices while providing for 

adequate kaimoana (seafood) for their needs. There is a specific “permitting” process for 

customary take that is managed by local Iwi.
17

 Furthermore, there are specific regulations 

considering customary fishing, guardians and special management areas.
18

 

Recreational fishing 

Recreational fishing is important in New Zealand and it has been estimated that around 20% 

of the population take part in recreational fishing with an estimated annual catch of 25 000 

tonnes (Ministry of Fisheries, 2012). The main targets of recreational fishermen are various 

finfish, rock lobster and shellish. 

In order to manage this fishery, the Ministry for Primary Industries has designated six special 

recreational fisheries management areas. 

The main management measures are temporary or permanent closing of areas and gear 

restrictions. The Ministry of Primary Industries can change the rules and accessibility without 

further notice.
19

  

Conclusions 

New Zealand is in the forefront of using property rights based system in all of their major 

fisheries, the so-called Quota Management System (QMS). This system is used for all major 

fisheries in New Zealand and uses market solutions to align the incentives of the industry with 

the objectives of economic efficiency and biological sustainability of the resources. The 

system encourages and calls for stakeholder participation in the fisheries management 

process. It furthermore has the flexibility to take into consideration social concerns such as 

Maori rights and recreational fishing interests. It has proven to be successful in generating 

economic efficiency while at the same time promoting biological sustainability although 

several stocks and sub-stocks are below limit points. 

The results of the QMS in New Zealand are noteworthy. The system has enabled New 

Zealanders to achive economic efficiency, while at the same time managing their stocks and 

caring for the environment using state-of-the-art methods and technologies with results that 

are relatively better, in both economic and biological terms, than in many other industrialized 

countries.   

                                                           
16

 Iwi are the largest social units in Maori culture. 
17

 Further information on Maori fisheries see Bess (2001), Day (2004) and Bess and Rallaputi (2007). 
18

 See Ministry of Primary Industries website: http://www.fish.govt.nz/en-nz/Maori/default.htm 
19

 See Ministry of Primary Industries website: http://www.fish.govt.nz/en-nz/Recreational/default.htm 

http://www.fish.govt.nz/en-nz/Maori/default.htm
http://www.fish.govt.nz/en-nz/Recreational/default.htm
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