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Sharks are in a Crisis across t-RFMOs –
What does it take to change the Tide?

Catch or Bycatch …. and why it matters?

Sharks across t-RFMOs:  Are different mandates the root cause?

Shark CMMs across t-RFMOs: 20 years of shark conservation?

Banning Wire Traces: > 15 Years of science transformed into CMMs?

Carcharhinus falciformis – Retention prohibited or targeted?

Isurus oxyrinchus: Endangered & overfished but targeted across all RFMOs

Prionace glauca:  > 400 Mio US $ at vessel revenues at risk?

A Shark Agenda for CPCs, NGOs & Scientists for 2026 & 2027
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Catch or Bycatch 
and why it 
matters?

The authors in 2025 also  note an important difference between the sets of obligations UNCLOS and the UNFSA 
contain with respect to “target stocks” (or “harvested species”) on the one hand, and “non-target species” on the 
other. 

Target stocks are subject to the full range of 
obligations contained in UNCLOS and the 
UNFSA, including the obligation under the 
UNFSA to adopt CMMs “to ensure long-term 
sustainability […] and promote the objective 
of their optimum utilization”.

For Non-target species, States Parties have an obligation to 
assess the impact of fishing on species “belonging to the same 
ecosystem or associated with or dependent upon the target stocks” 
and to adopt CMMs “with a view to maintaining or restoring 
populations of such species above levels at which their 
reproduction may become seriously threatened”.



V. Schatz and D. Kachelriess argue in 2023 that commercially exploited sharks such as blue sharks are not bycatch from 

the perspective of the FAO Bycatch Guidelines, UNCLOS or the UNFSA but must be classified as (secondary) target 

stocks. Therefore, “these species must in principle be managed in accordance with the obligations laid down in the 

UNFSA for target stocks and it is not within the discretion of RFMOs to incorrectly designate species as “bycatch” or “non-

target” to evade relevant obligations if the species in question are in reality (secondary) target stocks under UNCLOS and 

the UNFSA.”

V. Schatz and D. Kachelriess argue in 2023 that commercially exploited sharks such as blue sharks are not bycatch from 

the perspective of the FAO Bycatch Guidelines, UNCLOS or the UNFSA but must be classified as (secondary) target 

stocks. Therefore, “these species must in principle be managed in accordance with the obligations laid down in the 

UNFSA for target stocks and it is not within the discretion of RFMOs to incorrectly designate species as “bycatch” or “non-

target” to evade relevant obligations if the species in question are in reality (secondary) target stocks under UNCLOS and 

the UNFSA.”

Sharks across t-RFMOs: 
Are different Mandates 
the Root Cause?

WCPFC’s management covers “highly migratory
fish stocks” including all species listed in Annex 1 of
[UNCLOS] occurring in the Convention Area.
Competence to regulate all sharks listed in Annex
I of UNCLOS as primary target species.

IATTC has not listed sharks as primary target species BUT may regulate sharks as incidental
catch associated with fisheries for tuna or tuna-like species.
In 2024 IATTC agreed to include a list of 18 sharks that interact with IATTC fisheries including
blue sharks, shortfin mako, silky sharks and many others under the purview of the Commission
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Sharks across t-RFMOs: 
Are different Mandates 
the Root Cause?

ICCAT’s mandate covers only tuna and tuna-like fishes but in 2019 ICCAT adopted an amendment of the ICCAT Convention adding
“elasmobranchs that are oceanic, pelagic and highly migratory” to ICCAT’s primary management mandate, which is however not yet
in force.
ICCAT has however started managing several sharks since then and the SCRS provides annual scientific advice for blue sharks,
shortfin mako sharks, and porbeagle as key shark species.
In 2023 the SCRS included other ICCAT sharks (silky shark, oceanic whitetip sharks, hammerhead sharks and thresher sharks.) and
ICCAT has adopted TACs for blue sharks in 2019 and shortfin mako stocks in 2021 and SCRS started MSE for development of MPs for
both stocks of blue sharks following the request of the Commission in 2024/2025

IOTC’s mandate covers species listed in Annex B to the IOTC Agreement, which does not
contain pelagic shark or ray species resulting in “incomplete fisheries management and
conservation coverage” (2nd IOTC performance review.) However, the practice of adopted
resolutions shows implicit recognition that also IOTC may fully regulate shark fishing.
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Shark CMMs: 20 Years of Shark Conservation?



Shark 
CMMs: 
Retention 
Bans & 
Exceptions



IOTC: Banning Wire Traces?

Proposal IOTC-2023-S27-PropR[E] submitted by Maldives, re-
submitted in 2024 and again in 2025 ...

Starting on 1 January 2025, flag CPCs shall ensure that their
long-line vessels do not use or carry:

• a) wire trace as branch lines or leaders; and

• b) branch lines running directly off the longline floats or 
drop lines, known as shark lines.
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IOTC Reported Catches in Metric Tonnes for 
2019 - 2023: 
Oceanic Whitetip Sharks

Ziegler, IOTC WPEB 2024



Banning Wire Traces: Why  >15 Years of Science are not enough Evidence?

• Ward et al. 2007 & 2008 – Pacific
• Lack et al. 2009 – Pacific
• Vega et al. 2009 - Pacific
• Afonso et al. 2012 – South Atlantic
• Coelho et al. 2013 - North Atlantic
• French et al. 2015 – Pacific
• Harley et al. 2015 - Pacific
• Reinhardt et al. 2017  - Atlantic
• Swimmer et al. 2020 - Pacific
• Bigelow et al. 2021 – Pacific
• Hutchinson et al. 2021 – Pacific
• Griffith et al. 2023 – Pacific

Study based on observer data of > 110,000 sets between
2010 and 2018, modelling data from 14 fishing nations in
WCPFC evaluating the type of hook (circle hook, J-hook, tuna
hook), the type of leader used (monofilament or wire) and
whether shark lines were used or not.

Bigelow et al. 2021

• “Banning branchline wire leaders has the potential to reduce
fishing mortality by 28.2% and 35.8% for silky shark and
oceanic whitetip shark, respectively”.

• “Banning both shark lines and wire leaders has the potential
to reduce fishing mortality by 30.8% and 40.5% for silky
shark and oceanic whitetip shark, respectively”.

Benefits of mortality reduction via bite-offs,
reduced at vessel mortality and increased post
release survival of oceanic whitettip sharks, silky
sharks and other vulnerable shark species have
been confirmed by many studies conducted over
the last 15 years in the Pacific and in the Atlantic



Wire Traces are banned at WCPFC BUT not yet at IOTC, ICCAT or IATTC

IOTC 2023
Commission

2023
WPEB & SC

2024 WPEB Data Prep
IOTC–2024–WPEB20(DP)–R[E]

2024
Comm.

2025
Commission

Maldives’ 
proposal to ban 
wire traces and 
shark lines failed 
but WPEB & SC 
were tasked to 
provide advice for 
2024  Meeting

Discussion
derogated to 2024
but SC includes
WCPFC results for
OCS & FAL in its
species summary

International workshop with scientists from
all ocean basins.
The WPEB NOTED on the basis of a review of
global research that a prohibition on the use
of wire leaders and shark lines by longline
and other fisheries operating in the IOTC
would likely result in a reduction in both the
observed catch and the fishing mortality of
shark species.

Shark proposal by 
Maldives & Pakistan

Proposal by Maldives, Pakistan &
South Africa adopted to ban shark-
lines by 2026 and wire traces by
2028 unless a CPC demonstrates in
a scientific study that mortality of
vulnerable sharks is not higher than
for monofilament leaders and study
is conducted following the protocol
adopted by the SC.

SC schedules 
specific LL gear 
shark bycatch 
workshop in 2024

WPEB20(DP) RECOMMENDED that additional
mitigation measures such as, but not limited
to, the non-use of wire leaders and shark lines
should be implemented;

Still no SC advice to 
Commission as JPN  
raised formal 
reasons against  
Recommendations 
from WPEB-DP

No scientific advice provided to
Commission by SC
BUT this time the Commission
adopted the ban as part of Res
25/08

CMM 2022-04 requires since 2024 that “longline fisheries targeting tuna and billfish do not use, or if carrying, must stow
wire trace as branch lines or leaders and do not use shark lines or branch lines running directly off of the longline floats
or drop lines”between 20 N and 20 S.

Yet, ICCAT has not even started discussing a ban of wire traces despite high shortfin mako mortality and 
the obligation in Rec 21/09 to reduce mortality in the North and the South Atlantic (Rec 25/08).

Neither has IATTC adopted a ban of wire traces (C-25-08 bans only shark lines) although IATTC’s Scientific Staff 
had recommended such a ban in 2024!



Shortfin Mako Sharks
Mortality in North Atlantic exceeding TAC of 
250 t by far despite Retention Ban….

Ziegler, IOTC WPEB 2024

Ziegler, ICCAT  2024



Silky Shark Mortality 

19 kg used as average weight 

for conversion of tonnage 

into number of animals

@AlexHofford

@AlexHofford Ziegler, IOTC WPEB 2024

Ziegler, IOTC WPEB 2022
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Long distance fleets account 
for 74% of global BSH catch

400 Million US $ ex Vessel Value 
yet unmanaged across (most) t-RFMOs

Oceana Blue Shark Report 2023

Oceana Blue Shark Report 2023

Main catch nations are
ICCAT: Spain, Portugal, Japan and Morocco 

in 
the North and Spain, South Africa, 
Namibia, Brazil, Taiwan, Ghana in 
the South

WCPFC: dominated by Taiwan and Japan, 
followed by Spain, Vanuatu and Fiji

IATTC: Ecuador, Mexico, Peru, followed by 
China, Taiwan, Japan, Portugal and 
Panama 

IOTC: Indonesia and Spain, followed by 
Taiwan, 
Portugal and Seychelles



WCPFC and IOTC: Not overfished nor experiencing overfishing BUT both warned of substantial model & data uncertainty

ICCAT Southern Atlantic stock not overfished BUT undergoing overfishing; Northern Atlantic stock not overfished

(BUT 49.7% versus 49.6% probability) and not undergoing overfishing (ICCAT Blue Shark 2023).

IATTC no stock assessment BUT blue sharks among the 20 most vulnerable pelagic sharks in ERA (EASI Fish 2022)

------------------------------

ICCAT Rec 23/10 & 23/11 define allocated TACs and agreed to start MSE for both stocks by 2025 to adopt MPs by 2027

IOTC Res 25/08 requests TAC and quota allocation to be agreed in 2026 – BUT no CPC has submitted a proposal

Res 25/08 also requests to continue development of a MP for blue sharks but no timeline or Management Objectives

have yet been discussed

Comparison of reported blue shark catches in
the four big tuna RFMOs for
2019 = prior to COVID and 2022 = after COVID
using publicly available catch data. No
differentiation made between landed and
discarded catch here.

Blue Sharks are clearly 
targeted at all t-RFMOs but so 
far only ICCAT & IOTC admit it!

Ziegler, IOTC WPEB 2024



Sustainable Management of Blue 
Sharks across all t-RFMO…..

As requested by IOTC Res 25/08 the Commission shall consider at its 2026 Session specific
conservation and management measures for blue sharks, including a total allowable catch,
catch limits for each CPC.

The Commission should also agree on Management Objectives and a timeline for adoption of MP
by 2027.

ICCAT has postponed MP adoption from 2027 to 2029 and did not yet agree on Management
Objectives; timeline should be revised to 2027 again for both stocks and Management Objectives
should be adopted in 2026 building on the EU proposal in 2025.

WCPFC and IATTC should at least start by agreeing on the development of Reference Points in
2026 and agree on a plan and timeline for the development of MSE tested MPs.



The Science for Bycatch Mitigation Hierarchy exists 
BUT it needs Scientists to RECOMMEND and Managers to 
ADOPT these Measures!

(1) Avoid capturing of the species e.g. via spatiotemporal management,…

(2) Minimize the likelihood of capture e.g. by use of certain gear modifications, total allowable catch limits,…

(3) Remediate the capture by increasing chances of survival, retention bans to remove commercial incentives

(4) Compensate the damage done via monetary compensations, funding of research, conservation measures

(5) Stipulate and finance further research on the impact of bycatch, increasing observer coverage, stock
assessments or additional research projects, ……

Milner-Gulland et al. 2018 ranks five categories of measures for importance in
mitigating impacts on bycatch species prioritising mortality reduction….

HOWEVER: 
An analysis of existing policies and requirements for elasmobranchs at t-RFMOs showed (Cronin et al. 
2022), that ALL of the 34 assessed measures (100%) include further research activities (e.g. stock 
assessments) 
• avoidance was included in only 1, or 3%
• minimisation measures in only 8 , or 24%
• remediation measures in 23 or 68% of the conservation and management measures 



A Shark Agenda for CPCs, NGOs & Scientists for 2026 & 2027?
1. When one t-RFMO is leading by example other t-RFMOs should follow by

adopting the same or similar measures and not re-challenge already existing
scientific evidence, wasting time and resources!

2. Science driven plus precautionary approach, as stated in the statutes, must be
reflected in the Commission’s actions and the adopted CMMs.

3. Political and economic ambitions of long-distance fleets should no longer prevail
over the interests of Coastal States willing to step up shark conservation
measures.

4. Legacy t-RFMO focus on tuna and tuna-like species “only” needs to change
urgently admitting that sharks are in most cases not an incidental, unwanted
bycatch BUT have substantial social-economic value.

5. “Shark champion” CPCs should align across RFMOs to implement a harmonised
agenda driving MPs, ecosystem-based measures, and implement a bycatch
mitigation hierarchy, as part of NOPAs in each of the t-RFMOs and support RFMO
based NDFs

6. Absence of data must no longer be used as an excuse to do nothing BUT trigger a precautionary approach to 
implement measures NOW!

This is critical for Changing the Tide for Sharks, the Livelihoods of Coastal Communities and the 
Future of Tuna Fisheries globally!
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