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the laws of the sea

HOW CAN YOU REGULATE SOMETHING YOU CAN’T SEE? Though that
might seem an impossible task, it is exactly the core mission of fisher-
ies managers, who must negotiate with scientists, industry, NGOs, and
various enforcement agencies to govern the living systems of the ocean.
Regulating ocean resources has always been a difficult task, with mixed
results depending on the model employed and the level of funding and
respect given to scientific recommendations, enforcement needs, and

community input.

KEY FACTS

» Exclusive Economic Zones
(EEZs) give exclusive rights of
fisheries and seafloor mineral
governance to each country
up to 200 nautical miles (nmi)
from its coastline. Outside 200
nmi are the high seas, which
fall under multiple governing
authorities.

» Inthe U.S., states control
waters out to three nmi (except
for in the Gulf of Mexico, where
a few states have rights out

to nine nm); federal agencies
control the 3-to-200 nmi zone.

» The U.S. has eight Regional
Fisheries Management Councils
(RFMCs) that set fishing regula-
tions (seasons, gear types,
catch limits) for each major
geographic region.

» Seventeen Regional Fisher-
ies Management Organizations
(RFMOs) oversee management
of select species in internation-
al fisheries (high seas, South-
ern Ocean, and highly migra-
tory species, such as tuna).



RED TAPE Multiple agencies—including county, state, and
federal—across multiple departments (Commerce, Defense,
Agriculture) all have jurisdiction over different aspects of
U.S. fisheries. Enforcement of laws and ensuring compliance
by fishers and distributors/processors requires navigating
an obstacle course of red tape that is costly for all involved.
This complexity is amplified in the case of highly migratory
species that each year swim across international and regional
boundaries, passing through perhaps six or seven distinct
fisheries, all with rights to catch the fish during that journey.

POLITICS VS. SCIENCE Scientific advisory panels set
catch limits using mathematical models based on data from
independent surveys and catch landing records. But fisheries
regulations are set by political bodies, which historically have
compromised the science at the expense of the fish stocks—
Atlantic Cod and Atlantic bluefin tuna are two examples.

SCIENCE VS. EXPERIENCE From the fishers’ perspective,
regulation and stock assessments can seem capricious and
incongruent with what they see on the water, which leads to
mistrust and acrimony. For example, in the U.S., stock surveys
are repeated once every three years in the same geographic
locations, even though fish aren’t bound to those areas. The
mathematical models assume uniformity, constant lifecycle,
and consistent environmental processes and conditions. Fishers
say that can lead to lower catch limits when fish have merely
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moved to different habitats in the region. Conversely, because
assessments are done only every three years, the “corrective”
impact on fishers is dire if quota was set too high: Despite three
years of legal fishing within limits under a managed plan, in
2013 the cod fishery in New England was declared a “disaster”
and catch limits were reduced by 80 percent. That has led to
financial ruin for many small-boat fishers.

OUR ENORMOUS SEAS Tracking boats on the water and
what they’re catching has historically been an impossible task.
Illegal, unreported, and unregulated fishing (IUU) or “pirate”
fishing remains rampant, especially in international waters. An
estimated $23.5 billion worth of illegal fish are caught each year.

BARELY THERE INSPECTION The FDA inspects less than
1% of imported seafood, which accounts for 90% of U.S.
seafood consumption. Limited resources for enforcement and
inspection are typical of fisheries around the globe and drive
IUU and other unsustainable practices.

BETTER DATA, BETTER DECISIONS New technology—such as improved vessel monitoring systems, apps to report catch data, and
bar-coding for fish—improves accuracy of catch statistics, allowing for more effective, adaptive management models and detection
of IUU. These solutions also allow fish to be valued as a premium product with a traceable, verifiable history, rather than as a
commodity.

COMMUNITY-MANAGED New fisheries-management models, such as catch shares, can give “ownership” of fish in the water to
individual fishers. Other models limit access to certain fishing regions, based on agreements to leave other areas untouched as
Marine Protected Areas (MPAs), enforced by locals. These models, if ssupported with the right business structures and supply chains,
can encourage long-term stewardship ethics and citizen participation and can result in higher returns for fishers.
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