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Tuna fisheries management in the Indian Ocean 
The Indian Ocean Tuna Commission (IOTC) is an intergovernmental fisheries management organisation 
responsible for tuna and tuna-like fish stocks in the Indian Ocean. As a contracting party, the European Union 
must transpose its decisions into EU law, insofar as they are not already covered by it. In March 2021, the 
European Commission presented a proposal for a new regulation dedicated to the transposition of IOTC rules.   

Background 
Fishing in areas outside national jurisdiction is subject to 
cooperation within the framework of regional fisheries 
management organisation (RFMOs). These organisations 
are based on multilateral agreements made by countries 
with fishing interests in those areas. Following its 
exclusive competence on the matter, the EU participates 
on behalf of the Member States. Some RFMOs have broad 
mandates for managing different fish stocks in a specific 
area, while others focus on the management of highly 
migratory species, especially tuna, in vast geographical 
areas. The latter are also known as the tuna RFMOs.  

The Indian Ocean Tuna Commission  
The Indian Ocean Tuna Commission (IOTC) is one of the 
five tuna RFMOs and was founded in 1993 as a successor to the Indo-Pacific Tuna Programme (IPTP, created 
in 1982). The IOTC agreement, which establishes the structure and functions of the organisation, was signed 
in 1993 and entered into force in 1996. The agreement area covers the Indian Ocean and adjacent seas (see 
map). It is bordered by the areas of the Western and Central Pacific (WCPFC) and Atlantic (ICCAT) tuna 
RFMOs, and partly overlaps with the area of the RFMO responsible for southern bluefin tuna (CCSBT).  
While tuna and tuna-like species were fished for centuries by artisanal coastal fleets, the development of 
industrial fishing led to the arrival and expansion of distant fleets (notably longline vessels since the 1950s 
and purse seiners since the 1980s). Today, the IOTC numbers 30 contracting parties, both coastal and distant 
members, including the EU since 1995. According to IOTC data for 2019, the top three fleets (in terms of 
catches by weight) are Indonesia (19.8 %), Iran (13.3 %) and the EU (12.5 %), together accounting for more 
than 45 % of all IOTC catches (see Figure 1). Tropical tuna species (bigeye tuna, yellowfin tuna and skipjack 

tuna) account for two thirds of all catches in recent years.  
The western Indian Ocean is the main tuna fishing ground for 
the EU, which also dominates the purse seine segment in the 
area. In 2019, the offshore EU fleet operating in the IOTC area 
(i.e. excluding the artisanal coastal fleet from the French 
outermost regions La Réunion and Mayotte) consisted of 
some 63 vessels, of which 28 were purse seine vessels 
targeting tropical tuna and the remainder longline vessels 
(including 19 from la Réunion) catching mainly swordfish, 
blue shark and tuna. Of the 260 000 tonnes of EU catches in 
2019, 69 % was taken by Spain, 28 % by France (including 1 % 
by La Réunion), 2 % by Italy and 1 % by Portugal. The species 
most fished by EU vessels are skipjack tuna (61.9 %) and 
yellowfin tuna (27.9 %), followed by bigeye tuna (6.2 %), 
swordfish (1.4 %) and blue shark (1.3 %). 

Map – IOTC area 

 
Source: European atlas of the seas. 
 

Figure 1 – Catches of IOTC species by 
country (2019 data, in thousand tonnes) 

 
Data source: IOTC nominal catch table 2019. 
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https://ec.europa.eu/oceans-and-fisheries/fisheries/international-agreements/regional-fisheries-management-organisations-rfmos_en
https://www.iotc.org/
https://www.iotc.org/about-iotc/basic-texts
https://www.wcpfc.int/
https://www.iccat.int/
https://www.ccsbt.org/
https://www.iotc.org/sites/default/files/documents/proceedings/1995/iptp/IPTP-95-AT-3.pdf
https://www.iotc.org/sites/default/files/documents/2020/12/IOTC-2020-WPTT22AS-03_Rev4_-_Data_and_statistics.pdf
https://www.iotc.org/about-iotc/structure-commission
https://iotc.org/oqs
https://www.iotc.org/documents/WPTT/2202/03
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/en/web/products-eurostat-news/-/EDN-20190502-1
http://www.eprs.sso.ep.parl.union.eu/filerep/09-Briefings/2016/EPRS-Briefing-586611-New-EU-tuna-fisheries-agreements-FINAL.pdf
https://www.iotc.org/documents/SC/23/RE
https://ec.europa.eu/maritimeaffairs/atlas/maritime_atlas
https://iotc.org/oqs
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European Commission proposal  
The IOTC members can make decisions about the conservation and fisheries management of tuna and 
tuna-like stocks. These decisions are adopted through annual conservation and management measures 
(CMMs), usually through resolutions that are binding on the contracting parties. This implies that the EU 
must transpose the CMMs into EU law, to the extent to which they are not already covered, so they become 
applicable to all Union vessels. Specific provisions of some IOTC CMMs were last transposed through 
Regulation 520/2007 laying down technical measures for the conservation of certain stocks of highly 
migratory species. On 11 March 2021, the Commission presented a proposal for a regulation of the 
European Parliament and of the Council to transpose all new and modified IOTC CMMs since 2008. In order 
to simplify and clarify the legal framework, the Commission proposes to establish a new regulation 
providing a consolidated transposition of active IOTC CMMs adopted between 2000 and 2019. It therefore 
also amends Regulations 1936/2001, 1984/2003 and 520/2007 in order to delete IOTC provisions currently 
laid down in these regulations. The proposal complements other existing regulations that address a 
number of measures laid down in IOTC resolutions, namely Control Regulation 1224/2009, Regulation 
1005/2008 on illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing, and Regulation 2017/2403 on 
management of external fishing fleets. Furthermore, the proposal does not cover the fishing opportunities 
for the EU decided by the IOTC, which are allocated by the Council in the framework of the annual 
regulation on fishing opportunities.  
Among the wide range of measures, the proposal includes: 

 a discard ban for tropical tuna and an obligation to return immediately to the sea undersized billfish; 
 specific data collection and reporting obligations with regard to billfish and blue shark; 
 requirements on the use of fish aggregating devices (FAD) and a ban on fishing near data buoys; 
 a prohibition of the use of aircraft and of artificial lights to catch fish;  
 measures to protect certain species such as sharks and rays, cetaceans, marine turtles and seabirds;  
 provisions related to vessel documentation, the observer programme, monitoring and surveillance, 

control of catch data, port state measures, inspection and enforcement. 

As with other RFMOs, the Commission has requested the power to adopt delegated acts, for a period of five 
years, to speed up the transposition of future IOTC CMMs when related to certain technical aspects. The 
delegation would be tacitly extended unless the European Parliament or the Council opposed it not later 
than three months before the end of each period. The provisions in the regulation for which the power is 
requested are listed in article 53 and also include external references to (annexes to) CMMs. They cover 
items such as information on active vessels fishing for tuna and swordfish, the minimum coverage in the 
observer programme and the field sampler coverage for artisanal fisheries, chartering conditions, reporting 
deadlines, guidelines for FAD management plans and mitigation measures for seabirds in longline fisheries. 

European Parliament position 
In Parliament, the rapporteur Gabriel Mato presented his draft report to the Committee on Fisheries (PECH) 
on 12 July 2021. The rapporteur objects to the use of external references to IOTC CMMs (mostly to their 
annexes) without including them in EU law as they are outside the legislative process and only published 
in French and English on the IOTC’s website. Instead, the rapporteur proposes a solution so that those IOTC 
provisions form an integral part of EU legislation. The solution entails all external references being listed in 
a new annex to the regulation, which can be amended by the Commission through delegated powers. The 
Commission would then have to adopt a delegated act within six months of the entry into force of the 
regulation to supplement it with all the external IOTC provisions referred to in that new annex. Furthermore, 
the rapporteur added the IOTC exemptions allowing coastal artisanal fisheries to catch oceanic whitetip 
sharks, whale sharks and cetaceans (Article 16, 19 and 20). The exemptions would apply in the EEZs of La 
Réunion and Mayotte. Other amendments presented by the rapporteur are aimed at clarity (by adding 
relevant definitions) and ensuring strict IOTC transposition, in order to establish a level playing field for EU 
operators in the area. On top of the 52 amendments included in the draft report, 85 amendments have been 
tabled in the PECH committee. The committee vote on the report is scheduled for 11 October 2021. 

Parliament's Committee on Fisheries (PECH) is responsible for considering this proposal, with Gabriel Mato (EPP, Spain) 
as rapporteur (procedure 2021/0058(COD)).  
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