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INTRODUCTION 
 

Japan's 12-nm territorial waters and 200-nm Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) cover an area 

of 4.47 million km², which is the sixth largest in the world. As regards territorial claims, 

Japan is involved in three island disputes with its neighbouring countries Korea, 

China/Taiwan, and Russia1. The Japanese coastline is 29 751 km long. The continental shelf 

around the archipelago is 20 to 30 km wide, with the shelf break at an average depth of 140 

meters.  

 

Japan is surrounded by some of the world's richest fishing grounds: the Northern Pacific, 

which includes Japan's EEZ, accounts for almost 23% of the global fish production. Several 

factors promote a wide variety of marine resources in waters around Japan: 

 The cold nutrient-rich current Oyashio flowing south collides with the warm current 

Kuroshio flowing north off the eastern coast of Japan, which creates a high 

productivity ecosystem. 

 A suitable habitat for bottom fish is provided by the relatively broad continental 

shelves along the coasts of Hokkaido, the Tohoku region (north-eastern Honshu) and 

the San'in region (south-western Honshu), down to a depth of ca. 200 m.  Also, by the 

terrace-shaped shallow areas of the Yamato Bank and the Musashi Bank in the Sea of 

Japan. 

 The East China Sea and many inner bays around Japan provide good conditions for 

abundant fishery resources due to high amounts of nutrients supplied from land areas. 

 

The diversity of fish and shellfish in Japan is such that more than 3300 fish species are found 

in its waters. No single species constitutes dominant catches, and 80% of Japan's total catch 

volume is shared among 24 species. For a comparison, in Norway and in Iceland 5 and 6 

species respectively account for 80% of the total catch volume. Most of Japan's fisheries 

production comes from its EEZ (offshore and coastal waters). 

 

Japan is one the world's top producer countries and its fishing industry is an important sector 

for providing a vital source of food protein and for maintaining local communities. 

Nevertheless, during the last decade there has been a decreasing trend in fisheries overall. The 

marine capture fisheries sector was still experiencing reduction in production in 2012 down 

from 2011 level. In the meantime the marine aquaculture production shows a rebound after a 

sharp drop due to the Great Earthquake in 2011. Japan is one of the largest importer of 

fisheries products. Import value of the fish and fishery products in 2013 decreased from 

previous year. After the Great Earthquake, the value of imports slightly rose, then, has been 

falling again due to decreased fish consumption. People’s Republic of China is the largest 

supplier of seafood to Japan. The total value of exports slightly decreased in 2012 but 

rebounded in 2013. 

 

Per capita domestic fish consumption peaked in 1991 and has been declining since then, 

                                                 
1  The Senkaku Islands, located in the East China Sea, are administrated by Japan but claimed by both China and Taiwan under the name of 

Daioyu Islands. Japan is also in dispute with South Korea over the Liancourt Rocks in the Sea of Japan, called Takeshima in Japanese and 

Dokdo in Korean (Korea holds effective control over these islets). The South Kuril Islands, located north-east of Hokkaido, are under 

Russian administration but claimed by Japan.  
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reaching 27.3 kg in 2014. Japan’s rank in terms of per capita fish consumption dropped from 

first to sixth in 2011 among countries with over 1 million people. (Indeed, the traditional 

dietary habits of the Japanese people based on rice and fish have changed with the increasing 

consumption of meat and dairy products. Younger generations (under 40 years old) especially 

prefer meat to fish.  However, fish products still provide 40% of the animal protein supply. 

 

FISHERIES MANAGEMENT 
 

Legal and institutional framework 

 

Reflecting the change of socio-economic environments of fishery and its related sectors, the 

Basic Law on Fisheries Policy, which was enacted in 2001, restructured Japanese fishery 

policy frameworks. As the high policy guideline, it has two basic concepts: (1) securing a 

stable supply of fishery products to Japanese nationals; and (2) the sound development of the 

fisheries industries by promoting the appropriate conservation and management of marine 

living resources. 

 

In addition to the Basic law on Fisheries policy, principal laws for fisheries management of 

Japan are “The Fisheries Law”, the “Living Aquatic Resources Protection Law” and the 

“Law Concerning Conservation and Management of Marine Living Resources.” These 

principal laws were also amended and administered in keeping with the concept of the "Basic 

Law on Fisheries Policy." In accordance with these legislations, Japan manages its fisheries 

through various measures including the management of fishing effort and catch regulations. 

Central and prefectural governments put in place the limitations on the number of licenses 

issued for each fishing type and the restrictions on fishing periods, methods and gears. 

 

As a domestic institution for the catch limitation of several important species (e.g. saury, jack 

mackerel, sardine), TAC system was established in 1996. This system assigns its catch 

allocations to each fishery or prefecture government, not to individual fisherman. The seven 

fish species that are subject to the TAC system covers 1 257 thousand tonnes, occupying 

about 34% of total fishing in Japan in 2013. And TAE system was established in 2003 to 

manage total allowable fishing efforts upon certain species whose stock status is deteriorated, 

to be developed in accordance with the “Law Concerning Conservation and Management of 

Marine Living Resources.” In Addition, a new system was introduced in which fishery 

organisations drafted Resource Management Plans based on the Resource Management 

Policies formulated at the national and prefectural levels. Under this system, the national and 

prefectural government formulate resource-management policies together, and based on those 

polices, fisher’s organisations create resource-management plans and implement them. 

 

These fishery management systems noted above are applicable for Japanese fishing mainly in 

its exclusive economic zones (EEZs). Operations by foreign fishing vessels in the Japanese 

EEZ are prohibited unless permitted under specific bilateral intergovernmental fisheries 

agreement. As a flag states, fishing operations by Japanese fishing vessels in high seas and 

EEZs of foreign states are also regulated by Japanese fishery legislations such as “The 

Fisheries Law.” 
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Institutional framework 

 

The Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries of Japan (MAFF) is the main 

governmental body responsible for Japanese fisheries. The Fisheries Agency, affiliated to the 

MAFF, is directly in charge of planning and implementing Japan's fisheries management.  

 

The Fisheries Agency is divided into four departments:  

 The Fisheries Policy Planning Department, consisting of the Divisions Policy 

Planning, Fisheries Management, Fisheries Processing Industries and Marketing;  

 The Resource Management Department, consisting of the Divisions Resource 

Management, Fisheries Management, and International Affairs;  

 The Resource Enhancement Promotion Department includes the Divisions Research 

and Technological Guidance, Resources and Environment, Fish Farming and 

Aquaculture; 

 The Fisheries Infrastructure Department comprises the Divisions Planning, 

Construction, Fishing Communities Promotion and Disaster Prevention. 

 

In addition, the Fisheries Policy Council was established in 2001 within the agency as an 

advisory body at national level, tasked with setting up the framework of the Basic Plan on 

Fisheries Policy. The members of the Council are appointed by the government.  

 

Other important fishery organizations include: 

 Area Fishery Coordinating Committees (AFCCs): the AFCCs are set up at 

prefectural level as coordinating bodies consisting of nine elected fishermen, four 

academic experts and two representatives of public interests. There are three broader 

AFCCs which are covering regional waters across prefectures (Pacific, Seto Inland 

Sea and Sea of Japan);  

 Fishery Cooperative Associations (FCAs): FCAs are voluntary associations of 

fishermen at local level, with the responsibility of managing fish stocks, fishing 

grounds and the marine environment in designated coastal areas. FCAs are given the 

exclusive right to operate in certain coastal waters; 

 Fishery Management Organizations (FMOs): FMOs are more specialised fishing 

industry associations from the same fishing segment and are mainly involved in 

offshore or distant waters. 

 

Fisheries budget 

 

Japan's annual fisheries budget during 2011-2013 averaged 192 billion yen (excluding special 

shadow budgets as well as supplementary budgets for reconstruction after the March 2011 

earthquake and tsunami and the Fukushima nuclear accident). There has been a downward 

trend over the past decade, with the budget diminishing by 30% from 274 billion yen in 2005 

to 193 billion yen in 2013. In 2013 around half of the fisheries budget was allocated to 

infrastructure-related projects, whereas financial support for fishermen and cooperatives 
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represented 16.5% of the total. Both categories involved significant supplementary budgets. 

Support for shipbuilding and repair amounted to ca. 6% of the total budget, as well as 

resource assessment and management measures.  

 

Management of commercial Fisheries 

 

Fisheries management in Japan has been stable in recent years. The TAC system established 

in 1996 and the TAE system in 2003 are the main tools for Japanese output controls. 

 

In order to achieve sustainable use of abundant resources in the waters surrounding Japan, the 

measures for input control (restricting the number of fishing vessels, etc.), technical control 

(restricting the mesh size of fishing nets, etc.) and output control (setting the total allowable 

catch, etc.) are implemented under compulsory regulations and fisher’s voluntary resource 

management. Japan also implements international fishery resource management by making 

contributions in both scientific and administrative fields in regional fisheries management 

organisations. 

 

In accordance with the Basic Plan of [Japanese] Fishery which was established in 2012, a 

framework for “Resource Management Plans” to implement the necessary measures for 

management resources in a comprehensive and planned manner was established. National and 

prefectural governments establish Resource-management policies, and the Resource 

management plans in accordance with the policies are created and implemented by Fishers’ 

organisations. Under the new resource management system, the Government promotes 

nationwide resource management together with agencies, research institutions, and fishers.  

 

As of March 2014, 1.694 Resource Management Plans had been drawn up and implemented. 

 

Management tools  

 

Japan’s fisheries management is structured around a fishing rights system for coastal 

fisheries, and a fisheries licencing system for offshore and distant waters fisheries. 

Management measures include input control (restriction of fishing effort), output control 

(restriction of catches) and technical control (restriction of fishing gear and areas), as well as 

fishermen's voluntary regulations. 

 

The Ministry and the prefectural governments share the responsibilities depending on fishery 

types and fishing areas. The Ministry has responsibility over licences for FMOs in distant 

waters and in certain offshore fisheries, whereas prefectural governments approve some other 

offshore fisheries. The coastal fisheries are characterised by a co-management system, which 

is a combination of governmental or local authority control and self-regulation by FCAs. 

Prefectural governments are in charge of supervising coastal fisheries by issuing different 

fishing rights.  

 

Fishing rights in coastal areas, or territorial use rights in fisheries (TURF), can take three 

forms: common fishing rights, large-scale set-net fishing rights and demarcated fishing rights. 

Common fishing rights are given exclusively to FCAs and are used collectively among its 

members. The rights are non-transferable and subject to update every 10 years. Large-scale 

set-net fishing rights and demarcated fishing rights are given to FCAs or other private 

enterprises, but priority is given to local FCAs when the number of applications exceeds their 
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limit. AFCCs are in charge with providing the MAFF and prefectural authorities with 

necessary information, and with supervising the process of fishing rights authorization. If 

necessary these organizations are to provide expertise for a new management plan. 

 

A Total Allowable Effort (TAE) system further reinforces the input control. The purpose of 

the TAE system is to limit the total fishing capacity, by regulating the number of fishing days 

and the number of vessels entering certain waters within the EEZ. It can be relatively easily 

introduced for certain species which are potentially overexploited but for which scientific 

evidence is insufficient. At present, nine species are subject to the TAE system.  

 

As regards output control, Japan introduced the Total Allowable Catch (TAC) system in 

1997. TACs have been set for seven commercially important species that account for ca. 35% 

of domestic landings on an annual basis (saury, walleye pollock, jack mackerel, sardine, 

mackerel, common squid and snow crab). Highly migratory species that move across several 

EEZs are excluded from the TAC system, as well as species located in a specific area only.  

 

In setting a TAC system, the term Allowable Biological Catch (ABC) is used as a scientific 

assessment of the fish stock. Based on historical catch levels and scientific estimation for 

potential catches, the ABC is calculated with the assistance of a group of external experts. 

Taking into consideration the ABC and the potential social impact on fisheries enterprises, the 

Fishery Agency determines the annual TAC in consultation with the FPC and AFCCs, as well 

as with other stakeholders. However, it is worth noting that TACs have often been set at 

levels higher than that of ABCs.  

 

Other hybrid forms of control are the Resource Recovery Plans, in which various types of 

conservation and management measures including TAC and TAE are implemented in a 

coordinated manner. In coastal waters, Resource Management Fisheries are carried out 

based on FCAs self-regulation.  

 

There is no official system for Individual Quotas (IQ) or Individual Transferable Quotas 

(ITQ) in Japan. In only two cases IQs have been partially applied to offshore waters vessels 

for Red snow crab in Japan Sea as part of a Resource Recovery Plan since 2007, and to 

distant waters vessels for southern bluefin tuna (2012). There have been discussions whether 

the introduction of IQ or ITQ is a suitable way to achieve a good balance of improving the 

efforts of resource conservation and preserving fishery communities. Several proposals have 

been presented and discussed in and outside the fishery sectors. 

 

As for a discard ban, Japan has not explicitly introduced such regulations yet.  

 

Combatting IUU fishing 
 

Illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing is a global problem, which damages 

fisheries stocks and the marine environment. IUU practices are estimated to 10 billion Euros 

every year worldwide, representing 19% of the reported value of the global catches.  

 

Japan has put in place legal instruments to combat IUU fishing, in particular its Fisheries Law 

and the Act on Regulation of Fishing Operation by Foreign Nationals (1967, revised in 2001). 

To prevent, deter and eliminate IUU fishing and uncontrolled importation of their catch, the 

Law of Special Measures for Strengthening Conservation and Management of Tuna 
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Resources was established in 1996 and has been controlling trade of tunas caught by IUU and 

reflagged fishing vessels (FAO 2009).  

 

Furthermore, the Organization for the Promotion of Responsible Tuna Fisheries (OPRT) was 

established in Tokyo in 2000 as an initiative taken by the tuna industries to combat IUU 

fishing and to promote sustainable use of tunas. The OPRT is an international non-

governmental organization supported by stakeholders involved with production, trade, 

distribution and consumption of tuna and by public interest organizations in Japan, and 

including tuna longline producers from various countries. 

 

The Japanese government has been speeding up its efforts to combat IUU fishing both in its 

EEZ and in international waters, by strengthening monitoring of fisheries activities and by 

introducing strict importation procedures. In July 2012 the Japanese government and the EU 

issued a joint statement recognising that voluntary cooperation and sharing of information are 

essential in the global fight against IUU fishing. Japan also makes efforts to tackle IUU 

fishing through Regional Fisheries Management Organizations (RFMO), by promoting the 

VMS, as well as on-board observer programs and standard port inspection measures (WCPFC 

2012). 

 

Monitoring and surveillance in Japan's EEZ 

 

The Fisheries Agency and the Coast Guard of Japan closely cooperate to conduct monitoring 

and surveillance of fishing activities. The Fisheries Agency has seven branches around the 

country with ca. 39 patrol boats and several aircrafts for deployment. The number of arrests 

for violation of fisheries laws and regulations stood at 1,767 in 2014 (1,680 in coastal waters 

and 87 in inland waters). In 2015, the Fisheries Agency captured 12 foreign fishing boats and 

conducted 111 on-board inspections; the number of confiscations of illegal fishing gear (gill 

nets, crab traps, etc.) totalled 21. The Fisheries Agency conducts on-board inspections of 

foreign fishing boats operating in Japan’s EEZ based on bilateral agreements to make sure 

they are in compliance with license terms. In addition, boundary waters are patrolled for 

illegal fishing (2015).  

 

Foreign vessels are allowed to operate in designated areas of Japan‘s EEZ under bilateral 

fishery agreements, including the following:  

 

 In April 2013, Japan (IAJ) and Taiwan agreed on a private sector fisheries 

arrangement for constructing a fisheries order between Japan and Taiwan and for 

conserving and rationally using living marine resources.  

 

 The Japanese and South Korean governments agreed in January 2015 to reduce the 

number of South Korean long line fishing boats operating within Japan’s EEZ by 20% 

in five years (by the end of 2019), step up efforts to eradicate South Korean illegal 

fishing boats and approve the operations of the Japanese advanced purse seine fishing 

boat (199 tons) within South Korea’s EEZ by June 2020.  

 

 The Japanese and Chinese governments agreed in July 2015 to reduce the number of 

Chinese trawl fishing boats operating within Japan’s EEZ along with their catch 

quotas, establish a closed season, step up efforts to eradicate Chinese illegal fishing 
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boats operating within temporary zones and reduce the total number of Chinese 

fishing boats therein.  

 

Since 2012 Japan's designated vessels which operate in offshore and distant waters are 

requested to use the Vessel Monitoring System (VMS) in order to ensure monitoring and 

management measures. 

 

Measures against illegally imported products 

 

Following reports that different types of illegally caught tuna were imported to Japan via 

various channels (e.g. ICCAT 2006), the Japanese government attempted to improve the 

control of imported products through a catch documentation scheme (CDS) introduced in 

2007.  

 

The imports of bluefin tuna, big-eye tuna, swordfish, Patagonian toothfish or Antarctic 

toothfish must be accompanied by required statistical documents or catch documents in 

accordance with the rules set by the relevant international fisheries organizations. The 

government of Japan may suspend the import of these species, in accordance with decision by 

such organizations, if the fish was harvested in a manner to undermine conservation and 

management measures adopted by such international fisheries organizations (OECD 2005). 

Japan has pledged to strengthen the current measures to prevent illegal imports by adopting an 

electronic CDS for Atlantic bluefin tuna in line with ICCAT recommendation 12-08 and for 

Antarctic toothfish in line with CCAMLR conservation measure 10-05. 

 

A strong signal was sent in 2009, when Japan refused entry of more than 3500 tons of 

suspicious shipments of Atlantic bluefin tuna — about one-sixth of the country’s supply that 

year. Among the problems, the Japanese inspectors found ranch tuna fattened at rates that 

were biologically impossible, and some ranches having harvested more fish than they 

reported transferring into their cages. Much of the rejected tuna had come from Maltese 

ranches.  

 

Responding to concerns about plummeting bluefin stocks, Mitsubishi, the corporate giant 

better known for trading in cars which controls ca. 40% of the bluefin market in Japan, 

repeatedly pledged to work to improve the conservation of bluefin tuna stocks, and to source 

all bluefin tuna from sustainably managed fisheries. 

 

FISHERIES PRODUCTION 
 

Japan's total fishery production (including marine fisheries, inland-waters fisheries and 

aquaculture), has been on decrease since the late 1980s. The production volume fell to 4.79 

million tonnes in 20141, declining by more than half from 12.82 million tonnes in 1984. A 

similar downward trend can be seen in the value of the fishery production, which reached its 

highest at 2.9 trillion yen in 1982 but declined to 1.50 trillion yen in 2014. 

 

In 2014 marine fisheries accounted for 78% of the total production volume, and for 64.3% of 

the total value. Marine aquaculture represented 20% in terms of production volume and 

                                                 
1  In 2011 due to the 11 March earthquake and its consequences, the total production volume fell to 4,76 million tonnes, almost 10% down 

from the previous year.   
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29.4% in terms of value, whereas inland waters fisheries and aquaculture with only 1.3% of 

the total volume reached a relatively higher value at 6% of the total figure. 

 

Japan's fishery production can be divided into five categories: distant waters (outside the 

Japanese EEZ), offshore waters (more than 5 km away from the coastline), coastal waters 

(within 5 km from the shore), marine aquaculture, and inland waters and aquaculture.  

 

The post-war expansion of Japan's distant waters fisheries reached a maximum of 4 million 

tonnes in the early 1970s.  The volume of the catches subsequently has declined, in particular 

after the gradual establishment of the 200 nautical miles EEZ which caused the withdrawal of 

many Japanese operators from distant waters fisheries. This downward trend has continued, 

and the weight of the landed catches from far-seas fishing fell to 369 000 tonnes in 2014. 

 

At present only 9.5% of Japan's marine production (excluding aquaculture and inland 

waters) comes from waters other than the North-Western Pacific covering Japan’s EEZ, out of 

which 53 915 tonnes or 1.3% of Japan’s total marine catch volume were caught in the 

Atlantic in 2009. Japan has bilateral fishery agreements with 13 countries, most of them 

from the Pacific area1, with the exception of Morocco. There are also private sector 

agreements or arrangements which allow Japanese fishing vessels to access foreign waters in 

West Africa, the Indian Ocean and south-western Pacific, mainly for tuna fisheries. 

 

Japan's offshore fisheries have long represented the main part of its production. The offshore 

catches have been significantly decreasing since the late 1980s. However, it is worth noting 

that the peak landed volumes of ca. 6-7 million tonnes in the 1980s were mainly sustained by 

the high volume of the sardine catches (ca. 4.16 million tonnes in 1988). The drastic fall in the 

sardine resource level translated into the negative trend of the total offshore catches. Since 

2002 the total volume of the catches in this category has remained stable at around 2.4 million 

tonnes. 

 

Marine fisheries 

 

Status of fish stocks 

 

Japan has intensified its monitoring activities to the resource status of main fish stocks around 

Japan for the past 20 years. Taking account of the historical fluctuations of these stocks, 

Japanese public research institution classifies them into three categories (high, middle,low) in 

terms of the relative abundance. In 2012, the resource levels of 15stocks, including Pacific 

cod, Yellowtail, Blue mackerel, are classified as high. On the other hand, those of 35 fish 

stocks such as Pacific herring, Atka mackerel are low. Other 34 stocks, including Japanese 

jack mackerel Pacific saury, are middle. In recent years, the percentage of low-level stocks 

has fallen, while that for medium-level stocks has risen. 

 

Catches 

 

Japan's catch composition is extremely varied and reflects the high diversity of marine life in 

its waters. The majority of the catches consist of fish species, but shellfish and cephalopods 

                                                 
1  Russia, Korea, China, Papua New Guinea, Kiribati, Micronesia, Marshall Islands, Palau,  Tuvalu, Nauru, Fiji, Morocco and Peru.  
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also represent significant parts (9.7% and 8.2% in 2009). On a multiannual average1, 

mackerel, anchovy, skipjack and saury are the main fish species taken by the Japanese 

fisheries, whereas the main shellfish is the scallop. Tuna species are the most valuable 

fisheries and represented 14% of the total value of the marine catches in 2009, although their 

volume only accounted for 5% of the total. 

  

The main species by value harvested in Japan are tuna (22%), followed by pelagic species 

(21%) such as salmon, mackerel, and sardine, shellfish and molluscs (19%), groundfish (8%) 

and crustaceans (5%). 

 

As regards the state of the resources, the Fishery Agency carries out annual stock assessments 

for 52 species and 84 stocks. In 2015, 50% of the targeted stocks were considered to be at low 

level, 31% at medium level and 19% at high level. Although the medium level resources 

have slightly increased over the past decade, the percentage of low level resources has 

increased, therefore conservation efforts are necessary to achieve sustainable use of fishery 

resources. 

 

In 2011 the MAFF conducted a survey of the perception of the state of fishery resources and 

the causes of their decline. According to the results, 87.9% of fishermen answered that fish 

resources are decreasing; 30% of the respondents attributed the cause of the decrease to 

overexploitation, while 51% of them blamed environmental changes such as water 

temperatures variation. Moreover, the survey showed that 55.4% of consumers recognize the 

decline of fisheries resources, while 22.4% see fishery resources as relatively stable. With 

regard to marine eco-labels, 69.9% of consumers responded to "choose products with the eco-

labels if the prices and the freshness are the same" and 16% intended to "purchase products 

with the eco-labels even if the prices are slightly higher". 

 

Marine aquaculture 

 

Aquaculture plays a major role in the Japanese fisheries: the marine aquaculture production 

volume amounted to 988 000 tonnes, or 20% of Japan's total production in 20142, whereas in 

terms of value the marine aquaculture production was 443 billion yen or 29% of the total 

production value in the same year. The marine aquaculture production volume has been stable 

or slightly decreasing over the past two decades, but its value, which peaked at 6.4 billion yen 

in 1994, has been in decline since the early 1990s. The largest fishery product by volume in 

this category is "nori” (31,7%), followed by common scallops (16,7%) and by oysters 

(16,5%). In terms of individual fish species or products, the yellowtail (Japanese amberjack) 

represented the highest value of 111 million yen or 27.4% of the total marine aquaculture 

value in 2013.  

 

Inland fisheries and aquaculture 

 

The total production of inland water fisheries and aquaculture was 65 000 tonnes, equivalent 

to 1.3% of Japan's total production in 2014, while the total value of this category was 92 

billion yen or 6% of the total production in the same year.  Inland water fisheries and 

aquaculture production has decreased both in volume and value since the 1990s due to various 

                                                 
1  The figures are three-year averages for 2005-2009 excluding the years accounting for the maximum and minimum figures. 
2  In 2012 the total production of marine aquaculture decreased to 868000 tonnes, almost 28% down from the previous year.  
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factors including degradation of the inland water environment and predation of indigenous 

fish species by black bass and other alien species. 

 

Although the scale of inland water fisheries is relatively limited, Japan's rivers and lakes play 

a vital role in creating opportunities for freshwater fishing as well as for recreational fishing. 

Some valuable species are produced in inland waters, such as eels which account for 68% of 

the total value of inland aquaculture, and ayu (sweet fish) 36% of the value of inland fisheries.  

 

Aquaculture developments 

 

The Japanese authorities make efforts to improve the development of aquaculture. Based on 

the Sustainable Aquaculture Production Assurance Law (1999), the Japanese authorities and 

the FCAs establish an Aquaculture Improvement Plan in which an appropriate scale of 

aquaculture production is specified on a case by case basis. If such a measure is adopted and 

managed appropriately, the FCAs or enterprises are eligible to receive some form of public 

subsidies in the framework of the "Resource Conservation and Fishery Income Compensation 

Measures". Currently more than 330 such plans have been adopted in Japan (2012).  

 

In addition, the Japanese authorities and private enterprises accelerated their efforts to boost 

the large-scale aquaculture production for artificially hatched bluefin tuna and eel. Unlike 

typical fish farming which requires young fish to be caught in the ocean and raised in fish 

cage, the artificial hatching system has the potential to provide a stable fish supply without 

contributing to overexploitation of the natural stocks. 

 

Bluefin tuna 

The Kinki University Fisheries Laboratory broke new ground by developing artificial 

hatching for bluefin tuna in 2002. Since then, there has been a growing interest and 

investment in the bluefin tuna aquaculture. From 2008 to 2011 the number of fishery 

enterprises that engage in Pacific bluefin tuna aquaculture has risen from 68 to 83. The 

number of natural seed of Pacific bluefin tuna used for aquaculture in 2011 was 535 000, 

whereas the number of artificially hatched eggs was 141 000. It takes two or three years for 

artificially hatched eggs to be grown up for sale. In 2011, a number of 175 000 bluefin tuna, 

equivalent to 9044 tonnes, were sold on the market. 

 

Japanese eel 

In 2010 a joint team of the Fisheries Research Agency (FRA) and other research institutes 

succeeded in developing closed cycle breeding of the Japanese eel for the first time. This was 

a major step in eel aquaculture, which paved the way for producing freshwater eel without 

relying on natural resources.  

 

FISHING FLEET 
 

Japan implemented various schemes in order to reduce its fishing fleet, which resulted in a net 

reduction in the number of vessels and in the gross tonnage. The number of registered fishing 

vessels has been constantly decreasing from 410 350 in 1985 to 257 045 in 2014.  

 

Small scale vessels dominate Japan's fisheries. Among powered marine water vessels, vessels 
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of less than 5 gross tonnage account for 90% of the total. The age of the designated vessels 

which are subject to control by the MAFF is 20 years on average, and 47.1% of them are 

more than 21 years old. The vast majority of the fishing vessels have a hull in fiberglass and 

reinforced plastics.  

The trawling segment provides a significant part of the catches (21%), in particular small 

trawlers (12,5%) and offshore trawlers with one boat (7%). Ca. 11% of the catches come from 

purse seines, and ca. 12% from different types of set nets. 

 

The most common fishing gear in 2014 was pole-and-line, used by 32.4% of the vessels, 

followed by shellfish-seaweed collecting gear (28.5%) and gillnets (15%).  

 

The number of designated ports in Japan has been decreasing, from 2.912 in 2012 to 2.866 

in 2016. On average, there is a fishing port about every 12 km along Japan's coastline. 

Shimonoseki at the south-western tip of Honshu is well known for the locally caught fugu 

(puffer fish). 

 

TRADE IN FISHERY PRODUCTS 
 

Almost 90% of Japan's fisheries production is used for domestic consumption. Japan export of 

fishery and fishery products is significantly smaller than its import .The exports of fishery 

products, which reached a peak in the 1980s, began to decline as the Japanese total production 

fell and the Japanese currency has appreciated significantly. Both the volume and the value of 

Japan's fishery exports had a period of recovery after the year 2000, but have shrunk again 

since 2008 due to the economic crisis and to the yen appreciating against the major 

currencies.  

 

In addition, the March 2011 earthquake and tsunami, and the subsequent Fukushima nuclear 

accident, have contributed to the decrease of the Japanese exports of fishery products, and to 

the increase of fishery imports to Japan. Japan's exports volume and value in 2011 contracted 

by 25% and 11% respectively compared to the previous year. However, given the increasing 

demand for fishery products around the world, Japan's exports have been rising again since 

2012. Export volume increased 18% year on year to 560 thousand tonnes in 2015, while value 

also increased 18% to 275,7 billion yen. 

 

In 2015 high volumes of mackerel and scallops were exported (33% and 14% of the total 

respectively). The most valuable products were pearls (12% of the total export value), 

processed products (23,6%) and scallop (21,4%).  

 

The most important destination country for Japan's exports of fishery products was Hong 

Kong, followed by the U.S., China, Vietnam and Taiwan. The share of fishery exports to 

Hong Kong increased to 34% in 2011, up from 25% in 2000. Sea cucumber and mussels were 

the main fishery products exported to Hong Kong (89% and 70% of the total exports of these 

species, respectively). Most of the Japanese exports of salmon and trout went to China (70%), 

whereas most tuna and swordfish were exported to Thailand (37%, Fisheries Agency 2011a).  

 

Japan is the world's second biggest importer of fishery products after the USA and imports 

fishery products from more than 120 countries and is increasingly dependent on countries 

abroad. Imports reached a peak of 3.82 million tonnes in 2001. Since then, imports volume 

has been decreasing on an average of 2% year on year to 2,49 million tons in 2015. On the 
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other hand, import value has been constantly increasing since 2009 and reaching 1.716,7 

billion yen in 2015.  

 

China (excluding Macau and Hong Kong) is Japan's most important source of fishery 

products, and provided almost 18% of the total value of the imports in 2015. USA (9,4%) as 

well as Chile (8%) and Thailand (7%) are also important partners.  

 

In 2015 the main species imported to Japan were trout and salmon (10%), tuna (8,3%) as well 

as cod and shrimps (both roughly 6%). Japan is also an important importer of fish meal (9% 

of the volume of the imports) and of processed fishery products (15,5%). Shrimps, for which 

the Japanese production is relatively limited, are imported mainly from Thailand and 

Vietnam, but also from Indonesia, China and India. The main sources for tuna are China, 

South Korea, Indonesia and Thailand, whereas salmon is mostly imported from Chile. The 

eel, which is an important product on the Japanese market, mainly comes from China. 

Mauritania and Morocco are Japan's main sources for octopus. 

 

SPECIFIC FISHERIES 

1. Bluefin tuna 

Japan is known as the world's biggest consumer of tuna, which is an essential element of its 

food culture. With a total volume of tuna catches reaching 452 700 tonnes in 2013, i.e. 9% of 

the global volume, Japan is also the main tuna-fishing nation in the world (FAO 2016). 

 

Bluefin tuna in particular, known as hon-maguro or kuro-maguro and served mainly as 

sashimi, fetches the highest prices on the market1. Bluefin tuna is a common name used to 

refer to several species of tuna, including Atlantic bluefin tuna (Thunnus thynnus), Pacific 

bluefin tuna (Thunnus orientalis) and Southern bluefin tuna (Thunnus maccoyii, Figure 25). 

Japan consumes 80 to 90% of the global production of Atlantic and Pacific bluefin tuna. 

 

The total supply of Atlantic and Pacific bluefin tuna to Japan in 2011 amounted to 40 700 

tonnes, of which 62% came from Japan's production and 38% from imports (Table 16). While 

the majority of the Pacific bluefin is provided by Japanese catches and aquaculture, most of 

the Atlantic bluefin is imported.  

 

In 2011 the main countries exporting bluefin tuna to Japan were Mexico (8.6%), Malta (7%), 

Croatia (6%), Spain (4%) and Turkey (4%; Figure 25). As regards fattened bluefin tuna from 

the Mediterranean Sea, Japan's imports reached a peak at 22 600 tonnes in 2006, but 

subsequently declined due to lower TACs for Atlantic bluefin tuna, tighter regulation imposed 

on aquaculture in the EU and strengthened control of imports in Japan. Japan is a member of 

the five tuna regional fisheries management organizations (RFMOs).  

 

In response to concerns regarding overexploitation of Pacific bluefin tuna, the Japanese 

government launched an action plan with a number of specific measures.  

 

Moreover, the Japanese government took additional measures requiring that all Pacific bluefin 

tuna aquaculture operations to be registered and reported, including the number of cages in 

                                                 
1  In recent years, auctions at Tokyo's Tsukiji fish market have seen record-setting prices for bluefin tuna, reflecting the high demand. The 

current record for a single fish is 155.4 million Japanese yen (US $1.76 million) for a 221 kg bluefin tuna (January 2013). 
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operation and the source of the fry. The measures also limit the scale of Pacific bluefin tuna 

aquaculture at the current level in order to avoid overexploitation of juveniles of natural 

resources, and promote the production of artificially hatched tuna.  

 

Japan took the initiative to encourage other Pacific countries to implement resource 

management measures through IATTC and WCPFC. Agreements made at the WCPFC in 

2015 involved the reduction of small fish catch by 50% in 2015 and beyond from the average 

annual catch between 2002 and 2004.  

 

2. Japanese eel 

Japan is also the world's most important consumer of eel, accounting for nearly 70% of the 

global figure. The Japanese eel, or Nihon unagi (Anguilla japonica) has been a prized 

delicacy in Japan from ancient times, and an indispensable part of its cuisine. Like all the 

other eels from the Anguillidae family, it is a catadromous species, meaning that it spawns in 

the sea but lives part of its life in freshwater. 

 

More than half of the eel consumed in Japan comes from imports. Virtually all processed eel 

products are imported from China (98%), while live eel is mainly from China (68%) and 

Taiwan (29%). Japan's eel production is dependent on aquaculture, which provides 99% of 

the total domestic production. 

 

The catches of wild adult eel have declined by more than 90% since the late 1960s, falling 

from more than 3000 tonnes in this period to 229 tonnes in 2011. This sharp decrease is 

attributed to a number of factors including overexploitation, changes in ocean currents, 

pollution, diseases and loss of river habitat. The recent decline of the catches accelerated the 

import of glass eel from abroad.  

 

Given the drastic decline of the Japanese eel, the Fisheries Agency of Japan issued a set of 

emergency measures, which include 1) financial and technical support for eel farmers, 2) 

improvement of river environment, 3) resource management plans that restrict fishing on 

matured eel in freshwaters, and that encourage efforts to protect glass eels swimming upriver, 

4) more coordinated management efforts among neighbouring countries such as China and 

Taiwan. Still, the effectiveness of this resource management plan remains debatable, as no 

explicit catch limit was imposed except for some prefectures. 

 

3. Whaling 

Japan has a long tradition of hunting whales and was heavily involved in commercial whaling 

since the beginning of the 20th century. Its position in the controversial whaling issue is based 

on the idea that whales are not different from any other animals, and thus they can be 

sustainably used as a food resource.  

 

Since 1951, Japan is a member of the International Whaling Commission (IWC) which in 

1982 adopted a moratorium to suspend commercial whaling to enter into force in 1986, and is 

still in place today. After the moratorium was adopted at the IWC, Japan submitted an 

objection and continued its commercial whaling. Facing international pressure, Japan 

accepted the moratorium in 1988, but launched a scientific whaling programme, aimed at 

collecting whale stock data to support resuming of commercial whaling. During the 
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programme Japan has caught ca. 400 whales per year on average in the Antarctic, and ca. 150 

whales in the Pacific, in particular minke whales.  

 

The Japanese scientific permit whaling is conducted by the Institute of Cetacean Research 

(ICR) - a nonprofit research organization established in 1987, and Kyodo Senpaku - converted 

from the former Nihon Kyodo Hogei Whaling Company. The proceeds from the sale of whale 

meat are used to support the research of the following year, complemented by subsidies from 

the government of Japan. 

 

There has been considerable debate over the value of this research within the IWC and its 

Scientific Committee. Moreover, the IWC designated the "Southern Ocean Whale Sanctuary" 

- an area of 50 million km2 surrounding the continent of Antarctica - where all types of 

commercial whaling are banned.  

 

The Japanese government has systematically refuted such criticisms with different arguments, 

i.e. that scientific whaling is deemed legitimate because it is conducted under the Article VIII 

of the ICRW, which also stipulates that the sales of whales caught for scientific purpose is a 

legally recognized procedure.  

 

Nevertheless, it is debatable to what extent Japan's whaling is economically viable, as its 

domestic demand for whale meat has shrunk over the years: in 2009-2011 the amount of 

whale meat stock unsold amounted to 4000-5000 tones, almost the double of the amount in 

the early 2000s. In addition, cheaper whale meat is imported from Norway and Iceland, which 

is also detrimental to the Japanese whaling industry.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


