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Abstract 
 

The conservation and management of the Patagonian Toothfish became a 

topic of intense media scrutiny during 2003. Although this conservation issue 

is not new, the action taken by the Australian Government to pursue a 

suspected illegal fishing vessel 3900 nautical miles across the high seas, 

raised the profile of this issue to new heights. 

 

The Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources (CCAMLR) is the 

organisation responsible for the conservation and management of the 

Toothfish in the Southern Ocean. As a result of the recent interest in this 

conservation issue, the conservation and management measures taken by 

CCAMLR are now being viewed more closely. 

 

This paper examines recent events and scrutinises the measures currently in 

place to conserve and protect the Patagonian Toothfish.  
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1.0 Introduction 

 

Significant media attention throughout the past year has renewed public 

interest in the management of Toothfish fishing in the Southern Ocean. This 

issue has been brought to the fore as a result of a number of high profile 

surveillance and apprehension operations targeting the problem of Illegal, 

Unreported and Unregulated (IUU) fishing in the Southern Ocean. 

 

Australia has conducted two such operations during the last year. The first of 

these, Operation Rushcutter, was the first armed Customs and Fisheries 

patrol to enforce Australian Fisheries legislation in the Heard and McDonald 

Island Exclusive Economic Zone. This forty-day operation was conducted in 

the Southern Ocean between April and May 2003. Although illegal fishing was 

not detected during this patrol, the operation successfully demonstrated 

Australia’s commitment to the task of tackling the IUU fishing problem.  

(Australian Customs) 

 

The second operation, Operation Patonga, was successful in locating illegal 

fishing activity and led to the longest civil pursuit in Australian maritime 

history. The apprehension of the Uruguayan-flagged vessel, the Viarsa 1, re-

enforced the message to illegal operators that the risk of detection and 

apprehension was increasing. This operation also highlighted the commitment 

of a number of other nations as France, South Africa and the United Kingdom 

all provided significant assistance to the apprehension of the vessel. 

(Australian Customs) 

 

Whilst a positive side effect of these operations was the media attention they 

created and an increased public profile of the issue, both operations were 

undertaken to combat the growing problem of IUU fishing in the Southern 

Ocean. IUU fishing represents the greatest threat to the fishery for Toothfish, 

greatly undermining the effective management of the species by the 

Commission for the Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources 

(CCAMLR). This fact was formally recognised by CCAMLR in 1997 

acknowledging that IUU fishing for Toothfish was a serious challenge to the 
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credibility and effectiveness of its conservation regime. (CCAMLR, 

www.ccamlr.org) 

 

A combination of factors such as a decline in fish stocks worldwide, the 

remoteness of the fishing grounds, and the high market value of Toothfish 

have resulted in ideal conditions for IUU fishing in the Southern Ocean since 

IUU fishing was first detected in the area in the mid 1990s. Increased 

surveillance operations such as Rushcutter and Patonga, the use of satellite 

monitoring systems and the introduction of a Catch Documentation Scheme 

may now be contributing to a reduction in IUU fishing. However, the very 

nature of IUU fishing makes it very difficult to estimate the size of the IUU 

catch and to ascertain whether protection measures are working. (AAD,2003) 

 

2.0 The Patagonian Toothfish Fishery 
 

The increase in demand for  Patagonian Toothfish arose in the early 1990s as 

a result of the commercial collapse of many northern hemisphere fisheries 

and the collapse of the Austral Hake and Golden Kingclip fisheries in Chilean 

waters. Most reported catch of Patagonian Toothfish occurs in waters around 

the islands of Kerguelen and Crozet (France), South Georgia (UK) and Heard 

and McDonald Islands (Australia). The majority of the Patagonian Toothfish 

catch is taken by longline whilst a small amount is caught by bottom trawling. 

The main countries that are directly involved in the Toothfish industry are 

Argentina, Australia, Chile, France, South Africa and the UK. The main 

countries that import this catch are Japan and the USA, with Canada and the 

EU being smaller participants in this trade. (Lack,2001) 

 

Other countries that are indirectly involved in the trade include processing and 

re-exporting nations such as China and the landing/transhipment States of 

Mauritius and Namibia. A number of other countries such as Belize and 

Panama have acted as Flag of Convenience (FOC) States for IUU fishing 

vessels. These countries accept a fee to register fishing vessels of other 

nations to operate under their flag while disregarding international law, which 
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requires the flag state to take responsibility for ensuring that the vessel abides 

by international rules and regulations. (Lack,2001) 

 
 
2.1 Stock Status 
 
A number of organisations have now raised serious concerns about the long-

term sustainability of the Patagonian Toothfish Fishery. There are indications 

that catches of the Patagonian Toothfish around the Prince Edward Islands 

have fallen to about 10% of their initial levels and biomass estimates around 

the Crozet Islands have declined to between 25 and 30% of their original 

levels. Although these figures provide some indication of the gravity of the 

situation, accurate data is hard to obtain, as data availability for stock 

assessment is dependent largely on the level of reported fishing in each area. 

As there are some areas within CCAMLR’s jurisdiction that have been largely 

untouched by legal commercial fishing, knowledge of stocks within these 

areas remains limited. (CCAMLR, www.ccamlr.org) 

 

 

CCAMLR relies on Members providing accurate reports of their catch inside 

and outside the CCAMLR area, together with estimates made by the Scientific 

Committee of catch taken by IUU fishing, in order to ascertain the total catch 

of Patagonian Toothfish. IUU catch estimates are derived from reported 

sightings by licensed commercial vessels of unlicensed vessels fishing in the 

CCAMLR area combined with information on probable days at sea and likely 

catch rates, and estimates of landings of IUU caught Patagonian Toothfish. 

(CCAMLR, www.ccamlr.org) 

 
3.0 Trade in Patagonian Toothfish 
 
The largest consumer markets for Patagonian Toothfish are located in Japan, 

the US, Canada and the EU. The Toothfish market competes directly with 

Black Cod, both of which are considered highly prized restaurant quality fish. 

Although the average value of imports of Patagonian Toothfish into the major 
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markets varies considerably, there has been a distinct upward trend in catch 

price across all markets. This price increase can be attributed to a number of 

factors including a decline in supply of Patagonian Toothfish as the rate of 

IUU fishing fell from its peak during the mid 90s. (Lack,2001) 

 

The Japanese. US, Canadian and EU markets imported nearly 30 000t of 

Patagonian Toothfish products during 2000, with Japanese imports 

accounting for over 55% of the total. Of the Patagonian Toothfish sold to 

these markets, CCAMLR Members supplied 73% of the imported catch, while 

Belize, China, Mauritius, Namibia, Portugal and Seychelles supplied the 

remaining 27%.  (Lack,2001) 

 

China’s involvement as a supplier of Patagonian Toothfish is increasing. 

China is currently a significant supplier of Patagonian Toothfish products to 

the Japanese and US markets. As China is not a known catching country, 

China’s involvement is largely restricted to importing, processing and re-

exporting Patagonian Toothfish.  

 

A side effect of the processing and re-exporting that is undertaken by 

countries such as China, Mauritius and Namibia is that trade analysis may 

include some double counting of Patagonian Toothfish product between those 

countries involved. As such, trade data continues to exhibit anomalies that 

impede the analysis and interpretation of trade statistics. Despite the 

anomalies that exist with the data, world trade in Patagonian Toothfish 

appears to have levelled off just under 50 000t.  (Lack,2001) 

 

4.0 IUU Fishing 
IUU fishing continues to be the greatest challenge to the world trade in 

Patagonian Toothfish, and to the conservation of Toothfish stocks. IUU fishing 

is intrinsically unsustainable as it results in the severe depletion of spawning 

fish stock. IUU fishing operations use longline-fishing methods with little 

attention given to avoiding seabird bycatch. This has had a devastating effect 

on a number of seabird populations, some of which are already endangered. . 

(AAD,2003) 
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Although accurate figures are hard to obtain due to the lack of data reporting 

for IUU catches, it has been estimated that the total IUU catch of Toothfish 

over the past six years is almost equal to the total catch by legal fishers, and 

is worth about  A$1 billion in wholesale value. (AAD,2003). Varying degrees of 

IUU fishing occur throughout the world. The high incidence of IUU fishing in 

the Southern Ocean commenced in the mid 1990s. This is largely due to the 

strong relationships that exist between most IUU operatives and traditional 

deep sea fishing nations. The collapse of northern hemisphere fisheries, 

overcapacity in the global fishing fleet and the introduction of larger maritime 

jurisdictions for coastal states have all been contributing factors in an increase 

in IUU fishing in the Southern Ocean since the mid 1990s. (AAD,2003) 

 

Whilst an increased global effort to stop IUU fishing appears to be curbing this 

upward trend in IUU incidents there are now alarming indications which 

suggest that the nature of IUU fishing has changed from the random 

operational styles of the mid-1990s to a highly sophisticated form of 

transnational  organised crime. New IUU methods now include the 

sophisticated control of vessel movements; refuelling at sea; and the active 

intelligence gathering of enforcement efforts. (AAD,2003) 

 

Additional measures taken by perpetrators include the use of complex 

corporate arrangements and law to disguise the real owners and beneficiaries 

of IUU fishing; the use of weak State regulatory regimes to flag vessels and 

fraudulently obtain validation of catch documents needed for market access; 

and the use of complex arrangements to launder catches. Increasingly, there 

are also indications that IUU operators are supported by the corrupt conduct 

of some State’s officials.  (AAD,2003) 

 

Current estimates suggest that there are between twenty and thirty vessels 

involved in IUU fishing for Toothfish. Complicating matters is the fact that 

several vessels are registered under of flags of convenience, some are 

flagged to CCAMLR Members and all are owned by front companies 
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registered in States that are not party to international fisheries agreements 

such as Belize, Togo and Bolivia. (AAD,2003) 

 

The main ports for landing IUU caught Toothfish are all located in States that 

are not CCAMLR Members, including Tanjong Priok in Indonesia, Hong Kong 

and Singapore. The main motivations for IUU operatives to use these ports 

include logistical convenience and importantly, to minimise risk of being 

caught as these ports do not fully implement the CCAMLR Catch 

Documentation Scheme (CDS), which aims to prevent IUU catches entering 

the market. (Lack,2001) 

 
5.0 CCAMLR Conservation Measures  
 
CCAMLR has instituted a number of measures to ensure the sustainable 

management of the Patagonian Toothfish, and to respond to the threat of IUU 

fishing. This includes controlling access to fisheries, determining which 

countries may access fisheries, and the number of vessels that may be 

granted access. CCAMLR is also responsible for the licensing and inspection 

of fishing operators and their vessels, ensuring sea-bird bycatch is mitigated, 

monitoring marine pollution and placing independent observers on fishing 

vessels to ensure that correct procedures are followed.  (CCAMLR, 

www.ccamlr.org) 

 

 
5.1  Response to IUU Fishing 
 
Acknowledging the scale of the threat that IUU fishing represented to the 

Toothfish fishery in 1997, CCAMLR commenced its response the following 

year instituting a number of measures. In 1998, CCAMLR adopted 

Conservation Measures to require the inspection by Contracting Parties on all 

their vessels licensed to fish in the CCAMLR area; the compulsory 

identification markings on vessels and fishing gear; the promotion of 

compliance by non-Contracting Parties; and the mandated use of vessel 

monitoring system (VMS) in Toothfish fisheries. (CCAMLR, www.ccamlr.org) 
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Importantly, during the following year, CCAMLR adopted Conservation 

Measures to require the introduction of the Catch Documentation Scheme. 

The implementation of this scheme, and the passing of further resolutions 

over the following years to strengthen and support the CDS has been a 

significant step towards the conservation and management of the species. 

 

The CDS is designed to track the landings and trade flow of Toothfish caught 

in the CCAMLR Area by requiring landings of Toothfish at participants ports, 

or transhipments to participants vessels, to be accompanied by a valid 

CCAMLR Catch Document. The CDS effectively identifies the origins of 

Toothfish catches, gathers statistics on total catches and identifies catches 

harvested in a manner consistent with CCAMLR requirements. Additionally, 

the CDS aims to prevent IUU catches from entering the territories and 

markets of CCAMLR parties. (AAD,2003) 

 

The information collected within the catch document includes the details of the 

vessel, details of the fishing permit, the weight and type of catch by CCAMLR 

sub area, the date the catch was taken, and the date and port at which the 

catch was landed. (CCAMLR, www.ccamlr.org) 

 

 

The CDS was also designed in a way that ensures that all States involved in 

the harvesting or trade of Toothfish can participate regardless of whether the 

fish were harvested inside or outside a CCAMLR Area. As a result, CCAMLR 

has invited Belize, Bolivia, Canada, China, Guinea Bissau, Guyana, 

Honduras, Indonesia, Malaysia, Maldives, Mauritania, Mauritius, Panama, 

Portugal, Singapore, Taiwan, Thailand and Vanuatu to be involved in the 

scheme. These invitations to participate have come about because these 

states were identified as either importing Toothfish caught in the CCAMLR 

Area; inadvertently or intentionally facilitating IUU fishing by providing ports 

and landing facilities to vessels which may have been operating in IUU 
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fisheries for Toothfish; or flag states of vessels fishing in the CCAMLR area. 

(Lack,2001) 

 

The CDS is continually revised with various changes made to improve the 

effectiveness of the scheme. Changes have included the frequency of 

reporting, the standardisation of CDS forms and more explicit requirements 

for CDS re-export documentation. Despite the obvious conservation benefits 

that are obtainable through the maintenance of an effective CDS some States 

have been slow to participate including some members of the EC and 

Canada. What is encouraging however is the fact the China is actively 

participating in the scheme. 

 

 

Whilst the CDS clearly contributes to the conservation and management of 

the Patagonian Toothfish, the scheme itself does not preclude the possibility 

of IUU catch being landed. The scheme also relies on the honesty and 

discretion of participant states, which are required to decide whether a 

particular catch was caught in accordance with CCAMLR’s guidelines. 

Verification of such a fact is left to State officials who have the capacity to 

insist on VMS evidence to verify where a vessel has been fishing before 

coming into port. Doubt currently exists as to whether all clearance authorities 

gain access to such information at the time of clearance. (Lack,2001) 

 

The final measure of current interest taken by CCAMLR in response to IUU 

fishing for Patagonian Toothfish was the resolution urging Members to 

blacklist known IUU vessels. Passed in 2000, this measure urges Contracting 

Parties to avoid flagging non-Contracting Party vessels or licensing such 

vessels to fish in waters under their fisheries jurisdiction if the vessels have a 

history of IUU operations. CCAMLR will maintain the list of IUU vessels 

however it is important to note that this action is only a resolution and not a 

binding Conservation Measure. (Lack,2001) 
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7.0 Conclusion 
 
It is clear that CCAMLR member countries are taking the view that the 

conservation of the Patagonian Toothfish is a high priority. The recent action 

by the Australian government to launch both Operation Rushcutter and 

Operation Patonga against IUU fishing operations, indicate that government’s 

concern that left unchecked, such fishing could lead to the commercial 

extinction of stocks of Patagonian Toothfish. 

 

It is also evident that CCAMLR has the lead role in helping promote the 

initiatives that Member countries undertake to combat IUU activity. Where 

new initiatives are brought to CCAMLR meetings, it is fundamental that 

support for these initiatives are gained so that consensus may be obtained 

and Conservation Measures be implemented. ( Edgars,2004) 

 

Whilst the situation exists where individual CCAMLR Member States are able 

to veto strong proposals such as the IUU Vessel Blacklist proposed by 

Norway, it is difficult to make significant progress against IUU activity. At 

present the Commission is the decision making body which enacts proposals 

put forward at annual meetings. Important decisions are made after 

consultation with scientific and technical working groups. Once these actions 

have taken place consensus must be obtained before a Conservation 

Measure is agreed. This process now represents one of CCAMLR’s most 

significant challenges and is indicative of the fact that CCAMLR was instituted 

as a Conservation organisation, and not the fisheries management 

organisation it has become. (Edgars,2004) 
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