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Note: Southern Bluefin Tuna is listed as Critically Endangered
by the IUCN, but only as conservation dependent under
Australian legislation.

Southern Bluefin Tuna (Thunnus maccoyii) are majestic,
temperate ocean dwellers, roaming across the oceans of the
southern hemisphere, from the tropics to the sub-Antarctic.
They grow to two metres and 200 kilograms, mature between
eight and 20 years of age, and can live to 40.

Southern Bluefin eggs are spawned in warm waters off Java
and north-western Australia. As larvae and small juveniles
they ride the Leeuwin Current down the coast of Western
Australia to spend their first summer in south-western WA
and the Great Australian Bight. They continue to summer in
the Bight, wintering in either the south-east Indian Ocean or
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Tasman Sea until about five. Then they stop returning to the
Bight. Instead they move between feeding grounds, areas of
high productivity spread between New Zealand and South
Africa. Later as mature adults they join the spawning migration
to the tropics below Indonesia.

Status

Southern Bluefin are highly prized on the Japanese sashimi
market, where the overwhelming majority of the global catch
is sold. They have been heavily fished since the 1950s by
high-seas long-line vessels and purse seine. They have also
been grown in pens in Port Lincoln South Australia since the
1990s.

The current best scientific advice is that mature biomass is
between 3−8% of the tuna’s unfished level. This is well below
accepted national and international sustainable levels. Due to
its low spawning biomass and, until recently, high levels of
fishing mortality Southern Bluefin are classified as
conservation dependent under Australia’s Environment
Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act and Critically
Endangered by the IUCN.

Threats

Overfishing is the greatest recognised threat to Southern
Bluefin. With low numbers of spawning adults, natural
variation means there is a high risk of further declines.
Several years of low juvenile survival, even with little or no
change in fishing, can result in rapid decline. There is no
buffer of long-lived adults that exists when populations are
higher.

Management of Southern Bluefin is via international
agreements on quotas, which can often lead to decision
paralysis and status quo management. This management
system can be slow to respond to problem signals such as
low numbers, leaving the population ill-equipped to deal with
the vagaries of juvenile survival.

In 2006, the revelation of significant under-reporting of
catches from the long-line vessels further increased the
uncertainty in stock status and the risk of future tuna declines.
In response, the Commission for the Conservation of
Southern Bluefin Tuna (CCSBT) substantially reduced the
global quota (in 2006 and 2009). An international body of
major fishing nations, the CCSBT renewed its commitment to
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developing a formal rebuilding plan for the Southern Bluefin.
Monitoring of the population has shown that the initial quota
reductions have stopped the overfishing.

Strategy

Member scientists of CCSBT instigated a process of
developing a robust rebuilding strategy in the early 2000s.
This strategy, called a Management Procedure, differs to
more common (and problematic) ad hoc quotas. The specific
objectives to be achieved are agreed beforehand.

Quota setting decisions are largely automatic – key data is
fed into the procedure and a total allowable catch is produced.
No negotiation is permitted and no lengthy stock assessment
process is required.

The procedure is then extensively tested through investigation
of a wide range of “what if” scenarios. Stakeholders can be
satisfied the procedure will rebuild stock under a wide range
of potential future conditions.

CSIRO scientists were heavily engaged with the international
team that developed the Management Procedure, adopted
and used to set the global quota by CCSBT in 2012. This is
the first such outcome for an international tuna fishery.

Conclusion

An important benefit of the Management Procedure approach
is that it gives scientists more time to explore the remaining
uncertainties in our understanding of the Southern Bluefin.
CSIRO scientists have recently completed electronic tagging
and genetic abundance estimation projects to better
understand the migration patterns and breeding capacity of
the stock.

It is expected that, even with the rebuilding strategy in place,
recovery of the tuna will take a number of years. Southern
Bluefin are long-lived and mature late, so the implementation
of the Management Procedure is the start of a process, not
the conclusion of one.

The next challenges for Southern Bluefin are for members of
the CCSBT to maintain the accurate reporting of data from
the fishery, to ensure that recommendations coming from the
Management Procedure are adhered to, and for the scientists
to continue integrating the latest research into the
management framework so that future decisions are made on

http://frdc.com.au/research/final-reports/Pages/2003-002-DLD.aspx
http://www.ccsbt.org/site/reports_past_meetings.php
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The current Australian commercial quota is 4000 tonnes p/a.

The situation for recreational anglers off South Australian waters has improved
greatly over the last 3 years in particular. This year recreational fishers are
catching (and also releasing) many fish in close to land. Trailerboat recreationals
haven't seen this many tuna within range for years.

However, the problem with the above article is it lacks historic detail.

Quote..."In 2006, the revelation of significant under-reporting…

Read more
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The only management regime needed now for the SBT is to stop fishing of SBT.
Confidence in a management regime seems incredibly optimistic and equally
misguided, particularly considering the level of illegal fishing, lack of
enforcement, political interference and perhaps most of all our ignorance of what
forces will lead a species that has declined by up to 97% to disappear
altogether.

• report8 months ago

I think it would be pertinent to point out that the management procedure only has
a 70% probability of rebuilding the Southern bluefin tuna population to the
commission's target and it will take until 2035. The target is a mere 20% of
original spawning biomass - a very small number. If this was an Australian
fishery, fishing would be stopped immediately as 20% spawning biomass is the
Australian government's limit reference point for fisheries - the point at which it is
acknowledged that a fishery…

Read more

Nathaniel Pelle
logged in via Facebook

I am CEO of the SBT Industry Association so declare that interest.

We have the highest regard for the professional skills and integrity of CSIRO.
They do cutting edge research, and communicate it well. The Management
Procedure (MP) raised by Rich Hillary in the contribution is a good example.

Dr Hillary does not mention that the MP resulted in a 28% increase in the
quota. He also does not mention that the draft (public) report of the genetic
technology of CSIRO shows the SBT spawning stock…

Read more

Brian Jeffriess
Manager at Fishing Industry Association
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