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POSITION STATEMENT
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Western Central Pacific Fisheries Commission (WCPFC)

Nuku’alofa, Tonga | August 14-21, 2025

Sharks Pacific wishes to express its appreciation to the
Scientific Committee (SC) of the Western and Central
Pacific Fisheries Commission (WCPFC) for the opportunity
to participate in the 21st Regular Session (SC21). We are
grateful for the chance to engage with the SCin our new
capacity as an accredited observer and contribute to its
vital role in the sustainable management of fisheries
within the Western and Central Pacific Ocean (WCPO).

The positions that follow reflect key priorities for Sharks
Pacific, which we believe warrant particular scientific
attention at this session.

OBSERVER COVERAGE

Aligned with other NGO observer organisations, Sharks
Pacific believes that robust observer coverage, by
human or electronic means, remains a key priority for
fisheries conservation and management of all species in
the WCPO, but particularly for vulnerable endangered,
threatened, and protected species. ['1 The best available
science suggests thatdata collected by observers remains
criticallyimportanttoensurethatscientistsand managers
possess the information they need to make appropriate
decisions for everything from stock assessments to non-
target species impacts [231. Additionally, observers play
an indispensable role in monitoring and documenting
compliance with key Conservation and Management
Measures (CMMs) in the WCPO [34], Recent research has
also demonstrated strong social and economic support
for robust observer coverage [51. Therefore, the WCPFC
must consider securing increased observer coverage
levels as a top priority, and member states must make a
concerted effort to achieve that coverage.

Over 18 years ago, the WCPFC established CMM 2007-
01, which specified that coverage is to be 5% of effort
in each non-purse seine fishery under the jurisdiction
of the Commission and shall be achieved no later than
30 June 2012 [6l. For clarity, when we reference “non-
purse seine fisheries,” as a matter of priority, we mean
the longline fishery because it represents the highest
risk gear type in terms of both economic and ecological
impact. Some members and observers have repeatedly
called for action to meet the commitment imposed by
CMM 2007-01, while also acknowledging that the 5%
coverage level for non-purse seine fisheries was only
considered a starting point for a stepwise progression
to more appropriate coverage. Despite these calls and
justification for improving observer coverage based on
the best science, several members continue to fail to
meet appropriate coverage levels [7.

Additionally, the WCPFC continues to allow four different
methodologies (days at sea, days fished, number of
trips, and number of hooks) to calculate observer
coverage rates, which does not reflect best practice and
complicates effective analyses by creating analytical
complexity. The best scientific information available
suggests that “number of hooks” represents the best
method for achieving multiple objectives, including
effectively calculating effort and accurately assessing
relatively rare bycatch events 89,101,

Furthermore, the best available scientific evidence
continues to indicate that even a consistently applied
level of 5% coverage is statistically and functionally
ineffective to achieve most management [11.121 or
compliance objectives [3.141. Low observer coverage also
leads to bias, uncertainty, and, ultimately, management
failures [151. Poor data quality and quantity resulting from
inadequate observer coverage represents the single
largest obstacle to establishing appropriate and effective
conservation and management measures [16],

The WCPFC must take action to meet its obligations and
implement scientifically valid and consistent observer
coverage levels across all longline vessels operating in
the WCPFC Convention Area.

Therefore, Sharks Pacific supports and urges the SC to:

e  Remind members of the current 5% observer
coverage targets they are expected to meet;

e Reaffirm calculation of observer coverage on the
basis of “number of hooks" as best practice;

e Recommend a staged transition for all fleets to
calculate observer coverage based on “number
of hooks"; and

* Endorse a plan to increase observer coverage,
by human observers or electronic monitoring,
across all longline vessels operating in the WCPFC
Convention Area on an annual basis to achieve
100% coverage as soon as possible.

SHARKS AND RAYS

As key predators and vital indicators of ecosystem
health, sharks and rays (collectively “elasmobranchs”)
are fundamental to maintaining the balance of marine
ecosystems globally and across the Western and Central
Pacific Ocean (WCPO) [17.18,19], However, elasmobranchs
continue to represent a disproportionately large



componentofannualbycatchinregionalfisheries201. This
persistent fishing impact has resulted in unsustainable
mortality rates for many elasmobranchs, as evidenced by
current stock assessment trends that paint a concerning
picture for the future of many species [21.221.  While
Sharks Pacific acknowledges the WCPFC's recent positive
steps to prohibit shark lines and wire trace, along with
guidelines promoting safe handling procedures and the
use of line cutters to minimize trailing gear, we remain
deeply concerned about the inadequate conservation
and management of elasmobranchs throughout the
WCPO region.

Like other observer organisations, Sharks Pacific
remains particularly troubled by the systemic failures
in data collection that continue to undermine overall
effective fisheries conservation and management, but
especially elasmobranch conservation efforts. The
lack of standardized bycatch definitions, combined
with inconsistent retention policies, creates significant
barrierstounderstandingthetruescope ofelasmobranch
mortality in our waters. Similar to other RFMOs, the
WCPFC maintains substantially incomplete records
of bycatch discards, largely due to these definitional
inconsistencies [23].

While we recognize the efforts of the Scientific Services
Provider (SSP) and Data Collection Committee (DCC) to
address these data gaps, we emphasise that substantial
improvements in minimum data reporting requirements
remain urgently needed. The current submission
protocols for operational catch and effort data, as
well as bycatch estimates in longline fisheries, fall far
short of what is necessary to protect relatively low
interaction species including sea turtles and vulnerable
elasmobranch species [23241. Enhanced operational catch
and effort data would improve our ability to accurately
estimate bycatch for elasmobranchs by providing more
granular data on operational aspects, such as hooks
between floats.

Therefore, Sharks Pacific strongly recommends and
urges the SC to:

* Mandate the timely submission of current and
historic operational data by all members.

Silky Sharks

Sharks Pacific is encouraged by the continued
improvement in the population level and conservation
status of silky sharks (FAL) across the WCPO. However,
while models indicate that recent fishing mortality
for FAL in the WCPO remains below levels that would
prevent stock rebuilding, which suggests that the stock
is not currently experiencing overfishing, significant data
gaps remain (e.g., stock boundaries), and mortality is not
being fully assessed or accounted for in the management
system [251. The assumption that non-retention measures
and changes in fishing practices are effective in reducing

bycatch mortality depends on accurate observer
reporting, which is currently diminished by both low
observer coverage and the inability for observers
to accurately identify species because of common
operational practices (e.g., cutting longline gangions
near the mainline before the observer can sufficiently
identify the species). In addition to obscuring accurate
reporting even when observers are present, this practice
leaves a large amount of trailing gear on the shark, which
increases post-release mortality [26.27],

Additionally, the WCPFC must address significant
uncertainties that remain in historical catch estimates
and biological parameters for FAL. While a multi-model
approach might increase confidence in the current
assessment, the WCPFC must address data gaps to
ensure that the data inputs of each model adequately
represent the true state of the stock. While we generally
support the recommendation to use surplus production
models for FAL, and other shark stocks with similarly
sparse composition data, the most important course
of action is to improve the robustness, completeness,
and precision of data collection on key processes and
parameters used in the models (e.g., effort, fishing
mortality) through increased observer coverage and
improved log sheet submissions. Moreover, we similarly
agree that members should use risk assessments
carefully to prioritise conservation across species when
time series data are lacking, but that the WCPFC should
place a priority on improving data collection and data
quality.

Therefore, Sharks Pacific supports and urges the SC to:

e Recommend or support the collection of
additional movement data (e.g. through satellite
tagging) to clarify migration, stock structure,
connectivity, and sex specific site fidelity;

* Advance growth studies to resolve conflicting
information about growth rates in different
regions;

* Support genetic and genomic studies to better
define stock boundaries and possible sub-stocks;
and

* Endorse supporting improvements in bycatch
and discard data collection, given the reliance
on reconstructions due to sparse logsheet and
observer data.

Oceanic Whitetip Sharks

Sharks Pacific also remains very concerned with the
current conservation status of oceanic whitetip sharks
(OCS) across the WCPO. Recent genetic evidence
confirms that OCS in the WCPO represent a distinct
and demographically isolated stock, highlighting the
importance of localized recovery and management
efforts [28. While we commend the effort of the SSP to
incorporate new catch-per-unit-effort (CPUE) indices and



improved length composition estimates aimed toaddress
previous data uncertainties and improve confidence
in the upcoming stock status estimate, the 2025 stock
assessment continues to indicate only very modest
improvement in stock status trends for OCS. We would
also like to specifically commend the SSP's efforts to
incorporate catch reconstructions that attempt to better
capture fishing mortality history and avoid unrealistic
assumptions. We note that several members have not
provided complete historic operational data for their
longline fleets, including accurate accounting of hooks
between floats, which complicates any representation of
historic fishing mortality.

We highlight that observer coverage remains extremely
limited for some fleets, preventing adequate data
collection required for accurate stock assessments.
Similar to FAL, we also note that non-retention measures
and cryptic discard mortality 29 further compromise
catch estimation. Furthermore, we highlight that length
samples for purse seine fisheries remain sparse, further
complicating assessment performance.

Therefore, Sharks Pacific supports and urges the SC to:
retention

e Recommend maintaining the
prohibition for OCS;

* Recommend requiring mandatory operational
requirements to pull all sharks within view of
the observer, use extendable line cutters, and
cut gangions as close to the hook as possible; and

e Recommend requiring the submission of all
historic operational data for all longline fleets.

ENSURING EVIDENCE-BASED SHARK
MORTALITY ESTIMATES

Sharks Pacific wishes to highlight the challenge of
unreliable catch data due to poor reporting and
inadequate observer coverage and other contributing
factors. For example, weak policy elements contained
in the current CMM 2024-05 aimed at addressing shark
finning contribute to unrepresentative shark mortality
estimates by obscuring species and number of sharks
caught. Alternative measures contained in CMM 2024-
05 that allow binding fins to a carcass, or corresponding
numbered tags on fins and carcasses, effectively prevent
adequate catch accounting. Further, these provision
present opportunities to high-grade fins or obscure
landings of prohibited species. Moreover, proponents
of the alternative measures have failed to bring forward
substantive evidence that show these measures
facilitate shark mortality estimates comparable to a
fins naturally attached (FNA) policy. Best practice and
evidence show that a FNA policy represents the best
solution to ensure both meaningful compliance with
shark retention measures and, ultimately, accurate catch
accounting [30311, By ensuring that sharks are landed
with their fins attached, it allows for better monitoring

of species-specific catch rates, contributes to better
science, and, thus, results in better overall management
of elasmobranchs.

Lastly, as indicated in the recent IATTC 2nd Circle Hook
Workshop (April 29-May 1, 2025), there is a growing
body of evidence indicating that circle or “C" hooks
perform better than equivalent standard “)” hooks
at reducing mortality of vulnerable bycatch species,
which, on balance, offer an overall conservation benefit
based on the best science B321. Specifically, the use
of large “C" hooks results in a reduction in sea turtle
mortality, particularly of highly endangered leatherback
turtles [33-391. Additionally, several studies indicate
mortality reduction across other ETP species, including
elasmobranchs, due to hook design. Elasmobranchs get
hooked more frequently in the jaw (externally) with “C"
hooks, rather than the gills or guts (internally), which
reduces post-release mortality [40-43],

Therefore, Sharks Pacific supports and urges the SC to:

* Reaffirm that FNA represents best practice
to ensure appropriate elasmobranch data
collection and science and, thus, conservation
and management; and

* Recommend further research and coordination
with IATTC to consider transitioning to circle or
“C" hooks as best practice mitigation to increase
post-release survivorship for elasmobranchs and
other non-target species.
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