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I. Executive Summary 

1. This paper proposes a three-year process for prioritising the work of the Scientific 
Committee (SC), in response to the Commission’s request at WCPFC22 (2025). The 
proposed three-year process begins with an initial focus on the stock assessment 
schedule at SC22 (Year 1, 2026), the harvest strategy work program post 
management procedure (MP) adoption at SC23 (Year 2, 2027), and reviews of CMMs 
related to the EB theme at SC24 (Year 3, 2028). It also proposes that SC theme 
convenors conduct prioritisation discussions in their respective themes for other 
topics on an ongoing basis. Recommendations are also included for consideration at 
SC22. 

2. The proposed three-year prioritisation process seeks to maintain the existing work 
program of the Scientific Committee, consistent with its mandate under Article 12 of 
the WCPF Convention, with a view to streamlining and rationalising its work in a 
more sustainable manner. The proposed process also considers the risks associated 
with delays or less frequent updates in any rescheduled work. 

3. To catalyse discussion of the stock assessment schedule, this paper recognises the 
Commission’s transition over the last 10 years from bridging measures to harvest 
strategies and management procedures, and uses that to frame the discussion on 
prioritising the elements to be considered as part of the stock assessment theme. We 
propose that a small group convene at SC22 to consider a series of questions we 
provide in this paper on how best to schedule stock assessment-related discussions. 

4. The paper also provides an interim recommendation for varying the alternating 
schedule items to be considered under the EB theme until such time as prioritisation 
can be discussed for this theme in Year 3 (2028) of the proposed process. We also 
note that this may have consequences for the review of the CMM 2025-06 on sharks 



 

 

which calls for SC23 to review its effectiveness in 2027, so we recommend that SC22 
provides advice on the timing of that CMM review. 

5. Finally, the paper recommends that SC22 requests the Commission to task the 
Secretariat to provide a paper to SC23 that lists current obligations requiring SC 
advice, by year and frequency, to enable the SC to identify Commission 
dependencies and make recommendations for consequent changes to support 
prioritisation. 

 

II. Background 

6. SC21 recommended a discussion on the prioritisation of the work of the SC at SC22 in 
relation to SC21’s recommendation to WCPFC22 to establish an 8-day meeting 
schedule as the default for regular meetings of the SC. The relevant SC21 
recommendations were as follows:   

839. SC21 noted the continued increasing workload of the Scientific Committee and 
the SSP, in particular, the added work related to harvest strategies in addition to 
traditional stock assessment work, and recommended that the Commission consider 
the resources necessary to undertake this workload and provide guidance to SC22 on 
potential prioritization of work. SC21 recommended further discussion of this issue 
during SC22 based on advice from the Commission on the prioritization of SC’s work. 

840. SC21 recommended that the Commission agree to establish an 8-day meeting 
schedule as a default for regular meetings of the Scientific Committee. 

7. In response to those recommendations, at WCPFC22 the Commission: 

260. c. agreed to establish an 8-day meeting schedule as a default for future 
meetings of the Scientific Committee. 

And: 

261. d. requested the SC Vice-Chair to lead intersessional work to develop options for 
prioritizing the work of the Scientific Committee for consideration by SC22 and further 
requested SC22 to report its recommendations on prioritization to WCPFC23. 

8. In addition, the 19th Finance and Administration Committee’s (FAC19) consideration 
of the Commission’s Science Program resulted in the following recommendation:  

FAC recommends WCPFC22 request the Scientific Committee assess project tables 
and budget papers to show the distribution of research expenditure across broad 
categories (for example tunas, billfish, sharks and other species) and to clearly flag 
projects that leverage significant co-funding or in-kind contributions.  

 



 

 

III. Prioritisation through a scheduling approach  

9. The current breadth of the work of the SC reflects the Commission’s requirement to 
ensure that its conservation and management measures are based on the best 
scientific evidence available. This requirement is further elaborated in the Scientific 
Committee’s establishment to ensure that the Commission obtains for its 
consideration the best scientific information available.  The evolving context of 
RFMOs and global ocean governance initiatives that are impacting fisheries 
management are adding to the Scientific Committee’s annual agenda.  

10. In considering the prioritisation of SC’s work, this does not necessarily mean that 
aspects of its work are deprioritised, i.e. deemed as “less important”. The totality of 
the Scientific Committee’s workload is unlikely to be able to be reduced without 
risking failing to meet the requirements and expectations of the Commission and/or 
individual Members.  

11. Against that consideration, we propose an alternative approach. Instead of seeking 
to prioritise what we do, we suggest that it is more realistic to prioritise when we do 
what we do, and how much we do at a time. In effect, we suggest it may be possible 
to achieve the benefits of prioritisation via scheduling. This approach has the 
advantage of ensuring that the Scientific Committee’s work program is delivering on 
the Commission’s requirements and is doing so in a manner that is more sustainable 
for Members and the Commission’s Scientific Services Provider. 

12. The main trade-off in applying a scheduling approach to prioritisation is that, 
assuming the scope of work remains the same, the timelines for conducting work 
then expand (i.e. extended duration or periodicity), and consequently the SC must 
consider the risk of a delay in conducting a given piece of work, or less frequent 
updates to a piece of work, on its ability to deliver advice to the Commission in a 
timely manner. We recommend that we evaluate that risk as we undertake this 
process. 

 

IV. Three-year prioritisation process 

13. We have undertaken a stocktake of the work of the SC and identified three focal 
areas we suggest would benefit from prioritisation: 1) the stock assessment 
schedule; 2) the harvest strategy workplan post initial adoption of MPs; and 3) the 
reviews of Review of Non-Target and Associated or Dependent Species (NTADS) 
CMMs related to the EB theme. These three areas are of central importance to 
Commission decision-making and represent the bulk of the Scientific Committee’s 
current and/or planned future work. 

14. Noting the ongoing heavy intersessional workload of WCPFC Members and 
recognising that some decisions scheduled for WCPFC23 will have an impact on the 
future workplan of the SC including within the focal areas proposed for 
prioritisation(e.g. adoption of a bigeye MP, SPA MP implementing measure, and 



 

 

revised sea turtle CMM), we recommend the following three-year prioritisation 
process: 

a. SC22 (Year 1, 2026), the Scientific Committee:  
a. commences work on prioritisation, including agreeing a schedule for 

prioritisation discussions that will take place over the next three years.  

b. begins prioritising the Scientific Committee’s work with respect to the stock 
assessment schedule (i.e. the focal area least dependent on decisions from 
WCPFC23). 

b. SC23 (Year 2, 2027), the Scientific Committee: 
a. begins prioritising the Scientific Committee’s work with respect to the harvest 

strategy workplan, focusing on the elements post initial adoption of MPs. This 
discussion would be best conducted following the adoption of MPs for the 
four tuna species covered in the workplan, so the scheduling here assumes 
successful adoption of the bigeye MP at WCPFC23 and may need to be 
revisited if that does not occur. 

c. SC24 (Year 3, 2028), the Scientific Committee: 
a. begins prioritising the Scientific Committee’s work with respect to reviews of 

NTADS CMMs related to the EB theme. This discussion would be best 
conducted after the review of the sea turtle CMM is expected to conclude at 
the end of 2026. In the interim, and noting lessons learned from the recent 
seabird CMM review, we provide a recommendation to address scheduling of 
this item ahead of prioritisation at SC24. 
 

15. The focus of the three-year prioritisation process reflects categories of work which 
impact broadly on the Scientific Committee’s functions and the provision of scientific 
advice to the Commission on core areas of its mandate. We acknowledge that 
prioritisation could occur in other areas of the Scientific Committee’s annual agenda 
and suggest exploration of that should continue to be undertaken within individual 
SC themes. To support this work, we recommend that the theme convenors consider 
further prioritisation of items not covered by the three-year process in their 
respective theme agendas, with the goal of aligning any additional scheduling of 
discussions with the three-year process, where possible. 

 

V. Prioritisation of management procedures and stock assessment discussions  

16. To prioritise and schedule WCPFC stock assessments, we see value in considering the 
implications for the science and management process when management 
procedures are adopted and implemented. As management procedures become the 
Commission’s key fisheries management tool, the role of stock assessments shifts to 
that of a monitoring function within the overall harvest strategy.  



 

 

17. The decreased reliance on stock assessments in harvest strategies provides an 
avenue for prioritisation where the management decision cycle can be decoupled 
from the stock assessment cycle, making it possible to consider different assessment 
frequencies, and hence consideration of scheduling as a means for prioritisation. This 
approach will need to address the role that stock assessments will continue to play in 
management procedure monitoring strategies, but the shift in reliance presents an 
opportunity for prioritisation of work. 

18. An important caveat in this consideration is the importance of ensuring that WCPFC’s 
assessments are reflective of current scientific understanding of the dynamics of 
systems which require monitoring, especially as those systems are increasingly 
subject to drivers that may or may not be fully captured within existing stock 
assessment or management procedure operating model grids and sensitivities (e.g. 
climate change). 

19. The opportunity afforded by the decoupling of stock assessments from tactical 
management advice is more time to develop and consider stocks assessments in 
depth. This will also enable the SC to consider scheduling external peer reviews, 
reflecting best practice (see separate paper on this topic). With the increased rigor 
afforded by having externally reviewed assessments, it may be possible to conduct 
those assessments less frequently and/or consider alternating benchmark 
assessments with less intensive update assessments that involve applying previous 
assessment model structures and assumptions updated with more recent data. Such 
an approach has been applied in other fisheries contexts (e.g. ICES) to free up 
resources for in-depth assessment development in a more targeted way. 

20. In considering this kind of approach, a benchmark assessment could be conducted 
every second assessment (i.e. every 6 years for tuna species), which would allow for 
the development of a stock-specific research plan and fulfil the function of the tuna 
research plan. It may also permit a two-year assessment cycle to review data, 
assumptions, and model structures in the first year, and to evaluate the assessment 
approach and outputs in the second year for the benchmark assessments. If this 
approach was to be taken forward, the SC would need to specify what constitutes 
“benchmark” and “update” assessments and consider appropriate arrangements to 
cover situations where an assessment was not accepted (e.g. break out rules). 

 

VI. Stock assessment prioritisation at SC22 

21. To consider the prioritisation of stock assessment work, we propose that SC22 
establishes a small group, led by the SC Vice Chair, to discuss the current stock 
assessment schedule and provide recommendations for consideration at SC22. The 
small group could start with the following questions: 
 
a. Can the frequency and/or intensiveness of stock assessments for key tuna 

species be reduced while maintaining confidence in the assessment of these 
stocks? 



 

 

i. Can the number of years between tuna stock assessments be increased? 

ii. What conditions would need to be met for a stock to be considered for 
less frequent assessments (e.g. stocks subject to adopted management 
procedures, life history)? 

iii. Can the frequency of full stock assessments for tuna species be reduced, 
and replaced by less intensive update assessments that involve applying 
previous assessment model structures and assumptions updated with 
more recent data? 

iv. What conditions would need to be met for a stock assessment to be 
considered sufficiently mature that an update assessment may be 
appropriate (e.g. subject to independent review in the past 10 years/3 
assessment cycles, stocks subject to adopted management procedures, 
potentially including those managed via mixed fisheries approach)? 

v. To what degree might it be possible to combine less frequent assessments 
and less intensive update assessments, and what conditions would need 
to be met? 

b. Can the frequency and/or intensiveness of stock assessments for billfish and 
sharks be reduced noting the challenges in conducting assessments for these 
stocks? 

i. To what extent are the questions above for tuna stock assessments also 
applicable to billfish and sharks? Are WCPFC’s assessment and 
management frameworks sufficiently mature? 

ii. What conditions would need to be met for a for a shark or billfish stock 
assessment to be considered sufficiently mature that the same approach 
applied to tuna species could be applied to billfish and sharks (e.g. 
defined reference points)?  

iii. Would risk-based scheduling of stock assessments for billfish and sharks 
be appropriate to consider?  

iv. What metrics are available to be used to generate a risk-based schedule 
(e.g. productivity, susceptibility, extinction/extirpation risk, monitoring of 
recovery)? 

c. To what extent may new assessment approaches (e.g. CKMR) support 
prioritisation of stock assessments based on the potential for these new 
approaches to justify a reduction in the assessment frequency and/or 
intensiveness? 



 

 

d. Are there any other potential changes to the stock assessment schedule that 
would support prioritisation without unduly impacting SC’s advice to the 
Commission? 

e. Is there any analysis that would support SC’s advice on any of the above 
prioritisation options? 

22. Following the discussion of the above questions by the small group and the report 
back to the Scientific Committee, the stock assessment schedule could be revised to 
reflect any changes agreed to at SC22. 

 

VII. Prioritisation of reviews of CMMs related to the EB theme  

23. The proposed three-year process for prioritisation of the EB theme and associated 
CMMs would take place at SC24. However, there may be an opportunity to consider 
one specific aspect of the EB theme sooner, in light of lessons learned from the 
recent review of CMM 2025-05 on seabirds. 

24. The experience of a two-year alternating cycle with sea turtles and seabirds in one 
year and cetaceans and elasmobranchs in the following year did not allow sufficient 
time for progressing work on a CMM review that spanned more than one year. The 
unlikelihood that a comprehensive CMM review can be completed in a single year 
suggests there is merit in switching from a two-year to a four-year review cycle (i.e. 
two years with sea turtles and seabirds on the SC agenda, followed by two years with 
cetaceans and elasmobranchs on the SC agenda).  

25. Noting that a review of the sea turtle CMM is currently underway in 2026, a more 
limited change at this stage may be warranted as an interim step ahead of SC24. We 
recommend that the EB theme schedule covers sea turtles and seabirds at SC23, and 
that cetaceans and elasmobranchs be covered at SC24. When prioritisation is 
discussed at SC24, SC can consider the establishment of a four-yearly cycle going 
forward. Hence, the proposed EB theme schedule would be as follows: 
 
a. SC22 (Year 1, 2026): seabirds and sea turtles. 
b. SC23 (Year 2, 2027): seabirds and sea turtles. 
c. SC24 (Year 3, 2028): cetaceans and elasmobranchs (and prioritisation of this 

theme). 

26. One caveat to note is that CMM 2025-06 on sharks calls for a review in 2027, which 
may require the SC’s consideration of recommending to the Commission that the 
review be rescheduled to support prioritisation of SC’s work. 

 

 



 

 

VIII. Recommendation for compilation of CMM review cycle advice needs 

27. SC’s priorities must also be informed by the scientific review requirements of CMMs, 
which form the basis of scientific advice and recommendation to the Commission on 
the effectiveness of conservation and management measures. Any rescheduling of 
items for which the Commission requires SC advice to support Commission decision-
making at defined points requires careful consideration. This may include 
recommendations from the SC for amendments to CMM review schedules where 
such amendments would not have a major impact on the CMM’s effectiveness, but 
would support prioritisation of SC’s work.  

28. To support this effort, SC22 could request the Secretariat to submit a paper to SC23 
that sets out all the CMM review obligations requiring SC advice, with a focus on 
those obligations that require SC advice within the next five years as well as those 
which require advice on an ongoing or periodic basis. 

 

IX. Recommendations 

29. The Scientific Committee is invited to:  

a. note the Commission’s request to the SC Vice Chair to lead intersessional work to 
develop options to prioritise the work of the SC for consideration by SC22, and for 
SC22 to report its recommendations on prioritisation to WCPFC23.  

b. agree to a process to conduct prioritisation of the Scientific Committee’s work over 
the next three years, beginning with the stock assessment schedule at SC22 (2026), 
the harvest strategy workplan at SC23 (2027), and reviews of CMMs related to the EB 
theme at SC24 (2028), with consideration of the risks associated with delays or less 
frequent updates in any rescheduled work. 

c. request SC theme conveners to schedule and conduct prioritisation discussions in 
their respective themes for topics not covered by the three-year prioritisation 
process, on an ongoing basis. 

d. establish a small group at SC22 to consider options for revising the WCPFC stock 
assessment schedules for tunas, billfish, and sharks, and present its 
recommendations for consideration at SC22.  

e. agree to revise the EB theme schedule to discuss sea turtles and seabirds at SC23 and 
cetaceans and elasmobranchs at SC24, and provide advice on the consequent 
scheduling of the review of the shark CMM. 

f. request the Secretariat provide a paper to SC23 on CMM review obligations requiring 
SC advice to enable the SC to identify Commission dependencies and make relevant 
adjustments to the SC work program to support prioritisation. 


