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Introduction 

One of the most striking examples of human impact on the environment is our collective impact 

on the sea. Although the most obvious manifestation of this impact is the massive influx of plastic into 

the sea, one of the most damaging effects of human mismanagement and overexploitation has been the 

complete or partial collapse of the majority of the world’s fisheries. This is a problem that humans 

influence both directly and indirectly; humans take too many fish from the waters while also creating 

climatic change and habitat damage that prevent species from recovering. The impact of this on 

biodiversity is immense, especially with regard to the collapse of stocks of small pelagic fish that 

constitute the lowest trophic levels in ocean ecosystems.  

When discussing the problem of sustainable fisheries another important point to keep in 

consideration is their socio-economic importance, especially with regard to local communities. An 

estimated 3 billion people rely on fish as a key source of protein, and the vast majority of this fish is 

sourced from ocean or coastal fisheries. In developing countries in West Africa and South-East Asia fish 

can substantiate 60% of protein intake per capita, and fishing is a key industry that involves women at a 

local level in these areas. An estimated 40.3 million people are directly involved working in fisheries. 

While their ecological diversity should be sustained, it is necessary to keep in mind the economic impact 

of any actions taken. The scope of this debate is wider than just ecological sustainability, by necessity it 

must also discuss economic and social sustainability. 

International action has been undertaken in the past to ensure that nations work together towards 

more sustainable oceans, but it isn’t enough. The FAO has estimated that the world has 50 years to 

fundamentally change the way it manages ocean resources before the complete collapse of worldwide 

fish stocks occurs. It is imperative that the international community takes action to manage the planet’s 

ocean resources better before it is too late and given the desperate situation extreme and imaginative 

solutions are to be encouraged. 
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Definition of Key Terms 

Fishery  

Any area in which fish are reared for commercial purposes. This includes wild fisheries and fish 

farms, as well as inland fisheries such as lakes and rivers. 

Marine Protected Area(MPA) 

According to the IUCN, a MPA is any area of water where fishing is completely or partially prevented 

by law. Currently 7.44% of the world’s oceans are dedicated MPAs, covering a total of 

26,945,395km2. The overwhelming majority of these areas are in National Waters. 

The Global Ocean 

The Ocean as a whole can be broadly divided into two different sections. The first is areas under 

national jurisdiction, which will henceforth be called ‘National Waters’. The second is international 

waters, which will henceforth be called ‘Areas Beyond National Jurisdiction(ABNJ)’, or the ‘High 

Seas’. Around 39% of the Global Ocean is made up of National Waters, with the other 61% 

consisting of ABNJs. 

Collapse 

Stocks of any species of fish are considered to be in collapse if catch falls more than 10% below the 

recorded maximum. 

Pelagic 

Something relating to or living in the open ocean. For example, an anchovy is a pelagic fish because 

it lives its life, for the most part, in the open ocean. 

Overfishing 

There are three broadly recognised categories of overfishing. The first, ‘growth overfishing’, is when 

the fishing pattern in area means that fish are caught before they can grow to full maturity, thus 

reducing the overall yield of that fishery. The second, ‘recruitment overfishing’, occurs when so 

many adult fish are taken out of the water that the species loses the ability to effectively replenish 

itself. The third, ‘ecosystem overfishing’, describes the point at which so many fish are taken from 

lower trophic levels that it impacts the whole food-chain.  

Trophic level 
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Ecosystems can be broadly divided into food-chains that describe how energy passes through the 

ecosystem through animals and plants being eaten by larger animals. Animals, plants, or, in this 

case, fish in lower trophic levels are those that are prey for larger fish or other animals.  

Exclusive Economic Zone 

Areas up to 200 nautical miles off the coast of a nation that are classified, under UNCLOS, as 

sovereign waters for the nation that they are closest to unless otherwise agreed. 

Bycatch 

Fish that is caught in large-scale fishing techniques that are not the targeted species and are 

subsequently thrown back into the ocean dead or alive. The WWF simply classifies bycatch as 

“catch that is either unused or discarded”1 

 

Background Information 

The extent of fishery collapse across the planet over the past 50 years has been incredible. It 

was estimated in 2007 that 29% of fish species are currently in collapse, and studies have projected that 

all major commercial fisheries will collapse in the next 50 years if nothing changes. 

Why are fisheries collapsing? 

There are variety of reasons for the collapse of fisheries that can be broadly divided into two 

categories: first we have top-down factors that take fish out of the waters after they are grown, second 

bottom-up factors that mean that there is less fish in the water in the first place.  

Top-down factors 

Perhaps the most obvious top-down factor in the collapse of fisheries is overfishing. All fisheries 

can sustain a certain amount fishing, and this amount is dictated by a range of biological factors 

such as size of stock, time taken to reach maturity, and spawn rates. The most common reason 

for fishery collapse is their mismanagement, which leads to fishermen taking too much fish out of 

an area too quickly. Fish take time to mature and to spawn, so taking a huge amount of fish out a 

fishery in a single season destroys their chance of reproducing in the long term. Furthermore, a 

lot of species that take a long time to reach maturity, mainly ones at higher trophic levels, are 

caught before they have reached full maturity either on purpose or through by-catch. The impacts 

of these are two-fold: firstly, it means that less actual mass is extracted from the area despite the 

                                                 
1 http://assets.panda.org/downloads/bycatch_paper.pdf 
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same damage being done to the population in the area, secondly it means that less fish reach 

maturity and spawn, leading to a smaller population in the following season. The extent of 

overfishing is just as impressive as its impact on fish stocks as a whole, with the global fishing 

fleet being roughly 250% larger than it should be to fish the world’s oceans sustainably.  

Bottom-up factors 

One of the critical bottom-up factors that affect fisheries world-wide is global warming, which is 

generally agreed within scientific communities to be a direct result of human activity. It was, for 

example, the abnormally warm El Nino current of 1972 that caused the collapse of Peru’s 

Anchoveta fishery: a massive disaster both biologically and economically. Global warming has 

led, unsurprisingly, to warmer ocean temperatures and a gradual redistribution of species as fish 

that prefer cooler waters are forced to move further and further towards the poles. Remedying 

global warming is out of the question in this particular debate, but it should be noted that as a 

result of it a lot of fish are taking more time to recover or are often unable to recover at all due to 

damage to their ecosystems as a result of global warming, for example in the way that coral 

bleaching has damaged the Great Barrier Reef and sizeably reduced its population. 

Types of fishing 

It is important to note that all fishing practices are not equally damaging, and a few are so 

ecologically irresponsive that they merit separate discussion. 

Bottom trawling 

This is arguably the most destructive form of fishing that humans consistently employ around the 

world. It involves weighting a huge net down and dragging it along the bottom of the sea-floor 

catching everything in its path. There is a plethora of problems with this. The method does not 

distinguish between fished species and critically endangered ones, and animals as big as whales 

can be caught in these nets and die as a result of the practice. In some sweeps 90% of the total 

catch can be discarded as by-product. Furthermore, by dragging along the ocean floor bottom 

trawling totally eradicates seabed ecosystems by destroying corals and other important parts of 

submarine habitats. This means that, in one or two sweeps, the population of an area is 

completely eradicated along with the habitat that is necessary for the population’s reconstruction. 

It is a sure-fire method of ensuring that fish stocks in the area will almost never recover, and it 

creates dead-zones in the ocean that do not heal for years. The global scientific community as 

well as many policymakers have realised how destructive this is and have started taking steps to 

prevent it. A treaty opened for discussion in 2018 that intends to completely ban fishing in a 

multitude of areas on the High Seas in order to allow the species that live within them to recover 

from years of ecological strain. The EU also recently banned bottom trawling in its own waters, 



The Hague International Model United Nations 2019| 27th January 2019 – 1st February 2019 

 Research Report | Page 5 of 12 

 

however stopped short of preventing EU nations from employing the method in international 

waters. 

Bycatch 

Using wide area fishing techniques such as huge nets to scour the sea can result in huge 

amounts of bycatch. This bycatch can be pelagic fish that are simply not in demand on the global 

market, but it can also be critically endangered marine mammals and reptiles, as well as fish that 

are too young for harvest. Efforts have been made to use bycatch as a product in itself, but other 

than that it is hard to regulate fishing in order to prevent bycatch. It should be kept in mind when 

regulating bycatch that fishing in a way that incurs no bycatch is commercially inviable, so efforts 

to prevent this have to be countenanced against potential economic losses. 

Poison 

While this is not widely spread, in the Philippines in particular there is a massive problem 

involving the use of Cyanide to stun fish in order to sell them on the live-fish market in Hong Kong 

or China. The impacts of this are twofold: the first is that they deplete the ecosystem of valuable 

fish, the second is that the poison will kill a square metre of coral for every fish that it stuns. The 

practice is illegal in the Philippines, but that has not stopped it, which highlights the importance of 

effective enforcement of laws regarding ecological management.   

Marine Protected Areas  

These areas are one of the most effective ways to combat fishery collapse and the reduction of 

fish stocks. These can help fisheries in a variety of ways, most notably by increasing the ability of fish-

stock to reach adulthood and ensuring that local fishermen still have access to fishing areas despite 

reducing the ability of large commercial fishermen to enter them, thus allowing the local fishermen to 

expand their catch while remaining within the limits set by the act creating the area. 

Current extent of protection 

At this point in time approximately 7.44% of the world’s oceans are classified as MPAs, which 

represents an increase of more than 1000% from 2000, when only 0.7% of the world’s oceans 

were covered. Although this does represent a huge step forward for ensuring sustainable 

fisheries, this figure masks the geographical diversity of MPAs. For example, the marine province 

of the Galapagos islands is 100% protected, compared to areas of the Antarctic that are barely 

protected at all. Furthermore, the vast majority of MPAs rest in National Waters, with 

24,327,242km2 out of a total 26,945,395km2 lying within them.  

Placing MPAs in ABNJs 
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Although it is possible to place MPAs in international waters, it is much more difficult to reconcile 

these areas against the existing United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, which 

guarantee’s ‘innocent passage’. That being said the international community is increasingly 

looking to expand its environmental action, and this has manifested itself as increased 

willingness to create MPAs in international waters that carry sanctions if they are violated. This 

has been seen in the creation of a Treaty that aims to see increasing areas of the High Seas 

protected by law in 2020. The UN is aiming to create a legally binding High Seas Treaty that 

would prevent the overexploitation of ocean fisheries, and thus protect biodiversity. The issue 

here is, however, how those areas would be limited and who would benefit from the increased 

research that would be carried out there. Although there was a reasonable level of cooperation 

between nations when talks began in September 2018, there was also dissent from Russia, who 

are not pleased with the ban that any treaty would likely place on taking advantage of marine 

resources on the High Seas. Furthermore, smaller nations in Africa and South America have 

questioned who will have access to research undertaken on the newly cleared High Seas, as 

they think that all research undertaken there should be shared.  

Legality of MPAs on the High Seas 

Under article 116 of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea(UNCLOS) nations are 

allowed access to fishing on the High Seas subject to their treaty obligations, thus any change to 

these rights incurred within a treaty would not constitute a violation of a nations rights under 

UNCLOS. Furthermore, under UNCLOS and subsequent additions undertaken through the 

conference on straddling fish stocks, nations rest under an obligation to work towards 

conservation in both national waters and on the High Seas, and under a further obligation to 

cooperate with other nations in order to undertake conservation efforts.  

 

Major Countries and Organizations Involved 

United Nations Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO)  

 Part of the mandate of the FAO is to collect data on the status of fish stocks throughout the world, 

and the organisation has published several key reports on the status of fisheries across the planet. 

Given the expertise that the organisation possesses, it could also be used a supporting organisation 

within resolutions. 

International Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources(IUCN) 
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 Part of the IUCN’s work is to ensure the continued sustainability of fisheries and their resources, 

and they also produce several publications discussing the threats to marine life. It encourages non-

traditional links between nations to foster cooperation, and so could be used as a method through which 

research could be shared. 

The United States of America(USA) 

With a combined area of 12,151,090km protected the USA is the country that has created the 

most MPAs of all nations. They are also, however, some of the principal opponents of the Convention on 

the Laws of the Sea and the new discussions on the High Seas Treaty.  

Asia 

While Asia is not a country, but rather a group of countries, it Is the single most important 

continent when it comes to fighting for sustainable fisheries. Asian ships account for 75% of the global 

fleet, and approximately 79% of those engaged in fisheries at a primary level. Asia, especially given its 

large population, is also one of the primary consumers of fish, so Asian countries should focus on finding 

a solution that fits with their policies. 

China 

 China is easily the biggest fishing power on the planet, with Chinese vessels accounting for more 

than 40% of global fishing per year. That being said, China has also gone to lengths to restrict access to 

fisheries to ensure that fish can breed, and their laws can be seen as a partial success in the 

management of fisheries, despite not being perfect. 

Timeline of Events 

Date Description of event 

December 22nd, 1989 

A/RES/44/225 calls for a moratorium on pelagic driftnet fishing, marking one of 

the first time the international community aimed to actively prevent 

environmental damage to the high seas. 

July 2nd, 1992 

John Crosbie, Fisheries Minister of Canada, announces a two-year ban on cod-

fishing in the Newfoundland fishery following a complete collapse in fish stocks. 

The ban is then extended indefinitely.  

September 8th, 1995 

United Nations conference on straddling fish stocks and highly migratory fish 

stocks comes to an agreement to ensure the conservation of fish that move 

between different jurisdictions. 

2008 
A joint report between the World Bank and the FAO is published which asserts 

that mismanagement of the fisheries industry costs the world economy $50 
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billion a year. 

March 27th, 2017 

A federal report issued by the Canadian government suggests that the 

Newfoundland cod fishery is finally recovering, but that it will not reopen for at 

least three years. 

September 7th, 2018 

Talks begin at the UNs headquarters in New York on a new High Seas Treaty 

which would allow for the creation of MPAs in international waters. It is 

estimated that at least two years will be needed to finish these talks. 

 

Relevant UN Treaties and Events 

● United Nations Convention of the Law of the Sea, 16 November 1994, 

http://www.un.org/depts/los/convention_agreements/texts/unclos/unclos_e.pdf 

● Large-scale pelagic driftnet fishing and its impact on the living marine resources of the world's 

oceans and seas, 22 December 1989, (A/RES/44/225) 

http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/44/a44r225.htm 

● United Nations conference on straddling fish stocks and highly migratory fish stocks, 8 

September 1995, (A/CONF.164/37) 

http://www.un.org/Depts/los/convention_agreements/texts/fish_stocks_agreement/CONF164_37.

htm 

● Sustainable fisheries, including through the 1995 Agreement for the Implementation of the 

Provisions of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea of 10 December 1982 relating 

to the Conservation and Management of Straddling Fish Stocks and Highly Migratory Fish 

Stocks, and related instruments, 19th March 2010, (A/RES/64/72) 

https://undocs.org/A/RES/64/72 

 

Previous Attempts to solve the Issue 

The Newfoundland Cod Fishery 

 This is the Canadian fishery that collapsed in July 1992. The solution to the issue was to 

completely illegalise the fishing of Cod in the fishery to allow stocks to heal, and then later place 

regulations on the much less bountiful stocks of other species that existed there.  Although this has been 

successful ecologically it has been an utter disaster from a socio-economic standpoint, as up to 40,000 

people have been made redundant as a result, and villages in the surrounding area were deserted  

EU law 

http://www.un.org/depts/los/convention_agreements/texts/unclos/unclos_e.pdf
http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/44/a44r225.htm
http://www.un.org/Depts/los/convention_agreements/texts/fish_stocks_agreement/CONF164_37.htm
http://www.un.org/Depts/los/convention_agreements/texts/fish_stocks_agreement/CONF164_37.htm
https://undocs.org/A/RES/64/72
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 The EU publishes a yearly report2 on the state of their fisheries, and this year’s report saw 

extensive bans put in place on previously-permitted fisheries and species. The EU’s ban on bottom 

trawling within its waters is a great step forward for deep-sea conservation, however given how recent 

the program’s implementation is it will take serious time to evaluate its effectiveness. That being said, 

larger international organisations like the African Union provide a useful way to put pressure on their 

adherent nations. The EU’s solution, however, was impaired because Spain’s pressure effectively 

prevented policymakers from passing a clause that would have banned EU vessels from using bottom 

trawling on the High Seas. 

Possible Solutions 

Marine Protected Areas 

 The increased use of MPAs, especially on the high seas, is generally considered one of the best 

ways to ensure that an area can be allowed to prepare. At a national level these should be encouraged 

as a method of allowing a stock to replenish before recommencing fishing at a reduced level. Nations 

could work with the IUCN and the FAO to establish which areas would benefit from a temporary 

moratorium on fishing and work with the WTO and the World Bank to compensate for any economic loss 

that might be incurred as a result. When considering the use of MPAs delegates should keep in mind 

their flexibility. These do not have to be areas where fishing vessels are completely banned and can 

instead be areas where only line fishing is available, for example. As such local governments would be 

able to negotiate these areas to ensure that local fishermen could continue to fish using traditional 

methods while preventing large trawlers from doing serious damage to the environment. Any solution 

involving a complete ban, which may well be necessary following assessment by the FAO must be 

countenanced against the need to ensure the continued employment of people who fish. An effort must 

be made to educate people on the decline in fish stocks and the justification for closing areas that are 

key sources of employment, and alternative forms of employment should be made available wherever 

possible with the help of the World Bank and any other relevant UN organs. 

Ending government subsidies 

 Government subsidies, particularly in rich countries, are often one of the most important reasons 

for the overcapacity of the global fishing fleet. Governments routinely subsidise their fishing fleets to an 

unsustainable extent, as this creates fishing fleets that are far too large to be sustained by existing fish 

stocks, a prime example of which can be drawn from China’s fuel subsidy program following price 

reforms. Governments should be encouraged, potentially in combination with the FAO or any other 

relevant organisation, to evaluate their annual uptake of fish and come to a conclusion on a limit to 

                                                 
2 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32018R0120&from=IT 
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annual subsidies. This would help to prevent the fishing industry from becoming unsustainable by 

potentially reducing the number of ships fishing one particular area and in tandem with an education 

program or a program of income diversification there would not be any economic negatives for these 

communities. Given the estimate that the vast majority of High Seas expeditions are not commercially 

viable without subsidies(deep-sea fishing fleet would incur a $50 million annual loss without government 

subsidies) , there is scope for their prevention given that they are of no great benefit to the nations in 

question. 

International treaties 

 Given that one of the critical motivating factors behind overfishing on the open ocean is 

competition between nations, members-states should try to come to an agreement on how much fish can 

be taken out of a given area, and how this should be allocated to each country. An example is the EU’s 

deal with other countries that allow their fishermen access to areas within another countries Exclusive 

Economic Zone that are not fully exploited, however given that this has engendered hostility and actively 

promotes overfishing for the sake of national gain this should merely be used as an example of how 

bilateral agreement can allow nations to work together to limit who has access to their waters. While the 

environment committee is not empowered to place restrictions on where nations can move on the High 

Seas, the forum is in a position to encourage political debate between nations in order to stop the 

exploitation of their waters. Previous conferences and resolutions, such as the conference on highly-

migratory fish stocks, are good examples of how the international community can work through the UN to 

come to agreements on conservation on the Open Ocean while also committing themselves to actions at 

a national level. 
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Appendix or Appendices 

i. https://www.greenfacts.org/en/fisheries/index.htm#3 – This page updates monthly and 

contains a huge amount of information on MPAs, it is also useful to discover the extent of 

some countries commitment to marine protection. 

ii. https://www.protectedplanet.net/marine - A page that lets you explore the world’s MPA’s for 

statistics as well as their current international status 

iii. http://www.fao.org/state-of-fisheries-aquaculture/en/ - The most recent FAO report on the 

state of fisheries and aquaculture compiles all useful data in one place 

http://www.savethehighseas.org/2016/08/16/defending-deep-new-eu-deep-sea-bottom-trawling-ban/
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iv. https://siteresources.worldbank.org/EXTARD/Resources/336681-

1224775570533/SunkenBillionsFinal.pdf - Report issued by the World Bank and the FAO on 

fisheries that is still pertinent despite being 10 years old at this point. 
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