January 19, 2017
Mr. Rupert Howes,Chief Executive
Dr. Werner Kiene, Chair of the Board
Marine Stewardship Council
Marine House
1 Snow Hill
London EC1A 2DH
Dear Mr. Howes and Dr. Kiene:
On behalf of the undersigned conservation and animal protection organizations and the
millions of citizens which support them worldwide, we are writing to express our deep concern
regarding the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) certification process, especially for those
fisheries that involve the bycatch of chondrichthyes (sharks in particular) and cetaceans
(whales, dolphins and porpoises). Many of our organizations have commented on fishery
assessments under the MSC process, and over the years we have noted an apparent, and
deeply worrying, lack of concern regarding the potential impacts on these species, as well as
certain target species.
It is our view that many of the fisheries that have been assessed via the MSC certification
process have not been subject to an adequate review of information available on bycatch of
non-target species. Often the Conformity Assessment Body (CAB) involved in an assessment
fails to provide a robust and consistent evidence base for bycaught and Endangered,
Threatened and Protected (ETP) species. There also appears to be a great deal of subjectivity in
interpreting evidence and deciding on the severity of impacts of a given fishery, to the
detriment of non-target species affected by that fishery.
For many species of marine mammals and pelagic sharks, there is a lack of available stock
assessments, leading to a high level of uncertainty as to their status.1 The scoring guidelines
under MSC Principle 2 aim to maintain bycaught secondary and ETP species above a “biological
based limit” where the fishery does not hinder recovery. However, given that in-depth stock
assessments are not available for such species, it means that biologically based safe limits have
not been established, often making MSC guidelines under Principle 2 impossible to apply. It is a
scientific principle that an absence of evidence should not be taken as evidence of an absence
of impacts. This is an essential part of the precautionary approach to fisheries management.
However, even when the CABs involved in the certification process acknowledge this lack of
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data, as has been noted above, fisheries have still been recommended to receive the MSC
stamp of approval.
While there are a large number of MSC client fisheries about which we have serious worries, we
identify below certain fisheries that best represent our concerns with the current MSC
assessment process, and its failure to adequately address the conservation of target and nontarget species.
The Atlantic Canadian Swordfish Longline Fishery
A deeply troubling case in which MSC certification was granted, despite known high levels of
shark bycatch, was the 2011 Northwest Atlantic Canadian Swordfish Longline Fishery. At the
time of certification, this fishery was acknowledged to kill 35,000 endangered, vulnerable and
near-threatened sharks per year, as well as impacting 200-500 endangered sea turtles
annually.2 Despite the knowledge that this fishery has a very high bycatch to target catch ratio,
and that the quantity of bycaught species can even exceed that of the target species,3 MSC
granted certification. In addition to the concerns regarding mortality rates of non-target
species, the certification of this fishery also highlighted another key deficiency with MSC
certifications--the failure to place strong conditions on the fishery to reduce and hopefully
eliminate bycatch. Indeed, in numerous MSC certified fisheries with known bycatch, there is a
failure to apply any conditions at all.4
Several organizations objected to this fishery obtaining MSC certification (the David Suzuki
Foundation, the Ecology Action Centre, Oceana and Sea Turtle Conservancy), but the
certification was upheld. However, a recent doctoral thesis that looked at the conditions
placed on this fishery in terms of their ability to address bycatch mitigation found that there has
been, inter alia, a lack of accountability by the client, concerns over the quality and quantity of
observer coverage, and a failure to include all bycaught species in logbook reports,5 thus
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confirming issues raised by NGOs over the efficacy of the conditions applied to the Northwest
Atlantic Canadian Swordfish Longline Fishery.
Antarctic krill fisheries
The Aker Biomarine Antarctic krill (Euphausia superba) fishery was certified in 2009. Although
not directly through bycatch, this fishery has a significant ecosystem impact on marine
mammals. Indeed, most Antarctic marine mammals feed on krill, and research reveals that the
cumulative impact of the fishing activity and climate change on krill is leading to declines in
their predators.6 Certification of this fishery was objected to by the Antarctic and Southern
Ocean Coalition, but the objection was not accepted.
In 2015, despite the fact that the new public certification assessment report for the fishery
acknowledged that “there is no annual or updated stock assessment of krill available, just new
assessments of old data sometimes with fresh assumptions or different interpretations of
parameters” and an acknowledgment that rapid climate change in the Antarctic has a “direct
causal relationship between variability in sea-ice cover, krill recruitment, prey availability and
predator foraging ecology”,7 the Aker Biomarine krill fishery was re-certified. Another krill
fishery, the Rimfrost Antarctic krill fishery was certified in 2015, despite similar concerns as to
data deficiency and ecosystem changes being acknowledged8 and the fact that krill-dependent
cetacean stocks remain depressed in Antarctica.9
The NZ Orange roughy deep-sea bottom trawl fishery
The New Zealand orange roughy fishery has had a long history of serial depletion and repeated
stock crashes.10 Throughout the assessment process for this fishery, NGOs raised concerns as to
the unsustainability of orange roughy fish stocks, and the fact that there had been known
under-reporting and dumping of fish species, including misreporting of orange roughy landing
data. A recent report –cited by those groups contesting the certification-- showed that for
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decades there had been serial misreporting of New Zealand catch statistics; a government
report acknowledged as well that there had been grave concerns regarding discards of fish for
years.
In June of 2016, WWF, the Deep Sea Conservation Coalition, Greenpeace, BLOOM Association
and ECO-NZ objected to the certification of the fishery, citing the above information as well
highlighting the negative impacts of deep-sea bottom trawl fisheries on both ETP species of
coral and vulnerable marine deep-sea ecosystems. Recent scientific studies have shown that
deep-sea bottom trawl impacts are “...effectively irreversible on time-scales of natural
ecological processes” and that recovery times for impacted deep-sea megabenthos can take
centuries to millennia.11 However, the objection was not ultimately successful and the New
Zealand orange roughy fishery was certified in December 2016.
The Gulf of Maine lobster fishery
Another example of concern is the recently proposed certification of the Gulf of Maine Lobster
Fishery. The CAB for this fishery has recommended certification despite the fact this fishery
potentially impacts several species of cetaceans listed by the United States as endangered.
Ropes used by fixed-gear trap (also known as pot) fishers from Canada and the East Coast of the
United States are known to occasionally entangle large whales.12 The CAB itself acknowledged
that, ““[t]he assessment team has no doubt that U.S. lobster fisheries including the Gulf of
Maine lobster fishery pose a significant risk to endangered large whales.”13 The population size
of one of those endangered large whales, the North Atlantic right whale (Eubalena glacialis), is
currently estimated to be 450. A single mortality of a right whale is above what could be
considered a biologically safe removal level.14 A number of other MSC certified lobster fisheries
overlap with the right whales’ range, making the potential for cumulative impacts of MSC
fisheries on this endangered species even greater, yet the fishery has been proposed to receive
the MSC label.
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This failure to adequately address cumulative impacts of fisheries on what is known as Principle
2 species (i.e. non-target species, including endangered, threatened and protected species) is
yet another major concern regarding MSC’s commitment to reducing bycatch. While there was
improvement in the 2014 MSC revised assessment guidelines as to cumulative impacts for
target seafood species (so-called Principle 1 species), the guidelines for Principle 2 species were
changed, but remain weak. MSC states that, “…the requirements for Principle 2 remain lower
than the requirements applied to species in Principle 1, where all impacts (MSC and non-MSC
fisheries) on a stock are considered.”15 Given that Principle 2 species for a fishery can include
highly endangered species we believe that this is a major failure of the MSC guidelines.
The Spanish North and South Atlantic Swordfish Fishery
The Spanish North and South Atlantic Swordfish Fishery is another fishery for which a CAB has
recently recommended certification. Despite its name, this longline fishery is made up of 75
percent sharks and only 15 percent swordfish. As one of the largest shark-fishing operations in
the world, this fishery impacts blue and mako sharks, as well as ETP shark species such as
hammerheads, porbeagle and thresher sharks, all of which are listed on Appendix II of the
Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES).
The CAB’s recommendation for MSC certification for this fishery came despite having
acknowledged uncertainty regarding data inputs related to the North Atlantic stock of blue
sharks. The CAB further admitted that “the possibility of the stock being overfished and
overfishing occurring could not be ruled out.” A recent paper, which was referenced by the
CAB in its assessment of this fishery, determined that the tracks of Spanish and Portuguese
longline vessels overlap with a remarkable 80.7 percent of blue shark range and 79.6 percent of
mako shark preferred habitat. This paper further stated that “the persistent use of localized
areas that overlap fishing effort indicates potential for overexploitation at the ocean-basin
scale.”16 Yet certification has been recommended.
The Northeastern Tropical Pacific purse seine yellowfin and skipjack tuna fishery
A troubling fishery proposed for MSC approval is the Northeastern Tropical Pacific purse seine
yellowfin and skipjack tuna fishery, which is part of the InterAmerican Tropical Tuna
Commission’s management area. The CAB for this fishery has indicated its support for MSC
certification, despite the fact it involves the deliberate setting of nets on dolphins. Scientists
have noted that there are currently no reliable indicators with which to monitor dolphin
abundance in the Northeastern Tropical Pacific, and have called this lack of data
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“problematic.”17
organizations.

The proposed certification has been objected to by environmental

Beyond the issue of “numbers” is the ethical consideration involved in the direct targeting of
dolphins by tuna fishers. In addition to known mortality, any released dolphins suffer the stress
of capture. There is known separation of young dolphins from their mothers, and serious
injuries can also occur which could eventually lead to additional mortality. Other tuna
management bodies, including the Indian Ocean Tuna Commission and Western and Central
Pacific Tuna Commission have passed resolutions stating that the deliberate setting of nets on
dolphins should not take place.18 While concerns have been raised about bycatch of non-target
species in floating object-related sets in purse seine yellowfin and skipjack tuna fisheries
(promoted as an alternative to dolphin sets), there is another option available to both cetacean
and fish aggregating device (FAD) sets, i.e. free school sets in which levels of bycatch are far
lower than those found in object/FAD related sets.19
We urge the MSC not certify those fisheries named above that are still pending certification, to
re-assess the certifications of those named fisheries that have received MSC approval, and to
clarify its standards so that it is not possible that unsustainable fisheries are certified.
In addition, we request that the MSC :
Ø forbids the entry of fisheries catching top-predators while using non-discriminatory
methods, and fisheries involving the deliberate encirclement of cetaceans in the full
evaluation, as it does with fisheries that involve the use of dynamite, poison, and shark
finning. Sorting out unsustainable fisheries through the use of clear-cut pre-assessment
guidelines would diminish the risk of CABs certifying these fisheries.
Ø includes IUCN-listed fish species in the definition of ETP species in V2.0 of the MSC
standard (version 2.0. of the MSC standard included the amphibian, reptiles, birds and
mammal species listed on the IUCN Redlist in the definition of "ETP species", which is a
welcomed improvement compared to V1.3 of the standard, yet this acceptance of IUCN
guidelines has not been extended to include IUCN-listed fishes).
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Ø modify its standard so that it addresses adequately all cumulative impacts -fishery and
environmental - on target, bycatch and ETP species.
Further, regarding ethical considerations, we are concerned that MSC has certified fisheries in
Norway and Iceland in which vessels and/or processing companies listed as certificate
shareholders are also engaged in commercial whaling. 20
We believe that by certifying fisheries without considering their wider environmental impact
and conduct, MSC undermines public confidence in its certification program, and as a reliable
environmental certification standard. As consumers look to the MSC “brand” to help them
make informed seafood purchasing decisions, our organizations believe that they should be
made aware of the fact that an MSC certification does not indicate the absence of shark and
cetacean bycatch.
We thank you for your consideration of our concerns regarding MSC certifications of fisheries
with significant bycatch. Please feel free to contact Kate O’Connell (Animal Welfare Institute,
USA) or Friederike Kremer-Obrock (Sharkproject Germany e.V.) to discuss if you have further
questions, or should you elect to reply to this letter.
Sincerely,

Kate O’Connell
(Animal Welfare Institute)
kate.oconnell@balaena.org

Friederike Kremer-Obrock
(Sharkproject Germany e.V.)
f.kremer@sharkproject.org

On behalf of the following organizations:
20

The Norwegian information is based on a comparison of vessels holding whaling quotas as per Norway’s Fisheries Directorate
vessel registry (Fiskeridirektoratets fartøyregister available at www.fiskeridir.no) and MSC assessments. Among those
Norwegian fisheries with links to whaling are the Norway North East Arctic and North Sea Saithe Fisheries. The public
certification report (PCR) for these fisheries (20130614_PCR_SAI118), states that all Norwegian vessels fishing for saithe are
eligible for certification; a number of whaling vessels hold quotas for saithe. The PCR for the Norway Spring Spawning herring
fishery (Norway SSH-PCR20140702)is yet another Norwegian MSC certified fishery that lists a number of known whaling vessels
among its eligible vessels. An example of a Norwegian processing company that holds MSC certification is the Hopen Fisk AS
company (see http://www.hopenfisk.no/images/pdf_doc/MSC%2020.02.2012.pdf). Hopen buys, processes and sells whale
meat: http://www.hopenfisk.no/index.php/nb/produkter/hvalkjott. In Iceland, the HB Grandi company is linked to the Hvalur
whaling company which hunts endangered fin whales. In the past HB Grandi premises have been used to process whale meat,
http://awionline.org/sites/default/files/uploads/documents/EIA_Iceland_Whaling_report_0914_FINAL_MEDRES.pdf. HB
Grandi is a certificate shareholder for a number of Iceland Sustainable Fisheries (ISF), including cod, haddock, saithe, ling,
golden redfish and gillnet lumpfish. See list of client group members at https://fisheries.msc.org/en/fisheries/isf-icelandcod/@@assessments . It should be noted that Hvalur did not engage in fin whaling in 2016.

