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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT
Keywords: Regional Fisheries Management Organizations (RFMOs) require countries with diverse objectives, aspirations,
Transboundary and interests to cooperate to sustainably manage transboundary fish stocks. These organizations are often sub-

Fisheries management jected and are held responsible for overfishing, slow management responses and failure to follow scientific ev-

gzgl(())iitics idence. Disappointing performance is often attributed to a ‘black box of politics’ or a ‘lack of political will’ among
Tunl; members. Disentangling the politics and motivations behind RFMO decision-making is crucial in understanding

how they function and why they might fail. Here, we analysed eight socio-economic indicators to identify the
priorities of 30 members of the Indian Ocean Tuna Commission (IOTC) and conducted 41 interviews with key
stakeholders to understand their engagement strategies. This study also focuses on how different actors engage,
negotiate, and leverage their political power in the development and adoption of Conservation and Management
Measure proposals. Our results demonstrate that socio-economic interests, political and economic influences, and
management priorities converge on IOTC members to inform their negotiation positions. Even though individual
domestic interests drive the decisions taken by members, we identified 34 unique entities that influence member
decisions in the IOTC. Additionally, members with tuna interests influence other members, in particular
developing States. Further, the decisions by members are not necessarily based on tuna management but tied to
sovereignty, foreign aid, and other development aspects outside the realm of the RFMO decision-making. Our
findings also indicate the importance of defining clear ownership of the resource and the critical role of various
stakeholders.

"I love the IOTC, right? Could I just put that right out there?. It is such an Regional Fisheries Management Organizations (RFMOs) established

amaging body, so much diversity of culture and thinking and capacity. after the adoption of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the
And the people were always amazing, you know. It is just that makes it Sea (UNCLOS) to manage and conserve tuna and tuna-like species in the
complex and difficult as well, because there are so many [respondent Indian Ocean under the auspices of the Food and Agriculture Organi-
pauses], such as lack of capacity. It is such a huge part of food security zation of the United Nations (FAO).! There are currently 30 members in
and how do we recognise that and take into account in our fisheries the IOTC,? 22 of which are coastal States (i.e., countries whose waters
management?" — INGO 002 are found within the convention area) and eight are distant water fishing

nations (DWFN). Countries fish for tuna and tuna-like species with
diverse objectives, aspirations and interests; yet are collectively
mandated to negotiate to conserve and optimally utilize the stocks [1].
Despite this mandate, yellowfin tuna have been biologically overfished

1. Introduction

The Indian Ocean Tuna Commission (IOTC) is one of five tuna
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1 Two tuna RFMOs were established prior to UNCLOS (the Inter-American Tropical Tuna Commission (IATTC) and the International Commission for the Atlantic
Tuna (ICCAT)), and the rest were established after UNCLOS (Commission for the Conservation of Southern Bluefin Tuna(CCSBT), Indian Ocean Tuna Commission and
the Western Central Pacific Fisheries Commission(WCPFC)). The IOTC is the only tuna RFMO under the framework of the FAO.

2 The European Union is a member of the IOTC. Under the EU membership, France, Italy, Portugal, Spain, La Reunion, and Mayotte’s vessels operate in the Indian
Ocean.
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since 2014, bigeye tuna and albacore were both overfished in 2019, and
skipjack tuna caught in 2018 exceeded their negotiated limit by 30%
[2]. Collectively, these stocks account for nearly 60% of the total IOTC
catch in the Indian Ocean.® Furthermore, these four species are the four
top commercially traded tuna species globally [3].

Despite clear overcapacity, members continue to invest in their
fleets. The coastal States that historically did not operate fishing at an
industrial scale are rapidly building new fleets under their individual
"fleet development plans" whilst countries with fleets in the region are
upgrading their fishing capacity to compete with the fleets from these
emerging fishing nations [4]. The “race to fish” phenomenon, which
manifests in open-access fisheries [5], is evident within the IOTC, and
Conservation and Management Measures (CMMs) imposed to regulate
these fleets are often ineffective [4]. As shared fish stocks, tuna are even
more susceptible to the tragedy of the commons [6], meaning finding
collective solutions for managing these fisheries by members is a critical
but constant struggle.

Tuna RFMOs are subject to much scrutiny, especially in the last
decade, with continued overfishing, slow and limited management re-
sponses and general failure to follow scientific advice being raised as
particularly problematic [7,8]. Most RFMO decisions are
consensus-based, and thus, the agreement on most of the CMMs is of the
lowest common denominator [4]. Even though in the IOTC, decisions on
CMMs can be taken by a two-thirds majority [1], most decisions are
taken by consensus.

In theory, RFMOs possess many characteristics of a polycentric
governance structure. Decision centres that are formally independent of
each other and competitive enter into cooperative relationships and
have modalities to resolve conflicts [10]. Under international law,
members in RFMOs are mandated to conserve and sustainably use
shared ocean space collectively. They are responsible for developing
norms and rules for fisheries governance in Exclusive Economic Zones
(EEZs) and the high seas. In previous analyses of polycentric governance
structures, scholars argued that the lack of understanding and nuance of
political dynamics has led to superficial post-hoc explanatory conclu-
sions such as ‘a black box of politics’ or the ‘lack of political will’ [11].
These conclusions continue to play out in analyses of RFMO governance
failures as well [8,12-14]. Distiling or unpacking these power dynamics
inherent in RFMOs is crucial to establish an effective governance
structure and improve inclusivity, equity, fairness, and justice in
RFMOs.

CMMs in RFMOs set the rules for sustainable use and management of
stocks and are binding to all members. Thus, we analyse how different
actors in IOTC strategize their engagement and use or leverage their
political power in the development and adoption of CMMs. In particular,
we ask: i) how do key socio-economic priorities influence and motivate
member delegates’ involvement at RFMO meetings? ii) how do these
motivations and priorities shape and influence external engagements
with different actors? and iii) how do these priorities and motivations of
members and external influences relate to the adoption of CMMs? Sec-
tion 2 outlines the methodology used to address each question, and
Section 3 presents the results answering these questions. Section 4 dis-
cusses the results, and Section 5 concludes with some of our thoughts on
ways forward. In answering these questions, we aim to unpack the po-
litical dynamics, particularly the influences on members and how
members influence others in protecting the socio-economic priorities in
adopting CMMs in RFMOs.

3 Apart from these species, there are 12 more species under the mandate of
the IOTC, including neritic tuna, swordfish, and marlins and southern bluefin
tuna (SBT) as per Annex B of the IOTC Agreement. However, SBT is managed by
CCSBT.
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2. Methodology

This study is undertaken in three parts. To answer the first question
outlined above regarding the influence of socio-economic priorities, we
focused on assembling and analysing socio-economic and governance
indicators. Governments have used indicators in environmental man-
agement since the late 1980s to simplify large pools of information and
improve communication between scientists and policymakers [15]. A
total of 336 socio-economic indicators were initially identified to be
used in the analysis from 10 studies [16-23]. Using Schomaker’s [24]
SMART indicator selection framework: specific, measurable, achievable,
relevant and time-bound, a total of eight fisheries-specific indicators
were selected to use in this study.

While indicators are growing in relevance to RFMO decision-making
(as evidenced by IOTC and Pacific Islands Fisheries Forum Agency (FFA)
internal studies on socio-economic indicators [25,26]), a recurring
problem in including socio-economic indicators in RFMO governance is
the lack of data and various data collection methodologies and systems
[27]. While the number of indicators selected in this study is also limited
due to data constraints, the indicators do function to elicit broader
socio-economic priorities. The indicators selected were mainly from
trade, dependency, and governance dimensions as these connect to
members’ socio-economic priorities, as shown in Table 1. Four
trade-related indicators were included primarily to understand the de-
pendency of tuna trade in a country based on economic diversity.
Macro-level indicators that focus on details such as fleets, crew, pro-
cessors, and society were ignored as this information is not available
across the board for the 30 members of IOTC. Even though most West
Indian Ocean countries have access agreements to fish in their national
waters, these are not publicly available. Hence, it is difficult to ascertain
the dependency of these agreements. Furthermore, the indicators for the
EU are aggregated at the 27-member country level. Even though a
handful of countries in the EU fish in the Indian Ocean (Spain, France,
Italy, and Portugal), the EU’s decisions about fisheries management in
IOTC are finalized by the EU parliament and EU Commission [28]. For
each member, quantitative and descriptive data, including the in-
dicators, were sourced from published reports and datasets.

Due to the high number of countries analysed, “like” countries were
ranked based on their performance and distributed into four bins across
all indicators. Bin 1 included the highest-ranking countries (with
maximum values for each indicator), and Bin 4 included the lowest-
ranking countries (with minimum values for each indicator). The

Table 1
Indicators used in the study and socio-economic interests.

Indicator Relevance

Understanding development, power,
governance, and linkages with decision-
making processes

Understanding linkage with dependency and
decision-making processes

Human Development Index

Ratio of fisheries-related
employment to total employment
(2014-2017)

Average tuna export (2014-2017)" Understanding the magnitude of tuna

exports even though a country is not

dependent on tuna exports.

Understanding tuna export dependency and

decision-making processes

Understanding the magnitude of tuna

imports even though a country is not

dependent on tuna importance

Understanding tuna import dependency and

decision-making processes

Understanding the importance of tuna catch

for a country

Understanding fisheries dependency for

nutrition

Ratio of average tuna exports to total
exports (2014-2017)
Average tuna import (2014-2017)

Average tuna imports to total
imports (2014-2017)
Average tuna catch (2014-2018)

Fish consumption per capita

2 Some countries fish and source tuna from other oceans; thus, trade indicators
such as exports and imports will include those figures.
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results from these indicators are also supplemented by various literature
to identify the socio-economic priorities of members.

To answer the second question around power and influence, semi-
structured interviews were conducted to identify various mechanisms
employed by different actors to engage and influence stakeholders in the
decision-making process of adopting CMMs in the IOTC. Even though
members are the decision-makers in a RFMO, there is a growing
participation of non-State actors in the governance processes. To unpack
the ’black box of politics’, it is vital to understand the dynamics, in
particular the influence and interaction between members and non-State
actors. For the study, an interview request was sent to all accredited
head of delegates of members; scientists from members; representatives
of various actors who attended the IOTC Commission meeting in 2019
and organizations that sent letters to the IOTC Commission meeting in
2019 describing their demands and positions on CMMs. From January to
June 2020, a total of 41 semi-structured interviews were conducted with
member delegates (n = 17); Member scientists (n = 4); industry NGOs
(INGOs) and environmental NGOs (ENGOs) collectively referred to as
NGO representatives (n = 7); domestic stakeholders (n = 5) including
fish harvesting and processing industry representatives and fishermen
association representatives; and intergovernmental organization repre-
sentatives (n = 2) who took part in the 2019 IOTC Commission meeting.
Interviews were also conducted among market representatives (fisheries
improvement projects (FIPs) administrators, retailers, suppliers, and
marketing partnerships (collectively referred to as “market representa-
tives” hereafter: n = 6)) who submitted letters to the Commission
meeting in 2019. The interviews were initially planned to be conducted
during the IOTC Commission meetings scheduled for June 2020. How-
ever, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the meeting was postponed and
held in virtual format. As a result, most of the interviews were conducted
virtually. Some of the interviews were conducted in person during a G16
like-minded coastal States preparatory meeting held in Muscat, Oman,
in January 2020. Members were asked about domestic stakeholder
consultation processes and non-State actor interactions and how they
influence decision-making processes, and non-State actors were asked to
identify how they interact and influence member decision-making
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processes, including their engagement with other non-State actors. Each
respondent was given an alpha-numeric code based on their organiza-
tion. The interviews were then coded in NVivo 12 based on common
themes and different actors in IOTC meetings to identify how re-
spondents influenced and were influenced by different actors involved
in IOTC decision-making processes for CMMs.

For our third study component, we analysed the CMM proposals
submitted by members in the IOTC for negotiations from 2014 to 2019
to elicit any relationships with socio-economic priorities. From
2014-2019, the IOTC commission considered 104 CMM proposals sub-
mitted by member countries. These years correspond to a similar time-
line for the socio-economic data used to answer the first question. The
CMMs were analysed to find a relationship with the socio-economic
priorities of members.

3. Results
3.1. Socio-economic interests of members in IOTC

Eight indicators were used in this study to infer the socio-economic
interests of IOTC members (Fig. 1[A]). It is important to note that just
because a country has a certain priority does not mean it is dependent on
it, but rather such an analysis can identify what interests are likely to be
brought to bear in negotiations. The countries are grouped based on
which ones more frequently scored in high bins (darker blue) versus low
bins (lighter blue) for the different indicators (Fig. 1[A]). What emerged
are five distinctly informative categories of member countries: Small
Island Developing States (Seychelles, Mauritius and Maldives) that
score highly across most ranked indicators; large coastal fishing States
(Indonesia, India and Iran) with a high volume of catch in the region but
are largely made up of low-valued neritic tuna species; export States
(Thailand and Philippines) with a low domestic catch but with a sig-
nificant amount of trade in tuna products; market States consisting of
developed and DWFN (France, United Kingdom, Japan, Korea and the
EU) countries and China that import significant tuna products; and
aspiring coastal States (Bangladesh, Comoros, Eritrea, Sudan and

400.00 100.0%
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Fig. 1. [A]: IOTC members ranked based on eight socio-economic indicators used in the study. Bin 1 represents the highest ranks for each indicator (darker blue),
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Somalia) that do not have a fishery in the Indian Ocean but have aspi-
rations to develop their fishery. We discuss these categories below.

3.1.1. Small Island Developing States (SIDS)

The three SIDS (accounts for around 12.5% of the total catch in IOTC
(Fig. 1[B]) rely significantly on tuna for livelihood, economy and food
security. Around 8% of Maldives, 1.4% of Mauritius and 12% of
Seychelles employment depend on fisheries jobs. They are also signifi-
cant exporters of tuna products (Maldives: $116 million, Mauritius:
$300 million, Seychelles: $280 million in export value). The proportion
of tuna exports from total exports is significantly high in these countries
(Maldives: 74%, Mauritius: 4%, Seychelles: 53%). These countries are
also among the top in terms of fish consumption per capita in the Indian
Ocean (Maldives: 163 kg, Mauritius: 11.87 kg, Seychelles: 57.4 kg). It is
fair to assume that a significant portion of fish consumption in
Seychelles and Maldives is tuna since it is their main target species. In
the IOTC Commission, SIDS advocates recognizing their vulnerability
and dependency on tuna fisheries. For example, in 2018, in the 23d
Session of the IOTC, a submitted statement by the Maldives [29] stated:

“As a large ocean State, we are heavily dependent on the marine resources

for our economic growth, food security, employment etc. Without yel-
lowfin and skipjack tuna stocks in a healthy state, Maldives is probably
the nation that would suffer the most.”

However, there are significant differences among the three SIDS and
may lead to divergences in their actions at IOTC. Seychelles and
Mauritius license foreign fleets to fish in their waters, while the Maldives
bans foreign fishing vessels within their waters [30]. Although
Seychelles and Mauritius fish for tuna, most of the catch landed in the
two countries are by foreign-owned, locally flagged vessels.
Spanish-owned Seychelles flagged vessels caught 86% of the tuna, and
in Mauritius, 96% of the tuna are caught by French-owned Mauritius
flagged vessels [31]. Seychelles lands most of the fish caught by the
purse seine fleet in the Indian Ocean to transship or process in the fa-
cility co-owned between a subsidiary of one of the world’s largest sea-
food companies Thai Union and the Seychelles government [32].
Mauritius also imports tuna landed in Seychelles port for the processing
facility owned by UK-based food and beverage company Princes. Since
Mauritius does not catch much tuna, Mauritius imports most of the tuna
required for the processing facility (on average, Mauritius imported
around $192 million worth of tuna) and exported about $300 million
worth of tuna products between 2014 and 2017.

On the other hand, Maldives has three small processing facilities
supplied entirely from their fishing fleet [33]. Even though fisheries
employment is a crucial contributor to the labour force of these coun-
tries, there are significant differences in the type of employment. Around
three quarters (72%) of Mauritian and Seychellois fisheries employment
are in the secondary and tertiary sectors (processing and ancillary sec-
tors), while in the Maldives, three quarters (74%) of job concentration is
in the fisheries harvesting sector.

3.1.2. Large coastal fishing States

From 2014-2018, India, Indonesia and Iran - three of the top four
members — accounted for around 44% of the total catch in the IOTC
(Fig. 1[B]). Indonesian vessels have caught most of the tuna and tuna-
like species in the Indian Ocean (~21%). However, nearly half of the
catch is from coastal species, such as neritic tuna caught by small-scale
fishing vessels for local consumption (India: 59%, Indonesia: 51%, Iran:
53%). The total employment in fisheries jobs is relatively high due to its
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population size (India: 1%, Indonesia: 5%, Iran: 1%). Even though In-
dia’s ratio of marine fisheries employment is 1%, India employs around
4.95 million marine fisheries-related jobs.

However, there are again significant differences among these coun-
tries. India and Iran primarily consume their tuna and tuna products
with negligible exports (India: $73 million, Iran: $82million). On the
other hand, Indonesia is a significant exporter of tuna products, with
about $612 million per year worth of tuna. However, tuna exports ac-
count for only 0.383% of total exports from Indonesia.

Unlike Indonesia, Iran and India’s main target gear is gillnet. Around
95% of tuna landings in Iran are from both offshore and coastal gillnet
vessels. This pattern is very similar to some coastal States such as India,
Pakistan, Oman and Malaysia. Iran also exports a minor fraction of its
tuna catches, mainly to Thailand and China, respectively.

3.1.3. Export States

Thailand and the Philippines do not catch much tuna in the Indian
Ocean but are among the top tuna traders (Fig. 1[A]). Thailand and the
Philippines caught less than 1% of the total tuna landings in the Indian
Ocean. From 2014-2017, Thailand exported $3.7 billion and imported
$2.2 billion worth of tuna products per year. However, compared with
tuna fisheries exports and imports with the total exports and imports
respectively, Thailand ranked relatively low (For example, Thailand’s
tuna exports were 1.695% of its total exports). It is very similar to the
Philippines, which has a DWEFN fleet fishing in other RFMO jurisdictions.
Even though the Philippines exported $367 million and imported $169
million worth of tuna products, Philippines fleets caught 722 t of tuna
and tuna-like species in the Indian Ocean. Thailand imports Indian
Ocean tuna, primarily MSC-certified, pole-and-line caught tuna, to ac-
cess premium canned tuna markets. Thus, in the Indian Ocean, both
these countries would want to maintain catches at sustainable levels to
maintain their market share.

3.1.4. Market and Distant Water Fishing Nations

Developed nations, DWFN (France, EU, Japan, Korea and the United
Kingdom) and China are significant tuna importers. Among them, the
EU stands out as their import surpasses $3 billion annually. EU also
exports around $559 million worth of tuna products. Japan imports
around $1.9 billion worth of tuna products and exports on average
around $112 million worth of tuna (Fig. 1[A]). On the other hand, China
imported on average $625 million worth of tuna and exported around
$2.3 billion worth of tuna products. However, these are 0.0008% and
0.00016% of its total exports and total imports respectively.

Apart from trade, most of these developed countries are also major
distant water fishing nations. The EU is the third-largest tuna harvesting
State in the Indian Ocean, catching around 12% of the total catches
(94% are highly valued tropical tuna species: Fig. 1[B]). The catches are
caught by Spanish, French and Italian and artisanal vessels from La
Reunion and Mayotte (France Overseas Territories). EU also has access
agreements to fish in the EEZs of Seychelles and Mauritius [34]. In
addition to distant water fishing fleets operating under the EU flags,
EU-based companies own purse seine fleets in the Seychelles and
Mauritius with catches reported as these coastal States [35]. This flag-
ging strategy allows EU companies to avoid a cap imposed by the EU on
the total size of the DWEFN fleet and avoid several other EU regulations
[36]. Even though EU catches are significant in the Indian Ocean, fish-
eries employment contributes 0.10% to the total labour force in the EU
(Fig. 1[A]). The Asian distant water fishing fleet (China, Taiwan-a
province of China as accepted by IOTC, Republic of Korea and Japan)
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contributed to around 6.8% of the total landings in the IOTC. Taiwan
participates in the IOTC as an "invited expert" and are not entitled to any
rights observed by its members or cooperating members since IOTC is
within the United Nations framework under the FAO [4]. These coun-
tries mainly target tropical and temperate tuna using industrial longline
and purse seine vessels. They also have access agreements with Western
Indian Ocean countries, but these agreements are not made public as
they are made by private companies [4]. Apart from access agreements,
Western Indian Ocean countries also have chartering agreements with
the Asian DWFN fishing fleet. These DWFN countries are also significant
traders of tuna. France and United Kingdom have overseas territories in
the Indian Ocean; however, they do not have much fishing activities in
these territories [4].

3.1.5. Aspiring coastal States

The lowest-income States in the IOTC are the least dependent on tuna
resources but participate in the Indian Ocean Tuna Commission to fulfil
aspirations to develop domestic fleets and improve their development
outcomes. These are reflected in their national development plans and
fleet development plans [37]. These countries also continue to invest
significantly in developing tuna fleets for the domestic fishery with the
assistance of international organizations [38]. For example, speaking in
the ceremony unveiling the announcement of new tuna and deep-sea
regulations, Tanzanian Fisheries Minister, Mr. Mashimba Ndaki [39]
stated:

“Start issuing fishing licenses; all we need is money. You have an uphill
task; we want to get maximum benefits from our maritime resources.”’

However, these countries face significant challenges in the devel-
opment of their tuna capacity. For example, Somalia’s HDI (0.434) is in
the lowest bins, shown in Fig. 1[B]. Even though 2% of Somalia’s

NGO partnerships

Local fisheries
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employment is fisheries-related, the IOTC database does not have any
record for landings of tuna, nor any of the trade indicators. There is no
established data collection mechanism in Somalia, which might be the
reason for the lack of data on these indicators [40]. Indicators are also
purely a reflection of the data collection system. Somalia’s fish con-
sumption was at 3.3 kg per capita, far below the global average of
20.5 kg per capita [41]. Even though the indicators show that these
countries are less dependent on tuna, it also underscores the importance
of coastal States with huge ocean space for food security and as a means
of development, especially for coastal communities.

3.2. Socio-economic influences on members in IOTC

As stated above, Members have diverse socio-economic interests in
the IOTC, and these require them to navigate through various internal
and external influences in the development and adoption of CMMs. As
part of this study through the interviews conducted, 34 unique entities
aggregated under six categories (members; domestic stakeholders;
market; intergovernmental organizations; ENGOs; and INGOs)
were identified to influence the decision-making process (Fig. 2). These
influences include actors and policies, policy processes, and other po-
litical and economic themes. The analysis reveals that these influences
on members, influences that in many ways contribute to the black box of
RFMO politics, are: i) direct (domestic and international stakeholders);
ii) indirect (via multiple tracks by domestic and international stake-
holders); and that not all lines of influence on members and other actors
in Fig. 2 are of equal magnitude.

In this section, we discuss the categories identified above and explain
how they influence the decision-making and behaviours of members.
Interviewees indicated various approaches and practices used to influ-
ence the decision-making process around CMMs. For example, lobbying
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for adopting a CMM proposal occurs prior to and during the Commission
meeting, implying that influences on the decision-making processes are
not isolated to the meetings themselves (delegate 4, delegate 10). Sci-
entific information provided by the IOTC Scientific Committee in-
fluences all members’ decision-making (Fig. 3[A]). Interestingly, other
than domestic stakeholders, other members influence the most in the
decision-making process (76% of interviewed delegates). These in-
fluences can happen in all stages of CMMs, ranging from development to
adoption. These include: working together with other members in the
development of the proposal (delegate 1); develop a proposal and get in
touch with other members in the region (delegate 13) or bilaterally
(delegate 17), focussed discussions within key members (delegate 6);
discuss with other like-minded members prior to the formulation of a
national position (delegate 2, delegate 7, delegate 9) and a general
discussion with like-minded States prior to the Commission meeting
(delegate 1). NGOs and international organizations have the most in-
fluence compared to other entities (Fig. 3[A]). Few informants raised
economic sanctions, corruption, market state regulations, and maritime
security as influencing their decision-making process. In what follows,
we analyse the main actors in IOTC and their role in member behaviour
in adopting CMMs.

3.2.1. Domestic stakeholders

Consultations directly with domestic stakeholders about proposed
CMMs prior to IOTC Commission meetings are a norm for most countries
in the study (Fig. 3[B]). Only one respondent (delegate 17) indicated an
absence of a consultation process ahead of an IOTC commission meeting.
However, this country is amongst the lowest in tuna catches, suggesting
tuna fisheries may not be a priority or, as an aspiring State, there may
not be significant stakeholders to consult. Some members prefer to limit
the consultations depending on the CMMs (delegate 1, delegate 3). In
contrast, most prefer to conduct a systematic consultative process, and
in one instance, a member has developed a national IOTC Commission
with domestic stakeholders (delegate 5).

“What we have in the (Country Name) is, we have a framework of the
process before the decision gets through the Commission. In fact, before
every IOTC Commission meeting, we will hold locally what we call a
stakeholders meeting." — delegate 4

Even though consultative processes exist, on average, the inter-
viewed member delegates consulted with only four different domestic
entities. domestic processors (76%), fishermen associations (53%), sci-
entists (47%), domestic NGOs (41%) and fishing operators (29%) were
entities most frequently consulted. One respondent consults only with a
domestic branch of an international ENGO before a Commission meeting
on CMMs (delegate 16). Despite consulting with only one entity, the
respondent did indicate that information about the decisions of the
meeting was to be communicated to other domestic stakeholders
following the Commission meeting. Interestingly, one respondent said
that governments find it easier to consult with a formalized stakeholder
such as fishing operators and processing companies rather than directly
with fishers and others working in the field (delegate 18).

“What we have done is like all the stakeholders within the fisheries value
chain, we have formed them into associations. ...so that those are the
forums that we use for them to give their views. And some of them
[provide] very invaluable data, which may not have reached us through
research, but they have worked. And also the communities have their
indigenous knowledge in terms of which where they [tuna] normally feed,
where the seamounts are and where the breeding areas are and who are
the key players within that place." — delegate 13
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Ultimately, delegates explained that the States’ negotiation bound-
aries are determined at the highest government levels, such as the
parliament and ministers. Some members present the domestic stake-
holders’ consultative processes and the delegation views to the cabinet
or parliament in the development of the mandate to negotiate (delegate
4, delegate 12, delegate 14), while in other instances decisions are made
by individual politicians (delegate 3). Decisions made at the parliament
or ministerial levels may pose a barrier to developing CMMs (delegate 3,
delegate 9), as they are made without much involvement or knowledge
in the IOTC processes and constrain delegates’ ability to negotiate
(delegate 3, delegate 4, delegate 5, delegate 9, delegate 13). The rapid
change in governments, policies and priorities also limit effective
engagement in IOTC (delegate 9, delegate 14).

“We basically present a document, a paper to the cabinet of ministers
informing them of the ministry’s position, taking into account the
consultation that we have done with the stakeholders and including their
views so that we can get a government’s position going into the meeting for
the decision to be taken by the country.” — delegate 4

3.2.2. Scientists

In the IOTC scientific processes, three groups of scientists have been
involved: member scientists, NGO scientists, and independent experts
for stock assessments in IOTC scientific meetings. However, the scien-
tific meetings are also attended by fishery managers, fishing operators,
scientists, NGOs, and industry. Scientists from NGOs and independent
scientific experts have chaired these meetings. Despite only half of the
member respondents consulting with scientists prior to decision-making
processes, all member respondents noted that they take scientific advice
from relevant scientific bodies (reports and data) into their decision-
making (Fig. 4[B]). The lack of engagement with scientists is due to a
lack of scientific capacity within the country (delegate 1).

“For us the challenge is the expertise in stock assessment and [it] is very
difficult. And we have very limited in resource persons to play a role in this
area.” — delegate 1

However, some respondents also noted that they verify the results
through internal assessments due to biases in the scientific process
(delegate 2, delegate 4, delegate 8, delegate 13).

It is not only members who are engaged in the scientific processes.
One member scientist highlighted NGO involvement to direct scientific
findings to fulfil their agenda (scientist 2). Interestingly, scientific
cooperation across various members occurs. Ahead of a Commission
meeting, it was reported that some scientists get in touch informally
with member scientists from other members on CMMs, including clari-
fication of science for CMMs and measures taken in CMMs to clear up
misunderstandings during the discussion (scientist 1, scientist 3).

3.2.3. Non-governmental organizations (ENGOs and INGOs)

According to respondents, ENGOs and INGOs, collectively referred
hereafter as NGOs, are heavily involved in and influence members
(Figs. 2 and 4[A]) directly and indirectly. These two types of NGOs are
grouped because their influencing strategies with members were very
similar in the interviews, despite the differences in goals. However,
members with fisheries economic interests related to particular INGOs
tend to influence and engage more with those countries (delegate 4,
delegate 6, delegate 12). Members with domestic offices and represen-
tatives of ENGOs have regular engagement and consultation (delegate 7,
delegate 13, delegate 16). Even though there is significant overlap be-
tween ENGOs and INGOs, the mode of engagement varies with members
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significantly. Almost 60% of the member respondents consult with
NGOs, and NGOs themselves responded that they consult with 21
different groups of actors involved in the IOTC. NGOs influence mem-
bers directly via i) domestic consultations, ii) position statements and
letters, iii) intermediaries between members, and iv) the development of
CMMs with members. These NGOs also influence members indirectly via
i) various project partners in members ii) domestic processors and re-
tailers and, iii) market including retailers and wholesalers. However,
influence, participation, and engagement with NGOs vary significantly,
particularly with States who rely on tuna trade. Here, we explain these
influences in detail.

Apart from domestic consultations, members receive letters from
NGOs with the support of fishing operators, retailers and NGO part-
nerships (ENGO1) representing their positions in IOTC meetings. These
letters cover a broad range of areas for discussion and are not member-
specific. Members use these letters as a barometer for RFMO issues and
market reactions and use them as a guide for discussion in IOTC meet-
ings (delegate 4, delegate 7, delegate 10, delegate 12). The domestic
fishing industry and processors also use these letters in their consultative
processes with governments (delegate 15).

Some members also work with the NGOs to develop proposals
(delegate 6), and NGOs also develop their own CMMs and seek a
member delegate who could champion it (ENGO 2). These NGOs then
work with the members to garner further support for the CMM through
technical experts, NGO networks, and industry in various consultative
platforms (ENGO 1, ENGO 2, INGO1). NGOs’ lobbying efforts also go
through various government levels, including ministers and parliament
members (NGO 5). Further, members seek NGO support and co-
sponsorship to have robust engagements (ENGO 1, INGO1). Members
also seek NGO support where they have a strong presence and act as
intermediaries to member delegates in the negotiation of a CMM (ENGO
1, ENGO 2).

“Somebody, I can’t remember which country it was, asked me to go and
talk to another country because those two countries weren’t talking to
each other. He said, can you go and talk to them because they won'’t talk
to me. And I said, okay, I'll go and see what the problem is. So, we can
sometimes act as a bridge between countries that aren’t comfortable
having direct negotiation. — ENGO 2.

The NGOs are also actively involved with fishers, fishery operators
and processors in providing independent information and data relevant
to their agenda (delegate 1, ENGO 4, INGO 1) either directly or through
members (from the projects they work with the members) or through
prominent technical experts on the scientific processes to make the
process more robust (ENGO 1, ENGO 2, ENGO 3). These data are also
used to achieve third-party certification, such as the Marine Stewardship
Council certifications and progress towards FIPs (INGO 1).

“Where we worked on in 2018 that the commission meeting, the Manta
and Mobula species measures that were tabled by the Maldives govern-
ment were deferred just because of the reason there was not enough evi-
dence of Manta and Mobula species having interaction with surface
fisheries. So, we as [ENGO 1], started to bring together the scientists and
experts into the Indian Ocean to develop reports and present at the
Working Party in Ecosystems meeting of the IOTC. We were successful in
that we provided that evidence, and then we made sure the recommen-
dations were there to move towards a scientific committee. But then again,
we also worked closely with the members in developing the proposal” —
ENGO 1
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The lobbying efforts of NGOs also target downstream value chain
actors in the market to influence members. So far, retailers have not
been heavily involved in the IOTC process, but this influence appears to
be gaining momentum. For example, retailers and the NGOs were
heavily involved in the lobbying efforts in adopting the harvest control
rules for skipjack tuna in 2017 (ENGO 1, INGO 1).

However, these influences by NGOs on members vary significantly.
For states with significant tuna trade, NGOs’ outreach and influence are
significant, often through domestic processors and fishing operators
(delegate 1, delegate 4, delegate 6, delegate 7, delegate 10, delegate 11,
delegate 12). However, not all demands and lobbying efforts are met by
members (delegate 4). They do consider the funding sources of NGOs
and the external influences and interests of NGOs prior to decision-
making (delegate 4). On the other hand, members also suggested that
despite the engagement of NGOs, the influence on members is minimal
(delegate 9).

“Being a State that exports the fish to the international market, what we
have to ensure is that we do not basically tarnish our reputation. There is
also the reputational risk that could be at stake in being dependent on
those markets. So, we have to consider their opinions, not saying that we
have to take into account everything that they see or wish. But their views
are also part of the decisions because, you know, when you have influence
from different areas, you have to weight and balance the merits, the pros
and cons, because sometimes not necessarily all the lobbying are fair or
how can I put that or take into consideration the status of the economy
and the people.” — delegate 4

3.2.4. Market actors

The level and type of engagement and influence by market actors on
members vary significantly. Retailers, wholesalers and brand names in
the tuna industry where they have a significant business are involved in
the domestic consultation process (delegate 10, delegate 12) (Fig. 2) and
directly influence member decisions. However, instead of participating
in IOTC meetings, retailers often send their positions on CMMs through
NGO letters [29]. It was indicated that these letters submitted by the
market are taken seriously by the States that export tuna species into the
international market (delegate 4).

On the other hand, retailers consult NGO tuna forums and FIPs
(Market representative 1, Market representative 3, Market representa-
tive 4, Market representative 5) and members (Market representative 3)
in developing their positions. However, most retailers and wholesalers
who push for improved stock management usually stop at their sourcing
partners, suppliers and processing industry in the member countries
(Market representative 3, Market representative 4, Market representa-
tive 5). They, therefore, tend not to work directly with producers (i.e.,
operators, as above) nor with delegates of members. Some retailers have
used their sourcing power to demand members to take action for
adopting CMMs. This lobbying is limited to countries and individual
retailers who trade much seafood and significantly export tuna products
(INGO 1, INGO 2).

"I know that [Company Name], based out of Germany, wrote a letter to
the [Country Name] Government. [Company Name] said to [Country
Name], ‘you are an influential member of the IOTC. We would like you to
know our priorities are the following. We do a lot of business with your
country. These are our priorities, and we want you to work on this.”" —
INGO 2

However, the market has taken a more united front recently with the
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formation of retailer partnerships such as Global Tuna Alliance (GTA)
and Tuna Protection Alliance (TUPA) in influencing decisions, especially
on sustainability and traceability (Market representative 1, Market
representative 2, Market representative 3, Market representative 3).

Eco-certification of fishery products by third parties offers consumers
the opportunity to select and differentiate sustainable products from
seafood shelves offered by the retailers, processors, sourcing groups,
fishing operators and fishers associations. In the Indian Ocean, some
fisheries are certified by Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) and Fair-
Trade USA, among other eco-labels. The bar for certification can be
high, and thus FIPs provide a mechanism or pathway for the fishery to
reach the criteria to achieve eco-certifications. In the Indian Ocean, the
Maldives pole and line skipjack tuna fishery and Echebastar Purse Seine
skipjack tuna fishery are the only MSC certified fisheries [42]. There are
10 FIPs in the Indian Ocean for species in the jurisdiction of the IOTC
that aspire to be MSC certified at the end of their project [43]. Even
though these eco-certified fisheries have a strong interest in seeing stock
status improvements, they only indirectly influence members in adopt-
ing CMMs. The conditions that these eco-certifications have established
(INGO 1, industry representative 1, industry representative 3) indirectly
influence members. On the other hand, FIPs are involved in stakeholder
consultation processes within members (delegate 1, delegate 4, delegate
12).

As some of the FIPs in the Indian Ocean partner with processors,
fishing operators, NGOs and members, there are discussions regularly
about the fulfilment of the FIP, including through the adoption and
implementation of CMMs at the IOTC (FIP 1). For example, together
with NGOs and FIPs, the industry is working to reduce skipjack tuna
catches in the Indian Ocean, which is currently deemed too high (30%
higher than the harvest control limits) because of fear of losing its cer-
tification (industry representative 3). Even though MSC does not directly
influence members for stringent conservation measures, members, in-
dustry and its partners, mindful of the demand for MSC certified prod-
ucts as an increasing condition to access EU and US markets, work to
garner support for stringent measures in the IOTC (delegate 6, Industry
representative 3). However, some members of the IOTC also have
frequent engagements with MSC because of certifications of tuna in
other oceans and other species, and these are not related to particular
CMMs (delegate 7, delegate 9).

3.2.5. Intergovernmental organizations

Donor Agencies and International Organizations such as inter-
governmental bodies and multilateral organizations are interwoven in
the decision making and the implementation of CMMs in IOTC (delegate
2, delegate 6, delegate 11, delegate 13, delegate 16). They play a vital
role in facilitating the implementation of the measures through various
projects. For example, the Southwest Indian Ocean Fisheries Commis-
sion (SWIOFC) has a tuna working group that conducts pre and post
IOTC meetings to garner support among SWIOFC member countries to
have a common position on CMMs. These are vital to iron out differences
among coastal States in SWIOFC, which also have diverse objectives
(delegate 4, delegate 8, delegate 13).

However, these organizations sometimes lead to an overlap of
mandate and create barriers to decision-making. The Regional Com-
mission for Fisheries (RECOFI), which manages species in the Caspian
and the Arabian Sea (part of the IOTC area), manages neritic tuna spe-
cies as part of their mandate [44], which are also managed by the IOTC
and most members of RECOFI are not members of IOTC [45].

“Neritic tuna is essential for [my country]. Most of the catches are neritic.
So that is why we have the regional commission RECOFI. In this region,
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some country is not a member of the IOTC. If approve a resolution on
neritic tuna, only two or three countries obligated to implement this res-
olution. But the other country is not a member of the IOTC. That’s why the
fishermen complained to us why you force for us to do that, but other
countries not to do it” delegate 5.

The members of IOTC especially developed States, also use high-level
forums such as the UN General Assembly (UNGA) and the Committee on
Fisheries (COFI) in FAO to influence decision-making processes in
RFMOs. The developed nations in the IOTC drive the main issues facing
the sustainability of fisheries through the UNGA, such as stock health,
the ecosystem approach, combatting illegal, unregulated and unre-
ported fishing (IUU) and development aspirations (delegate 7, delegate
12). The members have also used these platforms in IOTC to drive IOTC
specific issues. For example, in 2016, during the 32nd COFI, some
members called on FAO to find an urgent solution for the IOTC executive
secretariat [4] due to IOTC’s unique relationship with FAO.

“We see things like General Assembly resolutions as being a really useful
tool for articulating priorities and articulating best practice. [Country
name] was really involved in getting language about bottom fishing impact
assessments into general assembly resolutions is a really good example of
that” — delegate 7

The G16, a like-minded coastal countries group that emerged infor-
mally from the IOTC allocation negotiations in 2010 [46], has grown
into a united block that functions to improve its capacity to understand
the CMMs put forward in the Commission meeting. Even though there
are significant differences among the interests of G16 States, the group’s
work is focused on building the support and capacity of coastal States
and strengthening regional solidarity. Delegates use the G16 platform to
develop proposals, create a shared understanding of the proposals, and
discuss ideas on developing coastal States’ positions (delegate 1, dele-
gate 4, delegate 7, delegate 9, delegate 11, delegate 14, delegate 16,
delegate 17). In 2010, only one-third of the CMM proposals were from
G16 members. However, since the formation of the group, this has
doubled, such that in 2019, 63% of proposals were from G16 members
(Fig. 4). The increase in the involvement of G16 has also led to better
engagement of coastal States in the discussion of the proposals in recent
years [4]. Finally, the G16 also partners with NGOs and regional groups
such as SWIOFC to garner support for proposals (ENGO 2, INGO 1). The
Australian government has been the main financial contributor to
hosting the G16 meetings apart from the Maldives Government, which
has recently funded some of the meetings. The International Pole and
Line Foundation, World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF), and the South
West Indian Ocean Fisheries Project have also contributed to hosting
some of the meetings.

“We have seen the G16 when the member countries are speaking with one
voice. They agree on something. You see how distant water fishing nations
tremble. In the true sense of that, they tremble with all of their money, with
all of their power, with all of their influence” — delegate 9

3.2.6. Other members

Tuna is more than a staple food, and the geopolitics surrounding one
of the most traded species in the world cannot be ignored, especially
between members in IOTC (Fig. 2). Members influence other members
through various mechanisms, such as access agreements, foreign em-
bassies, IUU dialogues, fisheries attaché’s, bilateral dialogues, market
controls, sovereignty disputes, foreign aid, economic sanctions, market
State regulations, flag State operators, maritime security, compliance,
corruption and through informal relationships (Fig. 2). Here, we
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highlight some of the critical influences noted by respondents:
e Use of diplomatic presence

Member countries with a foreign diplomatic presence in other
member countries have used it to lobby for CMMs proposed in IOTC.
These have been pursued through foreign ambassadors or high com-
missioners, fisheries attaché’s, bilateral dialogues including trade dia-
logue, and matters relating to IUU to influence the decision-making
process (delegate 6, delegate 2).

"Over the years what we have seen is members that would be heavily
impacted by the allocation formula, they have influenced some of the
supporting members at the bilateral level through their high commis-
sioners, ambassadors and also with threats of economic sanctions, with-
drawal of foreign aid, yellow card and all of that" — delegate 6

e Foreign aid and fisheries

Apart from access to markets in the global North, developing coun-
tries in the Indian Ocean also face diplomatic threats of withdrawing
funds for foreign aid for fisheries and other development programmes
(delegate 2, delegate 6, delegate 9). For example, the negotiation around
quota allocation, limiting fishing vessels’ capacity, and the tensions
between G16 and DWFN have amplified foreign diplomatic arguments
or leverage points by some DWEFN to lobby coastal states in the alloca-
tion negotiations (delegate 2, delegate 6, delegate 9).

“They seem to want to use their foreign policy as a measure or as a tool of
leverage in terms of how they want to drive the decision making. We have
seen in the TCAC,” for instance, a member saying it and without shame
and embarrassment that we are putting more money into this. I'm not
quoting it verbatim, but you can kind of conclusively say that that’s
exactly what she was meaning that we put money into. So, if we put
money, we should have them, get what we want in a way.” — delegate 9.

Furthermore, a member delegate respondent noted that the polarized
nature of the divide between DWFN and G16 had affected the adoption
of CMMs as G16 members take political considerations rather than the
substance of CMMs into the discussion (delegate 12).

e Access to markets

Market states where tuna products are imported from use their
market leverage and ’access to markets" to influence decision-making
processes in IOTC (delegate 6, delegate 9, delegate 14). Respondents
noted the use of the EU Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated (IUU)
carding system and tariff restrictions as threats (delegate 6, delegate 9).

“We have seen this manifesting as well in the form of a way even politi-
cians or ministers get instructed to instruct their delegations in a particular
meeting to take a certain stance. We saw that happening in 2016 in La
Reunion. So, this is the hard arm, very hard arm. But still very subtle. It’s
kind of invisible, but it is there. Then you get to a level where now it be-
comes a trade threats of some sort. Couple of times we’ve seen these big
countries using the issue of markets, for instance, or market access for
their products, again as a measure or as a threat. Obviously, these are
tools. They have this arsenal. They are in at disposal. So, they use them as

4 Technical Committee on Allocation Criteria formed in 2010 to develop a
systematic allocation framework for the IOTC.

10

Marine Policy 133 (2021) 104781

in when they deem fit. Whereby we find threats that ‘no, if you don’t do
this, then the tuna that’s coming from your companies or from your
waters, we're not going to get it.”” — delegate 9

e Corruption

In Transparency International’s — an NGO that works to end the
injustice of corruptions — 2019 Corruption Perceptions Index, 2/3rd of
the Indian Ocean States ranked below the global average of 43 [47]. One
of the respondents suggested the alarming practices of corruption in
both the ICCAT and IOTC. Member representatives are coerced to adopt
CMMs in favour of the industry.

“ICCAT is a bit different from how they do it. They are more daring and
very clear about it at ICCAT. At IOTC, they do it covertly, you know, kind
of a thing whereby delegates are taken out, or they take out for shopping
and things like that. It’s done in a kind of a covert way at IOTC, I think.
But I've seen it blatant at ICCAT where people are given money to support
that particular thing. And you would always see it is the industry that is
driving this. And you would always see that the head of the delegation is
going to get rounded to somewhere.” — delegate 9

3.3. CMM proposals and socio-economic priorities

Another way to understand the socio-economic interests and in-
fluences on members is to look at the content of CMMs proposed during
IOTC meetings. The indicators reveal the socio-economic priorities of
members, and the CMM proposals indicate how these socio-economic
priorities are protected in the decision-making process. From
2014-2019, the IOTC considered a total of 104 CMM proposals (Fig. 4).
The EU (36%), Maldives (16%), Mauritius (11%) and Seychelles (10%)
submitted the most proposals for consideration by the Commission
during the mentioned time frame, together accounting for almost three-
fourth of all proposals. It is important to note that while proposal
numbers can indicate interest, the absence of proposals by a State does
not necessarily indicate lack of interest, as more developed States have
the capacity to engage in the IOTC process more, including the devel-
opment and refinement of proposals.

As observed in Fig. 4, most of the proposals submitted by members
are to protect or regulate the interests of the members’ fishing fleet. For
example, countries prominent for the use of fish aggregating devices in
purse seine fishery (EU and Mauritius) have submitted the most pro-
posals to regulate that fishery component. Seychelles and Mauritius
were the only members to submit proposals to minimize discards from
the purse seine fishery. These countries have foreign-operated locally
flagged fishing purse seiners and land most of the purse seine catches in
their ports. The proposals prohibit purse seiners from discarding species
fit for human consumption, facilitating improved food security out-
comes in these countries.

Further, the EU, which has a significant DWF fleet in the Indian
Ocean (both flagged in EU and third countries), has submitted the most
proposals in the Indian Ocean managing their DWF fleet and interests.
The administrative measures proposed by the Maldives, particularly on
harvest control limits, were to fulfil the conditions laid out by the Marine
Stewardship Council (MSC) to maintain their certification [33]. Indo-
nesian CMMs primarily focused on allowing Indonesian wooden carrier
vessels to transship tuna, which do not have an International Maritime
Organization identification number, a prerequisite in the measure.

4. Discussion
As evident from the results, political interests are a strong influence

on IOTC actors. These diverse interests and myriad influences mean
political manoeuvring is ubiquitous in the CMM decision-making
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Fig. 4. Proposals submitted by members from 2014 to 2019 and thematic areas of proposals to illustrate the connection between socio-economic priorities and
decision-making processes. The size of the wedge is proportional to the number of proposals submitted in each category.

processes to optimize members’ socio-economic interests and other
influential entities involved in the IOTC member. Here we discuss four
key findings from this work: pathways for supporting aspiring coastal
states, the implications of diffuse webs of influence on RFMO gover-
nance, fragmentation and its relationship with power imbalances and
the lack of leadership, willingness, and priority for cooperation for low-
valued species.

4.1. Aspiring coastal States

Our study has indicated that by examining socio-economic in-
dicators, IOTC members can be classified into five categories. Despite
commonalities that bring these countries together within categories,
there are still substantial differences between like-States. One category
that we identified here that has received little attention in the scholarly
literature studying RFMOs is aspiring coastal States. These States tend to
be less developed, and thus when interests are determined based on
indicators of use, this will automatically bias concern or power to the
States that could use the resource. These States also tend to be involved
in armed conflicts, are least developed (Fig. 1[A]), and are often
dependent on fisheries as a source of nutrition [48]. Even though these
coastal States have socio-economic interests, they have little influence
and engagement with other States, resulting in their disenfranchisement
in the RFMO decision-making processes. For example: In the 24th IOTC
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Commission in 2020, Eritrea, Sudan, Somalia and Madagascar were not
even present in the meeting [49]. It is an irony that the countries that
potentially have the most marginal utility from tuna catch, trade, and
consumption, are those that are continually overlooked.

The RFMO decision-making process on the surface presumes that
every member has a seat at the table. Nevertheless, RFMO outcomes
continue to perpetuate historical power imbalances, and with every
passing year of repeated similar negotiations, aspiring coastal States get
left further and further behind. For example, the continued pressure for
historical catches to form the basis of ongoing catch allocations reaffirms
this dynamic [4,50]. However, for equitable, fair and just
decision-making around CMMs, there needs to be a better mechanism
than the current global environmental regime where "powerful actors
receiving more favourable outcomes than less powerful ones" [11].
Sub-groups such as the G16 and other regional organizations could
minimize these power dynamics, such as the role of Parties to the Nauru
Agreement (PNA) and Pacific Islands Forum Fisheries Agency (FFA) in
WCPFC [51]. Even though the G16 operates informally, the group has
similarities in the operations of FFA in WCPFC. The regional cooperation
of PNA has also facilitated better ownership of the resource, primarily
through the Vessel Day Scheme, benefiting over $500 million a year
[52]. Notably, in the WCPFC, all the tropical tuna species are at sus-
tainable levels [53], where FFA member countries are the majority (17
out of 32 member countries). FFA countries, in particular, the PNA
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countries, have a strong influence in determining the performance of
WCPFC [54]. The results from the study indicate a lack of capacity
among the developing coastal States to fully engage in the scientific
process and their role as ‘science- and policy-takers’ instead of ‘science-
and policymakers.” These organizations could play a vital role in
improving capacity, especially science and modern fisheries manage-
ment practices around transboundary fisheries resulting in improved
resource ownership.

4.2. Diffuse governance

Even though there are consultative practices to engage and gain
broader acceptance in members’ decisions, politicians ultimately alter
these even in the scientific process [8]. Although members are the pri-
mary decision-makers in IOTC, the results of this study suggest they are
subject to several influences, meaning RFMO governance unfolds via a
diffuse net of actors and institutions. The analysis shows that some in-
fluences are direct, and some influences are exerted indirectly through
various layers of stakeholders both within and outside the IOTC
decision-making process. The results also validate that these sources of
influence have a varying degree of impact, and members look beyond
stakeholder engagement, such as their sources of funding, partners and
interests. The results corroborate the critical role of NGOs as agitators,
architects, entrepreneurs, activists, diplomats, governors, shapers, bro-
kers and doers [55,56] in RFMO governance. In the IOTC, NGOs are
involved in every layer of decision-making, from data collection to the
implementation of CMMs (Fig. 3[A] and [B]), and they engage with
almost every entity involved in the decision-making process, both
directly and indirectly ranging from fishers to parliamentarians and
ministers in members. NGOs’ presence and engagement in the IOTC give
them a strong mandate to push for stringent CMMs favouring their
agenda. However, it also helps developing coastal States who do not
have much capacity to engage in IOTC. On the contrary, NGOs’
commitment, engagement and agenda are also short-lived [57,58]. Like
any other actors involved in RFMOs, NGOs also clash and compete with
each other to maintain territory and dominance [56].

Retailer partnerships such as GTA and TUPA operate differently from
other NGOs. The IOTC scientific committee failed to advise on man-
agement reference points for yellowfin tuna to the Commission due to
uncertainties and lack of data. Instead of participating in the RFMO
process, GTA published independent stock advice on yellowfin tuna
[59]. Some retailers in the GTA partnership also decided to stop sourcing
yellowfin tuna from the Indian Ocean in their brands [60]. The market
(retailers and wholesalers) has enormous power to control the inflow of
tuna products and, thus, could play an essential role in promoting sus-
tainability. The market is also fearful of bad publicity among consumers
created by NGOs. However, market influences are limited to individual
members who rely on the trade of tuna products. In IOTC, only one-third
of members (10 of 30) have a significant tuna trade. Thus, market
pressure will only affect those States.

Additionally, market actors in these partnerships and outside these
partnerships do not act in one voice. Thus, countries that rely on exports
could move to other retailers and wholesalers, defeating the purpose.
One possible avenue is to pressure the members through a whole range
of seafood. However, tuna is a minor component of the seafood in retail
chains, and retailers might opt for an easier route of de-listing the
product from the shelves (Market representative 2).

Respondents in this study emphasized the continual and likely
continued role of value chains and eco-certification in influencing RFMO
processes. There is a growing demand for products to be certified to get
access or retain access to the markets in developed countries [61].
Interestingly, the results of this study suggest that eco-certification plays
a crucial role in RFMO governance by pushing for improved manage-
ment measures, even though these are indirect engagements. Following
the Maldives pole and line skipjack tuna fishery certification, the MSC
laid out eight conditions, including adopting precautionary approach
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measures, limit and target reference points, and Harvest Control Rules in
the IOTC [33,62] before the end of the fifth year. In response, the
Maldives, together with INGOs, NGOs, industry and other members, got
those measures adopted [33] and used the threat of a vote to adopt the
measure in IOTC [63].

Despite these influences by NGOs, retailers, and wholesalers and the
eco-certification process in member decision-making, continuous
engagement and participation of these actors in the RFMO meetings are
vital. Fishing industry representatives participate in national delega-
tions with continuity, indicating more significant opportunities to in-
fluence, and they are far numerous than civil society in RFMO meetings
[57]. As a market, NGOs and intergovernmental organizations push for
sustainability using their influence on members; ultimately, the system
will improve, even though these organizations have diverse objectives.

4.3. Fragmentation and power

As stated in the introduction, RFMOs do exhibit characteristics of
polycentricity. Nevertheless, they also exhibit tendencies of fragmen-
tation; issue in both of these are power and capacity [64-66]. Frag-
mentation is considered when there are distinct clusters within the
organization in the decision-making process [67] rather than the col-
lective approach. This study reaffirms that there are multiple nodes of
governance power in RFMO processes, specifically in the IOTC, which
can lead to getting things done (for example, through industry and
market aggregations) and capacity building (for example, the G16). The
socio-economic interests, influences and priorities identified in the study
also reinforces power imbalances that disrupt RFMO decision-making.

Further, it also reaffirms the dependency, for example, on foreign aid
and influences by developed fishing States on developing States. In three
Indian Ocean countries, Mauritius, Seychelles and Madagascar, aid
contributions have influenced how these coastal States interact with
DWFNs and with each other [46]. These aid contributions also have
prevented Mauritius and Madagascar from strongly supporting the
like-minded coastal States group G16 [68]. Furthermore, some of the
States’ perceived import tariffs and regulations to counter IUU fishing
have been misused to garner influence to adopt CMMs favouring market
States. These are further exacerbated by the allegations of corruption in
the IOTC decision-making process, which can be linked to most mem-
bers’ weak rule of law. Though it is concerning, corruption and corrupt
fisheries practices are challenging to address [69], especially in a
multilateral forum such as IOTC. As mentioned, RFMOs are
consensus-based, and a single member can block a CMM or dilute the
decision to favour the relevant beneficiary.

The analysis also reveals that the decisions around CMMs by mem-
bers might be perceived as irrational from a fisheries management or
conservation perspective. However, the decisions by members are tied
to sovereignty, foreign aid, and other development aspects outside the
realm of the RFMO. Thus, understanding the geopolitics and political
economy surrounding one of the most traded species is crucial. Several
sovereignty disputes in the Indian Ocean are an additional barrier
affecting the organization’s performance [4]. The sovereignty disputes
are linked to the ocean space’s economic wealth, strategic warfare
presence, and maritime security [70,71]. Furthermore, with the increase
in global demand for tuna, the global market regimes and the ecology of
resources have led coastal States to depend on developed countries with
fleets operating within coastal waters and in areas beyond national
jurisdiction for revenues from licensing, processing and the use of the
port, and ultimately caused coastal states to push for more leverage to
claim resource sovereignty.

4.4. Low-value, low-priority
Since there is limited economic interest for neritic tuna species, there

is limited influence and engagement within the RFMO decision-making
process, as evident from the lack of CMM proposals (Fig. 4); since these
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species are not export-oriented and are low valued species, the market
and NGOs do not influence members in the decision-making process. For
example, despite the fact that 35% of the catches in the IOTC (589,813
tonnes) in 2017 are neritic species (80% of the catch is estimated due to
poor reporting) and only one species out of five remains at a healthy
state, the IOTC has failed to take any measures to recover the stocks or
improve the data collection for neritic tuna. The failure is linked to
several factors; lack of market visibility: lack of premium prices in the
market: lack of a stakeholder (NGOs, market, multilateral organizations)
push for less charismatic species: and members who want to retain the
status quo due to the fishery’s coastal nature and the significance of its
employment contribution. On the contrary, high valued and interna-
tionally traded yellowfin tuna (overfished since 2014) has received
significant attention from the market and the NGOs. Letters were sub-
mitted by NGOs, retailers and the market to lobby for strong measures
for yellowfin tuna. Some retailers push for effective measures by boy-
cotting yellowfin tuna from the Indian Ocean. With this significant
lobbying effort, members with tropical tuna interests have submitted
measures for a yellowfin tuna recovery plan every year since 2015.
Though the measures adopted by IOTC to recover yellowfin tuna are
insufficient, there is a comparatively much better drive to adopt mea-
sures with increased engagement of various stakeholders with members.

5. Conclusion

Distiling the power dynamics within the IOTC, it is evident from this
study that the failure of RFMOs is not at all due to a "lack of political will"
or a "black box of politics," but it is a function of the very design of
RFMOs. As international governance bodies made up of diverse and
competing interests, they were designed to fail in delivering easy
pathways to consensus-based decision-making. The study also reveals
the inequity in engagements in conservation and management of stocks.
NGOs, market and international organizations lobby and engage for
highly traded tuna, while low-valued species essential for food security
in developing States are given low priority.

Further, the lack of adequate uptake of CMMs is driven by diverse
socio-economic interests, and protecting those interests for short-term
gains is a rational strategy. Members with economic interests exploit
developing and least-developed States through financial aid and corrupt
practices, but sometimes in subtle ways that are difficult to detect.
Markets where tuna products ultimately end up misuse regulations to
garner support to protect their economic interests.

Our findings also validate the critical role of various stakeholders
such as NGOs, market entities, subgroups and multilateral organizations
in the decision-making process. Despite the differences in these stake-
holders’ agendas and engagement, they improve the IOTC as an insti-
tution by providing crucial expertize and technical knowledge. We
emphasize that these stakeholders’ engagements need to be consistent
and continuous for improving the sustainability of the resource. More-
over, there needs to be broader engagement by all stakeholders involved
in the decision-making for all the species under the IOTC mandate rather
than the high valued species. Even though the politics around tuna in the
Indian Ocean is imperfect, focussed and continuous effort could improve
the effectiveness of RFMOs.
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