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Abstract Southern Bluefin Tuna (SBT) is a threatened species of tuna. Harvested 
from the early 1950s the fishery provides an interesting case study of the interplay of 
technology and science. On the one hand, fishing effort has expanded on the resource. 
This has resulted in the significant reduction in the size of the stock. Indeed, by the 
early 1980s scientists were warning that the reduction in stock size had reached dan-
gerously low levels. Paradoxically the stock’s demise has occurred alongside a grow-
ing body of scientific research into the fishery. Indeed, the fishery remains one of the 
most researched fisheries in the world today. There has also been a regional fishing 
organization (RFO) created to achieve a more sustainable level of harvest between 
the fishing nations. By 2012 both initiatives have however not produced a significant 
improvement in the stock’s biomass. Indeed, agreeing on a sustainable quota level 
has been at the centre of significant and abiding tensions between the parties. This 
chapter thus seeks to explain this conundrum. It will argue that the institutional set-
ting of the fishing parties involved in the fishery is critical to understanding the ten-
sions that have underpinned international management of the stock, the dispute over 
science and in explaining the precarious condition of the fishery today.

Keywords Southern Bluefin Tuna · Japanese tuna fishing · Australian tuna fishing · 
CCSBT history · IUU history

Southern Bluefin Tuna (SBT; Thunnus maccoyii) is a highly migratory stock that 
swim the waters of the Atlantic, Indian and western Pacific Oceans. Spawning in the 
region south of Java off Christmas Island, offspring migrate south, through the waters 
of Western Australia, before entering the Great Australian Bight. From here the fish 
either swim east across the Great Southern Ocean as far as New Zealand’s territorial 
waters or west across the Indian Ocean, to Africa and the Atlantic Ocean. Figure 9.1 
provides an overview of the stocks migratory pattern. Scientists have categorized the 
growth and maturity of the stock into two phases, a juvenile and adult stage; fish reach 
sexual maturity between 8 and 15 years, and live up to 40 years of age (Caton 1991; 
CCSBT 2011; Clean Seas 2011). Historically Australian fishermen have targeted ju-
venile fish in near-shore waters. As juveniles the fish swim at shallower depths and in 
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larger schools before entering the high seas at between 3 and 4 years of age, while the 
majority of the adult stock is found in more remote offshore locations (Caton 1994).

The fishery has also attracted a diverse mix of fishing fleets both within Australia 
and across Asia (Hayes 1997). The Japanese were a pioneer in the harvesting of the 
resource. Beginning in the early 1950s, the fishing industry working in partnership 
with the Japanese government mapped the stock’s distribution, discovered prized 
fishing grounds, and began to harvest the resource throughout the Indian and Great 
Southern Oceans through the development of a large scale distant water fleet tar-
geting the stock with specialized longline vessels. An Australian SBT sector also 
developed during the 1950s. The Australian fleet concentrated on inshore catches, 
using a variety of surface gears to target the stock (Caton 1994). Despite these dif-
ferences, both sectors did, however, rapidly expand their catch effort from the early 
1950s. Indeed, evidence of overfishing soon became apparent, with declining hook 
rates in the Japanese catch by the early 1970s (Hayes 1997).

However, sustained fishing effort continued beyond the early 1970s. Fleets from 
New Zealand, Taiwan and Indonesia began targeting the stock from the 1970s and 
1980s with South Korea emerging as an important player in the fishery by the early 
1990s. More recently vessels from the Philippines, South Africa and the European 
Union have also begun to target the resource (CCSBT n.d.b). SBT has thus emerged 
as a genuinely international fishery that supports a range of international fleets. 
This reflects the prized commercial standing of the stock. SBT is one of the most 
lucrative commercial fisheries in the world today, able to attract premium prices as 
both fresh and frozen product on the sashimi market in Japan (Owen and Troedson 
1993). Concerns that stock numbers are at dangerously low levels have, however, 
remained. Indeed, scientific estimates in 2009 and 2010 projected that the size of 
the stock was 5 % or less (range 3–8 %) of its virgin biomass (CCSBT Extended 
Scientific Committee 2009/2010).

The commercial and biological imperatives in the fishery are thus at the centre 
of management tensions in the fishery. Without question, fleet over-capitalization 
and illegal, unregulated and unreported (IUU) fishing effort has been central to 
the stock’s demise. Technology has also been important in explaining the decline 
in stock numbers. The capacity to map and locate the stock, the vast distances and 
remote locations in which the fish are caught and brought to market and indeed the 
capacity to catch greater numbers of fish in often remote and inhospitable regions 
could not have been achieved without significant technological capability.

From today’s perspective, however, the continued vulnerability of the stock 
requires explanation. During the early 1980s international efforts began with the 
purpose to move the fishery onto a more sustainable footing. Australia, Japan and 
New Zealand began informal tripartite negotiations in 1982 (Neave 1995). This 
resulted in significant restrictions on the catch during the 1980s.1 By 1994 this more 

1 In 1983 Australia, Japan and New Zealand agree to a quotas of 21,000 t, 29,000 t and 1,000 t re-
spectively. In 1985, Japan agree to further decrease its catch to 23,150 t. In 1988, major restrictions 
were introduced. A ceiling of 15,500 t was set for the fishery with 6.250 t to Australia, 8.800 t to Ja-
pan and 450 t to New Zealand. Global quotas were once again reduced in 1989. In that year global 
quota was set st 11.750–5,265 t (Australia) 6065 t (Japan) and New Zealand 420 t (Neave 1995).
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informal arrangement evolved into the Commission for the Conservation of CCSBT 
(CCSBT) where the parties have continued to meet annually to decide quota levels 
between Commission members (Hayes 1997).

The critical question, then, is not the cause of stock decline, but why the stock 
continues to be in such a precarious condition after 30 years plus of international 
negotiations? More puzzling still is the situation wherein agreeing to sustainable 
quota levels has been at the centre of considerable conflict since the beginning of 
trilateral discussions. Failure to agree on quota levels has seen Japanese fishing ves-
sels banned from accessing the Australian Fishing Zone (AFZ) and Australian ports. 
There have also been long periods of stalemate in the CCSBT where Commission 
members have been unable to agree on a Total Allowable Catch (TAC) with the 
dispute going outside the CCSBT in order arrive at a resolution between the parties. 
Revelations of illegal fishing by some Commission members further raises ques-
tions about the legitimacy of regulatory attempts amongst some CCSBT members. 
Clearly, this history requires explanation. Science, rather than the source of conver-
gence around which management prescriptions proceed, is not only failing to arrest 
the stock’s decline but critically has been at the centre of considerable conflict.

The Argument

It will be argued that the CCSBT is the intersection of actors who hold competing 
interests and agendas. Indeed, reduction in fish numbers has mobilized deeply con-
flicting priorities that have remained resolute on the international stage. The focus 
of the chapter will be on Japan and Australia. Both nations have historically been 
the main players harvesting the resource, and since the beginning of international 
negotiations the key interlocutors at both the trilateral and CCSBT meetings.

A first task then will be to account for the actors represented in the Australian and 
Japanese delegations. This will take us to consider the domestic contexts of the two 
protagonists in question as it is here the key players from both nations in the CCSBT 
have their origins. It will be suggested that while fishing policy is the purview of the 
state in both settings, management goals and priorities cannot be separated from the 
relationship between the state and key stakeholders in the development and forma-
tion of policy.

The relationship between the state and the fishing industry is, however, critical. 
Japan’s position at the CCSBT reflects a corporatist alliance between the state and 
fishing industry while in Australia the national agenda (in direct contrast) has been 
forged independently of industry. Both positions reflect a distinct historical trajectory 
which will be explored in the next section of the chapter. Discussion of fishing tech-
nology will be central to this discussion. In response to the reduction in fish numbers 
technology has assumed a very different purpose and function within Australia and 
Japan. It will be argued that this not only reflects the structural relationship between 
state and fishing industry in the policy debate but an institutional setting where man-
agement goals and priorities have achieved a consensus amongst participants.

AQ3

S. Adams



177

This chapter is also concerned with international negotiations since the early 
1980s. Important to this discussion will be a summary of the CCSBT and its main 
institutional features. The discussion includes an overview of the controversies that 
have been a feature of international negotiations. This will be followed by consid-
eration of the scientific debate. Science has been at the centre of the tensions that 
has characterized international meetings since the early 1980s. Explaining these 
tensions reveals the intersection of the very different institutional environments de-
scribed in the pages that follow. The dispute, in the view of this chapter, is thus seen 
as having political origins rather than representing a dispute that can be understood 
purely in technical terms. A final section will then consider some broader implica-
tions from this argument.

Japan

Japan’s SBT fleet has its origins in the 1940s (Caton 1994). The fleet did not, how-
ever, rapidly expand until the early 1950s. By the late 1950s fishing grounds had 
been discovered in the offshore waters of New Zealand and as far west as South 
Africa (Caton 1991); by the late 1960s the geographical range of the catch extended 
from the South Pacific west to the centre of the South Atlantic Ocean (Fig. 9.2 
shows a statistical breakdown of the key fishing locations that been established by 
this time). Not surprisingly, the volume of catch rapidly increased with the expan-
sion in geographical range. From 562 t harvested in 1952, the catch rose to 22,908 t 
in 1957 with a peak catch of 77,927 t in 1961 (Caton 1991).

The expansion of the SBT fleet was part of a broader opening up of Japan’s 
distant water sector. Indeed, the 1950s and 1960s was a golden period for Japan’s 
distant water fleet. With the lifting of the Macarthur Lines imposed at the end of 
the Second World War (WWII), Japan’s distant water sector spread throughout the 
world’s oceans in search of new catches for its fleet. Journalist Michael Wigan 
captures the energy, drive and resolve of the fleet during this period when he states,

Japan …is the name the world’s fish fear. It is the country that has caught more fish in the 
twentieth century than any other in more places, with the keenest and most dynamic, some 
would say the most unscrupulous pugnacity. The Japanese state has looked to the world’s 
oceans as a whole and set about harvesting them with a single mindedness which was 
unprecedented. (Wigan 1998)

This passage underscores that for many decades Japan was the world’s premier 
fishing nation. Wigan’s observation also highlights the critical role of the state in 
the development of the fleet. Whether in partnership with industry or assuming re-
sponsibility for the sector, state support was critical in providing the infrastructure 
for the expanding fleet. Government scientific research is a case in point. It was 
vital in the search and discovery of fishing grounds as the distant water fleet ex-
panded its reach during the 1950s and 1960s (Borgstrom 1964). State support was 
also crucial in finding new and innovative solutions to the myriad of challenges 

9 Southern Bluefin Tuna: A Contested History
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confronting industry2 and was critical in providing technical solutions that would 
open up new markets and sources of income for industry. The development of ultra-
low-temperature (ULT) freezing in the mid-1960s is a case in point. It allowed the 
reorientation of the SBT catch from canning markets to becoming a prime sashimi 
grade catch due to the longer storage time afforded to the catch without significant 
loss in the quality of the fish (Owen and Troedson 1993). Arguably the size and 
scale of Japanese fishing vessels was the most overt manifestation of the state’s 
support of industry—Japanese fishing vessels were without peer in both size and 
sophistication in the two decades after WWII (Borgstrom 1964).

From the 1970s the activist role of the state in its SBT and its distant water fleet 
would continue. It would, however, take a somewhat different hue in response to 
the range of challenges confronting Japan’s SBT fleet and more generally its distant 
water sector from this time. This included declining catch rates. In the SBT fishery 
global catch levels were contracting from a global peak of 81,750 t in 1961. Indeed 
during the 1970s and 1980s, the decline in catch levels was 50,000 and 45,000 t 
respectively, with reduction in catch effort continuing in subsequent decades (Caton 
1991; CCSBT data 2011). This was in part a consequence of sustained fishing pres-
sure on the resource. It was also, however, the consequence of the more complex 
international environment to which Japan was having to adjust from the mid-1970s 
(Bergin and Haward 1996). Indeed, the SBT fishery was indicative of Japan’s dis-
tant water fleet where its fishing activities were becoming increasingly tied to rival 
coastal and distant water fleets resulting (as we saw) in formal reduction in catch 
effort from the early 1980s. There were, however, significant domestic challenges 
also confronting the sector from the early 1980s. These included rising labour and 
fuel costs and access fees to coastal waters all of which challenged the viability 
of the distant water tuna fleet from the early 1980s (Caton and Ward 1996). In re-
sponse the state once again assumed responsibility for the sector. Critically, technol-
ogy was to prove (once more) a central part of the government’s response. A suite 
of government programs were implemented to address these challenges—subsidies 
to improve vessel design, subsidies to scrap and up-grade vessels, and subsidies to 
improve fuel efficiency (Owen and Troedson 1993). These initiatives combined to 
form part of a multifaceted response in support of its distant water fleet.3

The state has thus been a central player in the management and development of 
Japan’s fishing fleet. Whether in periods of relative prosperity or decline, govern-
ment played a dominant role in the management and development of policy for the 
industry. This is not to suggest that there was always harmony between government 
and industry in formulating policy; quite the contrary. However, in stark contrast 

2 This includes weather forecasting at sea, ability to detect surface and subsurface current fronts 
and thermoclines, strong thin longlines, snap-on hooks, fast line haulers, specialized rapid auction-
ing and sea and land fresh and frozen sashimi tuna supply chain.
3 This includes payment of access fees to coastal waters, representation of industry interests at 
international meetings, and aid to coastal states. For a comprehensive discussion of these strategies 
see (Bergin and Haward 1996).

9 Southern Bluefin Tuna: A Contested History
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to Australia, commercial goals and priorities are assumed in the construction and 
development of policy.

In part this reflects the character of the business/government relations that have 
taken root in Japan. State management of its distant water fleet is emblematic of the 
guidance and strongly interventionist role of the state across the economy (Johnston 
1982). Japan’s pathway to economic modernity has fused commercial objectives 
into national plans, industry/government partnerships and critically state guidance 
of the economy (Johnston 1982). State support for the fishing industry thus needs to 
be understood within a context in which commercial aspirations, goals and objec-
tives have been embedded in the state’s regulatory structures and across political 
and economic life.

It would be somewhat misleading, however, to explain state involvement in 
the sector purely in these terms. Studies have revealed that across the sector gov-
ernment subsidies and programs to the distant water fleet far exceeded returns by 
industry during the 1980s (Owen and Troedson 1993). More puzzling still, there 
has been extensive collusion between state/industry officials in the SBT fishery, 
especially over the harbouring of illegal catch. This was revealed in 2006 where 
market research uncovered underreported catch levels of up to 178,000 t since the 
mid-1980s (Phillips et al. 2009). This, in turn, was the most dramatic expression 
of continuing resistance to reducing quota levels since the beginning of trilateral 
discussions in the early 1980s (see below). It also makes plain a political reality 
shaping Japan’s national position. As the longevity of the stock appears at best a 
secondary concern and state support of industry has remained resolute long after 
the industry has remained profitable, it is clear that a viable commercial sector is 
not the main concern of policy. Rather, it is in essence the survival of the industry. 
Once again, an understanding of the past is important to appreciating this reality.

Since the Meiji Restoration of 1868, the agriculture and fishing industries have 
been important sectional interests, whose support was critical to achieving the polit-
ical stability needed in order to attain rapid modernization of the Japanese economy 
(Johnston 1982). As a consequence both sectors have achieved strong representa-
tion in the decision making apparatus of the state. Indeed, in return for support from 
rural electorates, both sectors have been firmly entrenched in a strong corporatist 
alliance between the bureaucracy and industry (Barclay and Koh 2005). This has 
been a defining political reality that has shaped Japan’s rapid economic develop-
ment from 1868 and critically has endured (as we can see in the SBT fishery) to this 
day (Pempel and Tsunekawa 1979).

Shamed by the 2006 revelations, the Japanese delegation agreed to reduce its 
catch to 3,000 t from the previous level of 6,065 t in place between 2007 and 2011 
(Findlay 2007). It remains doubtful whether this will see a long term substantive 
shift in fishing behaviour given the entrenched interests that construct national pol-
icy on this issue. Indeed, Japan’s political economy will continue to caste a deep 
‘ecological shadow’ over the SBT fishery. As we will see, the Australian context 
provides a significant contrast where the fishing fleet and technological develop-
ment is secondary to a regulatory environment which places the protection of stock 
as the government’s principle goal. It is to this issue that discussion will now turn.

S. Adams
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Australia

The Australian SBT industry began in the early 1950s as a small inshore fishery, 
working off the coast of South Eastern Australia. In the 1950s two separate sectors 
emerged, off New South Wales (NSW), and South Australia (SA); in the late 1960s 
a third emerged in Western Australia (WA). Across all sectors, pole and line and 
purse seining (introduced in South Australia in the 1970s) have been the primary 
methods of harvest. Levels of production reached between 5,000 and 6,000 t in the 
NSW and SA sectors during the 1970s and 6,000 t in the WA fishery by the early 
1980s (Caton 1994).

Despite more modest origins compared to its Japanese counterpart, the Australian 
industry had, to confront a significant crisis during the early 1980s. This was the re-
sult of the expansion in the number of operators across all sectors. The extent of the 
crisis was revealed in a Federal government inquiry published in 1984. It concluded 
that 45 vessels in the WA sector and 10 purse seiners (and a small number of pole 
boats) would more efficiently harvest the resource. This was a significant reduction 
from the 90 vessels in the WA sector and 35 vessels operating in the SA portion of 
the fishery at that time (IAC 1984). Declining incomes to operators were further ex-
acerbated by a glut in domestic and international canning markets during these years 
(IAC 1984). Indeed, some 68 % of the NSW and SA fishers and 89 % of the WA 
fishers recorded significant financial losses during the early 1980s (Crough 1987).

The rising catch from the Australian industry was also causing growing scientific 
concern. While overall tonnage was significantly less than their Japanese coun-
terparts, the expansion in catch effort by Australian operators was alleged to be 
preventing fish from reaching full maturity. Trilateral scientific meetings at this 
time concluded that 1 t of surface (Australian) catch had a commensurate impact of 
2.25 t of longline catch on the parental biomass (Caton et al. 1990). These concerns 
appear to have been vindicated as by the 1980s there was a complete absence of 
SBT in NSW grounds with only small schools of fish being sighted in the early 
1990s (Caton 1994).

The Australian SBT fishery was thus caught in a cycle of fleet overcapitalization 
and declining fish numbers; the fishery was beset by the ‘Tragedy of the Com-
mons’. In response to this crisis, there was a shift in management responsibility 
from the States to the Federal government and a management plan was implement-
ed in October 1984. This would reveal a very different management environment 
than its Japanese counterpart, one which placed protection of the stock at the centre 
of its management priorities.

Central in driving this agenda forward was the Australian Federal Government. 
It was the architect of the 1984 management plan, which had a dramatic impact on 
the size of the fleet. By 1987 fishing capacity had been reduced by 50 % (Wesney 
1989). This reflected in part the significantly reduced quota level imposed on the 
sector at the start of the plan. In that year the quota ceiling was set at 14,500 t (Hayes 
1997). However, for the WA and NSW sectors continued involvement in the fish-
ery became highly problematic. Continuation in the fishery was now governed by 
Individual Transferable Quotas (ITQs). This property entitlement allowed operators 

9 Southern Bluefin Tuna: A Contested History



182

to purchase a proportion of the TAC set by government. Small quota allocations to 
WA and NSW operators at the start of the plan, however, repositioned the fishery 
strongly in favour of the SA sector as the limited quota share made their long term 
involvement uneconomic. A significant transfer of wealth occurred from the WA 
and NSW sectors as quota entitlements were sold to the SA operators. Indeed, by 
the late 1980s the WA and NSW sectors had closed and the fishery centered on Port 
Lincoln in SA (Green and Nayer 1989).

The downsizing of fleet was just the first stage of a significant restructure con-
fronting the sector. At issue was a drastic realignment of the fleet as industry con-
fronted a radically new fishing environment by the late 1980s. Once again, the Aus-
tralian government’s response was in marked contrast to its Japanese counterpart.

The catalyst was the reduction in ‘global quota’ brokered in that year resulting 
in a reduction of 54 % in the Australian quota from 11,500 t in 1988 to 5,265 t in 
1989 (Neave 1995). This threw Australian industry into turmoil–‘forcing’ the in-
dustry to fish exclusively for the sashimi market in order to maximize returns. In 
theory, fishing for the Japanese sashimi market offered a more attractive and viable 
economic alternative to selling fish on the domestic canning market. As a premium 
high value market, financial returns were many multiples of traditional canning 
markets.4 However, while some early attempts to fish for this market had been made 
it was still very much at a trial-and-error stage (Caton 1994). Targeting the sashimi 
market required extensive, hard-to-win knowledge of new fishing grounds, new 
fishing techniques and marketing knowledge and relationships to suit the nuances 
and peculiarities of this high value market. Large capital investments would also 
be needed to purchase new fishing vessels and/or to make current vessels more 
seaworthy in order to target the larger fish that swim in the deeper offshore waters. 
Training and experience in tuna longlining was also needed as local skills and expe-
rience in this fishery were not available at this time.

The conversion to high value SBT longline fishing would thus require time and 
much experimentation. Realistically, it would take a number of years to make these 
adjustments. The SA industry was in no position, however, to adopt this path, hav-
ing incurred significant debt, the result in part of heavy borrowing to purchase quota 
from WA and NSW (Crough 1987). Instead, operators turned to skipjack fishing in 
the South Pacific in order to generate vitally needed income. This proved a disaster. 
The Australian industry could not compete with the highly subsidized tuna fleets 
of Japan, South Korea and USA, who could fish at a significantly lower cost base. 
With the failure of this initiative, a significant proportion of the SA tuna industry 
went into receivership in 1992 (TBOA 1996).

The road to high value fishing was thus proving to be a perilous journey for the 
Australian industry. The Australian SBT industry had undergone radical change as a 
consequence of Federal government management of the fishery. In part this reflected 
(as previously mentioned) Federal government policy in the fishery. However, the 
capacity to rapidly implement this change during these years requires explanation. 

4 Prices for SBT for canning reached A$1,200/mt, while for sashimi market prices reached 
A$ 30,000/mt (Franklin 1988).
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As community backlash gained momentum over proposed changes to water access 
in the Murray Darling Basin or powerful interests challenge climate change policy 
within Australia, compromise and even reversal of government policy in these areas 
seemed almost to be inevitable, but this did not occur in the tuna fishery. Indeed 
Brian Jeffries, the elected President of the Tuna Boat Owners Association (TBOA), 
recognized that the extent of industry restructuring was without parallel in the Aus-
tralian economy when he stated in 1992:

It is hard to imagine any industry that has been through greater upheaval than the SBT 
industry. For example, secondary industries such as motor vehicles and textiles, and foot-
wear have been allowed to change over a long period with substantial government assis-
tance… In contrast, SBT has been persuaded to build up a big debt and then had the quota 
cut by over 60 % in one year. (Jeffries 1992)

Industry capacity to influence and shape management is therefore a crucial ingredi-
ent to appreciating developments in the Australian sector. In other words, while the 
Federal government has been an important player in driving this agenda forward it 
is the political capacity to implement this agenda which also requires explanation. 
In essence this reflects the position of industry within the Australian economy. The 
fishing industry within Australia has historically been a small scale cottage industry 
whose economic and social significance has been at best marginal within the Aus-
tralian economy (Industry Commission 1991). The structural capacity of industry 
to influence policy has been further weakened by the fragmented nature of industry 
representation; the industry rarely speaks with a united voice to either government 
or the community (HRSC 1997).

The dominance of a precautionary approach in the management of the fishery thus 
reflects an industry where the interests of fishers (unlike other sectors in Australia) 
is of little political consequence, where the protection of fish stocks has strong sup-
port in the community, and, critically, where the government is determined to carry 
out its agenda. It is therefore remarkable that, considering the financial turmoil of 
the industry in the early 1990s and its limited political influence, by the mid-1990s 
the Australian SBT industry had been radically transformed. This was largely due to 
substantial cooperation between Australian industry and Japanese industry in suc-
cessful sea ranching trials which quickly transformed the industry’s fortunes (Ber-
gin and Haward 1994). To this day, the Australian SBT fishery has largely continued 
in this way, operating from one location, in Port Lincoln, with some expansion into 
longlining on NSW grounds in the late 2000s (Hobsbawn et al. 2007).

However, the commercial success of industry does not belie the significant pres-
sures that underpinned this change. Indeed, the political capacity to achieve these 
outcomes is central to explaining developments. The dramatic downsizing of the 
fleet and the government’s resolve to make fleet adjustment the responsibility of 
industry could not have been achieved without the political capability to accomplish 
these ends. The limited capacity of industry to shape management outcomes is thus 
critical to understanding domestic developments in the fishery and critically appre-
ciating the Australian position at the international negotiations—a position that is in 
direct contrast to Japan. How then does this explain the dynamics of international 
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discussions and indeed the conflict and disagreements over science which has un-
derpinned these discussions? It is to this issue that discussion will now turn.

International Management: The CCSBT

The signing of the Convention for the Conservation of Southern Bluefin Tuna in 
May 1993 created the CCSBT which came into force in May 1994. The Conven-
tion outlines the key objectives of the Commission and the key processes and pro-
cedures to achieve these ends. Article 3 of the Convention sets as a key objective 
‘the conservation and optimal utilisation of Southern Bluefin Tuna’ (CCSBT n.d.a); 
Article 8 (3) for the Commission to set a TAC and to allocate this among members 
(CCSBT n.d.a), and for the Commission to meet on an annual basis to realize these 
objectives (Article 6[3]). A scientific committee was also created (Article (9) to help 
realize these objectives. Its function is to coordinate research and data, assess and 
analyse stock trends and report its findings on the stock to the Commission (CCSBT 
n.d.a). The scientific committee is thus central to the management of the fishery.

As we have seen, the CCSBT emerged from the more informal trilateral arrange-
ments first established in the 1980s. Its scope, number of parties and sophistication 
has certainly widened with the passage of time. One constant, however, has been 
the significant tension that has characterized international management of the re-
source. In 1984, Japanese vessels were prohibited from fishing in Australian waters 
as a consequence of Japan’s refusal to agree to the quota level demanded by Aus-
tralia and New Zealand (Neave 1995). With Japan subsequently agreeing to catch 
reductions in 1985 this has been emblematic of negotiations moving from reluctant 
acceptance to long periods of stalemate where the Commission has been unable to 
reach a consensus on quota (Findlay 2007).

International negotiations over the stock have thus been marked by tension. 
More insidious have been long held fears of unreported catches occurring outside 
the ambit of the CCSBT (Polechek and Davies 2008). These were fully realized in 
2006 with the discovery of the significant discrepancy between the declared global 
catch and the amount of product sold on the Japanese market, which as mentioned, 
was estimated as amounting to 178,000 t over a 20 year period. This suggests then 
a legitimacy crisis within the Commission particularly amongst successive Japa-
nese delegations. Indeed, in the years when agreement has been reached suggesting 
greater unanimity between the parties this reflected the geopolitical realities of the 
fishery rather than a consensus based on science.5 Certainly, science has been at the 
core of the tensions between the parties. It is to this issue discussion will now turn.

5 Japan’s acceptance of quota level during the 1980s was the result of a number of leverages the 
Australian government was able to successfully link to an agreement on quota. This includes ac-
cess to Australian ports and Australia’s Fishing Zone. The importance of both factors to Japan’s 
fishing campaign in the southern hemisphere has been widely acknowledged and well documented 
in studies (Green 1991). In an interview by the author with a Australian industry official in March 
1998, while acknowledging the importance of these leverages, he also added that in 1989 the 
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The Scientific Debate

At the centre of the dispute is assessment of the stock’s recovery—in other words, 
how well the stock is rebuilding from its 1980 level (Ward et al. 1998). While sci-
ence has expanded the knowledge of the stock, the stock’s recovery, its resilience 
and capacity to rebuild from the low levels of the 1980s is the key point of dispute.

On this critical issue, Japan has typically leant towards more optimistic conclu-
sions while Australia and New Zealand have been more circumspect. These dif-
ferences have a long history. Virtual Population Analysis (VPA), a mathematical 
model used to project the recruitment potential of the stock, is a case in point (Caton 
et al. 1990). In the 1989 scientific meeting, a critical year in which global quotas 
were dramatically reduced, the difference in projections was stark: Australian VPA 
assessments predicted further long term decline in the stock at the same time as 
Japan projected more positive recruitment trends (Caton et al. 1990). This has been 
a typical outcome of VPA assessments in the CCSBT.

Similarly, Catch Per Unit Effort (CPUE) data—a measurement of stock abun-
dance based on hook rates in the fishery (Sainsbury 1992)—has been a signifi-
cant source of disagreement between the parties. While CPUE data was crucial 
in warning of the stock’s demise this has been, like VPA assessments, a key 
point of dispute. The discrepancy centres on the interpretation of CPUE data. 
For example, when CPUE data indicates a positive return in the numbers of fish 
within a particular location (reflected in an increase in hook rates), Australia 
and New Zealand are more cautious in their overall assessment; that is, despite 
these positive trends, it is not assumed to be indicative of the fishery in its total-
ity. Alternatively, Japan has historically held a contrary position; that positive 
recruitment in one locale is typical of the fishery overall. Critically, these differ-
ences are not largely self-evident from the data but reflect the preference towards 
two competing hypotheses: the ‘variable square hypothesis’ that the fish are not 
evenly spread across the fishery; and ‘constant square hypothesis’ which as the 
term suggests, assumes a more uniform spread of fish across the ocean.6 Similar 
to VPA assessments, then, this variance in conclusions has a long history in the 
CCSBT.

These contrasts in VPA projections, and interpretation of CPUE data, thus under-
score in part the ‘opaque lens’ from which stock assessments are constructed—sci-
ence having to provide recommendations in a context of incomplete or developing 
knowledge. Indeed, James Crawford at the International Law of the Sea Tribunal 
captured these uncertainties when he stated:

acceptance by the Japanese delegation of the significant reduction in quota in that year, despite 
strong objections, reflected the perception by Japanese industry that Australian industry would 
decimate the resource in protest (through the use of purse-seiners in Port Lincoln) if Japan did not 
accept the quota level being proposed by the Australian and New Zealand governments.
6 All scientific parties do however recognize that the ‘constant’ and ‘variable’ square hypotheses 
represent ideal types and that the ‘reality’ of the stock’s abundance is somewhere between these 
models.

9 Southern Bluefin Tuna: A Contested History



186

The first point I want to make about the scientific disagreement is that it is not in essence 
a disagreement about the present state of affairs. It is a question of projection. Projections 
are just about predictions. They are based on the available data and series of assumptions. 
In this respect they are like weather forecasts. Weather forecasts require a lot of science and 
they require a lot of observation. They are based on a set of assumptions and yet we know… 
the weather is still uncertain even from day to day. With fish stocks the uncertainty is much 
worse because in our case we are trying to predict the state of fish stocks a considerable 
period in advance, something like twenty years. Such projections are difficult and may 
require very sensitive assumptions about a range of matters. (ITLOS 1999)

In other words, with the tightening of the science necessarily providing the ba-
sis for more ‘objective’ facts on which to base management decisions, the current 
differences in stock assessments reflect, as James Crawford states, assumptions 
and weightings that are at significant variance. Stock projections are not based 
on an immutable body of evidence. Indeed as differences have morphed into the 
management debate both sides have accused the other of practising politicized sci-
ence—science that is less valid than their counterparts. Japan, in particular, has 
been quite explicit about what it sees as the more overtly ‘political’ nature of Aus-
tralia’s scientific position (CCSBT 1998). A final section will seek to account for 
the dispute where explanations, it will be argued, have institutional origins—their 
basis being in the relationship between industry and the state as discussed earlier 
in this chapter.

The Political Economy of Science

The scientific dispute, from the perspective of this chapter, is not about the ‘objec-
tivity’ of a country’s position. As each party has accused the other of practising ‘po-
liticized’ science the implicit claim by each party is that the other is not adhering to 
the dictates of objectivity and impartial policy advice. The accusations themselves 
reflect how science has come to assume the mantle of objectivity able to dissolve 
sectional interest and provide a more objective basis from which management can 
proceed.

Ironically these taunts do hold an element of truth. However, rather than reflect-
ing a cynical manipulation of science by powerful domestic constituencies, from 
the perspective of this chapter, science—its purpose, function and relationship to 
the other stakeholders—is steeped in the historical development of both countries, 
where the relationship between science, industry and the state has forged distinct 
roles, purpose and position in the domestic policy debate.

Writing in the 1960s, George Borgstrom provided a significant insight into the 
Japanese context when he observed:

There is an unquestionable trend towards applied research, particularly such investigations 
which are of an immediate concern. There is no clear demarcation between scientific pur-
suits, control functions and routine observations. This is explained by the pressing needs of 
the rapidly expanding fishing fleet and in particular the tuna operation now spreading to all 
major operations…There is no question that the overwhelming demands of the active tuna 
fleets and fishing companies not only straight jackets research but also explains the fact the 
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research work is very patchy and diverge primarily into fields adjacent to those practical 
areas which are given high priority. (Borgstrom 1964)

In others words, the purpose of scientific research is tied to the support and de-
velopment of the fishing industry. Borgstrom goes on to illustrate how the rapid 
expansion of Japan’s distant water fleet after WWII was underpinned by a vast 
research infrastructure, locating, identifying and collating data for the express pur-
pose of discovering new sources of stock for the ever expanding distant water fleet 
(Borgstrom 1964). Indeed, this research network has also been mobilized as a key 
‘weapon’ in supporting industry confronted with the significant challenges to its 
distant water fleet from the 1970s, not only in seeking out new sources of fish but 
new avenues (such as fish farming) in which industry can diversify its operations 
(Bergin and Haward 1996).

In contrast, industry’s journey to becoming a high value fishery in Australia is 
emblematic of a management emphasis where the stock is the central locus of pol-
icy. In other words, management within the Australian context has foregrounded 
the ‘precautionary principle’ underpinning its management decisions. In somewhat 
pithy terms, in Japan scientific research has a distinctly commercial purpose; in 
Australia, scientific research is embedded within more conservationist parameters.

Critically, then, science within the respective policy communities holds a very 
different institutional purpose, function and role. This is a vital point. It suggests 
that the scientific conflict in the Commission is really about the role that science 
should play in the management of the stock. Both forms of science are perfectly 
‘rational’ in their own terms—it is not at its core then a dispute that has ‘technical’ 
origins. Rather, it is a clash between two forms of science. Both forms of science 
have a long history—scientific research of a ‘pure-basic’ persuasion and ‘applied 
scientific research’. In the case of the former its purpose is to discover general 
laws governing the natural world (the interactions that make up the ecosystem, the 
physical laws governing the universe); the latter, observation to achieve product 
innovation (Jasonoff and Wynne 1998). The key difference thus turns on the ques-
tion of emphasis. Japan’s leaning towards more optimistic VPA projections, and its 
leaning towards a ‘constant square hypothesis, is indicative of a commercial milieu 
where ‘finding fish’ takes precedence over ecological considerations. Alternatively 
the more precautionary approach that underpins Australia’s VPA projections and its 
more cautious interpretation of the CPUE data reflects a science embedded in the 
relationship between the stock and its natural surrounds.

In other words, the two forms of science, their goals and purpose are being re-
flected in the uncertainties of the stock assessments; in the different weightings 
given to the inputs that make up the VPA models and the interpretative frameworks 
applied to the CPUE data. However, in another important sense, the differences 
in science also have their institutional expression. In Japan, a dense network of 
private and state run institutes form a close nexus between industry and the state 
(Borgstrom 1964; Bergin and Haward 1996; Owen and Troedson 1993). In this 
respect the institutional configuration of scientific research mirrors that of an ap-
plied research environment—where a close relationship between science, industry, 
and focus groups is created to achieve product innovation. In Australia, the work 
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of scientists is arguably quite independent from the policy setting, mirroring the 
autonomy typical of scientific endeavour of a more pure persuasion. Both settings, 
however, are not simply institutional configurations separate from social and po-
litical contexts. Indeed, the privileging of each ‘scientific form’ has deep historical 
roots rendering somewhat problematic the claim that science is simply captured by 
contemporary pressure group interests.

Indeed it is the contention of this chapter that the different scientific forms do not 
reflect some cultural predilection of the parties, nor as previously stated a primarily 
technical point of difference. Rather, it reflects the structural relationship between 
state and fishing industry as discussed earlier in this chapter. Science provides a 
functional role to state and industry in Japan while remaining more autonomous 
from industry within Australia. This reflects the different historical trajectories that 
have shaped state and industry relations in both settings.

Conclusion

This case study has argued that the problems confronting the fishery have political 
origins. While technology and fleet overcapitalization have often been identified 
as the cause of the reduction in the world’s fish stocks, this chapter argues that 
the issue of governance is an important consideration. Indeed, the chapter argued 
that within the domestic policy debate in Australia and Japan, science has served a 
very different function and purpose in response to the decline in stock levels. These 
outcomes, it has been suggested, do not stand separately from the actors involved 
in the management debate but critically reflect the actors that shape and develop 
policy in both settings. Overfishing and fleet development is thus not an overarch-
ing/uniform response but critically reflects the domestic context in which fishing 
fleets are regulated.

The importance of the case study is to highlight the need to recognize the poli-
tics shaping the global decline in stock levels. This is an urgent task. In Southeast 
Asia for example evidence of overfishing has been well documented with fisheries 
throughout the region under significant stress. However, despite this evidence, fleet 
development continues largely unconstrained, and the region’s fish stocks remain 
under severe pressure from overfishing (Williams 2007).
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