
Caring for the tuna of the Western Indian Ocean:
Where the politics and ecology meet 

The Western Indian Ocean (WIO), representing around 5% of our oceans, contributes
to 12% of the global tuna catch. Tuna migrate between the exclusive economic zones
of countries and the high seas and are also exploited by European and Asian fleets.
The management of this shared resource is complex and dependent on interactions
between  fishers,  intermediaries,  fishing  companies,  governments,  regional  fishing
management organisations, and NGOs. 

Using a political ecology approach, this study draws attention to the politics behind
the access to the resources. It focuses on three countries as case studies: Madagascar,
Mauritius  and Seychelles,  chosen for their  central  place in the tuna fishery in the
region.   More  specifically,  this  study  investigates  the  social  relations  between
stakeholders  created  through the  fishery  and explores  the  geopolitics  between the
countries involved. 

We show that tuna fishing is a source of diverse labour opportunities and economic
development. In the north of Madagascar for example, species caught by foreign boats
that  are  not  tuna  or  tuna  that  are  too  small  or  damaged  are  given  to  the  local
stevedores who then sell it on a local ‘bycatch’ market that takes place every evening
when boats are landing. These market events shape the local economy for a week or
more. 

We  also  show  that  despite  these  contributions,  conflicts  and  oppositions  emerge
between  stakeholders  on  issues  of  equitability  of  access  and  sustainability  of  the
resource.  As an illustration,  in  the  Seychelles,  the financial  contribution  from the
European  fishing  access  agreements  funds  the  majority  of  port  infrastructure  and
improvements. However, it is also the country where contestations from local fishers
against European vessels are the most vocal, accusing the latter fleet of depleting the
resources in the region.  

The paper aims at shedding light upon the social interactions that are often absent in
tuna fishery studies. Those include connections between African fishers and European
fishing companies, Sri-Lankan fishers and Seychellois’ boat owners or the difficult
negotiations of management measures between foreign negotiators and government
representatives of coastal countries. They all engender different politics of care and
impact the fishery. At a time when allocation measures are starting to be put in place
in the Indian Ocean, it is important to explore the lessons that could be learned from
tuna fisheries’  governance  in  the  WIO region and discuss  the  challenges  that  the
region may face in managing the resource.
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