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Abstract

The Indian Ocean is the second largest tuna production area, accounting for nearly 20% of global
commercial tuna catches. The industrial tuna purse seiners target tropical tunas with more than
70% of operations involving the use of drifting FADs, resulting in the catch of non-targeted
species (5% of total catch) aggregated under FADs together with tuna. However, since January
2018, the Indian Ocean Tuna Commission (IOTC) requires  landing of all  catches  (including
bycatch) unless not fit for human consumption; hence the bycatch is brought ashore for local
consumption or regional export. Victoria, Seychelles hosts the main tuna hub in the Indian Ocean
where more than 90% of all catches are landed, including over 40 fish species of FAD-associated
bycatch.  These  cast-off  fish  can  be  an  important  food  source  for  the  growing  Seychelles
population, contributing to food security in the region. 

Pelagic fish are known for their high content in proteins and polyunsaturated fats, which are
essential nutrients for human health and child development, especially in small island states like
Seychelles. They may be exposed however to unwanted toxic contaminants that bioaccumulate
in marine organisms. Information on actual content of essential nutrients and food contaminants
in these bycatch is thus required to ensure that they meet international food standards before
further economic development.  The analysis of mercury (Hg) is a first step toward a clearer
understanding of the nutritional value of bycatch. 

This study aimed to determine the Hg content of 25 different bycatch species caught on drifting
FADs from January to November 2018 in the western Indian Ocean and landed at  Victoria,
Seychelles. From 680 sampled bycatch fish, around 300 muscle samples were analyzed using a
Direct Mercury Analyzer. Results demonstrated the fluctuation of Hg according to the species
and underlined factors that  were most influential  of Hg levels,  such as fish size and trophic
ecology,  while  fishing  location  had  no  significant  effect.  Comparison  of  Hg  data  with  the
international maximum limit revealed no health issue with most of the species, except for the
largest top predators.


