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Abstract 

Tropical coastal communities are highly reliant on coral reef and pelagic fisheries, which 

provide nutrition and employment for millions of people. For coral reefs, climate-driven coral 

bleaching events are predicted to reduce productivity of reef fisheries, with significant 

implications for food security and livelihoods. Under such projections, pelagic fishes may 

become an important source of nutrition for tropical coastal communities. However, evidence 

of long-term bleaching impacts on coral reef fishery productivity is lacking, while our 

understanding of offshore catch trends is limited to commercial high seas fisheries.  Here, we 

analyze over 20 years of fish abundance, catch and habitat data from Seychelles to assess 

long-term impacts of climate-driven coral mass mortality and regime shifts on nearshore 

coral reef trap fisheries. We also quantify catch rates of handline fishers operating in offshore 

habitats to evaluate the social and ecological sustainability of non-reef fisheries. Contrary to 

expectations, total catches and mean catch rates of reef species were maintained or increased 

after coral bleaching, consistent with increasing abundance of herbivorous target species in 

underwater surveys, particularly on macroalgal-dominated reefs. Catch instability increased 

as habitats followed divergent post-disturbance trajectories and the distribution of target 

species became more spatially variable, potentially impacting fisher incomes and local 

market supply chains. Over the same time period, offshore catch rates of 9 species groups 

declined by 23-62%, with mean catches decreasing from 314 to 110 kg day
-1

. Catch declines 

coincided with an increase in fishing effort and spatial expansion of fishing grounds, 

suggesting that exploitation levels are too high. In sum, productive coral reefs contradicted 

expectations that climate impacts will cause reef fisheries to collapse, while declines in 

offshore fisheries suggest that pelagic food sources may already be overexploited. Although 

coral bleaching increased fishery dependence on herbivore species, our results show that 

climate-impacted reefs can still provide livelihoods and fish protein for coastal communities. 

In contrast, the viability of pelagic fisheries as alternative nutrition sources will depend on 



historical fishing pressure, such that heavily-exploited regions may become more dependent  

on nearshore reef and algal habitats. 


