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Background: The Western Indian Ocean (WIO) is a global hotspot of chondrichthyan 

(shark, ray and chimaera) diversity, with 227 species thus far identified. It is also a hotspot 

for threatened (54 species, 23%) and Data Deficient (71 species, 31%) chondrichthyans 

(IUCN Red List of threatened species). Fisheries pose the most significant threat to 

chondrichthyans in the region, through legal and illegal targeted fishing and bycatch. 

However, a regionwide assessment of the status of chondrichthyan fisheries, conservation 

and management in the WIO revealed significant gaps in the knowledge on their biology, 

ecology, fisheries and threats. There is also a lack of policy to guide fisheries management, 

and a lack of formal regulations for fisheries (particularly artisanal fisheries) that catch 

chondrichthyans as target or bycatch species. Most of these fisheries are poorly regulated and 

there have been few recovery efforts for threatened species. There is thus a critical need for 

improved data and corrective management, particularly for threatened species. 

 

Methods: A broad collaborative process was undertaken, among conservation, academic, 

research and management organisations, to develop a regional roadmap for the conservation 

and management of sharks and rays in the WIO. This document identifies the major issues 
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relating to chondrichthyans in the WIO, and the need for improved biological, fishery and 

trade data, and for strengthened policy and legislation. Accordingly, surveys at landing sites 

and fish markets, and ecological surveys using baited remote underwater video, were 

implemented in selected areas to collect fishery and ecological data, respectively. 

 

Results: The regional roadmap indicates a critical need for 1) policy reform to bring 

chondrichthyan fisheries under precautionary management and rebuild depleted populations, 

2) collection of fishery and ecological data for chondrichthyans, and 3) outreach to engage 

decision-makers, resource managers and other actors in efforts to reverse the decline of these 

species. Landing site surveys throughout most of the region indicate intense fishing pressure 

on chondrichthyan populations, with a high proportion of threatened species in the catches. 

Coastal BRUV surveys indicate generally low abundance of coastal and coral reef-associated 

chondrichthyan species throughout most of the region, in comparison with more remote and 

pristine areas. Engagement with government departments in Madagascar and Kenya is 

contributing to the development of national plans of action (NPOA) for sharks and rays in 

both countries. 

 

Conclusion: This multi-disciplinary, collaborative approach provides several useful tools and 

a platform for improving the conservation outlook for chondrichthyans in the WIO. Lessons 

learned could inform NPOA development in other WIO countries, and the approach could lay 

the groundwork for a WIO regional plan of action for chondrichthyans.  

 

 


