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Oral presentation

Background

Octopus  has  traditionally  been  caught  by  coastal  communities  throughout  the  southwest
Indian Ocean (SWIO). In addition to being a valuable source of protein and income, it has
potential as a high value export commodity. An increase in global demand has expanded the
export market for the SWIO octopus, and is providing increasing opportunity for generating
income for these communities. Fishing octopus sustainably will improve the likelihood that
these communities can derive long-term social, environmental and economic benefits from
this resource.

The Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) maintains a science-based Fisheries Standard that is
a  globally  recognised  measure  of  sustainability.  Fisheries  volunteer  to  be  independently
audited  against  the  Fisheries  Standard  and,  if  they  pass,  are  certified  as  sustainable.
Increasingly, the MSC is engaging with small-scale fisheries through its multi-fishery pre-
assessment approach. This approach provides an improvement framework where fisheries,
which may not yet be eligible for certification, can benchmark their performance against the
Fisheries  Standard  and  prioritise  activities  for  implementation  in  fishery  improvement
projects  (FIPs).  This  presentation  describes  the  application  of  the  multi-fishery  pre-
assessment approach to the octopus fisheries of the SWIO region.

Method

The multi-fishery pre-assessment approach is composed of four stages. To date, the first two
stages have been completed for octopus fisheries in the SWIO region. In stage 1, information
on octopus fishing practices, landings and trade in the SWIO region was gathered. In stage 2,
selected  fisheries  were  pre-assessed  against  the  MSC  Fisheries  Standard,  to  benchmark
performance and prioritise the improvements necessary for the journey toward sustainability.
Thereafter, effort will focus on developing action plans, during stage 3, and implementing
these action plans through FIPs, in stage 4.

In stage 1, information was collated from: published and “grey” literature; through formal
data requests from fisheries research and management personnel in the region; as well as
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from numerous stakeholder workshops. The pre-assessments in stage 2 were undertaken by
an independent auditor or conformity assessment body (CAB).

Results 

Currently,  Octopus  cyanea is  targeted  by  artisanal  fisheries.  Women  generally  harvest
octopus on shallow reefs at  low tide using a pointed stick.  Men mostly catch octopus in
deeper water by free diving with a harpoon. Fishers are, however, opportunistic and will also
attempt to catch other marine species they encounter if they deem it valuable. Management of
octopus fisheries in the region is thus complicated both by their mixed gear and the mixed
species nature.

Available FAO data for the SWIO region reflects landings of cephalopods as a whole and
does not, for example, distinguish octopus from other similar molluscs, such as squid and
cuttlefish. Octopus-specific catch data (numbers, weights, sex, fishing effort etc) are limited
and  often  not  collected  in  a  consistent  or  rigorous  manner.  For  example,  national  catch
assessment surveys calculate annual national catch for a country by extrapolating from the
sub-sampling of a few non-random sites. Exacerbating the situation is the practice of catching
octopus in the waters of one country and landing the catch in an adjacent country. Given the
above, in order to get better catch estimates, extensive stakeholder engagement is needed.
Suffice  to  say,  national  statistics  are  generally  the  only  available  information.  This  data
limitation is similar across the SWIO region. Based on the available  information,  Kenya,
Mozambique, Tanzania and Zanzibar harvest the most octopus in the region. The octopus
fishery is vitally important in SW Madagascar and Rodrigues Lagoon, whilst the island states
of Mauritius, the Seychelles and the Comoros are still developing their octopus fisheries.

There  are  no  octopus  fishery  management  plans  in  operation  within  the  SWIO that  are
currently  being  implemented.  Furthermore,  most  octopus fisheries  in  the region are open
access,  rely  on  co-management,  have  limited  catch  and  effort  measures  and  generally
ineffective monitoring and enforcement. Application of management measures for octopus is
also challenged by the multiple and variable fisheries governance regimes in the region and
need a synergized management approach.

Conclusion

Undertaking stages 1 and 2 of the multi-fishery pre-assessment approach has allowed for the
characterization of octopus fisheries in the SWIO region and has identified issues that should
be addressed as these fisheries journey toward sustainability.  In particular,  improved data
collection  programs are required to:  obtain  more accurate  octopus catch  data  (leading  to
fishery-specific  stock  assessments);  and  to  take  into  account  bycatch  and  the  effect  that
octopus fisheries  are  having on the ecosystem. Furthermore,  greater  co-ordination among
governance regimes, guided by fishery specific management plans, would greatly improve
the sustainable utilisation of octopus in the SWIO region.


