
Implementing digital fisheries information systems in the Western Indian Ocean 
Region, current status, common challenges and possible solutions 

 
1. Brief background 

Historically, fisheries data has been collected in many tropical countries using a manual paper-
based system, where data collectors and scientists in designated landing sites or on board 
commercial or research vessels manually enter data into pre-designed or free forms which are 
then hand entered into computers for processing and analysis. The paper-based data 
collection system continues to be used in many countries and is still considered the right choice 
in certain locations despite emergent technologies. 
 
However, paper-based data collection is prone to gaps caused both by lapses in the 
transmission of data, inaccuracies and data losses during data entry/transfer and lack of data 
validation mechanisms, which tend to be costly. In recent years, there has been a move 
towards digitizing the entire data collection process in an attempt to improve the quality and 
quantity of fisheries data collection, processing, and dissemination. It is often considered that 
digitizing the whole process can be a more efficient, reliable and cost-effective way of 
gathering fisheries data. 

In the Western Indian Ocean (WIO), several countries are evolving towards digitizing their 
fisheries data collection system. Some of these systems began as pilot projects supported by 
ad-hoc external funding to solve specific project needs and/or specific fishery segments and, 
in some countries, have since been adopted and scaled while in other countries the systems 
lack ongoing support either due to the lack of appropriate funding allocation or insufficient 
technical capacity to maintain the system. Some countries wish to move to a completely digital 
fisheries information system, while others keep the paper forms for the initial recording of the 
observations, and use digital systems for management and analysis of the data. The latter 
option may have the merit of maintaining a complementary security copy of the data.While 
digitizing fisheries information systems is an important step, it does not replace the need to 
have a scientifically robust methodology and standard for data collection, management, 
analysis and reporting, which relies on the knowledge about the fishery and not just on the 
technical aspects as the system does not exist in its own right. In the end, several questions 
emerge: 

● Does digitalizing the fisheries information system really result in an improved and 
efficient flow of data (quality and timeliness) from the source? 

● What kind of data are collected and does the system provide easy access to fisheries 
data and information relevant to the needs of decision-makers?  

● Do the inbuilt algorithms and formulas align with best fisheries practices, and can the 
system be trusted to generate reliable data summaries and visualization? 

● What are the data and technical support needed for countries or fisheries to adopt 
innovative technologies?  

● Do countries possess the necessary technical and financial support to maintain the 
emergent technologies without external interventions (practicality and ease-of-use) 
while maintaining the integrity and quality of data?  What sort of arrangements should 
be set–up to ensure long term sustainability of fisheries information systems ? 

● What are the existing options? 



 
2. Session objectives 

To bring together country representatives from the WIO region drawn from the fisheries 
research and management institutions to discuss the current status of the fisheries information 
systems in the region and lessons learned from the experiences within or outside the region 
on the digitization of these systems. The discussions should articulate an understanding of the 
objectives that are assigned to these systems and the outputs required, as well as their 
organizational and technical architecture, and ways to ensure a sustainable system to manage 
fisheries data in accurate and timely ways in support of fisheries management and research. 

3. Expected outputs 

Most fisheries research and management institutions share overlapping fisheries data needs 
and priorities, which can benefit from regional collaboration.  This session is geared toward 
bringing together players from these institutions in the WIO to share ideas, learn from best 
practices and failures in setting up fisheries information systems, and explore synergies and 
potential for collaboration, which can help manage costs, improve standards for regional 
collaboration and improve the sustainability of the systems.  

 
4. Targeted audience 

● Representatives from fisheries research and management institutions in the WIO, 
which have an existing fisheries information system in the pilot or advanced stage or 
previous experience. 

● Representatives from countries that have an interest in digitizing their existing 
systems 

 
 
Tentative session programme (3 hrs 45 mins) 

Time  Topic  Responsible 

09:00-09:30 ● Opening of the Session  
● Self-introduction of participants 
● Agenda setting  

 

09:30-10:30 ● Overview of fisheries information systems in the 
WIO 

● Country presentations (selected case studies) 
● Lessons learned and challenges 

 

10:30-10:45 Coffee break  

10:45-11:45 ● FAO:  
o OpenArtFish MS-ACCESS with ODK mobile 

data collection 
o Calipseo centralized web based platform for 

National Fisheries Statistics and 
Management information System 

 



o Lesson learned from project implementation 
● Capacity building and exchange of technical skills 

o moderated discussion on fisheries 
information systems aiming at depicting the 
status of human resources and qualifications, 
the skills needed, how to organize the 
exchange of experiences in the region, who 
could support what, which external 
interventions are needed and on which 
topics, how can regional and international 
collaboration more efficiently support 
functional information systems, etc.  

11:45-12:30 ● What next? roadmap with tangible steps to follow 
to the digitization 

 

12:30-12:45 ● Closing session  

 
 
5. The organizers 

● Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) 
 
 


