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Chapter 11
Coastal Fisheries Governance in the Pacific 
Islands: The Evolution of Policy 
and the Progress of Management-at-Scale

Hugh Govan, Watisoni Lalavanua, and Dirk J. Steenbergen

Abstract For Pacific Island people, coastal fisheries are fundamental for support-
ing livelihoods, nutrition and health, cultures, and economies. However, only in the 
last 30 years has the region’s fisheries policy come to recognize the significant con-
tributions of coastal fisheries and the need for national management strategies. This 
chapter tracks the evolving regional policy on coastal fisheries, including the chal-
lenges and opportunities for prospective regional and national policy formation and 
implementation. Regional policy first recognized the importance of management 
across coastal waters in 2003; since then, this recognition has increased through a 
series of directives and strategic frameworks. The need to accelerate the national 
implementation of coastal fisheries management has led fisheries agency staff and 
other science and civil society stakeholders to collectively develop, under the aus-
pices of the Pacific Community (SPC), the “Pacific Framework for Action on 
Scaling up Community-based Fisheries Management: 2021–2025.” Regional poli-
cies are specifically targeted and prioritized for national needs and provide the most 
effective means of support delivery. The SSF Guidelines are supplementary, par-
ticularly in the areas of human rights, and their further integration through joint 
delivery at the national level will be important. Over 600 community-based fisheries 
management sites have been documented across the Pacific Islands, which in some 
countries includes most fishing communities. These sites represent almost the 
entirety of coastal marine protected areas, which are significant for achieving inter-
national conservation targets. However, in highly populated countries, substantial 
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community coverage remains unlikely, suggesting that other aspects of the enabling 
environment need to be addressed. More crucially, implementation is challenged by 
limitations to national staffing and recurrent budgets. With increasing philanthropic 
interest in funding locally governed marine and coastal areas, it will be crucial that 
these efforts build on the substantial progress made and are guided by regional and 
national public policy. A critical consideration is ensuring substantially increased 
management budgets and administrative capacity of fisheries agencies.

Keywords Comanagement · Scaling-up · Community-based management · 
Marine protected areas · SSF guidelines · Conservation

11.1  Introduction

11.1.1  The Significance of Coastal Fisheries in the Pacific

The Pacific Island Countries and Territories (PICTs) have jurisdiction over approxi-
mately 28 million square kilometers of ocean in their combined exclusive economic 
zones (EEZs). This area constitutes 8% of the global ocean, 20% of the global EEZs, 
and 25% of the world’s coral reefs (Burke et al. 2011). This vast ocean domain is 
starkly contrasted by the small combined land mass of these countries (just over half 
a million square kilometers), which has earned these “Small Island Developing 
States” the sobriquet of Large Ocean States. The 22 PICTs are extremely diverse in 
terms of size, population, culture, development status, and economy (Govan 2015a, 
b). About 84% of the land area belongs to just one country—Papua New Guinea 
(PNG)—which, together with Solomon Islands, Vanuatu, and Fiji, account for 98% 
of the PICTs’ land mass and 88% of the population in 2020 (Pacific Data Hub 2022). 
While much of the Pacific’s land mass and people concentrate in the Melanesian 
region, Polynesia and Micronesia exhibit a very different seascape often character-
ized by an extensive spread of small (usually low-lying atoll) islands with dispersed 
populations. The comparatively immense ocean space belies the fact that the ocean 
area most people interact with and rely on for daily food are the coastal waters com-
prising less than 1.25% of the total ocean area (Photos 11.1 and 11.2).1

The volume of fisheries production across all PICTs was estimated in 2014 to be 
around two million tons, with a value of US$3.2 billion dollars to the producer2 
(Gillett 2016). PICT fisheries can be broadly categorized as coastal (commercial or 
subsistence), offshore (domestic or foreign-based), freshwater, and aquaculture. 
The largest portion both by value and volume is comprised of offshore tuna 

1 Inshore Fishing Areas are defined as the area up to 50 km from shore or 200 m in depth, which-
ever comes first (Chuenpagdee et al., 2006). Sea Around Us 2015. Data provided by Sea Around 
Us (2015), SPC Statistics for Development Division and Govan (2017).
2 Dockside, farm gate, or (for offshore fisheries) in-zone prices (Gillett 2016).
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Photo 11.1 Fisherwomen at the Nausori fish market, Fiji © Tom Vierus

Photo 11.2 Fisherman cleaning his gillnet in the Solomon Islands © Zahyid
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fisheries, which is harvested mainly by foreign-owned vessels, particularly in 
Kiribati and PNG.

However, the dominance of offshore fisheries by volume and value obscures the 
importance of coastal fisheries in the PICTs. Only a small proportion of the value of 
the offshore fisheries remains in the regional economy as access fees or levies paid 
to governments (though this can be a large proportion of fisheries-related govern-
ment revenue). Vitally, coastal fisheries provide most of the seafood industry’s con-
tribution to nutrition and nearly half of the fisheries-related contribution to gross 
domestic product (GDP) (SPC 2021a).

77% of the region’s population lives in rural areas with a high dependency on 
fish, along with other natural resources, and except for PNG, 90% of Pacific 
Islanders live within 5 km of the coast (Andrew et al. 2019). A median of 26% of 
households participate in fishing, although this figure is as high as 75% in some 
countries. Regionally, 87% of households consume fish or seafood weekly, with 
national average consumption per person per year ranging between 16 and 102 kg 
(SPC 2021a, 2022); most are well above the global average of 20.5 kg (FAO 2022).

In addition to some of the highest rates of seafood consumption in the world, the 
importance of coastal fisheries for PICTs intensifies when considering the emerging 
crisis posed by the triple burden of malnutrition, micronutrient deficiency, and non-
communicable diseases (NCDs) as island diets shift toward processed and nutrient- 
poor foods (Farmery et al. 2020). Eight of the world’s ten most obese nations are 
PICTs (Andersen et al. 2013). NCDs are responsible for around 70% of all deaths 
in PICTs, with falling life expectancy in some countries (Hawley and McGarvey 
2015). Coastal fisheries proved their importance as a vital safety net for many 
remote communities during the COVID-19 restrictions to mobility (Steenbergen 
et al. 2020; Ferguson et al. 2022).

The production of coastal fisheries is increasingly threatened by the emerging 
pressures of ocean warming and acidification, which are likely to exacerbate previ-
ously identified challenges related to coastal urban development and population 
growth. Coastal pollution, overfishing, erosion, and siltation of coastal ecosystems 
from logging and mangrove clearing all contribute to declines in catch potential 
(Bell et al. 2018).

Commercially valuable coastal fishery resources such as sea cucumbers, live 
aquarium species (Gillett et al. 2020a), trochus (Gillett et al. 2020b), green snail, 
and pearl oysters have been heavily overfished (SPC 2022). The most valuable 
coastal fishery in most countries is sea cucumbers which, when processed into 
bêche-de-mer, are second only to the offshore tuna fishery in terms of commercial 
value (Coastal Fisheries Working Group 2019).

This chapter outlines the evolution of coastal fisheries policy in the region, 
including the emerging role of community-based fisheries management (CBFM). 
First, we provide a background on the institutional structures through which policy 
has developed across the Pacific in the last 30 years. This includes both international 
policy developments and formative regional steps that led to the most recent 
endorsement of a Pacific framework dedicated to assisting and guiding national 
agencies for scaling up CBFM. The chapter proceeds by examining the current 
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status of coastal fisheries management in the region in terms of national legislation, 
policy, tenure arrangements and rights, capacity for support, and the extent of active 
management across PICTs. We reflect on the position of the FAO SSF 
Guidelines (FAO 2015) in relation to the interplay of national and regional policies. 
Finally, we reflect on this regional policy evolution and highlight both challenges 
ahead and important lessons learnt that can assist regional actors.

11.2  Institutional Governance of Coastal Fisheries 
in the Pacific

A noticeable feature of the Pacific region is its reliance on regional intergovernmen-
tal organizations, most of which have technical roles and one which plays a political 
role. These agencies are members of the Council of Regional Organizations of the 
Pacific (CROP). The two main bodies involved in fisheries include: (i) the Pacific 
Community’s (SPC) Division of Fisheries, Aquaculture, and Marine Ecosystems 
(FAME), which provides the 22 member PICTs with information for science, man-
agement, and development of their aquatic resources (Pacific Community 2022) and 
(ii) the Pacific Islands Forum Fisheries Agency (FFA), which assists its 17 member 
countries and territories in matters dealing with the management of their offshore 
fishery resources, including economics, surveillance, and legal aspects (Pacific 
Islands Forum Fisheries Agency 2020). The Regional Fisheries Management 
Organization—the Western and Central Pacific Commission—implements the 
Provisions of the UN Straddling Fish Stocks Agreement (UNFSA), which includes 
PICTs as well as distant water fishing nations (Govan 2017).

In contrast to regional collaboration for the management of the major offshore 
tuna fisheries (Gillett and Tauati 2018), management of coastal fisheries rests almost 
exclusively in the national or local community domains, despite occasional subre-
gional calls for cooperation on bêche-de-mer (Govan 2017). The major contribution 
of coastal communities to the governance of coastal resources has long been docu-
mented (Johannes 1978), and the emergence of a variety of community-based man-
agement approaches is a hallmark of coastal fisheries management in the Pacific 
(Johannes 2002; Govan et al. 2009).

National fisheries agencies are generally government departments or ministries 
dependent on national government budget allocations and priorities. As exceptions, 
PNG, the Federated States of Micronesia (FSM), and the Republic of the Marshall 
Islands (RMI) have statutory authorities with some of their revenue generated from 
fisheries levies. Operational (as opposed to project or development) budgets are an 
indication of the long-term commitment by governments to fisheries agencies. Data 
from 2012–2013 suggest that fisheries agencies of the independent Pacific Island 
Countries are underfunded compared to global averages and those of more affluent 
Pacific Island Territories, particularly in relation to coastal fisheries management 
and associated regulatory or enforcement functions (Govan 2015a). Where fisheries 
departments exist at the subnational scale (i.e., through decentralized governance  
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in larger countries), they are usually severely underfunded and understaffed 
(Govan 2015b).

National environmental agencies often have functional roles relating to fisheries, 
including environmental impact assessment, endangered species, and implementa-
tion of the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES). 
However, they face similar staffing and budget challenges and are often more cen-
tralized, as are the environmental sections that some other ministries may have (e.g., 
Forestry, Mineral Resources) (Govan 2015b; SPREP 2016).

11.3  International Policy: FAO Voluntary Guidelines 
on for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries

In the global arena, PICTs are signatories to several international instruments 
(Table  11.1). Most significantly, an extensive global consultation process which 
concluded in 2014 led to the development of the Voluntary Guidelines on for 

Table 11.1 International instruments relevant to coastal fisheries management (including food 
security) in the Pacific region, in chronological order by signature date (instruments in bold are 
mentioned in the text)

Year International instruments

1973 Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora 
(CITES)

1982 Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) - entered into force 1994
1992 Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD)

Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED)
1995 FAO Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries (CCRF)

Agreement for the Implementation of the Provisions of the United Nations Convention on 
the Law of the Sea of 10 December 1982 relating to the Conservation and Management 
of Straddling Fish Stocks and Highly Migratory Fish Stocks (UNFSA)

2005 Voluntary Guidelines to Support the Progressive Realization of the Right to Adequate 
Food in the Context of National Food Security

2010 Strategic Plan for Biodiversity 2011–2020 of the CBD: Aichi Biodiversity Targets
2012 Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries, 

and Forestry in the Context of National Food Security (Tenure Guidelines)
2013 World Health Organisation Global Action Plan for the Prevention and Control of 

Non-Communicable Diseases 2013–2020
2014 SIDS Accelerated Modalities of Action [S.A.M.O.A.] Pathway

Voluntary Guidelines on for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the 
Context of Food Security and Poverty Eradication

2015 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs)
Global Strategic Framework for Food Security and Nutrition (GSF). UN Committee on 
World Food Security
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Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and 
Poverty Eradication (FAO 2015 hereafter referred to as the  SSF Guidelines). In 
2016, FAO and SPC commissioned a report to identify the links between the various 
regional and international instruments, the competitive advantages and roles of SPC 
and FAO, and synergies with other agencies and sectors to support regional and 
national priorities (Govan in press).

11.4  Regional Coastal Fisheries Policy Developments

PICTs have seen a remarkable evolution of regional policies from control to coman-
agement (Adams 2022; Table  11.2). Fisheries administrations have historically 
focused on fisheries development through increasing production, improvement of 
technical capacity, and improvements in fish marketing. Reef fisheries were deemed 
fully utilized, and management should be integral to fisheries development (Fakahau 
and Shepard 1986; Munro and Fakahau 1993), as well as important to ensuring 
sustainable development (Gibson 1978; Anon 1990). Emphasis tended to be on pas-
sive management tools such as size limits for commercially valuable species (e.g., 
trochus), gear restrictions, or protection of customary fishing rights (Anon 1983; 
Sims 1988; Nash 1992). By 2003, increasing concerns over coastal overfishing led 
to the first regional policy, the Strategic Plan for Fisheries Management and 
Sustainable Coastal Fisheries in Pacific Islands (Strategic Plan), endorsed by the 
PICT Heads of Fisheries (King et  al. 2003). Concerns reached the level of the 
Pacific Island Forum Leaders who, in 2007, placed a high priority on “the develop-
ment and management of coastal/inshore fisheries and aquaculture to support food 
security, sustainable livelihoods and economic growth for current and future gen-
erations of Pacific people” (PIF 38th Forum Communiqués 2007, p.  9), in the 
“Vava’u Declaration on Pacific Fisheries Resources.”

The Vava’u Declaration led to a review of the Strategic Plan to harmonize 
national policies and activities, resulting in the “Pacific Islands Regional Coastal 
Fisheries Management Policy and Strategic Actions 2008–2013” (known as the 
Apia Policy). The Apia Policy was based on input from fisheries agencies through 
surveys and regional workshops and was endorsed by the PICT Heads of Fisheries 
and, subsequently, ministers in 2008 (Anon 2008).

Leaders of the Melanesian countries at the Special Melanesian Spearhead Group 
(MSG) Leaders’ Summit, held in March 2012, called for the development of a road-
map for the protection of coastal fisheries. A subregional review (Govan 2013) pro-
vided background materials for MSG member countries (Fiji, New Caledonia, 
PNG, Solomon Islands, and Vanuatu) to develop a policy in three meetings involv-
ing senior national fisheries officers and NGO observers. Though completed in 
October 2013 with draft national implementation plans, the MSG Roadmap for 
Inshore Fisheries Management and Sustainable Development 2015–2024 was for-
mally endorsed by Heads of Governments in July 2015, who committed to adopt 
and implement the Roadmap by 2024 (Photos 11.3 and 11.4).
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Photo 11.3  Young small-scale fishers enjoying their wooden canoe in Vanuatu © Tom Vierus

Photo 11.4 Tabwena of Buariki, Kiribati collecting edible sea worms © James Karianako

H. Govan et al.



215

Table 11.2 Regional instruments relevant for coastal fisheries management (including food 
security) in the Pacific, in chronological order by signature date (instruments mentioned in the text 
in bold)

Year Regional policy

1976 Apia Convention on Conservation of Nature in the South Pacific (in force since 1990)
1979 South Pacific Forum Fisheries Agency Convention—Pacific Islands Forum Fisheries 

Agency (FFA) and subsidiary agreements
1986 Noumea Convention—Convention for the Protection of the Natural Resources and 

Environment of the South Pacific—Secretariat of the Pacific Region Environmental 
Programme (SPREP)
Protocol Concerning Co-operation in Combating Pollution Emergencies in the South 
Pacific Region (into force 1990)
Protocol for the Prevention of Pollution of the South Pacific Region by Dumping (in force 
since 1990)

2000 Convention on the Conservation and Management of Highly Migratory Fish Stocks in the 
Western and Central Pacific Ocean (WCPFC) (in force since 2004)

2002 Pacific Islands Regional Ocean Policy (PIROP)
2003 Strategic Plan for Fisheries Management and Sustainable Coastal Fisheries in 

Pacific Islands (Strategic Plan)
2006 Pacific Islands Framework for Action to Climate Change (PIFACC) 2006–2015
2007 Vava’u Declaration on Pacific Fisheries Resources
2008 Pacific Islands Regional Coastal Fisheries Management Policy and Strategic Actions 

2008–2013 (Apia Policy)
2009 Convention on the Conservation and Management of High Seas Fishery Resources in the 

South Pacific Ocean—South Pacific Regional Fisheries Management Organisation 
(SPRFMO) (in force since 2012)

2010 Framework for a Pacific Oceanscape Our Sea of Islands, Our Livelihoods, Our Oceania 
(FPO)

2011 Pacific Regional Environment Program Strategic Plan, 2011–2015
2013 Action Strategy for Nature Conservation in the Pacific Islands 2014-2020 (Action 

Strategy)
Western Pacific Regional Action Plan for the Prevention and Control of Non- 
Communicable Diseases, 2014–2020

2014 Pacific Forum Economic Ministers and Pacific Health Ministers—NCD Roadmap for the 
Pacific

2015 Pacific Community Strategic Plan 2016–2020
Melanesian Spearhead Group Roadmap for inshore fisheries management and 
sustainable development 2015–2024
A new song for coastal fisheries—pathways to change: The Noumea strategy
Future of Fisheries: A Regional Roadmap for Sustainable Pacific Fisheries 
2015–2025

2017 Framework for Resilient Development in the Pacific (FRDP). 2017–2030
2021 Pacific Islands Framework for Nature Conservation and Protected Areas 2021–2025

Pacific Framework for Action on Scaling up Community-based Fisheries 
Management: 2021–2025
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A major review of the “Future of Fisheries” in the PICTs (Gillet and Cartwright 
2010), combined with a subregional (Govan 2013) and regional review (Govan 
2015a), prepared the way for a regional workshop involving over 100 participants 
including PICT fisheries and environment department representatives, coastal com-
munities, staff from four CROP agencies and NGOs, and resource people from 
regional academic institutions. This led to A New Song for coastal fisheries—pathways 
to change: The Noumea strategy (also known as the New Song—SPC 2015). 
The New Song was approved by Heads of Fisheries and endorsed by the 11th 
Ministerial Forum Fisheries Committee Ministerial Meeting in July 2015. At the 
same meeting, a “Regional Roadmap for Sustainable Pacific Fisheries” was drafted 
covering offshore fisheries, with a summary of the Noumea Strategy serving as the 
basis of the coastal fisheries section. The Future of Fisheries: A Regional Roadmap 
for Sustainable Pacific Fisheries 2015 (FFA and SPC 2015) was endorsed by PIF 
Leaders in 2015. In this way, the inputs of non-state actors to the Noumea Strategy 
informed the higher-level policies, at least related to coastal fisheries.

The PIF Leaders, following a submission from NGOs and SPC (PIF 2016, Forum 
Communique, para. 10), noted that: “coastal fisheries management continues to 
receive inadequate attention at the national level” and strengthened their commit-
ment “agreed to expand the broad heading of fisheries to include coastal fisheries, 
noting links to communities, food security, health issues, in particular non- 
communicable diseases.” Leaders also noted the need to ensure ecosystem integrity 
to address issues such as ciguatera outbreaks, as well as the need to sustainably 
manage sea cucumber stocks. To that end, PIF Leaders tasked the SPC “to coordi-
nate with National Fisheries Agencies, other CROP agencies and regional and 
national community groups, to strengthen support and resourcing for coastal fisher-
ies management” (PIF 2016. Forum Communique, para. 10) and further endorsed 
fisheries and climate change to be standing agenda items for leaders that require a 
whole-of-government approach (PIF 2017. Forum Communique, para. 41). Coastal 
fisheries management understood as CBFM and the inclusion of ‘community 
groups’ had been endorsed at the highest regional level. This reflects an incremental 
and evolutionary trajectory of regional policy, which has evolved from 2003 when 
only one of six goals referred to CBFM (King et al. 2003), to 2008 when CBFM and 
participation of women and youth made up two of six principles (Anon 2008), and 
to 2015 when the need to “empower coastal communities to manage and use their 
fisheries resources sustainably” (FFA and SPC 2015, p. 1) was acknowledged and 
addressed, which centered CBFM, user rights, and the inclusion of women, youth, 
and marginalized groups in these strategies.

Historically, regional ocean-related policies have lacked major impetus for 
implementation, although policies such as the previous Apia policy, and now the 
Noumea Strategy, guide the work programs of SPC (Chapman 2015). Increasingly, 
major regional donors—particularly Australia and New Zealand—have provided 
funding to implement segments of these recent policies.

There is scarce evidence to date that national coastal fisheries planning processes 
have considered international or regional policies. However, the MSG Roadmap 
was explicitly used to frame coastal fisheries development of PNG, Solomon 
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Islands, and Vanuatu (Govan, H. Pers Obs.; Anon 2017; VFD 2019; Steenbergen 
et al. 2022), and the Noumea Strategy was referenced in the case of Solomon Islands 
and Vanuatu.

11.5  Pacific Framework for Action on Scaling 
Up Community-Based Fisheries Management: 
2021–2025

The Future of Fisheries Roadmap and the Noumea Strategy provide the regional 
context for managing coastal resources in ways that are underpinned by CBFM. The 
Heads of Fisheries, in May 2020, requested the SPC FAME to assist member coun-
tries with the scaling up of CBFM (FAME Secretariat 2020), in recognition of the 
challenge of ensuring that sustainable management is practiced across the vast 
coastal fishing areas of the 22 PICTs.

Framed as the development of more specific national guidance for moving the 
regional policies toward implementation on the ground, the process built on the les-
sons learned over the previous decades of policy development. Appropriate partici-
pation of national staff in a process of analysis and planning was essential for 
ensuring relevance and ownership by staff at the national level. Wide participation 
of other stakeholders (e.g., communities and civil society organizations) improved 
access to lessons learned and strengthened partnerships. The process also presented 
the opportunity for PICTS to consider increased emphasis on issues raised by the 
SSF Guidelines.

Regional consultation workshops were held virtually due to COVID-19 travel 
restrictions, bringing together over 200 participants from 18 PICTs including fisher-
ies officers, community members, NGOs, CROP agencies, and other stakeholders. 
An information paper (SPC 2021b) framed principles of scaling-up CBFM that 
intended to be regionally appropriate but also nationally useful and applicable given 
the diversity of contexts. Subregional workshops (Melanesia, Polynesia, Micronesia) 
enabled countries from similar regional and cultural contexts to assess the current 
status of CBFM and share accomplishments and challenges for scaling up local 
fisheries management initiatives.

Iterations of dialogue, consultation, and draft development culminated in a 
regional workshop to consolidate findings (Anon 2021), as well as a codeveloped 
regional framework (Lalavanua et al. 2021). The resulting Pacific Framework for 
Action on Scaling up Community-based Fisheries Management (SPC 2021b, 
referred to as the Framework for Action) was endorsed by Ministers in August 2021 
(FFA 2021). It aims to support and enable diverse PICTs, which may be at very dif-
ferent stages of implementation, to scale up CBFM by providing (i) a common 
planning and assessment tool to identify CBFM status, gaps, and priorities; (ii) 
strategic guidance to governments, partners, donors, and SPC on how and where to 
assist; and (iii) an overarching structure for evaluating progress in scaling-up CBFM.  
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In the Pacific context, scaling-up CBFM is understood to be the result of priorities, 
actions, and investments that are geared toward ensuring widespread community-
based management capacity. These span multiple governance levels and engage 
multiple stakeholder groups and are linked under a common, coherent framework. 
Strategic objectives and outcomes were clustered in two main streams, namely, 
actions toward establishing “direct support to communities” and “enabling condi-
tions for CBFM.”

Direct CBFM actions:

• Objective 1: Information, awareness, and communications—Coastal communi-
ties and relevant stakeholders regularly receive information that supports resource 
management and are able to provide feedback and raise concerns through appro-
priate and effective communication mechanisms.

• Objective 2: Joint action at site level—Prioritized communities are supported in 
fisheries management planning, implementation, monitoring, and/or enforce-
ment, as appropriate.

Enabling CBFM actions:

• Objective 3: Strong and up-to-date management policy, legislation, planning, 
and operational guidance—CBFM scaling-up is adequately supported in policy 
and legislation.

• Objective 4: Organizational and individual capacity—Fisheries agencies develop 
the organizational and individual capacity to adequately support CBFM at both 
national and subnational levels, as appropriate.

• Objective 5: Ecosystem and inclusive approaches—Cross-agency and multi- 
stakeholder collaboration helps reduce threats to the environment, enhance  
adaptation to climate change, improve human well-being, strengthen disaster 
risk management, and ensure equitable access to benefits.

Notably, the Framework for Action identified crucial high-level engagement and 
concerted support required for addressing two major challenges in most, if not all, 
PICTs. Firstly, inadequate budgets and staffing of fisheries agencies for coastal fish-
eries management were identified, especially for CBFM, compared to the size of the 
challenges faced and the importance of sustaining coastal fisheries. Secondly, 
poorly supported subnational approaches to CBFM were highlighted, particularly in 
the larger countries. Strengthening subnational approaches, including direct support 
to communities, is required to overcome the challenges of logistics and distances 
involved by ensuring that assistance is more accessible and targeted to support 
communities.

The Framework for Action also included emerging elements not adequately cap-
tured in previous regional policy but identified in the SSF Guidelines. Examples 
included improved avenues for fisher representation, identification of potentially 
marginalized groups, and enhanced inclusive processes (People Centered 
Approaches), as well as strengthening disaster risk management and improved  
ecosystem approaches by enhancing interagency collaboration.
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11.6  Current Status of Support for Scaling CBFM

The implementation of the Framework for Action envisions an update to the baseline 
data on management in each implementing country, which has just been completed 
(Govan and Lalavanua 2023). Other useful data collection for assessing the status of 
CBFM includes the SPC Coastal Fisheries Report Card (CFRC), which was instituted 
to support the Noumea Strategy and Future of Fisheries Roadmap as a single monitoring 
mechanism for both commitments. The CFRC is the first reporting mechanism adopted 
for coastal fisheries in the region, produced yearly since 2017, although attempts to 
disaggregate data by country started in 2021.3 Regional studies now include further 
assessments of budgetary and staffing capacity (Marre et al. 2021), gender and human 
rights (Graham and D’Andrea 2021), legal frameworks (O’Connor et al. 2023), as well 
as a study on linkages between the SSF Guidelines and regional policy (Govan in press). 
Furthermore, SPC maintains several online databases (e.g., policy and legislation—
Reeflex 2022). This chapter draws heavily on the regional survey and analysis (Govan 
and Lalavanua 2022, 2023) and the above information sources.

11.6.1  National Legislation

The regional policies call for strong, appropriate, and up-to-date supporting legisla-
tion (Future of Fisheries, 2015). Table 11.3 presents an overview of national fisher-
ies legislation in the Pacific. In 14 of the 22 PICTs, primary fisheries legislation has 
been updated since 2000, with 5 updating primary legislation and other supportive 
legislation produced in an additional 5 since 2015. These updates and the progres-
sions of policy presented in Table indicate a steady growth and recognition of 
coastal fisheries and comanagement in the region.

18 PICTs already have CBFM arrangements in practice, but at least five require 
clearer or improved legislation to be CBFM-supportive (Govan and Lalavanua 
2023; O’Connor et al. 2023). A previous regional review of fisheries legislation in 
14 PICTS (Davis et al. 2017; Gourlie et al. 2017) found high variability in the extent 
to which PICTs’ legislation met benchmarks derived from the Noumea Strategy. 
While the majority met benchmarks for “adequate enforcement mechanisms”  
(11 out of 14) and “Recognition and support for local communities and traditional 
management” (9 of 14), only five met benchmarks for “Equity for all stakeholders 
(gender and age focus),” and three met benchmarks for “recognition and protection 
of tenure” and “transparent, accountable, and adequately resourced management 
structures.” Even fewer met benchmarks for “Monitoring and evaluation,” 
“Protection for local workers and immigrants,” and “Climate change.” This high-
lights that where the presence of legislation is used as an indicator, more in-depth 

3 Fisheries Report Cards. Future of Fisheries: Roadmap and Report Cards. [online]. Available 
from: https://fame-archive.spc.int/en/publications/roadmap-a-report-cards 

11 Coastal Fisheries Governance in the Pacific Islands: The Evolution of Policy…
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examination is required against agreed-upon standards. The Framework for Action 
provides guidance on the priority areas that legislation should address to ensure sup-
port for scaling-up CBFM.

11.6.2  National Policy

The Noumea Strategy calls for the development and enforcement of strong policies 
for coastal fisheries that support community rights and management. SPC’s regional 
CFRC states that nine PICTs have current coastal fisheries management policies, 
while ten have policies in need of drafting or revision. The most recently adopted 
relevant national policies are presented in Table 11.4.

Eight of the 10 PICTs that have developed coastal fisheries strategic policies sup-
portive of CBFM have done so since 2015. The content of these policies is highly 
variable, and their support for CBFM cannot be assessed on the basis of name or 
how recently they have been developed. For instance, comparison (Tuxson 2018) 
with the guidance provided in the Framework for Action shows some to be inade-
quate (e.g., Fiji’s of 2019), while some older policies may be adequate as they stand 
(e.g., American Samoa’s of 2008).

There are numerous other policies and plans for different fisheries and specific 
issues. For instance, all the major bêche-de-mer exporting PICTs have recent man-
agement plans (except Fiji), noting that the major challenges with these and other 
plans tend to relate to implementation and enforcement rather than drafting (Barclay 
et al. 2017; Davis et al. 2017; Govan 2018; Lee et al. 2020).

Nevertheless, the emergence of coastal fisheries policy at the national level is a 
notable achievement. The major challenge is in reflecting policy in detailed imple-
mentation plans, staff terms of reference and operating procedures, and the alloca-
tion of resources. The call for the development of short-term implementation 
strategies for scaling up of operations and allocation of resources is very timely, as 
detailed in the Framework for Action.

11.6.3  Tenure and Human Rights

For many of the independent countries in the Pacific, customary tenure systems 
provide de facto access rights to the tenure holders and are a generally respected 
basis for negotiation with non-rights holders seeking access (Pulea 1993; 
Kuemlangan 2004; Govan et al. 2009). The development of national environmental 
and fisheries legislation in the newly independent states and the dependent territo-
ries, which have been introduced on top of traditional tenure systems, has often led 
to a legally pluralistic situation (Rohe et al. 2019). Each PICT has taken a different 
approach toward affording a suitable basis for coastal fisheries governance. Coastal 
fishing in PICTs is undertaken almost exclusively by Pacific Islanders (unlike 

11 Coastal Fisheries Governance in the Pacific Islands: The Evolution of Policy…
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offshore industrial fishing), and almost all is considered small-scale commercial or 
subsistence (Gillett and Tauati 2018). The complex interplay of these features means 
that small-scale fishers often benefit from preferential or exclusive access to all or 
part of inshore waters.

The Framework for Action calls for support of clear user and management rights 
of communities. Some countries have established mechanisms to ensure that coastal 
fishing communities have legal mechanisms to strengthen management control over 
the marine resources upon which they depend (e.g., Samoa, Tonga), or specifically 
for commercial fishing (e.g., Solomon Islands, Fiji). More in-depth review is needed 
to assess how robust the access, user, and management rights are in the present-day 
context (Graham and D’Andrea 2021: Govan and Lalavanua 2023).

Graham and D’Andrea (2021) provide initial considerations regarding the human 
rights elements requiring further exploration in each PICT. These include nationals 
who are not Indigenous to the particular rights-holding community, such as migrants 
or land-locked communities (cf. Crosman et al. 2022).

11.6.4  Coverage or Reach of CBFM

In the Pacific context, CBFM has been defined as “Encouraging, motivating and 
empowering communities to sustainably manage their own coastal resources” 
(MSG 2015, page 2). Consequently, regional policies emphasize the enabling legal 
and information conditions that are considered prerequisite (SPC 2015). However, 
the emphasis in most countries has been at the site level, in which communities have 
been supported to develop local fisheries management rules in sites. These range 
from undocumented local agreements to formally documented, even legal, manage-
ment plans. These approaches have fisheries management objectives but may 
include many others including, frequently, biodiversity conservation objectives 
(Jupiter et al. 2014). Many countries do not keep up-to-date records of current sites, 
which make regional estimates challenging. To further complicate matters, some 
sites may be reported that are in fact conservation protected areas with no explicit 
fisheries management objectives (Govan et al. 2009). Govan and Lalavanua (2023) 
recently estimated the coverage of CBFM using communities that have been docu-
mented to be involved in fisheries management planning as a primary metric of 
coverage, and secondarily the numbers of sites (Table 11.5). CBFM sites were con-
sidered equivalent to a defined managed area (which may or may not contain closed 
areas, tabus, or reserves) that have community or local agreement, traditional rules, 
or management plan that are locally considered valid and legitimate. It should be 
noted that these sites have been considered by most Pacific Island countries as 
equivalent to Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) when reporting toward global biodi-
versity targets and constitute the majority captured in the World Database of 
Protected Areas (Govan and Lalavanua 2022).

It must be recognized that there are potentially many more communities that are 
carrying out CBFM based on the above criteria, but they have not been documented. 
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Table 11.5 Inventory of sites recorded to be actively practicing CBFM within the last 3 years and 
their estimated community coverage across PICTs (Govan and Lalavanua 2022; https://cbfm.spc.
int/). PICTS not appearing in this table did not exhibit active CBFM sites or had no data

Number of 
sites active

Communities 
covered by sites

Estimated  
total coastal 
communities Coverage Community unit

Melanesia
Fiji Islandsa 89 437 850 51% Villages
Papua New 
Guineaa

32 37 4000 1% Villages

Solomon 
Islands

158 158 3000 5% Villages

Vanuatu 65 65 1400 5% Communities/
settlements

Micronesia
Federated 
States of 
Micronesia

20 21 75 28% Municipalities

Kiribati 27 29 184 16% Villages
Marshall 
Islands

14 14 27 52% Atolls

Palau 1 2 16 13% States
Polynesia
Cook Islands 23 40 41 98% Districts
French 
Polynesia

36 20 116 17% Communes and 
commune associée

Samoa 111 123 253 49% Villages
Tokelau 3 3 3 100% Villages
Tonga 59 54 111 49% Villages
Tuvalu 9 9 9 100% Councils
Totals 644 1009 10,096 10%

aNo government data, relies on nongovernment organization information

In some countries (e.g., Solomon Islands (Brewer 2013)), the numbers of undocu-
mented sites may surpass those documented.

Comparisons with previous surveys (Govan et al. 2009; Govan 2015a, b) suggest 
that the countries with largest numbers of coastal communities (Melanesia) have not 
been able to reach and maintain a significant coverage of CBFM sites after more 
than two decades (Solomon Islands and Vanuatu), have lost coverage (PNG), or 
stagnated over the last decade (Fiji).4 Conversely, smaller and/or better resourced 
countries and territories have achieved high community coverage with site-based 
approaches (Tuvalu, Samoa, Tonga, Cook Islands) or could potentially achieve this 
(French Polynesia, Marshall Islands).

4 Cf. Govan 2011.
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11.6.5  Capacity: Budgets, Staff, and Implementation

Data from 2012 to 2013 suggest that fisheries agencies across 14 countries (exclud-
ing PNG) had 836 staff and USD 15 million budgeted for operations (Govan 2015a). 
For the most populous PICTs, government investment in fisheries measured as a 
proportion of the estimated value of the fisheries ranges between 0.1 and 2.6%, 
compared to global estimates around 6% and those of the more affluent Pacific 
Island Territories (3–12%). Support for coastal fisheries, specifically resource man-
agement, was even lower in these same countries with few dedicated staff, and an 
estimated yearly operational budget of only USD 3.5 million for all countries com-
bined (Govan 2015a).

Recent indications are that budgets remain low (Marre et al. 2021), though there 
are strong indications (Govan and Lalavanua 2022) that staffing has increased in 
support for coastal fisheries management and explicitly CBFM in at least six coun-
tries since 2015.

11.7  Discussion

11.7.1  Regional Policy Evolution

Coastal fishing in the PICTs occurs mainly at local, small, nonindustrial scales. 
Institutional challenges in PICTs (e.g., limited resourcing and dispersed geogra-
phies) pose major obstacles to supporting improvements in national coastal fisheries 
development and management through regional or international policy. Nevertheless, 
in recent decades, coastal fisheries discourses have shifted from development of 
fisheries toward sustainable inclusive management as a significant priority, includ-
ing recognition of the key role of fishing communities.

Regional policy has evolved both in content and formulation. Although these 
have been informed primarily by the priorities of fisheries agency staff and the 
social, economic, and institutional realities of their PICTs (often supplemented by 
specifically commissioned reviews and studies), civil society has become increas-
ingly involved. Regional policy comprises lists of priorities and relatively feasible 
actions for PICTs, making them far easier to implement than directives proposed 
through international policies.

At the national level, the high diversity of PICTS in size, economic status, and 
cultural factors is reflected in the different approaches and progress made in achiev-
ing coastal fisheries management to suit context. This diversity required the 
approach taken in the Framework for Action aimed at assisting PICTs in identifying 
and addressing their specific needs with more context-specificity provided by sub-
regional fora. Improvements in monitoring and reporting, and the development of 
the regional annual Coastal Fisheries Report Cards disaggregated to country level 
data, provide a further basis for evaluating and refining subsequent policy iterations 
(Photos 11.5 and 11.6).
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Photo 11.5 Fishermen in the Marshall Islands © Chewy Lin

Photo 11.6 Malia, fisherwoman and coastal community management committee member of 
Kolonga Special Management Area, Tonga © Sia Angila & Joshua Savieti
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The SSF Guidelines were developed in parallel to the regional policies, and 
despite an unprecedented global participative process (Nakamura 2022), relatively 
few Pacific Island governments, small-scale fishers, and regional and national civil- 
society organizations or representatives participated (Nisa 2014; Govan in press). 
Few representatives were involved who are active in development of the regional 
policies.5 Consequently, stakeholders in Pacific Island fisheries are far more familiar 
with the regionally developed polices (e.g., MSG Roadmap, Noumea Strategy) and 
exhibit stronger ownership over them (Song et al. 2019) by using them as a frame 
for national policies, as highlighted above (1.4).

FAO and SPC recognized the need to mesh the policies, developing a joint strat-
egy document aiming to lay out the basis for collaborative support for a shared 
regional vision and outlining pathways at the national and subnational level (Govan 
in press). This document recognized the broad high-level coherence of the policies 
and the compatibility of envisaged outcomes, acknowledging that the regional pol-
icy was more strategically and contextually positioned to support implementation at 
the PICT level. Recommendations included that FAO base its regional action plan 
for the implementation of the SSF Guidelines on the structure of regional policy, 
seeking to support its implementation, capacity-building, and monitoring led by 
SPC. Another important conclusion was that FAO should consider supplementing 
some key areas more strongly emphasized in the SSF Guidelines, in particular gen-
der, safety at sea, disaster risk management, transparency and climate change adap-
tation, and, a notable omission in regional policies, the need to build and strengthen 
existing and new forms of organizations and representation of fishers and related 
stakeholders at all levels of decision-making, as well as in the market chain and 
geographical scale. Some of these conclusions were similar to those in a concurrent 
study (Song et  al. 2017). The Framework for Action strengthens the relatively 
weaker elements in existing regional policy compared to the SSF Guidelines, 
including aspects of fisher representation mechanisms, inclusivity, and human 
rights. This strengthens the case for integrated collaboration rather than risking dis-
tracting from the priorities of implementation through overzealous and independent 
promotion of the SSF Guidelines.

11.7.2  Progress and Challenges for Implementation

PICTs have made significant progress in updating legislation and coastal fisheries 
policies, in some cases through several iterations. However, the legislation and poli-
cies merit deeper analysis on a case-by-case basis as they reflect widely varying 
levels of detail and relevance to the broad aims of scaling-up CBFM (cf. Gourlie 
et al. 2017). More crucially, the extent to which policy translates to implementation 

5 NB: Apia Policy [three from territories, two from countries, none from SPC], the MSG Roadmap 
or Noumea Strategy [two from SPC and five from PICTs].
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is already challenged by limited national staffing and budgets. Increasing commit-
ment by regional agencies to monitor the national implementation of ocean-related 
policies may support more political oversight in general and momentum on national 
coastal fisheries management in particular (Govan 2017).

Support by (largely) national government programs has shown significant prog-
ress in one subset of PICTs where a majority of coastal communities are directly 
engaged in  local management. However, in the most populous countries, only a 
small proportion of communities receive significant site support—justifying the 
calls in the Noumea Strategy (SPC 2015) to move from “small pockets of effective 
coastal fisheries management […] to meaningful proportions of the coastal environ-
ment” (p. 7). For the larger countries, the Framework for Action suggests that other 
more cost-effective or strategic approaches should be prioritized, such as ensuring 
that enabling legislation, information availability, and rights regimes are in place. In 
many PICTs, conservation agendas focusing on a site-based approach are poten-
tially distracting from achieving comprehensive systems of fisheries management, 
which is of serious concern where poverty levels and resource dependency are par-
ticularly high.

The rights to access, exclude, or manage fisheries resources are often based on 
customary tenure. However, experiences from across the Pacific provide valuable 
avenues to move forward, including innovative approaches to fisher rights devel-
oped in Tonga (FAO 2017), recognition of tenure for fisheries management pur-
poses through village by-law systems in Samoa (Quimby and Levine 2021), and 
coastal commercial fisheries management based on customary tenure in Solomon 
Islands (Schwarz et al. 2020). In a majority of cases, access rights are more or less 
taken for granted locally, operating as the de facto; however, these are potentially 
being undermined or overlaid by emerging layers of legislation in other sectors. 
In-depth and cross-sectoral national assessments are therefore warranted and timely.

The Framework for Action and the SSF Guidelines highlight some areas that 
particularly deserve special or increased attention in PICTs:

• Inclusivity: Ensuring the equitable benefits envisaged in regional policy depends 
on accounting for the imbalances and inequalities that exist between individuals 
or groups due to varying social characteristics such as gender, age, ethnicity, 
social status, disabilities, or level of education. Potential examples of such groups 
raised by country representatives (SPC 2021b) include foreign workers, 
 immigrants, untitled men,6 youth, widows, women married into the village, and 
different ethnic groups. The Framework for Action recommends that PICTs 
carry out assessments as a first step.

• Fishers’ representation: In part due to the geographies and lack of organization 
of coastal fishers, there are few if any subnational or national representative bod-
ies. Ensuring fisher concerns and proposals are adequately considered in national 

6 The aumaga or untitled men is a Samoan social class of men, mostly young, who perform most of 
the heavy labor and have ceremonial responsibilities whose activities are organized by the middle-
level chiefs (King and Fa’asili 2001).
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or regional policies is a huge challenge. The Framework for Action proposes 
government attention to developing functioning consultation and feedback 
mechanisms. Special attention will be needed to integrate independent verifica-
tion processes that ensure that legitimate fisher voices are heard.

• Civil society concerns: Civil society and fishers have contributed to and gener-
ally support regional policies, but their specific concerns do not receive adequate 
consideration. Independent civil society declarations and policies highlight 
important issues otherwise de-emphasized in government-led processes at 
national and regional levels such as frustration with the lack of political will and 
accountability and the need to increase budgetary support or address wider eco-
system threats to fisheries.

• Transparency and accountability: Political interference and lack of trans-
parency and accountability sometimes severely undermine management of 
the more valuable coastal fisheries (Munro and Fakahau 1993; Naqali et al. 
2008; CCIF 2013; Coastal Fisheries Working Group 2019). Policy processes 
dominated by government staff or reliant on political oversight are compro-
mised at the national or regional level. Improving transparency and account-
ability in resource management could reverse the decline and increase the 
value of key coastal fisheries to rural communities, requiring strategies to 
ensure transparency and accountability (Tuxson 2018; Coastal Fisheries 
Working Group 2019).

11.7.3  Lessons Learned in Regional Policy Development

The history of development of regional policies has shown an important evolution 
and iterative improvement over the last 20 years. Moving from the general regional 
policy to implementation at the national level is a challenge for other regional 
coastal fisheries policies globally, and there may be benefits to sharing some lessons 
with these processes (e.g., Policy Framework and Reform Strategy for Fisheries and 
Aquaculture in Africa (AUC-NEPAD 2014) and the Caribbean Community 
Common Fisheries Policy (CRFM 2020)).

Increasing inclusiveness: The drafting of regional coastal fisheries policies has 
been led by national fisheries officers, which has given them a particular focus on 
national challenges and immediate actions necessary. There have been steady moves 
toward inclusiveness with the presence of NGOs and subsequently community 
members. Further moves to identifying and addressing marginalization may benefit 
from continued regional emphasis but will need to receive more attention at 
national levels.

Building ownership: It is apparent that fisheries officers and stakeholders feel 
more ownership of the regional policies by being involved in their development. 
Such ownership increases chances that the policies may be referred to or even used 
as a basis for developing national instruments.
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Relevance to PICT situations: The main coastal fisheries policies, published in 
2015, all benefitted from substantial review and analyses commissioned by the 
SPC.  The Framework for Action took a slightly different approach, using an 
extended virtual workshop format to facilitate national self-assessments to better 
identify progress and obstacles toward widespread implementation of the 2015 poli-
cies. Subregional workshops ensured more targeted discussion, higher relevance, 
and more ownership.

From regionally relevant to nationally useful: The challenge posed to national 
relevance by overgeneralization in regional policies was met by the Framework for 
Action which provides a matrix against which PICTs can assess the main fisheries 
agency activities and enabling conditions considered important for the wide-scale 
application of CBFM. The Framework provides the opportunity for more detailed 
guidance in response to the specific national assessment, with greater chances of 
implementation through the development of work plans.

Tracking progress: Tracking the implementation of regional policies has been 
hindered by ad hoc monitoring and evaluation. The inclusion (since 2021) of disag-
gregated country data by SPC in an annual Coastal Fisheries Report Card is an 
elegant solution, though there is a need for finer resolution data and impartiality, as 
well as the potential inclusion of civil society data.

Financing distractions: The Framework for Action highlighted the two major 
challenges that require urgent and high-level engagement and concerted support in 
most, if not all, PICTs (SPC 2021b): inadequate national budgets and staffing of 
fisheries agencies for coastal fisheries management, and under-supported subna-
tional approaches to CBFM, particularly in the larger countries.

Although the strategic approaches proposed by the Framework for Action to 
maximize the strengths of community rights and empowerment should increase 
cost-effectiveness, coastal fisheries management still does not receive anywhere 
near the budgetary support required. In addition, fisheries agencies are usually 
responsible for coastal MPAs, including those with conservation objectives, and the 
low government fisheries management budgets stand in stark contrast to the large 
budgets of many fisheries and conservation projects implemented by third parties 
(NGOs, consulting firms, academia), the majority of which do not integrate their 
funding mechanisms into national agency financing structures.

This funding reality challenges implementers to develop approaches that are 
appropriate and commensurate to the capabilities and recurrent budgets of the 
implementing government institutions. The commitment to substantially increase 
philanthropic funding for marine protection (e.g., Bezos Earth Fund 2022) risks 
distracting fisheries agencies and governments from consolidating the next steps in 
establishing coastal fisheries management systems and local management areas that 
aim to achieve both sustainable livelihoods and ecosystems. There is an urgent need 
to open the debate on the possibility that aid funding could supplement annual gov-
ernment operational budgets in the long term as well as secure the livelihood and 
conservation objectives of “scaling-up CBFM.” Trust funds or direct sector support 
could be starting points for discussion and the regional and subregional policies 
would be the logical frame for design.
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11.8  Conclusion

The evolution of regional coastal fisheries-related policy shows a growing develop-
ment trajectory of community-centered coastal fisheries comanagement practice. 
The progress of regional policy and the multiple national advances toward ensuring 
the enabling environment for such management practice strongly suggests that the 
region has reached a critical point of “readiness” to make the next steps toward 
institutionalization and implementation at national levels.

The Framework for Action and the broader increased harnessing of experience 
provide practical guidance to national actors and agencies (who ultimately must be 
the ones to operationalize it). It will be imperative that donors and other interna-
tional partners strive to support and enhance the progress made. In doing so, ambi-
tions must build on regional and national policies and advance regional and national 
actors as the prime coordinating agents for funding and resource distribution rather 
than being dictated by international (geopolitical) agendas. While some donors do 
indeed use these regional policies in development aid planning, large international 
conservation programs tend not to do so. This is of concern given the emerging 
momentum to leverage relatively large amounts of funding being channeled to 
global visions of marine protected areas. While these initiatives claim to support 
fisheries and livelihoods priorities, it is unclear how this would be achieved if not 
carefully aligned with regional and national efforts to support coastal fisheries man-
agement frameworks and achieve scaled-up CBFM, building on the most significant 
contribution to coastal protection in the region to date (Photo 11.7).

Photo 11.7 Bermy Ariihee, young fisherwoman enjoying spearfishing in Rarotonga, Cook Islands 
© Johnny Beasley
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