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CaseStudy 13

AMERICAN SAMOA BANS DESTRUCTIVE SCUBA FISHERY:

THE ROLE OF MONITORING IN MANAGEMENT

ALISON GREEN

The challenge

It was important to act decisively when a new, high technology commercial fishery became established (the
night-time scuba fishery) in the mid 1990s on the main island of Tutuila, American Samoa. This island is
heavily populated and fished by artisanal and subsistence fishermen. The new fishery, which dramatically
increased the catch of reef fishes on the island, posed a new threat to both fish populations and local fisheries.
Urgent action was required to stop this fishery, but there was not enough time for a detailed assessment to be
done. Local managers and scientists acted with the best available information, based on long-term monitoring
of the fishery and fish populations.

What was done?

American Samoa has three long-term monitoring programs: two programs in Pago Pago Harbor and Fagatele
Bay National Marine Sanctuary (since 1917 and 1985 respectively); and broad-scale surveys of the reefs
throughout the Territory since 1996. These surveys have been conducted by visiting scientists (C. Birkeland
and A. Green) since 1985 and 1994 respectively.

The government Department of Marine and Wildlife Resources has also monitored the coral reef fisheries
intermittently for many years, and was the first to show that there was a problem with the scuba fishery.
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There has been a dramatic (15 times) increase in catch of reef fish, especially parrotfishes, since the scuba
fishery started operating. Parrotfishes are heavily targeted by this fishery.

This information led local managers to hold public meetings to discuss banning this fishery, and they invited
the visiting scientists to present their survey results. The scientists observed that there was an alarming
decline in the reef fish populations on Tutuila since the scuba fishery had commenced. The scientists,
however, reported that it would be more than a year before quantitative data would be available to support
their observations. They agreed that the situation was too severe to wait for more information, and supported
banning the scuba fishery immediately. The local community also reported that subsistence fishing had become
more difficult in recent years since the scuba fishery commenced. The perception was that teams of night-
time scuba fishermen were working their way around the island, systematically wiping out reef fish populations.

The scuba fishery was banned by Executive Order by the Governor of American Samoa in April 2001 (and
subsequently banned by regulation in January 2002) due to concerns that this greatly increased catch

rate would lead to overfishing of the reef fish populations. A recent survey confirmed that the reef fish
populations on Tutuila are more heavily affected by fishing than those on the adjacent Manu'a Islands (where
this fishery did not become established, and fishing pressure is lower), and that the local government did the
right thing in banning this highly efficient fishery.

For example:
0 Densities of the five major fisheries families (including parrotfishes) are lower on Tutuila than in
the Manu’a Islands; and
0 Large reef fishes that are particularly vulnerable to overfishing, such as large parrotfish (Cetoscarus
bicolor, Chlorurus microrhinus, and Scarus rubroviolaceus), maori wrasse (Cheilinus undulatus) and
sharks are now absent or rare on Tutuila, but are still present in Manu’a.



How successful has it been?

The coral reef and fisheries monitoring programs have been very successful in assisting the local government
in banning this destructive fishery. Recent monitoring data show that local managers did the right thing

in banning this highly efficient fishery before fish stocks were seriously overfished on Tutuila. If they had
waited another 18 months for more rigorous scientific evidence before they acted, the fishery would have
continued and probably resulted in more serious impacts on the fish populations.
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Left: This shows that the density of the five major fisheries families are very different on Manu’a Islands
compared to Tutuila where fishing pressure is higher (see Green 2002).

Right: The density of large reef fish species is also lower on Tutuila than in the Manw’a Islands (see Green 2002).

Local enforcement officers report that there has been little or no scuba fishing around Tutuila since the ban.
However, this fishery has not stopped it merely displaced to neighbouring Samoa, which has subsequently
banned the fishery (through traditional bans and new fisheries legislation). It is likely that this fishery will
move to other Pacific countries.

Lessons learned and recommendations

0 The night-time scuba fishery is highly efficient, and poses a major threat to coral reef fishes
(particularly parrotfishes). This fishery should not be allowed to operate in an uncontrolled
manner, because scuba fishing will quickly overfish local fisheries resources, and recovery may
take decades (if at all);

0  Monitoring can play an important role in fisheries management. On Tutuila, two types of
monitoring programs contributed to banning a destructive fishery: monitoring both the fisheries
catches; and the reef fish populations;

0 Scientists and managers should not wait until more information is available, but should take
the precautionary approach and act decisively to protect their resources if there is reasonable
justification;

0 Management actions can be most effective when supported by relevant stakeholders, including
managers, scientists and the local community.
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