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THE SKIPJACK FISHERIES OF THE INDIAN OCEAN
R.E. Kearney and W.L. Klawe

The landings of skipjack from the Indian Ocean (tables 1 and 2) are
dominated by surface fishery catches from the central part of this ocean (that
is around the Maldives, Sri Lanka, India and Pakistan) and from the eastern
extremities (i.e., around Indonesia). Eventhough there is currently no
substantial skipjack fishery in the western Indian Ocean the potential for basing
viable live bait and pole fisheries in this region was substantiated by the
relatively high catch rates achieved from a base in Madagascar during 1973 and
1974,

While there have been numerous fishery development programmes undertaken
to increase the skipjack fisheries in the Indian Ocean intensive research effort
has been minimal andlittle is really known of the magnitude of the total resource
or its present state of exploitation. It is however, as for the Pacific Ocean,
assumed that the skipjack represents a major fisheries resource which is as
yet substantially underexploited.

While there are few research findings on Indian Ocean skipjack which are
likely to be of benefit as guidelines for future research on a world-wide basis the
methods and techniques used to harvest skipjack are in many cases unique and
their possible applicability to other areas should be considered. The largest
Indian Ocean skipjack fishery is that based in the Maldives where a non-mechanized
canoe fishery produces almost 20, 000 tonnes of skipjack annually. While the basic
fishing technique utilizes live bait and pole and as such does not provide revolutionary
ideas on skipjack fishing, a catch of tuna of 20,000 tonnes is not achieved by non-
mechanized craft anywhere else in the world. Perhaps more importantly the
baitfish resources of the Maldive Islands are considered to be minimal, as for all
atoll islands, and yet this very substantial skipjack catch is taken.

Returns from the sale of skipjack processed into dried '"Maldive Figh"
(similar type product to the Japanese '"arabushi') account for more than 90% of the
foreign exchange earnings of the Maldive Islands eventhough the current price of
"Maldive Fish' is low by world fishery product standards. While the low capital
return from the Maldive skipjack fishery indicates that the techniques used may not
be directly applicable in toto to other areas, there are probably some aspects of
this operation, particularly baitfish utilization, which could be adapted to assist
skipjack fisheries development in other developing countries.

The skipjack fishery in Sri Lanka is also unique in that a large part of the
catch is taken by mesh netting, a technique not normally used for the capture of
this species. Skipjack are also captured in the Indian Ocean by mesh netting in
India and I believe Pakistan.

The Indian Ocean skipjack fisheries might therefore provide working examples
of alternative methods of establishing similar fisheries in other parts of the world,
particularly the Western Pacific.

LIBRARY
SOUYH PACIFIC COMMISSION

/703 -76



-2 -

There appears little doubt that the potential total yield of skipjack from
the Indian Ocean is much greater than the catch currently being taken. In
addition to the established fisheries the potential around Madagascar has already
been proven and a skipjack fishery in the Seychelles is currently being developed.
Additionally the waters off north-western Australia are considered to harbour
substantial skipjack resources which are at present completely untapped. The
available data are completely inadequate to estimate the resource potential and
estimation of potential total yleld is further complicated by the possible restriction
of effort by the high cost of operating such open-ocean fisheries as those for
skipjack, nonetheless it is probable that the harvest of skipjack from the Indian
Ocean in future years will increase at least several fold over present levels.
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ABBREVIATIONS USED IN TABLES I AND II
- catch known, or assumed, to be nil
0 catch known to be small in relation te total

catch of given species from given area

catch unknown but assumed to be insignificant
in relation to total catch of a given species
from given area

catch unknown but assumed to be significant
and special effort should be made to obtain
catch data

estimate
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