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Only within the past 80 years have westerners discovered that 

heavy fishing pressure can lead to the depletion of marine fish stocks. 
Pacific islanders, in contrast, have been aware of the limits of their 
fisheries resources for centuries. Almost all the marine conservation 
measures designed in this century in the West were already in use in 
Oceania when the first western explorer stepped ashore (Johannes 
1978). 

Within the past 25 years, Western fisheries biologists and economists 
have reached the general consensus that the cornerstone of sound 
fisheries management is "limited entry" — limiting the number of 
fishermen that are allowed to harvest a given stock. Awareness of the 
value of limited entry occurred much earlier than this in Oceania; reef 
and lagoon tenure — a form of limited entry — appears to have been 
the single most widespread marine conservation method in operation 
before western contact. 

Ironically, the use of this measure has declined since western con­
tact. Western colonists, accustomed as they were to the now outmoded 
doctrine of "freedom of the seas," did not understand the virtues of 
such a system. (It was "un-American" stated one American critic). 
Moreover, it stood in the way of their ambition to capitalize on the 
islands' marine resources. So, consciously in some cases, unconsciously 
in others, they brought about its decline on a number of Pacific islands 
(Johannes 1978). Here I discuss the basic features of this practice and 
its value today where it still survives. Ngiraklang, second chief of 

Ngeremlengui, making a fish trap in 
his Papuan village; he taught author 
Johannes a great deal about Palauan 
fishing. 
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In the West, marine fishing 
grounds have traditionally been 
open to all. Under such conditions 
it is in the best interests of a 
fisherman to catch all he can and 
to use any means at his disposal 
to do so. Fishing in moderation 
a m o u n t s to po in t l e s s self-
sacrifice, for what is voluntarily 
left uncaught will probably be 
caught by someone else. Ex­
per i ence has demonstrated 
repeatedly that depletion of such 
a fishery is almost inevitable. 
Freedom of entry to a fishery, 
designed to be fair to everyone, is 
thus ultimately fair to no one. 

The essence of reef and lagoon 
tenure is the right to control ac­
cess to fishing grounds by 

district, village, clan or family. 
Where such control exists it is in 
the best interests of the con­
trollers to harvest in moderation, 
thereby ensuring good future 
yields. The system has an added 
virtue in that fishermen will often 
voluntarily police their tenured 
fishing grounds if their right to do 
so is secure, thereby reducing 
substantially the enforcement ef-
f o r t s r e q u i r e d t o d a y of 
chronically overburdened Pacific 
island fisheries departments. 

Pacific island marine tenure 
s y s t e m s can be sufficiently 
flexible to permit the use by 
others of stock surplus to the 
n e e d s of the o w n e r s . The 
following examples are from 

various districts in Palau (Johan­
nes, unpub.). Upon request, out­
siders may be allowed to fish, 
sometimes without payment, 
sometimes with a small payment 
of cash or a portion of the catch. 
Today, restrictions are upheld in 
some districts only in connection 
with commercial fishing — catch­
ing a few fish for one's own use 
being looked upon as quite accep­
table. (This would change, of 
course, if too many people took 
advantage of such generosity). In 
the past some fishing rights were 
transferred outright by villagers 
who did not need them to 
villagers in neighboring districts 
who did. In some instances 
fishing grounds have been shared 

SOUTH PACIFIC BULLETIN. FOURTH QUARTER. 1978 Page 31 



by two or three districts. 

Reef and lagoon tenure has im­
plications that go beyond conser­
vation of fish stocks. In the ab­
sence of limited entry, too many 
fishermen typically crowd onto 
the best fishing grounds and more 
boats and more fishing gear are 
used than is necessary to harvest 
the catch. This form of economic 
waste is doubly unfortunate in 
Oceania; money paid for most of 
the boats and fishing gear and all 
of the motors and fuel flows out 
of the local economy thereby con­
tributing to the chronic trade 
deficits that plague the area. 

Marine tenure systems take on 
added significance in the context 
of the rapidly growing interest in 
aquaculture in the Pacific islands. 
Public ownership of mangrove, 
estuary and reef resources throws 
up a number of impediments to 
the siting and management of 
aquacul ture facilities. Hawaii 
p rov ides an example . Here , 
where almost all coastal waters 
are now publicly owned, a tangle 
of r e g u l a t i o n s and p e r m i t 
requ i rements (many of them 
devised before the recent upsurge 
in i n t e r e s t in a q u a c u l t u r e ) 
present very expensive and time-
consuming problems for prospec­
tive aquaculture developers. 

There are also the problems of 
obtaining public approval and 
preventing public access when 
aquaculture facilities are sited in 
public waters. The development 
of aquaculture in Hawaii's coastal 
waters is consequently unlikely 
(Trimble 1975). However, about 
30 small areas of reef and lagoon 
in Hawai i are still privately 
owned — all that remains of 
Hawai i ' s traditional reef and 
l a g o o n t e n u r e s y s t e m . 
Aquaculture development could 
proceed in these privately con­
trolled reef areas (known as 
konohikis) unencumbered by the 
constraints associated with public 
ownership (Johannes, unpub.). 

Reef and lagoon tenure systems 
facilitate the effective steward­
ship of marine resources but do 
not guarantee it. A population of 
owners of a fishing ground may 

grow to such a size that they feel 
compelled to exert excessive 
p r e s s u r e on the stocks. The 
development of an export market 
to a district centre, another island 
or another country can produce 
the s a m e resul t . These a re 
s i t u a t i o n s where add i t i ona l 
regulations must be imposed on 
the fishery to maintain desirable 
yields (for example, Johannes 
1978a). But it would be self-
defeating for island governments 
to allow erosion of traditional 
marine tenure systems under such 
conditions just because they did 
not provide a total solution to the 
problem of overfishing. 

Novel problems have developed 
in connect ion with reef and 
lagoon tenure systems in the 20th 
century generating criticism and 
further attempts to dispose of 
some of them. In at least six dif­
ferent island groups, tuna fisher­
men seeking bait in tenured 
waters have been forced to land 
and request permission to put out 
their nets. These requests were 
not always granted. And even 
when they were, the often formal 
and elaborate procedure involved 
wasted valuable time. This has 
discouraged bait fishing and, as a 
consequence, tuna fishing in some 
areas. 

The problem appears to have 
been solved recently in two 
island nations through govern­
ment mediat ion. In Solomon 
Island? bait fishermen pay $50 per 
boat month plus $2.75 per boat 
night to a local government coun­
cil. In Papua New Guinea, coastal 
villages that control bait fishing 
share 2V2 per cent of the F.O.B. 
value of exported tuna. 

In some islands, traditional 
tenure boundaries extend miles 
out to sea beyond the outer reef 
edge . These boundar ies a re 
genera l ly not defended very 
e n e r g e t i c a l l y b e c a u s e most 
traditional island fishing is done 
on or near the reefs. But efforts 
could be made to enforce them 
and this could create additional 
problems for commercial tuna 
fishermen. 

Moreover, since the commer­

cially important species of tuna 
a r e h ighly mig ra to ry , local 
limited entry does not constitute 
an effective means of conserving 
tuna stocks. Consideration should 
thus be given to res t r i c t ing 
tenured areas under local control 
to shallow water fisheries, leaving 
regulation of deep water pelagic 
fisheries largely to central island 
administrations and inter-island 
agencies. 

To protect and enhance the 
value of reef and lagoon tenure 
systems in Oceania several ac­
tions seem desirable. First, they 
must be studied and their details 
recorded. Thousands of pages 
have been written on land tenure 
in the Pacific but very little on 
marine tenure. Most published in­
formation is anecdotal and ob­
viously peripheral to the main in­
te res t s of the wri ters . Three 
useful outlines of pa r t i cu la r 
traditional marine tenure systems 
are provided by Allan (1957) for 
the Solomon Islands, by Kosaki 
(1954) for Hawaii, and by von 
Bulow (1902) for Samoa. 

Official records of tenure boun­
daries and detailed descriptions 
of tenure customs are needed. It 
should not be assumed that the 
customs prevailing in one district 
are indicative of customs on the 
island or island group as a whole. 
( H o w e v e r , for e a s e of ad­
ministration, some consideration 
might be given to standardizing 
customs, to the extent that this is 
p r a c t i c a l , w i t h i n an a d ­
ministrative district.) 

Secondly, once marine tenure 
sytems are better understood, the 
laws relating to them should be 
reviewed. Some of these systems 
have been recognised and their 
legality upheld by the courts. In 
Pacific Island societies where 
traditional authority is waning, 
such "legalization" helps main­
tain valuable customs. But it may 
also reduce their flexibility. On a 
number of islands, for example, 
marine tenure is legally sanc­
tioned only if it can be demon­
st ra ted that it existed before 
Western contact and has been 
maintained continuously thereaf­
ter. 

(Continued on page 34) 
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REEF & LAGOON TENURE 
(Continued from page 32) 

With the depopulation that oc-
cured throughout Oceania after 
Western contact, marine tenure 
b o u n d a r i e s were somet imes 
allowed by the islanders them­
selves to lapse; defending these 
boundaries made sense only when 
the benefits of doing so justified 
the effort involved. As populations 
rebounded over the past few 
decades the value of defending 
tenure boundaries has increased 
once again. But those who, for 
logical reasons, allowed their 
marine tenure systems to lapse, 
and who, for equally logical 
reasons might want to reinstitute 
them later, are now sometimes 
forbidden by law from doing do. 

Similar restraints are imposed 
on those who would modify 
existing tenure systems or create 
new ones. Yet, when previously 
unknown population pressures or 
new fisheries develop, new or 
modified tenure systems may be 
needed. For example, when a new 
trochus shell industry developed 
in New Guinea, villagers tried to 
e r e c t a new m a r i n e t e n u r e 
system to protect their trochus 
beds from European interests. 
They were prevented from doing 
so by the courts (Belshaw 1954). 

I t m u s t be g r a n t e d t h a t 
allowing greater flexibility in reef 
and lagoon tenure systems would 
create more work for legislatures 
and courts. But these systems 
will never present the volume and 
complexity of legal problems that 
land tenure systems have in the 
Pacific Islands. Tenured fishing 
areas are generally far larger 
than most tenured plots of land. 
There are thus far fewer of them 
over which to dispute and the 
ratios of their perimeters (line of 
potential dispute) to their areas 
(size of resource) are much 
smaller than those of typical land 
plots. In Yap and Palau, roughly 
100 disputes over land tenure 
reach the courts for every one in­
volving reef and lagoon tenure. 

To s u m m a r i z e ; t rad i t iona l 
Pacific island reef and lagoon 
tenure systems embody a prin­
ciple recognized today as the cor­
n e r s t o n e of sound f i sher ies 

m a n a g e m e n t . L a c k of ap­
preciation of the value of these 
systems by colonials has resulted 
in their erosion, and in some 
cases their complete loss. Where 
they still exist it may be desirable 
to modify them in order to ac­
commodate new pressures oc­
casioned by commercial fisheries 
and the adoption of western legal 
systems. But further erosion of 
these customs will add inevitably 
to the difficulties of managing 
reef and lagoon resources. 
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