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Piloting and scaling of artificial intelligence technology for coastal fisheries 
data collection through USAID OurFish OurFuture activity 

Background 

1. The purpose of this information paper (IP) is to briefly present the current work under the OurFish 
OurFuture activity to pilot and scale artificial intelligence (AI) technology for coastal fisheries data 
collection in the Pacific Islands. It is the intent of the authors to both connect our work to IP 13, 
“Boosting data collection in Pacific Island’s coastal fisheries using artificial intelligence technologies” 
(Shedrawi et al.), as well as provide CBFD3 participants and observers with an understanding of what 
these technologies look like and how they are used in the field right now. 

2. The OurFish OurFuture (OurFish) activity is a five-year (2021-2026) cooperative agreement awarded 
by the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID). OurFish is a regional activity with the 
overall goal to address community, national and ecosystem level drivers of illegal, unreported, and 
unregulated (IUU) fishing that are degrading coastal fisheries and biodiversity and negatively 
impacting local livelihood food stability and maritime security in the Pacific Island region. OurFish is 
implemented by a consortium of partners, including the University of Rhode Island (prime), the World 
Wildlife Fund (WWF), the Locally-Managed Marine Area Network (LMMA), and the University of the 
South Pacific. 

OurFish’s AI technology 

3. OurFish recognizes that modern fisheries management controls fishing by relying on data-driven 
assessments of fish population health, productivity, and the potential for sustainable extraction. 
Despite its importance, quantitative documentation of species composition and size distribution is 
often foregone because it requires enumerators to interrupt fishers or fish buyers. To address this 
problem and make the collection of landings data easier, faster, more accurate, more secure, easily 
sharable, and storable forever, OurFish is currently piloting a tool called Fisheries AI Sampling 
Technology (FAST), developed by MER Consultants, LLC. 

4. FAST is high-tech, yet simple and robust tool designed to allow communities in the Pacific to collect 
high quality biological information on coastal fisheries in the most efficient and standardized way 
possible. In short, the data stream begins with hardware (“Smart Sampling Stations”), designed to fit 
each field site, with which the weight and a photograph of fish are very quickly captured (~2 
seconds/fish). An open-source algorithm is then used in each country to automatically record length 
and species of each fish into a standardized database (see Figure 1). Initially, in each engagement, local 
experts verify the species IDs and length determinations until enough photos are collected from each 
location to allow the model to correctly ID and determine length for most key species in very little 
time. Once trained, the technology reduces both the training and amount of work required of a 
fisheries sampler so that anyone who can snap a picture can contribute data for management. 

Current Status 

5. Last August-October, OurFish piloted FAST at locations in three of its six target countries: (1) the 
Republic of the Marshall Islands, where stations were assembled at the MISCO market in Majuro and 
are being operated by the Marshall Islands Conservation Society (MICS) and in collaboration with the 
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Marshall Islands Marine Resource Authority (MIMRA); (2) Vanuatu, where stations were assembled at 
market locations in Port Vila (Shefa Province) and Tanna (Tafea Province) and are being operated by 
the Vanuatu Fisheries Department; and (3) the Solomon Islands, where stations were mobile stations 
were assembled and are being operated by WWF and in collaboration with private sector partners and 
the Ministry of Fisheries and Marine Resources (MFMR). To date, over 2,000 pictures with weights 
have been gathered and are currently being processed to train locally tailored algorithms and analyze 
data for delivery back to communities according to their needs.  

Next Steps 

6. Over the next year, OurFish will focus on validating and socializing FAST data with existing partners 
and other actors to demonstrate proof-of-concept, while also securing agreements to establish the 
data protocol for use in official management decisions. In years 4-5 of the OurFish, we will work to 
scale FAST—both scaling out to new locations, as well as scaling up via adoption by national agencies. 
In addition to enabling actions like developing a roadmap for program rollout based on sound 
statistical design, we believe the success of scaling adoption will flow from the realization of the 
following benefits by users, researchers, and scientists: 

• Accelerating the development and adoption of other data collection and decision-support 
applications, including other AI systems, such as Ikasavea, TAILS, SPS, and FishKit. FAST can be 
easily tailored to feed data directly to these systems, thereby quickly increasing the data available 
to users and developers. 

• Reducing the time and cost required to collect large amounts of high quality catch, weight, and 
length data, including from multispecies coastal fisheries. 

• Minimizing education or training requirements for data collection. While we strive to start each 
engagement with a fisheries representative guiding the process, once species ID is automated 
and length-weight relationships are specified, anyone with a camera can snap a picture and 
contribute data for management.  

• Quality Control and standardization. FAST does not require paper/pencil or transcription of field 
notes into data sheets or databases, thereby greatly reducing errors. Additionally, standardization 
will allow for universal quality control routines and data visualization packages to be established 
and used to support both localized and cross-site analysis.  

• Length-frequency data rapidly used for management advise. Given that data are available very 
quickly following data collection, samples can be taken directly into Length-Based Indicator (LBI) 
frameworks and used to guide community or national level management (depending on the 
amount/location of samples collected). 

7. Through FAST, OurFish hopes that coastal communities will be able to improve their own locally-led 
management through the collaborative research process, assisted data analysis, and application of 
effective rules that are easy to understand, support, and follow. At the same time, we hope to support 
fisheries departments in project countries to be able to use this technology and approach to collect 
more and better data, thereby enabling better monitoring, management, and reporting on the status 
and trends in coastal fisheries that underpin the health and wellbeing of the Pacific Islands. 
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Figure 1. Flyer on FAST distributed to partners and stakeholders in the Republic of the Marshall Islands. Separate versions were also 
produced for Vanuatu and the Solomon Islands. 


