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A new direction
In 2006 the EAF-Nansen Project opened with a broad and ambitious objective: 
to enable African coastal countries to manage their fisheries in a way that would 
safeguard the health of marine ecosystems. The project’s capacity development focus 
marked a new departure for the Nansen Programme − a development cooperation 
programme that had been running for many decades. It was also a pioneering initiative 
for the African continent where environmental degradation was on the increase, there 
was limited awareness of the importance of controlling the impact of fisheries on 
marine ecosystems, and little scientific data on the conditions of marine ecosystems 
and the impact of human activity on them.

The Norwegian government has made this endeavour possible through the re-orientation 
of the long-standing Nansen Programme, which has supported sustainable fisheries 
management in developing countries since 1974.

This publication documents the achievements of the EAF-Nansen Project, the work that 
preceded it, and the objectives of the coming phase of the project.
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The Nansen Programme
The Nansen Programme opened in 1974, although the idea was first conceived in the 1960s. It was proposed by Norway’s 
then Director of Fisheries, Klaus Sunnanå, who wished to contribute a Norwegian-staffed research vessel in support of 
the management of fisheries in developing countries. At the time, the programme’s premise − that knowledge of living 
marine resources is necessary for their rational exploitation and protection – was far ahead of its time.

Today the Nansen Programme is funded by the Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation (Norad) and 
implemented by the Norwegian Institute of Marine Research (IMR) in close cooperation with the Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations (FAO). Until 2006, the programme’s work fitted into three distinct phases:

1. In its early decades the programme focused on identifying and locating new resources that could be 
exploited to build up the fisheries industries of developing nations. At that point in time there were still large 
parts of the world’s oceans that had not been fully investigated, and resources that were still unknown.

2. In a follow-up phase the programme worked on detailed mapping of fisheries resources, serving countries off 
Central America and the southern Caribbean, off the west coast of Africa and in the Indian Ocean. 

3. From the early 1990s the programme’s objective expanded to provide training to local scientists and 
government representatives in fisheries research and management. Environmental and resource surveys were 
carried out, largely in Southwest and Northwest Africa. 

The research vessel
The research vessel Dr Fridtjof Nansen, named after the Nobel prize-winning Norwegian scientist, is the primary tool of 
the Nansen Programme. One of the most technologically advanced of its kind in the world, the ship is operated and 
staffed by the IMR.

For more than 45 years, two successive vessels bearing the same name have travelled through tropical and sub-
tropical seas, carrying out oceanographic and fisheries surveys in cooperation with FAO. The ship flies the flag of the 
United Nations (UN), which facilitates navigation for transboundary research purposes. Permission is always sought 
from countries in whose waters the vessel works, and the countries are expected to grant the ship and its crew the 
necessary privileges and immunities. 

The R/V Dr Fridtjof Nansen has become a unique floating platform for research, training and the exchange of 
knowledge. It has provided opportunities for hundreds of scientists from developing countries to improve their 
learning and research capabilities. The surveys carried out and information collected over the decades constitute an 
invaluable archive of scientific data and information on fisheries and marine ecosystems.

A changing agenda
When the Dr Fridtjof Nansen began surveying the maritime waters of developing countries in 1975, marine fishery 
resources in tropical and subtropical regions were still poorly known and underexploited. Since that time, increased 
population and consumer demand have led to the expansion of the global fishing fleet and, in turn, the depletion of 
fish stocks. 

In the ten years prior to the new phase of the Nansen Programme, the international fisheries management agenda 
changed dramatically. It became clear that poor management practices, especially in developing countries, were 
leading to degraded ecosystems and that fish stocks were diminishing at an alarming rate. Increasing conflict between 
interest groups as a result of this decline showed how critical marine ecosystems are to food security and livelihoods. 
Yet, there was little awareness of the impact of fishing and other human activities on marine ecosystems. 

In addition to these concerns, there is now mounting evidence that the impact of climate change on marine life will 
create further challenges for coastal countries, particularly those located in tropical regions.

Overfishing, combined with coastal development, increased pollution and changing global climate, have made the 
world’s marine ecosystems among the planet’s most vulnerable. Adaptive strategies are needed and developing 
countries are not fully equipped to tackle these complex issues.
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Mrs Foluke O. Areola, former Federal Director of Fisheries, Nigeria
“The activities of the EAF-Nansen Project were the 
starting point for collaboration between Cameroon, Gabon 
and Nigeria in managing our common shrimp resources for 
sustainability and profitability. Nigeria is already 
pursuing certification of its shrimp fisheries, including 
freshwater species, and is working with the project to 
source more funding and technical support to develop 
monitoring, control and surveillance systems further.”

Peter Psomadakis, Taxonomist, FAO, Rome
“It’s a common misconception among non-scientists that 
most species are already known and described, and any new 
species are likely to be encountered only when fishing in 
unexplored areas. But the truth is that although we know 
a lot about the oceans, I believe that we have still only 
scratched the surface of what there is to discover, when 
we consider the vastness and the incredible diversity of 
species found within. Each time we conduct an expedition 
we find a new species, thereby adding to our growing 
knowledge.”
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The ecosystem approach to 
fisheries (EAF)
The 25th session of the FAO Committee on Fisheries (COFI) in 2003 
marked a turning point. COFI urged the practical application of 
the 1995 Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries through the 
adoption and implementation of the ecosystem approach to fisheries 
(EAF). Many member states expressed their concern that the cost of 
incorporating EAF into fisheries management was prohibitive, and 
the gap between developed and developing nations would continue 
to widen in this respect. The developing member states stressed 
the need for capacity development to be able to adopt and use this 
approach in the management of their fisheries.

The FAO/Norad partnership was a natural vehicle to meet this need. In response to the COFI appeal, it was agreed that 
the Nansen Programme would be re-oriented to help developing countries adopt and implement EAF. The particular 
capabilities of the programme would be focused on promoting closer interaction between science, research and 
management.

The decision to use the Nansen Programme as a means of promoting an EAF was born of the growing realization that 
developing countries need technical assistance and capacity building in order to safeguard resources and livelihoods. 
While a number of developed countries were already following a sustainable, integrated approach to fisheries, many 
developing countries lacked the knowledge, training and funds to adopt this management approach.

The EAF-Nansen Project was designed to lay the groundwork for the adoption of EAF across a broad swathe of coastal 
countries, working through regional and subregional bodies. It set out to elaborate the principles of an EAF and a 
methodology for its introduction and implementation, piloting this fisheries management approach in selected 
partner countries. Norad chose to place the initial focus of the project on Africa.

Contributing to the health and balance of the whole 
EAF brings together the ecological, social and economic aspects of fisheries management. Its purpose is to guide 
the planning, development and management of fisheries in a way that addresses the multiple needs and desires of 
societies, now and in the future, while safeguarding the health of the ecosystem, and thus the continued availability 
of resources. EAF recognizes that optimal fisheries management strives to achieve both human well-being and 
sustainability at ecosystem level, and that each is interdependent. It recognizes that the elements of a marine 
ecosystem and their interactions contribute to the health and balance of the whole. It also ensures that fisheries 
managers, industry operatives and other stakeholders share a common vision for fisheries resources. 

EAF-based management strategies pose the following key questions:

1. What impact are fishing activities having on target and other species, and also on the ecosystem?

2. What are the economic and social benefits and costs of introducing EAF to the sector, and to society as a whole?

3. What management measures should be taken to address issues affecting the sustainability of a given fishery?

4. What other activities and factors, beyond the control of the fishery manager, affect the fishery subsector and 
prevent society from obtaining full benefit from it?

Typical problems tackled by EAF:
•	 Weak national institutional and legal 

frameworks for fisheries

•	 Disregard of fisheries regulations and poor 
monitoring, control and surveillance

•	 Overfishing and depleted fish stocks

•	 Bad fishing practices, including capture of 
young fish and endangered and protected 
species

•	 Degradation of coastal areas

•	 Conflicts with other sectors, such as the oil, 
tourism and transport industries. 

EAF includes the following five key principles:
1. Maintaining ecosystem integrity: because changes made to a single component in the system 

affect all other components, it is necessary to maintain a balance between species in their natural 
environment.

2. Applying a precautionary approach and respect for rules: it is important to use caution, consider the 
relevant issues  and act in a timely fashion when making decisions regarding the use of resources, 
especially when knowledge of the resources is limited. Delay can be detrimental.

3. Broadening stakeholder participation in decision-making: good management of fishery resources 
requires a participatory dialogue between the stakeholders and those responsible for enforcing 
fisheries regulations.

4. Promoting sectoral integration: because the oceans are used for various, often competing, activities 
(e.g. tourism, fishing and mining), it is important that fisheries managers consult and cooperate with 
other users, and the agencies that regulate those uses. 

5. Improving research to better understand ecosystems and their components: knowledge of 
ecosystems is incomplete and continued research and access to information is key for decision-
making, conservation and management. 
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Samuel Gicheru Njora, Chair of the Kenya national task group and 
representative of Aquarium Fisheries Wholesalers, Mombasa, Kenya
“Coming from industry, I have seen the benefits of 
joining with government and scientists to understand 
more completely the resource and management issues 
of fisheries. On our own, we would never have had the 
knowledge and resources to undertake this kind of 
work. The project has given us a new outlook and new 
opportunities. For example, as a result of working  
with the project we have identified a new fishery for 
Kenya (for small and medium pelagic species).”
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THE EAF-NANSEN PROJECT 2006-2016
The EAF-Nansen Project marks the introduction of a new and ambitious direction taken by the Nansen Programme. 
The overall objective has been to introduce, as widely and sustainably as possible, an approach to national and 
regional fisheries management that fosters the health of marine ecosystems, and by extension contributes to 
food security and poverty reduction. More specifically, the project set out to enable the development of policy, 
management skills and legislation in participating countries, while also supporting and strengthening cooperation 
and coordination across regions and subregions.

The project has offered an opportunity for coastal countries in Africa to receive technical support for the development 
and implementation of an EAF, and to acquire greater knowledge of their marine ecosystems to help them plan and 
monitor resource use. This venture has spanned almost the entire continent, allowing many coastal African institutions 
to grow in strength, learning and autonomy, and coordinate efforts for improved management of fisheries resources. 

Based on a tripartite agreement between Norad, FAO and IMR, the project is managed directly by FAO and has used 
growing understanding of marine ecosystems to assess the impact of human activity on them, in order to safeguard 
the marine environment and the livelihoods of the people who depend on its resources.

An initial period of implementation of the EAF methodology (2006−2011) was followed by a transition period 
(2012−2016) in which the work was continued alongside preparations made for a new phase of the project.

By the people, for the people
The main focus of the project has been on capacity development, with an emphasis on laying the groundwork 
for ownership and sustainability within partner countries. Its specific goal has been to enable nations to draft and 
implement their own fisheries management plans according to the principles of EAF, and to empower regional 
fisheries bodies to serve their member states as they begin implementing EAF.  

The EAF methodology is participatory and adaptive. It operates as a continuous process of reform, working to remedy 
shortcomings in traditional management regimes by broadening the context in which fisheries operate. This reform 
process draws on extensive knowledge of the ecosystems and resources in question. The project ensures that local 
scientists receive training to fulfil their important role in guiding the decisions of fisheries managers and policy-makers. 
The data obtained from surveys carried out by the research vessel play a key role in informing the decisions made by 
the national fisheries management authorities.

Policy and management
In researching and collating an extensive review of international, regional and national legal instruments relevant to 
EAF in Africa, the project has provided a fundamental foundation for the process of introducing and mainstreaming 
EAF across the continent. Two key publications produced by the project offer guidelines on legislating for an EAF in 
Africa. The project has provided support and recommendations to many countries for improvements in legislation, 
offering practical guidance on how to develop or amend national legislation in support of an EAF. 

Aligning fisheries management with EAF
Participating countries were selected for assistance through an assessment of motivation and commitment to reform 
their fisheries management. In most cases, the project assisted in drafting management plans for individual countries.

Although the drafted fisheries management plans are often relatively simple, the project places emphasis on the 
learning process and fostering autonomy and a sense of ownership within the country concerned. The management 
plan is designed and owned by the country and is therefore easier to implement because it has been self-designed. In 
the long run the management plans are refined and improved on. 

The project assisted most participating countries in establishing a national task group; a body set up by the relevant 
fisheries management authority to coordinate the implementation of EAF within national fisheries management 
processes. The task group usually includes representatives of artisanal fishing communities, fisheries entrepreneurs, 
marine scientists, government bodies involved in the regulation of fisheries and experts on specialized issues, 
including lawyers and economists. All participate equally in the preparation of the EAF management plans, share 
responsibility for their implementation and provide feedback and revision where necessary.

Task group members received training from the project, both in the principles and application of EAF, and in 
management and planning processes. Training is key to preparing the ground for equitable, balanced and informed 
planning and decision-making. Workshops are held nationally and regionally and encourage learning and sharing, 
providing discussion forums for exchange and understanding of EAF and its application beyond national boundaries. 

Different approaches were used in different circumstances. For example, in the Benguela region, shared by Angola, 
Namibia and South Africa, the project partnered with the Benguela Current Commission (BCC) to work on issues 
included in the science plan of the Commission. Given that some relevant institutions were already in place, the 
project focused on assessing what was needed in terms of institutional strengthening and training to implement EAF. 
It also operationalized a process that reviews and tracks EAF implementation, and addressed ways to strengthen the 
human dimension of EAF in the management process in the region. 

5



Mr Yao Kingston, Chief of a fishing community in Côte d’Ivoire and 
owner of a beach seine unit
“Before the EAF-Nansen project, beach seine communities 
were not involved in any discussion about fisheries. Now 
we have been included in the consultation process for the 
national management plan, and our livelihoods have been 
recognised as important. One of the key things we have 
learned through the project is the impact of catching 
juvenile fish on fish stocks. Now that we have switched 
to using larger mesh size in our nets, we are looking 
forward to improving the composition of mature fish in  
our catch and thus increasing our revenue.”

Dr Birane Sambe, Coordinator of the CCLME Project based in Dakar, 
Senegal
“One of the great challenges we face in terms of developing 
and implementing a management plan for sustainable fisheries 
is the difficulty of obtaining pertinent scientific data, and 
the capacity to understand and handle this data. Here the 
project has provided a very valuable service. Cooperation 
between our project and the EAF-Nansen Project has helped 
introduce a campaign to protect ecosystems in the CCLME 
region, and in particular to create an EAF-oriented team 
able to manage the pelagic fish stocks shared in the waters 
of Northwest Africa.”

© Bluehillies/Pixabay.com



Preparation of EAF management plans
The project worked through the following clusters to prepare management plans for various fisheries subsectors:

 � Sierra Leone and Liberia for artisanal fisheries

 � Benin, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana and Togo for beach seine fisheries

 � Kenya and Tanzania for small and medium pelagic fisheries

 � Cameroon, Gabon, Nigeria, for industrial shrimp fisheries (also Republic of Congo and Democratic Republic of 
the Congo for artisanal/semi-industrial shrimp fisheries)

 � Comoros and Madagascar for demersal fisheries

 � Mozambique and Seychelles for linefish fisheries

 � Morocco, Mauritania, Senegal and The Gambia for small pelagic fisheries [with the joint support of the Canary 
Current Large Marine Ecosystem (CCLME) project].

The clusters were organized either geographically, to reflect shared resources, or according to common sectoral 
interests. Working in clusters of countries has proved advantageous in terms of the learning and sharing experience. 
The subregional fisheries bodies covering the areas in question were fully involved in the process so as to ensure 
subregional coordination and harmonized management measures.

The preparation of the management plan follows a series of steps:

1. The national task groups prepare a concept note indicating the fishery subsector for which a management 
plan is required. 

2. This is followed by the preparation of a baseline report on the selected fisheries. 

3. An ecological risk assessment workshop is held to identify and prioritize sustainability issues related to the 
chosen subsector, and to select appropriate management measures.

4. In collaboration with the relevant subregional fisheries bodies, the task groups identify issues of subregional 
importance, and management measures to be undertaken at subregional level.

5. The task groups formulate management measures and begin drafting fisheries management plans. Where 
possible, data gathered from surveys carried out by the Dr Fridtjof Nansen are used to inform and direct the 
management measures. This is followed by a process of validation of the plans. For most countries these are 
the first management plans drafted according to EAF principles. In some cases plans existed but required 
considerable adaptation.

6. The project lends support for the development or amendment of legislation to facilitate the implementation 
of the management plans. 

The fishery management cycle
Once the management plan is drafted, reviewed and approved, the task groups take the process forward from 
design to implementation. The project is assisting the countries in establishing a regular process that will include 
monitoring the extent to which fisheries management objectives and management measures recommended in the 
plan are implemented, and the outcomes systematically reviewed. This process of monitoring and evaluating fisheries 
management objectives and measures is referred to as a “fishery management cycle” (FMC).

The FMC envisages a continuous process of implementation, monitoring and data assessment, culminating in the 
revision, refinement and expansion of the initial management plan, in preparation for the next implementation period. 
This sequence of activities is usually carried out by the fisheries administration on an annual basis, in accordance with 
the management plan. In this way, the status of ecosystems and socio-economic factors are monitored and reviewed 
as the process unfolds, and decisions can be made to introduce corrective measures in keeping with the objectives of 
the management plan, if and where necessary.

Assistance to the partner countries in support of the FMC was introduced in the latter phase of the project and will be 
accelerated in the next phase.

Working with regional bodies
Alongside its work with the cluster groups, the project also worked closely with the two existing regional fisheries 
bodies in Africa and the first Large Marine Ecosystem (LME) commission created in line with the LME concept: 

•	 The Fishery Committee for the Eastern Central Atlantic (CECAF) (for the purposes of the project these are 
divided into two areas; CECAF North and CECAF South) 

•	 The South West Indian Ocean Fisheries Commission (SWIOFC) 

•	 The Benguela Current Commission (BCC).
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Regional fishery body Coastal member states

CECAF – North Morocco, Mauritania, Senegal, the Gambia, Guinea Bissau, Guinea, Cabo Verde, Spain

CECAF – South Sierra Leone, Liberia, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Togo, Benin, Nigeria, Cameroon, Equatorial Guinea, 
Gabon, Congo, Democratic Republic of the Congo, São Tomé, Principe, Angola

BCC Angola, Namibia, South Africa

SWIOFC Kenya, Tanzania, Mozambique, South Africa, Comoros, Seychelles, Madagascar, Mauritius, 
Maldives

An important focus of the project’s work was setting up a regional EAF task group within each regional body. The 
regional task groups are made up of one or more representatives of each national task group. Their responsibilities 
include advising and harmonizing the work of the national task groups, and ensuring consistency and prioritization of 
EAF strategies across the region. All the regional fisheries bodies have incorporated the regional task groups into their 
scientific committee and assessment working groups.

The project also provides data, training and technical and financial support to the scientific working groups of the 
regional fisheries bodies.

Ecosystem assessment and monitoring 
EAF management plans are developed using “the best available knowledge” within a risk-based management 
framework. In cases where information relating to ecosystems is limited, management decisions should be very 
conservative, aiming above all to avoid overexploitation and depletion. The more knowledge there is about 
resources and ecosystems, the easier it is to promote sustainable use and maximize the benefits derived from 
marine ecosystems. Poor knowledge of the ecosystem should not be seen as an impediment to planning and 
decision-making. 

The scientific capabilities of the research vessel complement and support the work of the task groups and other 
national and regional institutions by providing, as far as possible, the data to support the preparation of management 
plans. In this way, greater scientific knowledge of marine ecosystems translates directly into better management 
decisions. Targeted research helps governments take appropriate action to halt the decline, misuse or overuse of key 
components of marine ecosystems, and ensure the protection of certain species prized as resources.

The Dr Fridtjof Nansen survey work
The research vessel is now dedicated to building knowledge of marine ecosystems in the project area. At the project’s 
start, the state of knowledge and the ability of many beneficiary countries to collect, analyse and use information 
relating to the marine environment was limited.

Thanks to the technical and financial support of project partners aligned to similar objectives, and/or government 
institutions in participating countries, the EAF-Nansen Project has been able to carry out extensive ecosystem surveys 
covering large areas of the African coastline and beyond. The information gathered provides individual nations (or 
clusters of nations sharing resources) with information required for fisheries management.

The surveys conducted combine physical and biological oceanographic investigations, stock assessments at different 
sea depths and biodiversity assessments. Scientists on board the vessel work around the clock, gathering and 
analysing data, studying the movement of fish and the multiple characteristics of ecosystems. 

This information − gathered through desk studies, laboratory research and sea-going surveys, and combined where 
possible with existing data − has expanded knowledge of the marine ecosystems of the African coasts, the way they 
function and the impact on them of pollutants and human activity (such as the extraction of oil and gas from the 
seabed). The work of identifying key parameters to measure and monitor the characteristics of ecosystems in a simple 
and cost-effective manner is well underway.

The majority of the regional surveys were carried out through partnerships with the Global Environment Facility (GEF)-
supported LME projects in Africa. These cover extensive subregions and include:

•	 The Canary Current Large Marine Ecosystem (CCLME)

•	 The Guinea Current Large Marine Ecosystem (GCLME)

•	 The Benguela Current Large Marine Ecosystem (BCLME)

•	 The Agulhas and Somali Currents Large Marine Ecosystem (ASCLME) 

The project also partnered with the World Bank-assisted South West Indian Ocean Fisheries Project (SWIOFP) to carry out 
surveys which were used to help formulate management plans (for Mauritius, Comoros and Madagascar, for example). 
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Ms Edna Ekua Kwansima Quansah, PhD student, University of 
Ghana, Legon
“Taking part in this survey has renewed my passion for 
fish identification and taxonomy. I’ve seen some new 
species and already I’m asking myself new questions and 
thinking about new research ideas. My special interest 
is in climate change and variability, and how these 
affect fisheries. I want to understand how environmental 
parameters we have measured affect the diversity and 
distribution of fish populations, and to develop some 
research ideas for effective mitigation and adaptation. 
It’s important to me that Ghana has good knowledge of its 
fisheries resources and is therefore able to introduce 
better and more effective management measures. This is 
what I care about, and what keeps me going even when the 
work is hard.”

© Günther Komnick



In 2009, the Dr Fridtjof Nansen carried out extensive 
surveys of the southern Indian Ocean seamounts 
in partnership with the International Union for 
the Conservation of Nature (IUCN), the Zoological 
Society of London and the ASCLME Project. The 
survey was able to collect substantial and varied 
data in one of the least researched areas of the 
world’s oceans.

Each participating country receives a copy of 
the cruise report, the raw data collected from its 
waters, and results of any analysis undertaken by 
the scientists on board. 

The Nansis database
The Nansen Survey Information System (Nansis) 
is a database with software for logging, editing 
and analysing biological and environmental 
data drawn from marine research surveys. The 
database has been developed exclusively as the 
fisheries data management system for the Nansen 
Programme.

Throughout the project, workshops have been held to acquaint local scientists with the database, and enable them to 
draw on data already logged in the system. One of the project’s capacity development objectives is to ensure that as 
many scientists as possible are trained in the use of this database.

In 2014 the project organized a “training of trainers” workshop, bringing together participants from across the African 
continent to train a critical mass of users who will help popularize the uses and application of Nansis.

The Nansen Data Policy carefully lays out the ownership rights of the data collected by the research vessel.  
All information collected in the surveys is owned by the respective countries, while data collected in international 
waters are owned by the relevant regional fisheries bodies. Data obtained through co-funded partnerships must 
be supplied to the partner projects. Information related to fish abundance is generally made public after a five-year 
period. Unless restrictions are introduced by the owner of the data, environmental data (relating to temperature, 
salinity, oxygen or plankton, for example) can be made publicly available immediately after the survey. 

Investing in science for management
The EAF-Nansen Project has placed great emphasis on providing training and practical experience to scientists from 
African countries. In this way it has ensured that scientific capacity matches and supports institutional efforts towards 
implementing fisheries management in line with EAF. Every activity carried out on board the vessel has provided 
an opportunity for learning, sharing with, and training others. Visiting students and scientists have been a near-
permanent presence on board. The project has also extended financial support to selected African scientists to attend 
conferences and training workshops.

Various activities helped disseminate the concept and practice of EAF as broadly as possible throughout the project area.

Most of the participating countries sent scientists for training on board the Dr Fridtjof Nansen, allowing them to learn 
how to carry out surveys, sampling techniques, species identification, survey data handling, and how to perform the 
function of cruise leader. Many have served as co-cruise leaders for the Dr Fridtjof Nansen surveys and as cruise leaders 
for national surveys.

What kind of information is collected on the research vessel? 
The scientists on board the research vessel collect information 
on the characteristics of the ecosystems in their entirety, and on 
environmental conditions. This includes:

•	 Abundance and distribution of species of fish and other marine 
life forms, commercial and non-commercial; their size, quantity, 
and the interactions between them 

•	 Fish eggs and larvae, in order to identify nursery areas

•	 Information on sea floor habitats and the living organisms drawn 
from seabed sediment 

•	 Information on biodiversity within the entire ecosystem 

•	 Properties of the sea water at different depths, including 
temperature, salinity and oxygen content

•	 The characteristics and abundance of plankton − the major food 
for fish − by collecting samples.

Measuring the effects of climate change
It is important that developing countries are not excluded from 
activities related to the mitigation of and adaptation to, the 
effects of climate change on marine ecosystems. The changes 
predicted – rising sea temperatures, increases in salinity and 
the acidification of seawater − will lead to the migration of 
fish stocks to other habitats, especially to cooler waters. In 
some areas this will result in a significant loss of food security 
and income for those who depend on fisheries. The research 
being done to chart the risk categories of different regions is 
vitally important to develop the most appropriate adaptation 
strategies.

The project has invested considerably in creating links with 
universities in order to mainstream courses on EAF within 
the standard curricula of African universities. Its long-term 
goal is to establish a dependable network of universities 
offering teaching and training in EAF. University courses on 
EAF have been developed and run in partnership with a 
number of African Universities, including: 

•	 The University of Ghana, Legon, Ghana

•	 Rhodes University, Grahamstown, South Africa

•	 Eduardo Mondlane University, Maputo, 
Mozambique

•	 Université Ibn Zohr, Agadir, Morocco

•	 The University of Douala, Yabassi, Cameroon.
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A day on board the research vessel
In 2013, the Dr Fridtjof Nansen was operating in Northwest Africa, carrying 
out a survey for the CCLME project. This is an account of a typical day.

Scientists and crew work around the clock to make 
maximum use of time on board; trawling, sorting and 
analysing whatever is brought up on deck. They split into 
two shifts, each working for six hours at a time.

The first shift begins at dawn, when a three-person team 
drops a trawl net and pulls it back on board 30 minutes 
later, revealing a fascinating sample of sea life. Visiting 
scientists Mohammed and Ali from Mauritania help to sort 
the catch, and the fish are counted, weighed, measured 
and photographed for the database. Any protected or 
endangered species are returned to the water.

Meanwhile, up on the viewing platform, Paul from 
England and Djiba from Senegal record sightings of birds 
and whales.

The ship sails at 90o to the coast on a route known as a transect, which can be up to 50 km long. Over a ten-day 
period the ship will travel over dozens of transects and make around 40 trawls. The scientists on board are kept busy 

examining and recording all the samples of marine life 
at a steadily changing depth, up to the edge of the 
continental shelf.

The trawls continue throughout the day. At mid-
morning a new shift comes on duty and the crew 
have hauled up a sediment sample from the ocean 
floor. Raymond from Guinea is sorting through it, 
using tweezers to extract the larger creatures, which 
will then be examined and photographed. The rest 
of the sample is filtered to identify and store every 
minute life form.

From sensors in the keel to the radar above the 
wheelhouse, the ship is constantly gathering 
information. Mid-afternoon the five-cylindered CTD 
is lowered into the deep to collect water samples and 
record water properties, including temperature and 
salinity measurements. It will take 30 minutes for the 
CTD to reach its target depth of 1 000 m – but it can 
go even deeper.

In the afternoon and evening the trawls continue. 
Jens-Otto, the chief scientist from Norway is at the 
computer, looking over the results from the previous 
day’s hauls that have already been logged into the 
database.

El Ayoubi of Morocco, local Cruise leader for a survey off 
Northwest Africa

Observer, Abdoulaye Djiba, from Senegal’s IFAN, keeps a lookout 
for marine mammals

FAO taxonomist, Peter Psomadakis, with the scientif ic team 
during the training
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Other universities have been involved in the development of more far-reaching moves to integrate EAF. A workshop 
held by the project in 2011 brought together a number of universities – including the University of Dar es Salaam, the 
University of Ghana, the University of Namibia, the University of Cape Town and Bunda College in Malawi – to consider 
and discuss the integration of EAF into future courses and science programmes.

In addition, the project has provided technical support to regional research vessels, enabling them to gain autonomy 
in carrying out their own data collection and analysis. This work is specifically focused on running acoustic instruments 
on local vessels and assisting and training local institutions to carry out coordinated regional surveys.

Targeting young people
Young people are key to disseminating 
messages within communities. With this 
in mind, the project has collaborated 
with partners and schools in Senegal 
and The Gambia to develop a teaching 
kit for schools in Africa. The kit has been 
designed to teach both teachers and 
their pupils about marine ecosystems 
and the importance of good fisheries 
management. The materials have 
been distributed to schools in Senegal, 
the Gambia, Ghana, Guinea and the 
Seychelles for field-testing.

The transition phase 2012–2016
The latter phase of the project was intended as a period of transition, as preparations were made for a follow-up 
project and a new research vessel.

During this period, the project continued with activities already underway at national and regional level, with added 
focus on supporting fisheries management institutions and the processes through which EAF was disseminated and 
implemented.

This phase saw the launch of a mentoring programme for young scientists, which has enabled students from various 
African countries to attend international workshops and conferences and to work on their PhD research.

The vessel continued to gather data in the project area, and was also deployed outside the main area of focus. A series 
of important surveys were carried out to improve knowledge of little-researched areas and expand scientific inquiry to 
cover issues that will become more central in the follow-up programme, in particular pollution, loss of biodiversity and 
climate change.

In early 2015, the research vessel undertook a survey cruise in areas beyond national jurisdiction (ABNJ) off Southwest 
Africa. The survey was carried out in partnership with (and co-funded by) the Southeast Atlantic Fisheries Organisation 
(SEAFO) through the FAO-Norway Deep Sea fisheries project, and the ABNJ Deep Seas project under the FAO-led 
Common Oceans Programme, funded by GEF. The goal of the survey was to carry out basic mapping of vulnerable 
marine ecosystems and to assess the state of fisheries resources in an area in which fish stocks have been greatly 
depleted. 

At the request of the Government of Myanmar, the Dr Fridtjof Nansen carried out two ecosystem surveys off the 
coast of that country. Myanmar’s fisheries sector is an important source of revenue, but has been undermined by a 
deterioration of marine resources and ecosystems, and a lack of appropriate knowledge of these ecosystems. 

A six-week survey in 2013 − the first to be carried out nearly 33 years after the vessel’s last survey there − reaped a 
vast amount of essential information to support policy formulation and decision-making for sustainable fisheries 
in the emerging democracy. Many samples of marine life and records of seawater conditions were gathered and 
analysed. A follow-up survey in 2015 collected more data to substantiate these results. As always, the surveys 
provided opportunities to share with and train local scientists and a workshop was held on the results of the survey. 
Both surveys have generated invaluable information on the state of Myanmar’s marine resources and ecosystems, 
particularly when compared to the data gathered in 1979 to 1980.

In the summer of 2015 a demonstration survey was organized across the southern Indian Ocean as an early contribution 
to the second International Indian Ocean Expedition, the goal of which is to advance understanding of the effects of 
climate change and extreme events on marine ecosystems and human populations in the Indian Ocean region. Scientists 
and technicians from six African countries and seven other countries participated in the survey. Particular attention was 
paid to the aggregation of floating plastic particles in the region, an issue of growing global concern.
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Partners and co-financing
Partnership – national, regional and international – has been key to the achievement of the project objectives, and 
reflective of its underlying principles, namely ownership, accountability and cooperation among all participating bodies. 

Project partners were the government fisheries research and management institutions from the participating countries 
and other regional projects and programmes aligned with the objectives of the EAF-Nansen Project.

Coordination and cooperation
Fish move freely, seeking out the best habitats, irrespective of national boundaries. Fish stocks are often exploited by 
more than one country and are thus considered to be shared resources. Because fisheries and ecosystem health are 
a regional rather than a uniquely national concern, coordination and cooperation between nations is a fundamental 
requirement of EAF. The project has worked largely with clusters of countries sharing common resources to pilot EAF 
management and disseminate the lessons learnt. 

By partnering with other projects, government institutions and regional bodies, the project has been able to extend 
its reach by creating EAF-focused task groups at national and regional levels. These are designed to promote better 
understanding of the issues at stake, align policy and introduce appropriate institutional arrangements and legislation 
in accordance with the principles of EAF.

At national level, the fisheries research and management institutions in each country have contributed to project 
objectives by committing staff to the training and other programmes offered by the EAF-Nansen Project. Some also 
contributed to the funding of surveys, either from their own budgets, or through bilateral programmes.

In partnership with the SWIOFP, the EAF-Nansen Project has been able to accelerate the introduction of EAF to all 
the countries in the western Indian Ocean area. Together the two projects helped member states draft management 
plans and carried out ecosystem surveys and capacity building activities. The surveys were co-funded by the ASCLME 
Project.

The project has partnered with the Norwegian Oil for Development Programme to investigate the impact of oil and 
gas extraction at sea on ecosystems and fish stocks in selected partner countries. It has also been able to position 
the regional fisheries bodies to take on key roles in guiding and overseeing the implementation of EAF-aligned 
management plans. Eventually, it is intended that they will find other donor partners to support the continuation of 
the implementation process.

In this phase of the Nansen Programme, a new co-financing model was introduced in which partners (the countries, 
GEF-assisted LME projects and other donor-funded projects) cover about 30 to 40 percent of the operating costs of the 
vessel. In the past, Norad covered all costs, except in the very early phases of the programme, when the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) co-funded some of the vessel’s activities. 

Sustainability
Every aspect of the EAF-Nansen Project has been designed with a view to building sustainability for the future – by 
putting in place mechanisms that will eventually become self-propelling.

The extensive capacity development carried out by the project was designed to generate sustainability at every level. 
National task groups and/or other institutions are intended to take the lead within each country in mainstreaming 
EAF. Already in some countries these groups have used the same tools and approaches to draft management plans for 
other fisheries.

Ultimately, it is intended that the regional bodies will be sufficiently empowered to take over from the project in 
guiding and supporting countries through the EAF management cycle. 

The project has worked with four African universities to offer courses on EAF, and more generally to integrate EAF into 
university curricula. Other universities will join them. In this way, a new calibre of fisheries scientists and managers, who 
understand the value and functioning of marine ecosystems and are instrumental in guiding the necessary changes in 
the management of fisheries resources in their countries, is being trained.

Achievements to date
The EAF-Nansen Project has laid important foundations for supporting a sustainable and unified ecosystem approach 
to fisheries management across Africa. In the long term this will contribute to food security, protection of resources 
and livelihoods, and the greater health of marine ecosystems. While the focus has been on Africa, the knowledge 
and experience generated extends to the rest of the world, and in particular those developing countries that still lag 
behind the developed world in terms of ecosystem protection and sustainable fisheries management.

The activities initiated in the first phase of the project have pioneered a holistic approach across sectors by promoting 
more sustainable practices, more viable governance arrangements, more effective mechanisms at international 
level, and the incorporation of evidence-based decision-making. This important work is slowly changing fisheries 
management across Africa.
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Ms Bernadine Everett, Scientist, Oceanographic Research Institute, 
Durban, South Africa and beneficiary of the EAF-Nansen Project 
mentoring programme
“From my point of view the project has been instrumental 
in creating and developing a network of scientists in the 
western Indian Ocean region who are trained to carry out 
research and analysis, and are helping develop fisheries 
management plans based on the EAF. Within this network 
we have collaborated on various scientific projects that 
contribute to knowledge of ecosystems and sustainable 
resource management in our region. We have also been  
able to interact with experts from other regions, who 
have shared their wealth of experience.”

Prof EM Tirasin, Turkish scientist and alumnus of the EAF Training of 
Trainers workshop
“EAF is participatory and adaptive. It is not a revolution 
but a more substantial and continuous reform process 
to remedy the shortcomings in traditional management 
regimes by recognising the ecosystem as a whole. The 
EAF framework is a great tool to solve many management 
problems facing marine fisheries in Turkey. The EAF 
Training of Trainers course I attended at Rhodes 
University has been a wonderful experience and a valuable 
asset for this outreach programme in Turkey.”

© Bluehillies/Pixabay.com



The project has worked with 31 countries in four regional groups around the coast of Africa (and has also worked with the 
Maldives, which is a member of SWIOFC), providing each with the necessary skills and knowledge to implement EAF. 

It has also helped form 18 national task groups and three regional task groups (the latter in the CECAF and SWIOFC 
areas), now at various stages of operation. To date, 17 national fisheries management plans have been prepared, 16 
of which have passed through the approval stage. Some of these plans are now being implemented. In addition, one 
subregional management framework has been prepared.

The project has developed and strengthened partnerships at continental, subregional and national levels, and has 
been able to build close working partnerships with the regional fisheries bodies in Africa. 

No less important is the project’s continued contribution to global knowledge of marine ecosystems and the impact 
of fishing and other human activities on them. With the introduction of the EAF-Nansen Project, knowledge has 
been generated towards a purpose; establishing important baselines for future work that will continue to advance 
understanding of the characteristics of marine environments. In the process, valuable ship-based research experience 
has been provided to hundreds of marine scientists from Africa and beyond.

Capacity development has been the core objective of the project. Training courses to advance knowledge of the 
practical skills required for EAF have been held (in English, French and Portuguese) throughout the project cycle in 
different regions of Africa on the following fisheries management topics:

•	 Basic training in EAF

•	 Ecological risk assessment methodologies 

•	 Implementation and decision-making for EAF

•	 Assessing the implementation of EAF using the EAF tracking tool.

Likewise, specific training courses have been extended to personnel from fisheries research institutes, including:

•	 Survey data analysis and the use of Nansis

•	 Fish stock assessment methods and models 

•	 Design and execution of trawling and acoustic surveys 

•	 Basic taxonomy and species identification.

Through its mentoring programme the project has been able to offer training and research opportunities to scientists 
and students:

•	 Ten national experts were sponsored to attend international conferences and give papers on EAF-related 
subjects.

•	 Four PhD students were able to make research visits abroad, where they learned techniques that improved 
their capacity to analyse samples and validate fish and environmental data drawn from local waters.

The project has furthered the Nansen Programme’s reputation as an active and prolific publisher. In addition to the 
numerous and rigorous survey reports published, the project also produced a number of publications, some of which 
reach beyond the specific concerns of the project and include the following:

•	 Report of the Expert Workshop on Indicators for Ecosystem Surveys

•	 Strengthening the human dimension of an ecosystem approach to fisheries management in the BCC region 
(in collaboration with the BCC)

•	 Legislating for an ecosystem approach to fisheries. A review of trends and options in Africa (in English and 
French)

•	 A How-to Guide on legislating for an ecosystem approach to fisheries (in English and French)

•	 Handbook of the EAF-Nansen Project training course on the ecosystem approach to fisheries (in English and 
French)

•	 A teaching kit on the ecosystem approach to fisheries for schools in Africa (in English and French)

•	 The EAF Toolbox (the project contributed to its finalization and production)

•	 The living marine resources of the Eastern Central Atlantic (a multi-volume field guide for the Eastern Central 
Atlantic that describes species of interest to fisheries in the region).

The project has also produced various communication materials on the benefits of an EAF. Some of these materials 
have been made available in French, Portuguese, Malagasy, Swahili and Creole (Seychelles).

The project’s methodology has proved a unique mechanism for development cooperation and knowledge exchange 
in the developing world, and especially Africa. The EAF is a planning tool that encapsulates the principles of 
sustainable development. It is comprehensive and flexible enough to be applied to many sectors. 

Challenges and lessons learned
The broad geographic scope, diversity of activities and many partners involved in the project have presented 
challenges and led to some delays or missed opportunities for funding and coordination with partners. 
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Mr Séraphin Dedi Nadje, Secretary General for the Fishery 
Committee for the West Central Gulf of Guinea
“Not so long ago an initiative of this scope would not 
have been possible. We still thought of fisheries as a 
stable and permanent resource, rather than a resource at 
risk. We did not have a clear fisheries management policy 
at national or regional level, we lacked trained staff 
able to develop and implement a management plan, and we 
had no current data on fish stocks in our region. The 
project’s regional and national approach, the training 
provided and mobilization of expertise on all sides, have 
given us the impetus to update our management tools and 
skills. We are now working together regionally as never 
before to implement our various development plans.”

Ms Samueline Ranaivoson, focal point for the project in Madagascar
“Before the project there was no awareness of ecosystems, 
the focus was on exploiting resources, and the notion of 
participatory management was still not well accepted. 
All that has changed. Now EAF has been fully adopted for 
all management plans. We intend to carry this forward 
and show that this approach is beneficial both for the 
fisheries economy and the well-being of the people of 
Madagascar. We have gone on to find other donors and 
collaborators, including the World Bank, to help  
develop three other EAF management plans.” 

© HBieser/Pixabay.com



Some of the challenges have been unavoidable, such as the threat of piracy which has prevented work in certain areas, 
notably in the north western Indian Ocean and some parts of the Gulf of Guinea. 

One of the potential weaknesses of the project is its scope and breadth. Managing so many partnerships with 
projects and institutions is a great challenge, given the small size of the project team. Follow-up is limited and in cases 
where the project and a partner pull in slightly different directions, the impact of what is being achieved together is 
necessarily diluted. 

Having noted some discrepancy between research and management activities, the project now strives to make clearer 
links between the two, so that surveys produce exactly the kind of data that can help shape an informed fisheries 
management plan.

The project is constantly aware of the need to embrace gender equity in its activities, and is now monitoring the 
gender of participants in all meetings, workshops, training and other activities. Having established that less than half 
of those participating in project activities were women, and that women accounted for only one fifth of the men 
participating in training activities, the project is doing its best to rebalance gender representation, especially in training 
activities and workshops. Since 2014, there have been clear improvements in the ratio of women to men participating 
in project activities.

An FAO success story
In 2011 the project was nominated and showcased as an “FAO success story”. Its selection recognizes the measurable 
and positive impact the project has made at regional and local level, its broad participation, sustainability and 
intelligent methodology. The project is also featured in an FAO Knowledge Management publication, as an example of 
the achievements of the organization.

In celebration of the 40th anniversary of the Nansen Programme, the project was featured prominently in a side event 
at the 31st session of the COFI in 2014. This was an opportunity to celebrate this uniquely long-standing collaboration 
between FAO and a donor organization – one that remains exemplary in the sphere of international development.

Looking ahead
The new EAF-Nansen Programme
The work of introducing an EAF in Africa is ongoing. The EAF-Nansen Project has laid solid foundations for a path that 
will be refined and improved upon in the future.

The second phase of the project, due to start in January 2017, will be known as the “EAF-Nansen Programme”. The new 
programme will continue to promote the drafting of national and regional fisheries management plans consistent 
with EAF, and will continue to provide support to those countries that have begun the cycle of drafting, implementing, 
monitoring, evaluating and revising their management plans. It will seek co-financing support from countries and 
through partners and institutions and it will also focus on delivering a new and enlarged science, management and 
capacity development agenda, in order to extend the influence of EAF further and deeper. 

Long-term objectives
The focus of the programme will remain on Africa, with support offered to participating countries in the 
implementation of their fisheries management plans. 

The next phase will incorporate new elements in research and survey work, extending beyond pure fisheries concerns 
to environmental and geophysical analysis, with a particular focus on the effects of climate change and pollution on 
marine ecosystems. Improved knowledge of the likely impact of climate change on the marine environment is crucial to 
enabling coastal countries to reduce their vulnerability and increase the resilience of their ecosystems. The programme’s 
scientific component will be broadened to examine issues that are not specific to individual nations, but of concern and 
interest to the global community; the accumulation of marine litter and micro-plastics in the seas, for example. 

The project is working to overcome one important challenge: the difficulty of undertaking surveys close to shore. 
Most resources exploited by artisanal fishers lie inshore, in areas that the research vessel is unable to service because 
it cannot work in very shallow water. One of the weaknesses of the current project is that these areas cannot be 
surveyed from the R/V Dr Fridtjof Nansen. Although the information gleaned from offshore surveys makes an important 
contribution, it cannot reflect entirely the characteristics of inshore ecosystems. For this reason, the new research 
vessel will be equipped with a workboat, able to carry out surveys in shallower waters.

As partnerships with permanent regional bodies, such as the BCC, CECAF or the SWIOFC develop and become more 
sustainable, it is expected that these will take on a greater role in promoting and guiding the EAF process within 
countries.

The EAF-Nansen Programme will continue to develop and explore synergies with new partners in order to spread the 
messages and practice of EAF management further afield.
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Kwame Koranteng, EAF-Nansen Project Coordinator, FAO, Rome
“The project’s ultimate goal is that eventually it becomes 
redundant, having done what is necessary to support all 
countries in Africa and beyond to the point where they are 
able to manage their fisheries resources sustainably within 
healthy ecosystems.”

© laranik/Shutterstock.com 



Longer-term objectives of the programme will include the following: 

•	 To continue extending training and capacity development to scientists, technicians and managers, filling 
gaps where they are identified. 

•	 To continue supporting a scholarship-funded mentoring programme, whereby countries send promising 
students to spend time in other institutions or on the research vessel.

•	 To conduct needs assessments, to help design a training strategy for specific countries, and at regional level. 
Up to now this has taken place on an ad hoc basis.

•	 To formalize links with universities that offer training programmes, diplomas and degrees in fisheries 
management in line with EAF, and in support of the knowledge required to implement the FMC.

The programme will continue to enhance the human and institutional capacity of countries to make the best use of 
the scientific knowledge available, and integrate it into best management practices.

The great challenge for future research is to synthesize all the information that is being gathered into a useable 
database that can help identify trends, make predictions and improve understanding of ecosystems. Work is currently 
underway to create a new database that is linked to the geographic information system (GIS). This will enable scientists 
to explore and record the characteristics of ecosystems under analysis with greater accuracy. 

It is the intention of the coming EAF-Nansen Programme to continue gaining in relevance and effectiveness as lessons 
are learned and its course is corrected.

The new research vessel
A new Dr Fridtjof Nansen will begin operating in 2017. The new vessel has been specifically equipped with the latest 
advanced technologies to further its research and data collection capacity, tackle new and emerging challenges in 
marine research and fisheries management, and enable the expansion and extension of the work of the programme. 
New features include sensors to map sea life and seawater properties and the distribution of fish; the latest acoustic 
and video facilities to take vivid pictures of life on the seafloor; and a dynamic positioning system that will enable 
the ship to work safely around sensitive infrastructure, such as oil rigs. It will house a 30-seat auditorium for on-board 
workshops and seminars. 

As the new EAF-Nansen Programme prepares to launch, its supporters, donors and executors continue to hold a 
vision of the future in which the EAF methodology in Africa is consolidated and fully functioning, and the programme 
extends further to introduce and apply the methodology in other developing countries, until all countries are able and 
equipped to manage fisheries sustainably. 

R/V Dr Fridtjof Nansen (1993 to 2016) R/V Dr Fridtjof Nansen (from 2017)

© Charine Collins © www.skipsteknisk.no
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For more information:

EAF-Nansen Project
Marine and Inland Fisheries Branch
Food and Agriculture Organization  
of the United Nations
Viale delle Terme di Caracalla
00153 Rome
Italy
Tel: (+39) 06 57056007
Email: info-eaf-nansen@fao.org

www.fao.org/in-action/eaf-nansen
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