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STATEMENT TO THE REYKJAVIK CONFERENCE ON RESPONSIBLE FISHERIES IN THE MARINE

ECOSYSTEM

by Jacques Diouf

Director-General

Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations

Reykjavik, Iceland
1 October 2001 

Your Excellency, Chairperson of the Conference 
Your Excellency, President of Iceland
Your Excellencies, Distinguished Ministers

Your Excellencies

Ladies and Gentlemen



It gives me great pleasure to be among you in this great country of Iceland at the opening of a Conference which aims at strengthening global efforts to ensure the responsible utilization of marine resources and sound management of the ocean ecosystem.

At the outset, I wish to express my profound gratitude to the Government of Iceland for hosting this Conference and to the Government of Norway for providing much-required support.  It shows the commitment of these countries towards the responsible use of the natural marine resources.

Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen,

During his visit to FAO in 1998, the President of Iceland made a memorable speech to FAO staff.  Referring to his childhood experience, he reminded us in a vivid way, how - not so long ago - the people of his country were preoccupied with making ends meet with regard to food provisions - to make sure that they would last until the next harvest.   It is necessary to remind those who live in the urban areas of the developed world, and who take it for granted that they can go to the next supermarket to buy food, that, unfortunately, food security is still a major issue for too many people.  It is also necessary to remind these same urban dwellers that food is not made in factories, but grown in the field by the toil of the farmer or pulled from the ocean by a fisherman who often risks his life to bring in the harvest.  The lives of most of the world’s poor are a constant battle to secure enough food for themselves and their families.  Mahatma Gandhi said: “To the millions who have to go without two meals a day ... God can only appear as bread”. 


FAO is committed to food security and the fight against hunger.  There are still almost 800 million people who suffer due to lack of food and at least 300 million children are malnourished.  This is a sad and tragic failure, to be on the conscience of humanity, not the least because much can be done to alleviate this situation.  In 1996, national leaders gathered in Rome for the World Food Summit, of whom His Excellency Davíd Oddsson, Prime Minister of Iceland, made a pledge to halve the number of the hungry by the year 2015.  This November, five years after the Summit, FAO is convening a meeting to review progress in the fight against hunger.


Capture fisheries, and particularly their management, bear heavily on food security. The livelihoods of hundreds of millions of people around the world are dependent on fisheries, and for many countries, fish constitutes the main source of animal protein.  After decades of successful fisheries developments in most coastal and ocean areas of the world, the rate of increase in fish supplies has far surpassed that of the world population increases.  This is a remarkable achievement, as it means that the nominal per caput consumption of fish has never been as high as it is now.


The current catches from the oceans, about 100 million tonnes a year, including discards, have, in the view of FAO, reached the maximum that we can practically expect to take from the wild fish stocks in the ocean.  However, this does not mean that we cannot get more food from the oceans.  We can make much better use of ocean resources by allowing overfished stocks to recuperate, reducing wastage, and in particular by making renewed efforts in better management.  After decades of ocean fisheries development, we need an era of implementing effective fisheries management.  This means developing capacity for fisheries research and management, allocating specific fishing rights and improving monitoring control, and surveillance, not to mention improved catch reporting.  Many countries are making a great effort to this end and experience is being gathered that should be made available to all countries engaged in fisheries.  FAO is certainly willing to assist in that area. 


The underlying reason why countries have been so slow to adopt effective management regimes is probably because, firstly, it takes time to realize that a given system is not effective enough and, secondly, because transitions towards new systems can be costly. For a long time the Great Oceans were considered inexhaustible, and the perception was that controls were really not needed.  However, slowly, and often painfully, mankind had to realize that this was not so.  The Great Oceans are indeed exhaustible.  Despite the fact that the majority of all ocean resources are now fully exploited, access to these resources remains open, or practically open, in far too many fisheries around the world.  Consequently today there are too many vessels chasing too few fish.  This has been caused by significant over‑investment in fishing which has led to overfishing, which has in turn increased the pressure to invest more in order to catch more fish.  Utilizing ever improving technology that, due to its low cost, is becoming available to even small fishing operators, man is really not giving the fish in the sea much chance of escaping from the fishing gear and allowing them time to grow and reproduce.  The necessity for managing fishing capacity is recognized by the ‘International Plan of Action for the Management of Fishing Capacity’, adopted by the FAO Committee on Fisheries in 1999, which, among others, calls for development of national plans and policies and reporting to FAO.  The same is true for the ‘International Plan of Action to Prevent, Deter and Eliminate Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated Fishing’, not only on the high sea, but also within national jurisdiction, which was adopted by the same Committee this year.  These actions result from increased understanding and commitment with emphasis on conservation and applying more responsible fishing approaches. 


Recently, many important instruments have been developed under the overarching umbrella of the Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries, and agreements have been reached to tie the loose ends in the Convention of the Law of the Sea.  Commonly called The 1993 FAO Compliance Agreement and The 1995 UN Fish Stock Agreement, they both still need to be ratified and implemented by the fishing nations. 

Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen,

The Conference that is opening here today is a stepping stone towards a more responsible use of the living resources of the oceans.  An ecosystem approach  recognizes that man is part of the ecosystem and that taking food from a natural ecosystem carries with it clear obligations as well as rights.  Moreover, in the long run, an ecosystem-based approach to management is likely to increase productivity of the oceans and thus increase the amount and quality of food production available to man in a sustainable manner.  It also recognizes that we should limit, as far as possible, the harmful effects that human activities can have on the living ocean resources.  The task at hand is to examine how to manage the fisheries with a view to ensuring sustainable utilization of the food available in the oceans for the benefit of present and future generations without harming the ecosystem’s capacity to support human life.  


I look forward to the development of a global consensus for fisheries which will tell the world that fishing nations have decided, jointly, to successfully face the challenge of an ecosystem-based management of fisheries.


Once again, I would like to thank the Governments of Iceland and of Norway for, respectively, hosting and supporting the Conference. 

Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen,


I wish you successful deliberations, and I look forward to your guidance on how, together, we  can move towards more responsible management of ocean capture fisheries.
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