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Title of the Proposed Draft Recommendation/Resolution: Discussion Paper on a Proposed ICCAT-NAFO Memorandum of Understanding

Title of currently in force recommendation(s) or resolution(s) addressing the same or related issues: N/A


1. [bookmark: _Hlk211848521]Does it create new reporting obligation(s) for CPCs?     Yes ☐  No ☒

Brief description of new reporting obligation(s): None.

2. [bookmark: _Hlk211848621]Does it require additional input or work by the SCRS?    Yes ☐  No ☒

Is this work already included in the current SCRS workplan?     Yes ☐  No ☒

Brief description of new scientific work required (i.e. stock assessment, analysis, external consultant): N/A


3. Does it involve the creation of a new working group or intersessional process?    Yes ☐  No ☒


4. Does it require a new programme or additional activities to be managed by the Secretariat?  
Yes ☐  No ☒

Brief description of new Secretariat work required: 

The ICCAT Secretariat would be tasked to initiate informal consultations with the NAFO Secretariat to assess mutual interest and feasibility of developing an MoU, and report back to the Commission ahead of its 2026 meeting.


5. What is the proposed timeframe for implementation, and are there different specific timeframes for certain CPCs, fisheries, regions, etc.:
These informal consultations would take place throughout 2026, aiming to present outcomes to the Commission meeting in November 2026.


6. Is there any other relevant information regarding the resource and workload implications of the proposal:
If implemented, both Secretariats would be expected to undertake the sharing of information and data.


Original: English

Discussion paper on a proposed ICCAT-NAFO Memorandum of Understanding
(submitted by Canada)

Introduction

Over several years, regional fisheries management organizations (RFMOs) with overlapping or adjacent Convention areas around the world have signed Memoranda of Understanding (MoUs) to help them share information relevant to their management of fishing activity in those areas. Other RFMOs have demonstrated the value of formalized information sharing to improve scientific assessments, compliance, and ecosystem approaches to fisheries. Examples include the MoU between the Western and Central Pacific Fisheries Commission (WCPFC) and the Indian Ocean Tuna Commission (IOTC) (2009), and between the International Commission for the Conservation of Atlantic Tunas (ICCAT) and the Southeast Atlantic Fisheries Organization (SEAFO) (2020). 

Concurrently, RFMOs have been making progress towards incorporating ecosystem approaches in their work and addressing the impacts of Climate Change on species under their respective jurisdictions. The ratification and the anticipated entry into force of the Agreement on Marine Biological Diversity of Areas Beyond National Jurisdiction (BBNJ Agreement) under the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) is expected to create new opportunities for enhanced cooperation, transparency, and science‑based decision-making related to biodiversity conservation. By proactively strengthening inter‑RFMO collaboration, RFMOs such as ICCAT and the Northwest Atlantic Fisheries Organization (NAFO) can position themselves to maximize these benefits, exercise leadership in ocean governance, and improve the quality and effectiveness of their conservation and management measures. This commitment has already been reflected in the Resolution by ICCAT on the implementation of bidiversity conservation instruments (Res. 23-23).

ICCAT, has established MoUs with a range of organizations including the Sargasso Sea Commission (SSC), the Western Central Atlantic Fishery Commission, the International Council for the Exploration of the Sea, the Commission for the Conservation of Southern Bluefin Tuna, the General Fisheries Commission for the Mediterranean, the Agreement on the Conservation of Albatrosses and Petrels, the Inter-American Convention for the Protection and Conservation of Sea Turtles, and the Indian Ocean Tuna Commission. These MoUs cover areas such as ecosystem approaches to fisheries management, scientific collaboration, and shared conservation priorities.

NAFO also has relevant experience, including its MoU with the SSC focused on information sharing that can support ecosystem approaches in the Northwest Atlantic. In addition, NAFO has collaborated informally with other RFMOs and scientific bodies such as the Northeast Atlantic Fisheries Commission (NEAFC) and the International Council for the Exploration of the Sea (ICES) on vunerable marine ecosystems (VME) data sharing and habitat mapping. This existing track record demonstrates NAFO’s capacity to engage in mutually beneficial cooperative frameworks, which could be expanded through a formal arrangement with ICCAT. 

However, there is currently no MoU in place between ICCAT and NAFO, despite their overlapping Convention areas and the documented interactions between ICCAT-managed species and NAFO fisheries, particularly in the context of bycatch and gear impacts. In this context, Canada proposes that ICCAT explore the development of an MoU with NAFO. Such an MoU could facilitate and formalize information sharing on issues of mutual interest.

Background

ICCAT and NAFO are both RFMOs operating in the North Atlantic with overlapping or adjacent areas of jurisdiction. While ICCAT focuses on the conservation of tunas and tuna-like species, including pelagic sharks, NAFO manages primarily demersal fish stocks and designates and monitors VMEs. Both organizations are working to implement ecosystem approaches to fisheries management. 



The BBNJ Agreement emphasizes the importance of enhanced cooperation among competent bodies operating in areas beyond national jurisdiction. It calls for the implementation of area-based management tools, including but not limited to marine protected areas, as key instruments for conserving biodiversity. The Agreement also promotes the sharing of scientific data, increased transparency in decision-making processes, and capacity building, particularly for developing States. The Agreement explicitly recognizes the roles of RFMOs and other relevant regional and sectoral bodies and encourages cooperative arrangements to ensure coherence and effectiveness in biodiversity governance.

RFMOs have agreed among themselves on the importance of such information-sharing and collaboration. For example, at the “Applying the Ecosystem Approach to Fisheries Management in ABNJ” meeting convened by the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), NAFO and ICES in Rome in March 2025, participants agreed to continue such dialogues.

Rationale for an ICCAT-NAFO MoU

An MoU between ICCAT and NAFO could provide a formal, yet non-binding, framework to enhance cooperation in areas of shared interest. 

An MoU could facilitate more coordinated participation in relevant meetings and working groups, strengthening institutional links and information exchange. It could also be an avenue for sharing information on transshipment or other similar activities, identification of vessels fishing illegally, or other operational issues. Importantly, this collaboration would demonstrate ICCAT’s proactive alignment with BBNJ principles, including transparency, an ecosystem approach, and the application of area-based management tools. 

Such an MoU could enable structured information sharing on species distributions, bycatch, and interactions with Other Effective area-based Conservation Measures (OECMs) and could support joint scientific assessments of cumulative impacts on particularly sensitive marine biodiversity. 

Potential areas of cooperation

The areas for cooperation would require discussion by the Secretariats, Commissions, and science bodies of both RFMOs, but the following are some potential areas that could support delivery on both Organizations’ mandate. We propose these areas of cooperation only as options for consideration, without prejudging the ultimate areas to be included.

Information sharing

An important element is likely to be the exchange of information, including information relevant to biodiversity and ecosystem conservation, species distribution overlaps, catch and bycatch data, as well as vessel information such as authorized fishing vessels and IUU vessel lists. Coordination on reporting protocols could ensure transparency and alignment with the BBNJ Agreement requirements.

Scientific and technical exchange

Both organizations could exchange meeting reports, documents, and publications consistent with their information-sharing policies. Collaboration could also extend to joint analyses and research on species of mutual interest.

Policy consultation

The MoU could establish a framework for consultation on spatial management tools like closed areas, gear restrictions, and compliance monitoring where jurisdictions or ecosystems overlap. It could also foster collaboration in sharing information on and, as appropriate, aligning conservation and management measures, and could promote dialogue on policy developments (e.g., under the BBNJ framework to ensure consistent and coherent area-based management and biodiversity protections).



Capacity building

Cooperation could include joint training programmes on assessment techniques, gear selectivity, ecosystem modeling, and compliance evaluation to build institutional expertise and support shared goals.

Implementation mechanisms

To sustain collaboration, each organization could designate focal points and encourage regular communication and progress reporting. Additionally, consistent with procedural and confidentiality rules, representatives would be granted reciprocal observer status at relevant meetings to enhance transparency and cooperation.

The MoU could remain non-binding and voluntary, respecting each organization’s mandate and legal framework, individual Contracting Party data privacy considerations, and consistent with similar agreements among RFMOs.

Alignment with the ICCAT Ecosystem approach to fisheries

Such an MoU could support ongoing efforts within the Subcommittee on Ecosystems and Bycatch to develop the EcoCard to monitor the impacts of ICCAT fisheries on the ecosystem. The MoU could also support work aimed at clarifying the relationships between directed fishing and bycatch. Further, it could help prepare ICCAT to meet emerging expectations under the BBNJ Agreement, particularly in terms of transparency, scientific cooperation, and coordinated governance. 

Recommendations

The Commission is recommended to:

1. Consider the development of an MoU between ICCAT and NAFO to enhance cooperation in areas of shared interest; and

2. Ask the ICCAT Secretariat to initiate informal consultations with the NAFO Secretariat to assess mutual interest and feasibility of developing such an MoU, and report back to the Commission ahead of its 2026 meeting.
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