EPBR

Report of the ICCAT Enhanced Programme for Billfish Research (EPBR)
(Expenditures/Contributions 2025 and Programme Plan for 2026)

Summary and Programme objectives

The ICCAT Enhanced Programme for Billfish Research (EPBR) continued its activities in 2025. The
Secretariat coordinates the transfer of funds and distribution of tags, information, and data. The General
Coordinator of the Programme and East Atlantic Coordinator during 2025 was Dr Rui Coelho (Portugal),
and Ms. Karina Ramirez Lopez (Mexico) remained as the West Atlantic Coordinator.

The original plan (established in 1986) for EPBR included the following objectives: 1) to provide more
detailed catch and effort statistics, particularly for size frequency data; 2) to initiate an ICCAT tagging
programme for billfish; and 3) to assist in collecting data for age and growth studies. During past Billfish
Species Group (BIL SG) meetings it was requested that the objectives of EPBR be expanded to evaluate adult
billfish habitat use, study billfish spawning patterns, and billfish population genetics. The BIL SG considers
these studies to be essential for improving billfish stock assessments. Efforts to meet these goals since 2019
are highlighted below.

The specific funding for EPBR previously available has now been combined with the general research fund
(ICCAT Science Envelope). Project funding will now be allotted on a competitive basis with other species
working groups.

2025 activities

Since 2019, short-term contracts have been awarded for the collection of biological samples and analysis
for the study of growth of billfish in the eastern Atlantic for the main billfish species that occur in this area
(Makaira nigricans, BUM; Kajikia albida, WHM; and Istiophorus platypterus, SFA). These contracts have
engaged research teams from Senegal, Céte d’'Ivoire, Gabon and Sdo Tomé e Principe, sampling from
artisanal fisheries, and teams from EU.Portugal sampling from industrial fisheries. Overall, a total of
735 samples have been collected from the three species (237 BUM, 411 SFA and 87 WHM). More spines
(n=651) than otoliths (n=278) have been collected. Sampling priority is being given to small and large size
classes of each species. Preliminary results of a study to evaluate the use of otoliths to estimate the age and
provide some preliminary otolith-based estimates of potential longevity of Atlantic blue marlin (Makaira
nigricans) were provided and used during the 2024 Atlantic Blue Marlin Stock Assessment Meeting (ICCAT,
20241). In 2025, a validation study for blue marlin otoliths using bomb radiocarbon was initiated, with the
selection of appropriate otolith samples and extraction of otolith cores for 14C. Sampling, processing and
analysis of spines and otoliths for the three species and the validation study for BUM will continue.

A reproductive study on blue marlin is underway in the Gulf of Mexico, led by the Mexican Institute for
Research in Sustainable Fisheries and Aquaculture (IMIPAS), using samples from longline fishing fleet and
recreational fisheries.

Satellite tagging in the eastern Atlantic within the EPBR started in 2023 and continued through 2024 and
2025, involving both dedicated campaigns (recreational fisheries) and opportunistic tagging. The priority
area is the NE Atlantic, where blue and white marlins occur in the summer/autumn, however other areas in
the eastern Atlantic are also being considered. To date, 11 white marlins have been tagged in waters offshore
to the southern Portuguese coast and two blue marlins have been tagged in the equatorial Atlantic.
Thirty-one WHM have also been opportunistically tagged in tournaments with conventional tags. Of the 5
tags deployed in 2023 /24, all popped up with days at sea ranging from 27 to 241 days, unfortunately these
had very poor transmissions (battery issues). In 2025, new tags were provided by the manufacturer, so these
are expected to have better performance. These tags are still in the water. More dedicated trips for tagging
in South Portugal are planned for this fall and other areas are being considered such as the Central East and
SW Atlantic, with research teams from Brazil and Sdo Tomé e Principe.


https://www.iccat.int/Documents/CVSP/CV081_2024/n_1/CV08101008.pdf
https://www.iccat.int/Documents/CVSP/CV081_2024/n_1/CV08101008.pdf
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2026 plan and activities

The highest priorities for 2026 are to support the objectives established by the Billfish Species Group
Workplan and those of the EPBR, with specific emphasis on the collection of biological samples for the
growth and reproductive biology studies and to enhance the collection of fisheries data in developing
countries.

During the period 2026-2029, research will be focused on the following areas, in order of priority:

- Continue the ageing and growth studies of the three priority billfish species in the eastern Atlantic
(blue marlin (BUM), white marlin (WHM), sailfish (SFA)). This recommendation addresses para 19
of the Recommendation by ICCAT to establish rebuilding programs for blue marlin and white
marlin/roundscale spearfish (Rec. 19-05). The age validation through bomb radiocarbon and
growth model analysis will continue. Validation for blue marlin will be completed in 2026, while for
white marlin and sailfish these studies will be completed in 2027 and 2028/29, respectively. The
otoliths collected in the eastern Atlantic will be used in these studies.

- Continue the e-tagging of the three priority billfishes (blue marlin, white marlin and sailfish).
Priority area is the temperate NE Atlantic, while opportunistic tagging will be carried out in other
areas of the eastern Atlantic.

- In addition, the Committee recommended that research aimed at improving the basic biological
data and population dynamics information for roundscale spearfish be discussed throughout 2026
and 2027, for possible inclusion in future EPBR activities. This recommendation addresses
Rec. 19-05.

All these activities depend on successful coordination, sufficient financial resources and adequate in-kind
support of the CPCs involved. Details of EPBR funded activities for 2026 are provided below.

Biological studies

Efforts to finalize the collection of biological samples for age and growth studies for marlins and sailfish
caught off West Africa, either from directed or bycatch billfish fisheries of both artisanal and industrial
fleets, will also continue. In 2026, increased effort will be made for processing and analyzing the available
samples, which is expected to continue in subsequent years. Such activities require the continuation of
financial support from ICCAT and additional voluntary contributions from CPCs.

The current priority area for the 2026 tagging, as set by the BIL-SG in 2025, is in the temperate NE Atlantic.
If there are opportunities to tag additional billfishes integrated in other ICCAT tagging campaigns for other
species, then sailfish e-tagging will also be carried out, as for example in the central eastern Atlantic area
(Gulf of Guinea).

Coordination
Programme management

The EPBR budget is now part of the ICCAT Science Envelope and management is assumed by the programme
Coordinators, with the support of the Secretariat. Reporting to the SCRS is a responsibility of the
Coordinators. Countries that are allocated budget lines for programme activities need to contact the
respective programme Coordinators for approval of expenditures before the work is carried out. Invoices
and brief reports on activities conducted need to be sent to the programme Coordinators and ICCAT to
obtain reimbursement. Funding requests need to follow ICCAT protocols for the use of funds (see
Addendum 2 to Appendix 7 of Report for Biennial Period 2010-2011, PartII (2011), Vol. 2).


https://www.iccat.int/Documents/Recs/compendiopdf-e/2019-05-e.pdf
https://www.iccat.int/Documents/Recs/compendiopdf-e/2019-05-e.pdf
https://www.iccat.int/Documents/Recs/compendiopdf-e/2019-05-e.pdf
https://www.iccat.int/Documents/MeetingsFunds/ENG/Protocol_Fund_SCRS_ENG.pdf
https://www.iccat.int/Documents/MeetingsFunds/ENG/Protocol_Fund_SCRS_ENG.pdf

EPBR

Conclusion

The EPBR is an important programme for meeting the goal of having the highest quality information to
assess billfish stocks. The EPBR has been credited for major improvements in the data supporting the last
ICCAT billfish assessments and the SCRS advice to the Commission. The EPBR is the only programme that
focuses exclusively on billfish, and now has the added benefit of including sampling and data collection from
both artisanal and industrial fleets. Therefore, programme continuation is paramount for facilitating the
collection of biological and fishery information on billfish species. The EPBR will continue to require
support from ICCAT and other sources to operate and address the needs of the Commission.



