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Fast Facts on Atlantic Bluefin Tuna  

Why is it endangered?  

• The Atlantic bluefin tuna (Thunnus thynnus) is found all across the northern Atlantic Ocean and the 

Mediterranean Sea. It is at serious risk of extinction because of unsustainable fishing practices in the 

Mediterranean. 

• This type of tuna is overfished because there is a booming market for Atlantic bluefin tuna, driven by 

rampant demand for sushi and sashimi, mostly in Japan but increasingly in the US and Europe.  

• In 2007, an estimated more than 60,000 tonnes of Atlantic bluefin tuna were caught, which was well over 

four times higher than the amount of fish that scientists say can be taken to avoid overfishing.  

• From the 1970s to the 1990s, total yearly captures in the eastern Atlantic and the Mediterranean Sea 

quadrupled. By the early 2000s, total yearly captures began declining, though fishing capacity kept 

increasing. 

Is anything being done about this issue? 

• The main government organization that oversees management of tuna fisheries is the International 

Commission for the Conservation of Atlantic Tunas (ICCAT). ICCAT is composed of 48 Contracting 

Parties (one of which is the European Community, representing all 27 EU member states) responsible for 

sustainably managing tuna populations in the Atlantic Ocean and the Mediterranean Sea.  

• In November 2006, ICCAT was advised by its own scientific committee that in order to save the bluefin 

tuna from population collapse a new, much lower total allowable yearly catch should be adopted, and that 

the fishery should be closed during the spawning season.  

• ICCAT, however, ignored this recommendation and adopted a management plan with a total allowable 

catch almost twice the level recommended and has continued to ignore scientific advice since. 

• In November 2009, the scientific committee of ICCAT stated that even a strictly enforced 8,000-tonne 

quota would have only a 50 per cent chance of achieving a recovery in eastern Atlantic bluefin tuna, and 

yet ICCAT adopted a 2010 quota of 13,500 tonnes. 

• In February 2010 it was revealed that respect for the obligation to report tuna catches during the 2009 

fishing season was at only 43 per cent among ICCAT members.  



 

Why will a ban be considered at CITES CoP15 in Doha? 

• Declining stocks and the shortcomings of international fisheries management have led to a proposal for 

an international trade ban for Atlantic bluefin tuna under Appendix I of the Convention on International 

Trade in Endangered Species (CITES).  

• Effective fisheries regulation is a continuing need and the international trade ban is a supportive – and 

temporary – measure to allow a recovery in fish stocks. 

• The international trade ban is envisaged to be in force until ICCAT has put appropriate management 

measures in place and the stocks show signs of recovery. 

• ICCAT’s own scientists have shown that the Atlantic bluefin tuna qualifies for the highest level of trade 

restrictions. 

• If Atlantic bluefin tuna is not listed on CITES Appendix I, the species risks imminent population collapse 

due to continued overfishing and illegal fishing – and a centuries old fishing tradition would be gone 

forever. 

For further information: 

Gemma Parkes, WWF Mediterranean, +39 346 387 3237, gparkes@wwfmedpo.org 
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