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THE CHALLENGE

Projections show dramatic changes in wild-capture 

fisheries as a result of climate change that spans 

the entire globe, raising serious questions about 

cascading ocean ecosystem degradation, equity, and 

food security – as well as other social and economic 

impacts. This all has profound implications for global 

fish stocks and ocean ecosystems, which already face 

mounting pressures from overfishing, acidification, 

plastic pollution and other threats. A consensus of peer-

reviewed science shows that due to climate change, fish 

are on the move, largely towards the poles in search of 

ever-cooler waters. And the amount of fish in any given 

place will also change as global temperatures rise.

The stakes could not be higher. If we fail to act now, 

we risk the lives and livelihoods of some three billion 

people (many of them children) who depend on fish 

for food, vital nutrients, income and a way of life. 

But there is hope. Leading-edge science shows  

that we can tackle the impacts of climate change on 

wild-capture fisheries through flexible and adaptive 

management; implementing new management  

techniques across political boundaries and deploying 

approaches that take into account the entire ecosystem. 

But there must be a concerted effort to create change  

and the political will to enact it.

Success is critical

Due to  

climate change,  

fish are on the move,  

shifting traditional habitats 

towards the poles in 

search of ever-cooler  

waters.

3B people depend on fish 

for nourishment

10%
of people on Earth rely on 

fishing for their livelihood

85%
of fisheries will be 

depleted by 2030*

The world’s oceans are heating up. 

Trapping as much as 93 percent of 

the heat caused by global warming, 

the oceans are at all-time record high 

temperatures. 2018 saw the hottest 

ocean temperatures ever recorded, 

which broke the previous records set in 

2017 and 2016. And scientists believe 

the rate of ocean warming is occurring 

much faster than previously thought.
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*  Global Fishing Prospects Under Contrasting Management Regimes. 

Proceedings of the National Academies of Science (2016)



How we’ll achieve success

An urgent global effort is needed now to reimagine 

how we manage fisheries in a climate-impacted world. 

We’ll do this by gathering the evidence we still need, 

employing the latest technology and developing new 

management responses to meet the challenges we face. 

As the 25th anniversary of the U.N.’s Code of Conduct 

for Responsible Fisheries approaches, the world’s 

leaders will be gathering to explore the future of 

sustainable fishing, building on advances of the last 

quarter century.1 And for the first time, the U.N. will be 

gathering to focus political leaders’ attention on the 

nexus of climate change and the oceans.2  

These gatherings give us a once-in-a-generation 

opportunity to tackle the challenge of climate change 

and its effects on fisheries, fishing communities and 

food security.

In a few places, that work has already begun. The state 

of the science is robust, best practices are available and 

cooperative agreements between nations to manage 

shifting stocks are beginning to emerge. But we must 

extend these learnings and practices well beyond their 

current use in order to reach fisheries the world over 

to build resilient management systems that enable 

climate-impacted fishing communities to thrive. 

THE OPPORTUNITY

We will help set the stage for success by bringing together 

a wide variety of fishing interests to build momentum for 

a set of global Principles that can ensure sustainable 

fisheries in the face of climate change and in light of 

other key U.N. frameworks, such as the Sustainable 

Development Goals. We will achieve success by building 

the political momentum to reform and adapt fisheries 

for a future that takes climate change into account.

The Principles will lay the foundation for action in order 

to achieve healthy fish populations, thriving fishing 

communities, and ecosystem resilience. Once adopted, 

the Principles can serve as a guidepost to provide 

clarity for society and its key institutions as humanity 

moves responsibly toward a future of sustainable 

fishing that incorporates fairness, equity and respect 

for human rights.

An urgent global effort is needed now to 

reimagine how we manage fisheries in a 

climate-impacted world.

1 FAO International Symposium on Fisheries Sustainability 

2 Santiago Climate Change Conference (UN COP 25) 



OVERFISHING OF ATLANTIC MACKEREL

International conflicts over how to manage climate-im-

pacted fisheries are already taking place. Overfishing 

of Northeast Atlantic mackerel was the direct result 

of stocks moving into new territories, a resulting 

dispute over how to share the harvest across a 

larger number of countries, and ongoing governance 

challenges. The fishery lost its MSC certification 

in 2012, when a disagreement about catch limits 

erupted between EU countries who traditionally fished 

the mackerel and relative newcomers from Iceland 

and the Faroe Islands who began fishing the newly 

available species more heavily. Efforts by fishermen 

and ministers to end the dispute and rebuild stocks 

were briefly rewarded by a recertification in 2016, 

which was suspended again in 2019 as a result 

of overfishing exacerbated by climate change.

Climate impacts are already here
STRUGGLING  

U.S. LOBSTERMEN

Off the east coast of the 

U.S. in Rhode Island, 

lobstermen are struggling. 

They find themselves 

turning to odd jobs to 

supplement their income because they can’t find enough lobsters 

to make a living, even though lobster populations used to 

overflow their local bays. Meanwhile, their neighbors to the north 

in Maine are enjoying record-breaking years for lobster harvest. 

Changing oceanographic conditions appear at least partly 

responsible for this northward shift of lobster abundance, and 

these climate shifts have caused significant social and economic 

disruptions for fishermen to the south who rely on this highly 

valuable species for their livelihoods.

FIGHTING OVER CHILEAN SQUID

In Chile, during the month of January 2019, 

protests took place in the streets of the 

Maule and Bio Bio regions in a fight between 

fishermen’s groups over who should have 

greater access to the capture of the Humboldt 

squid. This species has become more notable 

in Chilean waters, while historically important 

species such as Chilean hake, or “common” 

hake, are in a state of overexploitation. 

Climate change seems to be affecting this 

species among others, causing changes 

in their migration patterns and in their 

abundance levels in Chilean waters. This 

has caused tension between artisanal and 

industrial fishermen as their historical 

fisheries disappear.

For more information, visit us at ResilientSeas.org or contact us at edfoceans@edf.org




