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1. Introduction

Fish harvested from wild or aquaculture is one of the major food resources of

mankind. According to the report from the United Nations Population Fund (UNPF)1,

over two thirds of the world's commercial marine fish stocks are fully exploited, over­

fished, depleted, or slowly recovering. By 2025, UNPF estimated, the world population

would increase to 9.3 billion, putting more pressure on food supply for human

consumption. The demand for fish supplies has increased tremendously as the world

population increases. This has resulted in the change from subsistence fishing activities to

the large-scale harvest and this may resort for the using of destructive fishing practices.

According to the United Nations Environmental Protection Programme (UNEP),

destructive fishing methods for marine capture fisheries is regardeded as a threat that

arises not from removing too much resource too quickly, but from the damage caused to

habitat essential to the growth, survival and reproduction of resources2. Examples of

these methods are’trawlingfmurO ami; bomb mdcyanideTishiiigy “

1 Food and Water: Can We Meet Increasing Demand? United Nations Population Fund.
http://www.worldhunger.org/articles/plin/unfparpt2001.htm

' Staff Training Materials for Management of Marine Protected Areas. Edited by Richard Kenchington and
Ch’ng Kim Looi. Regional Coordinating Unit East Asian Seas Action Plan. United Nations Environment
Protection Program. 1994.
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How does destructive fishing methods impact the marine environment?

According to Waitling and NorseJ, the impact of trawling resembles the clearing of forest

that threatened the biological diversity and economic sustainability. To illustrate the

fishing operations of mobile fishing gears such as trawling in shallow water tend to

indiscriminately scoop fish juveniles and destroy essential fish habitats like seagrass and

other sessile organisms (e.g. sponges, tunicates and corals).

While trawling is found operating in coastal waters, fish bombing and cyanide

fishing activities usually occurs in coral reefs. Fish bombing method targets fish that

swim in big group and do not take baits, such as fusilier and barracuda. The explosion

impact forms big craters on the seabed and reduced the corals to field of rubble. An

explosion can create a crater as big as 3 to 10 square metres, depending on the size of the

bomb3 4. The rubbles are not a favorable fish habitat because they reduce the chances for

hiding and eventually expose juveniles and fish to predators.

Cyanide fishing has become rampant in areas from Southeast Asia to the South

Pacific islands as trade for live reef fish increases. This fishing practice targets the highly

priced coral fish species, such as Cheilinus undulatus (Napoleon wrasse or also known as

humphead wrasse) and groupers (e.g. Mouse Grouper, Cromoleptis altevis and Giant

Grouper, Epinephelus lanceolatus) for live reef food fish (LRFF) trade in Hong Kong.

Consumption of reef fish still plays an important cultural and social role among the

Chinese particularly for business dinners and wedding banquets. In 1997, Hong Kong

imported an estimated 32, 000 tonnes of LRFF5. Besides LRFF, the coral fish is also

caught for aquarium fish.

3 Les Waitling and Elliot A. Norse. Disturbance of the Seabed by Mobile Fishing Gear: Comparison with
Forest Clear Cutting,. Conservation Biology: 12: 1180-1197.
http://www.icsea.or.id/seaspan/0199/MC010711.htm

4 Ridzwan Abdul Rahman. 1997. Status Terumbu Karang di Malaysia serta Kesan Aktiviti Menangkap
Ikan Menggunakan Bahan Letupan adan Kimia di Terumbu Karang. Bengkel Pencegahan Penggunaan
Bahan Letupan dan Kimia dalam Perikanan Terumbu Karang. Promenade Hotel, Kota Kinabalu. 14-15
April, 1997.
3 Patrick, P.F. Lau & Rob, Parry-Jones. 1999. The Hong Kong Trade in Live Reef Fish for Food. TRAFFIC
East Asia and World Wide Fund for Nature Hong Kong.
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The pricey Napoleon Wrasse and Giant Grouper are listed as a vulnerable species

in the IUCN Red List Categories. Despite of total or partial bans of capture and export of

both species imposed by countries such as Philippines. Indonesia and Maldives, these

fishes are still found in trade in Hong Kong. A study showed that exposure to sodium

cyanide with concentration lower than normally used by fish collector could cause

mortality to corals and anemone6. It also causes devastating effects on non-target species,

especially smaller fish and juveniles that tend to be non-resistant to the poisons. Unlike

fish bombing, cyanide fishing leaves the coral structure intact. However, it destroys

corals by killing its symbiotic zooxanthellae.

The objective of this paper is to discuss the issue and status of destructive fishing

in Malaysia, the structure of fisheries management and problems faced in enforcing the

fisheries legislation. The discussion will address the importance of local participation in

combating the destructive fishing as a potential solution.

2. The Status of Fisheries Management in Malaysia

Malaysia has adopted the conventional fisheries management approach that

consists of monitoring, control and surveillance (MCS) mechanism. Like any other top-

down management, the government is fully responsible in regulating and monitoring the

fishery sector without or with minimal participation Lorn stakeholders. Scientific

information commonly used and incorporated in fisheries management. The information

is used to formulate the regulatory system that consists of licensing, quota system and

zoning of fishing’ground;

6 Cerrino, J.M. et al. 2000. Changes in zooxanthellae density, morphology and mitotic index in Acropora
millepora, Aiptasia pallida and Goniopora sp. Exposed to cyanide. Ninth International Coral Reef
Symposium. World Coral Reefs in the Millenium: Bridging Research and Management for Sustainable
Development. Bali, Indonesia. 23-27 October, 2000.
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2.1 The Legal Framework in Fisheries Management in Malaysia

The Fisheries Act 1963 was the first legal framework for fisheries management in

Malaysia. The regulation created a zone of management for fishing activities. It

prevented trawlers from invading the near shore fishing ground which was allocated for

the traditional fishermen. This first zone management however does not address the

conservation of the near shore critical habitats - mangrove, seagrass and corals.

Later, in 1981 the Fisheries Comprehensive Licensing Policy was created as a

management scheme based on the limitation of fishing activities. Under this policy,

licenses are issued according to size of fishing vessels, fishing gears and fishing zones.

Restriction on licensing is based on a quota system whenever resources are depleted. The

licensing system ensures that the fisheries resources are exploited in a sustainable manner,

in order to conserve the stock. With this policy, the traditional fishing area (classified as

Zone A in Table 1) is located in area 5 nautical miles from the shore. The fishing

operation for commercial boats, especially for trawlers and purse seiners are restricted to

waters beyond 5 nautical miles. Indirectly, this regulation protects the critical areas in

near shore waters such as mangrove, seagrass and corals.

After Malaysia declared its Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ) up to 200 nautical

miles through Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) Act 1984, the new Fisheries Act 1985

superseded the former act as an effort for promoting fishing activities further from coastal

areas. The government took steps in protecting resources through subsidiary regulations

under the Fisheries Act 1985. Section 26 of this Act has categorized fishing with

-explosives-and-poisons-as-prohibited methods7.--------------------------------

7 Section 26 of the Fisheries Act 1985. (1) Any person who - (a)uses or attempts to use any explosive,
poison or pollutant, or any apparatus utilizing an electric current, or any prohibited gear, for the purpose of
killing, stunning, disabling or catching fish, or in any other way rendering such fish more easily caught; (b)
carries or has in his posseion or under his control any explosive, poison or pollutant, or any apparatus
utilizing an electric current, or any apparatus utilizing an electric current, or any prohibited gear, with the
intention of using such explosive, poison or pollutant, or apparatus, or prohibited gear, for any of the
purposes referred to in paragraph (a); or (c)knowing or having reasonable cause to believe that any fish is a
prohibited species or has taken in contravention of the provisions of this Act, receives or is found in
possession of such fish, shall be guilty of an offence.
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