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Managing arctic Fish stocks
by Michael Distefano*

* Michael Distefano is a J.D. candidate, May 2010, at American University, 
Washington College of Law.

Humans depend on marine fish stocks for economic 
and nutritional purposes throughout the world. Conse-
quently, commercial fleets and super-trawlers are noth-

ing new and many countries have found ways to regulate fleet 
sizes and catch limits within their territorial waters. But some-
thing new is happening in the Arctic Circle. As sea ice begins 
to disappear during summer months, a previously inaccessible 
fishing ground is emerging, and like all fishing grounds, it will 
be susceptible to mismanagement and exploitation.

Those who understand the 
danger have already begun to 
take action. On August 3, 2007, 
Senator Ted Stevens (R-AK) 
introduced a joint resolution, 
Senate Joint Resolution 17, that 
calls on the United States to ini-
tiate international discussions 
and take necessary steps with 
other Arctic nations to negoti-
ate an agreement for managing 
migratory and transboundary 
fish stocks.1 The resolution 
passed the Senate on October 4, 
2007 and is currently pending in 
the House.2 The resolution is an attempt to meet the changing 
Arctic environment with an orderly and sustainable framework 
to manage regional fisheries.

Gradually warming ocean temperatures have caused many 
species of fish to migrate north in search of cold-water habitats. 
At the same time, changes in Arctic sea ice have made the north-
ern seas increasingly more navigable. Last summer, for the first 
time since satellite measurements began, a fully navigable route 
opened between the Atlantic and Pacific.3 This “Northwest Pas-
sage” was widely covered in the media and some scientists pre-
dict that an iceless Arctic Ocean could be the norm by 2040.4

The concurrence of receding Arctic ice and north-bound 
fish stocks is already creating an environment favorable to com-
mercial fishing, and Senator Stevens’ proposed legislation is an 
attempt to make sure this transition is handled in an effective 
and responsible way. The resolution calls for the creation of a 
new international fisheries management organization for the 
region and seeks a halt in the expansion of Arctic commercial 
fishing activities until this is achieved.5 

Successful fishery management programs employ “science-
based limits on harvest, timely and accurate reporting of catch 
data, equitable allocation and access systems, and effective 
monitoring and enforcement.”6 This approach protects not only 
fish species, but also billions of dollars in commerce and tens 

of thousands of jobs. Iceland, for example, relies on commer-
cial fishing for nearly seventy percent of its income.7 When a 
particular stock is overfished, smaller and immature fish make 
up a greater percentage of the catch, and the stock’s regenera-
tive capabilities may be seriously undermined. The result is a 
reduction in overall fishing hauls and a negative ripple effect on 
the food chain. Simply put, all countries and all people have a 
marked interest in ensuring global fish stocks remain healthy and 
sustainable over the long term.

This is by no means the first 
attempt at regulating regional 
fish stocks. Successful catch-
share programs are already 
employed in nations such as 
Iceland, New Zealand, and the 
United States. Observers hail 
Alaska as a world leader in man-
aging commercial and recre-
ational fish stocks—as the state 
harvests over fifty percent of 
U.S. seafood without overfish-
ing any of its stocks.8 Alaska’s 
marine fisheries are managed by 
the North Pacific Fishery Man-

agement Council (“NPFMC”), a federally mandated council that 
is lending its support to S.J. Res. 17 and actually preempted the 
resolution by calling for a ban on Arctic fishing until a sustain-
able management scheme is developed. 

Former chairman of the NPFMC, David Benton, points out 
that even the most competent fishery regulation will be unsuc-
cessful without the support of other Arctic nations such as 
Canada, Norway, Denmark, Iceland, Russia, and the European 
Union.9 When nations perceive the opportunity to claim a stra-
tegic resource, they may end up in a scramble for the first foot-
hold, or worse yet, attempt to gather as much of that resource as 
they can before others get the opportunity. 

In the past, management schemes were afterthoughts—they 
developed around marine regions that were heavily fished, and 
in many cases, there was already damage that would take genera-
tions to mend.10 In this case, however, there is an opportunity to 
get things right at the beginning. Senator Stevens’ resolution is a 
welcome move, but it is merely a start. With any luck, the House 
will pass the resolution soon, and the real work can begin. 
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