
Мore free environmental science resources аt: www.ScienceJournalForKids.org

Industrial fishing boats will sell their fish in official markets, making it easy for countries to capture 
these data. On the other hand, artisanal fishing boats may sell their fish in unofficial markets 
(or directly to individuals, hotels, or resorts) which makes it harder for the countries to record 
their catch. Equally, subsistence and recreational fisheries do not usually go through any official 
reporting systems as the fish they are catching is for their own consumption.
The problem is that the total catch from all of these fisheries is quite significant on a global scale. 
Not including their catches in official national statistics means that the global total catch appears 
lower than it really is.
As we saw in this paper, as countries start to find ways to improve their data and report on small-
scale fisheries, then this makes official catch volumes rise and will have the effect of partially 
covering up declines in tonnages from the industrial sector.
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Counting the fish catch - why don’t the 
numbers match?

check your understanding

Why do you think that countries under-report catches from artisanal and other small-scale 
fisheries? Why is this a problem?

The data request form sent by FAO to each country every year contains the country’s previous 
year’s data. Why do you think that this could result in poor data being provided by the countries?

When we analyzed official records of catches for some countries, we sometimes found no 
record of a fall in catch in the years following a natural disturbance (like a tsunami), or socio-
political disturbance (like a civil war). Why does this indicate that the official catch data may 
not have been very accurate?

We applied a rule to never enter ‘NA’ (not applicable) when no data was available for a known 
fishery. Instead, we used a best estimate of catch, for example by analyzing the number of 
boats involved in fishing and the average catch rate of those boats. Why would it be bad for 
NAs to be used?
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Counting the fish catch - why don’t the 
numbers match?

By providing the previous year’s data, the country is encouraged to follow the same format of data 
submission as the previous year, even if they actually have more detailed statistics. This can mean 
for example, that the country only submits an overall tonnage, even if they actually have data 
broken down into different fisheries sectors, or by the different types of fish caught.
This can result in the use of categories inherited through FAO reporting schemes that may be 
decades old.

In the year or two after a large disturbance in a country, we would expect fishing catches to fall. 
Serious natural or man-made disturbances would mean that people would not be able to fish as 
much as before, and often it can take a few years for the economy to recover from them.
If official catch records don’t register any fall in catches, then this suggests that they have joined 
two known data points in the catch time series, without using any real catch data.

An ‘NA’ entry for a known fishery will usually be turned into a zero when the entry is input into 
a database. This would result in the catch of the fishery being underestimated. If many known 
fisheries without available data were turned into zeros, then this problem would be multiplied and 
the total reconstructed fisheries catch would be lower.
It is instead much better to make a ‘best estimate’ using other information that is available. Even 
if this figure is not highly accurate, it will still be closer to the real catch amount than a zero.
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