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Fish and fishing has always been important in human culture and food supply. However, during the last century, with technological development – increased catching capacity has often lead to over-exploitation – with harvest rates exceeding the surplus production from the fish resources.

Depletion of several major fish stocks during the latter half of the 20th century raised the call for sustainable fisheries management – with long term harvest rates balancing the surplus yield from the natural resource.

 Sustainable fisheries management rests on four main pillars:

· Science - as basis for management advice for sustainable harvest

· Laws and regulations for the fisheries sector

· Control – to assure that laws and regulations are not violated

· Sanctions – in case of violations 

Over the last decades, Norway has developed a sustainable fisheries management system based on the 4 pillars – and in recent international rankings comparing the goodness of fisheries management – Norway gets a high score. However, we have learned this the hard way – through a series of serious mistakes in the 1960/70-ies; with over-fishing and depletion of several major fish stocks. The turning point towards the development of modern sustainable fisheries came in the earli 1970-ies, with the depletion of the largest fish stock in the NE Atlantic – the Norwegian spring spawning herring. After a 20-years ban on fishing, the stock recovered in the early 1990-ies. In recent years  the quota has been around 1 million tons – shared between Norway and the other stakeholders of this stock.

Norway has since the early 1950-ies shared its experience in fisheries research and management with developing countries. In this context, the most comprehensive and long lasting activity is the Nansen program. In 1975 Norway dedicated a research vessel for survey operations in developing countries. With the original and present (1993) vessels – this program has lasted for more than 30 years and operated in more than 60 countries – mainly in Africa, but also in Asia and Latin-America. The program – which is uncoupled from Norwegian (fisheries) interests – has been conducted in close cooperation with FAO.

The Nansen program has such provided valuable capacity building in marine science, through:

· Surveys for assessment of the marine environment and marine resources in the cooperating countries.

· Capacity building of local scientists in marine science - on board, in their home institutions and through training and higher education in Norway or elsewhere.

Needs for capacity building.

Despite the valuable capacity building in marine science over the last decades – through bilateral programs and UN organizations – there is still a large need for competence building within this area – to obtain better knowledge about the state of the marine ecosystems as basis for sustainable management of fisheries and other ocean related activities. To convert scientific knowledge into management advice is a particular challenge.
However, science and knowledge is a prerequisite, but stand-alone, it is no guarantee for sustainable management of marine ecosystems and the people and societies depending on them for their livelihood and welfare.

It is therefore important to supplement science with complementary competence building within the 3 other pillars: laws and regulations, control and sanctions. Many states have developed good fisheries regulations, but the problem is very often poor enforcement due to lack of will and/or the ability and means to control fishing activities. 

Illegal fishing (IUU) is still a major obstacle for the development of sustainable fisheries – particularly in developing countries, which suffer great losses through this regular theft of their natural resources.

In the near future it is therefore important to strengthen and balance the capacity building in marine science with capacity building in fisheries management – with particular emphasis on the combat against illegal fishing.

In this context it is important to emphasize that fishing is a major human activity in the marine ecosystems – and sustainable fisheries do consequently represent a major contribution to a healthy marine environment.
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