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SAFP Strengthening Fishery Products Health Conditions 
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1 Introduction 
 
The international trade based on the fisheries of the Pacific Region is dominated by migratory tuna 
and other large pelagic fishes, which are caught mainly by two types of fishing gear – purse seine 
and longline. In 2013, the fishery was estimated to yield 2.6 million tonnes of fish worth US$6.3 
billion at first sale1. There are a number of operational models applied in the fishery to allow fleets 
to pursue and exploit migratory species through the Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs) of the main 
nations concerned. Vessels may be flagged to the Pacific Island countries themselves, or to other 
nations (such as China, Taiwan, Vietnam, Korea, Japan, EU and USA). They obtain access to EEZ 
fisheries throughout the region via access and licensing arrangements, and land fish for processing in 
the region and subsequent export (in locations with substantial processing sectors such as Papua 
New Guinea, Solomon Islands and Fiji) or tranship (including via bulk or container transport vessels) 
to international markets, including for primary and secondary processing (such as canning in 
Thailand). 
 
The Pacific Island Forum Fisheries Agency2 strengthens national capacity and regional solidarity so its 
17 members can better manage, control and develop their tuna fisheries. A number of its members 
are Pacific Island Countries in whose EEZs some 60% of the catches are taken. These are Cook 
Islands, Federated States of Micronesia, Marshall Islands, Kiribati, Vanuatu, Tuvalu, Fiji, Papua New 
Guinea, Solomon Islands. Most of these Pacific Island Countries engage in such international trade in 
fishery products, and are at times required to certify the sanitary condition of fishery products 
consigned from their territories. For those countries which are dependent on fish trade, it is in their 
interest to establish effect effective controls, to ensure that such trade meets minimum 
requirements for food product safety.  

 
Three countries (PNG, Solomon Islands and Fiji) have established systems which are considered to be 
equivalent to those of the EU, and which permit these countries to export to this market. All three 
have submitted to extensive audits of their control systems by the European Commission (Food and 
Veterinary office of DG SANTÉ) and have responded positively to their findings.  
 
Until now, and despite receiving several donor interventions over the years, seven Pacific Island 
Countries have not been able to address the legal, technical and resource challenges involved in 
setting up inspection systems for fishing vessels and establishments, and certification systems for 
their products. These countries are Cook Islands, Federated States of Micronesia, Marshall Islands, 
Kiribati, Vanuatu, Tonga and Tuvalu. As a result they sustain risks associated with export of unsafe 
products, and in some cases cannot access certain markets due to non-compliance with sanitary 
requirements. 
 
Given the importance of international trade in fishery products for the small Island developing states 
in the region, and the difficulties experienced in establishing effective control systems, the FFA has 
developed a proposal to establish a Regional Competent Authority Support Unit (RECAS), which will 

                                                           
1
 Estimated by the Forum Fisheries Agency in 2014 

2
 Based in Honiara, Solomon Islands, FFA's 17 Pacific Island members are Australia, Cook Islands, Federated 

States of Micronesia, Fiji, Kiribati, Marshall Islands, Nauru, New Zealand, Niue, Palau, Papua New Guinea, 
Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tokelau, Tonga, Tuvalu and Vanuatu. FFA was established to help countries 
sustainably manage their fishery resources that fall within their 200 mile Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs). FFA 
is an advisory body providing expertise, technical assistance and other support to its members who make 
sovereign decisions about their tuna resources and participate in regional decision making on tuna 
management through agencies such as the Western and Central Pacific Fisheries Commission (WCPFC). 
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provide specific technical services related to the implementation of official controls by PIC 
Competent Authorities, as well as providing technical assistance and training inputs. This proposal 
sets out the rationale and modus operandi for such a Unit, along with a financial appraisal of its 
operations.   
 

2 Gaps in sanitary controls for fishery products by FFA members 
 
Discussions with PIC authorities in the region, along with a brief review of their control systems 
supported by documented audits (both formal by the FVO and internal ones conducted by FFA staff 
and consultants) have revealed a number of typical issues with regard to weakness in the control 
systems implemented. Some of the limitations in control capacity noted within the region include: 
 

 Absence of clear nomination for responsibility for fishery sector sanitary controls  

 Weak or inadequate framework legislation (defining the approval system, powers of 
inspectors, power to regulate)  

 Inappropriate or weakly defined technical requirements for operators (hygiene and HACCP 
conditions, product standards)  

 Potential for conflicts of interest (such as government interests in commercial tuna fisheries 
operations)  

 Non- or only partial application of export controls (e.g. focus only on controls for 
consignments to markets requiring certification, such as EU and China) 

 Issue of sanitary certificates regarding conditions outside the knowledge of inspectors 

 Lack of, or insufficient, number of formally appointed inspectors  

 Lack of adopted inspection guidelines (setting out inspection frequencies, procedures, 
checklists, non-compliance responses), although good regional models are available 

 Lack of risk profiling according to hazards and compliance history to determine inspection 
and sampling frequencies 

 Insufficiency of operating budgets; inability to deliver inspections outside the flag state  

 Insufficient or no sampling for histamine testing and environmental parameters 

 Limited access to accredited testing facilities using official methods 

 Limited or non-existent checks on traceability, and weak coordination with landing controls 
implemented by fisheries administrations, regarding origins of certified consignments  

 Integrity of certification compromised by weak certification controls (no sealing of 
containers, reliance on self-completion of paper certificates etc.)  

Many of the FFA Member States reviewed during the feasibility study have room for improvement in 
one or more of the issues identified above, especially in relation to origin controls. Although there is 
in all cases a general statement of interest and intent to strengthen or develop sanitary controls in 
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the fishery sector, there is, in many countries, a lack of ownership of the problem and little evidence 
of strategic planning (a requirement for all food safety control bodies at any level).  
 
With no clear strategy and associated costed action plan, it is impossible for Governments to 
mobilise the resources, even where there is broad policy support for the concept of establishing 
improved market access by the introduction of modern food safety controls for exported fishery 
products. 
  

3 Proposal for a regional support to sanitary controls 
 

3.1 Overview of the approach 
 
There is a clear case for strengthening sanitary controls and certification by Competent Authorities 
within the region. This is based primarily on the commercial interests of fleet operators, who 
operate vessels flagged to PIC states and whose products at present do not have access to important 
international markets, such as the EU, and who cannot therefore obtain premium prices and a wider 
range of marketing options. Operators of processing establishments would also benefit from such 
improved market access.  
 
Government interests in introducing controls which allow access to such markets lie in strengthening 
the attractiveness of registration of vessels to their flag, and in economic benefits associated with 
attracting landings into shore based export processing establishments. 
 
Whilst the primary responsibility for implementing export controls remains a sovereign 
responsibility, there are inherent risks in pursuing separate single developments of competent 
authority functions in each state. Human resources with appropriate technical skills for food safety 
management within the region are insufficient to serve all countries’ needs, and this lack of capacity 
slows down development.  
 
Lack of policy leadership makes it difficult to establish effective communication between states on 
sanitary matters in the fishery sector. Furthermore, and especially in the case of vessel inspections 
(which may frequently need to take place in locations distant from the flag state) there is a lack of 
operating budgets to send inspectors.  
 
There is considered to be a strong case for the establishment of a regional approach to overcome 
some of these difficulties. Whilst this could be addressed by a network of delegated functions 
between Competent Authorities, this clearly requires such authorities to be operational and 
functioning at a high level in the first place. Such a network could be a long term objective, but is 
difficult, if not impossible to establish such a network without a solid foundation of technically 
competent national authorities.  
 
Therefore, it is recommended that the most feasible short term option is to establish an 
independent regional body, to act as a third party, on behalf of national Competent Authorities, in 
the performance of certain well defined technical tasks. This would allow national competent 
authorities to better discharge their functions in relation to food safety controls for fishery product 
exports. Such an approach could ensure: 
 

 concentration of scarce technical skills within a body where they are available to several 
countries; 
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 increased efficiency of inspections of vessels (since a regional body could inspect on behalf 
of several national authorities at a single location);  

 

 increased validity and reliability of inspections throughout the region (due to standardised 
implementation of standard operating procedures) 

 

 increased efficiency of monitoring (in sampling, and in testing contracts with accredited 
laboratories) and sharing of data from a regional environmental monitoring programme; 

 

 better coordination and communication of data (for example on sanitary history of re-
flagged vessels, or on communication of import alerts); 

 

 establishment of a mechanism for delivering technical assistance for building of national 
capacities. 

 
It should be noted that certain functions are the immutable responsibility of the sovereign states, 
which cannot and should not be delegated. These core state functions should be retained by the 
National Competent Authorities (CAs) and include: 
 

 promulgation of the legal framework for controls 
 

 approval and listing of vessels and establishments based on compliance with sanitary 
conditions 
 

 issue of certificates attesting to the condition of fishery products, or to the conditions in 
which they were produced 
 

 taking legal action in case of breach of the law 
  
The specific functions which could be performed by a regional entity/entities, may include: 
 

1. Development and management of a regional standard with which PIC states will harmonise 
their legislation, which guarantees equivalence to sanitary conditions applied by importing 
countries. The minimum standards will be good hygienic practices, plus HACCP and other 
specific requirements for those vessels wishing to export to the EU. For the time being the 
scope should be limited to fishing vessels, freezer vessels and factory vessels. A workable 
model already exists, produced by the FFA for adoption by Member States as part of their 
National Control Plan. 
 

2. Voluntary inspection and certification of vessels to the published standard; the regional 
certification body should be accredited to ISO17020 to guarantee its validity and reliability. 
Participating FFA member states may then adopt certification as evidence of compliance 
with the extant sanitary requirements. The inspections will be performed by the RECAS 
appointed inspectors based in strategic locations where vessels enter ports (with some 
travel as required). They will thus be able to perform inspections on a regional basis, 
independent of the location of the flag state.  

 
3. Sampling and submission of samples for testing for the purposes of official control of 

products from individual fishing vessels subject to certification, to ensure that hygiene 
standards are maintained and that the histamine hazard is under control. The sample 
transport and testing could be combined with samples taken by the vessel operator for their 
own checks. 
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4. Environmental monitoring, to include sampling and testing of environmental hazards (such 

as heavy metals, and organochlorine compounds). 
 

5. Technical assistance for the strengthening of participating CAs, based on a country specific 
CA Strategic Development Plans to be adopted at the outset, and addressing at a minimum 
the above CA functions, but over time, leading to the building of national capacity for 
implementation of all controls, potentially taking over from the RECAS. 
 

In the first instance it is recommended that the activities should focus exclusively on establishing, for 
each participating state, a list of compliant freezer vessels which are subject to periodic inspection 
and controls. The regional inspectors will work alongside the National CA inspectors, to ensure that 
appropriate periodic sanitary checks take place on landing.  
 
It is intended that the establishment of such a system will allow authorities in export markets to 
recognise the validity of the system. In particular, the regional unit will support the National CA to 
prepare and submit the Preliminary Questionnaire and an application to the European Commission 
for inclusion in the list of countries set out in Commission Decision 2006/766, being those authorised 
to supply the EU with fishery products3.  
 
It is recommended that such an application should be made in the first instance for fishery products 
derived from freezer vessels only. Subsequent development of National CA capacity (with technical 
assistance and support from RECAS) will allow the extension of the control system to shore based 
establishments.  
 

3.2 Development and implementation of sanitary certification of vessels 
 

3.2.1 Design of standard 
 
There will be a need to prepare and adopt a Regional Sanitary Standard for Fishing Vessels. This 
should set out in a clear manner the sanitary requirements for the design and operation of fishing 
and freezer vessels, and should express the relevant general requirements set out in Council 
Regulation  (EC) No 851/2004 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 29 April 2004 on the 
hygiene of foodstuffs, as well as the specific requirements set out in Council Regulation (EC) No 
852/2004 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 29 April 2004 laying down specific 
hygiene rules for food of animal origin.  
 
It is not considered feasible that the standard simply refer to “EU requirements”, since  
these requirements are spread through several regulations, and in each case specific fishery sector 
measures comprise only a part. For the sake of transparency, EU requirements should be transposed 
into a single self-contained document. This will also facilitate subsequent accreditation of a regional 
inspection body to the ISO17020:2012 standard since an auditor must confirm that the inspection 
properly assesses compliance with a standard. 
 
The standard should be based on the existing industrial standards and National Control Plans already 
developed with the support of the FFA, and currently being applied by the CAs of Fiji, PNG, Kiribati 
and Solomon Islands.  These standards express the EU’s sanitary requirements in a single document. 

                                                           
3
 Commission Decision of 6 November 2006 establishing the lists of third countries and territories   from which 

imports of bivalve molluscs, echinoderms, tunicates, marine gastropods and fishery products are permitted 
(2006/766/EC) 
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The National Control Plans contain checklists to be used in inspections for compliance with the 
sanitary measures.  
 
As far as possible, these existing documents should provide the technical basis for the regional 
approach. The approach will however have to be adapted to address the specific vessel types (purse 
seine and longline operations) and any additional specific measures required in some countries’ 
regulations. The standard could define two levels of compliant vessels: 

 
Class A: EU compliant – to include requirements for recording thermometers, HACCP plans 
and product related conditions (such as histamine); 
 
Class B: Compliant with good hygienic practices; 

 
This can easily be accommodated by describing all measures in the main body of the standard, and 
indicating in schedules their application to different circumstances (such as export to particular 
markets).  These could be applied by national Competent Authorities with Class A being required for 
EU approval and Class B being the minimum required for flagging to the CA state.  
 
The certification of vessels could be termed as the “Vessel of Good Sanitary Standing”, to stand 
along-side the positive list of vessels compliant with regional fisheries regulations operated by the 
FFA (the “Vessel of Good Standing” list).  
 

3.3 Governance of the Standard 
 
Ideally, ownership and governance of a voluntary standard should be independent of the 
certification bodies4 to avoid potential conflicts of interest and rent seeking, which is especially a risk 
where a certification scheme provides a component of a regulatory system.  
 
However, it is recognised that the regional capacity in terms of sanitary control expertise is limited, 
which mitigates against separation of functions. Therefore should the governance of the standard 
and certification be undertaken with a single organisation, then the following two key conditions 
should be observed to guarantee the independence of certification and to meet the conditions of 
ISO17020: 
 

 separate the management responsibility for the standard and the certification body (for 
example different committees, preferably with external scrutiny) 
 

 ensure that income generated by certification is received by the host’s general account and 
that RECAS’ activities are financed by an annual budget allocation of the host organisation 

 
The governance of the Regional Sanitary Standard for Fishing Vessels should be addressed by a 
simple set of rules regarding its use, periodic review periods, review process, transparency etc. It 
should also set out the procedures for the operation of the standard including, critically, for the 
certification and withdrawal of certification. The Rules and the Standard should be formally adopted 
by the body owning the standard. For example, in the case of the FFA, this should be the Forum 
Fisheries Committee (FFC).5  
 

                                                           
4
 Consider the MSC standard, which is independent of the MSC certifying bodies 

5
 This is the governing body of the Agency, and is comprised of one representative from the fisheries sector of 

each of the 17 members. 
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The adoption and review of the Standard should take into account the comments and views of: 
 

 Member State authorities with a valid interest (which may not be represented on the 
governance body) for example health authorities with a valid interest in food safety 
 

 Importing country Competent Authorities 
 

 Sector representatives such as the Pacific Island Tuna Industry Association 
 
 The rules governing the standard and the standard should be publicly available. 
 

3.4 Operations of the Regional Competent Authority Support Unit 
 

3.4.1 Inspections and certificate of compliance to the standard 
 
The Regional Competent Authority Support Unit (RECAS) will be the body responsible for the 
application of the standard to the certification of fishing vessels, undertaken at the request of the 
vessel operator. Pre-conditions (in terms of flag, status and operational record of the vessel) may be 
imposed on applications. 
 
Once an application is made, the arrangements for a pre-certification inspection will be made. 
Observations made during the feasibility study suggests that it is likely that many vessels will not 
qualify on the first inspection. The RECAS should be prepared to provide advice through a pre-
certification inspection. 
 
It should be noted that the delegation of tasks to a third party is specifically permitted by Article 5 of 
the EU’s Regulation (EC) No 882/2004 on official controls performed to ensure the verification of 
compliance with feed and food law, animal health and animal welfare rules, albeit subject to certain 
well defined conditions: 
 

Article 5 of Regulation (EC) No 882/2004 
 
Delegation of specific tasks related to official controls 
1. The competent authority may delegate specific tasks related to official controls to one or more 
control bodies in accordance with paragraphs 2 to 4. A list of tasks that may or may not be 
delegated may be established in accordance with the procedure referred to in Article 62(3). 
However, the activities referred to in Article 54 shall not be the subject of such a delegation. 
 
2. The competent authority may delegate specific tasks to a particular control body only if: 
(a) there is an accurate description of the tasks that the control body may carry out and of the 
conditions under which it may carry them out; 
(b) there is proof that the control body: 
(i) has the expertise, equipment and infrastructure required to carry out the tasks delegated to it; 
(ii) has a sufficient number of suitably qualified and experienced staff; and 
(iii) is impartial and free from any conflict of interest as regards the exercise of the tasks delegated 
to it; 
(c) the control body works and is accredited in accordance with European Standard EN 45004 
‘General criteria for the operation of various types of bodies performing inspection’ and/or 
another standard if more relevant to the delegated tasks in question; 
(d) laboratories operate in accordance with the standards referred to in Article 12(2); 
(e) the control body communicates the results of the controls carried out to the competent 
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authority on a regular basis and whenever the competent authority so requests. If the results of 
the controls indicate non-compliance or point to the likelihood of non-compliance, the control body 
shall immediately inform the competent authority; 
(f) there is efficient and effective coordination between the delegating competent authority and 
the control body.  
 
3. Competent authorities delegating specific tasks to control bodies shall organise audits or 
inspections of control bodies as necessary. If, as a result of an audit or an inspection, it appears 
that such bodies are failing to carry out properly the tasks delegated to them, the delegating 
competent authority may withdraw the delegation. It shall withdraw it without delay if the control 
body fails to take appropriate and timely remedial action. 
 
4. Any Member State wishing to delegate a specific control task to a control body shall notify the 
Commission. This notification shall provide a detailed description of: 
(a) the competent authority that would delegate the task; 
(b) the task that it would delegate; and 
(c) the control body to which it would delegate the task. 
 

 

3.4.2 Potential for future third party certification 
 
In future there will be an option of replacing some or all of the direct inspections by the RECAS with 
either: 
 

 third party certification by an established inspection and certification service, such as SGS or 
Bureau Veritas.; or 
 

 inspections by the CAs of other countries (under direct bilateral MoUs) 
 
Both approaches could offer savings to vessel operators in terms of certification costs.  
 
The involvement of commercial services, or indeed the potential for replacing RECAS services with 
bilateral MoUs between CAs should be considered once the system is operational, when the matter 
should be decided on the basis of the most efficient method of providing the certification service 
(internal certification by the RECAS, third party certification by authorised certification bodies, or 
bilateral MoU between CAs, or even a hybrid service of all three).  
 
It is also noted that the most significant cost element for vessel operators involved in compliance 
with a standard is likely to be the additional investment in upgrading of the facility (in this case the 
vessel) and operational costs (such as HACCP implementation). Certification costs may only be a 
minor element of the overall cost of compliance. 
 

3.4.3 List of certified vessels 
 
The certification body will maintain and publish a current list of certified vessels, representing the 
vessels which comply with the EU-equivalent standard. This will be the primary source of 
information for listing by National Competent Authorities. This will be the source of lists of approved 
freezer vessels for submission by National CAs to export authorities (such as the European Union). 
Entry to the list will be granted to vessels which meet the standard. The Governance Rules should 
specify the conditions and procedures for certification and de-certification. National Competent 
Authorities will receive a copy of the inspection reports and any test results on which certification 
and de-certification decisions are based.  
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As a condition of participation in the scheme the National Competent Authorities should 
undertake not to list freezer vessels as approved for exports, other than those listed by the 
certifying body. Otherwise there is a risk of the standard being undermined by variable inspection 
standards, or for example by product from vessels listed for non-EU markets finding its way into the 
EU supply chain. 
 

3.4.4 Accreditation to ISO17020 
 
It should be noted that it is a requirement of EU Regulations6 that the delegation of inspection 
functions to a third party inspection body is only permissible on condition that the inspection body is 
accredited to Standard “ISO/IEC 17020:2012: Conformity assessment -- Requirements for the 
operation of various types of bodies performing inspection”. There will be a need to demonstrate 
inter alia: 
 

 Preparation of a quality manual 

 Impartiality and independence 

 Adequacy of competent personnel 

 Adequate facilities and equipment 

 Compliance with documented inspection procedures 

 Effective data handling and record keeping 
 
Note that since National CAs will base their de facto list of approved vessels on the findings of the 
inspection and certification system, this system may also be subject to audit by export market 
Competent Authorities. Of major fish importing nations, the European Commission on behalf of the 
EU is obliged to undertake audits to establish whether the conditions are at least equivalent to those 
set out in EU legislation. The AQSIQ - General Administration of Quality Supervision, Inspection, and 
Quarantine on behalf of Government of China also reserves the right to examine export controls 
systems of countries which export fishery products to this destination.  
 
The operators of the system should therefore be prepared to receive audits of the RECAS activities 
from Competent Authorities of importing countries. 
 

3.4.5 Spatial distribution of RECAS inspectors 
 
The spatial disposition of RECAS officers will be determined by demand, which will be a function of 
the location of the operational bases of the participating vessels. This factor may vary over time and 
the certification body will need to maintain a degree of flexibility in the service. The service could  
even be delivered outside the region (if for example Vanuatu or Cook Islands CAs and vessel 
operators wish to make use of the service in the Indian Ocean where some of their vessels operate).  
Since the most immediate and direct demand for the service appears to be derived from the purse 
seine sector, current patterns of vessel operations (as evident by observer embarkations as a proxy 
for number of vessel visits, shown in Figure 1) suggest that Majuro in Marshall Islands will be one of 
the locations with highest demand, along with Tarawa (Kiribati) and Pohnpei (FSM). None of these 
locations is currently served by control systems equivalent to the EU requirements. Rabaul, in PNG, 
is so served by the PNG Competent Authority. 
 

                                                           
6
 Regulation (EC) No 882/2004 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 29 April 2004 on official 

controls performed to ensure the verification of compliance with feed and food law, animal health and animal 
welfare rules. 
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Figure 1: No. of observer departures on purse seiners (as a proxy indicator for the main ports of 
transhipment) 

 
Source: FSMA Observer Programme Report, 2014, Parties to the FSM Arrangement, 20th Annual 
Meeting, 9-10 March 2015, Yap, FSM, March 2015 FSMA20/WP/4 
 
It is recommended that RECAS should have a permanent base in the region where there is peak 
demand for its services. Initial indications suggest that a feasible location for the centre of 
operations would be Majuro. Other high demand locations could be served by a permanent or part-
time presence depending on volume of requests. Kiribati, Pohnpei, and potentially Solomon Islands 
could be served in this way. Other locations, which may not need such a frequent service (such as 
Fiji, Cook Islands and Tonga) could be served by periodic travel from one of the operational centres. 
Such decisions will need to be made on the basis of cost of service against volume of demand.  
  

3.4.6 Listing of vessels by participating Competent Authorities 
 
The adoption of the certified list of vessels by a flag state CA as its de facto list of approved vessels 
should be the subject of a detailed Memorandum of Understanding between the CA and the host of 
RECAS. The proposed scope and content of this is set out later in this document. 
 

3.4.7 Periodic inspection of vessels listed by participating Competent Authorities 
 
Once a Competent Authority has established its list of approved vessels, discharge events from these 
vessels should be subject to periodic supervision by either an officer of the Competent Authority of 
its flag state, or by a RECAS inspector. These supervision activities could be delegated to, for 
example, port state observers, since the sanitary conditions to be recorded are relatively simple 
(check on cleanliness of fish hold and discharge conditions, parasite check). In all cases these 
conditions should be recorded, whether in a flag state port, or a transhipment event in another 
location. It is recognised that 100% discharge coverage may not be achievable or even desirable, but 
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there should be a target coverage rate by flag, segment, location, and risk profiling based on sanitary 
record of a vessel. 
 
In the medium term there is an opportunity to combine such supervision with catch documentation 
schemes which include the generation of a unique landing authorisation code, thus strengthening 
the validity of guarantees regarding the sanitary origin. Establishment of these joint sanitary/catch 
data systems should be included in the ongoing technical assistance for capacity building supported 
by intervention projects. 
 

3.4.8 Periodic inspection of vessels listed by non-participating Competent Authorities 
 
National Competent Authorities which have already established lists of approved vessels based on 
sanitary conditions (Fiji, PNG, and Solomon Islands) may have an interest in engaging the services of 
the RECAS for inspection activities when their vessels operate away from their flag state (as is often 
the case). This could provide such CAs with a cost effective system for periodic inspection of their 
vessels, and of sanitary supervision of discharge conditions. This service should also be subject to a 
Memorandum of Understanding between the flag state CA and the RECAS. To ensure that there is 
only a single standard operating within the region the countries concerned should undertake to 
adopt the Regional Standard as their own requirement.  
 
However, a flag state CA may alternatively choose to adopt a MoU with the port state CA, to deliver 
the same services. It will always remain a decision of the flag state CA as to the most effective and 
efficient of discharging their responsibilities. However, it should be noted that a vessel must be 
approved and listed by the flag state CA before inspection can be delegated to another third country 
CA. 
 

3.4.9 Sampling and analysis linked to vessel certification 
 
As part of the certification process for tuna vessels, when the vessel concerned is already operating,  
it is recommended that there should be a sampling and testing as part of the initial certification 
process, and random controls thereafter for maintaining the certification (say one sample round per 
year, with the rate variable subject to risk and compliance history). This should comprise sampling 
and testing for hygienic indicators (efficacy of good hygienic practices and cleaning and sanitising 
procedures) and histamine. 
 
As part of the service the RECAS would undertake the sampling and arrange for the testing according 
to standardised methods in accredited testing facilities within the region. These are currently 
available in Fiji, PNG, New Zealand, Australia and potentially in Hawaii. Alternatively, RECAS could 
arrange for samples to be transported aboard transport vessels for testing in accredited testing 
laboratories at the port of discharge (e.g. Bangkok). 
 
Sample transport logistics, cost and quality of service will determine the choice of testing laboratory 
from amongst those which meet the requirements. The RECAS may negotiate better prices with 
laboratory testing services for bulk tests than can be achieved by individual National CAs. Test 
results will be communicated to the National CA (for example, by posting on the National CA pages 
of a RECAS website). 
 

3.4.10 Sampling and analysis for environmental monitoring 
 
Monitoring of environmental contaminants should be included in the package of support activities. 
Given the geographical range of PIC flagged vessels, this is clearly better conducted on a regional 
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basis, with the RECAS arranging for samples to be taken of each of the tuna and tuna-like species 
concerned and their analysis in an accredited laboratory for heavy metals (Hg, Cd and Pb), and 
organochlorine compounds (dioxins and dioxin like PCBs and PAHs). Sampling can be designed to 
ensure an adequate spatial distribution to reflect the EEZs of all FFA PIC members, and to satisfy the 
needs of all export market CAs.  
 
There would thus be no need for individual PICs to undertake individual monitoring programmes, 
unless for specific fisheries and hazards not addressed by the programme. For example some 
countries export demersal and reef species within the region, which would need to be monitored 
separately for the above hazards, and in some cases ciguatera toxins. RECAS could support the 
development of these controls by the National CAs if required. 
 

3.4.11 Technical assistance and training 
 
A key function of the RECAS would be to provide technical assistance and training for the 
strengthening of capacities of the National CAs. This service would be integrated with the inspection, 
certification, sampling and testing activities of the RECAS, providing the opportunity for on the job 
training of the CA inspectors. 
 
Ultimately, the long term objectives of training and technical assistance should be to: 
 

 build effective sanitary control capacities within all of the CAs of the region 

 put in place a network of bilateral agreements (or even a specific regional sanitary 
agreement, similar to the Nauru Agreement for vessel licensing) which provides for mutual 
inspection of vessels 

 reduce the RECAS activities to a minimum e.g. guardian of the FFA sanitary standard 
adopted by Member States, regional environmental monitoring, coordination 

 
Other than ongoing technical assistance and training courses for of inspectors, the key elements of 
the technical assistance and training should include: 
 

 Preparation of CA development plans; each CA should be supported to prepare and draft a 
development plan, setting out a time based actions required to build a fully functional CA for 
sanitary controls for exported fishery products (as well as those also consigned to domestic 
markets). This would cover all of the steps necessary (legislation, recruitment, preparation 
and implementation of inspection guidelines, extension of controls to shore based 
establishments, training, facilities, equipment, operating budgets). Several elements of these 
systems are in place, and various developments underway, but until now in none of the 
countries have they been set out in a coherent, comprehensive action plan.  
 

 Budgeted investment plans; the plans should be costed and Governments encouraged to 
ensure adequate budgetary provision. CA development plans may be adopted as 
components within donor programmes. The RECAS will be in a position to coordinate and 
mobilise donor support within regional programmes.  
 

 Advice on drafting of Preliminary Questionnaire; since several of the FFA PICs have 
expressed the intention to seek authorisation to export seafood to the EU market, and there 
is indeed a demand from their fishery sector, the RECAS should assist these countries to 
prepare applications to the European Commission, to include support for the completion of 
the Preliminary Questionnaire. 
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 Development of a centralised database; this should contain details of certified vessels and 
environmental monitoring results (publicly available) as well as inspection results, and test 
results (accessible to the flag state CA).  

 

 Establishment of integrated data systems for vessel and landing controls; these systems 
should serve traceability requirements for catch, sanitary and origin certification 
requirements. The needs of sanitary certification (in terms of ensuring verifiable vessel of 
origin) are closely aligned to this aim, and the systems should therefore be integrated7. FFA 
is already supporting the development of databases to improve integrity of catch and 
landing certification. DEVFISH supported the preparation of a national competent authority 
database system which was installed at the Fiji CA, and further developed with the support 
of the EU SFP Project (although it is not used). The potential and mechanisms for integrating 
these systems, including intellectual property rights, organisational and hosting issues, 
needs to be explored in detail.  

 
The RECAS will be in an ideal position to coordinate donor interventions in support of the above 
activities. One such example is the World Bank Pacific Islands Regional Oceanscape Program, where 
such activities are programmed for Marshall Islands, FSM and Tuvalu as well as FFA. RECAS could 
potentially undertake implementation of the intervention projects, although care would be needed 
to avoid conflicts of interest with the inspection and certification activities.  
 
The European Commission DG DEVCO has also indicated an interest in including strengthening of 
sanitary controls as a component of the proposed Regional EDF 11 COMPFISH project (a follow up of 
the EU regional DEVFISH project). This project is currently being considered by for inclusion within 
the Regional Indicative Programme for the Pacific region.  
 
 

3.5 Responsibilities of PIC Competent Authorities 
 
A number of the sanitary functions involved in export controls are sovereign functions which must 
be undertaken by the National CAs, which cannot therefore be absolved of all responsibilities. The 
following responsibilities must be met for the scheme to function with a high level of integrity 
required.  
 

3.5.1 Adoption of FFA standard within national legal framework 
 
The regional sanitary certification scheme will be quasi-judicial, in that it will provide a basis for 
restriction of fishery operators to access to certain markets. For this process to be lawful and not 
open to legal challenge it will need to be integrated within the legal framework of the countries 
which adopt the scheme.  
 
For this purpose it should usually be sufficient for the sanitary standard to be adopted in name, 
according to provisions of national legislation. Depending on the legal provisions of the framework 
legislation under which the measure is promulgated, such a notification of the standard may be 
undertaken by the relevant Minister (for example by notice published in the official gazette) or by 
cabinet decision. 
 

                                                           
7
 It is also the case that the certification of origin for trade and tariff purposes also is linked to the specific 

status of individual vessels and their compliance with extant rules of origin 
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3.5.2 Submission of requests for authorisation to supply 
 
Any applications for authorisation to supply particular markets must be submitted by the 
representative of the national government. For example requests to supply the EU market should be 
submitted by the National CA, even though the RECAS may provide technical assistance in the 
completion of the Preliminary Questionnaire. 
 

3.5.3 Listing and de-listing of vessels  
 
The National CA will at all times retain the authority and the responsibility to list and de-list vessels. 
The possession of a certificate attesting to compliance with the Regional sanitary standard will be a 
necessary condition for listing. However, there may be additional conditions super-imposed by the 
National CA, for example, that a fishery operator does not have a history of non-compliance with 
export certification requirements. The RECAS certification will only address the technical compliance 
of the vessel sanitary conditions, not its behaviour in relation to export procedural rules. If an 
operator has, for example, sought to pass fraudulent sanitary certificates, this will be a matter for 
the National CA to address though lawful channels (by withholding of export certification, de-listing 
or prosecution). It is therefore essential that the National CA possesses the powers to ensure that 
the regulatory system is not undermined by unscrupulous operators.  
 

3.5.4 Listing of establishments 
 
It is proposed that in the first instance authorisation to supply the EU market for countries which are 
presently not able to do so be sought for products from freezer vessels only8. The extension of the 
control system to shore based establishments (processing establishments and cold stores) should be 
a priority set out in the CA Development Plan. Until such a system is installed and operating 
effectively, exports from such establishments would be restricted to certain markets.  
 
The RECAS is recommended not to undertake the formal certification of establishments for export 
approvals. This is because there are less than five establishments interested in the EU market in the 
seven countries which currently do not have access, and establishing a separate standard, and 
accrediting the inspection body for inspection of establishments would not be justifiable for such a 
limited number of operators. 
Therefore it is recommended that these controls remain exclusively with the National CA, but with 
the inspections and control of establishments implemented with the technical assistance of the 
RECAS. 
 

3.5.5 Issue of health certificates 
 
The issue of export health certificates attesting to the condition of the fishery products, or the 
conditions in which they were produced and handled should remain a sovereign function of the 
state and cannot and should not be delegated.  Certificates, where required by an importing country 
should follow the required wording. National CAs should therefore have in place systems to establish 
the veracity of the wording of the certificates which they issue.  
 
In respect of vessels flagged to that state, the RECAS certification and results of associated official 
and environmental sampling will provide the guarantee of compliance with operational conditions.  

                                                           
8
 DG SANTÉ has a precedent for such a measure in the case of Guinea, where imports are restricted to fishery 

products which have not undergone any preparation or processing operation other than heading, gutting, 
chilling or freezing.  
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In respect of vessels flagged to other states, the National (i.e. in this case port state) CA may be 
requested to issue a sanitary certificate as CA of the country of despatch (for example in the case of 
transhipment, or quayside stuffing of a container). This it is entitled to do, providing that it exercises 
due diligence to ensure that the conditions to which it is attesting are indeed true. There will be a 
need to establish specific procedures for certification of product consigned from vessels flagged to 
other states. These will depend on the wording of the specific export certificate requested, or 
whether that flag state is a:  
 

 PIC participating in the RECAS vessel certification scheme 

 Other country with authorisation to access specific markets (such as the EU) 

 Other country 
 
In all cases the RECAS should assist with the design of the procedures and may, on request, advise 
on appropriate responses to individual applications for certification. However the final responsibility 
(in terms of legal liability for certification decisions) should always lie with the National CA. However, 
the RECAS should be informed of all decisions regarding each application for an export certificate. 
 
Participating states should consider establishing a requirement for certification of all fishery 
products consigned from their own flagged vessels, even when not requested by the importing 
country authorities. This ensures an effective monitoring of exports, and limits opportunities for 
fraud.  The establishment of online applications and electronic certification should be included in the 
development plans for each National CA.  
 

3.5.6 Response to non-compliances 
 
Technical non-compliances identified during the RECAS sanitary certification process, including 
during supervision of discharge and as a result of sampling and testing, will be addressed within the 
rules governing the certification and de-certification conditions. Persistent failure of non-compliant 
vessels to correct identified non-compliances will result in refusal to certify or if already certified, in 
de-certification. Under the terms of its MoU with the RECAS, the Member State CA will be obliged to 
de-list vessels based on these findings and refuse to issue export certificates, or to limit the 
destinations for which they will be issued. 
 
However, other forms of non-compliance may also be identified. In cases where non-compliances 
are detected in the product after being consigned to market then the National CA should be obliged 
to inform the RECAS and the parties should collaborate on a joint investigation and a specific 
response. This could cover circumstances such as rejects (EU RASFF notification or an FDA Alert 
Notice) or evidence of fraud (abuse of certification procedures). 

4 Implementation arrangements 
 

4.1 Establishment of bilateral MoU 
 
It is proposed that the relationship between the RECAS and the National CA be governed by a 
Memorandum of Understanding setting out the rights and responsibilities of the parties.  
 
It is noted that the existence of such an agreement is one of the conditions linked to delegation of 
functions set out under Article 5 of Regulation (EC) No 882/2004 (the official controls regulation of 
the European Union). The MoU should also set out other conditions to ensure that the integrity of 
the control system and the requirements of this Article are met. This sections sets out some of the 
key points to be included. 
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4.2 Obligations of the Regional CA Support Unit 
 
The MoU should require the RECAS (or its host) to: 
 

 implement a voluntary freezer vessel certification scheme for vessels flagged to the Member 
State 

 maintain accreditation status (ISO/IEC17020:2012) 

 maintain and communicate a current list of certified vessels 

 inform the National CA of any non-compliant findings in relation to listed vessels 

 subject the system to audits by Member States and other authorities 

 arrange sampling and testing 

 communicate all results and findings 

 provide technical assistance and training according to an agreed programme 
 
It is also proposed that RECAS be permitted to directly communicate with Competent Authorities of 
importing countries (such as the European Commission) on matters of relevance to the MoU, 
including the results of inspections and certification activities, and in relation to official notices 
regarding rejections and alerts. 
 

4.3 Obligations of the Member State CA 
 
Under the MoU, the National CA should undertake to: 
 

 Adopt the list of RECAS certified freezer vessels as the only freezer vessels flagged to that 
state from which exports to specific named destinations may be authorised 

 Not authorise export vessels flagged to that state which do not meet the Regional standard 
for supply of fishery products to specific export markets, nor to issue sanitary certificates for 
their products. In the case that the Member State CA contravenes this condition, the RECAS 
should have the right to suspend the agreement and inform the CA of importing countries. 

 Inform RECAS of export certificates issued and the origin of products from which they are 
derived 

 Only issue sanitary certificates in respect of products from other vessels (as a CA of the 
country of dispatch) where they have exercised due diligence to establish the validity of the 
attestation. This may include establishing arrangements with the flag state CA.  

 
The strict condition against the authorisation of vessels not certified by the RECAS is considered to 
be a necessary condition to maintain the integrity of the scheme. Otherwise there would be a risk 
that a dual standard will arise, which will reduce or even eliminate the credibility of the scheme. 
 

4.4 Implementation schedule 
 
The implementation of the scheme should consider the following rationale for the order of the 
development of services: 

 
1. The first stage of the regional service development of RECAS should focus only on the 

inspection and certification of fishing vessels flagged to the PIC countries interested in 
adopting the scheme, and which have a clear commitment to the development of the 
minimum national CA functions. In terms of access to the EU market, this will in the first 
instance only be for products from freezer vessels. This will permit: 
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 Product from those approved vessels to enter EU approved canneries (for example in 
PNG, Fiji and Solomon Islands, as well as Thailand, Mauritius and Seychelles and 
potentially EU), when landed in the flag state or in a port state authorised to supply 
fishery products to the EU. 

 The National CA to certify product landed in their ports and consigned (directly or 
indirectly) to the EU from EU approved vessels flagged to other third countries (e.g. 
China, Taiwan, Korea etc.) 

 
2. The scheme should be implemented gradually, starting with a single pilot location/PIC 

country, based on most feasible/highest demand. Based on the focus of purse seine 
transhipments, this is recommended to be the Majuro, Marshall Islands, which can also 
easily serve Pohnpei, Kiribati and FSM.  Roll-out thereafter will be based on demand. 
 

3. Subsequently, and once the vessel sanitary control system is operating in a PIC Member 
State, the National CA will be supported to establish export controls over shore based 
establishments, and if required for fishery products from local fisheries (fresh fish landings 
into processing). This will permit expansion of the range of products potentially to be 
exported to the EU and other destinations. 

5 Financial aspects of development of CA Functions 
 

5.1 Cost structure 
 
In general costs of strengthening food safety controls in the context of the proposals set out in this 
document may be classified as: 
 

 investment costs required to develop the Regional CA Support Unit, prepare the standard 
and certification system, to accredit the RECAS to ISO17020 and to establish National CAs in 
those countries which do not yet have them, and build capacities; and 

 operating costs required to finance the routine operational delivery of inspection, testing 
and control activities, both within the regional CA support unit and the National CAs. 

 
The establishment of the RECAS is estimated to require an initial investment of US$373,000, and 
sustain operating costs of US$424,000 per year thereafter. Variable costs are minimal at about 
US$1,800 per vessel, although this could be reduced on the basis of risk profiling.  
 
There will be additional costs sustained by the individual national Competent Authorities. 
 

5.2 Sources of finance for investment costs  
 
Some of the investment costs could be supported by the World Bank Pacific Islands Regional 
Oceanscape Program, which has allocated US$1.8 million for development of sanitary Competent 
Authority functions in Marshall Islands, FSM and Tuvalu and a regional coordination mechanism 
under FFA. This envelope is more than sufficient to cover the initial investment required to establish 
the regional and corresponding national functions.  
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Table 1: Intervention activities to support strengthening of sanitary controls for fishery products 
under the World Bank Pacific Islands Regional Oceanscape Program 

Country Beneficiary Activity Budget 
(US$) 

FSM NORMA Establishment of food hygiene competent authority to ensure 
compliance of FSM fishery products with market state 
requirements; 

655,000 

RMI MIMRA Establishment of seafood safety legislation, standards and 
operating procedures to enable MIMRA to function as the 
Competent Authority for compliance of RMI fishery export 
products with market state requirements. 

810,000 

Tuvalu TFD Development of provisions for sanitary competent authority 250,000 

 
Furthermore, in the case of Kiribati, the current Protocol to the Sustainable Fisheries Partnership 
Agreement provides for an element the EU’s annual financial contribution (corresponding to 
€52,000) to support “establishment (of) a Competent Authority to develop and certify chain of 
custody processes”.  
 
In future, the further development of the RECAS activities could also be financed by EU intervention 
programmes. The EDF 11 Regional Indicative Programme is still being prepared and may be adopted 
in June 2015. In the framework of the regional discussions, fisheries has been identified by Pacific 
countries as a priority, and this could potentially include support for meeting sanitary compliance 
conditions9. 
 

5.3 Recovery of operating costs  
 
The Governance of the standard and the operations of RECAS will sustain an annual fixed operating 
cost, estimated to be US$424,000 per year. This will cover the expense of maintaining the standard, 
staffing of the RECAS (with a Technical manager/inspector and inspector), website and promotion, 
and sampling and analysis. A periodic audit will also be required to maintain the ISO17020 
certification. A regional environmental sampling and monitoring programme will also need to be 
included in the activities.  
 
It is recommended that these costs be financed by certification fees charged to fishing vessel 
operators participating in the certification scheme.  
 
A scale of fees would be established and charged for application and pre-assessment, re-inspection 
and initial listing, annual fee, and re-listing. The annual fee would be inclusive of all of the inspection, 
sampling and testing required to meet the requirements of export market food safety authorities 
(including the EU).  
 
Vessel operators have indicated that they would be willing to pay for these services. The indicative 
sums discussed suggest that a fee of US$20,000 for purse liners and US$ 5,000 for long liners would 
be considered reasonable. The fee could be structured to reflect different standards and levels of 
control required (for example Class, A corresponding to EU and Class B corresponding to other 
countries requiring certification).  
 

                                                           
9
 Personal Communication, Ignacio de Leiva Morena, Attaché Fisheries, European Commission, Fiji 
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Requests for vessel certification should be accompanied by an indication of where the inspection 
should take place. If this is not in the location where the RECAS is based, then the operator will be 
required to pay air fares at cost and per diem of the inspector.  Therefore the only variable costs 
(linked to the specific certification of vessels) is the additional variable costs per vessel of sampling 
and testing (histamine). This will include the cost of sample transport and analysis.  
 
Assuming that the income from certification will be US$20,000 from purse seiners and from 
longliners US$5,000, and that they participate in the scheme in the ratio 2:1 respectively, the 
breakeven point will be of the order 34 vessels (23 purse seine and 11 longliners).  
 
In fact it is considered likely that all the estimated 36 purse seine vessel flagged to FSM, Marshall 
Islands, Tuvalu and Kiribati will subscribe to the scheme. If in addition it is assumed that 18 longliners 
(representing 25% of those flagged to countries currently not authorised to supply the EU) would 
also subscribe, the scheme would generate a surplus of US$288,800 (although it would sustain some 
higher costs). This surplus could be re-invested in strengthening the capacities of competent 
authorities within the region. 


