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Executive summary 

In response to the rapid expansion of shark fisheries globally during the 1970s, World Food and 

Agriculture Organization developed an International Plan of Action on the conservation and 

management of sharks (IPOA-Sharks). IPOA-Sharks applies for all states that contributes to direct as 

well as indirect shark fishing mortality. If a state carries out direct or non-direct shark fisheries, the 

state is most encouraged to develop a National Plan of Action on the conservation and management 

of sharks (NPOA-Sharks) in accordance with IPOA-Sharks. 

The highly targeted shark fisheries of Maldives were on a declining trend since 1995. In addition to 

the declining status of shark fisheries, shark fisheries had major conflicts with country’s top revenue 

generating sectors; the pole and line tuna fishing industry and tourism industry. Thereby, in March 

of 2010, a ban on fishing of all shark species in the entire Exclusive Economic Zone got declared, 

making Maldives, one of the world’s largest sanctuaries for sharks. Albeit, the total fishing ban on 

sharks in place, sharks are being caught as incidental catch in the offshore longline fishery for tuna. 

As Maldives is committed to conserve the shark resources of the country, a NPOA-Sharks is essential 

for the monitoring and management of shark stocks. With an over-arching goal of “improved 

implementation and monitoring of the shark ban”, Ministry of Fisheries and Agriculture developed a 

four year national plan for Maldives. NPOA-Sharks for Maldives were presented to the stakeholders 

on 10th of April 2014. Stakeholders included representatives from the relevant government agencies, 

representatives from tourist resorts and representatives from longlining vessels, former shark 

fishermen, officials from Ministry of Fisheries and Agriculture and staff of Marine Research Centre. 

Participants were divided into three groups to discuss each area of the action plan and get their 

feedback on the proposed actions. While some of the participants particularly former fishermen 

were not in favour of all the proposed actions, all participants provided valuable comments and 

suggestions which had refined the action plan. 

Based on the feedback received from the workshop, the draft action plan would be revised and 

presented to the Ministry of Fisheries and Agriculture for full endorsement. Upon endorsement, 

NPOA-Sharks would be then submitted to FAO for listing and would be uploaded on IPOA-Sharks 

website 
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1. Background 

A small-scale but highly targeted fishery for sharks was a practice conducted in Maldives for 
hundreds of years (Anderson and Ahmed, 1993). Sharks were first exploited for their livers in need of 
shark liver oil. In those days, shark liver oil was in huge demand, as it was used to paint the wooden 
boats (Anderson and Ahmed, 1993). This traditional fishery targeted large sharks such as tiger sharks 
(Galeocerdo cuvier) and sometimes the blunt nose six gill sharks (Hexanchus griseus). This ancient 
pattern of shark fishing died out in the 1970’s with widespread motorization of boats and with 
introduction of new fishing methods like long lining and gill netting. By the early 1980’s three types 
of shark fisheries were established; the gulper shark fishery, oceanic shark fishery and the reef shark 
fishery (Anderson and Ahmed, 1993; MRC, 2009; Sinan et al., 2011). 

The deep water gulper shark fishery began in the early 1980s. Gulper sharks were targeted for their 
squalene rich livers. The fishery increased and expanded for a couple of years and after 1984, gulper 
shark catches started declining and by the end of 1980s the fishery had collapsed. With the new 
fishing methods, the previously unexploited reef shark resources became targeted and thus began 
the reef shark fishery in earnest. New fishing methods coupled with motorization of boats, led the 
fishermen to venture further out targeting oceanic sharks. None of the shark fisheries thrived for 
long, by the mid-1995, reef shark fishery started to show declines (MRC, 2009; Sinan et al., 2011). 

Shark fisheries were known for their conflicts with other fisheries and its stakeholders. Pole and line 
tuna fishermen had issues with taking of some oceanic sharks from tuna schools. Reef shark 
fishermen had conflicts with the tourism sector. Consequently, most of the management measures 
taken on shark fisheries were to reduce these conflicts. In 1998, moratoriums on shark fishing were 
imposed in seven notable tourism zones. However, even after a decade since the moratorium, divers 
still complained of declining sightings of reef sharks (MRC, 2009; Sinan et al., 2011). With huge 
lobbying from the tourism sector to conserve sharks, shark fishing within 12 nautical miles from all 
atoll rims, got banned in 2009. Following year, as it was seen that shark fishing could have adverse 
effects on the pole and line tuna fishery and tourism industry which are the two main contributing 
sectors to the economy, on March 2010, a year after the reef shark ban, a total ban on shark fishing 
was declared. 

Lots of discussions even at cabinet level took place on the undesirable impact the ban, could have on 
the shark fishermen. At a cabinet meeting held on August 3rd 2010, it was decided to find ways to 
facilitate other alternative income generating activities for shark fishermen. Since, it was perceived 
that shark fishing was done only at a certain time of the year and for periods when fishing was low, 
the fishermen already had other income generating ways identified. Therefore, instead of identifying 
alternative livelihood options, a lot of attention was given to provide compensations in exchange of 
their fishing gear. Hence, a few months after the ban, Ministry of Fisheries and Agriculture (MoFA) 
initiated a gear-buy-back scheme. Under the scheme, fishing gear was bought at depreciated values. 
These values were determined based on the price of the fishing gear at the market at that time. 
From about 200 fishermen who applied for the scheme, 70% had received compensations and for 
20% of the fishermen compensations were deposited to the respective island councils. To date only 
a few islands have not received compensations. 

In addition to the gear-buy-back scheme, to facilitate alternative income generating ways for the 
shark fishermen, MoFA opened a Shark Trust Fund on 2nd June 2010. The tourism industry, the main 
beneficiary of the total shark ban was asked to contribute for the fund. Unfortunately of more than 
98 resorts found in Maldives, only 2 resorts contributed to the fund. 
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2. NPOA-Sharks in Maldives 

During the 1970s, shark fisheries expanded globally, which threatened the sustainability of shark 
populations worldwide. Recognizing the threats to shark populations, Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations (FAO) developed a set of guidelines to sustainably manage the 
shark resources and in 1999 in a Committee of Fisheries (COFI) meeting the guidelines got endorsed 
as the International Plan of Action on the conservation and management of sharks (IPOA-Sharks). 
IPOA-Sharks is voluntary and all FAO member countries which directly or indirectly carry out shark 
fisheries are encouraged to develop a National Plan of Action on sharks (NPOA-Sharks). Although a 
total fishing ban on shark resources has been declared in Maldives, there is still indirect exploitation 
of sharks as incidental catch mainly from the longline fishery for tuna. Hence Maldives also has an 
obligation to develop and implement a NPOA-Sharks. 

3. Meeting inauguration 

The workshop to present the National Plan of Action on the conservation and management of sharks 
was held at the auditorium of the State Electric Company (STELCO) at Male’ on 10th of April 2014. 
The opening ceremony was attended by Minister of State, Ms Zaha Waheed, Director General of 
Marine Research Centre, Dr M.Shiham Adam, officials from Fisheries Management Agency of 
Ministry of Fisheries and Agriculture and staff of Marine Research Centre. The workshop started with 
the opening remarks by Minister of State, Ms Zaha Waheed. In her welcoming remarks, she 
highlighted on the history of shark fisheries, the circumstances that led to the management 
decisions on shark fisheries and the subsequent measures that aimed to mitigate the impact of the 
management decisions on the shark fishermen. In her speech, she also acknowledged the diversity 
of the stakeholders of shark resources and stressed on the need for cooperation among them for the 
successful management of shark resources of the country. 

After the opening remarks, the workshop began and the attendees were the key stakeholders; 
former shark fishermen, representative from tuna longlining vessel, officials from government 
agencies and representatives from tourist resorts. As the majority of the stakeholders were locals, all 
presentations were given in Dhivehi and the handouts of presentations in English were provided for 
all non-locals. 
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4. Meeting activities 

The workshop was conducted in two main sessions, each of which was broken down into sessions of 
presentations and subsequent 15-20 minutes discussions sessions. 

In the first session, a presentation was given on the background of the NPOA-Sharks, describing the 
endorsement of the International Plan of Action on the conservation and management of sharks by 
the FAO Committee on Fisheries (COFI) in 1999, objectives described in IPOA-Sharks that a 
NPOA-Sharks should strive to achieve and the rationale for developing a NPOA-Sharks for Maldives. 
The presentation also highlighted the current issues faced in the implementation of the shark ban 
such as the lack of the trade, import and export ban and the lack of support from tourism industry 
for the Shark Trust Fund. Furthermore, highlights of results of recent studies done by Marine 
Research Centre such as the willingness to pay for shark watching and the socio-economic impact of 
the shark ban on former shark fishermen was provided. A discussion of 10 minutes was given for 
answering the questions raised on the presentation by the workshop participants. 

After the first presentation, the participants were randomly divided into 3 groups. Each group 
comprised of former shark fishermen, government officials and marine biologists from tourist 
resorts. Only group one consisted of a representative of the longline industry. Group 1 consisted of 
government officials from EPA, MRC, FMA, marine biologists from Kuramathi, former shark 
fishermen and a representative from longline vessel. Group 2 consisted of government officials from 
MRC, MoT, MoED, former shark fishermen and marine biologists from Cheval Blanc Randheli, Gili 
Lankanfushi and Kuramathi Island Resort. Group 3 consist of a marine biologist from Four Seasons 
Kuda Huraa, former government officials involved in shark fisheries, representatives from MoT, 
MoEE and former shark fishermen. Each group had two staff from MRC/FMA to guide and facilitate 
the discussions. All groups were given the task of commenting and providing their thoughts on 
proposed actions of NPOA-Sharks. After presenting each area of the action plan, fifteen to twenty 
minutes were provided for the participants to discuss and comment among their group on the 
proposed actions. The comments and thoughts on the proposed actions were compiled and 
presented by each group at the end of the workshop. 

The workshop was successful in terms of soliciting feedback from a wide range of stakeholders. 
There was a strong opposition from some of the former shark fishermen to lift the ban and allow 
certain zones for shark fishing and these has been included in the comments on the action plan. 
NPOA-Sharks for Maldives is a plan proposed for over four years and with the overarching goal of 
Maldives NPOA-Sharks is “to ensure the effective implementation and monitoring of the shark ban”, 
and MoFA now focuses on mitigating the impacts of the shark ban through enhancing alternative 
livelihoods of the former shark fishermen. Therefore, throughout the workshop, MoFA took the 
stand in maintain the shark ban and focused more on ways to enhance the livelihoods of former 
shark fishermen. 

5. Some key findings of the workshop  

 Although there were comments from the former shark fishermen to lift the shark ban, 
majority of the participants agreed with actions proposed in the plan and were in support of 
plan’s overarching goal to effectively implement and monitor the ban. 

 Majority agreed on enhancing alternative livelihoods for fishermen and thereby agreed with 
the Shark Trust Fund and stressed on strengthening the Shark Trust Fund as well as stressed 
on the need for an effective mechanism to garner funds to be in place. 

 Participants noted for the enforcement officers (fisheries observers) an effective scheme is 
needed which shall ensure that officers shall have good knowledge on the shark species, 
fisheries, rules and regulations and the officers needs to be rotated among vessels to 



Report of the workshop to present the National Plan of Action on conservation and management of sharks in the Maldives 

4 

prevent corruption and other illegal activities. Majority agreed that allowing the utilization 
of shark by-catch from tuna longlining could be taken as an incentive for illegal shark fishing, 
and hence the majority was not in support of the proposed action to allow the utilization of 
shark by-catch from longliners. 

 Participants unanimously agreed not to share assessments of shark resources with RFMOs, 
until other countries of the region take necessary measures to effectively manage their 
shark resources. 

 Participants particularly from tourist resorts urged to strengthen the SharkWatch 
programme and ensure the designation of a dedicated team for SharkWatch programme 
from MRC. 

After the discussions, one group member from each group presented the comments and suggestions 
on each area of the action plan. After the group presentations, the workshop ended with closing 
remarks given by Hussain Sinan, Director of Fisheries Management Agency. Hussain Sinan thanked 
all the participants for the useful feedback on the action plan and assured all the participants would 
be receive a report of the workshop conclusions. 
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Appendix I Comments on the action plan 

Area 1: Socio-economic impact 
mitigation strategies 

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 

1. Carry out a socio-economic study of 
the impact of the ban on shark 
fishermen and based on the results of 
the study, undertake a formal analysis 
of alternative activities and options 
and conduct livelihood diversification 
programmes for former shark 
fishermen/12 months/FMA/MRC 

Fishermen not okay with alternative 
livelihood, wants to have open access 
areas for shark fisheries. 

Other participants don’t agree with 
fishermen, but agree with the idea of 
alternative livelihood. If shark fishery is 
to be opened, it should be stringently 
managed. 

 

 

 

When the study is done, consider the 
age groups of the fishermen and their 
willingness for alternative livelihoods. 

Look at what has been provided for 
the fishermen and how sufficient 
were they. 

Still a strong push from oceanic shark 
fishermen to open oceanic shark fishery 
for certain time of the year from certain 
areas. 

Long term loan for fishermen to start up 
other equivalent income earning 
avenues/alternative fishery or other 
businesses. 

2. Establish a shark conservation fund 
to raise funding for livelihood 
diversification programmes and to 
raise awareness among public and 
resource users on shark conservation 
and the need for management/6 
months/FMA, MRC, MoT 

Identify sources of income which can 
bring as good an income as shark fishery 
did, such as tuna fishery and longline 
fishery, e.g. shark fishermen should be 
redirected to these activities. 

Designate marine protected areas and 
charge an access fee. Not in favour of 
supporting fishermen by continuous 
financial aid. 

Rather jobs for ex-shark fishermen 
should be created using the shark fund. 

Instead of compulsory taxes from 
tourists, a voluntary fund box for shark 
conservation at the airport would be a 
better idea. 

 

Okay with the shark fund. Noted that 
government needs to identify what 
can be done with the shark fund. 
Need to involve more dive centres 
and resorts in this. 

Rather than opening a new fund, devise a 
plan to strengthen the existing fund to 
ensure funds flow into the trust fund, 
cooperation from Tourism ministry, 
should initially channel this money 
directly to the ‘affected population for 
livelihood programmes’, better 
recognition and certification for donors, 
should be transparent and benefit to 
fishermen 
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 Introduce shark souvenirs such as shark 
stamps to generate funds for shark 
conservation. 

Make it obligatory for resorts to 
contribute to the shark fund by including 
it in their CSR. 

Approach the people/resorts who took 
the initiative for the shark ban to 
contribute to the shark fund. 
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Area 2: Improve data collecting Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 

1. Adopt a mechanism to validate 
shark by-catch data from commercial 
longliners in EEZ before leaving 
Maldivian waters/6 months/MoFA, 
Customs, MNDF, Marine Police 

By-catch validation would be next to 
impossible. Even fishermen agree that 
any chance to land sharks will be abused 
by fishermen. If no incentive is given, 
sharks will not be landed but thrown 
away. The best way would be to not land 
sharks at all. 

Change the word, doesn’t feel this 
can be implemented. MNDF/Police 
should do random checks on vessels. 

Like some countries have representatives 
on the ships, ensure they come to the 
port before leaving and coming to the 
country 

Strengthen the coastguard to prevent 
illegal fisheries by other neighbouring 
nations 

2. Develop or adapt a shark species 
identification guide in both English 
and local language and make sure that 
all user groups get a copy of the 
guide/6 months/FMA, MRC 

Would be useful for some fishermen to 
have an identification guide for statistical 
purposes. In the guide include names 
given to different species in different 
regions of Maldives. 

  

3. Train and assign fisheries observers 
as field samplers, for the commercial 
longliners, tuna handlining and pole 
and line vessels, to collect 
species-specific by-catch data on 
sharks and to monitor the discards in 
non-directed shark fisheries/12-18 
months/MoFA, MRC 

Having an observer on board a vessel 
wouldn’t be a good idea as the vessels 
are small and it would be hard to 
accommodate an extra person on board. 

Training a fisherman as an observer may 
work, but there is the concern of him 
being biased in reporting. 

Train and assign former shark 
fishermen as observers 

Enforcement officers should have a good 
knowledge on the species, rules, the 
fishery and the observers need to be 
rotated/switched to avoid observers 
going on the same vessel which could 
lead to corruption and incentives shall be 
given for the observers. 

Spot checks and the officer does not 
know the timing of check, it helps to 
re-enforce the rules. 

Lots of training and re-trainings for the 
observers. 
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4. Analyse periodical data on imports 
and exports for shark products/Every 
year/Customs, FMA, MRC 

 Imports and exports can be done 
through licenses and keeping record 
of such information. 

Rephrase the 4
th

 action 

5. Carry out regular shark taxonomy 
trainings aimed at fishermen, 
Coastguard and Maldives Customs 
Services/Every year/FMA, MRC 

Agree Agree Agree 
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Area 3: Research and development Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 

1. Carry out annual assessments to 
evaluate the effectiveness of shark 
management and conservation 
measures on reef associated shark 
species in Maldivian waters/Every 
year/MRC 

Due to increase in the abundance of 
sharks, reef fishermen are facing a lot of 
trouble. 

Assessments should be done to study the 
by-catch of sharks in reef fishery. 

Fishermen recommend that this data be 
collected through communication with 
Island councils. 

Agree, include fishermen as well in 
such surveys, as increasing shark 
numbers affect them as well 

Improve the SharkWatch programme, 
more dedicated team from MRC 

2. Promote citizen science in the 
assessments of reef associated shark 
species in Maldivian waters/Every 
year/MRC 

Resorts do not get feedback from the 
data that they collect by going into so 
much trouble. So they are not motivated 
to send in data anymore. 

Provide regular feedback (fliers, 
promotional products) for motivation 
to participate 

Access to SharkWatch training materials, 
so the dive school can use these to 
promote it 

Promote the SharkWatch programme by 
going to the resorts, present the 
protocols 

Some certification/recognition to the 
resort for the participation in research 
programmes 

3. Disseminate the findings of the 
assessments under Area 3 (1) through 
workshops and seminars to relevant 
stakeholders/Every year/MRC 

 Regional or atoll based 
workshops/seminars 

 

4. Evaluate methodologies and initiate 
research, where possible to assess the 
impact of shark management and 
conservation measures on ecosystem 
structure and function/12-18 
months/MRC 

Conduct a study to look into the 
interaction of sharks with reef fishery. 

Utilize SharkWatch and WCCM 
platform. 

More in-depth plan, have cameras in 
enclosed areas and see the number of 
sharks coming, visual identification 
projects, identification guides for 
research 
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Area 4: Education and awareness 
raising 

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 

1. Design and introduce an 
educational materials aimed at all 
stakeholders including general public, 
tourism industry and tuna fishing 
industry giving emphasis to raise 
awareness on the vulnerability of 
targeted species and their role in 
marine ecosystem, current threats 
and status and the management 
decisions 

Agree Involve school children in awareness 
activities 

Agree 

2. Raise awareness among relevant 
stakeholders about the rationale for 
the use of shark by-catch data 

Agree Agree Agree 

3. Develop awareness among resource 
users on (a) penalties and provisions 
in the Fisheries Act, (b) fisheries 
regulations on the rationale and need 
for the sharks ban and (c) reporting 
mechanisms on illegal activities 

Agree Provide information to public on 
penalties taken and which individuals 
were responsible 

Agree 

  



Report of the workshop to present the National Plan of Action on conservation and management of sharks in the Maldives 

11 

Area 5: Improve coordination and 
consultation and monitoring of the 
ban 

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 

1. Identify human resource capacity 
gaps both in research and in 
management divisions of MRC, MoFA, 
Coastguard respectively and identify 
capacity needs for the effective 
implementation of the NPOA-Sharks 

Agree Agree Include Marine Police with Coastguard, 
provide such job opportunities 
(Coastguard and Marine Police) for 
former shark fishermen 

2. Develop a regular consultation 
mechanism to seek advice from 
resource users including officials from 
tuna fisheries industry, tourism 
industry and Maldives National 
Defence Force on the implementation 
of NPOA-Sharks/6 months/FMA, MoE, 
MNDF, MoED 

It is not enough to have consultations 
and legislations. Legislations should also 
be enforced. 

Agree Scientists from overseas agencies (e.g. 
universities, NGO’s) to be included in the 
consultations. 

3. Actively promote the 
implementation of 
NPOA-Sharks/Every year/FMA, MRC 

Agree Agree Agree 

4. Legislate required actions against 
the trade, import and export of shark 
products/12 months/FMA, MoED 

Agree Agree Reduce the timeframe to 6 months and 
add MoEE as a responsible agency 

5. Review the existing regulations to 
decide on handling of shark by-catch 
such as special permits/arrangements 
for making good use of shark 
by-catch/6 months/FMA 

Not in support Strictly monitor and regulate any 
special permits/arrangements 

Not in support, as it could be seen as an 
incentive for illegal shark fishing 
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6. Develop protocols whereby data 
can be shared between relevant 
stakeholders, (link to Wetlands 
Conservation and Coral reef 
Monitoring for adaptation to climate 
change (WCCM) protocols)/12 
months/FMA, MRC, MoT, MoEE 

Agree Agree Agree 

7. Review on regular basis, the 
effectiveness of the shark ban and the 
implementation of the 
NPOA-Sharks/Every year/FMA 

Agree Agree, involve all stakeholders in the 
review process 

Agree 
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Area 6: International cooperation Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 

1. Actively participate in the 
management and research of shark 
species by the relevant RFMOs/Every 
year/FMA, MRC 

Agree Agree Agree 

2. Actively participate in other 
international projects and forums on 
conservation and management of 
shark species/Every year/FMA, MRC 

Agree Agree Take initiative in SAARC/regional forums 
to address the issues in shark 
conservation, research and need for 
regional cooperation 

3.Actively participate in meeting the 
obligations of CITES 

Agree Agree Include MoEE in the meeting the 
obligations of CITES 

4. Utilize international agreements 
and promoting the IPOA-Sharks, 
undertake cooperative research, stock 
assessments and participate in 
initiatives to conserve transboundary, 
highly migratory and straddling shark 
stocks /Every year/FMA, MRC 

Encourage international bodies to 
regulate shark fisheries. Otherwise we 
are at loss since our resources are being 
exploited. The group is not in favour of 
sharing shark assessments with RFMOs 
unless they take effective measures to 
regulate and manage their fisheries. If we 
share we would be at a disadvantage if 
they know the abundance and most 
likely habitats of sharks in our region. 

Agree List various international bodies of 
relevance 

5. Disseminate shark by-catch 
assessments regularly to relevant 
RFMOs /Every year/FMA, MRC 

 Agree Create a national website for a data 
sharing platform 

6. Seek international assistance in 
capacity strengthening for the 
effective implementation of the 
NPOA-Sharks/Every year/FMA, MRC 

Identify and approach shark specialist 
groups in the region to find ways to 
cooperate with them. 

Agree  
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