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South Georgia Patagonian toothfish fishery recertified with flying colours 
 
Following its five-yearly Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) assessment, the South Georgia 
Patagonian toothfish longline fishery has, for the third time, been certified as a sustainable and well-
managed fishery. MSC is the world’s leading certification and ecolabel program for wild-caught 
environmentally sustainable seafood. 
 
Originally certified in 2004, the South Georgia Patagonian toothfish fishery was recertified in 2009 
and has just completed its second re-assessment. Once again there are no conditions on the 
certification and the fishery scored an average of 96 out of 100 against the three MSC principles, 
making it one of the world’s highest scoring fisheries assessed against MSC standards. 
 
Building on this success, the Government of South Georgia & the South Sandwich Islands (GSGSSI), 
who manage the fishery, has pledged a continued commitment to further improving the fishery. This 
will include an extensive programme of scientific work in order to support the management of the 
fishery over the next 5 years. 
 
The fishery is managed by GSGSSI with scientific advice and support from the Centre for 
Environment Fisheries and Aquaculture Sciences (Cefas) and from the British Antarctic Survey 
(BAS). 
 
Dr Martin Collins OBE, Chief Executive of the GSGSSI says: “We are delighted that the toothfish 
fishery has been recertified and the excellent scores attained reflect the efforts made by the GSGSSI, 
its scientific consultants and fishing industry to ensure the fishery is managed sustainably.  South 
Georgia is a unique environment and the GSGSSI will continue in its efforts to improve all aspects of 
the fishery.” 
 
Foreign Office Minister, James Duddridge MP said: "I am delighted that the Government of South 
Georgia & the South Sandwich Islands have, once again, demonstrated their world-class standards in 
managing the toothfish fishery. Marine Stewardship Council recertification recognises the UK’s 
commitment to high environmental standards, with this unique Overseas Territory continues to 
achieve with its exemplary management of sustainable fisheries and marine protection.” 
 
Toby Middleton, MSC Senior Country Manager adds: “The South Georgia toothfish fishery has 
excelled in its second re-certification, improving scores on all fronts. It is great to see the GSGSSI 
commit to further improvements in the fishery, which has already made such great strides forward. 
By leading the way in toothfish certification, the South Georgia toothfish fishery has created a market 
for certified sustainable toothfish that is now – deservedly – thriving.” 
 
Dr Chris Darby, Senior Fisheries Science Advisor at Cefas commented: “The management of the 
South Georgia toothfish fishery has a strong underlying scientific basis which has been clearly 
recognized by the MSC in this accreditation score. This has been achieved through close 
collaboration between the fishermen, observers, scientists and the South Georgia fisheries staff. It 



South Georgia Toothfish MSC Certification 

- 2 - 

 

provides an outstanding role model for the development of sustainably managed fisheries and Cefas 
is committed to ensuring that future research sustains the excellent assessment announced today.” 

 
 

Dr Mark Belchier of the British Antarctic Survey said: "The MSC re-certification is a strong 
endorsement of the value of long-term scientific research for underpinning policy and decisions that 
lead to responsible management of fisheries.  The waters around South Georgia are a key source of 
food for globally important colonies of albatross and petrels.  Collaboration between BAS/NERC 
scientists, the Government of South Georgia & the South Sandwich Islands and fisheries managers to 
mitigate and reduce seabird mortality in fisheries by-catch is without doubt a hugely important factor 
in achieving the Marine Stewardship Council's re-certification.  This is very welcome signal of the 
continued commitment to conservation of marine life in one of the world's most valued natural 
ecosystems." 
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Dr Martin Collins, Chief Executive, Government of South Georgia.  Tel: +44 7779164557; e-mail: 
ceo@gov.gs 
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Patagonian toothfish (Dissostichus eleginoides) (photo: Martin Collins / Aberdeen University) 
 

 
 
Longliner fishing in South Georgia waters (photo: Martin Collins) 
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Notes to Editors 
 
Fishery scores against the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) Principles 
 
 Score  
Principle 1: Target species 97.5 
Principle 2: Ecosystem 93.1 
Principle 3: Management 98.0 
 
 
Patagonian toothfish 
 
The Patagonian toothfish (Dissostichus eleginoides; also know as Chilean sea bass) is a large (up to 2m long & 
over 100 kg) predatory and scavenging fish that lives around southern South America and many sub-Antarctic 
islands. Juvenile fish occur in shallow, coastal waters but as the fish grow they migrate to deeper waters.  The 
toothfish are relatively long-lived (up to 35 yrs), growing rapidly for the first 8-10 years until maturity is 
reached. 
 
 
The South Georgia fishery 
 
The fishery is a longline fishery, with vessels laying weighted lines of baited hooks along the sea-floor to catch 
this valuable fish.   Longlining has much less impact on the sea-floor than bottom trawling, which is banned 
throughout South Georgia waters. 
 
At South Georgia the toothfish fishery began in the late 1980’s and expanded rapidly during the 1990’s when 
considerable illegal, unregulated and unreported (IUU) catches were taken.  The high market price of toothfish 
ensured demand was high.  This rapid expansion led to concern about the sustainability of the fishery 
(throughout the Southern Ocean) and the impact, through by-catch, it was having on seabird populations.  The 
Commission for the Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources (CCAMLR), which is responsible for 
Southern Ocean resources, responded to these threats by introducing conservative catch limits and sea-bird 
mitigation methods in toothfish fisheries throughout the Southern Ocean. 
 
Since the mid 1990s the South Georgia fishery has been careful managed by the GSGSSI within the CCAMLR 
framework.  Conservative catch limits have been set, fishing practices have been changed to avoid sea-bird by-
catch and the 200 nm Maritime Zone is regularly patrolled by the GSGSSI patrol vessel Pharos SG to ensure 
that vessels are complying with regulations and that no illegal fishing takes place.  The fishery operates in 
April-August (winter), to minimize interactions with foraging seabirds. 
 
The South Georgia fishery currently takes around 2200 tonnes of toothfish per year and in the 2014 season 
involved 6 vessels from four flag states (UK, NZ, Chile & Uruguay).  There is a small by-catch of grenadiers 
and skate, the latter normally being released alive. 
 
The fishery is highly regulated, with novel regulations including the requirement for each vessel to use unique 
marked hooks (so any hooks that appear in albatross nests can be traced).  GSGSSI officials inspect vessels 
before they start fishing and at-sea inspections are regularly conducted to ensure vessels are compliant with all 
regulations. All vessels carry an independent international observer throughout the fishing season. GSGSSI 
operates a Catch Verification Scheme to ensure that vessels catch no more than their allocated catch.  As part 
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of the MSC Chain of Custody fish caught in the fishery can be traced from point of capture to supermarket 
shelves. 
 
Patagonian toothfish are a valuable commodity and are primarily sold to the USA, China and the Far East, 
where they fetch around US$25 a kilo.  The fishery generates about £4 million in licence revenue per annum to 
the Government of South Georgia & the South Sandwich Islands. 
 
The waters around South Georgia are among the most productive in the Southern Ocean and the island 
supports large populations of fur seals, albatross, petrels and penguins.   In managing the toothfish fishery the 
GSGSSI adopts an ecosystem approach and aims to minimize interactions with, and impacts on, other species 
in the system.  To achieve this goal, GSGSSI recently declared the 200 nautical mile Maritime Zone as a 
sustainably fished Marine Protected Area, which includes a ban on bottom trawling and with all coastal areas 
closed to any fishing.  
 
South Georgia 
 
South Georgia is a mountainous, ice-covered island, situated 600 miles SE of the Falkland Islands and south of 
the Antarctic Polar Front. Huge glaciers, ice caps and snowfields cover about 75% of the island in the austral 
summer (November to January); in winter (July to September) a snow blanket reaches the sea.  The island is 
home to an amazing array of wildlife including elephant seals, Antarctic fur seals, albatross (wandering, black-
browed, grey-headed and sooty) and penguins (macaroni, king, chinstrap & gentoo). 
 
South Georgia & the South Sandwich Islands (SGSSI) have been a separate UK Overseas Territory since 
1985, with a Commissioner as head of the Government. Previously SGSSI had been part of the Falkland 
Islands Dependencies.  Continuous UK administration has been in place since 1908.  At the height of the 
whaling period some 2,000 people lived on the island.  Now there are no permanent residents, but there are 
two Government Officer at the administration centre at King Edward Point plus British Antarctic Research 
Stations at Bird Island and King Edward Point. 
 
The Commissioner for South Georgia and South Sandwich Islands (SGSSI) has vested in him, legal, financial 
and administrative authority and responsibility for the governance of the Territory. His Excellency, Colin 
Roberts CVO is the current Commissioner. 
 
The GSGSSI has five full-time staff in its office in Stanley.   On South Georgia the Government Officers at 
King Edward Point are the Government's representatives and have responsibility for local administration. 
Their duties include those of Harbour Master, Customs and Immigration Officer, Fisheries Officer and 
administering tourism. 
 
See: http://www.sgisland.gs/ 
 
Centre for Environment, Fisheries and Aquaculture Science (Cefas) 
 
Cefas is the UK’s leading and most diverse centre for applied marine and freshwater science. We advise UK 
government and private sector customers on the environmental impact of their policies, programmes and 
activities through our marine evidence and impartial expert advice.  Our environmental monitoring and 
assessment programmes are fundamental to the sustainable development of marine and freshwater industries.    
 
 
 


