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Identification: Target and 
Non-target Fish Species

IOTC ROS SFO TR9
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How to Use a Species
Identification Guide

IOTC ROS SFO TR9.7

Category: Species identification 

IOTC ROS SFO TR9

This course aims to familiarize Observers with the usage of species identification guides as these 
will be used daily in their routine work.

Trainee performance is evaluated against the following agreed IOTC ROS competency standards:

- Candidate ability to use standard identification guides to identify species of tuna, billfish, sharks 
and other bycatch.
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Relevant Species Identification Guides
To download species identification 
guides relevant to this training 
follow this steps:
1. Login to Talents LMS

2. Go to TR09- ID- Fish-Species 
and click in TR09 Support 
Documents

3. Go to TR10- ID- PETs -Species 
and click in TR10 Support 
Documents

4. Download all  ID guides listed

5. Organize ID guides into 
folders on your laptop, tablet 
or mobile phone for easy 
access at sea

There are different types of species identification guides, guides that are developed to be used by 
researchers (found in specialist shops, very expensive), commercially published field guides 
(found in bookshops, relatively expensive) and field guides that are made available gratuity in the 
internet by different organizations.
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During this training we shall learn how to use FIELD GUIDES developed by the IOTC, other RFMOs 
and the FAO to help at-sea Observers with the identification of fish, shark, ray, turtle, bird and 
cetaceans species that are caught, encountered or interact with the tuna pelagic fisheries in the 
Indian Ocean.

• FAO Onboard Identification Pelagic Sharks Guide Part-1, Part-2, and Part-3

• IOTC Identification Cards: Billfish, Sharks, Tuna, Turtles, Seabirds, and Cetaceans

• Photographic identification guide for non-target species taken in WCPO pelagic longline 
fisheries

• Photographic identification guide for non-target species taken in WCPO pelagic purse-seine 
fisheries

• Handbook for the ID of YFT and BET in Fresh Condition
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How to Use ID Guides

Check each guide’s introduction or “How to 
use” section to see which diagrams and types 
of records are available to assist you.

Check each guide’s introduction (if any) or “How to use this guide” section to see which diagrams 
and types of records are available to assist you with the species identification.

The usage of certain guides will be almost intuitive while others will require you to study usage 
instructions in close detail.



6

Guide Terminology

Find and utilise the correct terminology in 
your identification process and reporting 
based on glossaries of terms, diagrams and 
instructions provided in the guides.

Find and utilise the correct terminology in your identification process and reporting based on 
glossaries of terms, diagrams and instructions provided in the guides. The usage of some guides 
will only require you to understand the terminology used to externally describe different 
organisms while other will require you to identify key characters of the specimen and to use 
identification keys to progressively ascertain specimen family, genus and species.
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Identification Cards

Have a look at your IOTC identification cards – notice the various common names in different 
languages, the scientific name, FAO species code (here, SMA), descriptions, measurements and 
details on the colour drawing. This information will help you to correctly identify the different 
specimens caught at-sea.
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Photographic Identification Guides

Familiarize yourself with WCPC photographic identification guides. Mark the different sections so 
you can find them easily. Notice the common and scientific name, and identifying characters 
listed and highlighted in the photos provided.

Photographic guides use photos taken in real life conditions, on-board the vessels, many taken by 
observers and allow you to have an idea of how the specimen will look when fresh, processed 
and frozen. They also provide a zoom on particular characteristics that are considered by your 
pairs to be the ones that will allow fellow observers to identify a specific species in the fastest 
and most precise way.  Such photographic manuals allow us to have access to decades of 
cumulated observer knowledge and thousand of photos taken at sea by Observers.
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Identification Manuals

1. Go to the Key Guide

2. Determine which key characters the specimen has

3. Follow the key to the families

4. Ascertain the shark specimen family

5. Go to the appropriate page for that family

6. Go through the family key, on that page, and determine the species

7. Go to the individual species page and check if correct.

Use identification manuals to identify organisms that are complex or difficult to identify due to 
the high number of specimens and the high number of characteristics that they might share.

Sharks are a good example, these group of elasmobranch fish diversified into over 500 species, 
organized under 30 different families and 8 different orders.

To identify a shark specimen, first go to the Shark Species Identification Key Guide to determine 
which key characters the specimen has and follow the key to the families. Once the family of the 
specimen has been determined, you should then go to the appropriate page for that family. The 
species can then be determined by going through the family key, on that page, and then going to 
the individual species page. When you are uncertain of the species, register the genus, if also 
uncertain of the genus than only record to what family the specimen belongs to.
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Example Shark Species Identification

• Go to the Key Guide

• Determine which key characters the specimen has

• Follow the key to the families

• Ascertain the shark specimen family
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• Go to the appropriate page for that family

• Go through the family key, on that page, and determine the species
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• Go to the individual species page and check if correct.
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ANY QUESTIONS?

send us a message via Talents LMS


