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O Cutting off outlets for illegal fishing

Illegal fishing accounts for 15 to  20% o f catches worldwide, b u t for certain stocks in high demand on international markets, 
like tuna, Patagonian toothfish or cod, this can rise to  over one th ird  o f catches.

-o- -e-
lllegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing is a worldwide phenomenon. Both its huge 
scale, and the gravity of its environmental, economic and social consequences, are such that it is 
now a truly international problem. IUU fishing is a significant cause of depletion for fish stocks 
worldwide and undermines protection and recovery measures put in place to preserve stocks. 
The European Union is in the forefront of the global fight against this scourge, and wants to step 
up the means at its disposal to address the problem. Last October, the European Commission 
proposed new measures that seek to eliminate the main appeal of this activity: profits.
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It is ex trem e ly  d iff ic u lt to  m easure th e  e x te n t o f illega l fish ing  

o w in g  to  th e  na ture  o f th e  ac tiv ity . The fe w  figu res th a t are 
ava ilab le  are Im pressive, how ever. Serious estim ates suggest th a t 
th is  Illega l tra d e  Is w o rth  som ew here  be tw e e n  3 and 10 b illion  

euros a year g loba lly . By com pariso n , legal land ings by  the  
C o m m u n ity  f le e t a m o u n te d  to  6.8 b illio n  euros In 2004.
The U n ited  N ations Food and A g ricu ltu re  O rgan isa tion  (FAO) 

reports  th a t Illegal fish ing  accoun ts  fo r up  to  30%  o f to ta l catches 
In certa in  Im p o rta n t fisheries, and th a t catches o f certa in  species 
cou ld  a m o u n t to  th re e  tim es th e  au tho rise d  gu an tlty .

Serious consequences for the environment...
Illegal fish ing disregards stock p ro tec tio n  measures (fishing licences, 

closed zones, seasonal closures, to ta l a llow ab le  catches, technica l 
rules, restrictions on days a t sea, etc.). As a result, It poses a serious 
th rea t to  th e  susta inab ility  o f fisheries. A ccord ing  to  th e  FAO, 25%  o f 

fish stocks are ove rexp lo ited , a figu re  th a t rises to  66%  fo r h igh seas 
species and s tradd ling  stocks, w h ich  are pa rticu la rly  vu lne rab le  to  
Illegal fishing. Certain species like b lue fln  tuna  m ay even be In 
danger o f e x tin c tion  If Illegal fish ing  Is n o t b ro u g h t to  a halt.

Tuna, cod, Patagonian too th fish , redflsh and swordfish are sub jec t 
to  Intensive Illegal fish ing due to  th e ir h igh  com m ercia l value.

Illegal fish ing  also causes da m age  to  m arine  ecosystem s due 

to  Its h igh  level o f by-ca tch  (o th e r fish, birds, torto ises, etc.).
And, o f course, Illegal a c tiv ity  fre g u e n tly  occurs In zones w h ich  
are o th e rw ise  o ff  lim its  to  fishe rm en  In o rd e r to  p ro te c t coral reefs, 

fo r exam ple.

... and for livelihoods
As M anue l Llrla-Franch o f th e  FEOPE(') expla ins, 'Ifyo u  have one 
vessel fish ing lega lly a n d  a n o th e r fish ing Illegally, they are com peting  
fo r the same resources. A fterwards, they end up selling on the same  

m arket. A n d  when measures have to  be taken to  p ro tec t resources, 
the lega l opera to r w ill have to  a pp ly  them, b u t n o t the Illega l operator. 
So the com petition  Is to ta lly  u n fa ir a t  every step a lon g  the way'.

In th e  sh o rt te rm , th is  un fa ir c o m p e tit io n  leads to  sm alle r 
catches, lo w e r In co m e  and th e  loss o f jobs. In th e  long  te rm , 

th e  repercussions are like ly to  be even m ore  serious, as fish stocks 

are fu r th e r  u n d e rm in e d , o r even exhausted.

Coastal co m m u n itie s  In d e ve lo p in g  coun tries  are d ire c tly  h it by 
th is  p h e n o m e n o n , pa rticu la rly  a long  th e  coasts o f sub-Saharan 
A frica, w h e re  foo d  secu rity  Is o ften  d ire c tly  d e p e n d e n t on fish ing .

(1) Federación españo la  de o rgan izac iones pesqueras -  Spanish fed e ra tion  o f  fisheries o rgan isa tions.

e



Mag37_EN_0801121 1/24/08 4:50 PM Page 5

These cou n tries  genera lly  d o  n o t have th e  m eans to  pa tro l th e ir  

exclusive e co n o m ic  zone (EEZ), and  Illegal opera to rs  are g u lck  to  
tu rn  th is  s itua tion  to  th e ir  advantage, (o ve r)e xp lo ltlng  th e ir w aters 
and s trip p in g  th e m  o f v ita l resources.

A t th e  sam e tim e , opera to rs  fish ing  Illega lly  on th e  h igh  seas o ften  
e x p lo it th e ir fishe rm en  too , m ak ing  th e m  w o rk  fo r lo w  pay In 

sub -standard  liv ing  and w o rk in g  co n d itions , w h ic h  som etim es 
b o rd e r on slavery.

Years of struggle
The In te rna tiona l c o m m u n ity  and th e  European U n ion  (EU) have 
been fig h tin g  aga ins t such practices fo ra  long  tim e . In 2001, 

th e  FAO launched  Its In te rna tiona l Plan o f A c tio n  aga ins t Illegal, 
U nre gu la ted  and U n re po rted  Fisheries.The U n ited  Nations 
General A ssem b ly  and th e  O rgan isa tion  fo r E conom ic 
C oop e ra tion  and D e ve lo p m e n t (OECD) have also addressed 

th is  p rob lem .

The European C om m iss ion  a d o p te d  a C o m m u n ity  A c tio n  Plan fo r 
th e  e rad ica tion  o f IUU fish ing  In 2002 p). The EU's ac tio n  to  da te  
has resulted In s te p p e d -u p  con tro ls  on fish ing  a c tiv ity  and 

th e  s tre n g th e n in g  o f C o m m u n ity  leg is la tion  to  establish 

th e  re sp ons ib ility  o f th e  benefic iaries o f Illegal opera tions, no ta b ly  
th e  lia b ility  o f M e m b e r State nationals, Irrespective o f th e  flag 

flo w n  by th e  vessel used fo r th e ir  activ ities. The crea tion  o f the  

C o m m u n ity  Fisheries C on tro l A g e n cy  has also p u t new  
Ins trum e n ts  In th e  hands o f th e  EU.

This fig h t, however, o fte n  has to  deal w ith  ac tiv ities  carried 
o u t In In te rna tiona l waters. C oop e ra tion  be tw e e n  th e  coun tries  

con ce rne d  Is vita l, In p a rticu la r w ith in  th e  Regional Fisheries 

M a n a g e m e n t O rgan isa tions (RFMOs).That Is w h y  th e  EU has 
played a lead ing ro le In th e  a d o p tio n  by RFMOs o f measures 

to  c o m b a t Illega l fish ing .

M o s t RFMOs have devised a w h o le  range o f m easures In th is  area, 

In c lu d in g  co n tro l and Insp ec tion  p rogram m es, th e  a d o p tio n  o f 
p o r t state con tro l, th e  m a n d a to ry  use o f sate llite -based vessel 
m o n ito r in g  systems, system s ce rtify ing  respect fo r conserva tion  
m easures fo r p ro d u c ts  placed on th e  m arket, b lack lists o f vessels 

Id e n tified  as be ing  Invo lved  In IUU activ ities, and so fo rth .

These rules are th e n  w r itte n  In to  th e  laws o f th e  pa rtn e r states, 
and  In p a rticu la r In to  EU leg is la tion.

A lucrative activity
The fa c t remains, how ever, th a t these measures have so far fa iled 
to  ach ieve th e  o b je c tive  o f e rad ica ting  IUU fish ing  -  firs t and 

fo rem o st, because th e  a c tiv ity  Is still so lucra tive! O perato rs fish ing  
Illega lly  have lo w e r o p e ra tin g  costs. T hey do  n o t have to  c o m p ly  
w ith  o b lig a tio n s  re la ting  to  resource p ro te c tio n  (contro ls, guotas,

In ve s tm e n t In m ore  se lective  gear, etc.). They are o fte n  registered 

In tax havens and pay o n ly  lo w  taxes (or no ne  a t all) and m in im a l 

social secu rity  co n trib u tio n s .

A ny  pena lties Incurred, usually fines, are n o t e n o u g h  o f 
a d e te rre n t and are o ften  seen by fraudsters as a 'no rm a l' 
o p e ra tin g  cost. Since th e re  Is susta ined strong de m a n d  fo r th e  

species ta rge te d  (especia lly tuna, cod and P atagonian to o th fish ), 

selling prices and pro fits  are h igh .

In a d d itio n , Illega l opera to rs  have num erous m e th o d s  fo r 
d e ve lo p in g  th e ir ac tiv ity , w h ic h  are hard to  com ba t. The best 
kn o w n  m e th o d  Is to  reg is ter a vessel In a c o u n try  th a t ca n n o t 

o r w ill n o t exercise real co n tro l ove r th e  vessel's activ ities: 
th is  p h e n o m e n o n  Is kno w n  as 'flags o f convenience'. Vessels can 
be registered u n de r such flags In o n ly  a fe w  hours and a t very 
litt le  cost. N um erous vessels thu s  regu la rly  change  flags to  find  

th e  m o s t ad van ta geo us  co n d itio n s  -  and m ore  especially, to  
th w a r t th e  e ffo rts  by  RFMOs, EU bod ies and states to  keep th e ir 

b lack lists up  to  date.

M oreover, c o n tro llin g  such ac tiv ities  Is Inh e re n tly  p rob lem a tic : 

fra u d u le n t opera to rs  carry  o u t th e ir  a c tiv ity  In w ate rs w he re  
Inspections are d ifficu lt, such as th e  h igh  seas o r th e  exclusive 
e co n o m ic  zones o f d e ve lo p in g  countries. It Is Im poss ib le  to  have 

a n e tw o rk  large e n o u g h  to  Id e n tify  and penalise all p ira te  vessels.

D ue to  th e  large am o u n ts  o f m o n e y  a t stake, Illegal fish ing  Is 

n o w  a w e ll-o rgan ised  professional ac tiv ity . O pera to rs use 
a n u m b e r o f te ch n lgue s  to  conceal th e  Illega l o rig in  o f th e ir 
catches: tra n sh ip m e n ts  to  d iffe re n t vessels, land ing  In po rts  

o f con ven ien ce  o r 'b u lk ' processing In a c o u n try  th a t Is n o t 

scrupu lous In a p p ly in g  th e  re levant rules.

A new strategy
As long  as Illega l fish ing  rem ains p ro fitab le , and fish ca u g h t 
Illega lly  can be landed and m arketed, It w ill be ex trem e ly  d iff ic u lt 

to  ha lt th e  p h enom eno n . That Is w h y  th e  European Com m ission 
Is d e te rm in e d  to  p u t In p lace  a n e w  s tra tegy  to  ta ck le  th e  
p ro b le m  m ore  e ffective ly. A c o m m u n ic a tio n  acco m pan ied  by 

a p roposa l fo r a re gu la tio n  w e re  p resented In O c to b e r 2007 to  

th e  C ounc il o f M in is te rs  and European P arliam ent. A n ex tens ive  
p u b lic  co n su lta tio n  was he ld  d u rin g  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t phase, 

so th a t th e  sector's co m m e n ts  and proposa ls cou ld  be taken 

In to  accoun t.

The proposed  n e w  s tra tegy a d op ts  an ove ra rch ing  ap proa ch  to  
th e  p rob lem , and takes In to  a cc o u n t all th e  ac tiv ities  th a t o ffe r an 
o u tle t fo r Illegal fish ing , w h e th e r It be tra n sh ip m e n t, land ing, 

p rocessing o r m a rke ting . In o th e r w ords, th e  ¡dea Is to  deprive  
Illegal fish ing  o f com m erc ia l o u tle ts  and thus to  h it fra u d u le n t 
opera to rs  It w ill h u rt th e m  m ost: th e ir purse.
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(2) C o m m u n ity  A c tion  Plan fo r  th e  e rad ica tion  o f  illegal, u n re p o rte d  and  un reg u la te d  fish ing  (COM (2002)180).
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N e w  c o n t ro l m e a s u re s  a re  n e e d e d  

to  c o m b a t  ille g a l f is h in g .

As a result, th e  C om m iss ion  is p ropos in g  th a t all fishe ry  p roduc ts  
( inc lu d ing  processed products) e xp o rte d  to  th e  European Union 
m u st be ce rtified  by  th e  flag state as having  been c a u g h t legally. 

P roof o f th e  lega lity  o f th e  catch m u s t be p rov ided  by th e  flag 
state, and th e  p o rt state m ay n o t a u tho rise  th e  e n try  o f fishe ry 
p roduc ts  lacking such ce rtifica tion .

To p reven t fra u d u le n t opera to rs  fro m  h id in g  b e h ind  flags o f 
conven ience, th e  p roposed  regu la tio n  w ill enab le  th e  EU to  a d o p t 

re ta lia tion  m easures aga ins t states in breach o f in te rn a tio n a l rules. 
These cou ld  be tra de  sanctions, a ban on access to  European 
po rts  fo r vessels fly ing  th e  flag o f th e  c o u n try  con cerne d  or 

o th e r measures.

The proposed  m easures also in c lu d e  raising th e  level o f financia l 

sanctions. O b v io us ly  these  m u s t be h ig h  e n o u g h  to  be dissuasive, 
w h ich  is n o t th e  case a t th e  m o m e n t. Fines cou ld  also be 
acco m pan ied  by  o th e r sanctions, such as th e  con fisca tion  o f 

catches o r vessels a n d /o r  th e  w ith d ra w a l o f licences.

O th e r proposa ls p ro v id e  fo r s im p lifica tio n  o f co n tro l and 

in spe c tion  rules, and s tro n g e r measures aga ins t EU na tiona ls  w h o  
pa rtic ip a te  in illega l activ ity . Fu rthe r in te g ra tio n  shou ld  also be 
pursued fo r th e  d iffe re n t facets o f th e  EU's m a ritim e  po licy : 

con tro l, po lice , p o r t surve illance, custom s, trade, fisheries, etc.

In te rna tiona l co o p e ra tio n  needs to  be s tepped  up  to  im p ro ve  th e  

co n tro l and surve illance  o f IUU activ ities, p a rticu la rly  by  im p ro v in g  

c o o p e ra tio n  be tw e e n  RFMOs. The C om m iss ion  also proposes to  
s tre ng th en  th e  EU's p a rtne rsh ip  ag reem ents  w ith  th e  de ve lo p in g  

coun tries  to  he lp  th e m  im p ro ve  th e ir in frastructu res, m o n ito rin g  
m eans and th e  legal fra m e w o rk  to  c o m b a t illega l fish ing .

In a c o n te x t o f s trong  m a rke t de m and , ove r-cap ac ity  o f num erous 
fleets, and  increas ing ly  scarce resources ju s tify in g  measures by  th e  
p u b lic  a u th o r it ie s  to  reduce fish ing  o p p o rtu n itie s , illega l fish ing  

represents a real danger. Measures to  cu rb  it  need n o w  to  be 
taken to  a n e w  level, in th e  in te res t o f h o nes t fishe rm en , and to  
ensure th e  fu tu re  o f susta inab le  fisheries in o u r w ate rs and in 
oceans w o rld w id e .

What is meant by illegal fishing?
The exact te rm  used by the  international institu tions is illegal, 
unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing. This expression covers 
unauthorised fishing, and all fishing activities th a t are in breach o f 

national, regional o r in ternational rules.

This can include vessels fishing illegally as well as those carrying 

o u t a legal activ ity  th a t do  no t report all the ir catches. But it can 
also concern fishing activities in waters n o t covered by stock 
conservation measures due to  a failure to  lay d o w n  a fram ew ork 

by the  state concerned (unregulated fishing). In waters w here 
fish stocks are m anaged by a regional fisheries m anagem ent 
organisation, unflagged vessels or those flying the  flag o f a state 

no t party to  the  organisation are considered IUU vessels.


