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Illegal Fishing involves approximately 1 in 5 of all 
fish caught, or 400 billion fish, worth an estimated 
$19-45 billion annually.  

Illegal fishing accounts for anything up to 27 million 
metric tons of fish annually, which equates to more 
than 800 Kgs of wild-caught fish stolen from the seas 
every second.

Illegal Fishing is a major trafficking crime, which 
together with Illegal Logging,Wildlife, Mining, & 
Waste Dumping, comprise Environmental Crimes, 
itself a Top 5 Criminal Market (5th), and involves 
organised criminal gangs also involved in these but 
also other serious crimes. 

Illegal Fishing is a UN Global Sustainable 
Development Goals, with Targets 14.4 & 14.6 aiming 
to ‘end overfishing, illegal, unregulated and 
unreported fishing’ and “to eliminate state subsidies 
that contribute to these practices,”  

Illegal Fishing contributes to and jeopardises the 
future abundance of fish, as already 33% of fish 
stocks are over fished, being a deterioration  from 
10% in 1974 to 33% in 2015. As the size of these 
individual fish stocks vary, estimates suggest that 
about 82% of consumed fish are sustainable while 
18% come from unsustainable fisheries. 

Illegal Fishing contributes to the decline in fish 
stocks such as bluefin tuna and Grand Banks cod, as well 
as collateral impacts to other marine life, with hundreds of 
thousands of marine mammals, seabirds, and sea turtles 
captured each year, alongside tens of millions of sharks. 
Many of these species are endangered and protected, 
while some such as the vaquita, the eastern pacific 
leatherback turtle, and Maui dolphin on the brink of 
extinction. 

Illegal Fishing is a source of income and livelihood 
for many people, with likely more than a million of 
the 60 million involved often as forced labour.  

Illegal Fishing fleets are largest from Asia, which has 
the largest fishing fleet (legal and likely as illegal 
fishing), consisting of 3.5 million vessels, accounting 
for 75 percent of the global fleet. 

Illegal Fishing also can involve other serious crimes, 
including drugs and human trafficking (forced 
labour), corruption and tax evasion.  

Illegal fishing is a global phenomenon, however it 
is concentrated in developing countries as they are 
responsible for 83% of international trade in fishery 
commodities. Illegal fishing regularly target port 
states with weak monitoring and enforcement. 

Illegal Fishing affects developing Countries more so 
also because they often lack the resources, rule of 
law, and/or political will to sufficiently monitor and 
enforce fishing regulations, bear the greatest 
burden, frequently economic, of illegal fishing due 
to their reliance on the fishing industry. 

Illegal Fishing is concentrated in regional waters  
(hotspots), e.g. in the Eastern Pacific, the Northwest 
Pacific, West Africa, Southeast Asia, and Pacific 
Islands. Countries of concern include China, Taiwan, 
Cambodia and Vietnam, Comoros & St Vincent & 
Grenadines, with other sources identifying also 
Russia and Panama. 

Illegal Fishing affects China, with almost 15 million 
people engaged in Fisheries (9.4 million in Fishing / 
5 million in Fish Farming), and with 12% of the global 
market via its fleet of 220,000 motorised fishing 
vessels, of which 25,600 are at least 100 ton ships). 

Illegal Fishing Red Flags are available and include 
Countries of concern, fishing for fish species with a 
high market value; use of flags of convenience, lack 
of transparency of vessel ownership, inadequate use 
of vessel tracking technology, involvement in 
transhipment, use of Ports that are not signed up to 
international standards, and inclusion on relevant 
watchlists. 

Illegal Fishing can be addressed, provided flag 
states, coastal states, port states and market states 
implement the necessary actions and improve 
standards. Improvements in enforcement 
(prosecutions, convictions and financial 
investigations and seizures) and sanctioning needs 
to be enhanced and greater international co 
operation is achieved. See the 5 point action plan. 
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Illegal Fishing  
With fish and other aquatic animals an important part of many 
peoples diet, it’s estimated by the Food and Agriculture 
Organisation (FAO) of the United Nations , that we catch 1

approximately 171 million metric tons (likely more than 2 
trillion fish) annually (2016) worth an estimated USD362 
billion. Of this USD 232 billion is estimated to be from so 
called aquaculture production (i.e. farming), with the balance 
(i.e. USD130 billion) coming from commercial fishing in the 
high seas. Whilst domestic markets represent the larger 
markets, exports amount to USD152 billion, with 54 percent 
originating from developing countries, supplying 3 billion 
people who rely on fish for their primary source of protein. 

The FAO also estimates that out of approx 5,000 individual fish 
stocks, 60% of world fisheries are fully-fished meaning the 
potential for food has been realised without jeopardising the 
future abundance of the fish), but that 33% of fish stocks are 
over fished (over exploited jeopardising the future 
sustainability of these fish stocks). This is a deterioration from 
10% in 1974 to 33% in 2015. As the size of these individual fish 
stocks vary, a recent estimate suggests that about 82% of 
consumed fish are sustainable while 18% come from 
unsustainable fisheries. 

An estimated 520 million people around the world find a 
source of income and livelihood in the fisheries and 
aquaculture sectors. According to the FAO almost 60 million 
people were engaged in the sector in 2016 with two thirds or 
approx 40 million in fishing, of which 85% were in Asia, 
followed by 10% in Africa, utilising over 4 million fishing 
vessels. The fleet in Asia was the largest, consisting of 3.5 
million vessels, accounting for 75 percent of the global fleet.  

Of the 5,000 plus fish species available, the most popular 5 
catches make up almost 25% of total fish capture, being 
Mackerel, Anchovy, Tuna, Sardines and Pollock. 

1. Illegal Unreported & Unregulated (IUU) Fishing  

Our oceans are home to a staggering 80% of life on Earth. But 
destructive fishing, pollution and climate change are 
damaging them on an unimaginable scale. Species are being 
driven towards extinction because of overfishing, including 
illegal unregulated and unreported fishing (IUU). 

IUU fishing is not only a major threat to ocean ecosystems 
worldwide, it is detrimental to the legal fishery trade and has 
been linked to organised crime. The depletion of fish stocks 
through IUU fishing threatens global food security, along with 
the livelihoods of those millions of people engaged in 
legitimate fishing.  

IUU fishing is also often found to be associated with many 
other forms of transnational organised crime, for example, 
according to the UNODC, Illegal fishing is “frequently 
transnational and organised in nature” and involves, 

“document fraud, drug trafficking, and money laundering.” 
 “Criminal activities in the fisheries sector are often regarded as 
synonymous with illegal fishing, which many States do not view 
or prosecute as criminal offences, but rather as a fisheries 
management concern, attracting low and usually administrative 
penalties. Organised criminal organisations thus engage in 
fisheries crime with relative impunity due both to low risk and 
high profits and uncoordinated, ineffective domestic and cross-
border law enforcement efforts.” See the UNODC Factsheet on 
Fisheries Crime  for more details.  2

According to the International Labour Organisation (ILO) , 3

there are also “strong indicators that forced labour in the 
fisheries sector is frequently linked to other forms of 
transnational organised fisheries crime.” Trafficking for the 
purpose of forced labor “in furtherance of both sea-and shore-
based operations” is frequent; it is a global problem, but West 
Africa and South and Southeast Asia are particular hotspots. 

Trafficking of children in the fishing industry is commonplace 
in these regions, as is physical abuse, forced labour and debt 
bondage. The fishing industry is vulnerable to such human 
rights abuses because, unlike merchant vessels, there are no 
international regulations or port state control measures that 
govern on-board living and working conditions. With fishing 
stocks depleted in many parts of the world, fishing vessels 
must travel much further away from shore to fish and can 
remain there for long periods of time. Crews in these 
circumstances are more susceptible to abuse as they are 
isolated from aid and unable to escape. 

At the country level, illegal fishing can also cost governments 
tax revenue. According to the OECD, the three primary ways 
that fishing operators commit tax fraud are by “disguising the 
origin of fish, under-declaring the size of a catch and 
incorrectly describing the species or products caught or sold.” 
This defrauds consumers and deprives developing country 
governments of important tax revenue.  

2. Size / Value of IUU Fishing  

Estimates of the size of IUU Fisheries Trade through research 
by FCN likely values the trade as between US$19-45 billion, 
based on 2016 data. This is an increase on previous estimates 
from Global Financial Integrity (GFI).  

In a Report issued in 2017, called Transnational Crime in the 
Developing World, GFI estimated the value as between 
US$15.5 to US$36.4 billion (based on 2011- 2014 fishing data, 
and based on a previous study published in 2009, itself based 
on fishing data from 2000-2003, which had valued the IUU 
Fisheries Trade at US$10-23.5 billion, which are the numbers, 
quoted most often publicly. The increase to between 
US$19-45 billion is simply an increase based on 2016 volumes 
and market prices published by FAO. 

 The State of World Fisheries and Aquaculture: Meeting the Sustainable Development Goals by UN FAO: Available at:http://www.fao.org/3/i9540en/i9540en.pdf1

 UNODC. Available at: https://www.unodc.org/documents/about-unodc/Campaigns/Fisheries/focus_sheet_PRINT.pdf2

 ILO. Available at https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/forced-labour/policy-areas/fisheries/lang--en/index.htm3
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3. Endangered Fish Species  

There are plenty of other fish in the sea, or so the saying goes 
but according to the International Union for Conservation of 
Nature’s (IUCN) Red List of endangered species , 5 percent of 4

the world’s known species, are at risk of extinction.  

Since 1970, global populations of marine species fished have 
halved, with some of the most important species experiencing 
even greater declines. While habitat loss and pollution are 
significant factors in the decline of these species, over / Illegal 
fishing is a major contributor.  

According to WWF, we are seeing “the precipitous decline of 
key fish stocks such as bluefin tuna and Grand Banks cod, as 
well as collateral impacts to other marine life. Hundreds of 
thousands of marine mammals, seabirds, and sea turtles are 
captured each year, alongside tens of millions of sharks. Many 
of these species are endangered and protected, while some 
such as the vaquita, Eastern Pacific leatherback turtle, and Maui 
dolphin are on the brink of extinction. 

There are over 400 known endangered marine species linked 
to human consumption, and made worse by Illegal Fishing. 
For example: Abalone, Arapaima, Bluefin Tuna, Carp, Conch, 
Freshwater Eel, Grenadier, Grouper, Guitarfish, Hake, Halibut, 
Orange Roughy, Porgies, Pufferfish, Ray, Redfish & Rockfish, 
Sawfish, Sea Cucumber, Sea Horse, Sea Turtle, Sea bream, 
Shark, Skate, Sturgeon, Tilefish, Totoaba, Whale & Wrasse all of 
which are on endangered lists (either Appendix 1 or 2 of Cites 
or on the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species. This does not 
include other marine species such as dolphins, porpoises and 
seals 

For more details, in particular on endangered and or 
overfished species see Appendix 1 and in particular learn that 
shark fin, sea cucumbers, abalone and the swim bladders of 
certain fish, like the Totoaba and the Nile Perch are so 
valuable and in demand due to their status as the four “marine 
treasures” in Cantonese cuisine, served to honour guests or 
celebrate special occasions, particularly over Chinese New 
Year, that the impact on these stocks, including from Illegal 
fishing is causing devastation in these populations. Also 
profiled in Appendix 1 and also endangered and targeted by 
criminals due to their high prices are Bluefin Tuna, and 
Sturgeon. 

For details of Illegal Fishing off African waters see Appendix 2.  

4. UN Sustainability Goals  

The United Nations’ 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development and its 17 Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) include commitments on IUU fishing, for example to 
‘end overfishing, illegal, unregulated and unreported fishing’ 
and “to eliminate state subsidies that contribute to these 
practices,” (targets 14.4 and 14.6).  

According to Greenpeace, “many marine ecologists think that 
the biggest single threat to marine ecosystems today is 

overfishing. Our appetite for fish is exceeding the oceans’ 
ecological limits with devastating impacts – and there is now 
estimated to be four times more global fishing capacity than 
there are fish left to catch. Giant ships are now using state-of-
the-art sonar to pinpoint schools of fish quickly and accurately. 
These ships also have fish processing and packing plants, huge 
freezing systems, fishmeal processing plants, and powerful 
engines to drag enormous fishing gear through the ocean.” 

According to the United Nations, over 70 percent of the 
world’s fisheries are either ‘fully exploited’, ‘over exploited’ or 
significantly depleted’. Some species have already been fished 
to commercial extinction, and more are on the verge of 
extinction. Regulation of fishing vessels is universally 
inadequate. More often than not, the fishing industry is given 
access to fish stocks before the longer term impact of their 
fishing practices is understood. Overfishing is causing 
profound changes in our oceans, perhaps changing them 
forever. Over 90 per cent of large predatory fish, such as cod 
and tuna, have already been caught. As the larger species get 
fished out, fishermen are increasingly forced to look further 
down the food chain. Overfishing doesn’t only threaten the 
fish species we target for food. Other species – such as marine 
mammals and seabirds – are caught incidentally in fishing gear 
and killed. This is known in the trade by the innocuous 
sounding word, “bycatch.” Even worse, many – if not most – 
modern fishing methods are seriously destructive. Bottom 
Trawling, for example, can destroy entire habitats found on the 
ocean floor. The impacts are felt throughout the marine 
ecosystems. Scientists are already warning that the oceans will 
suffer profound changes as a result of overfishing and 
destructive fishing practices.” 

5. IUU Fishing Index 

The only indicators against which progress against the UN 
Sustainability Targets for fish stocks is currently measured are 
the proportion of fish stocks within sustainable levels and 
states’ implementation of international instruments aiming to 
combat IUU fishing, which leaves a major evidence gap as to 
where interventions are most needed, and how states’ 
performance measures against others.  

In order to fill this evidence gap, an organisation was founded 
in 2013 known as the Global Initiative, which comprises a 
network of over 370 independent global and regional experts 
working on human rights, democracy, governance, and 
development issues where organised crime has become 
increasingly pertinent. The IUU Fishing Index , created by the 5

Global Initiative was first published in January 2019. The Index 
benchmarks countries’ vulnerability, prevalence and response 
to IUU fishing, based on a suite of 40 indicators. The scores 
from the Index yield both expected and unexpected results.  

While Belgium came out with the most favourable score for all 
indicators combined at 1.43, China fared worst, with an overall 
score of 3.93. (Scores: 1 = best-performing; 5 = worst-
performing), with a Global Average of 2.92. Many developing 
countries in Africa, Asia and Oceania are highlighted as areas 

 IUCN. Available at: https://www.iucn.org/theme/species4

 IUU Fishing Index. Available at: https://globalinitiative.net/iuu-fishing-index/5
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of concern, primarily because they lack State resources to fully 
respond to the threats posed by IUU fishing. However, several 
industrialised countries also scored as vulnerable due to 
extensive 
fishing 
infrastructure 
requiring 
sophisticated 
regulatory 
capacity. 

By region, Asia 
displays the 
poorest scores 
in terms of 
prevalence of 
IUU fishing; of 
the ocean basins, the East Indian Ocean has the worst score; 
and China, Taiwan Cambodia and Vietnam all perform 
especially poorly. Countries from other regions and ocean 
basins scoring badly include Russia and Panama. Europe and 
North America score best on their response to IUU fishing, but 
Oceania also performs well, highlighting the high priority 
given to fisheries by Countries and Regional institutions. 

Whilst China comes bottom of these ratings, it should be 
recognised that China is in a unique position, when it comes to 
Fishing. China has almost 15 million people engaged in 
Fisheries (9.4 million in Fishing / 5 million in Fish Farming), and 
controls 12% of 
the global market 
via its fleet of 
220,000 
motorised fishing 
vessels, of which 
25,600 are at 
least 100 ton 
ships. For more 
on what China 
and other leading 
Fishing Countries 
could so, see 
Section 9 below. 

Whilst Illegal fishing is a global phenomenon, it is particularly 
concentrated in developing countries as they are responsible 
for 82.7 percent of the total international trade in fishery 
commodities. Illegal fishing operations regularly target port 
states with weak monitoring and enforcement because they 
can operate with relative impunity.  

Developing countries, which often lack the resources, rule of 
law, and/or political will to sufficiently monitor and enforce 
fishing regulations, bear the greatest burden, frequently 
economic, of illegal fishing due to their reliance on the fishing 
industry. 

According to ODI, cracking down on IUU Fishing in West 
Africa, could help create 300,000 jobs, and as an alternative to 
selling foreign fishing rights which brings in approx US$400 

million annually, further investing in fisheries locally could 
instead generate an additional US$3.3 billion for the region.  

The prevalence of 
IUU fishing in the 
world is more 
concentrated in 
regional hotspots 
for IUU fishing 
which are in the 
Eastern Pacific, the 
Northwest Pacific, 
West Africa, 
Southeast Asia, 
and Pacific Islands. 
For more details 

on IUU Fishing in 
African waters see Appendix 2. 

6. The EU Carding System 

The introduction of the carding system by the EU  has seen 25 6

countries yellow carded, with six 
receiving red cards since 2010, when 
EU regulations were brought in to list 
third countries of concern. Countries 
such as Cambodia, Comoros & St 
Vincent & Grenadines remain red 
carded and are therefore banned from 

supplying EU 
markets. Countries 
that remain yellow 
carded are 
Vietnam, Taiwan, 
Kiribati, Liberia, 
Sierra Leone, 
Trinidad & Tobago 
& St Kitts & Nevis. 
Countries 
previously listed 
that have been 

delisted most recently include, Thailand that was deemed to 
have sufficiently addressed concerns and was delisted in 
January 2019.  

7. The US System 

The US Moratorium Protection Act requires the US 
government to produce a biennial report to Congress that lists 
nations the US has identified for illegal, unreported, and 
unregulated, or IUU, fishing and/or by-catch of protected 
species and shark catches on the high seas for nations that do 
not have regulatory measures comparable to the United 
States. No Countries have been listed or reported, (except for 
Mexico in 2017 - since resolved following Mexican 
government action). 

 EU Carding System: Available at: http://www.iuuwatch.eu/map-of-eu-carding-decisions/6
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8. Areas of Concern & Potential Red Flags  

In addition to material exposures to Countries of Concern (see 
above), Potential additional “Red Flags” 
may include: fishing for fish species with a 
high market value; taking Flags of 
Convenience, transparency Issues with 
vessel ownership and inadequate use of 
vessel tracking technology, involvement in 
Transhipment, use of Ports that are not 
signed up to international standards, and inclusion on relevant 
watchlists. No one individual red flag is, in and of itself, 
necessarily determinative of suspicion. Many of the red flags 
or key risk indicators (KRI’s) may appear characteristic of 
potential IUU Fishing but on closer inspection, look very much 
in fact like those of legal fishing. More likely indicative of 
suspicion are combinations or red flags or KRI’s 

Fish Species - marine life that bring high prices, are often also 
on endangered lists due to excessive & illegal fishing. The so 
called four marine treasures, shark fin, sea cucumbers, abalone 
and the swim bladders of certain fish like Tatoaba and Nile 
Perch are regarded as delicacies in Cantonese cuisine. Blue 
Fin Tuna and Sturgeon are also highly valued, but legal trade 
of these endangered species are either banned or restricted, 
making illegal fishing even more profitable. For more details 
see Appendix 1.  

Flags of Convenience (FOCs) - FOC’s are a maritime legal 
regime that allows a vessel to be registered outside the 
country of ownership. The flag state (i.e., the country in which 
the vessel is registered) has legal authority over the vessels 
under its flag and is responsible for enforcing national 
regulations. Countries that “specialise” in offering FOCs 
principally do so to collect revenues from fees, services, and 
taxes, though they routinely do not have the ability and/or 
desire to exercise adequate control over vessels flying their 
flag, particularly those operating in distant waters.. The 
International Transport Workers’ Federation, has declared 33 
countries and territories as offering FOCs and of these, 23 are 
developing countries and 3 are landlocked. 

Vessel Ownership & Registration – The Environmental 
Justice Foundation, believe that the adoption of a global 
record “with consistent and validated vessel, company and 
owner information, underpinned by an International Maritime 
Organization (IMO) number as a unique vessel identifier (UVI), 
is a practical, feasible and cost-effective step to combat illegal, 
unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing by driving 
transparency and traceability throughout the seafood supply 
chain.” Currently, only non-fishing commercial vessels are 
required by the IMO to be registered with the vessel 
numbering scheme. That said, whilst there are a variety of 
actors involved in IUU fishing, from individual operators and 
small enterprises to multinational companies and organised 
criminal syndicates, some of the most damaging illegal fishing 
is conducted by seemingly legitimate enterprises, often fleets 
of corporate trawlers, which engage in harmful and unlawful 
fishing practices in order to maximise profits. 

Vessel Tracking – tracking is not possible for most of the 
estimated 4 million fishing vessels in the world. Still, 200,000 
larger vessels publicise their locations via the automated 
identification systems. Global Fishing Watch enables users 
with Internet access to monitor fishing activity globally, and to 
view “individual vessel tracks, exclusive economic zones, 
marine protected areas, and other features.” It is hoped that 
the initiative can help to reduce “global overfishing, illegal 
fishing and habitat destruction.” According to Global Fishing 
Watch, “We are revolutionising the ability to monitor the global 
commercial fishing fleet, offering near real-time tracking of 
fishing activity via a public map, for free, to track fishing boats 
and download data about their past and present activities.” 
Some vessels with trackers have been known to switch them 
off while they operate in “questionable locations” then switch 
them back on when they return to safer waters, which may 
itself be a potential red flag. 

Vessel Watchlists  – watchlists are available identifying 
vessels that have been found to carry out or support IUU 
fishing and can be searched to identify and monitor the global 
fishing vessel fleet for illegal activities.  

Transhipment  – exchanging fish catch, crew or supplies 
between boats at sea is common, but it also creates the 
opportunity for illegal activity involving drugs and people, for 
example human rights abuses have been associated with 
transshipment. By allowing fishing vessels to remain at sea for 
months or even years captains can impose conditions on crew 
that amount to conditions of forced labour and modern 
slavery. 

Ports of Landing – Ports with lax enforcement or limited 
inspections have traditionally been a weak point in the global 
fight against IUU fishing. With adoption of the Port States 
Measures Agreement (PSMA), and its entry into force in June 
2016, (by 30 States – now up to 50 States) designed to prevent 
illegally caught fish from entering ports, Countries subject to 
PSMA have committed to exerting greater port controls on 
commercial foreign-flagged vessels. For foreign fishing vessels 
wishing to enter PSMA Ports, they must first request 
permission in advance, transmitting detailed information on 
their identities, activities, and the fish they have onboard, with 
landings only permitted at specially designated ports 
equipped for effective inspections. Ships suspected of being 
involved in illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing 
can be denied entry into port outright – or permitted to enter 
for inspection purposes only and refused permission to 
offload fish, refuel, or resupply. Vessels that are allowed into 
ports may be subject to inspections conducted according to a 
common set of standards. They will be required to prove they 
are licensed to fish by the country whose flag they fly, and that 
they have the necessary permissions from the Countries in 
whose waters they operate. If not, or if inspections turn up 
evidence of IUU fishing activity, vessels will be denied any 
further use of ports and reported as violators. Once a ship is 
denied access or inspections reveal problems, parties must 
communicate that information to the Country under whose 
flag the vessel is registered and inform other treaty 
participants as well as Ports in neighbouring countries. 

�
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9. A 5 Point Plan of Action  

Whilst FI’s can play their part (see next section), there are other 
actors and actions that will make the difference, with ambitious 
UN Sustainability Goals in mind, 
including the following 5 point plan, 
which looks beyond conservation and 
proposes a comprehensive financial 
crime related response. 

1. FATF - Treating Illegal Fishing as a top 
10 Financial Crime. Under the new (since July 2019) Chinese 
Presidency of FATF (for one year), FATF have, to their and the 
Chinese Presidency’s credit, included Illegal Wildlife as an area 
that will receive greater focus going forward. FATF could 
consider  

• whether more can be done regarding Corruption, as 
progress seems to have stalled and this is a cross cutting 
foundation predicate offences that facilitates and 
perpetuates not only the Illegal Fishing but all financial 
crimes.  

• whether Countries yet to be evaluated, particularly those 
more exposed, should be assessed with the risks and 
responses to Illegal Fishing, including whether a Country 
has included IWT in any National Risk Assessment  

• whether Illegal Fishing should be included expressly as  a 
FATF “Designated Category of Offence.” Currently there 
are 20 offences designated which include “environmental 
crime,” which could be expanded to read instead 
“environmental crime, including trafficking of wildlife, 
antiquities, Illegal logging, mining and fishing.” 

2. The Egmont Group / Interpol - to conduct a typology 
review of its members (that have relevant and recent) 
Intelligence (and in consultation with the private sector and 
NGO’s) in particular by analysing and assessing action taken 
against Illegal Fishing and reviewing the financial information 
available. The results of the typology review to be shared with 
FIU’s, NGO’s and FI’s.    

4. Governments & Countries  - Action can be taken by key 
Governments, in particular following Recommendations made 
in a December 2018 Report by the OECD titled; “Combatting 
Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated Fishing: Where countries 
stand and where efforts should concentrate in the future” 
where they identify six policy areas for government 
intervention in relation to IUU fishing. These relate to 
increased responsibility: 

• by flag states (regulating domestically flagged fishing 
vessels in the areas beyond their national jurisdiction and in 
foreign exclusive economic zones),  

• by coastal states (regulating vessels in the domestic 
exclusive economic zone),  

• by port states (applying port controls and regulating the flow 
of products to the market) and  

• by market states (creating economic disincentives for IUU 
fishing and using market tools to detect illegal seafood 
moving along the supply chain). 

The final two relate to: 

• enforcement to improve the capacity of monitoring, control 
and surveillance schemes, national inter-agency co-
operation practices, and  

• the comprehensiveness of existing sanctioning systems, and 
finally international co-operation, to improve the scope of 
international co-operation against IUU fishing. 

In addition  

Major Fishing Countries  

Practically the biggest impact is likely to come from China (as 
the leading fishing nation with around 15% of the market), but 
the following measures could equally be taken by the other 
leading fishing nations, such as Indonesia (7%), US (5%), India 
(5%), Russia (5%), Peru (4%), Norway (2.5%), Myanmar (2.5%), 
Japan (3.5%), Vietnam (3%), which make up the top 10 and 
catch just over 50% of the worlds fishing catch. 

Measures leading fishing Countries could take:  

• eliminating or reducing fuel subsidies to deep water fleets, 
to rightsize productive capacity with sustainable fishing. 

• imposing sanctions on those from their fleets, including 
removing subsidies, licenses, imposing fines and 
impounding vessels, that are found to have been engaged in 
Illegal Fishing, and or failing to comply with requirements 
such as vessel tracking (see below). 

• requiring all deep water fishing vessels to have fitted and 
operating at all times, vessel tracking transponders. 

• signing up to the Port State Measures Agreement and 
requiring the deep water fleet to only use Ports that are 
approved under this scheme.   

• considering new regulations requiring an independent 
observer on all large deep water vessels to report on 
compliance. 

• considering new regulations and reporting requirements to 
ensure compliance with International Labour Organisation 
standards for crews, to avoid fish crews living and working in 
conditions that can be described as modern slavery.   

• expanding capacity in the monitoring, control and 
surveillance of the Chinese deep water fleet, including in 
enforcement, leading to more prosecutions and convictions. 

5. Donors and Philanthropists - To consider establishing the 
equivalent of the Global Fund to End Modern Slavery 
(GFEMS), covering ocean, sea and river wildlife and making it 
also open to private contributions, from philanthropists and 
individual donations. Countries with the largest deep water 
fishing fleets could be significant contributors to the Fund or 
impose a levy. 
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10. What Can FI’s do to help? 

Financial institutions have a key role to play in the fight against 
this global crime. Where criminals exploit the formal banking 
system to spend, transfer and launder illegal profits, FI’s have 
access to financial data that can be used to identify cases of 
IUU Fishing and provide the evidence needed to disrupt it and 
prosecute those responsible. IUU Fishing is an important 
crime type in itself, but as covered in this Intelligence Briefing 
criminals are likely also involved in other crimes, such as drug, 
goods, people and arms trafficking, illegal logging, people 
smuggling, sanctions busting and terrorism and or terrorism 
finance. With all serious financial crimes, corruption is usually 
involved at some stage in facilitating the crime or protecting 
traffickers from exposure. Taking action and or including IUU 
Fishing as an important part of a Financial Crime Programme 
has the added effect of also indirectly targeting these other 
serious crimes too 

For Financial Institutions, IUU Fishing is likely to be relevant for 
many, bearing in mind the global nature of the crime and it’s 
interconnectedness into the legitimate fisheries trade, but the 
risks faced may be different for FI’s, and require a 
differentiated approach.  

Consider the following:  

• Financial Institutions can also use the 
materials in this Intelligence Briefing, to 
develop or expand their own red flags and 
or suggest control environment changes, 
conducting intelligence led ad hoc 
investigations, or supplementing on 
boarding checks (or periodic reviews) for 
customers exposed to increase IUU fishing 
risks.  

• Financial Institutions can use the Predicate 
Offence Maturity Matrix (see Appendix 3) to 
assess their current state approach to 
tackling IUU fishing and rate themselves 
(using  a 5 Tier Rating scale across 7 
categories.  FI’s can use this assessment to 
evaluate if they are where they want to be 
and or what the additional steps should be 
to meet their expectations (or to reduce them as 
appropriate). 

• Financial Institutions can also use the 
Infographics (Appendix 4)  as part of its own 
training and awareness programme as a part 
of its financial crime programme either for 
FCC Specialists, or Analysts conducting 
investigations and or alert disposition and or 
for more front office staff more likely to 
come into contact with clients involved in 
IUU Fishing. 

• Beyond this FI’s may wish to consider whether IIU Fishing 
should be included within their Corporate & Social 
Responsibility programmes, which may go further than IUU 
Fishing by also denying access to financial services from 

commercial activities that damage the 
oceans. For example by involvement 
in losing so called “ghost gear” which 
is a major contributor to all marine 
litter, (estimated to be as much as a 
tenth of all litter found in the ocean), 
or by using driftnet fishing, deep sea 
bottom trawling, or fishing with the use of explosives or 
cyanide. For an example of how to respond to IUU Fishing, 
by denying commercial operations any access to financial 
services see here from Standard Chartered Bank 


• To further promote understanding and awareness, consider 
establishing IUU Fishing  ambassadors in each branch or 
office to support the FI’s initiative and or simply to educate 
staff members and or 
provide staff members with 
a regular eg monthly forum 
to discuss this issue and 
generate ideas and 
consider donations and 
volunteering. For example 
sponsor an NGO like WWF, Greenpeace, Traffic or similar or 
wherever is local that needs support.  

• Illegal Fishing is one of the Focus 
areas for Financial Crime News (FCN), 
with access to and publication of 
leading opinion and comment across 
the Fighting Financial Crime 
community. By subscribing to FCN, 
you can keep up to date and access 
premium material to stay informed. 

• You can also learn more by accessing the resources and 
further information set out in Appendix 5.  
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Appendix 1 - Species Endangered from Over/Illegal 
Fishing 

Since 1970, global populations of marine species fished have 
halved, with some of the most important species experiencing 
even greater declines. There are over 400 known endangered 
marine species linked to human consumption, and made 
worse by Illegal Fishing. For example: Abalone, Arapaima, 
Bluefin Tuna, Carp, Conch, Freshwater Eel, Grenadier, Grouper, 
Guitarfish, Hake, Halibut, Orange Roughy, Porgies, Pufferfish, 
Ray, Redfish & Rockfish, Sawfish, Sea Cucumber, Sea Horse, 
Sea Turtle, Seabream, Shark, Skate, Sturgeon, Tilefish, Totoaba, 
Whale & Wrasse all of which are on endangered lists (either 
Appendix 1 or 2 of Cites or on the IUCN Red List of 
Threatened Species. This does not include other marine 
species such as dolphins, porpoises and seals. 

The Four Marine Treasures 

Along with shark fin, sea cucumbers and the swim bladders 
of certain fish, abalone is regarded as one of four “marine 
treasures” in Cantonese cuisine, served to honour guests or 
celebrate special occasions, particularly over Chinese New 
Year.  

Abalone  

Considered the most expensive seafood in 
the world, demand for abalone or sea snails 
in Asia is pushing up price further  and 
incentivising criminal gangs to fish illegally threatening the 
survival of this large sea snail. Whilst Japanese abalone is 
considered the best, abalone also comes from South Africa, 
the USA, Mexico, Oceania and in the English Channel between 
the U.K. andg Normandy. Abalone are also prized for their 
shells which are often sold as decorative items and as a source 
of mother of pearl. 

Whilst most abalone are now produced in Farms, particularly 
in China and South Korea, importing countries are led by 
Hong Kong and Japan who source abalone from Australia, 
New Zealand, South Africa and Mexico. Other Countries also 
to note include the USA (off California and Hawaii) and the 
Philippines. Whilst all source Countries face illegal abalone 
fishing, South Africa is particularly affected.   

Whilst the trade is legal in South Africa, only a third of the 
abalone caught is done so legally (i.e. in line with quotas and 
other regulations). The illicit trade is controlled by Chinese 
criminals, who source their product from local gangs, often in 
exchange for drugs such as methamphetamine, known as tik 
in South Africa. Abalone is dried in South Africa before being 
sent to HK usually via neighbouring African Countries with 
laxer Border Controls. Trucks routinely cross into Namibia or 
Zimbabwe or Mozambique with abalone hidden in false 
compartments or hidden among boxes of dried fruits. 

According to Traffic a Wildlife Monitoring network: 

• in the last 25 years, criminal syndicates have exported more 
than 50,000 tonnes of abalone, equivalent to 130 million 
individual snails. The annual illicit catch exceeds 3,000 

•  tonnes, averaging 8 tonnes a day. Since 2001 the value of 
poached abalone catch off the coast of South Africa was 
$900 million. 

• 2/3rds of the dried abalone that enters HK each year 
originates in South Africa and of this an estimated 2/3rds is 
from the Black Market, so selecting at random a dried piece 
of abalone in Hong Kong is likely to have been poached 
illegally from South Africa. 

South African authorities do arrest poachers but this has had 
little impact on an industry that employs more than 5,000 
people. For most poachers convictions are rare and even in 
these cases jail time is no more than a year.  

In the book Poacher: Confessions from the abalone 
underworld by Kimon de Greef, the underworld market for 
abalone is revealed, through the first hand account from one 
poachers who dived for 15 years for these large sea snails. 
Whilst operating alone the poacher was but a small cog in a 
criminal industry stretching from the Cape underworld to 
China’s luxury seafood market. The poacher risks his life diving 
daily in waters where great white sharks patrol, and others like 
him in desperate fishing communities work with local gangs 
from the notorious Cape Flats. Their lives involve drugs, 
blackmail, guns, robbery, shark encounters & near-drownings. 

In China abalone is considered a luxury item and commonly 
forms part of a Chinese banquet in the same way as shark fine 
soup. In Japan, live and raw abalones are used in awabi sushi, 
or served steamed, salted, boiled, chopped, or simmered in 
soy sauce. Salted, fermented abalone entrails are the main 
component of tottsuru, a local dish from Honshū. Tottsuru is 
mainly enjoyed with sake. 

Sharks  

According to the FAO, the trade in shark 
fin is causing catastrophic harm to the 
marine ecosystem. At least 73 million 
sharks are killed each year by finning, 
though some estimate that finning kills up 
to 100 million sharks each year. Estimates of the global value 
of the shark fin trade range from US$540 million to US$1.2 
billion a year.  Shark is typically served in Chinese and 
Vietnamese cuisine as shark fin soup. Shark meat is also 
consumed domestically in countries such as Japan, Korea, 
Singapore, Indonesia, Mexico, Ecuador, and others. Whale 
sharks, basking sharks, great white sharks, porbeagle sharks, 
thresher sharks, hammerhead sharks, silky sharks, and oceanic 
white-tip sharks are listed on CITES Appendix II, meaning the 
commercial trade of the species is subject to trade restrictions. 
Several countries and several states within the U.S. have 
prohibited the possession and/or sale of shark fins. 

Shark finning is the act of removing fins from sharks and 
discarding the rest of the shark. The sharks are often still alive 
when discarded, but without their fins. Unable to swim 
effectively, they sink to the bottom of the ocean and die of 
suffocation or are eaten by other predators. Shark finning at 
sea enables fishing vessels to increase profitability and 
increase the number of sharks harvested, as they only have to 
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store and transport the fins, by far the most profitable part of 
the shark. 

Shark finning increased since 1997 largely due to the 
increasing demand for shark fins for shark fin soup and 
traditional cures, particularly in China. The International Union 
for Conservation of Nature’s Shark Specialist Group say that 
shark finning is widespread, and that “the rapidly expanding 
and largely unregulated shark fin trade represents one of the 
most serious threats to shark populations worldwide.  

Over/Illegal Fishing is the primary threat to shark populations. 
Bycatch (the incidental uptake of non-target species) of shark 
also contributes significantly to population loss. 

Sea Cucumbers 

The rapid expansion of sea cucumber fisheries to satisfy 
mainly Asian demand has caused over/Illegal fishing to 
become the largest threat to sea 
cucumber populations. Sea 
cucumber products are used in soups 
and other dishes and is considered a 
delicacy in Asian countries. Sea 
cucumber is also used in traditional Chinese medicine to treat 
fatigue, impotence, constipation, frequent urination, and joint 
pain. Whilst not all sea cucumbers are threatened by over/
Illegal fishing, certain species are in trouble, Moreover, 
overfishing of sea cucumbers is leading in part, to the 
degradation of native coral reef systems, as sea 
cucumber species can play an integral role as algae and 
detritus cleaners on the reef.  

Tatoaba 

A Totoaba can grow up to 7 feet (2.1 
metres) long and resembles the giant 
yellow croaker, a similarly huge fish 
native to China’s southern coast, whose 
bladder fetched high prices for use in traditional soup with 
supposedly medicinal properties, called fish maw. Once 
discovered, the Tatoaba became a popular catch for export 
and for Ilegal fishing as the Tatoaba’ swim bladder can sell for 
as much as $10,000 per kg. Overfishing initially caused the 
steep decline of wild Tatoaba populations, which led to its 
inclusion on CITES Appendix I, meaning it is illegal to trade the 
fish now commercially.  With demand still high, Illegal fishing 
continues, with poaching accounting for its continued decline. 
Illegal fishing using gill nets to catch Totoaba is carried out in 
Mexico’s Gulf of California, on the west coast, where the fish is 
endemic, but in doing so the bycatch includes vaquita – the 
most critically endangered marine mammal on the planet. 
These fishing practices have led to significant population 
decline, leaving only about a dozen vaquita left in the wild. 

Beyond these four “Marine Treasures” also endangered and 
targeted by criminals die to their high prices are Bluefin Tuna, 
and Sturgeon. 

Bluefin Tuna  

Bluefin Tuna are the largest tunas in 
the ocean and can live up to 40 
years. There are three species of 
bluefin: Atlantic (the largest and most 
endangered), Pacific, and Southern. 
Most catches of the Atlantic bluefin tuna are taken from the 
Mediterranean Sea, which is the most important bluefin tuna 
fishery in the world. Southern bluefin tuna is a gourmet food, 
which is in demand for use in sashimi and sushi. It is regarded 
by both Japanese and Western chefs as the best raw fish to eat 
in the world. By far the largest consumer of SBT is Japan, 
followed by the US and China. The price peaked in 1990 at 
$34 per kilogram when a typical 350 pound fish sold for 
around $10,000. The Tsukiji Fish Market in Tokyo is the largest 
wholesale market of SBT in the world. Tsukiji handles more 
than 2,400 tons of fish, worth about US$20 million, a day. In 
2013, a 222-kilogram Pacific bluefin tuna was sold at Tsukiji for 
$1.8 million, or about $8,000 per kilogram. Bluefin tuna 
populations have declined severely from overfishing and 
illegal fishing over the past few decades –not just Atlantic 
bluefin tuna, but also Pacific bluefin tuna and Southern bluefin 
tuna. Population declines have been largely driven by the 
demand for this fish in high end sushi markets.  SBT is 
estimated to have declined by more than 80% globally since 
the 1970s. 

Sturgeon  

Sturgeon is most commonly 
exploited for its eggs, or roe, 
which are processed, salted, and sold as caviar. Overfishing is 
one of the main reasons, Sturgeon is listed by Cites Appendix 
1 and 2 (depending one particular species). The sturgeon was 
once found in all of Europe’s great rivers, and its meat and 
caviar have fed royalty and the wider population throughout 
history. However, due to overfishing the. sturgeon has 
disappeared from most waters. Today, only three rivers in the 
whole continent still support breeding populations: the 
Garonne in France; the Danube, which flows across central 
and Eastern Europe; and the Rioni in the Caucasus. All 
countries of the Caspian basin agreed to ban commercial 
fishing of sturgeon since 2014 to stop 
their extinction. As a result the most 
pressing threat is from Illegal fishing. 

Sea Turtles 

For more than 100 million years sea 
turtles have covered vast distances 
across the world's oceans, filling a vital role in the balance of 
marine habitats. Seven different species of sea (or marine) 
turtles live in the Oceans with nearly all species classified as  
“Endangered.” One of the by products of overfishing, 
including illegal fishing, is the slaughtering of Sea Turtles, in 
particular by accidental capture in fishing gear. Declines have 
been reported of 90% in Eastern Pacific Leatherbacks in the 
last 30 years and tens of thousands of sea turtles are lost each 
year to over fishing and illegal trade 
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Appendix 2 - Illegal Fishing in African Waters   

Despite having a coastline that covers over 26,000 nautical 
miles inclusive of its islands, and with waters among the most 
fertile in the world, African Countries, (according to the African 
Union) account for only about 1.2 per cent of world shipping 
by number and about 0.9 per cent by gross tonnage.  

According to the FAO, the total contribution by the fisheries 
and aquaculture sector in Africa is estimated at US$ 24 billion 
(FAO, 2013), and accounts for 1.25 percent of total GDP. The 
highest contribution is from marine artisanal fisheries (0.42%), 
followed by marine industrial fisheries (0.36%), inland fisheries 
(0.33%), and aquaculture (0.14%). Fish provides an important 
food for over 400 million people in Africa, providing over 22% 
of the protein intake in sub-Saharan Africa. The fisheries sector 
offers employment opportunities with over 12.3 million 
people employed as fishers or processors. 

The FAO  estimates that Africa loses between US$2-7

US$5 billion annually due to the mismanagement in the 
fisheries sector, though total economic loss due to 
illegal fishing in Africa is thought to be much higher at 
between $10 billion and $13 billion. According to the 
African Union most of this loss comes from West Africa 
(57%), followed by Northern Africa (30%) and then relatively 
small amounts from Central (7%), Eastern (4%) and Southern 
Africa (2%).  

From the total catch in West, East and Southern Africa, the 
amount caught considered as Illegal shows significant 
variance. For example in West Africa Illegal fishing is estimated 
at approx 37% of the total, in East Africa at approx 18% and in 
Southern Africa at approx 6% of the total . 8

By effectively ceding much of their waters to foreign fleets, 
and with little or no effective oversight it’s unsurprising that 1 
in 4 fish caught in African waters is illegally fished, (compared 
to 1 in 5 globally). 

The presence of foreign fishing vessels can cause maritime 
insecurity and conflict. In African waters, domestic fishing 
fleets tend to be small-scale and artisanal, using small boats 
and gear. Foreign vessels, especially those from distant-water 
fleets that have traveled thousands of miles to fish, are larger, 
faster, and use larger sets of gear. This can cause direct conflict 
between domestic and foreign vessels. In some African 
countries, foreign vessels have been accused of destroying 
artisanal gear, crowding out smaller boats, destroying marine 
habitat, and depleting fisheries resources. Case studies in East 
West and Central Africa demonstrate that illegal fishing is 
often related to, and even caused by, the presence of foreign 
fishing vessels in a nation’s waters.  

This is not universally true, and some nations that host foreign 
fleets have low levels of Illegal fishing. Likewise, not all foreign 
vessels generate conflict. 

West Africa  

The Atlantic Ocean and its adjoining West African waters are 
among the most fertile in the world resulting in a strong 
foundation for plentiful marine life. A wide range of 
commercially popular fish species and seafood feed people all 
over West Africa or find their way to dinner tables in China and 
Europe. However, due to decades of overfishing, illegal fishing 
and lack of fisheries management in this region, the situation 
is now perilous.  

Somewhere between 25-40% of fish caught in West African 
waters is caught illegally, which threatens the sustainability of 
fish stocks, damages the ecosystem and deprives 
governments of income and people of livelihoods. This 
equates to a loss of at least US$2.3 billion annually in the 
waters of six of the seven countries constituting the sub-region 

of northwest Africa (Mauritania, Senegal, The Gambia, 
Guinea Bissau, Guinea and Sierra Leone).   

In West Africa, about 7 million people depend directly 
on fishing as a source of income, but this access is 
increasingly hindered by industrial foreign fleets which, 
often illegally, target areas that are otherwise reserved 
for small-scale fishers and their communities. It has 

been estimated that over 300,000 jobs were lost to illegal 
fishing in the region. Studies have found that poverty is 
increasingly affecting fishing communities . 9

Ghana 

In Ghana, about 2 million people rely on fish for their food and 
income. But trawlers, run almost exclusively by Chinese 
operators using Ghanaian front companies, are illegally 
targeting the local catch and selling it back to local 
communities at a profit, according to a report from the 
Environmental Justice Foundation. The profit on approximately 
100,000 tonnes of fish increased by $31 million when landed 
locally.  

Nigeria 

The coastal nation is marine-rich but over half the fish bought 
by Nigerians are imported from countries like China. In 2018, 
the Nigerian navy declared the country was losing US$70 
million annually to Chinese trawlers fishing illegally in its 
waters. Bizarrely China exported roughly US$42 million worth 
of fish to Nigeria in 2017, more than double the year before. 
Nigeria is the fourth largest importer of fish. Foreign imports 
plug a 2 million metric tonne supply gap to a growing 
population of 190 million. A report from the Overseas 
Development Institute used satellite tracking to monitor the 
methods of exploitation used by foreign fleets within the 
stretch of water from Senegal to Nigeria. It revealed fishing 
boats commonly transfer catches to other vessels in order to 
flout quota regulations. Catches are also transported via 
container ships that are subject to less stringent checks. 
Vessels from China, the Netherlands and Spain were 
identified. 

 Available at: https://europa.eu/capacity4dev/file/52370/download?token=TfEI5PhD7

 Available at:  https://stableseas.org/issue-areas/fisheries8

  Available at: https://www.icsf.net/images/samudra/pdf/english/issue_77/4319_art_Sam77_e_art06.pdf9

�



�  O F  �12 17

Nigeria is Africa’s wealthiest economy, a status built on oil, 
finance and manufacturing. But this has not reverberated to all 
its citizens. Fishers earn US$3 a day, and half the country lives 
on less than US$1.90 a day, the international measure of 
extreme poverty. Fishing, an industry employing 790,000 
Nigerians, is a tradition now under threat from Illegal fishing. 

Drug Trafficking  

According to the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 
West Africa is a hub for drug trafficking between South 
America and Europe, with estimates that more than 25% per 
cent of the cocaine consumed annually in Europe transits  
West Africa. Seizures in West Africa have occurred on fishing 
vessels coming from Colombia,Venezuela and Brazil. 

Maritime Piracy 

Nigerian criminal gangs and pirates have moved beyond 
cargo theft to crew kidnappings, often targeting oil tankers 
whereby the most valuable crew members are kidnapped for 
ransom, but also fishing vessels. West African pirates operating 
in the Gulf of Guinea are known for their violent methods, 
which often involve the kidnapping, torture and killing of crew 
members. Incidents of piracy in West Africa occur mostly in 
Nigerian waters. However, criminal boardings have been 
reported in the waters of Liberia and Angola. Benin, Côte 
d’Ivoire, Democratic Republic of Congo, Gabon, Ghana, 
Guinea, Sierra Leone and Togo have also experienced piracy 
incidents. The lack of surveillance resources that enables 
maritime piracy also enables illegal fishing in the region. 
Illegal fishing activities in the Gulf of Guinea are a 
longstanding security concern that is increasingly difficult to 
tackle, since many coastal states do not have the capacity to 
patrol their waters. Additionally, the lack of information sharing 
between agencies and between countries makes it difficult to 
identify suspect vessels. 

China’s role in Illegal Fishing in West Africa  

China’s distant-water fishing fleet is the largest in the world 
and operates more vessels in West African waters than any 
other nation, (with about 300 active vessels), benefiting from 
government subsidies fuelling the deep water Chinese fleet. 

Estimates suggest that approximately two thirds of the 
Chinese vessels fishing in West African waters are fishing 
illegally. 

Where until recently, the Chinese government seemed to look 
the other way on transgressions by its fleet, a change in 

approach is apparently underway, with the Chinese 
government since 2016 appearing anxious to convey a more 
positive brand of China to the rest of the world and its partner 
countries in particular, across Africa. According to Greenpeace 
Africa, to date nearly 264 fishing vessels belonging to 78 
Chinese distant fishing” companies have been sanctioned for 
Illegal Unreported and Unregulated (IUU) fishing [and the] 
equivalent of $110 million of subsidy to these enterprises 
canceled by the government, with 3 companies losing their 
approvals to fish in distant waters, and 15 people (business 
owners or captains) blacklisted. 

East Africa  

The combined marine and inland fisheries in East Africa is 
responsible for 1/3 of all catches in Africa, with Tanzania and 
Uganda representing just over half of this catch.and DR 
Congo, Kenya and Madagascar jointly a third. Nile Perch for 
export and tilapia for local consumption is caught in Lake 
Victoria, a variety of freshwater fish in Lake Tanganyika and fin 
fish, molluscs and crustaceans are caught by coastal fishermen 
with the industrial fishers also focussed on Tuna. 

Lake Victoria  

Lake Victoria is the second largest freshwater body in the 
world, bordered by Kenya, Tanzania, and Uganda. Around 
one million tons of fish are caught from the lake each year, by 
around 200,000 fishers working from locally-made boats. It is 
widely believed that there are high levels of illegal fishing 
activity on and around the lake. 

Of particular concern is the Nile perch industry, the most 
valuable of the three commercial fisheries in the lake. 
According to the FAO,  Lake Victoria has seen a dramatic drop 
in the number and size of Nile Perch (highly prized for fish 
maw - otherwise known as swim bladder and a delicacy in 
Chinese cuisine), from as much as 50kg per fish in the 1980s to 
less than 10kg today. The majority of the catch is exported, 
contributing greatly to government revenue and local 
economies. Stocks and catches of perch have reduced from 
340,000 tons in 1990 to about 251,000 in 2014.  

Illegal fishing on the lake is in part endemic due to corruption. 
Research by the University of Birmingham and published in 
2018 concluded that corruption exists and perpetuates illegal 
activity. It's part of the system and involves all stakeholder 
groups: fishers, fisheries officers, police and the judiciary. In 
particular enforcement officers demand bribes, rather than 
take offenders to court, or may arrange for regular payments 
in exchange for allowing the continued use of illegal gear. 
Given the prevalence of corruption within Kenya, Tanzania and 
Uganda, it would be ambitious to expect the fisheries sector to 
be immune from corruption.  

Somalia 

The civil war and political instability in Somalia has left many 
residents with few options for employment. Additionally, 
widespread drug abuse and two generations that have had 
little or no education or training, has created fertile ground for 
recruitment by both Islamist groups and pirates alike. This is a 
serious threat not only to Somalis but for commerce and 
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security in the region. The overexploitation of fisheries by both 
international commercial and illegal foreign fishing has 
marginalised local Somali fishers. Poor governance of 
maritime resources has also led to dumping of hazardous 
waste in Somalia’s coastal areas.  

The indigenous fishers face other problems such as lack of 
infrastructure and technology to maximise their catch. Because 
of the dire employment situation, the number of households 
that rely on fishing as a source of income has increased with 
many previously farmers who had to turn to fishing to survive. 

Kenya  

Despite the country boasting a 600km Indian Ocean coastline 
as well as vast inland waters and a main port in Mombasa for 
the larger East African Region, fish production’s contribution to 
the economy is less than 0.5% (2017). According to President 
Uhuru Kenyatta the country loses approx $100 million annually 
to illegal fishing and so has recently launched a Coast Guard 
in Mombasa to police its waters from foreign vessels trawling 
away tonnes of fish.  

The President has also announced new measures to “Go Blue” 
supplementing current fishing, which sees limited exports of 
Tuna, Octopus, Nile Perch and Lobsters mainly to European 
markets and imports from China. Kenya is keen to boost the 
production of Tuna fishing along its Indian Ocean coast, with 
the President previously quoted saying that of the global Tuna 
catch of 4.35 million tonnes annually, one quarter is fished off 
Kenya’s coastline. 

Tanzania  

Tanzania has some of the world’s richest fishing grounds, with 
more than 1,700 species recorded in its waters, and of these 
47 are commercially important. With such resources close at 
hand, it is surprising that Tanzania still has to import fish, 
including from China. Illegal fishing is partly to blame, with the 
UN estimating that 20% of the catch is illegal costing the 
Country approx $400 million a year.  

One method for catching fish, which still is practiced in 
Tanzanian waters is blast fishing, which uses dynamite or 
homemade bottle bombs made from fertiliser and kerosene. A 
single explosion can kill as much as 400kg of fish in a radius of 
100ft, worth up to US$1,800, but will also destroy a reef. The 
chances of offenders being caught are negligible.  

According to Stop Illegal Fishing, “The low rate of 
enforcement and prosecutions, aggravated by corruption, 
bribery and intimidation of officials and fishers makes it easy. It 
destroys the coral reefs and threatens the country’s 
international tourism industry.”California-based conservation 
group Sea Shepherd Global, best known for direct action 
campaigns including opposing Japanese whalers in the 
Southern Ocean, is working with Tanzanian government 
agencies to patrol its waters with a new 30 knot cutter class 
ship, the Ocean Warrior. The group, which has previously been 
employed to monitor and arrest illegal fishers off the West 
African coast, reported in 2018 that its three-month Operation 
Jodari had resulted in the arrest of the owners and operators 

of two trawlers for illegal shark finning, the confiscation of 27 
small dhows for smuggling and the fining of 19 vessels. 

According to the government, which had its own inspection 
teams onboard the Ocean Warrior, the Chinese-flagged Tai 
Hong 1 and the Malaysian Buah Naga 1 vessels were both 
found to be carrying cargoes of shark fins, suggesting the 
carcasses of the fish had been thrown overboard. Fines of 
more than $8m were levied on foreign fishing vessels. 

In 2017 an EU-World Bank project saw 49 patrols carried out 
along the eight countries on the east African coast. This 
resulted in 12 vessels being seized and 120 offences 
recorded. At the same time, 670 boats, many of which were 
suspected of fishing illegally, were monitored. 

Southern Africa  

Coastal Southern Africa comprises Namibia and  South Africa 
but also can include Angola and Mozambique. Whilst 
Mozambique is losing an estimated $60m a year due to 
illegal fishing, South Africa is reportedly losing up to $1 billion 
from the Illegal Trade in Abalone (large sea snails). Namibia 
has the most effective fisheries management programme in 
place. 

South Africa  

The waters off the 2,798km coastline of South Africa are home 
to a number of important iconic marine species. Five of the 
seven marine turtle species (leatherbacks, loggerheads, green, 
hawksbill and Olive Ridley) and 37 species of whales and 
dolphins, including the largest of all known animals, the blue 
whale, many shark types, including the endangered great 
white shark. 

Fishing in South Africa plays a small part in the overall 
economy contributing less than 1%, with the Western Cape, 
the centre of the industrial fisheries industry. Main fish and 
seafood species include lobster, tuna and abalone, all highly 
prized and in the case of abalone in particular the subject of 
significant Illegal fishing generating up to $1 billion a year and 
supported by criminal gangs, both Chinese and South African 
that also deal in drugs. For more details see “Abalone” on 
Page 5 above. 

Namibia 

Namibia has one of the most productive fishing grounds in the 
world, due primarily to the presence of nutrient rich waters. 
Since Independence in 1990, the fishing industry has grown to 
become one of the pillars of the Namibian economy, and with 
it a largely effective management and monitoring system. 
Namibia finances an integrated programme of inspection and 
patrols at sea, on land and in the air which ensures continuing 
compliance with Namibia's fisheries laws. Namibia’s approach 
has reduced Illegal Fishing to a minimum.  

The value of Namibia’s fishing industry is estimated at 5 - 10% 
of GDP and because most of the fish caught are exported, it is 
the second highest form of foreign earnings. 

•
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Appendix 3 - PO Maturity Matrix  

Financial Institutions can use the Predicate Offence Maturity Matrix to assess their current state approach to tackling the Illegal 
Wildlife Trade and rate themselves (using  a 5 Tier Rating scale across 7 categories.  Financial Institutions can use this assessment to 
evaluate if they are where they want to be and or what the additional steps should be to meet their expectations (or to reduce them 
as appropriate) 

�
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Appendix 4 - Infographics 

These infographics provide a picture of the Illegal Fishing Trade, that is simple and straightforward to understand, raising awareness 
and can be used as part of an FI’s training and awareness programme including on Illegal Fishing. 
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Appendix 5 - Resources & Further Information  

The Following Resources are publicly available and provide detailed information on all aspects of Illegal Fishing and have been 
relied upon in producing this Intelligence Briefing 

International Organisations  

• UN Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO). For more details see: http://www.fao.org/home/en/ 

• International Labour Organisation (ILO). For more details see: https://www.ilo.org/global/lang--en/index.htm 

• Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild fauna and flora (CITES):For more details see: https://
www.cites.org/eng/news/cites-secretariat-welcomes-2018-london-conference-on-illegal-wildlife-trade_12102018 

• US Fish & Wildlife Services: See: https://www.fws.gov  

• Interpol: Fisheries Crime Working Group: For more details see: https://www.interpol.int/en/Crimes/Environmental-crime/
Fisheries-crime


• IUCN Red List . Available at: https://www.iucnredlist.org 

• World Customs Organisation (WCO). Available at: http://www.wcoomd.org 

• International Maritime Organisation (IMO): Available at: http://www.imo.org/en/Pages/Default.aspx 

• The Global Initiative / IUU Fishing Index: Available at: https://globalinitiative.net/iuu-fishing-index/ 

Private / None Governmental Organisations:  

• TRAFFIC See: https://www.traffic.org/about-us/our-mission 

• Greenpeace. See: https://www.greenpeace.org.uk/what-we-do/oceans/  

• World Wildlife Fund: See: https://www.worldwildlife.org/threats/illegal-wildlife-trade 

• Environmental Justice Foundation.." For more details see: https://ejfoundation.org 

• Stop Illegal Fishing is an independent African based NGO  committed to ending the devastating impacts of illegal fishing. SIF is working to ensure that fish are caught, traded and 
processed legally so that African nations and their people enjoy the full benefits of their fishery resources.For more details see:  https://stopillegalfishing.com. Also see: https://fish-
i-africa.org 

• The Pew Charitable Trusts  “are driven by the power of knowledge to solve today's most challenging problems,” which includes Illegal fishing . For more details see: https://
www.pewtrusts.org/en 

Bibliography  

• Poacher: Confessions from the abalone underworld by Kimon de Greef, 

• Aspects of Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated Fishing in the Southern Ocean by Rachel Baird 

• Overfishing: What Everyone Needs to Know by Ray and Ulrike Holborn  

• End of the Line: How Overfishing Is Changing the World and What We Eat by Charles Clover 

• The Last Fish Swimming;The Global Crime of Illegal fishing by Gohar A Petrossian 

• Hooked; Pirates poaching and the perfect fish by G Bruce Knecht 

Publications: 

• How to end Illegal Fishing by the Pew Foundation: Available at: https://www.pewtrusts.org/~/media/legacy/uploadedfiles/peg/publications/report/
HowtoEndIllegalFishingpdf.pdf 

• Illegal Fishing Organised Crime nexus: Illegal Fishing as Transnational Organised Crime by UNODC: Available at: https://www.unodc.org/documents/congress/background-
information/NGO/GIATOC-Blackfish/Fishing_Crime.pdf 

• IUU Fishing as a National Security Threat by the Center for Strategic & International Studies. Available at: https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/publication/
171102_Poling_IUUFishing_Web.pdf 

• Global Implications of Illegal, Unreported, and Unregulated (IUU) Fishing By US National Intelligence Council. Available at: https://fas.org/irp/nic/fishing.pdf 

• Illegal Fishing and Human Rights Abuses at Sea: Using Technology to Highlight Suspicious Behaviors By Oceania: Available at: https://usa.oceana.org/sites/default/files/
illegal_fishing_and_human_rights_abuses_at_sea_final.pdf 

• Addressing Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated (IUU) Fishing by Carl-Christian Schmidt, Directorate for Food Agriculture and Fisheries, OECD, Paris. Available at: http://
www.oecd.org/greengrowth/fisheries/34029751.pdf 

• IUU Fishing: Sanctions in the EU by EU Parliament. Availabke at: www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/e http://www.oecd.org/greengrowth/fisheries/34029751.pdf tudes/STUD/
2014/529069/IPOL_STU(2014)529069_EN.pdf 

• Illegal Fishing: Evidence & Analysis by Stop Illegal Fishing. Available at: https://stopillegalfishing.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/Illegal-Fishing-Evidence-and-Analysis-
WEB.pdf 

• Fisheries Crime in the West African Coastal Region by Interpol. For more details see: https://www.interpol.int/en/content/download/5144/file/
INTERPOL%20Study%20on%20Fisheries%20Crime%20in%20the%20West%20African%20Coastal%20Region%20EN.pdf 

Video’s 

• Is China's fishing fleet taking all of West Africa's fish? by the BBC: For more details see: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/world-africa-47698314/is-china-s-fishing-fleet-taking-all-
of-west-africa-s-fish 

• Illegal Fishing with Explosives: Available at: https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=SDHqeGpq5cQ 

• Deadly Catch - the impacts of illegal fishing in West Africa by Environment Justice Foundation. Available online at: https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=HPzQo-sF_hc 

• Pirate Fishing Exposed - The Fight against Illegal Fishing in West Africa and EU by the Environmental Justice Foundation. Available  online at: https://m.youtube.com/watch?
v=xvtB1isRHqI 

• What is Illegal Fishing  a cartoon crash course by the Pew Trusts. available online at:  https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=Ypcm9B6o7
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	Illegal Fishing involves approximately 1 in 5 of all fish caught, or 400 billion fish, worth an estimated $19-45 billion annually.
	Illegal fishing accounts for anything up to 27 million metric tons of fish annually, which equates to more than 800 Kgs of wild-caught fish stolen from the seas every second.
	Illegal Fishing is a major trafficking crime, which together with Illegal Logging,Wildlife, Mining, & Waste Dumping, comprise Environmental Crimes, itself a Top 5 Criminal Market (5th), and involves organised criminal gangs also involved in these but also other serious crimes.
	Illegal Fishing is a UN Global Sustainable Development Goals, with Targets 14.4 & 14.6 aiming to ‘end overfishing, illegal, unregulated and unreported fishing’ and “to eliminate state subsidies that contribute to these practices,”
	Illegal Fishing contributes to and jeopardises the future abundance of fish, as already 33% of fish stocks are over fished, being a deterioration  from 10% in 1974 to 33% in 2015. As the size of these individual fish stocks vary, estimates suggest that about 82% of consumed fish are sustainable while 18% come from unsustainable fisheries.
	Illegal Fishing contributes to the decline in fish stocks such as bluefin tuna and Grand Banks cod, as well as collateral impacts to other marine life, with hundreds of thousands of marine mammals, seabirds, and sea turtles captured each year, alongside tens of millions of sharks. Many of these species are endangered and protected, while some such as the vaquita, the eastern pacific leatherback turtle, and Maui dolphin on the brink of extinction.
	Illegal Fishing is a source of income and livelihood for many people, with likely more than a million of the 60 million involved often as forced labour.
	Illegal Fishing fleets are largest from Asia, which has the largest fishing fleet (legal and likely as illegal fishing), consisting of 3.5 million vessels, accounting for 75 percent of the global fleet.
	Illegal Fishing also can involve other serious crimes, including drugs and human trafficking (forced labour), corruption and tax evasion.
	Illegal fishing is a global phenomenon, however it is concentrated in developing countries as they are responsible for 83% of international trade in fishery commodities. Illegal fishing regularly target port states with weak monitoring and enforcement.
	Illegal Fishing affects developing Countries more so also because they often lack the resources, rule of law, and/or political will to sufficiently monitor and enforce fishing regulations, bear the greatest burden, frequently economic, of illegal fishing due to their reliance on the fishing industry.
	Illegal Fishing is concentrated in regional waters  (hotspots), e.g. in the Eastern Pacific, the Northwest Pacific, West Africa, Southeast Asia, and Pacific Islands. Countries of concern include China, Taiwan, Cambodia and Vietnam, Comoros & St Vincent & Grenadines, with other sources identifying also Russia and Panama.
	Illegal Fishing affects China, with almost 15 million people engaged in Fisheries (9.4 million in Fishing / 5 million in Fish Farming), and with 12% of the global market via its fleet of 220,000 motorised fishing vessels, of which 25,600 are at least 100 ton ships).
	Illegal Fishing Red Flags are available and include Countries of concern, fishing for fish species with a high market value; use of flags of convenience, lack of transparency of vessel ownership, inadequate use of vessel tracking technology, involvement in transhipment, use of Ports that are not signed up to international standards, and inclusion on relevant watchlists.
	Illegal Fishing can be addressed, provided flag states, coastal states, port states and market states implement the necessary actions and improve standards. Improvements in enforcement (prosecutions, convictions and financial investigations and seizures) and sanctioning needs to be enhanced and greater international co operation is achieved. See the 5 point action plan.
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