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Executive Summary
Commercial fishing is big business, with a complex 
global seafood supply chain and over 56 million 
people working on vessels to support it. In the 
past several decades distant water fishing (DWF) 
has expanded its size and reach across the ocean 
and around the world. Despite its importance to 
international trade and economics, the industry 
largely remains a mystery. It is shrouded in an 
opaque operating system that limits information 
about where vessels operate, who owns them, the 
amount of fish that is caught, how fish is shipped 
and transshipped to market, the human labor 
practices onboard, and the access arrangements 
to other nations’ waters. This lack of transparency 
is accompanied by a dearth of research and data 
regarding the scale of the industry, the motivations 
of its proprietors, and the impact these fishing 
practices are having on coastal countries and 
marine fisheries. The clandestine nature of the 
industry has led to illicit activities and increased 
illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing, 
all of which threaten the long-term sustainability of 
global fisheries.

This report identifies the top DWF fleets in the 
world, where they operate, their motivations and 
economic impact, and their connections to IUU 
fishing and illicit activity. Specifically, the Stimson 
research team analyzed automatic identification 
system (AIS) data to determine the top ten DWF 
fleets and the top 20 countries where they operated 
from 2015 to 2017. The report further illuminates 
the top five DWF fleets, which account for nearly 
90 percent of DWF efforts. China and Taiwan 
represented nearly 60 percent of all global DWF 
effort in other countries’ waters from 2015 to 2017, 
with Japan, South Korea, and Spain each representing 
about 10 percent of the DWF fishing effort. These 
vessels primarily fish in three regions: the Pacific, 
East Africa, and West Africa, with Kiribati, Seychelles, 
and Guinea-Bissau receiving the highest numbers of 
DWF vessels in their exclusive economic zones (EEZ) 
within each region, respectively. 

The report finds that DWF fleets are driven by 
three primary factors: economics, the degree of 

governance and enforcement capacity, and political 
influence. Economic incentives in the form of 
subsidies, the market value of the fish type, and the 
proximity of various fisheries to markets all drive 
the actions of DWF fleets. In addition, DWF vessels 
are more likely to engage in coastal countries where 
governance enforcement capacity is low, increasing 
the risk that a DWF vessel will engage in IUU fishing 
in a developing coastal nation’s EEZ. Finally, quid 
pro quo deals and a lack of transparency regarding 
access agreement between coastal nations and 
DWF fleets has led to accusations of corruption.

Overall this incentive structure paints a picture 
of exploitation of coastal nations’ resources, with 
these countries experiencing negligible short-term 
gains at the cost of long-term marine destruction. 
Evidence from the two case studies in this report – 
Seychelles and Mauritius – support this view, that a 
lack of capacity, IUU fishing, and the perception of 
corruption lead to overexploitation of fisheries. 

Ultimately, this report argues the current fishing 
industry is unsustainable. The challenges that DWF 
fleets pose to coastal countries’ resources and the 
fishing industry, particularly the expanding Chinese 
fleet, will persist unless there is a significant global 
shift towards sustained fisheries management. 
This challenge is rooted in the low level of 
transparency that persists across the industry, 
including intentionally ambiguous reporting 
by DWF fleets – little to no insight into vessel 
ownership, the conditions aboard such ships, or 
access agreements – and the significant gap in 
understanding the movement and extent of DWF 
fleets and support vessels due to AIS and Vessel 
Monitoring System (VMS) technology not being 
mandated abroad these vessels. The international 
community, DWF states, coastal nations, and the 
industry itself must improve transparency and 
accountability for DWF fleets while taking the 
necessary steps to safeguard global fisheries for 
future generations. Without such improvements, 
over-utilization of fishery resources will continue 
unabated, with devastating consequences for the 
security of our oceans.
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Recommendations

Mandate AIS and VMS 
and Engage the Maritime 
Insurance Industry
DWF fleets that engage in IUU fishing exploit an 
opaque regulatory system that fosters secrecy 
and severely lacks transparency. To improve 
transparency and tracking of IUU vessels, 
the United Nation’s International Maritime 
Organization (IMO) and Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) Joint Working Group on 
IUU Fishing should work together to develop a 
legal framework to combat IUU fishing. This legal 
framework should mandate that AIS be turned on 
at all times for fishing ships and support vessels 
that assist in transshipment. Furthermore, fishing 
and coastal nations must mandate VMS aboard 
fishing vessels, and share that data publicly to 
engender trust in the industry. The maritime 
insurance industry can also serve as an important 
lever by stipulating that all vessels must always 
have AIS and VMS on in order to acquire insurance.

Require Standardized and 
Publicly Available Fisheries 
and Landing Data and 
Enforcement Tools  
Fisheries landing and catch data collected at the 
national level, should be standardized and shared 
among coastal states, DWF fishing nations, and 
relevant regional bodies, including RFMOs to 
minimize misreporting of catch. AIS and VMS data 
should also be standardized and made public. In 
addition, observer coverage should be expanded 
and supported by mandated electronic monitoring 
systems to limit the potential for corruption 
and abuse aboard vessels. Recent technological 
advances have transformed the capacity to review 
and utilize this data in a timely manner to support 
fisheries management and enforcement strategies. 

Demand Seafood Traceability
Tracking all seafood across the supply chain is 
essential to combat IUU fishing and seafood 
fraud, and help sustainably manage fisheries. 
Major seafood importing countries should 
mandate traceability systems for all fish species 
as a requirement for market access. Furthermore, 
information should be standardized and made 
public for catch verification. Requiring seafood 
to be traced from point of harvest through to 
the marketplace, including transshipment and 
processing, will deter seafood fraud and help 
combat IUU fishing. The European Union’s existing 
IUU Fishing Regulation and the U.S. Seafood Import 
Monitoring Program, although different in their 
implementation, both mandate seafood traceability 
programs and should be replicated and required in 
additional seafood markets.   

Ensure Access Agreements 
and Company Information  
is Public
Coastal countries and DWF nations should make 
access agreements publicly available to help dispel 
concerns about corrupt practices that plague 
the industry. Moreover, to increase transparency, 
coastal states should make foreign vessel registries, 
the accompanying vessel ownership and company 
information publicly available as a requirement 
to gain access to coastal country waters. The 
Fisheries Transparency Initiative – a global initiative 
which seeks to improve fisheries transparency 
at the nation level – provides a solid foundation 
for countries to improve the transparency of 
their fishing industry. However, the Fisheries 
Transparency Initiative is a new program with 
voluntary membership, and as such it should be 
closely monitored to assess its impact to improve 
transparency in the DWF industry. Finally, improving 
transparency across the industry will help address 
labor abuses aboard DWF vessels, as they  often 
spend extended periods of time at sea without 
visiting port. 
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Expand the Mandate and 
Capacity of Regional Fisheries 
Management Organizations 
(RFMOs)
RFMOs have limited authority and audit capacity to 
ensure their members are compliant with fishery 
management regimes and that the data they collect 
is accurate. RFMO member states determine the 
management strategies and ultimately are guided 
by a desire to access fishery resources. As such, 
RFMO secretariats and sub-committees have very 
little power to ensure that stocks are not being 
overfished. Given this, RFMOs such as the Indian 
Ocean Tuna Commission should have increased 
authority and audit capacity to ensure that fishing 
countries are compliant with data reporting 
standards and catch documentation to assist in 
verification of catches. In the event that vessels are 
not compliant or are found to be engaged in IUU 
fishing, RFMOs should have the power to penalize 
the offending flag states.

Reinvest Revenues 
in Management and 
Enforcement  
Coastal countries targeted by DWF fleets often lack 
capacity to monitor and protect themselves against 
IUU fishing, which creates a cycle where countries 
are robbed of potential revenue that could instead 
be dedicated to fisheries management. Coastal 
nations should reinvest at least half of the revenue 
derived from access agreements with foreign 
vessels into fisheries management, enforcement, 
and prosecution, to help tackle IUU fishing and 
sustainably manage fisheries over the long term. 
This includes dedicating sufficient resources to 
ensure there are trained personnel who can monitor 
and review DWF vessels operating in the waters 
of coastal countries, as well as increasing observer 
coverage on board vessels. Elevating the status of 
fisheries enforcement and monitoring officers and 
providing professional opportunities for growth will 
help retain qualified personnel. 

Accede to and Implement 
the Port States Measures 
Agreement 
Coastal countries and DWF nations should accede 
to the Port States Measures Agreement (PSMA) 
and professionalize fisheries monitoring and 
enforcement capacity where fish are landed.  
Funds from access agreements, development 
assistance, and international governmental 
organizations should be used to  implement 
the PSMA.  This will help standardize and 
professionalize fisheries monitoring and 
enforcement through the agreement’s capacity-
building assistance for developing countries. 
Accession to PSMA should also be a requirement 
for all flag states and coastal counties exporting 
seafood to other foreign markets.   

Improve Accountability of  
Flag States 
DWF countries have an obligation to ensure that 
their flagged vessels are not engaging in illicit 
practices such as labor abuses and IUU fishing. The 
top five fleets display varying levels of commitment 
to these tenants. The European Union’s existing IUU 
Fishing Regulation provides an important framework 
in helping to improve countries’ commitment to 
combatting IUU fishing. Upon receiving yellow 
cards from the European Union, two of the top 
DWF fleets – Taiwan and South Korea – made 
improvements to their fisheries regulations and 
other measures to ensure that fish originating from 
these countries were not IUU caught. Other DWF 
actors should seek to build similar mechanisms 
to incentivize greater transparency throughout 
the industry. Similarly, the European Union should 
consider evaluating China’s status, as China is 
the world’s top producer of seafood as evidence 
suggests that some of their vessels are engaging in 
IUU fishing around the world. 
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End Fisheries Subsidies that 
Enhance Vessel Capacity
Subsidies to DWF fleets play a critical role in 
supporting the industry, distorting economic 
incentives while allowing fleets to stay at sea 
longer. DWF states should level the playing field 
by ending harmful economic subsidies to their 
fleets that artificially increase the value of fishing, 
incentivize overfishing, and undermine long term 
fishery health. Fishery subsidies that enhance the 
fishing capacity of DWF vessels, such as vessel 
modernization, tax incentives and rebates, and fuel 
subsidies, should be ended. 

Elevate Ocean Management 
and IUU Fishing to the Green 
Belt and Road 
China’s foreign policy, including its continued 
support for its DWF industry, is inextricably tied to 
the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). In response to 
criticisms that the BRI and its vast infrastructure 
projects do not have sufficient environmental 
safeguards, China has been promoting the Green 
Belt and Road, or “high quality development”, 
an approach which seeks to align the BRI to the 
UN’s Sustainable Development Goals.1 The second 
Belt and Road Forum, held in April 2019, signaled 
this new direction by introducing more targeted 
financing, contingent on the environmental and 
social health of the projects. However, the Green 
Belt and Road pivot has tended to focus on energy, 
climate change, and green finance. As the top DWF 
nation, China has an opportunity to demonstrate 
global leadership in the fight against IUU fishing and 
promote transparency across the seafood supply 
chain. By adding ocean management and sustainable 
fishing to the Green Belt and Road Initiative, 
China can play a leading role in providing more 
transparency across their industry. 
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Glossary of Terms

TERM DEFINITION

Automatic 
Identification System 
(AIS)

AIS is an automatic tracking system that uses vessel transponders to track 
vessel movements. It is required by the International Maritime Organization 
on ships over 300 gross tons and cargo vessels over 500 gross tons. 
However, it is only required to be turned on when entering port, meaning 
vessels can turn them off and on at will when at sea.

Bilateral Access 
Agreement

An agreement between a coastal country and a foreign government to 
acquire a license to fish within a coastal countries exclusive economic zone. 

Charter Agreement

A lease agreement between a foreign vessel and a company based in the 
coastal country. The coastal country company rents the foreign vessel, 
including renting its crew to carry out fishing operations in the coastal 
country’s exclusive economic zone. 

Distant Water Fishing 
(DWF)

The practice of commercial fishing vessels operating outside the territorial 
waters of their countries of origin,  usually extending their range of action to 
faraway places.

Flags of Convenience
The practice of registering a vessel under the flag of a country other than 
that of the vessel’s owner in order to avoid financial charges or restrictive 
regulations in the owner’s country.

Illegal, Unreported, 
and Unregulated 
Fishing (IUU Fishing)

Describes the breadth of illicit capture fishing activities conducted by 
fishers. Illegal fishing refers to fishing activity done in contravention of 
fisheries management measures and relevant laws. Unreported fishing 
refers to fishing activities that are not reported or have been misreported to 
authorities. Unregulated fishing refers to fishing activities that occur in areas 
outside of fisheries management regimes, such as the high seas.

Indian Ocean Tuna 
Commission (IOTC)

Established in 1996, the Indian Ocean Tuna Commission is an 
intergovernmental organization that co-ordinates the regulation and 
management of tuna in the Indian Ocean.

Joint Venture 
Agreements

A partnership agreement set between the coastal country company and the 
foreign company.

Longliners A method of fishing whereby baited hooks are attached to a longline behind 
the vessel.

Agreement on the 
Port State Measures 
Agreement (PSMA)

An agreement to prevent, deter, and eliminate illegal, unreported, and 
unregulated fishing.
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TERM DEFINITION

Purse Seiners
A method of fishing that employs a fishing net, called a seine, that hangs 
vertically in the water with its bottom edge held down by weights and its top 
edge buoyed by floats.

Regional Fisheries 
Management 
Organizations 
(RFMOs)

An international body made up of countries that share an interest in 
managing and conserving fish stocks in a particular region. These include 
coastal states, whose waters are home to at least part of an identified fish 
stock, and DWF fleet states, whose fleets travel to areas where a fish stock  
is found.

Sustainable Fisheries 
Partnership 
Agreements (SFPA)

An agreement between the European Union and a non-EU country, where 
the EU  gives financial and technical support in exchange for fishing rights.

Squid Jigger A method of fishing that employs baited hooks fastened together with 
radiating points for catching squid.

Top 5 DWF Fleets China, Taiwan, Japan, South Korea, and Spain.

Top 10 DWF Fleets China, Taiwan, Japan, South Korea, Spain, United States of America, Vanuatu, 
France, Russia, and Italy.

Top 20 Coastal 
Countries

Kiribati, Solomon Islands, Vanuatu, Micronesia, Papua New Guinea, Marshall 
Islands, Seychelles, Madagascar, Mauritius, Guinea-Bissau, Mauritania, Angola, 
Tuvalu, Sierra Leone, Cook Islands, Mozambique, Tokelau, Republic of the 
Congo, Guinea, and the Falkland Islands.

Trawler A method of fishing whereby a fishing net is pulled/trawled along the seabed.

United Nations 
Convention for 
the Law of the Sea 
(UNCLOS)

An international agreement which defines the responsibilities of states with 
respect to their use of the world’s oceans, including the management of 
marine natural resources.

Vessel Monitoring 
Systems (VMS)

A tool that track the activity of vessels on the water. VMS is often employed 
by fisheries management authorities to ensure that vessels are not engaging 
in IUU fishing.
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Introduction
Distant water fishing (DWF) fleets have roamed 
the ocean for centuries. Yet in recent years, 
globalization and innovation have enabled these 
fleets to become more efficient in their operations. 
Industry improvements – including refrigerated 
vessels, at-sea processors, and transshipment – 
have allowed DWF vessels to remain at sea for 
longer periods of time, helping them to catch 
more fish farther from home. Moreover, these 
improvements complicate the supply chain, as 
fish are increasingly handled by more operators, 
including transshipment vessels, processors, and 
suppliers. This increasing supply chain complexity, 
along with the lack of publicly available information 
about DWF fleets, from access agreements and 
vessel ownership to vessel operations and catch 
and landing data, makes it exceedingly difficult to 
develop an accurate picture of DWF activity.

However, incremental changes are transforming 
the monitoring and enforcement of the DWF 
industry. Technological improvements such as vessel 
tracking systems and other monitoring capabilities 
have helped to enhance oversight of DWF fleets. 
Recent policy initiatives to track seafood across 
the supply chain, such as the European Union’s 
Illegal, Unreported, and Unregulated (IUU) Fishing 
Regulation and the U.S. Government’s Seafood 
Import Monitoring Program, as well as the 
implementation of international treaties such as the 
Port State Measures Agreement (PSMA), provide 
the foundation for limiting illegally caught fish from 
entering markets. These efforts have the potential 
to increase the transparency of the operations of 
DWF fleets over time. Despite these improvements, 
a lack of transparency across the industry persists 
and significant gaps in understanding DWF fleets 
remain. Research continues to reveal that some 
foreign vessels show a disregard for management 
regimes – both on the high seas and in other 
countries’ waters. 

Some DWF vessels engage in IUU fishing, register 
with different country than where they are from 
(known as flying flags-of-convenience), work under 
front companies, utilize forced labor, and even traffic 
in illicit commodities. Criminal DWF fleets working 

in foreign exclusive economic zones (EEZs) pose 
a critical threat to local economies as they strip 
jobs away from domestic fishers and undermine 
the food security of communities. Moreover, fleets 
that engage in IUU fishing jeopardize fisheries 
management and threaten marine ecosystems. In 
addition, experts argue that labor abuses aboard 
DWF vessels exist due to the long periods of time 
the vessels spend at sea without visiting port. These 
practices undermine a fair, rules-based playing field 
for compliant DWF vessels. 

This report identifies the top DWF fleets in the 
world, where they operate, and their impact 
and motivations for engaging in illicit activity. 
Specifically, the Stimson research team analyzed 
automatic identification system (AIS) data to 
identify the top ten DWF fleets and the top 
20 countries where they operate. This analysis 
served as the foundation for the project’s 
qualitative research and was supplemented by 
over 50 interviews with government officials, non-
governmental organizations, and the private sector 
representatives across the globe. Furthermore, 
to better understand the challenges posed by 
DWF fleets, the Stimson Center conducted field 
research in Mozambique and Seychelles, meeting 
with governmental officials, non-governmental 
representatives, and businesspeople across the 
fishing industry. The team witnessed first-hand 
the complexities of the industry and the impact of 
DWF fleets on coastal counties. The research team 
also gathered anecdotal evidence of government 
corruption related to interactions between DWF 
fleets and the coastal countries. 

With these findings, this report identifies 
recommendations designed to support greater 
transparency in the DWF industry. Moreover, the 
report identifies areas for improved compliance 
of national and regional fisheries management 
regulations by DWFs globally. By highlighting specific 
actions that coastal countries and DWF countries 
responsible for their fleets can take to inspire 
greater accountability in fisheries management 
regimes, this report is intended to help actors deter 
IUU fishing and other illicit practices carried out by 
some DWF fleets. 
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Overview of the Project Goals 
and Methodology
The composition of DWF fleets has drastically 
shifted in the last 30 years – when the most 
comprehensive analysis of this industry was last 
conducted.2 Recognizing the changing landscape 
of fleets, this report provides an updated 
qualitative assessment of the DWF vessels 
operating globally. The report identifies the top 
ten DWF fleets and the coastal states targeted 
by these vessels. It describes the scale of fishing 
activity and size of the fleets, including the recent 
growth of some fleets, such as the Chinese 
fleet, and the shrinkage of other fleets, such as 
the Spanish fleet. This information provides an 
important foundation to guide the core of the 
project: to understand the motivations of the 
newly emerging fleets, as well as to understand 
the implications of their activities today. 

The proliferation of technologies such as AIS 
and vessel monitoring systems (VMS), and the 
increasingly public nature of this data provide an 
improved understanding of global fishing activities. 
Public platforms such as Global Fishing Watch 
have tapped into this vast repository of data and 
are now able to use algorithms to identify when 
and where a fishing vessel may be fishing, what 
type of fishing gear is likely being used, and even to 
estimate fishing effort.3 With these new research 
methods, fisheries experts and management 
and enforcement officials can better understand 
fishing activities on the water, including the extent 
of industrial fishing and the economic incentives 
behind such practices.4 

Partnering with Global Fishing Watch, the Stimson 
Center used AIS data from 2016 to 2017 to identify 
the top ten fleets globally and the top 20 coastal 
states where the fleets operate. To narrow the 
scope of the project, DWF is defined as fishing 
activity that occurs by a flag-state vessel in a 
non-neighboring country’s EEZ. The research 
revealed that the top ten DWF fleets are starkly 
divided: The fishing activities of the top five fleets 
accounted for 89 percent of the top ten fleet’s 
fishing activities, which is represented in Figure 2. 
Given these stark differences in the level of fishing 

effort, Stimson decided to focus its research 
and analysis on the top five fleets globally to 
determine the motivations and activities of the 
fishing fleets. The top 20 coastal countries were 
divided among four regions: Pacific, East Africa, 
West Africa, and South America. The four regions 
and the coastal countries within each provided the 
basis for research and analysis on DWF activities, 
particularly IUU fishing.

This data was supplemented by a broad review 
of current activities of DWF vessels, including 
a review of existing fisheries management 
and enforcement strategies employed by the 
coastal countries, historic and current financial 
and political support, and oversight of DWF 
fleets by their national governments. Stimson 
conducted interviews with experts focused on 
fisheries management in some of the top coastal 
countries and regions, as well as experts focused 
on the DWF fleets themselves. Field research 
focused on East Africa due to the variety of DWF 
fleets operating in the region. Mozambique and 
Seychelles were specifically selected to provide 
a comparative regional analysis given that each 
country has vastly different fisheries management 
regimes, monitoring and enforcement capacities, 
and political motivations and challenges. The two 
countries also provide important case studies in 
the use and proliferation of charter agreements 
and joint-ventures. These interviews informed 
the research and analysis, and ultimately helped 
to shape the report’s policy recommendations. A 
complete anonymized accounting of the interviews 
are found in the Appendix. 

It is important to note the limitations to this 
report’s analysis. The main source of data is AIS, 
which is only required on vessels over 300 gross 
tons and can be turned off at a moment’s notice.5 
As such, AIS does not fully capture the activities of 
all DWF fishing vessels on the water. Some vessels 
– known as dark targets – purposefully do not 
transmit AIS signals in order to hide their activities 
from authorities.6 Additionally, in some areas of 
the world, particularly in Southeast Asia, there are 
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often so many vessels transmitting AIS signals that 
the area becomes too crowded to accurately assess 
fishing activity in the waters.7

Recognizing these challenges, Stimson and Global 
Fishing Watch identified four fleets potentially 
missing from our list of top ten DWF fleets: 
Vietnam, Indonesia, Philippines, and Thailand. The 
team analyzed Indonesian VMS data and available 
literature, including Regional Fisheries Management 
Organization (RFMO) registries, IUU vessel lists, 
and news reporting in these countries to assess 
whether they should be included in the top ten 
list. However, while Stimson determined that there 
was much anecdotal evidence to suggest these 
four countries have vessels that operate in other 
countries’ waters, the overall evidence was not 

sufficient enough to include them in the top ten 
of DWF fleets. Consequently, Indonesia, Vietnam, 
Philippines, and Thailand were not included within 
the top ten DWF fleets in this report. In addition to 
AIS and VMS coverage challenges, research focused 
on flagged vessels to determine their countries 
of origin, rather than vessel ownership. Reviewing 
existing research and news reporting, Stimson’s 
research and analysis have indicated that many 
vessels from the top fishing countries identified in 
this report have additional vessels operating under 
flags-of-convenience or utilizing structures like 
joint ventures and charter agreements to access 
other countries’ waters. However, due to the lack 
of transparency surrounding these arrangements, 
these vessels are not captured in this report.
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What is Distant Water Fishing? 
Communities have long travelled vast distances 
of the ocean in search of important commodities 
such spices, minerals, and fish. Centuries before 
the concept of EEZs, fishing vessels benefited from 
the vast wealth of the global ocean. However, the 
introduction of relatively recent technological 
advances such as steel hulls, diesel-fuel engines, 
refrigeration, and the introduction of support 
vessels altered the entire landscape of the industry, 
allowing vessels to access any part of the ocean for 
extended periods of time.8 

Following the Second World War, countries began 
to push the boundaries of the previous principles 
of freedom of the seas. In the 1950s, the United 
States extended its jurisdiction over all resources 
on its continental shelf, and a number of countries 
extended their three mile territorial sea claims to 
12 miles.9 Meanwhile, DWF fleets vessels became 
more prevalent – and contentious battles between 
fishing countries and coastal states ensued, even 
precipitating nearly two decades of confrontations 
between Iceland and the United Kingdom from the 
1950s to 1970s.10 As a result of  these developments, 
a global debate emerged about countries’ rights and 
jurisdictions over the ocean, which ultimately led to 
the creation of the United Nations Convention on 
the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), which entered into 
force in 1994. Among the many issues addressed 
in UNCLOS, it stipulated that coastal countries 
are solely responsible for the management of 
their natural resources within their 200-mile EEZ, 
including fisheries.11 Furthermore, under Article 62 
of UNCLOS, coastal countries can determine their 
domestic fishing capacity, and any untapped and 
excess capacity may be sold to other countries.12 
These rules governing the activities of foreign 
vessels are key as fishing countries and private 
companies can negotiate and purchase access to 
another country’s coastal waters. 

What types of agreements 
determine access to coastal 
countries’ waters for a DWF 
fleet? 
There are four main categories of agreements 
governing access to another country’s waters: 
bilateral access agreements, private company 
agreements, charter agreements, and joint-venture 
agreements.13 With a bilateral access agreement, the 
coastal country negotiates directly with a foreign 
government to grant access to their waters. The 
agreement will often set the number and type of 
allowable foreign vessels into the coastal country’s 
waters. The license will also set out terms such 
as the price – sometimes a flat fee and/or a fee 
determined by the amount of catch – the target 
species, and the time period, as well as often 
setting quotas on the quantity of fish allowed to be 
captured. In the event that a foreign country has 
not set a bilateral agreement with a coastal country 
for access to its waters, a private company can 
negotiate directly to obtain access to fisheries of 
the coastal country. Private company agreements 
follow a similar pattern: they set out a specific 
timeframe in which a vessel is allowed to fish, the 
species of fish, and often times include a quota. In 
both of these cases the foreign vessel will retain the 
flag of its country of origin.

In addition to bilateral access agreements and 
private company agreements, foreign vessels may 
also utilize charter agreements and joint venture 
agreements to access another country’s fishery 
resources. A charter agreement is a lease agreement 
set between a foreign vessel and a company based 
in the coastal country. The coastal country company 
essentially rents the foreign vessel, including renting 
its crew to carry out fishing operations. Often the 
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flag of the foreign vessel remains despite being 
rented by the coastal country company. A joint 
venture agreement differs slightly in that there is 
a partnership agreement set between the coastal 
country company and the foreign company – 
often with the coastal country company owning 
at least 51 percent of the venture. In both cases, 
the expectation is that there will be significant 
knowledge transfer from the foreign company to 
the coastal country company, especially since both 
charter and joint venture agreements often require 
a proportion of the crew to be from the coastal 
country. 

In addition to the four primary ways in which 
foreign vessels can gain legal access to coastal 
countries’ waters, the use of shell companies is also 
prevalent in the industry. In coastal countries where 
foreign fishing may be banned entirely, such as 
Ghana, there is evidence that foreign companies will 
work with locals to set up a front company, which 
hides the true beneficial owner behind the fishing 
operations. With hidden beneficial owners, it is 
difficult to sanction the true owners of DWF vessels, 
and instead captains and local companies are held 
responsible, which does not effectively target the 
entire network that supports these illicit activities. 

Many experts argue that the revenue from access 
agreements with foreign vessels is low and often 
not well distributed to fisheries ministries and local 
communities, remaining in the capital and leaving  
the local “fishers both without fish and without the 
dollars.”14 In East Africa, some countries along the 
coast are beginning to take steps and shift policies 
in an attempt to capture more revenue from foreign 
vessels accessing their waters or to encourage 
the development of a domestic, industrial fishing 
industry. Mozambique increased license fees nearly 
100 times more than they were previously priced in 
an attempt to encourage joint venture partnerships 
with local companies.15 Tanzania banned foreign fish 
imports with the intent to boost local businesses,16 
while Kenya banned most foreign vessels from its 
waters and opted to develop its domestic fishing 
industry and facilities to support it.17

Subsidies: An Economic Tool 
that Enhances Fishing Capacity 
While access agreements determine the ways in 
which foreign vessels are allowed to fish in other 
countries waters, subsidies play a critical role in the 
DWF industry, distorting the true costs of operating 

a fishing vessel. In general, there are three types of 
subsidies that DWF vessels may receive: subsidies 
that enhance the level of fishing effort, including 
fuel and vessel modernization and construction; 
subsidies that contribute to improved management 
of fisheries; and subsidies that improve services 
infrastructure such as ports and harbors.18 Experts 
have argued that fishing capacity-enhancing 
subsidies contribute to overfishing, particularly in 
coastal countries that have low capacity to monitor 
and enforcement fisheries management regimes.19 
The most recent estimate of the global fishing 
industry found that Asian governments subsidize 
their fleets the most at 43 percent.20 Complicating 
this further is the fact that the Chinese Bureau 
of Fisheries recently shifted the way it reports 
subsidies statistics, such that the statistics are now 
lumped together in broad terms, making it difficult 
to determine what types of subsidies Chinese DWF 
vessels may be receiving from the government.21 
Moreover, recent research found that some high 
seas fishing would be unprofitable if it were not 
for fishing subsidies that distort the true operating 
costs for the DWF industry.22 These vessels are 
likely contributing to overcapacity, leading to 
declining fishery resources, which globally are over 
90 percent fully fished or overexploited.23 This link 
has implications for the DWF fleets operating in 
other countries’ EEZs, where subsidies also likely 
contribute to overfishing in those waters, especially 
given the low level of monitoring and enforcement 
of some coastal countries. 

When subsidies and unreported fishing are 
combined, studies also show a curious trend in 
which seemingly unprofitable companies are 
reapplying for licenses each year.24 The combination 
of subsidies and unreported fishing seems to 
enhance the profitability of these companies. 
In general, the foreign vessels in this study are 
likely operating legally with licenses provided by 
the host governments. But some may also be 
engaged in unreported fishing. In countries with 
weak governance and low capacity to monitor 
fishing activities, the least compliant operators will 
take advantage of such weaknesses. For example, 
in Somalia, only in late 2018 did the national 
government begin licensing foreign vessels. 
However, in conversations with regional and 
national experts on fisheries crime in Somalia, all of 
the individuals fully and openly acknowledged that 
vessels operated in Somali waters for years prior to 
these authorizations – even though AIS showed no 
vessels operating there. 
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The Role of Transshipment in 
the DWF Industry 
While subsidies and access agreements help 
determine where DWF vessels may fish, 
understanding where DWF vessels may offload 
catch is also important. Some DWF vessels may 
not offload catch in the coastal country in which 
they operate. Vessels, particularly longliners that 
primarily target tuna, utilize support vessels to get 
their fish to market. The practice of transshipment, 
the use of support vessels to offload or “transship” 
catch from a fishing vessel, is critically important 
to the economic viability of the DWF industry. 
Transshipment involves a refrigerated cargo vessel, 
known colloquially as a reefer, rendezvousing with a 
fishing vessel to offload catch.25 

While this process helps sustain fishing operations 
at sea for longer periods of time, it presents a 
number of complications. Transshipment vessels 
are difficult to monitor outside of port, which is 
why transshipment is often banned on the water. 
However, vessels like tuna longliners often can 
acquire exemptions from transshipment bans, and 

utilize reefer vessels to offload their catches at sea. 
While observers exist for transshipment encounters, 
often the observer coverage is low. The low level 
of monitoring creates significant challenges to 
traceability of seafood as illegally caught fish can 
be laundered with legally caught fish at this stage. 
Furthermore, transshipment allows fishing vessels 
and their crews to stay at sea for longer periods of 
time, sometimes up to a year. Research has linked 
the practice of remaining at sea for extended 
periods of time without visiting port to labor 
abuses.26 

AIS analysis of the vessels in the top five DWF 
fleets operating in non-neighboring EEZs revealed 
that most vessels were only engaged in a small 
proportion of transshipment activities. According 
to AIS analysis, South Korea likely engaged in the 
most transshipment activity, with nearly 20 percent 
of the fishing activity in coastal countries’ waters 
potentially transshipped. This was followed by stark 
drop off for the other four fleets, as described in 
Table 1. These findings raise concerns about how 
DWF catch is being landed, and whether DWF 
vessels landing catch at port or transshipment 
events by turning off their AIS to avoid detection. 

TABLE 1: PROPORTION OF FISHING ACTIVITY FROM THE TOP FIVE DWF FLEETS POTENTIALLY 
TRANSSHIPPED
Data based on AIS Activity from 2016 to 2017

DWF FISHING 
COUNTRY

PROPORTION OF FISHING ACTIVITY POTENTIALLY 
TRANSSHIPPED

South Korea 19.45%

Japan 9.96%

Taiwan 3.82%

China 2.91%

Spain 0.30%
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Which Fleets are the  
Most Prolific?
Up until the 1990s, the DWF industry was 
dominated by three major fleets: The Soviet 
Union, Japan, and Spain.27 Following the collapse 
of the Soviet Union in 1989 and shifting political 

and economic priorities, new fishing fleets soon 
emerged as global DWF powerhouses. As Russia 
and European countries shuttered or downgraded 
operations, Chinese and Taiwanese fleets grew 
and are now the leading fleets globally. Stimson’s 
research and analysis confirmed this shift and 
identified the top 10 DWF fleets between 2016 and 
2017 as follows.

FIGURE 1: TOP TEN DISTANT WATER FISHING FLEETS BASED ON AIS DATA FROM GLOBAL 
FISHING WATCH, 2016-2017

As Figure 2 indicates, China and Taiwan represented 
nearly 60 percent of all global DWF effort in 
other countries’ waters from 2015 to 2017. Japan, 
South Korea, and Spain each represented about 
10 percent of the DWF fishing effort in other 
countries’ waters. From 2016 to 2017, the top 
five fishing fleets represented 89 percent of the 
DWF fleets’ operations, indicating a need to focus 
research efforts on these fleets. The remaining 

sections of this report focus on understanding 
the motivations and activities of the top five DWF 
fleets.i It places their operations in the context 
of the four major regions they target (the Pacific, 
West Africa, East Africa, and South America).
ii Therefore, the report provides an in-depth 
look into the phenomenon in two countries: 
Mozambique and Seychelles.

i. Stimson narrowed the scope of distant water fishing to exclude neighboring EEZs as we wanted to highlight and understand why 
vessels who operate far from home.

ii. China, South Korea, and Taiwan all operate in South America, but their fishing effort is not high enough meet the threshold for top 20 
coastal countries where fishing occurs.  
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FIGURE 2: PROPORTION OF FISHING EFFORT BY THE TOP TEN DWF FLEETS BASED ON AIS 
DATA FROM GLOBAL FISHING WATCH, 2016-2017. 
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Understanding the Activities 
of the Top Five Fleets
The top five fleets’ activities targeted four main 
regions of the ocean: the Pacific, West Africa, East 
Africa, and South America – and primarily used 
four types of fishing gear: longlines, squid jigging, 
trawling, and purse seining. These vessels are 
significant in size, usually ranging from 20 to 90 
meters in length, and sometimes even longer. At 

first glance, these regions and vessels do not appear 
to have much in common. However, the types of 
fishing gear employed often helps determine where 
in the world the fleets may operate, and provides 
important insight into their similarities. Over two-
thirds of the DWF vessels were either longliners 
or purse seiners – fishing vessels that target tuna 
and tuna-like species (Figure 4). Tuna are valuable 
species, with a single bluefin tuna having the 
potential to be sold at market for upwards of USD 
$3 million.28 

FIGURE 4: AGGREGATE OF TOP FIVE DWF FLEETS’ VESSELS BY GEAR TYPE, 2016-2017

	 18	

not	appear	to	have	much	in	common.	However,	the	types	of	fishing	gear	employed	often	helps	
determine	where	in	the	world	the	fleets	may	operate,	and	provides	important	insight	into	their	
similarities.	Over	two-thirds	of	the	DWF	vessels	were	either	longliners	or	purse	seiners	–	fishing	
vessels	that	target	tuna	and	tuna-like	species	(Figure	4).	Tuna	are	valuable	species,	with	a	single	
bluefin	tuna	having	the	potential	to	be	sold	at	market	for	upwards	of	USD	$3	million.28		
	

	

	
Figure	4:	Aggregate	of	Top	Five	DWF	Fleets'	Vessels	by	Gear	Type,	2016-2017	

Many	longliner	vessels	do	not	visit	and	offload	catch	at	ports	in	the	countries	in	which	they	fish,	
and	instead	utilize	carrier	vessels	to	support	their	operations	through	resupplies,	refueling,	and	
transshipment.	This	is	largely	due	to	the	fact	that	their	fishing	operations	would	be	economically	
infeasible	if	they	did	offload	their	catch	at	port,	given	the	fact	that	they	tend	to	fish	far	away	
from	port.29		
	

0

200

400

600

800

1000

Long	Liners Squid	Jiggers Trawlers Purse	
Seiners

Pole	and	
Line

Other

Nu
m
be
r	o
f	V
es
se
ls

Type	of	Fishing	Gear

Sum	of	Top	5	DWF	Fleets	Vessels	by	Fishing	Gear	
Type	Based	on	Data	from	2016	to	2017

920242

222

144

27 7

Sum	of	the	Top	5	DWF	Fleets'	Vessels	by	Fishing	
Gear	Type	Based	on	Data	from	2016	to	2017

Long	Liners Squid	Jiggers Trawlers Purse	Seiners Pole	and	Line Other

	 18	

not	appear	to	have	much	in	common.	However,	the	types	of	fishing	gear	employed	often	helps	
determine	where	in	the	world	the	fleets	may	operate,	and	provides	important	insight	into	their	
similarities.	Over	two-thirds	of	the	DWF	vessels	were	either	longliners	or	purse	seiners	–	fishing	
vessels	that	target	tuna	and	tuna-like	species	(Figure	4).	Tuna	are	valuable	species,	with	a	single	
bluefin	tuna	having	the	potential	to	be	sold	at	market	for	upwards	of	USD	$3	million.28		
	

	

	
Figure	4:	Aggregate	of	Top	Five	DWF	Fleets'	Vessels	by	Gear	Type,	2016-2017	

Many	longliner	vessels	do	not	visit	and	offload	catch	at	ports	in	the	countries	in	which	they	fish,	
and	instead	utilize	carrier	vessels	to	support	their	operations	through	resupplies,	refueling,	and	
transshipment.	This	is	largely	due	to	the	fact	that	their	fishing	operations	would	be	economically	
infeasible	if	they	did	offload	their	catch	at	port,	given	the	fact	that	they	tend	to	fish	far	away	
from	port.29		
	

0

200

400

600

800

1000

Long	Liners Squid	Jiggers Trawlers Purse	
Seiners

Pole	and	
Line

Other

Nu
m
be
r	o
f	V
es
se
ls

Type	of	Fishing	Gear

Sum	of	Top	5	DWF	Fleets	Vessels	by	Fishing	Gear	
Type	Based	on	Data	from	2016	to	2017

920242

222

144

27 7

Sum	of	the	Top	5	DWF	Fleets'	Vessels	by	Fishing	
Gear	Type	Based	on	Data	from	2016	to	2017

Long	Liners Squid	Jiggers Trawlers Purse	Seiners Pole	and	Line Other

16



Many longliner vessels do not visit and offload 
catch at ports in the countries in which they fish, 
and instead utilize carrier vessels to support their 
operations through resupplies, refueling, and 
transshipment. This is largely due to the fact that 
their fishing operations would be economically 
infeasible if they did offload their catch at port, given 
the fact that they tend to fish far away from port.29

Given the potential for IUU-caught fish to be 
laundered with legal catches, many countries and 
regional organizations have taken steps to ban 
transshipment. Furthermore, port infrastructure 
and access to facilities pose additional challenges 
for longline vessels since ports frequently are not 
set up to support offloading from these vessels. 
For example, Port Victoria in Seychelles is not 
configured to handle the longline fleet, so the 
vessels therefore rely on transshipment vessels 
to bring the catch to market.30 Furthermore, in 
the Western Indian Ocean, about 90 percent of 
the catch by longliners is transshipped, while the 
remaining catch is often landed in Mauritius or 
Cape Town.31

In sum, transshipment presents a clear challenge for 
the transparency of the DWF industry, as it provides 
the opportunity to launder IUU caught fish into the 
seafood supply chain. In addition to complicating 
the traceability of seafood, transshipment also 
allows fishing vessels to stay at sea for longer 
periods of time – enabling a practice that many 
experts link to forced labor and other illicit 
activities.32 Finally, transshipment denies coastal 
countries a valuable source of revenue, often 
costing them three times the added value of the 
captured fish.33

The remaining fishing activities of the top five 
fleets were those carried out by trawlers and squid 
jiggers. Trawlers from China, Spain, and South Korea 
plied the western coast of Africa, with the top five 
coastal countries they targeted being Guinea Bissau, 
Mauritania, Angola, The Republic of Congo, and 
Sierra Leone. Trawlers have indiscriminate impact 
on the local ecosystems, damaging the seafloor 
as they capture anything in their path, including 
bycatch while destroying important habitats 
such as seagrasses and coral reefs.34 This, in turn, 
reduces catches for local communities, increasing 
the price of fish and jeopardizing the economic 
livelihoods of fishers.35 One expert from the World 

Bank emphasized this worrying trend, highlighting 
one example in Gabon, where Chinese trawlers are 
targeting small, pelagic species to be processed 
into fish meal that is then fed to tilapia farmed in 
China. The farmed tilapia is then exported back 
to Gabon for sale.36 The price differential is stark 
as the Chinese, farm raised tilapia is three to four 
times less than domestically caught fish, ultimately 
crushing the local industry in a place where fish 
makes up a significant portion of the diet.37

The final tranche of fishing activity was carried 
out by squid jiggers that primarily targeted South 
America, including the Falkland Islands, Argentina, 
Peru, Uruguay, and Chile, as well as a portion 
of fishing effort expended in the waters of the 
Republic of the Congo. South America is home to 
one of the world’s richest squid fisheries, however 
inadequate data hampers effective management 
of the resource.38 Moreover, in recent years, the 
media has covered the arrival of foreign vessels in 
the South Atlantic waters, some of which resulted 
in tense encounters with law enforcement.39 In 
Argentina, the Argentine Naval Prefecture has 
interdicted foreign vessels believed to be engaged 
in IUU fishing, and recently, media coverage has 
indicated that the Argentine fishing industry has 
rallied against granting Chinese DWF vessels access 
to Argentine waters.40 In fact, from 2016 to 2017, 
Chinese-flagged vessels were the primary DWF fleet 
operating in the Argentine EEZ, while in neighboring 
Falkland Islands their presence was limited to three 
vessels and instead nearly 75 Taiwanese vessels and 
nearly 40 South Korean vessels represented over 97 
percent of all fishing effort.41

Ports Utilized by the  
DWF Fleets
Across the world, DWF fleets utilize a variety of 
ports to offload fish or to resupply their vessels 
during their journey at sea. The ports most utilized 
by the top DWF fleets are:

• Dakar in Senegal
• Conakry in Guinea
• Majuro in Marshall Islands
• Suva in Fiji
• Nouadhibou in Mauritania 
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These ports broadly support the DWF industry, 
including resupplying, refueling, offloading catch, 
and activities critical to the operations of a DWF 
vessel. However, DWF vessels do not always land 
catch at port and instead rely on transshipment 
vessels to carry the catch to market. The ports 
most frequented by transshipment vessels after a 
potential transshipment from a DWF vessel are:iii

• Port Louis in Mauritius
• Busan in South Korea
• Papeete in French Polynesia
• Singapore
• Cape Town in South Africa

Critically, eight out of ten ports indicated above 
are party to the Port State Measures Agreement 
(PSMA), which indicates a level of commitment to 
ensure that IUU caught fish do not enter the supply 
chain. However, the difference between these top 
ports indicates a need to conduct an evaluation 
of the capacity gaps at each port, particularly the 
ability to validate the landings from vessels. 

As outlined above, a number of critical features 
of the DWF industry – the use of transshipment, 
the abuse of subsidies, the types of access 
agreements, and the ports used by DWF fleets – 
provide important context for understanding the 
motivations of DWF fleets and implications for 
why a fleet operates where it does, which is the 
remaining focus of this report. 

What Motivates the DWF 
Fleets Operations?
Overall, Stimson’s interviews and research 
uncovered three main motivations for DWF 
operations to travel and fish in various regions of 
the world. In order of importance, the number one 
driver is economics, the second is the degree of 
governance and capacity for enforcement, and the 
third is political influence. 

Senegalese navy officer conducts routine inspection of a 
fishing vessel operating in Senegal's EEZ. Source: Wikimedia 
Commons.

iii.  For a potential transshipment encounter to be counted, DWF vessels had to conduct at least 24 hours of fishing within a foreign EEZ 
to be considered.

Two of the top ports visited by DWF fleets from 
2016 to 2017 were located in West Africa. This 
may mean two things: either the ports of Dakar 
and Conakry are essential in maritime trade and 
resupply point for DWF vessels, or some of the 
fishing activities of these fleets are not visible on 
AIS. Of the top ten DWF fleets Stimson analyzed, 
only two fleets fished in the Senegalese EEZ. In the 
two-year period analyzed, two Italian vessels were 
active in Senegalese waters for a total of 47 days 
and 33 Spanish vessels were active for a total of 
1,851 days. Putting this activity in context, the 20th 
most fished coastal country, the Falkland Islands, 
experienced over 3,700 days of fishing activity by 
top DWF fleets in the study – which indicates that 
Senegal is not experiencing a high level of fishing 
activity from DWF fleets in comparison to other 
coastal countries. However, given the variation of 
vessels visiting the port, this more likely supports 
the understanding of the Port of Dakar’s historic 
importance and strategic placement as the most 
western port in Africa. Conversely, only one fleet 
frequented the port of Conakry in Guinea: China. 
Between 2016 and 2017, Guinea was ranked as the 
19th most fished EEZ by DWF fleets in the time 
period of this study – experiencing a total of 4,107 
days of fishing activity by DWF vessels. Of this 
number, 37 Chinese-flagged vessels represented 
over three-quarters of the fishing days in Guinean 
waters, indicating the importance of the Guinean 
port to the Chinese fleet’s operations. 
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Economics

AIS data, qualitative analysis, and interviews 
confirmed the common belief among fisheries 
experts that DWF fleets are driven to certain areas 
of the ocean based on economic incentives. In this 
view, the primary economic drivers are fish type, 
access to the fishery, and proximity of the fishery 
to relevant markets. As one interviewee succinctly 
articulated, fishing fleets are primarily driven by 
where the fish are, as well as how easily and cheaply 
they can get the fish to market.42 Moreover, many of 
the top DWF fleets’ countries have exhausted their 
domestic fisheries. For example, China’s fisheries 
have nearly collapsed, and in Europe, 87 percent of 
the Mediterranean’s 47 fish stocks are overfished.43 
As countries experience decreasing productivity at 
home, their demand for fish products continues to 
grow, creating additional economic incentives to 
fish further afield. 

DWF vessels target areas based on the species of 
fish available to catch – more often fishing in areas 
where there are highly valued species, such as tuna 
or squid. Over two thirds of the top five DWF fleets 
target tuna, 15 percent target squid, and 14 percent 
utilize trawl fishing that primarily target pelagic and 
shrimp species. Meanwhile, these vessels must also 
consider the operational costs, including the cost of 
acquiring licenses and ease of accessing the market. 
A majority of the coastal countries targeted by DWF 
vessels are considered developing countries by the 
World Bank. Moreover, many have local, artisanal 
fleets and lack the domestic capacity to target 
valuable species at a commercial level. Therefore, 
these coastal countries often sell access to their 
fishery resources to DWF vessels. 

In some countries, the revenue from access 
agreements significantly contributes to national 
budgets, particularly in the Pacific. In Kiribati, 
fisheries agreements accounted for 60 percent of 
the government’s revenue;44 while in the Federated 
States of Micronesia, fees from licenses represented 
21 percent of the government’s revenue in 2014.45 
This reveals that many governments are highly 
reliant on fisheries agreements with foreign 
vessels as a major source of revenue for their 
countries. While at first glance this may seem 
mutually beneficial, the fees from foreign fishing 

licenses are not well distributed across the 
national government or down to the local fishing 
communities. Experts interviewed argued that fees 
are often not well distributed to programs that 
support capacity building for fisheries management 
and enforcement.46 Ensuring that revenues from 
access agreements are invested back into fisheries 
management and enforcement is critical for 
improving the capacity of coastal countries to 
monitor DWF vessels.

While the value of fish and the license fees play 
important roles in determining DWF destinations, 
accessibility to viable ports for offloading and 
processing catch, as well as resupplying, is also a 
critical determinate of where vessels travel. Some 
coastal countries have both the highly valued 
species targeted by DWF fleets and well-equipped 
ports that DWF vessels will visit to offload catch. 
This is the case in the ports of Majuro in Marshall 
Islands, Port Louis in Mauritius, Nouadhibou 
in Mauritania, Honiara in Solomon Islands, and 
Tarawa in Kiribati. Everything from processing 
facilities to appropriate dock infrastructure 
influences where a DWF vessel may visit and land 
its catch. Without such facilities, DWF vessels rely 
on refrigerated transshipment vessels to ensure 
their catch gets to market and they are properly 
resupplied while at sea. 

For example, longliners require different port 
facilities than purse seine vessels.iv In Seychelles, 
DWF longliners operating there are unable to dock 
at Port Victoria to either offload or transship catch. 
Therefore, they either transship to reefers at sea, or 
visit other ports – like Port Louis in Mauritius – that 
are equipped to handle longliners. Coastal countries 
recognize the importance of developing domestic 
capacity at ports, including port infrastructure and 
a system of businesses that support the seafood 
industry. Representatives interviewed in coastal 
countries saw port development and modernization 
as a means to entice vessels away from other 
frequently used ports. However, development 
and modernization efforts generally do not 
directly address concerns relating to the lack of 
enforcement capacity.

iv. See Glossary for definitions of these types of vessels. 
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Governance and Enforcement Capacity

While economic forces and business calculations 
are critical considerations that influence the 
operations of DWF vessels, fisheries governance 
and enforcement also play important roles. The 
DWF vessels most likely to engage in IUU fishing 
are attracted to countries lacking robust fisheries 
management regimes. Those countries often 
also lack the capacity to effectively monitor, 
enforce, and prosecute perpetrators that violate 
existing fisheries laws. Existing literature on the 
economics of crime confirms this analysis, and 
identifies three main factors that drive actors to 
participate in criminal activity: low monitoring and 
enforcement; low penalties for infractions; and high 
rewards associated with the crime.47 Put simply, 
vessels engage in IUU fishing because it pays.48 
Ultimately, interviewees emphasized that a vessel 
engaging in IUU fishing will not likely leave a fishing 
ground unless there are no more fish, the vessel is 
interdicted by authorities, or the vessel can make 
more money elsewhere. 

In many of these coastal countries, funding and 
support for fisheries management and enforcement 
is often a low priority, especially when financial 
resources are already constrained. Without 
the necessary resources – both in terms of 
qualified personnel and adequate financing – the 
management of fisheries becomes a significant 
challenge. In the coastal countries targeted by DWF 
fleets, there is often a lack of trained personnel, and 
retaining high-quality personnel is difficult due to 
low salaries. The lack of highly trained personnel 
and low retention rates are closely connected with 
a shortage of resources, stemming from a low 
prioritization of fisheries management and training. 

In some coastal countries, fisheries ministries often 
lack the necessary management and enforcement 
tools to succeed. For example, in both Mozambique 
and Seychelles, while fisheries officials expressed 
pride in their mission to ensure the longevity of 
fisheries resources for their respective countries, 
their enthusiasm was dampened by the reality that 
the fisheries ministries have such limited budgets, 
preventing effective management of fish stocks. 
Even in Seychelles, a country where the fishing 
industry is one of the primary economic engines 
and is significantly supported by the government, 
interviewees articulated challenges with retaining 
high quality fisheries enforcement officers and 
technical advisors to develop and implement 
robust stock assessments.49 In Mozambique, the 

combination of crippling government debt and the 
nascent nature of the recently created Ministry 
of Sea, Inland Waters, and Fisheries result in a 
politically weak and resource-strained institution, 
creating conditions that can be exploited by criminal 
DWF vessels.

Political Influence

Another important factor influencing DWF fleets’ 
operations is political influence. The allocation 
of natural resources like fisheries is inherently 
political and selective – with government authorities 
providing access to the resource to some, but 
not all parties. In addition, increasing scarcity of 
fisheries resources has intensified the geopolitical 
importance of accessing the fisheries of coastal 
countries. 

Within the context of declining global fish stocks, 
DWF nations are increasingly incentivized to access 
new fisheries at any cost. There are widespread 
accusations that these fleets acquire access to 
fishery resources by exploiting corrupt practices, 
institutions, and officials.50 Moreover, there are 
real concerns that foreign access agreements can 
be influenced by quid pro quo, tacit agreements, 
and coercion where infrastructure or targeted 
development assistance may translate into access 
of natural resources or even further in some cases 
outright corruption.51 Instances of such influence 
exist across the DWF industry – such as Chinese 
vessels acquiring exemptions for transshipment 
in Ghana in the early 2000s, or even tying access 
to fisheries with other assistance packages like 
infrastructure development in Mozambique.52

While there is no systematic evidence of corruption 
in the DWF industry, a lack of transparency 
surrounding the industry, including access 
agreements and beneficial ownership of joint-
ventures and charter agreements, can breed a 
perception of corruption. Interviewees in Ghana 
succinctly expressed this sentiment, particularly 
in regard to the Chinese DWF fleet. With no 
transparency, those outside the process are 
left to assume the worst – that corrupt officials 
make poor decisions to the detriment of local 
industry.53 Another common refrain shared by many 
interviewees was that even if the public is aware of 
the terms of the access agreement, they are not 
aware of the back-door deals or “the contents of 
the brown paper bag slipped under the negotiating 
table.”54
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When pressed to share information about foreign 
access agreements, coastal states, particularly 
those in the Pacific, argue that access agreements 
should not be made public as it will undermine 
their negotiating positions with DWF vessels and 
intrude on their sovereignty.55 However, a lack 
of transparency in the industry breeds both the 
opportunity for, and a perception of, corruption. 
It provides the opportunity for corrupt officials 
to take advantage of the system, insulates bad 
actors from detection, perpetuates poor labor 
standards, and provides an opportunity for IUU 
caught fish to enter the supply chain. Steps to 
make access agreements, beneficial owners, and 
vessel activity more transparent are critical to 
creating greater accountability and sustainability 
in the use of increasingly dwindling fisheries 
resources. Efforts to encourage coastal and DWF 
countries to sign on to transparency endeavors 
like the Fisheries Transparency Initiative are 
crucial to address these concerns.
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A Deeper Dive:  
The Top Five Fleets
While the motivations discussed in the previous 
section provide a broad explanation for why the 
top five DWF fleets operate where and how they 
do, there is a need to put these motivations in the 
context of the historic and current support and 
policies of the fleet’s home governments. This 
analysis is important to understanding the level 
of oversight and accountability that each country 
provides their DWF fleet, and ultimately offers 
important context for the fleets’ activities, from IUU 
fishing to the use of poor labor practices. 

China
The Chinese DWF fleet is the largest, most prolific 
in the industry today, with vessels operating in 
every region of the world. Less than a third of the 
estimated 3,000 DWF vessels are captured in this 

project given that the parameters of this research 
focused on fishing in non-neighboring EEZs. The 
Chinese fleet’s fishing activity dwarfed the activities of 
other DWF fleets, with Chinese vessels representing 
almost 40 percent of all top ten DWF fishing fleets’ 
activities in other countries’ EEZs. Not only was the 
Chinese DWF fleet large, but it contained a wide 
variety of vessels: longliners, trawlers, squid jiggers, 
purse seiners, pole and line, pot and traps, and more 
were utilized. Of the top five DWF fleets in the study, 
the Chinese vessels were among the least engaged 
in transshipment according to AIS data of likely 
transshipment encounters after fishing activity in 
the top 10 coastal countries, likely transshipping only 
three percent of Chinese fishing activity. However, 
it is probable that not all transshipment encounters 
were captured since it is easy for vessels to turn AIS 
off at any moment.

FIGURE 5: DISTANT WATER FLEET FROM CHINA
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FIGURE 6: DISTRIBUTION OF CHINESE DWF VESSELS BASED ON AIS DATA
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Figure	5:	Distribution	of	Chinese	DWF	Vessels	Based	on	AIS	Data	

In	1986,	China	introduced	the	National	Fisheries	Law,	which	set	the	stage	for	China’s	burgeoning	
DWF	fleet.	The	law	outlined	the	need	to	incorporate	fisheries	into	economic	planning	policies,	
encouraging	the	development	of	fishing	capacity	and	production	on	a	domestic	and	international	
scale.56	Critically,	the	law	also	pushed	for	the	creation	of	offshore	fishing,	announcing	that	the	
“state	shall	give	support	or	preferential	treatment	in	the	form	of	funds,	materials	and	
technology,	and	in	matters	of	taxation.”57	Most	importantly,	the	National	Fisheries	Law	provides	
context	for	the	current	state	of	Chinese	fisheries	because	it	led	to	overfishing	and	the	collapse	of	
domestic	fisheries,	affecting	the	livelihoods	of	fishers	across	the	country.	Coinciding	with	the	
National	Fisheries	Law	was	the	closures	of	fishing	grounds.	These	closures	encouraged	fishing	
beyond	China’s	waters	to	quell	food	security	concerns	that	resulted	from	dwindling	domestic	
stocks	as	well	as	to	provide	employment	opportunities	for	displaced	fishers.58		
	
At	the	beginning	of	the	21st	Century,	the	“going	out	policy”	encouraged	a	more	strategic	and	
holistic	approach	for	China’s	DWF	fleet,	as	the	distant	water	fleet	became	closely	affiliated	with	
their	growing	global	presence.59	The	2010s	continued	to	be	marked	by	a	desire	to	expand	their	
global	reach,	an	aspiration	that	the	DWF	fleet	supported.	Since	then,	vessels	have	continued	to	
be	upgraded	and	modernized	with	financial	support	through	subsidies	from	the	central	and	
provincial	governments.	These	subsidies	have	helped	Chinese	DWF	fleets	to	be	more	productive	
in	exchange	for	giving	China	eyes	on	waters	in	the	far	reaches	of	the	world.60		
	
Experts	now	see	China’s	DWF	fleet	utilized	in	three	ways.	The	first	is	to	meet	growing	demands	
for	seafood	at	home,	with	Beijing	currently	requiring	its	fleet	to	send	an	estimated	60-65	percent	
of	its	catch	back	to	Chinese	markets.	The	second	is	to	assert	territorial	control	over	historical	
claims	in	the	South	China	Sea,	which	is	often	done	with	the	support	of	Chinese	Coast	Guard	
vessels.61	The	third	is	the	connection	between	the	expanding	presence	of	China’s	DWF	fleet	and	
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In 1986, China introduced the National Fisheries 
Law, which set the stage for China’s burgeoning 
DWF fleet. The law outlined the need to incorporate 
fisheries into economic planning policies, 
encouraging the development of fishing capacity 
and production on a domestic and international 
scale.56  Critically, the law also pushed for the 
creation of offshore fishing, announcing that the 
“state shall give support or preferential treatment 
in the form of funds, materials and technology, 
and in matters of taxation.”57 Most importantly, the 
National Fisheries Law provides context for the 
current state of Chinese fisheries because it led to 
overfishing and the collapse of domestic fisheries, 
affecting the livelihoods of fishers across the 
country. Coinciding with the National Fisheries Law 
was the closures of fishing grounds. These closures 
encouraged fishing beyond China’s waters to quell 
food security concerns that resulted from dwindling 
domestic stocks as well as to provide employment 
opportunities for displaced fishers.58

At the beginning of the 21st Century, the “going out 
policy” encouraged a more strategic and holistic 
approach for China’s DWF fleet, as the distant 
water fleet became closely affiliated with their 
growing global presence.59 The 2010s continued to 
be marked by a desire to expand their global reach, 
an aspiration that the DWF fleet supported. Since 
then, vessels have continued to be upgraded and 
modernized with financial support through subsidies 
from the central and provincial governments. These 
subsidies have helped Chinese DWF fleets to be 
more productive in exchange for giving China eyes 
on waters in the far reaches of the world.60

Experts now see China’s DWF fleet utilized in three 
ways. The first is to meet growing demands for 
seafood at home, with Beijing currently requiring its 
fleet to send an estimated 60-65 percent of its catch 
back to Chinese markets. The second is to assert 
territorial control over historical claims in the South 
China Sea, which is often done with the support 
of Chinese Coast Guard vessels.61 The third is the 
connection between the expanding presence of 
China’s DWF fleet and the government’s economic 
interests abroad that are associated with the Belt 
and Road Initiative (BRI). The BRI is a multi-billion-
dollar infrastructure and development initiative 
designed to connect China with key economic 
corridors in the rest of the world. 

Most recently, the Chinese flagged fleet has come 
under greater scrutiny due to IUU fishing activities 
abroad. Interviewees expressed concerns about 
the low level of oversight imposed on the Chinese-
flagged fleet in distant waters. Concerns included 
both apprehensions about Chinese companies 
operating front companies that distort benefits 
to the owner of the vessel, as well as worries 
about joint-venture and/or charter agreements 
that are predatory and not mutually beneficial for 
companies in coastal countries.62 Recently, the 
Chinese government has instituted some policy 
changes in response to this heightened pressure 
after incidents of IUU fishing were chronicled. For 
example, last year, the central government proposed 
amendments to the key fisheries laws. The laws now 
include stricter regulations on the use of flags of 
convenience by Chinese companies.63 Additionally, 
the Ministry of Agriculture, which houses the 
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Bureau of Fisheries, made public statements that 
it would deny black listed vessels, vessels that are 
known to engage in IUU fishing, from accessing 
ports in China, effectively complying with some 
certain components of the PSMA.64 Despite these 
acts of compliance, China has yet to sign onto the 
PSMA and concerns about IUU fishing of their fleet 
in other countries’ waters continues to be prevalent.

Beijing publicly stated that it plans to cap the 
number of DWF vessels at 3,000 vessels by 2020.65 
However, experts believe otherwise since Beijing 
and the provincial governments continue to 
subsidize their fleet’s operations, including funding 
for vessel modernization such as upgrades to 
increase hold capacity and engine capacity.66 These 
subsidies are a significant threat to the sustainability 
of ocean resources because they make DWF fishing 
economically viable when otherwise they would 
not be.67 Moreover, in conversations with Chinese 
academics specializing in fisheries, who often have 
close relationships with the government, many 
expressed skepticism about the need to address 
the unreported component of IUU fishing. These 
experts argued that the government sees illegal 
fishing as a serious problem that needs to be 

addressed, but that other components of IUU 
fishing are more pressing concerns.68 This sentiment 
provides important context for the activities of 
Chinese DWF fleets abroad and the oftentimes 
low level of oversight by the flag state, the People’s 
Republic of China.

Taiwan
The second largest DWF fleet globally is the 
Taiwanese fleet. From 2016 to 2017, there were 
414 Taiwanese flagged vessels fishing in non-
neighboring EEZs, which represented over 20 
percent of the top ten DWF fishing fleets’ fishing 
activities during that period. In fact, three-quarters 
of the Taiwanese vessels in the study were 
longliners targeting tuna fisheries in the Pacific and 
Indian Oceans. In fact, Taiwan’s DWF fleet supplies 
an estimated 50 percent of the sashimi grade tuna 
globally.69 Their vessels often utilize transshipment 
vessels to bring their catch to market and to 
facilitate longer periods at sea. Based on AIS data 
of likely transshipment encounters after fishing 
activity in the top 10 coastal countries, Taiwanese 
vessels likely transshipped less than four percent 
of their fishing activity to reefer vessels.70 

FIGURE 7: DISTANT WATER FLEET FROM TAIWAN
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FIGURE 8: DISTRIBUTION OF TAIWANESE DWF VESSELS BASED ON AIS DATA
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Figure	6:	Distribution	of	Taiwanese	DWF	Vessels	Based	on	AIS	Data	

	
The	Taiwanese	fleet	first	developed	in	the	1950s	and	1960s	in	response	to	overfishing	and	
collapsing	fish	stocks	in	their	waters,	coupled	with	concerns	about	economic	security	for	
Taiwanese	fishers.71	The	shift	coincided	with	the	government	policy,	“Every	Fisher	Has	His	Boat”,	
in	which	the	government	significantly	subsidized	the	DWF	fleet	by	encouraging	citizens	to	
purchase	vessels	in	order	to	become	a	part	of	their	growing	industry.72	Government	support	for	
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The Taiwanese fleet first developed in the 1950s and 
1960s in response to overfishing and collapsing fish 
stocks in their waters, coupled with concerns about 
economic security for Taiwanese fishers.71 The shift 
coincided with the government policy, “Every Fisher 
Has His Boat”, in which the government significantly 
subsidized the DWF fleet by encouraging citizens 
to purchase vessels in order to become a part 
of their growing industry.72 Government support 
for the DWF fleet continued through the 1980s 
and 1990s as subsidies to build small-scale vessels 
were replaced by subsidies for the construction 
of industrial, often longliner, vessels.73 In the early 
2000s, the Taiwanese fleet faced accusations of 
IUU fishing practices and was sanctioned by the 
Regional Fisheries Management Organizations 
(RFMOs), which manage specific species of fish or 
geographic areas of the ocean, and the International 
Commission for the Conservation of Atlantic Tunas 
(ICCAT).74  Many saw this as an opportunity for 
significant reform and improvement of oversight 
for the fleet’s operations. However, Taiwan’s fishing 
fleet has recently come under additional scrutiny for 
poor labor practices and IUU concerns. 

In 2015, the European Union issued Taiwan a “yellow 
card” as part of the European Commission’s IUU 
Fishing Regulation, which is designed to prevent 
IUU-caught fish from entering the European 
market.75 In giving out a “yellow card”, the European 
Commission provided Taiwan with a warning: either 
address IUU fishing concerns or risk receiving a 
“red card” and have all seafood products denied 
entry to the European market. In response, Taiwan 
underwent significant changes to its fisheries 
management laws. In 2017, Taiwan renewed its Act 

for Distant Water Fisheries, mandating tougher 
regulations for fishing activities of Taiwanese vessels 
abroad.76 The law comprehensively addressed 
many fundamental concerns about the DWF fleet, 
including requiring all vessels to have either an 
active VMS on board or an electronic-log system 
to help monitor the vessels’ activities.77 Some 
experts expressed concerns about the level of 
political will necessary to implement the Act, given 
competing priorities of addressing food security to 
fulfill demand for seafood at home and addressing 
job security for fishers.78 Despite those worries 
about implementation, Taiwan’s “yellow card” was 
lifted in July 2019 and a joint task force between 
the European Commission and the Taiwanese 
government was created, indicating progress in 
the fight against IUU fishing.79 However, concerns 
about labor abuses aboard Taiwanese vessels 
remain significant, with migrants being lost at sea,80 
fishermen enduring slave-like conditions aboard 
vessels,81 and vessels continuing to utilize flags-of-
convenience despite effectively being operated by 
Taiwanese captains and businesses.82

Even as Taiwan makes strides in addressing the 
major concerns associated with its fishing fleet 
abroad, its complicated international status makes 
it difficult to maneuver in many international 
bodies. Globally, this can limit Taiwan’s position in 
the fisheries space. In particular, within the RFMOs, 
Taiwan typically enjoys access as a “fishing entity,” 
but has minimal or no decision-making power.83 
As the second largest and most significant DWF 
fleet globally, Taiwan’s complicated status prevents 
meaningful engagement and opportunities to 
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encourage greater accountability in the realm of 
fisheries management. 

Despite these challenges, Taiwan still has access to 
rich tuna fisheries globally. Improvements can be 
made to ensure that the fleet is more compliant 
with relevant international, regional, and the 
domestic fishing laws. In particular, over 300 of the 
Taiwanese vessels in this study are longliners, who 
often transship their catch to carrier vessels at sea 
rather than offloading it at port. Transshipment 
represents a major challenge to oversight and 
accountability in this stage of the supply chain. 
Improving transparency would be a significant 
step forward to managing the issues related to the 
Taiwanese fleet. 

Japan
From 2016 to 2017, Japan operated the third largest 
DWF fleet globally, with 162 fishing vessels active 
in waters from Southern and Eastern Africa to 
the Pacific. Nearly the entire fleet was made up 
of vessels specializing in tuna, such as longliners, 
purse seiners, or pole and lines, ergo they primarily 
targeted tuna species. Based on AIS data of likely 
transshipment encounters after fishing activity in 
the top 10 coastal countries, as much as 10 percent 
of Japanese fishing activity was likely transshipped, 
making the fleet the second largest to likely engage 
in transshipment of the top five fleets in the study.

FIGURE 9: DISTANT WATER FLEET FROM JAPAN
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Figure	7:	Distribution	of	Japanese	DWF	Vessels	Based	on	AIS	Data	

	
In	the	early	1930s,	it	was	estimated	that	Japan	had	one	of	the	largest	DWF	fleets	in	the	world,	
operating	long	distances	from	home	and	supported	by	the	government.	At	the	end	of	World	War	
II,	the	Japanese	fishing	industry	(including	its	DWF	fleet)	was	seen	as	an	important	kick-starter	
for	the	economy,	and	as	a	useful	means	of	addressing	food	security	concerns,	leading	to	further	
expansion	of	the	fleet.84	Similar	to	the	other	top	fleets	operational	in	the	1980s,	the	Japanese	
fleet	witnessed	a	downturn	with	the	introduction	of	EEZs	under	UNCLOS,	coupled	with	the	
realization	that	the	global	fishing	industry	was	overdrawing	its	resources.85	86		
	
In	more	recent	years,	the	fleet	has	further	waned	in	size,	despite	Japan	continuing	to	have	one	of	
the	highest	demands	for	fish	in	the	world.	In	December	2018,	the	Japanese	National	Diet	
(Parliament)	approved	major	changes	to	the	Fisheries	Act,	an	act	that	had	not	been	amended	in	
over	70	years.	The	new	changes	significantly	de-emphasized	the	World	War	II	era’s	focus	on	
fisheries	exploitation	and	shifted	focus	to	better	fisheries	management	and	sustainable	use.		
	
The	fleet	is	governed	by	the	Ministry	of	Agriculture,	Forestry,	and	Fisheries	(MAFF),	with	oversite	
provided	by	the	fisheries	agency.	Japanese	vessels	are	still	required	to	obtain	a	license	from	the	
central	government,	and	each	vessel	is	required	to	operate	using	VMS.87	However,	the	Japanese	
fleet	still	receives	subsidies	in	support	of	their	operations,	predominately	in	the	form	of	
insurance	and	the	development	of	services	infrastructure.88		
	
In	addition	to	the	support	provided	to	its	own	fleet,	Japan	also	provides	assistance	to	fishing	
industries	in	many	countries,	including	helping	to	develop	local	fishing	ports,	supporting	
capacity-building	efforts,	and	even	serving	as	a	donor	to	the	Pacific	Islands	Forum	Fisheries	
Agency.89	This	practice	is	similar	to	that	of	the	European	Union’s	Sustainable	Fisheries	
Partnership	Agreements	(SFPAs),	which	stipulate	that	funding	and	capacity	building	be	dedicated	
to	improvements	in	the	fishing	industry.	While	in	Maputo,	Mozambique,	Stimson	researchers	
saw	the	many	items	that	the	Japanese	development	agency	funded	to	support	the	fishing	sector	
and	the	local	port.	While	the	Japanese	provide	assistance	for	capacity	development	and	clearly	
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In the early 1930s, it was estimated that Japan 
had one of the largest DWF fleets in the world, 
operating long distances from home and 
supported by the government. At the end of World 
War II, the Japanese fishing industry (including 
its DWF fleet) was seen as an important kick-
starter for the economy, and as a useful means 
of addressing food security concerns, leading to 
further expansion of the fleet.84 Similar to the 
other top fleets operational in the 1980s, the 
Japanese fleet witnessed a downturn with the 
introduction of EEZs under UNCLOS, coupled with 
the realization that the global fishing industry was 
overdrawing its resources.85 86

In more recent years, the fleet has further waned 
in size, despite Japan continuing to have one of the 
highest demands for fish in the world. In December 
2018, the Japanese National Diet (Parliament) 
approved major changes to the Fisheries Act, an act 
that had not been amended in over 70 years. The 
new changes significantly de-emphasized the World 
War II era’s focus on fisheries exploitation and 
shifted focus to better fisheries management and 
sustainable use. 

The fleet is governed by the Ministry of Agriculture, 
Forestry, and Fisheries (MAFF), with oversite 
provided by the fisheries agency. Japanese vessels 
are still required to obtain a license from the central 
government, and each vessel is required to operate 
using VMS.87 However, the Japanese fleet still 
receives subsidies in support of their operations, 
predominately in the form of insurance and the 
development of services infrastructure.88 

In addition to the support provided to its own fleet, 
Japan also provides assistance to fishing industries 
in many countries, including helping to develop local 
fishing ports, supporting capacity-building efforts, 
and even serving as a donor to the Pacific Islands 
Forum Fisheries Agency.89 This practice is similar to 
that of the European Union’s Sustainable Fisheries 
Partnership Agreements (SFPAs), which stipulate 
that funding and capacity building be dedicated 
to improvements in the fishing industry. While in 
Maputo, Mozambique, Stimson researchers saw 
the many items that the Japanese development 
agency funded to support the fishing sector and the 
local port. While the Japanese provide assistance 
for capacity development and clearly state that 
subsidies should not encourage overcapacity and 
overfishing, their fishing agreements with coastal 
countries lack transparency, an important step 
in indicating the country’s serious commitment 
to the long-term health of fisheries globally. 
Overall, though Japan’s fishing agreements lack 
transparency and their fleet receives subsidies, the 
sentiment around the Japanese fleet is that it is 
generally more compliant in comparison to Chinese 
DWF vessels.

South Korea
South Korea operated the fourth largest DWF fleet 
based on AIS analysis from 2016 to 2017. The 198 
South Korean flagged vessels were active across 
the world, including in the Pacific, off the coast of 
Argentina near the Falklands, and in East Africa.v 
The longliner vessels operated in the waters off the 

v. Though South Korea has more vessels than Japan, it is ranked at number four because our analysis is based on fishing activity and not 
number of vessels. South Korea has a different composition of vessels in its fleet, particularly with the squid jiggers.
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coast of East Africa, while the squid jiggers focused 
their efforts in South America where the squid 
fishery is richer. The South Korean fleet seemed 
to engage the most in transshipment of the top 
five fleets in the study. Based on AIS data of likely 

transshipment encounters after fishing activity in 
the top 10 coastal countries targeted by the South 
Korean fleet, South Korean vessels transshipped 
nearly 20 percent of their fishing activity.90

FIGURE 11: DISTANT WATER FLEET FROM SOUTH KOREA

FIGURE 12: DISTRIBUTION OF SOUTH KOREAN DWF VESSELS BASED ON AIS DATA
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Figure	8:	Distribution	of	South	Korean	DWF	Vessels	Based	on	AIS	Data	

The	South	Korean	fleet	has	been	active	since	the	1960s	when	the	government	first	introduced	a	
5-year	plan	that	explicitly	outlined	the	desire	to	expand	the	DWF	fishery.91	This	plan	pushed	
South	Korean	vessels	far	and	wide,	with	DWF	catches	peaking	in	the	late	1980s	and	early	1990s.	
In	just	thirty	years,	the	catches	from	the	South	Korean	DWF	fleet	grew	from	656	tonnes	in	1962	
to	over	1	million	tonnes	in	1992.92	Today,	the	number	of	vessels	in	the	fleet	has	shrunk,	but	the	
capacity	and	power	of	the	vessels	has	slightly	expanded.93		
	
Similar	to	other	top	countries	supporting	large	DWF	fleets,	the	South	Korean	government	
provides	subsidies	for	its	fleet,	often	in	the	form	of	insurance-	and	service-based	subsidies	
related	to	marketing	and	management.	Few	of	these	subsidies	are	used	to	enhance	the	capacity	
of	fishing	vessels.94	The	management	of	fisheries	is	overseen	by	the	Ministry	of	Oceans	and	
Fisheries,	which	oversees	the	Distant	Water	Fisheries	Development	Act,	among	many	other	
relevant	fisheries	laws.	In	2013,	the	European	Commission	handed	the	South	Korean	
government	a	“yellow	card”,	which	required	that	significant	improvements	be	made	to	address	
IUU	fishing	concerns	or	risk	the	banning	of	South	Korean	exports	to	the	European	Union.	To	
address	the	concerns	that	prompted	the	“yellow	card”,	the	Distant	Water	Fisheries	Development	
Act	was	amended.95	Those	amendments	stipulated	that	a	DWF	vessel	must	have	VMS	on	board,	
obtain	permission	to	fish	in	foreign	country	waters,	and	must	report	to	the	ministry	about	joint	
ventures,	among	other	things.96		
	
Despite	these	efforts	to	improve	the	industry,	recent	reporting	has	highlighted	challenges	to	the	
South	Korean	fleet’s	compliance	with	international	fisheries	and	labor	laws,	including	utilizing	
unfair	labor	practices	and	engaging	in	IUU	fishing.97	Reports	of	labor	abuses	on	board	South	
Korean	vessels	continue.98	Experts	often	link	labor	abuses	with	longer	periods	of	time	spent	at	
sea	without	visits	to	port,	which	are	also	facilitated	by	support	vessels	that	transship	catch	and	
provide	resupplies.99	Most	importantly,	of	the	top	fleets	analyzed	in	this	research,	the	South	
Korean	fleet	engaged	most	frequently	in	transshipment	of	its	catches	as	compared	to	the	other	
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The South Korean fleet has been active since the 
1960s when the government first introduced a 
5-year plan that explicitly outlined the desire to 
expand the DWF fishery.91 This plan pushed South 
Korean vessels far and wide, with DWF catches 
peaking in the late 1980s and early 1990s. In just 
thirty years, the catches from the South Korean 
DWF fleet grew from 656 tonnes in 1962 to over 
1 million tonnes in 1992.92 Today, the number of 
vessels in the fleet has shrunk, but the capacity and 
power of the vessels has slightly expanded.93

Similar to other top countries supporting large 
DWF fleets, the South Korean government 
provides subsidies for its fleet, often in the form 
of insurance- and service-based subsidies related 
to marketing and management. Few of these 
subsidies are used to enhance the capacity of fishing 
vessels.94 The management of fisheries is overseen 
by the Ministry of Oceans and Fisheries, which 
oversees the Distant Water Fisheries Development 
Act, among many other relevant fisheries laws. 
In 2013, the European Commission handed the 
South Korean government a “yellow card”, which 
required that significant improvements be made to 
address IUU fishing concerns or risk the banning of 
South Korean exports to the European Union. To 
address the concerns that prompted the “yellow 
card”, the Distant Water Fisheries Development 
Act was amended.95 Those amendments stipulated 
that a DWF vessel must have VMS on board, obtain 
permission to fish in foreign country waters, and 
must report to the ministry about joint ventures, 
among other things.96

Despite these efforts to improve the industry, 
recent reporting has highlighted challenges 
to the South Korean fleet’s compliance with 
international fisheries and labor laws, including 

utilizing unfair labor practices and engaging in IUU 
fishing.97 Reports of labor abuses on board South 
Korean vessels continue.98 Experts often link labor 
abuses with longer periods of time spent at sea 
without visits to port, which are also facilitated by 
support vessels that transship catch and provide 
resupplies.99 Most importantly, of the top fleets 
analyzed in this research, the South Korean fleet 
engaged most frequently in transshipment of its 
catches as compared to the other top ten fishing 
fleets. While transshipment facilitates easier and 
quicker movement of catches to market, it also 
provides opportunities to launder IUU caught fish 
with legally caught fish, and it extends the time that 
vessels can spend at sea. Improving oversight and 
transparency of these transshipment events is an 
important step forward for the South Korean fleet, 
as it would improve their level of compliance and 
aid international efforts to combat IUU fishing and 
labor abuse in the fishing industry.

Spain
Spain operated the fifth largest DWF fleet from 
2016 to 2017, with its operations primarily focused 
on fisheries in West and East Africa.100 The fleet 
contains a significant number of trawlers, which 
specialize in fishing for pelagic species and 
other fin fishes. The fleet is regulated by two 
entities: the European Union and the Kingdom of 
Spain. According to publicly available data from 
the Spanish Ministry of Agriculture, Fish, and 
Environment, the Spanish DWF fleet included 64 
flagged vessels operating in foreign country waters, 
61 trawlers, and 3 longliners in 2017.101 Based on AIS 
analysis of likely transshipment encounters after 
fishing in the fleet’s top 10 coastal countries, the 
Spanish fleet engaged in the least transshipment – 
less than one percent of all fishing activity. 
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FIGURE 13: DISTANT WATER FLEET FROM SPAIN

FIGURE 14: DISTRIBUTION OF SPANISH DWF VESSELS BASED ON AIS DATA
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Figure	9:	Distribution	of	Spanish	DWF	Vessels	Based	on	AIS	Data	

The	Spanish	fleet	has	fished	distant	waters	for	centuries,	often	in	pursuit	of	economic	and	food	
security.	An	estimated	87	percent	of	the	Mediterranean’s	fish	stocks	are	overfished,	pushing	
vessels	further	afield.	Despite	the	reduced	fish	stocks,	the	fleet	has	been	reduced	in	the	last	20	
years	due	to	stricter	controls	and	oversight	stipulated	by	the	European	Commission	across	the	
European	member	states.	However,	Spain	still	operates	the	largest	DWF	fleet	out	of	the	
European	Union	member	states	in	terms	of	fishing	capacity,	representing	nearly	24	percent	of	
the	overall	European	fleet.102	Collectively,	the	European	distant	water	fishing	fleet	represents	18	
percent	of	the	gross	tonnage	for	all	European	vessels,	including	small	and	large	scale	ones.103	
According	to	OECD	statistics	on	government	support	to	fisheries,	Spain’s	DWF	fleet	receives	very	
few	subsidies,	unlike	the	four	other	top	DWF	fleets.104	However,	this	may	change	as	the	
European	Union	considers	renewing	subsidies	to	the	DWF	fleet	during	the	upcoming	
negotiations	for	the	2020	budget.		
	
PULL	OUT	BOX	
In	2020,	the	European	Union	will	pass	a	new	budget.	In	the	runup	to	the	budget	negotiations,	
the	European	Commission	put	forward	a	fisheries	funding	proposal	that	recommended	similar	
funding	levels.	The	priorities	remain	at	the	levels	of	previous	fisheries	budgets,	which	limited	
subsidies	to	the	DWF	fleet.	However,	in	April	2019,	the	European	Parliament	countered	this	
proposal	and	requested	additional	funding	to	subsidize	vessel	construction	and	modernization	of	
the	European	fleet.	The	current	debate	moves	to	a	trialogue	between	the	European	Council,	the	
European	Parliament,	and	the	European	Commission,	who	will	negotiate	a	budget	deal	that	will	
guide	the	future	of	their	fishing	operations.	Experts	have	argued	that	the	proposal	to	dedicate	
funding	to	vessel	modernization	and	construction	runs	counter	to	EU	priorities	and	undermines	
negotiations	in	other	areas,	including	at	the	World	Trade	Organization	in	Geneva,	where	fisheries	
subsidies	are	at	the	top	of	the	priority	list.		
PULL	OUT	BOX	
	

39

0

80

23

0 2
0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

Long	Liners Squid	Jiggers Trawlers Purse	SeinersPole	and	Line Other

Nu
m
be
r	o
f	V
es
se
ls

Type	of	Fishing	Gear

Distribution	of	Spanish	DWF	Vessels	Based	on	AIS	
Data	from	2016	to	2017

The Spanish fleet has fished distant waters for 
centuries, often in pursuit of economic and 
food security. An estimated 87 percent of the 
Mediterranean’s fish stocks are overfished, pushing 
vessels further afield. Despite the reduced fish 
stocks, the fleet has been reduced in the last 
20 years due to stricter controls and oversight 

stipulated by the European Commission across 
the European member states. However, Spain still 
operates the largest DWF fleet out of the European 
Union member states in terms of fishing capacity, 
representing nearly 24 percent of the overall 
European fleet.102 Collectively, the European DWF 
fleet represents 18 percent of the gross tonnage 
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vi.  It is important to note that the member states in the European Union are also free to directly negotiate with coastal countries for 
access to their waters.

for all European vessels, including small and large 
scale ones.103 According to OECD statistics on 
government support to fisheries, Spain’s DWF fleet 
receives very few subsidies, unlike the four other 
top DWF fleets.104 However, this may change as the 
European Union considers renewing subsidies to 
the DWF fleet during the upcoming negotiations for 
the 2020 budget. 

The Spanish fleet usually acquires access to 
coastal countries’ waters through the EU’s bilateral 
agreements or SFPAs.vi These agreements posted on 
the European Commission’s website are transparent 
and outline the access rights, funding structures, 
allowable catch, and other terms. According to the 
online and publicly available SFPAs, the Spanish 
fleet had active vessels in the waters of in a handful 
of African nations from 2016 to 2017, including 
Cape Verde,105 Guinea-Bissau,106 Mauritania,107  and 
Senegal.108 However, according to AIS data, vessels 
were also active in Angolan, Congolese, Western 
Saharan, Namibian, and Sierra Leonean waters. 
Taking a closer look at Guinea-Bissau, according to 
publicly available information, the SFPA outlines 
opportunities for 14 purse seiners and longliners 
and 9 pole and line vessels fishing for shrimp and 
fish/cephalopods at 2,500 and 2,900 gross tonnage, 
respectively. Ultimately, from 2016 to 2017, there 
were only a handful of purse seiners and longliners, 
and instead far more trawlers operating in Guinea-
Bissau’s EEZ.

In cases such as the one described, each flag state 
within the EU is responsible and accountable to 
its flag state duties. While the vessels themselves 
are held to high standards of compliance to 
international labor and fisheries laws and behaviors 
abroad, some interviewees suggested that 
complying with the laws hinders fishing competition. 
It is recognized that certain international fleets 
using the same waters are known to engage in 
IUU fishing and labor abuses. It’s also common 
knowledge that these fleets take advantage of weak 
governance structures and enforcement of coastal 

states by engaging in illegal business practices 
such as bribing officials or submitting fraudulent 
catch documentation. The Spanish fleet, and more 
broadly the European fleet, have argued that the 
playing field is not level and they are hamstrung to 
stay competitive.109

In addition to the Spanish-flagged fleet, Spanish 
companies also participate in joint-ventures and 
charter agreements. For example, in Seychelles 
the domestic tuna fishing fleet is jointly owned by 
Spanish and French companies, with Seychellois 
partners. During Stimson’s field research in the 
Seychelles, experts admitted that even if these 
agreements indicate Seychellois majority ownership, 
they would not be surprised if the distribution of 
benefits were entirely different, with European 
partners receiving grater benefits than the 
Seychellois partners.

In 2020, the European Union will pass a new 
budget. In the runup to the budget negotiations, 
the European Commission put forward a fisheries 
funding proposal that recommended similar 
funding levels. The priorities remain at the levels 
of previous fisheries budgets, which limited 
subsidies to the DWF fleet. However, in April 
2019, the European Parliament countered this 
proposal and requested additional funding to 
subsidize vessel construction and modernization 
of the European fleet. The current debate moves 
to a trialogue between the European Council, 
the European Parliament, and the European 
Commission, who will negotiate a budget deal that 
will guide the future of their fishing operations. 
Experts have argued that the proposal to dedicate 
funding to vessel modernization and construction 
runs counter to EU priorities and undermines 
negotiations in other areas, including at the World 
Trade Organization in Geneva, where fisheries 
subsidies are at the top of the priority list. 
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Case Studies: Mozambique  
and Seychelles
The following case studies are based on interviews 
with dozens of experts in government, the NGO 
community, and private sector in Mozambique 
and Seychelles. The interviews were conducted 
in person during April 2019 in the capitals of each 
country: Maputo and Victoria. Mozambique and 
Seychelles were selected due to the diversity 
of flagged fleets operating in the region, which 
included China, Taiwan, Japan, and South Korea. 
Additionally, the case studies provide important 
insight into the implications of DWF fleets that 
can be applied more broadly for coastal countries 
targeted by these fleets. In fact, the field work in 
Seychelles and Mozambique confirmed two main 
assumptions about DWF motivations: Profitability 
is central to the decision-making process for 
DWF vessels; and some of the least compliant 
DWF vessels are attracted to coastal countries 
that have low capacities to monitor and enforce 
their fisheries management regimes. Moreover, in 
conversations with experts on the ground in each 
country, one sentiment was consistently shared: 
fisheries resources are being overexploited both 
by domestic and foreign fishermen, often to the 
detriment of local communities and economies, and 
the capacity to address these concerns needs to 
increase if valuable fisheries are to enjoy long-term 
sustainability. 

Distant Water Fishing in 
Mozambique
The Republic of Mozambique lies in southeastern 
Africa, bordering Tanzania to the north and South 
Africa to the south. The country’s coastline is 
significant: at 2,700 kilometers, Mozambique’s coast 
is the third longest in Africa. Its fisheries resources 
are rich – with species ranging from pelagic and 
demersal fish, as well as shrimp, crustaceans, and 
tuna. Fishing activities represent three percent of 
the national GDP;110 an estimated 350,000 artisanal 
fishers represent 85 percent of the fishing effort 
in the country, while the remaining 15 percent of 
fishing effort is captured by the semi-industrial and 
industrial fishing fleet.111 Though a small proportion 

of the fishing activities, the semi-industrial and 
industrial fishing sectors represent nearly 60 
percent of the country’s catch value.112 From 2016 
to 2017, vessels from Japan, Taiwan, South Korea, 
China, Portugal, Spain, and Russia operated in 
Mozambican waters. A majority of the vessels were 
longliners from Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan, 
while the remaining were a few trawlers from China, 
and just two from Portugal and Russia.

In early 2019, the Mozambican government released 
its “Sea Policy and Strategy,” which outlined major 
policy goals and challenges facing the maritime 
space in the country. Among the many issues 
discussed in the report were fisheries. The report 
outlined that the primary concerns currently 
facing Mozambican fisheries are the lack of 
technical knowledge and capacity to monitor and 
enforce fisheries management, particularly due 
to concerns about overfishing.113 While identifying 
some structural weaknesses that allow IUU fishing 
to persist, the document lacks specificity and does 
not indicate a clear path forward to tackle the 
challenges. In reality, the capacity at all levels of 
the government to monitor and enforce fisheries 
regulations is weak. In private interviews with 
government officials, private sector representatives, 
and non-government organizations, the sentiment 
was clear: the government lacks capacity and 
political will to effectively manage and enforce the 
fisheries regulations that are currently in place. 
However, as detailed below, recent policy shifts have 
exacerbated these challenges. 

A Desire for Local Investment: A Shifting 
Policy and a Global Trend?

Until recently, foreign vessels targeting tuna each 
typically paid an access fee to fish in Mozambican 
waters – often around USD $32,000 per vessel for a 
year of access. Foreign vessels have also historically 
gained access by developing a bilateral fisheries 
agreement, as was common with the European 
fleet. These two types of agreements set clearly 
defined access rights to a fishery, within a specific 
time frame (often one year). These agreements 
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typically lack transparency, with the exception of 
the European SFPAs, which are publicly available 
online. Foreign vessels from China, Taiwan, Japan, 
South Korea, and the European Union utilized these 
agreements until 2018, when the Mozambican 
government shifted its policy on access rights 
for foreign fleets. The Republic of Mozambique 
significantly increased the price of traditional 
access agreements – from USD $35,000 to USD 
$200,000.114 Under the previous rate, about 30 to 
50 foreign vessels frequented Mozambican waters.115 
With the newly increased rates, only two vessels 
have pursued agreements in 2019. Instead, foreign 
vessels are now encouraged to pursue charter 
agreements and joint-venture agreements with 
Mozambican counterparts. Joint-ventures and 
charter agreements existed prior to this new policy, 
but were not as widely used as traditional access 
agreements.

Tanzania and Kenya have recently taken a similar 
approach to Mozambique by increasing access fees 
to encourage joint ventures and charters, while 
also indicating that the government will invest in 
processing facilities and port infrastructure to 
ensure that their economies capture the most 
value from their fisheries.116 This is critical as coastal 
countries often lose three times the added value 
of the catch when it does not land in the country.117 
Processing countries, like Seychelles and Mauritius, 
are then able to capture that added value. One 
sentiment shared by interviewees from some 
southern and eastern African countries is that these 
governments and industries want to see more of 
the economic benefits derived from their natural 
resources. As such, they have shifted policies 
that reflect this goal: increasing access fees and 
encouraging development of the domestic fishery 
sector including vessels, knowledge transfer, and 
processing facilities to rival others in the region. 

A charter agreement occurs when a 100 percent 
Mozambican-owned company uses a foreign 
vessel to fish – essentially, renting a foreign vessel. 
A joint-venture agreement sets out a partnership 
between a Mozambican and foreign company – 
with at least 51 percent of the company required 
to be Mozambican-owned, and the remaining 
amount owned by a foreign entity. Officials in the 
government emphasized that this policy change 
was designed to encourage private investment 
and facilitate a transfer of knowledge and capital 
to Mozambicans to help develop their domestic 
fishing industry. Since the creation of this 

policy, government officials noted that about 10 
Mozambican companies currently operate under 
charter agreements, while other foreign companies 
have pursued joint-venture agreements. While 
Stimson researchers were not able to acquire an 
official government estimate, upon visiting the Port 
of Maputo, Stimson viewed several vessels operating 
under the joint-venture system, including the 
majority of vessels from China, a few from South 
Korea, one from South Africa, one from the United 
States, and one from Spain.118

Previously, European Union vessels operated in 
Mozambican waters under a Sustainable Fisheries 
Partnership Agreement (SFPA), which was a 
bilateral fishing agreement negotiated between the 
EU and non-EU countries. Since 1987, the EU and 
Mozambique had bilateral fishing agreements, with 
the most recent agreement expiring in 2015. The 
recent agreement provided access to Mozambique’s 
tuna fishery for Spanish, French, Italian, Portuguese, 
and British vessels in exchange for nearly EUR 1 
million in financial contributions, and yearly fees 
paid by the vessels.119 When the agreement expired 
in 2015, it was not renewed. Mozambicans cited 
concerns about underreporting and misreporting 
of EU vessel catches, as well as general concerns 
that Mozambique does not see commensurate 
financial benefit. Meanwhile the Europeans have 
argued that the fees are comparable to those in 
the other nearby regions, and that concerns about 
misreporting of catches were unfounded.

Low Trust in Government and the 
Perception of Corruption in the DWF 
Industry

Though the shift to increase access agreement fees 
is recent, many of the people interviewed expressed 
skepticism in the implementation of the policy 
and if it would have any real impact supporting 
the development of the domestic fishing industry. 
One fisheries official remarked that although the 
government has put in place all the right policies 
and legislation that are intended to benefit the 
local economy, foreign companies and countries 
always find loopholes to take advantage of the 
agreements.120 

Many interviewees openly expressed the pitfalls 
and emerging concerns associated with the joint-
venture partnerships that have emerged in the last 
year. They questioned if there has been or will be 
any real transfer of knowledge and tangible gains for 
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the domestic fishing industry. One expert argued 
that the structure of these agreements is inherently 
flawed, with the Mozambican partners always at 
a disadvantage. They argued that Mozambican 
companies, due to their lack of expertise in fisheries, 
are often unaware of their rights and obligations 
and are therefore unable to ensure due diligence 
and compliance by the chartered or joint-venture 
vessels, and so it is likely that catch is unreported or 
underreported.121

Another common theme in many of the 
conversations Stimson researchers had while in 
Maputo was that decision-making on national policy 
in the fishing industry is influenced by political 
calculations.. Interviewees expressed that political 
decisions drive the access agreements, with little to 
no concern for the environment or conservation 
of fisheries resources. Often competing interests 
and deals with foreign countries supersede 
environmental and conservation priorities. One 
interviewee even expressed that civil servants 
feel pressured to allow agreements with foreign 
companies to go through and that there is little 
room to negotiate for a better deal given this 
pressure from above.122

Further exemplifying this, a high-ranking official in 
the Ministry of Sea, Inland Waters, and Fisheries 
recently receiving threats from foreign fishing 
companies. In one instance, an individual associated 
with a Chinese fishing company threatened the 
government official that if the Ministry were to 
revoke the company’s license for IUU fishing 
violations, they would bring harm upon the 
government official’s children.123 In spite of this 
threat, the government official emphasized that 
they still felt empowered to do their job and would 
carry out the impending reprimand on the non-
compliant vessels. Even as this official stated their 
intention to follow through, the perception of a 
quid pro quo with the Chinese government, Chinese 
operators, and high-ranking Mozambican officials 
was evident throughout Stimson’s time spent in 
Maputo. 

Corruption quickly emerged as a common theme in 
interviews with private sector, non-governmental, 
and even governmental interviewees. In one 
meeting with a private sector representative, as 
the individual discussed the allocation of access 

agreements, joint-ventures, and charters to foreign 
companies, they pointed to the “white elephant” in 
the window known as the Maputo–Katembe bridge, 
which was built by the Chinese. The individual 
remarked: “There’s no free lunches. They’re taking 
our natural resources.”124 The individual also went 
on to express that it is widely believed – in and 
outside of government – that the recently arrived 
Chinese vessels were given access in return for 
the infrastructure projects across the country. 
Moreover, the recently arrived vessels are seen as 
not complying with fisheries regulations, and that 
the vessels will be here for a few years, capture 
everything that they need and collapse the stocks 
in the process.125 This opinion was in stark contrast 
to the perceptions of other non-Chinese foreign 
entities utilizing the joint venture system: European 
and Japanese joint ventures have operated in 
Mozambique for decades and are invested in the 
long-term viability of the fishery, whereas the 
Chinese are invested in the short term, with little 
concern for long-term effects on the health of the 
fishery and the impact it may have on Mozambican 
communities. The overwhelming sentiment 
shared within government, the nongovernmental 
community, and among business people is that 
capacity and political will hamper real progress to 
address IUU concerns carried out by domestic and 
foreign vessels alike. 

Political Will and Low Capacity: Pitfalls to 
Mozambique’s Fisheries

Stimson’s interviews with government, non-
governmental, and private experts highlighted a 
widespread belief that foreign fleets – including 
those that operate under traditional access 
agreements or through charter and joint-venture 
partnerships – are engaging in some level of 
IUU fishing. Government officials recognize that 
enforcement capacity is weak, with no patrol vessels 
capable of monitoring offshore waters. They further 
concede that some foreign-flagged vessels are more 
compliant than others. Historically, the Japanese 
and European fleets were seen as less likely to 
engage in IUU fishing, while Chinese and Taiwanese 
vessels were engaged in more illicit fishing practices. 
Given the recent policy change that increased the 
price of licenses for foreign vessels, many experts 
noted that in the last 18 months, Chinese vessels 
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– many of which are operating under Mozambican 
flags – have arrived in the country. Individuals 
expressed concerns regarding these vessels, ranging 
from fears that the foreign vessels are illegally 
fishing within the three nautical mile zone excluded 
for artisanal fishers, to claims of trafficking illicit 
goods, to general concerns about IUU fishing by 
these fleets.126

To the frustration of many interviewees in the 
private sector and NGO community, the Ministry 
of Fisheries is aware of these problems – but 
has not responded forcefully yet. As one former 
government official articulated, “We are making 
laws, we’re making laws, but we’re not caring about 
compliance.”127 In conversations with government 
officials, they acknowledge that some of these 
problems may occur, but then push back on the 
assumption that they can immediately address the 
problem, often citing capacity and political will as 
barriers. 

Increasing compliance and enforcement is central 
to improving fisheries management in Mozambique. 
In the past decade, the government displayed 
strong commitment to addressing these challenges: 
acceding to the Port State Measures Agreement, 
engaging regionally in the development of the 
Monitoring Control Surveillance (MCS) Center 
coordinated by Southern African Development 
Community (SADC) and a member of the Fish-I 
Taskforce; working bilaterally and multilaterally with 
neighbors to conduct joint patrols; and passing 
strong fisheries management rules. However, 
political will to continue to address these issues 
shows signs of wavering. Previously, the Ministry of 
Fisheries operated a re-purposed fishing vessel as 
a patrol boat, but funding constraints and shifting 
political priorities have left the vessel to rust away in 
the Port of Maputo. 

Another challenge is the lack of engagement from 
the Ministry of Defense, which has more assets 
but a weaker mandate to conduct anti-IUU patrols. 
Improving transparency in the industry, including 
making access agreements publicly available 
and requiring VMS be turned on at all times, 
complemented with increased capacity to monitor 
and take action against perpetrators, is critical to 
ensuring the longevity of Mozambique’s fisheries.

Distant Water Fishing  
in Seychelles
While Mozambique revealed capacity challenges 
and distrust in government institutions tasked 
with implementing strong fisheries management, 
research and interviews in Seychelles exposed 
a heavy reliance on the fisheries industry in the 
economy – often to the concern of interviewees. 
Furthermore, capacity challenges, including 
difficulties retaining high quality fisheries officials, 
were prevalent despite the high prioritization of 
fisheries in the government.

The Republic of Seychelles is an island country 
300 miles off the east coast of Africa. Situated 
within the rich tuna fishery of the Indian Ocean, 
the country has significantly developed its fisheries 
sector as an important component of its national 
economy. It is estimated that the fisheries sector 
represents anywhere from 8 to 20 percent of 
national GDP and employs nearly 17 percent of total 
population.128Many experts in Seychelles estimate 
that the actual figures are likely much higher; the 
government is currently in the process of analyzing 

Joint venture Chinese vessels in Mozambique. Source: Stimson Center.
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these figures for publication at the end of 2019.
vii Further exemplifying the centrality of the fishing 
industry in Seychelles, fisheries products make 
up an estimated 90 percent of total exports from 
the country, as the capital Victoria is home to the 
world’s largest tuna canning facility, which processes 
80 percent of all tuna caught in the Indian Ocean.129 

The Seychelles Fishing Authority is responsible 
for fisheries management in conjunction with the 
Seychelles Coast Guard. Working bilaterally with 
foreign fishing vessels, the government negotiates 
access rights to the waters, often with no quotas 
associated with the agreements, and uses flat 
license fees and fines when there are infractions.130 
From 2016 to 2017, AIS data showed that longline 
vessels and purse seiners from Taiwan, China, 
and South Korea operated in Seychelles, with a 
smaller number of vessels flagged from France, 
Italy, and Spain. Consisting of purse seiners, the 
European fleets operates under a structured SFPA 
agreement between the EU and Seychelles. In 
many ways, the incentives driving foreign fishing to 
Seychelles are similar to Mozambique: vessels are 
attracted to specific fish species. However, other 
factors come into play for Seychelles, including 
access to the processing factory and efficient 

turnaround times for vessels that visit port to 
resupply or offload catch. 

Interviewees in Seychelles generally viewed the 
European fleet as highly compliant and likely not 
engaged in IUU fishing given its historical activity, 
as well as the high degree of observer coverage on 
board the European vessels.131 Furthermore, most 
interviewees expressed positive sentiment towards 
the European bilateral agreements as they are 
transparent and directly contribute to capacity 
building in the fisheries industry. Conversely, 
interviewees shared a more skeptical sentiment 
towards Asian fleets operating in the waters. As 
the Asian vessels are long-liners, they do not visit 
Port Victoria to offload their catch and instead 
transship to support vessels.132 From 2016 to 
2017, there were 149 longline vessels operating 
in Seychellois waters, which represented nearly 
93 percent of all fishing activity in Seychelles by 
foreign vessels captured by AIS.133

These transshipment instances are supposed to be 
monitored and reviewed by relevant authorities, 
which would include the Indian Ocean Tuna 
Commission (IOTC), Seychelles Fishing Authority, 
and the authority where the transshipment vessels 
land their catch. However, many interviewees 
expressed skepticism about the oversight of these 
vessels. Currently, the observer coverage of vessels 
in the Indian Ocean is at 5 percent, which raises 
questions about compliance and oversight of 
these vessels. In conversations with officials from 
the IOTC and fisheries experts in Seychelles, the 
IOTC has little authority to ensure compliance 
of the vessels operating in the Indian Ocean. 
In particular, interviewees expressed concerns 
about misreporting of yellowfin tuna since it was 
assigned by the IOTC as an over-exploited fishery 
in the region.134 Interviewees argued that the quota 
placed further onus on the fisheries officers in 
Port Victoria, who are already struggling to meet 
basic requirements of their jobs, and ultimately 
expressed concerns about whether or not the 
quota will be effective. 

While many foreign vessels are active in Seychelles, 
there are a significant number of joint-venture and 
charter vessels, too. Interviewees indicated that 
there are 44 licensed purse seiners operating in 

Industrial tuna vessels in Seychelles. Source: Stimson Center.

vii. The Republic of Seychelles is currently conducting a new assessment of the contributions of the fisheries sector to the economy. 
Many of the experts we spoke with in Victoria estimated that the contributions are much higher than this estimate given that 
important components of the value chain, including those who directly and indirectly support the industry were not often 
incorporated in previous estimates. 
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Seychellois – 28 of which are French and Spanish, 13 
of which are Seychelles-flagged joint ventures with a 
European company, and 3 that are Mauritian-flagged 
but joint ventures with a European company. 
In discussing the practice of joint-ventures and 
charters, many experts remarked that while on 
paper these vessels must be split 51 percent 
Seychellois and 49 percent foreign-owned, in reality 
joint ventures may not actually be as beneficial 
to local fishers in developing the industry - a view 
shared by interviewees in Mozambique as well. 
However, in stark contrast to joint-ventures and 
charters executed in Mozambique, many Seychellois 
interviewees expressed a more positive view that 
these foreign companies did not seem to engage in 
IUU fishing practices, and invested in the longevity 
of their business operations in the country.

Long-Term Sustainability and Capacity 
Challenges

At a local level, experts voiced concerns about 
the extensive fleet of foreign vessels operating 
in Seychellois waters and the impact on local 
communities and the country. Interviewees 
expressed worries about the overreliance on 
the fisheries sector in the country, and believed 
that without proper management, there may be 
significant overexploitation that could ultimately 
lead to the collapse of some critical stocks. These 
concerns are not entirely unfounded as the IOTC 
imposed a quota limit on yellowfin, the first time 
it is ever implemented a limit of this kind. Given 
these concerns, interviewees expressed a need 
to enact strict quota limits on fish stocks. A shift 
to this management strategy would need to be 
complemented by robust capacity building in order 
to ensure that there is significant enforcement 
at ports when vessels offload catch, as well as 
improved measures to monitor transshipment 
activity at sea. However, the difficulty in retaining 
highly qualified and trained professionals is 
an additional barrier to improving fisheries 
management and enforcement in the country.135

In addition, there is a growing sentiment in the 
region to develop domestic port capacity, thereby 
encouraging foreign vessels to land and process 
catch and increase national revenue.136 However, 

concerns about increasing competition in the 
region, overexploitation of fisheries resources, and 
the continued reliance on fisheries as a main source 
of economic growth present a clear challenge 
for Seychelles moving forward. The potential to 
innovate and reshape the national economy exists 
given that the Government of Seychelles received 
USD $15 million in “blue bonds” coordinated by 
the World Bank and the Global Environmental 
Facility. The USD $15 million will be invested in 
projects that support the “marine protected areas, 
improved governance of priority fisheries and the 
development of the Seychelles’ blue economy.”137 
However, in meetings with representatives in the 
government and non-governmental community, 
dispersal of the bonds to viable projects has been 
slow-moving.138 And even while there is the potential 
for diversified investment in the blue economy, the 
government plans to pursue an extension of Port 
Victoria to accommodate long line vessels.139

At a regional level, interviewees expressed 
frustrations with the IOTC, which is hampered by 
debates between coastal countries and fishing 
countries over quota allocations, thus preventing a 
discussion on management strategies. Furthermore, 
the IOTC Secretariat lacks authority to ensure 
compliance and impose sanctions – as is the case 
with any RFMO. Often the data submitted to the 
compliance committee by IOTC member states 
is incomplete and not up to the standards set by 
the RFMO.140 The Secretariat staff are aware of 
compliance issues with member states, but do not 
have the mandate to increase accountability and 
can only provide guidance. Expanding the mandate 
and the authority of the IOTC, as well as other 
RFMOs, is critically needed in order to ensure the 
health of fisheries globally. Given that the IOTC is 
located in Seychelles and the country enjoys one 
of the world’s richest tuna fisheries, there is also 
a need (and an opportunity) to capitalize on the 
overlapping priority of sustaining the fishery in 
the long run. As the fishing industry is one of most 
significant contributors to the Seychellois economy 
and the migratory patterns are interconnected 
– with overfishing in one country’s waters having 
spillover effects in another country – it is within the 
economic interests of the Seychelles to strive for 
more robust accountability in the region. 
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Conclusion: The Need for 
Improved Transparency in  
the DWF Industry 
DWF fleets are prolific, operating across the globe 
in other countries’ waters. Their operations are 
largely opaque as they fish far from shore, often 
with little oversight from their home countries or 
accountability in the regions where they fish. From 
2016 to 2017, the top ten fleets represented 278,519 
fishing days carried out by nearly 1,800 vessels. 
However given the limitations of AIS data, it is likely 
that the true figure is much higher. The top five 
DWF fleets during the research period were China, 
Taiwan, Japan, South Korea, and Spain. The majority 
of the DWF fleets operated in the Pacific, as well as 
in East and West Africa. These vessels utilized a wide 
variety of ports across the globe, and commonly 
engaged in transshipment after fishing in another 
coastal countries’ EEZ. 

Stimson’s research and analysis found that DWF 
vessels are primarily motivated by the economic 
promise of potential profits to be earned from the 
fishery resources that coastal countries sell to DWF 
vessels. In addition to this business calculation, 
DWF vessels are attracted to coastal countries’ 
which exhibit weak fisheries management and 
enforcement capacity – revealing that the weaker 
capacity in a coastal country to monitor DWF 
vessels, the more likely DWF vessels are to engage in 
IUU fishing and other illicit activities. 

DWF vessels operate where public and private 
entities can exert political influence. Access by 
DWF nations to key government ministries in 
coastal nations is not uncommon. Some flag state 
countries assist their DWF fleets by supporting 
non fishery-related infrastructure projects or 
economic development in coastal countries. In 
addition, nations see value in expanding DWF fleets 
as a sign of geopolitical strength. Concerns about 
corruption and quid pro quos plague interactions 
between coastal countries and DWF fleets. Whether 
perceived or real, greater transparency is needed 
to build trust in the government and the industry. 
Overall, political influence and bargaining often push 

resource management to the periphery, with fishery 
resources viewed as a means of generating revenue, 
often to the detriment of the long-term health and 
sustainability of the resources themselves. 

Access agreements incentivize coastal countries, a 
majority of which are considered least developed 
countries by the United Nations, to prioritize 
short-term revenue opportunities. However, the 
funds generated from these agreements are not 
consistently reinvested into coastal communities 
and the local fishery sector, nor are they reinvested 
in fisheries management, enforcement, or local 
training. As a result, DWF vessels land catch in other 
countries’ ports, further depriving costal nations of 
additional income. In the future, coastal countries 
should consider rebalancing their approach to 
foreign vessels in their waters, requiring increased 
transparency and accountability of these fleets 
throughout their operations as a requirement for 
access agreements. This should be accompanied by 
significant investment in fisheries management and 
enforcement regimes within coastal countries to 
ensure the long-term health of fishery resources. 

DWF and the challenges it poses to coastal 
countries’ marine resources and the fishing industry 
will persist unless there is significant shift towards 
improved fisheries management, accountability of 
flag-state responsibilities and overall transparency 
throughout the seafood industry and supply chain. 
These challenges are rooted in the low level of 
transparency that persists across the industry, 
and particularly the Chinese DWF fleet, including 
intentionally ambiguous subsidy reporting by DWF 
fleets; little to no insight into vessel ownership, 
human labor on ships, or access agreements; 
and the significant gap in truly understanding the 
movement and extent of DWF and support vessels 
due to a lack of mandates for AIS and VMS. Without 
such improvements, over-utilization of fishery 
resources will continue unabated.
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Appendix

INTERVIEWEE AFFILIATION TYPE OF 
INTERVIEW

DATE

Interviewee 1 University of Washington In person January 2019

Interviewee 2 Intergovernmental Organization In person February 2019

Interviewee 3 Non-Governmental Organization 
based in U.S.

In person February 2019

Interviewee 4 U.S. Department of State Via telephone February 2019

Interviewee 5 Non-Governmental Organization 
based in U.S.

Via telephone March 2019

Interviewee 6 Non-Governmental Organization 
based in Norway

Via telephone March 2019

Interviewee 7 University of British Columbia Via telephone March 2019

Interviewee 8 Non-Governmental Organization 
based in U.S.

Via telephone March 2019

Interviewee 9 International Organization based 
in Seychelles

Via telephone March 2019

Interviewee 10 Non-Governmental Organization 
based in U.S.

Via telephone March 2019

Interviewee 11 Non-Governmental Organization 
based in U.S.

In person March 2019

Interviewee 12 U.S. Department of State Via telephone March 2019

Interviewee 13 Non-Governmental Organization 
based in U.S.

In person March 2019

Interviewee 14 Nanyang Technological University Via telephone March 2019

Interviewee 15 Non-Governmental Organization 
based in U.S.

In person March 2019

Interviewee 16 U.S. Department of State Via telephone April 2019

Interviewee 17 Non-Governmental Organization 
based in Madagascar

Via telephone April 2019
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INTERVIEWEE AFFILIATION TYPE OF 
INTERVIEW

DATE

Interviewee 18 Intergovernmental Organization In person April 2019

Interviewee 19 Government of Seychelles In person April 2019

Interviewee 20 Government of Seychelles In person April 2019

Interviewee 21 Government of Seychelles In person April 2019

Interviewee 22 Private Fishing Business based in 
Seychelles

In person April 2019

Interviewee 23 Private Fishing Business based in 
Seychelles

In person April 2019

Interviewee 24 Non-Governmental Organization 
based in Seychelles

In person April 2019

Interviewee 25 Private Fishing Business in 
Seychelles

In person April 2019

Interviewee 26 Non-Governmental Organization 
based in Seychelles

In person April 2019

Interviewee 27 Non-Governmental Organization 
based in Seychelles

In person April 2019

Interviewee 28 Non-Governmental Organization 
based in Seychelles

In person April 2019

Interviewee 29 Government of Seychelles In person April 2019

Interviewee 30 Government of Seychelles In person April 2019

Interviewee 31 Fishing Port of Maputo In person April 2019

Interviewee 32 Non-Governmental Organization 
based in Mozambique

In person April 2019

Interviewee 33 Non-Governmental Organization 
based in Mozambique

In person April 2019

Interviewee 34 Norwegian Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs 

In person April 2019

Interviewee 35 Norwegian Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs 

In person April 2019

Interviewee 36 Government of Mozambique In person April 2019
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INTERVIEWEE AFFILIATION TYPE OF 
INTERVIEW

DATE

Interviewee 37 Government of Mozambique In person April 2019

Interviewee 38 Government of Mozambique In person April 2019

Interviewee 39 Non-Governmental Organization 
based in Mozambique

In person April 2019

Interviewee 40 Government of Mozambique In person April 2019

Interviewee 41 Private Fishing Business in 
Mozambique

In person April 2019

Interviewee 42 Government of Mozambique In person April 2019

Interviewee 43 U.S. Department of State In person April 2019

Interviewee 44 Private Fishing Business in 
Mozambique

In person April 2019

Interviewee 45 Government of Mozambique In person April 2019

Interviewee 46 Intergovernmental Organization Via telephone April 2019

Interviewee 47 Government of Somalia In person April 2019

Interviewee 48 Non-Governmental Organization 
based in Norway

In person April 2019

Interviewee 49 Government of Kenya In person April 2019

Interviewee 50 Non-Governmental Organization 
based in Ghana

Via telephone May 2019

Interviewee 51 Non-Governmental Organization 
based in South Korea

Via email July 2019

Interviewee 52 Non-Governmental Organization 
based in Ghana

Via telephone July 2019

Interviewee 53 European Commission Via telephone August 2019

Interviewee 54 European Commission Via telephone August 2019
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