
Shining a Light: The Need for Transparency across
Distant Water Fishing

MAP OF THE TOP TEN DISTANT WATER FISHING FLEETS THAT FISH IN NON-NEIGHBORING EXCLUSIVE ECONOMIC ZONES, 2016-2017

 56 million people work on
vessels which support the

DWF industry 

1.3 billion people rely on
fish for their primary

source of protein

30%
of fisheries are over-

exploited 

In the past several decades distant water fishing (DWF)
fleets have expanded their 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 moves across the supply chain
to market, the human labor practices onboard, and the
access arrangements to other nations’ waters. 
 

DWF fleets are driven by three primary factors
Economics incentives including subsidies to the DWF
fleets, the market value of the fish type, and the
proximity of various fisheries to markets are critical to
the continued growth of DWF fleets.
 

DWF fleets are more likely to engage in coastal
countries where governance and enforcement
capacity is low. This increases the risk that a DWF
vessel will engage in illegal, unreported, and
unregulated (IUU) fishing.
 

Quid pro quo deals and a lack of transparency
regarding access agreements between coastal nations
and DWF fleets and the ownership of vessels has led to
accusations of corruption. This harms the ability of
coastal nations to build capacity, enforce the laws, and
manage fisheries.

Partnering with Global Fishing Watch, the Stimson Center conducted an assessment to identify
the top 10 DWF fleet states and the top 20 coastal nations where these fleets operate.

This lack of transparency increases the risk of illicit activities and the risk of IUU fishing, threatening the
long-term sustainability of fisheries resources globally.



MAP  OF  THE  TOP  20  COUNTRIES  TARGETED  BY  DISTANT  WATER  F ISH ING  FLEETS ,  2016 -2017

Mandate automatic identification systems (AIS) and
vessel monitoring systems (VMS) globally on fishing
and transshipment vessels and engage the maritime
insurance industry to make it a condition for accessing
insurance coverage.
 
Market nations should require seafood traceability
throughout the supply chain as a condition to access
commerce.
 
Coastal Nations and DWF flag states should accede to
the Port States Measures Agreement and
professionalize fisheries monitoring and enforcement
capacity where fish are landed.
 
Coastal nations should reinvest a percentage of their
revenues gained from access agreements into
fisheries management, enforcement and prosecution
to help tackle IUU fishing and sustainably manage
fisheries over the long term.
 
DWF flag states should level the playing field by ending
harmful economic subsidies that artificially increase
the value of fishing, incentivize overfishing and
undermine long term fishery health.

Recommendations
As the top distant water fishing nation, China has an
opportunity to demonstrate global leadership in
fighting IUU fishing and promoting transparency
across the seafood supply chain by adding ocean
management and sustainable fishing to the Green
Belt and Road Initiative.
 
Increase capacity and expand the remit of regional
fishery management organizations (RFMOs) to help
strengthen their ability to increase fishery audits and
verification to ensure fishing countries are compliant
with reporting standards.
 
Global fishery landing and catch data should be
standardized and made publicly available by DWF
nations, coastal states, and RFMOs as a means to
minimize misreporting.
 
Require access agreements and information about
beneficial ownership of fishing companies be made
public to guard against corrupt practices that continue
to plague the industry.
 
Improve the accountability of flag states by
requiring transparency as a pre-condition for catch
entering the seafood market.
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