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The crisis of depletion affecting fisheries worldwide is one of the defining environmental and social
challenges of our times.
The well-documented harmful impact of certain forms of fisheries subsidies on the environment and the
health of fish stocks, and the consequences for the economic stability of fishing communities, has been
subject of discussion within the WTO for two decades. It is now high time for WTO members to take effective
action to secure healthy oceans and sustainable livelihoods for the years to come.1
Over a billion people depend on fish as their primary source of protein and a hundred million are directly
dependent on fishing for their livelihoods. But the productivity of wild capture fisheries has been flat since
the late 1980s despite dramatic growth in global fishing capacity. One-third of assessed global fish stocks
are now overfished,2 promoted by subsidies and exacerbated by illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU)
fishing. Another 60% of stocks are fished at levels that can no longer support increases in catch, meaning
that well over 90% of stocks are either fully fished at their biological limits or are overfished.
Massive global subsidies help drive this depletion because they provide economic incentives for fishing even
when it is not profitable. Subsidies also fund the overcapacity that undermines best efforts to fish sustainably
and to limit bycatch and habitat destruction. Because of the largely unconstrained pressures on the ocean’s
resources, each dollar of taxpayer funds used to support fishing today places enormous costs on the
environment and the well-being of future generations.
Through Sustainable Development Goal 14.6 the global community has committed to banning harmful fisheries subsidies by 2020. SDG
14.6: “By 2020, prohibit certain forms of fisheries subsidies which contribute to overcapacity and overfishing, and eliminate subsidies that
contribute to IUU fishing, and refrain from introducing new such subsidies, recognizing that appropriate and effective special and
differential treatment for developing and least developed countries should be an integral part of the WTO fisheries subsidies negotiations.”
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THE NEED TO CURTAIL FISHERIES SUBSIDIES
Recent analysis of the extent of global subsidies indicates that over $22 billion was spent in 2018 on capacityenhancing subsidies, representing an astounding 17% of the value of the fish caught.3 Fuel subsidies topped
the list at nearly $8 billion.4 China alone provides over 25% of the capacity-enhancing subsidies provided
globally, followed by Japan and the EU with over 9% each. Other significant subsidizing countries include
Korea, Russia, the United States and Thailand.
Recent research comparing mapped vessel movements against the cost of labor and fuel suggests that as
much as 54% of high seas fishing may be unprofitable in the absence of government subsidies.5 The high seas
fleets of China (35% of high seas catch), Taiwan (12%) and Russia (4%) are all operating at a loss.
Nonetheless, industrial fishing on the high seas is a relatively small portion of global fishing, accounting for
only 6% of all fishing activity.6 The vast majority of fish are found and caught within countries’ national
jurisdictions.7

THE HARMFUL EFFECTS OF FISHERIES SUBSIDIES
A report by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) found subsidies that
reduce the cost of fishing through financial support for fuel, gear, or bait expenditures, are the most likely to
increase both legal and illicit fishing effort, potentially leading to stock depletion.8
Fuel subsidies encourage the wasteful use of fuel. They also maintain uneconomic and environmentally
destructive fishing practices, such as deep-sea trawling, and distort the competition between large-scale,
fuel-intensive fishing vessels and small-scale vessels using passive gear. To the extent that fishing capacity
remains in use because of these fuel subsidies, the necessary restructuring of the sector through capacity
reductions is prevented. In turn, the chronic excess capacity that exists in most countries creates powerful
interests in support of ongoing subsidies and continued high fishing quotas, leading to persistent overfishing.
Examples of the negative impact of fisheries subsidies abound. In the Mediterranean, one of the world’s
richest bluefin tuna fisheries was shut down in the 1990s, being the target of overfishing by heavily subsidized
fleets, and only with recent management measures in place have slowly recovered; in the North West
Atlantic, the historic cod fishery was closed after years of subsidized overfishing; in the Western and Central
Pacific and the Indian Ocean, tuna and other valuable stocks face increased pressure as subsidized
competition pushes fleets into fisheries far from their traditional grounds; off the coasts of Africa and in the
South Pacific, local fishermen compete with subsidized foreign vessels, many fishing illegally.
In Ghana, subsidized foreign fishing vessels engage in a practice known as saiko, where large canoes meet
illegal trawling vessels to trade for slabs of frozen bycatch to sell in local markets. Although the practice is
illegal and undercuts local jobs, the lucrative saiko business attracts foreign vessels due to the prevalent
challenges of enforcement.9
In Suriname, fishermen, fisherfolk organizations, legislators and NGO’s have expressed their concern about
overfishing and the impact that factory trawlers will have on their stocks. Collectively they have successfully
prevented the introduction of factory trawlers in Surinamese waters.10
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An analysis undertaken by WWF Mexico found no evidence to prove that fisheries subsidies are helping
Mexico develop its industry.11 While subsidies were key to increasing the size of the fleet and continue to
support its operation, catch levels have remained constant for the last two decades, which means the industry
is less productive per vessel and workers make less money. Furthermore, the greatest share of subsidies is
given to the wealthier participants in a fishery, instead of the low-income fishers in coastal communities. For
example, in Mexico one quarter of beneficiaries receive 80% of fisheries fuel subsidies and industrial fishing
entities receive 70% of modernization subsidies. Overall, capacity and effort-enhancing subsidies are
decreasing fisheries productivity, encouraging overfishing and threatening livelihoods in coastal
communities.
Government subsidies can fuel massive increases in fleet capacity and support IUU fishing
Large subsidies have led to an expansion of fishing capacity and effort in many regions of the world. For example,
government subsidies in China have supported China’s distant water fleet (DWF) when the operations may not
otherwise be viable,12 largely through subsidies for fuel that comprise a significant share of income for China’s
distant water vessels. Operators also receive tax exemptions under the DWF-connected “going out” programs, ship
construction subsidies provided by provincial governments and tax breaks provided by coastal Chinese provinces
and cities to support local fishing companies. 13
Subsidies to the fishing industry provided by the central government alone reached nearly $22 billion between
2011 and 2015, almost triple the amount spent during the previous 4 years.14 Evidence that these subsidies
supported illegal fishing by DWF fleets in West Africa -- including using illegal nets, shark finning and fishing
without a license -- recently prompted the Chinese Ministry of Agriculture to sanction three DWF companies by
cancelling the subsidies and removing the fishing permits.15
In 2016, the Argentine coast guard sank a Chinese trawler fishing in its territorial waters,16 and Chinese vessels
were detained by Indonesia and South Africa. Since 2016, in an effort to combat IUU fishing by its DWF, China
reportedly has cancelled €90 million in subsidies for 264 vessels.17

SUBSIDIES FOR IUU FISHING
Estimates vary by country and region, but have revealed substantial and widespread IUU fishing, valued at
between $10 and $23.5 billion per year and accounting for 13% to 31% of global marine catch. The Economist
estimates that, based on the extent of IUU fishing and of global subsidies, about $1.8- $3.7 billion of
government subsidies a year may support illegal fishing activity.18
Subsidies granted to illegal fishing vessels, operators and owners magnify the damage caused by IUU fishing
and hamper ongoing global efforts to curtail IUU fishing activity. IUU fishing operators have a lower cost of
production than legitimate fishers because they avoid some or all of the rules on catch, monitoring, labor,
safety and health that fishing vessels face. Subsidies compound the problem to make IUU fishing even more
profitable.
Despite national, regional and global efforts, IUU fishing remains widespread. Much more needs to be done
to combat it effectively. The WTO has a special role to play in curtailing the economic benefits of IUU fishing
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by eliminating the subsidies that promote it.

Penalties and Sanctions on IUU fishing are often inadequate to deter further IUU fishing
•

•

The absence of severe penalties, combined with limited enforcement, makes IUU fishing a lucrative
option. One study found that maximum penalties should be increased considerably – by as much as
24 times – compared to current levels, if they are to have a deterrent effect on IUU fishing.*
Very few countries have levels of fines that are effective deterrents to IUU activities. Fines and
penalties across many legal systems concluded that they are often based on the “ability to pay.” Given
that fishers often have little income compared to the societal costs of their action and that the true
owners of vessels are often disguised, this often works against the deterrence effect.

* Sumaila, U. R., Alder, J., and Keith, H. (2006). Global scope and economics of illegal fishing. Mar. Policy 30, 696–703.
doi: 10.1016/j.marpol.2005.11.001

THE BENEFITS OF SUBSIDIES REFORM
At the national level, instead of subsidizing increased capacity and effort in their EEZs, a far more rational
policy to maximize government return on investments in the sector would be for countries to (re-)allocate
funds to effectively manage their own fishing grounds and ensure a careful balance of fleet capacity and
fisheries resources. This is also vital to ensure sustainable livelihoods in the long term.
Research on subsidies reform using 30 case studies worldwide indicates that reorienting subsidies away from
capacity-enhancement, and/or conditioning them on specific sustainable performance metrics had the best
economic and ecological outcome in terms of fishery performance.19 In fact, the World Bank estimates that
effective management of global marine fisheries and the recovery of fish stocks would yield increased
revenues of $83 billion a year.20
Fisheries management is critical for sustainability but subsidies for vessels and operations provide a strong
incentive to undermine any attempt to control fishing activities. Ending harmful fisheries subsidies is a
pre-requisite for long-term sustainable fisheries management.

CONCLUSION
Harmful subsidies fund a vicious cycle, supporting fishing when it is not economically viable and creating
domestic constituencies for bad policies that lead to unsustainable exploitation of fisheries.
Countries must address subsidies reform at the national level, and some are, but the WTO is the only body
that can take meaningful action to curtail harmful fisheries subsidies at a global scale. By curtailing subsidies
that drive overcapacity and overfishing and support illegal fishing vessels, WTO disciplines can undercut
ongoing economic support for activities that destroy our oceans and the livelihoods of millions.
WTO members have made a commitment to fulfil Sustainable Development Goal 14.6 by adopting an
agreement on comprehensive and effective disciplines on harmful fisheries subsidies by December 2019.
It is time to live up to that promise.

19
20

Andrés M. Cisneros-Montemayor et al. Strategies and rationale for fishery subsidy reform. Marine Policy 69, 229–236. 2016.
World Bank 2017.

4

ENDING HARMFUL FISHERIES SUBSIDIES21
WWF calls for a broad scope of prohibitions on fisheries subsidies. These include prohibitions on, at a minimum,
subsidies that increase fishing capacity or effort, as well as subsidies that contribute to IUU fishing, including
subsidies for capital costs including vessel construction and modernization, subsidies to operating
costs, subsidies that allow fishing on stocks that are overfished and subsidies that contribute to IUU
fishing vessels, operators or owners.
A limited scope of prohibitions –for example prohibitions only relating to subsidies linked to overfished stocks, to
IUU fishing activities, to high-seas fisheries, and/or prohibitions subject to relatively large potential exemptions–
would not be enough to address the harm to fish stocks and fishing communities caused by widespread subsidies.
WWF supports appropriate conditions and flexibilities for developing and least developed countries to implement
the disciplines, but there should be no blanket exemption for small-scale fisheries and any exemption for
subsistence fishing should be on the basis of socio-economic imperatives rather than vessel size.
New measures are also necessary to increase transparency on fisheries subsidies programs and to increase
compliance by making reporting requirements enforceable under WTO law.

PROHIBITING SUBSIDIES FOR IUU FISHING
Strong rules are necessary to address all significant fisheries subsidies programs affecting wild capture fisheries,
including subsidies for IUU fishing in international waters as well as within EEZs.22
Any WTO agreement on fishing subsidies must have, as a fundamental obligation, the
requirement that members include in national legislation a prohibition on subsidies for IUU
fishing activities. Furthermore, to limit support for the full scope of illegal fishing activity it is
essential that subsidy disciplines go beyond listed vessels to prohibit subsidies to:
a) Operators who are involved in the ownership,23 management and operation of a vessel
engaged in IUU fishing activities; and
b) IUU activities within EEZs, based on national determinations by the flag or subsidizing state,
as well as under the national laws of coastal states where IUU fishing may be occurring.24
Given the nature of IUU fishing and the particularly pernicious and distorting nature of its subsidization, no
exceptions to such a prohibition should be allowed.

21 http://awsassets.panda.org/downloads/WWF_briefing_WTO_Fisheries_Subsidies_MC11_2017.pdf
22 WWF

supports proposals to use the FAO International Plan of Action (IPOA) on IUU as a starting reference for defining IUU fishing and
applying potential disciplines to vessels or operators found to be engaged in IUU fishing based on national determinations and/or those of the
Regional Fisheries Management Organizations (RFMOs) or Arrangements.
23 This is particularly important given the global phenomenon of vessels flying flags of convenience and associated challenges in identifying
these vessels’ beneficial owners.
24 Given the often very complex nature of IUU activities and associated subsidies, notification of such types of activities to the WTO should
be part of a suite of measures agreed upon to make a prohibition on IUU subsidies effective.
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