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Illegal fishing is fishing conducted 
by national or foreign vessels in the 
waters of a State without permission 
of that State, or in contravention of 
the State’s laws and regulations. 
Illegal fishing also includes activities 
conducted by vessels in contravention 
of the conservation and management 
measures adopted by the organization 
to which their flag State is a party. 
Illegal fishing also includes activities 
conducted by vessels in violation 
of national laws or international 
obligations, including those undertaken 
by cooperating States to a relevant 
regional fisheries management 
organization (RFMO).

Unregulated fishing is conducted by 
fishing vessels without nationality or, 
that fly the flag of a country that is 
not member of the RFMO in its area 
of competence. It includes fishing in 
areas where there are no conservation 
or management measures in a manner 
that is inconsistent with flag State 
responsibilities under international law.

Unreported fishing occurs when a 
vessel does not report or misreports 
its catches in contravention of national 
law or the reporting procedures of an 
RFMO.

FAO SUB-REGIONAL OFFICE FOR THE CARIBBEAN

Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated fishing (IUU fishing) is one of the biggest threats 
to marine biodiversity and sustainable fishing. Every year between 11 and 26 million 
tonnes of fish is caught through IUU fishing. This costs the industry between $10 
and $23 billion annually and threatens food security in many parts of the world. 
Estimates indicate that IUU fishing accounts for up to 30% of the total global catch.

IUU fishing is also considered a major threat to fisheries resources in the Caribbean 
region, undermining regional efforts to conserve and manage fish stocks. IUU 
fishing also prevents governments of the CARICOM countries from achieving their 
nationally and regionally agreed-upon fisheries management goals and objectives. 

IUU fishing leads to the loss of both short and long-term social and economic 
opportunities and to negative effects on food security and environmental protection. 
If IUU fishing is not dealt with, it can lead to the collapse of a fishery or seriously 
impair efforts to rebuild stocks that have already been depleted. 

The fight against IUU fishing must be prioritized in order to ensure food security, 
guarantee income and livelihoods for legitimate fishers, as well as continued export 
earnings from fisheries. 

This brief provides an overview of international and regional policies and agreements 
that are essential in the fight against IUU fishing in the Caribbean region.
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Political commitment to tackle IUU 
fishing in the region is increasing

Political commitment to tackle IUU fishing in the 
Caribbean is  r ising.  The Castries Declaration 
(2010), Caribbean Community Common Fisheries 
Policy (2014) and 15th session of the Western 
Central Atlantic Fishery Commission (WECAFC) are 
evidence of this.

However, progress made in implementing 
fisheries agreements in the Caribbean is 
limited...

Despite stronger political will to tackle IUU fishing, the track record of the implementation of these regional 
agreements has not registered much success.

Fisheries legal framework development and modernization is slow and many years pass before laws and 
regulations are adopted by countries in the Region. Such a situation creates opportunities for illegal fishing 
practices, causes losses in income and livelihoods for legitimate fishers, and undermines the morale of fishers. 
If IUU fishing is not dealt with by governments and fisheries stakeholders, it will increase further and create a 
downward spiral of violence and management failure.
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A limited number of Caribbean countries are 
actively implementing the international fisheries 
agreements they have ratified. By implementing the 
United Nations Fish Stock Agreement (UNFSA), FAO 
Compliance agreement, and Port State Measures 
Agreement, countries can combat IUU fishing in 
the high seas and within their Exclusive Economic 
Zones (EEZs) in a cost-effective manner, thereby 
minimizing the economic losses caused by IUU 
fishing. 

By becoming party to the Port State Measures Agreement (in July 2015) and as the first country in the Region 
to install port inspection measures of international best-practice standards, St. Kitts and Nevis plays a front-
runner role in the Caribbean. Government agencies in the country received training from FAO and the North East 
Atlantic Fisheries Commission (NEAFC) in port states measures. Moreover, the Government is closely working 
together with the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) to develop a new Fisheries, 
Aquaculture and Marine Resources Bill and related Regulations.  The new fisheries legislation will replace the 
existing outdated legislation and implement the requirements of the Port State Measures Agreement, as well as 
the United Nations Fish Stocks Agreement, which was also acceded in July this year. 

Moreover, in October 2015, the Honourable Eugene Alastair Hamilton, Minister for Agriculture of Saint Kitts and Nevis, 
signed a National Plan of Action (NPOA) on behalf of his government, to deter and eliminate Illegal Unreported and 
Unregulated (IUU) Fishing. The signing of the NPOA-IUU demonstrates the country’s commitment to the objectives 
outlined in the International Plan of Action. It also underscores the proactive approach of the country in combatting 
and deterring IUU fishing, whilst maintaining the sustainability of the global fisheries resources. Other CARICOM 
countries that have signed an NPOA-IUU and are actively fighting IUU fishing are Antigua and Barbuda and Belize.

Saint Kitts and Nevis a front-
runner in the Caribbean
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FAO will continue to advocate for legislation on IUU fishing 
to be passed in the region
In the coming years, FAO and its Western Central Atlantic Fishery 
Commission will continue to support CARICOM countries to update 
their legislation to actively combat IUU fishing. In this respect, the 
Government of Suriname and FAO are collaborating under a Technical 
Cooperation Programme (TCP) project on the preparation of new 
fisheries legislation. At the same time, capacity building for ratification 
and implementation of the Port State Measures Agreement will continue. 
WECAFC will, jointly with the Caribbean Regional Fisheries Mechanism 
(CRFM), continue to work on improving fisheries management in the 
region.

The Caribbean Regional Fisheries Mechanism identified the 
following activities as the IUU fishing activities in the CARICOM 
region: 

• IUU fishing of national operators in national waters (all fleets from small 
scale to industrial); 

• Poaching of neighbouring (regional) fleets (mostly small scale and semi 
industrial) in national waters (inshore waters and offshore banks and

• Poaching of industrial scale tuna fleets in national offshore (deeper EEZ) 
waters.©
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Efforts made by CRFM, WECAFC, CCCFP, and the EU

Caribbean Regional Fisheries Mechanism

Western Central Atlantic Fishery Commission

The Caribbean Regional Fisheries Mechanism (CRFM) 
was established on 27 March 2003.  It  is  an inter-
governmental organization that promotes and facilitates 
the responsible utilization of the region’s fisheries and 
other aquatic resources for the economic and social 
benefits of the current and future population of the region. 
The CRFM adopted the Castries (St. Lucia) Declaration 
on illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing in 2010. 
The Castries Declaration urges the CRFM members 
to implement multiple international instruments in their 
legislation, such as the Code of Conduct on Responsible 
Fisheries, and to become party to the United Nations 
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), the United 
Nations Fish Stocks Agreement (UNFSA), and the FAO 
Compliance Agreement if they have not done so already.

The Western Central Atlantic Fishery Commission (WECAFC) 
was established in 1973 to promote the development, 
conservation and management of the living marine 
resources in the Western Central Atlantic Region. WECAFC 
assists its 34 members in the implementation of the Code 
of Conduct on Responsible Fisheries and the international 
plan of action to prevent, deter and eliminate illegal, 
unreported and unregulated fishing (IPOA-IUU). WECAFC 
promotes fishery policy development and good fisheries 
management.

The Commission also facilitates the harmonization of 
national fisheries laws and regulations with conservation 
a n d  m a n a g e m e n t  m e a s u r e s .  W E C A F C  p r o v i d e s 
independent funding, technical assistance and legal advice 
to its members for initiatives related to conservation, 
management and development of the living resources 
in the area of competence of the Commission. WECAFC 
encourages cooperation amongst members by improving 
fisheries governance through institutional arrangements.

The Fourteenth Session of WECAFC was held in Panama City, 
Panama in 2012. In this session, a resolution was adopted 
through the support of WECAFC members to implement 
international instruments in national legislation.

The Fifteenth Session of WECAFC was held in Port of 
Spain, Trinidad and Tobago in 2014. In this session, the 
Commission adopted a resolution on the implementation 

http://www.wecafc.org/en/
http://www.fao.org/docrep/017/i2677t/i2677t.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/a-i3790t.pdf
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of the Port States Measures Agreement and the Voluntary Guidelines on Flag State Performance. The session also 
underlined that all of the Working Groups should have the mandate to address IUU-fishing. The Commission also 
agreed on establishing a special IUU-fishing Working Group together with CRFM.

Caribbean Community Common Fisheries Policy
The Caribbean Community Common Fisheries Policy (CCCFP) is a binding treaty focusing on cooperation and 
collaboration of Caribbean people, fishermen and their governments in conserving, managing and sustainably 
utilising fisheries and related ecosystems. The CCCFP was approved by the CARICOM Council for Trade and Economic 
Development (COTED) on 10 October 2014. The treaty strengthens and harmonizes fisheries legislation in order to 
combat IUU-fishing and to prevent overfishing, while considering the needs of fisher folk. All stakeholders in the 
Caribbean Community region are expected to collaborate in the implementation of the regional policy.

European Union Council Regulation (EC) No 1005/2008

The European Union (EU) adopted an IUU Regulation (Council Regulation (EC) No. 1005/2008). It not only focuses on 
IUU fishing in the waters of EU member countries, but also on IUU fishing on the high seas. It even concerns illegal 
fishing carried out in the waters of non-EU countries and committed by fishing vessels flying the flag of non-EU 
countries.   

Non-EU countries that the EU believes are not fulfilling their duties to combat IUU fishing in accordance with their 
international obligations may be issued with a warning, also called an IUU “yellow card”. 

The yellow card is only a warning for a country and does not have any direct consequences, apart from making the 
world know that a country is not doing sufficient to stop IUU fishing practices by its fishing fleet, in fish trade or 
related fields. From the moment the yellow card is issued, the country obtains a grace period during which they 
must improve on the practices of their fleets, increase monitoring control and surveillance, increase reporting 
obligations, update fisheries legislation and generally comply with their international obligations. If the country 
does not comply within the set period, a red card may be issued, which has the effect of prohibiting the import of 
fisheries products from the flag state vessels in the EU.

Five key international fisheries instruments to combat IUU-fishing

1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 

The 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) sets out the legal framework within 
which all activities in the oceans and seas must be carried out, including fisheries activities. It provides for 
the principles and rules for the establishment of various maritime zones, as well as the rights and obligations 
of States within these zones. In particular, UNCLOS sets out the sovereign rights of coastal States for the 
purposes of exploring and exploiting, conserving and managing living resources within areas under national 
jurisdiction, as well as their duties with regard to the conservation and utilization of such resources. It also sets 
out the rights and duties of the flag state with respect to vessels flying its flag in the various maritime zones.

1995 United Nations Fish Stocks Agreement (UNFSA)

The Agreement promotes good order in the oceans through the effective management and conservation of high 
seas resources by establishing, among other things, international standards for the conservation and management 
of straddling fish stocks and highly migratory fish stocks. The UNFSA aims to ensure that measures taken for the 
conservation and management of those stocks in areas under national jurisdiction and in the adjacent high seas 
are compatible and coherent and that there are effective mechanisms for compliance and enforcement of those 
measures on the high seas. The UNFSA recognizes the special requirements of developing States in relation to 
conservation and management, as well as the development and participation in fisheries of straddling and highly 
migratory fish stocks.  

It sets out principles for the conservation and management of those fish stocks and establishes that such management 
must be based on the precautionary approach and the most up-to-date, available scientific information.

http://tinyurl.com/downloadCCCFP
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2008:286:0001:0032:EN:PDF
http://www.un.org/Depts/los/convention_agreements/convention_overview_convention.htm
http://www.un.org/Depts/los/convention_agreements/convention_overview_fish_stocks.htm
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The substance and methods of implementation of the provisions of the UNFSA have been strengthened, inter alia, 
through the Review Conferences, informal consultations of States Parties to the UNFSA, through the work of the 
General Assembly, as well as through the practices of States and the regional fisheries management organizations 
(RFMOs). 

FAO Compliance agreement

The 1993 FAO Agreement to Promote Compliance with International Conservation and 
Management Measures by Fishing Vessels on the high seas defines some key terms that led to 
much discussion in the past. It also addresses the responsibilities of Flag States. The Agreement 
was adopted to stop vessels that are flagged by States that are not a member of a regional 
fisheries management organization  (RFMO) from fishing in contravention with the conservation 
measures taken by the RFMO.

The International Plan of Action to Prevent, Deter, and Eliminate Illegal, 
Unreported and Unregulated Fishing

The International Plan of Action to Prevent, Deter, and Eliminate Illegal, Unreported and 
Unregulated Fishing (IPOA-IUU) is a voluntary instrument, created by FAO in response to a call 
from the Committee on Fisheries (COFI). The IPOA-IUU encourages countries to implement 
international fisheries instruments in their National Plan of Action to Prevent, Deter, and 
Eliminate Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated Fishing (NPOA-IUU). These measures relate to the 
responsibilities of countries as Coastal State, Flag State, Port State, and the use of internationally 
agreed market measures.

2009 FAO Port State Measures Agreement

The 2009 FAO Port State Measures Agreement (PSMA) aims to prevent IUU-caught fish from 
entering international markets through implementation of harmonized measures by countries 
and through regional fisheries management organizations (RFMOs). It removes incentives to 
engage in IUU fishing. Stronger port controls applied under the PSMA will leave IUU fishers with 
fewer places to sell their fish.  The PSMA encourages Parties to deny a vessel the use of port if 
the vessel has no valid authorization to fish, or if a Party receives clear evidence that the fish on 
board was taken in contravention of applicable requirements and measures in place.

Western Central Atlantic Fishery Commission Workshop on Port State 
Measures Agreement (2014)

WECAFC organized a workshop on implementing the PSMA in 2014, in Port of Spain, Trinidad 
and Tobago. This workshop focused on the steps that need to be taken in order to engage in 
policy, institutional, legal and capacity building for PSMA implementation. Recommendations 
made by the workshop included the organization of regional meetings to raise awareness, the 
development of a regional plan of action and the creation of an integrated regional database to 
support fisheries management.

http://www.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/legal/docs/012t-e.pdf
http://www.fao.org/docrep/003/y1224e/y1224e00.htm
http://www.fao.org/docrep/003/y1224e/y1224e00.htm
http://www.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/legal/docs/2_037t-e.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/a-i3925e.pdf
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Country Compliance Agree-
ment

UNFSA PSMA

Antigua and Barbuda

Bahamas 

Barbados  

Belize  

Brazil   

Colombia

Costa Rica  

Cuba

Dominica

Dominican Republic

European Union (EU)   

France (EU)  

Grenada

Guatemala

Guinea 

Guyana

Haiti

Honduras

Jamaica 

Japan  

Mexico 

Netherlands (EU)  (EU)

Nicaragua

Panama 

Republic of Korea  

Saint Kitts and Nevis   

Saint Lucia  

Saint Vincent and the Grenadines 

Spain (EU)  (EU)

Suriname

Trinidad and Tobago 

United Kingdom (EU)  (EU)

United States of America   

Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela

Status of signature or ratification of International Fisheries Instruments among WECAFC members

For more information or advice on costs and benefits of 
ratification and implementation of these instruments for  
your country, please contact the WECAFC Secretariat:
Food and Agriculture Organization of the 
United Nations, Sub-regional Office for the Caribbean (FAO-
SLC)
2nd floor , United Nations House, Marine Gardens, Hastings, 
BB11000 Ch Ch, Barbados
Telephone: +1(246) 426-7110/11; Ext.249
Fax: +1(246) 427-6075
E-mail: WECAFC-Secretariat@fao.org
Website: www.fao.org

As of 16 December, 2015
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