Fight against
illegal, unreported
and unregulated
fishing in West Africa
A REGIONAL CHALLENGE
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The Canary Current Large Marine
Ecosystem (CCLME), is made up of a set of
varied marine and coastal ecosystems. It is characterized by
one of the most productive upwelling ecosystems in the world,
providing a vital reservoir of resources for much of North West
Africa. Countries within the CCLME’s recognized boundaries
extend from north to south: Morocco, the Canary Islands
(Spain), Mauritania, The Gambia, Senegal, Cabo Verde, Guinea
and Guinea-Bissau. The coastline of the region is estimated at
4 220 km from Morocco to Guinea.
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T

he CCLME is where favourable natural factors have allowed the coexistence
of temperate and tropical marine fauna, represented by more than a thousand
species of fish. This species richness is further enhanced by the presence of a third
major type of ecosystem, that of the oceanic archipelago of Cabo Verde. The presence
of migratory fish stocks of common interest is a great advantage for the CCLME States,
whose total production of the maritime fishing sector is estimated to be more than three
million tonnes/year in 2016, of which about 77 percent are small pelagic species (e.g.
sardinella, horse mackerel, ethmalosa, etc.) of low commercial value, but nevertheless
essential for food security at the regional level (FAO, 2020).
Illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing in North West Africa is characterized
inter alia by activities such as illegal transshipment, fish “laundering”, unauthorized
fishing, gear use and/or prohibited techniques, excessive and/or prohibited bycatch,
unauthorized or undeclared catches, and fishing in prohibited areas or during the
prohibited season. IUU fishing has cost the CCLME countries of Mauritania, Senegal, The
Gambia, Guinea-Bissau and Guinea an estimated USD 2.3 billion per year between 2010
and 2016.
Fisheries contribute to the economic and social development of the CCLME countries
through the creation of jobs, combatting food insecurity, and export earnings. The total
number of jobs in the fisheries sector for this region is estimated to be more than one
million jobs (direct and indirect). Fishing effort in 2015 for the region is indicated by the
use of around 41 000 canoes and 1 000 industrial vessels, including around 600 foreign
vessels operating in the EEZs of the CCLME countries either under free license or within
the framework of fisheries agreements with third nations (e.g. China, European Union, and
others).
Fishing activities and marine and coastal ecosystems provide goods and services
to populations estimated at USD 3.8 billion in economic value (Ottaviani, 2020). These
services provide social and economic well-being while ensuring social stability at the
regional level. However, one problem remains recurrent and needs to be considered:
IUU fishing.
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ILLEGAL, UNREPORTED, AND UNREGULATED
FISHING
IUU fishing is a broad term that encompasses a wide variety of fishing activities. IUU
fishing is present in all types of fishing and has several dimensions. It takes place
both on the high seas and in areas under national jurisdiction. It covers all aspects
and stages of fish capture and use and can sometimes be associated with organized
crime.
References to various activities classified as IUU fishing are included in the
international plan of action to prevent, deter, and eliminate IUU fishing (IUA-IUU) as
follows:

1. “Illegal fishing” activities
• carried out by national or foreign vessels in the waters under jurisdiction of a
State, without the authorization of that State, or in contravention of its laws and
regulations;
• carried out by vessels flagged to States that are part of a competent regional
fisheries management organization, but who contravene the conservation and
management measures adopted by that organization (and which are binding on
States), or the provisions in relevant international law; or
• contravening national laws or international obligations, including those
undertaken by States cooperating with a relevant regional fisheries management
organization.

2. “Unreported fishing” activities
• that have not been reported, or have been misreported, to the competent national
authority, thus contravening national laws and regulations; or
• activities in the area of competence of a relevant regional fisheries management
organization that have not been reported, or have been misreported, and thus
contravene the reporting procedures of that organization.

3. “Unregulated fishing” activities
• carried out in the area of competence of a competent regional fisheries
management organization by vessels with no nationality, or by vessels flying the
flag of a State not a Party to that organization, in a manner that is inconsistent
with or contrary to the conservation and management measures of that
organization; or
• carried out in areas, or target stocks for which there are no applicable
conservation or management measures, and in a manner inconsistent with the
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State’s responsibilities for the conservation of living marine resources according
to international law.

IUU FISHING IN THE SUB-REGION
Over the last 20 years, the occurrence of IUU fishing has grown exponentially in the
sub-region. It is found that the amount of illegally caught fish is almost as high as
that of legally caught fish in some States. Similarly, IUU catches are estimated to be
around 40 percent of the total allowable catch in some States. Estimates vary, but the
annual value of illegal catches in northwest Africa is in the order of USD 500 million
(SRFC, 2015).
Currently, States in the sub-region face today several types of IUU fishing threats:
1.

Domestic and foreign industrial fishing vessels, legally authorized to fish but taking
advantage of weak surveillance systems to engage in practices harmful to the
resource, such as the use of non-compliant fishing gear or non-compliance with
regulations in general and fishing zones, for example.

2. National or foreign vessels legally authorized to fish but taking advantage of weak
surveillance systems to make illegal incursions into neighbouring States.
3. Foreign vessels in the sub-region that are unauthorized, unregulated and often
without clear affiliations fishing illegally in the EEZs of the States in the sub-region.
4. Artisanal fishing boats that engage in IUU fishing are as harmful as industrial fishing
that engage in such practices inside the waters under the jurisdiction of their home
states or in the waters of neighboring states.

The consequences of IUU fishing are of growing concern. These include, among
others, the destruction of ecosystems, the drastic fall of the main fish stocks of the
sub-region, the job losses resulting from the collapse of several fishing structures, and
the disruption of trades at the community level resulting in significant financial losses
for the countries of West Africa.
The issue of IUU fishing can only be solved on the basis of solid cooperation at
the State level in the sub-region. Unfortunately, the human and financial resources
needed to combat this issue are often inadequate and therefore largely lacking in
the sub-region. The extent of the annual economic and financial losses, as well as
the resulting socio-economic issues, provide sufficient justification for reinvesting
in fisheries monitoring, control and surveillance (MCS) systems in the sub-region to
reverse these trends.
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COMPLIANCE OF NATIONAL LEGISLATION
WITH INTERNATIONAL LEGAL INSTRUMENTS
TO COMBAT IUU FISHING
Fishing activities in the States of the sub-region are governed by legal instruments at
the international, regional and national levels. International commitments to combat
IUU fishing are incorporated into a wide range of legal and policy instruments that
can be categorized as: (i) international legal instruments to combat IUU fishing,
and (ii) regional legal instruments to combat IUU fishing. The list of international
commitments is annexed to this document.
More specifically, the states of the West African subregion have developed, based
on their own legal traditions, implementing regulations around national fisheries
legislation.
These texts lay out a set of principles and management measures including:
fisheries management plans, generalized industrial fishing licenses, the core tenets
of international fisheries agreements, and the development of conservation and
management measures (e.g. for fishing gear, spatial and temporal fisheries closures,
entry and exit requirements, marking and identification of vessels, and offenses and
penalties, among others).
In general, the CCLME States have included in their national legislations
measures to regulate access to resources, the obligation to provide information on
fishing activities, the loading of observers and seafarers, control and monitoring of
transshipments, registering and marking of fishing vessels, strengthening of fisheries
research, and declaration of entry and exit of waters under national jurisdiction. Thus,
all States have established measures that authorize fishing in waters under their
national jurisdiction, which typically apply to both industrial and small-scale fishing.

SPECIFIC NATIONAL MEASURES TO COMBAT IUU
FISHING
As part of the fight against IUU fishing, joint actions in the sub-region focused on the
organization of sub-regional surveillance activities and bilateral agreements between
neighbouring countries. As such, the following actions have been developed:
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Activities in each country – number of patrol trips
2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

Guinea

Number of trips

97

260

4

130

175
193

Guinea-Bissau

18

18

11

19

Cabo Verde

--

0

--

0

0

Mauritania

--

341

521

278

--

Senegal
Total

--

--

47

743

--

115

619

619

1 170

368

Source: Sub-Regional Fisheries Commission (SRFC)

Number of fishing vessels inspected
Number of fishing
vessels inspected
Guinea
Guinea-Bissau

2012

2013

2014

2015

26

45

9

25

261

239

319

168

362

576

2 397

Cabo Verde
Mauritania
Total

265

182

3 119

3 538

2 710

1 758

4 084

6 006

4 542

2016

837

Source: Sub-Regional Fisheries Commission (SRFC)

Joint surveillance operations at the sub-regional level from 2011–2016
Year

Vessels
sighted

Vessels
identified

Vessels
checked

UE/SCS/UEMOA

2011

61

61

28

6

UE/SCS/UEMOA

2012

21

21

21

0

BA PATHE

UE/SCS/UEMOA

2013

36

24

19

4

SCORPION

UE/SCS/UEMOA

2013

40

40

40

6

CHACAL

UE/SCS/UEMOA

2013

36

36

27

2

PANTHERE

UE/SCS/UEMOA

2013

20

20

17

0

TEMPETE DE MER

UE/SCS/UEMOA
GoWAMER

2013

215

113

83

2

OUSMAN
DRAMMEH

GoWAMER

2016

47

44

42

2

CoWAMER

GoWAMER

2016

56

22

22

0

PEDRO CARDOSO
NANCO

GoWAMER

2016

64

63

63

13

596

444

362

35

Operation name

Project

OCTOPUS
SARDINELLA

TOTAL
Source : Sub-Regional Fisheries Commission (SRFC)
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Vessels
boarded

MONITORING ACTIVITIES IN THE SUB-REGION
To monitor, control and monitor the exploitation activities of their fisheries resources,
the States in the sub-region have developed different organizational and functional
frameworks for their monitoring systems, according to the specific contexts of each
country.
In Morocco, the coordination of fisheries control activities under the Directorate
of Maritime Fisheries and Aquaculture (DPMA) has been established through the
creation of a coordination and control support unit (UACC) whose mission is to
improve, manage and coordinate the monitoring and control of compliance with laws,
regulations and conservation and management measures for fisheries resources,
including the supervision of the national monitoring centre for fishing vessels.
In Mauritania, the Coast Guard enforces the monitoring, control and surveillance
of fishing activities, coordination of rescue at sea, prevention and fight against marine
pollution, and illegal migration and other illegal traffic.
In Senegal, the Directorate for Fisheries Protection and Monitoring (DPSP) is
the central planning and coordination structure for surveillance operations. The High
Authority for the Coordination of Maritime Safety, Maritime Safety and Protection of
the Marine Environment (HASSMAR) was created in 2006.
Cabo Verde is organized around the “Guarda Costeira”, a multi-purpose
surveillance structure to fight all forms of illegal acts at sea, including IUU fishing.
All MCS activities are carried out by the “Guarda Costeira” in accordance with the
specific protocols signed with the Directorate General of Fisheries (DGP).
Guinea has the National Fisheries Monitoring Center (CNSP) that is responsible
for the protection and monitoring of fisheries resources. In addition, the Maritime
Prefecture, created in 2012, is responsible for coordinating the action of the State at
sea.

In Guinea-Bissau, FISCAP is the national authority responsible for the
implementation of the national system for the surveillance and control of fishing
activities in their national waters.
The Gambia does not yet have a proper monitoring structure as in other states.
The national Navy is responsible for the protection and surveillance of fisheries.
At the sub-regional level, two groups are highlighted:

The “northern” States
Mauritania, Senegal and Cabo Verde are relatively advanced in MCS. The countries
have made significant effort for their naval and airforce equipment, and their
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coastal stations are equipped with radar and satellite tracking systems (e.g. VMS),
thus allowing them to independently conduct certain monitoring activities. These
States, in addition to carrying out their national surveillance missions, have also
provided material support to other States in the sub-region by providing naval and
airforce support during joint fisheries surveillance operations. However, these States
still experience certain difficulties in the maintenance and operational use of this
equipment.

The “southern” States
By comparison, The Gambia, Guinea-Bissau and Guinea are poorly equipped with
naval resources to cope adequately with the various threats of IUU fishing. Although
these States are all aware of the importance of protecting the resources of the subregion, the acquisition of the appropriate naval means often exceeds the individual
capacities of these countries.
The importance of the fisheries sector to the national economy, the support of
donors for means of surveillance, and the specific constraints in each country explain,
in part, the differences that exist between the means and equipment in the States of
the sub-region.
The following table shows the naval and air assets available to these States:
DESIGNATION

Naval and airforce means

CABO VERDE

PHM - 52 m (1) Dornier plane (1), DO-228 not equipped for night flights, boats
(15.5m, 26.8m, 11.5m) (1)

GAMBIA

Boats 22m operational (4), speedboats (3)

GUINEA

Coastal boats (3) one of which is 20m, 20 m boats (2), improved boats (6)

GUINEA-BISSAU

(12) boats, only (2) are functional, Baleia 4 (15 m) et Baleia 5 (10.5 m)

MAURITANIA

PHM of 62 m (2), coastal boat (1), coastal boats (20), port launchers (5), planes (1)

SENEGAL

Patrol plane (1), 20m boats (2) et 12m boats (4), boats of 13 m (5) naval vessels

Source: La Commission Sous-Régionale des Pêches (CSRP)
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INFRACTIONS
In the sub-region, a number of offenses have been reported. The examples of offenses
listed below were taken from practical cases in the sub-region1:
August 2009: Guinea-Bissau boarded an oil tanker flagged to Panama, for refuelling
at sea in Guinea-Bissau’s EEZ, and two fuelling trawlers without authorization from
the competent national authorities. Following this violation, the Inter-ministerial
Commission for Maritime Surveillance, on the recommendation of FISCAP (the
national structure responsible for surveillance), applied sanctions, according to the
law, that seized all products aboard the boat.

The oil tanker, although flying the flag of Panama, was owned by a Spanish
company headquartered in Spain. There were no crew members of Panamanian
nationality on board. The crew consisted of eight nationalities from central America,
and four nationalities from North West Africa.
After the arrest of the oil tanker, a long negotiation process began between the
Spanish embassy in Bissau and the Guinea-Bissau authorities. One year later, the
process concluded with the release of the oil tanker in October 2010, facilitated by the
1

The examples cited in this section were taken from practical cases in the sub-region. The names of the vessels have not been cited for the
sake of neutrality in this document.
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established fishing relationship between
the two countries.

Moroccan MCS system

After the liberation of the ship,
Panama, claiming damages, asked
Guinea-Bissau to settle the case by
arbitration. The result was a consultation
process which resulted in the case
moving to the International Tribunal for
the Law of the Sea.

In its new strategy, the Department
of Fisheries adopted a new
approach that consisted of fully
implementing the necessary
arrangements for the monitoring,
control and surveillance of “MCS”
of fisheries activities, and a
comprehensive traceability system
for fisheries to that enables the
identification of fishery products
during all stages of capture,
landing, transport, storage, import,
processing, distribution and final
sale.

In its arguments, Panama alleged,
inter alia, that it was not notified by
Guinea-Bissau of the boarding of the
vessel and of the penalty imposed on it.
In its counter-arguments, Guinea-Bissau
alleges, among other things, that it had
no obligation to inform Panama because
there is no substantial link between the
Source: Ministry of Agriculture, Maritime
Fisheries, Rural Development and Waters and
ship and that State, and that, on the
Forests
contrary , it has always dealt with the
Spanish Embassy, representing a State
with which there is a genuine link with the ship.
2010: Mauritania boarded two vessels fishing in their EEZ that had committed
infringements and that were flagged to a country party to an international
organization that had a Memorandum of Understanding with Mauritania.

The vessels were fined according to Mauritanian law, and partial payment
was made by the ship-owner under the condition that the balance be paid in due
course. Relying on the assurances of a representative of the ship-owner, and also
considering the Memorandum of Understand, Mauritania released the vessels
without requiring bail. However, the ship-owner never completed the payment and
their vessels never returned to Mauritanian waters. In an attempt to obtain what
was due, Mauritania appealed to the international organization, with which it had
a Memorandum of Understanding and to which the ship-owner’s country was
also a party, to pay the outstanding fine. However, the international organization
maintained that it did not have the authority to enforce payment from the flag State,
or pay on its behalf.
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March 2011: Senegal received information on alleged illegal activities carried out
in their maritime waters by two foreign-flagged vessels. These ships, identified as
conducting illegal transshipment activities outside the authorized areas, fled when the
patrol arrived. Noting the leakage of the vessels, Senegal issued communication on
this to the flag States concerned.
June 2012: A vessel was arrested for illegal transshipment of fishing products
in the prohibited area. Upon encountering orders from the patrol boat, the vessel
escaped into the high seas. The coastal State communicated with the flag State
of the vessel to cooperate on enforcing the law, but the handling of the case was
unsatisfactory and the flag State sought to exonerate the offending vessel, despite
evidence of illegal activities.
April 2013: A foreign-flagged trawler was observed in an unauthorized
transshipment operation in the EEZ of a State in the sub-region.

Following the receipt of information on the date and estimated position at which
the trawler transhipped its fishery products, the coastal State concerned promptly
informed the flag State with all information relating to the infringement.
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