IMPLEMENTATION OF THE
CODE OF CONDUCT FOR
RESPONSIBLE FISHERIES

Trends over the last 25 years

W H AT I S T H E C O D E O F C O N D U C T
FOR
R E S P O N S I B L E F I S H E R I E S?
A ground-breaking, unique and voluntary international instrument,
negotiated between FAO Members and adopted by the FAO
Conference in 1995, the Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries
(the Code) is probably the most cited, high-profile and widely diffused
global fisheries instrument after the 1982 United Nations Convention
on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS).
The Code sets out principles and international standards for
responsible practices supporting the sustainable exploitation and
production of living aquatic resources, with due consideration for
the conservation of ecosystems and biodiversity, and recognising the
nutritional, economic, social, environmental and cultural importance
of fisheries.

The Code, as originally drafted, remains relevant to this day. It
continues to be supplemented through the development and
adoption of international instruments addressing specific provisions
on responsible capture fisheries and aquaculture, in the form of
international agreements, international plans of action, international
guidelines, and strategies. Its implementation is also supported by
technical guidelines which have steadily grown in number over the
years.
The Code and binding international agreements

The Code comprises five introductory Articles, an Article outlining its
General Principles and six thematic Articles on Fisheries Management,
Fishing Operations, Aquaculture Development, Integration of
Fisheries into Coastal Area Management, Post-Harvest Practices and
Trade, and Fisheries Research.

The Code was formulated in a way to be interpreted and applied in
conformity with the relevant rules of international law as reflected
in UNCLOS, which provides the international legal basis for the
conservation and use of living and non-living resources of the world’s
oceans.

The Code aims to promote the contribution of fisheries and
aquaculture to food security, food quality and nutrition.

It was also formulated in line with the 1995 United Nations Fish Stocks
Agreement1 which relates to the conservation and management of
straddling fish stocks and highly migratory fish stocks.

What led to the development of the Code?
After a long period of growth, capture fisheries landings began to level
off from the end of the 1980s due to sustainability issues, including
overfishing. In the light of clear signs of over-exploitation of fish stocks
all over the world and the rapidly increasing role of aquaculture in
supplying fish for human consumption, the Nineteenth Session of
the FAO Committee on Fisheries (COFI), held in 1991, recommended
the development of new approaches to capture fisheries and
aquaculture management through the elaboration of a code of
conduct for responsible fishing which would take into consideration
all social, environmental and economic factors involved.
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Which other instruments have been developed within the
framework of the Code?

The legally binding 1993 FAO Compliance Agreement2, that focuses
on flag States’ responsibilities, forms an integral part of the Code.
Building from Article 8.3 of the Code, covering port State
responsibilities, the 2009 FAO Agreement on Port State Measures
(PSMA)3 is the first international, legally binding instrument to target
illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing. The Agreement
entered into force in 2016 and has shown a remarkable rate of
adherence.

The Agreement for the Implementation of the Provisions of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea of 10 December 1982 relating to the Conservation and 		
Management of Straddling Fish Stocks and Highly Migratory Fish Stocks
Agreement to Promote Compliance with International Conservation and Management Measures by Fishing Vessels on the High Seas
Agreement on Port State Measures to Prevent, Deter and Eliminate Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated (IUU) Fishing

Timeline of key international
instruments and guidelines
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Fig. 1. Adherences to the international legally binding instruments related to the Code
(*European Union counted as 1).
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2020

International Guidelines, International Plans of Action (IPOAs),
and Strategies under the Code

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

2001

International Plan of Action for Reducing Incidental Catch of Seabirds in Longline Fisheries

1999

International Plan of Action for THE Conservation and Management of Sharks

1999

International Plan of Action for the Management of Fishing Capacity

1999

STRATEGIES
FAO Strategy for Improving Information on Status and Trends in Aquaculture

2008

FAO Strategy for Improving Information on Status and Trends in Capture Fisheries

2003

FAO INTERNATIONAL GUIDELINES
FAO Voluntary Guidelines on the Marking of Fishing Gear

2019

FAO Voluntary Guidelines on Catch Documentation Schemes

2017

FAO Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries

2015

FAO Voluntary Guidelines for Flag State Performance

2015

International Guidelines on Bycatch Management and Reduction of Discards

2011

Guidelines for the Ecolabelling of Fish and Fishery Products from Inland Capture Fisheries

2011

Technical Guidelines on Aquaculture Certification

2011

Guidelines for the Ecolabelling of Fish and Fishery Products from Marine Capture Fisheries. Revision 1

2009

FAO International Guidelines for the Management of Deep-sea Fisheries in the High Seas

2009

OTHER FAO GUIDELINES
Guidelines to reduce sea turtle mortality in fishing operations
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2009

FAO Technical Guidelines for Responsible Fisheries

AQUACULTURE DEVELOPMENT
AQUACULTURE DEVELOPMENT. 8. Recommendations for prudent and responsible use of veterinary medicines
in aquaculture

2019

Aquaculture development. 9. Development of aquatic genetic resources: A framework of essential criteria

2018

Aquaculture development. 7. Aquaculture governance and sector development

2017

Aquaculture development. 6. Use of wild fishery resources for capture-based aquaculture

2011

Aquaculture development. 5. Use of wild fish as feed in aquaculture

2011

Aquaculture development. 4. Ecosystem approach to aquaculture

2010

Aquaculture development. 3. Genetic resource management

2008

Aquaculture development. 2. Health management for responsible movement of live aquatic animals

2007

Aquaculture development. 1. Good aquaculture feed manufacturing practice

2001

Aquaculture development

1997

7

FISHING OPERATIONS
Fishing operations. 4. Guidelines to prevent and reduce bycatch of marine mammals in capture fisheries

2021

Fishing operations. 3. Best practices to improve safety at sea in the fisheries sector

2015

Fishing operations. 2. Best practices to reduce incidental catch of seabirds in capture fisheries

2009

Fishing operations. 1. Vessel monitoring systems

1998

Fishing operations

1996

FISHERIES MANAGEMENT
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Fisheries management. 4. Marine protected areas and fisheries

2011

Fisheries management. 2. The ecosystem approach to fisheries. 2.2 The human dimensions of the ecosystem
approach to fisheries

2009

Fisheries management. 2. The ecosystem approach to fisheries. 2.1 Best practices in ecosystem modelling for
informing an ecosystem approach to fisheries

2008

Fisheries Management. 3. Managing Fishing Capacity

2008

Fisheries management. 2. The ecosystem approach to fisheries

2003

Fisheries management. 1. Conservation and management of sharks

2000

Fisheries management

1997

INLAND FISHERIES
Inland Fisheries. 1. Rehabilitation of inland waters for fisheries

2008

Inland fisheries

1997

OTHERS
Recreational Fisheries

2012

Responsible fish trade

2009

Information and knowledge sharing

2009

Increasing the contribution of small-scale fisheries to poverty alleviation and food security

2005

Indicators for sustainable development of marine capture fisheries

1999

Responsible fish utilization

1998

Precautionary approach to capture fisheries and species introductions

1996

Integration of Fisheries into coastal area management

1996
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How have States implemented the Code in the
25 years of its existence?
In accordance with Article 4.2 of the Code, FAO has monitored progress in
the implementation of the Code and related instruments through the use of a
biennial questionnaire, reporting the analysis of the responses to COFI4.
The number and composition of Members which replied to the questionnaire
have varied over the years, with low response rates at times which did not
allow for a complete analysis of the global status of implementation of the
Code. With this caveat, and considering that questions have evolved and
changed with time, a few examples of the trends on the implementation of the
Code’s provisions over the past two decades are presented in this publication.
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Objectives of the Code as ranked
by FAO Members in decreasing
order of importance, averaged
from 2000 to 2020:
1. Establish principles for responsible fisheries
considering all their relevant biological,
technical, economic, social, environmental
and commercial aspects.
2. Establish principles and criteria to
implement policies for the conservation of
fishery resources and fisheries management
and development.
3. Promote the contribution of fisheries to
food security and food quality giving priority
to the nutritional needs of local communities.
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5. Promote protection of living aquatic
resources and their environments and coastal
areas.

Fig. 2. Number of FAO Members that have responded to the FAO biennial
questionnaire on the implementation of the Code and related instruments.

6. Promote research on fisheries as well
as on associated ecosystems and relevant
environmental factors.

Guiding principles and objectives of the Code

7. Serve as instrument of reference to
improve legal and institutional framework for
appropriate management measures.

The Code contains a comprehensive set of guiding principles building on
the understanding that States and users of aquatic living resources should
conserve aquatic ecosystems and that the right to fish carries with it the
obligation to do so in a responsible and sustainable manner.
The ranking of objectives by FAO Members, as laid out in Article 2 of the
Code, has been remarkably consistent from 2000 to 2020.
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For the latest report on the implementation of the Code please refer to “Link of COFI24/2020/Inf.7”
(available online at www.fao.org/about/meetings/cofi/documents-cofi34/en/)

8. Provide standards of conduct for all involved
in the fisheries sector.
9. Promote trade in fish and fishery products
in conformity with relevant international rules.
10. Provide guidance to formulate and
implement international agreements and
other legal instruments.

Fisheries management
In its first thematic Article (Art. 7), the Code focuses on fisheries management that, through appropriate policy, legal, and
institutional frameworks, ensures the long-term conservation and sustainable use of fisheries resources at levels which promote
the objective of their optimum utilization and maintain their availability for present and future generations.
Conservation and management measures, whether at local, national, sub-regional or regional levels, should be based on the best
scientific advice available.
Members reported to have developed Fisheries Management
Plans for their marine and/or inland fisheries over the years
and integrated management measures within these plans,
with measures on prohibiting destructive fishing methods
and practices, on addressing the interests and rights of smallscale fishers, and on addressing fishing capacity, ranked high
over the years.

Some positive trends in fisheries management could be
observed over more recent years: An increasing number
of Members reported to have started to implement the
Ecosystem Approach to Fisheries (EAF) along with an
increased application of established ecological, socioeconomic and governance objectives. Equally, the number
of countries reporting to have developed stock-specific
reference points has increased over the same period.
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Fig. 3. Percentage of Members reporting to have started to implement the Ecosystem Approach to
Fisheries (EAF) and to have developed stock-specific Target Reference Points (TRPs).
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Fishing operations
Article 8 of the Code develops provisions regarding responsible fishing operations which need to be conducted and controlled to
ensure long-term sustainability of living marine resources so that these can make a substantial contribution to food and nutrition
security, strengthen employment opportunities and support human well-being while protecting their environments.
An increasing percentage of Members have reported to be
taking measures to control fishing operations undertaken
by vessels flying their flag within and beyond their Exclusive
Economic Zone (EEZ), reaching 90 percent of Members
in recent years. This increase, albeit with fluctuations, is
particularly relevant for controlling fishing operations in
waters beyond their national jurisdiction, e.g., through
mandatory authorization to operate beyond the EEZ,

enhanced monitoring, control and surveillance (MCS)
measures, mandatory logbooks and reporting systems.
A clear increase can be noted over the years in the number
of Members reporting to be either partially or fully
implementing VMS to monitor vessels flying their flag within
and beyond their EEZ.

100
90
80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10
0
2000

2002

2004

2006

2008

2010

2012

2014

2016

2018

2020

Fig. 4a. Measures taken as flag State: Percentage of Members reporting to have taken measures
to ensure responsible fishing operations undertaken by vessels flying their flag outside national
jurisdiction. Graph includes trendline.
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Types of measures taken as flag State, in decreasing order of prevalence, averaged from responses between
2011 and 2020, to ensure responsible fishing operations undertaken by vessels flying their flag outside national
jurisdiction.
1.

Mandatory authorization to operate beyond EEZ

6.

Cooperation with third Members and/or with RFMOs

2.

Enhanced MCS measures

7.

On-board observer programme

3.

Mandatory logbooks and reporting system

8.

Deterrent penalties and sanctions

4.

Ratification of relevant international instruments

9.

NPOA and NPOA-IUU development and implementation

5.

Enforcing compliance with laws of other States, and RFMO
decisions

10. Pre-licensing inspection and brief
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Fig. 4b. Bycatch and discards: Percentage of Members reporting to have taken measures in the management of bycatch and
discards. Measures reflect only those Members who indicated that bycatch and discards occurred in their fisheries.
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Fig. 4c. Vessel Monitoring Systems (VMS): Percentage of Members reporting to have implemented VMS to monitor vessels
flying their flag, within and beyond their EEZ.
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Aquaculture development
Following rapid development, aquaculture started to play an increasing role in supplying fish for human consumption in the
1990s, reducing pressure on capture fisheries, and has continued to increase, reaching approximately 50 percent of global fish
available for human consumption in 2018 (FAO, 2018).
When inadequately managed, aquaculture development has also shown the potential to cause environmentally or socially adverse
impacts. Provisions for responsible aquaculture development are spelled out in Article 9 of the Code. Sustainable aquaculture
development and management is important for securing food and nutrition security, alleviating poverty and maintaining the
integrity and sustainability of aquatic resources and environments.
The development of policy, legal and institutional frameworks for the development of responsible aquaculture has had to keep
pace with the rapid growth of the sector.
According to the Members’ self-reporting, over the last
decade the development of these frameworks has remained
low. Slightly less than half of the Members have largely
complete and enabling policies, legal frameworks, and
institutional frameworks.

The Code encourages Members to promote responsible
aquaculture practices. Members reporting that government
agencies have adopted codes or instruments in this regard
showed some progress. More progress could be observed
in the private sector over the last two decades at producer,
supplier, and manufacturer levels.
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Fig. 5a. Aquaculture development: Percentage of Members reporting on the state of policy, legal, and
institutional frameworks for the development of responsible aquaculture. The graph excludes those with
partially existing frameworks.
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Fig. 5b. Aquaculture best practices: Percentage of Members reporting public and civil society elements that have adopted a
code or instrument of best practices for aquaculture in accordance with the Code.
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Coastal area management
Article 10 of the Code focuses on the integration of fisheries into coastal area management. Long-term sustainable use of coastal
natural resources, including those of living marine resources, requires a comprehensive framework for policy and management
integrating their various uses and interactions.
According to the Members’ self-reporting, over the
last decade a declining trend could be observed in the
development of a largely complete and enabling policy,
legal, and institutional frameworks for integrated coastal
zone management.

Since the adoption of the Code, the most important types of
conflicts that arise between fisheries and other activities in
coastal zones remained largely constant.
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Fig. 6. Governance frameworks for integrated coastal zone management: Percentage of Members
with a coastline reporting state of policy, legal, and institutional frameworks. The graph excludes
those with partially existing frameworks.
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Conflicts, within the fisheries sector and between fisheries and other sectors,
in order of decreasing importance, as reported by Members, averaged from
2000 to 2020:
Coastal fisheries and industrial fisheries
Gear types operating in the coastal area
Fisheries and mineral extraction activities
Fisheries and recreational development
Fisheries and port development
Coastal fisheries and coastal aquaculture
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Post-harvest practices and trade
Article 11 of the Code focuses on responsible fish utilization and trade. All parts of the value chain are important to ensure that
safe and good quality fish and fish products reach consumers.
Post-harvest practices involve the handling, processing and marketing of fish. These activities are an important source of income
for fishers and fish workers and can involve a significant number of women.
According to Members’ self-reporting, effective food safety
and quality assurance systems for fish and fisheries products
have increasingly been developed over the last two decades,
underlining the importance of safety and quality standards
for international trade of fish and fisheries products.
Since 2000, an increasing number of Members have reported
to have taken measures to address post-harvest losses and

waste, including through enacting food safety regulations
and enhancing MCS.
Members have also increasingly taken measures to eliminate
processing and trading in illicitly harvested fisheries
resources, particularly by enhanced fisheries control and
inspections, enhanced customs and border controls, and
implementing product traceability systems.
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Fig. 7a. Food safety and quality assurance systems: Percentage of Members reporting to have
effective systems in place for fish and fisheries products. Partial response type introduced to the
questionnaire in 2011.
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Fig. 7b. Percentage of Members taking measures to reduce post-harvest losses and to eliminate processing and trading of
illegally harvested fish, where this subject was considered relevant.
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Fisheries research
Article 12 of the Code builds on the understanding that responsible fisheries management requires a sound scientific basis to
guide decision-making.
Over the last 20 years combined, reporting by Members
reflected no obvious trend on the number for which they
have obtained reliable stock status estimates, out of those
they considered important. On average, estimates for slightly
less than half of key national stocks were available over the

whole period. There were, however, marked differences
between different world regions.
Key data gaps in managing fisheries resources remained
more or less constant over the last decade.
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Fig. 8. State of fisheries statistics: Percentage of Members reporting on the availability of stock estimates for
key national stocks, and of timely, complete and reliable statistics on catch and fishing effort.
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Key data gaps in managing fisheries resources, in descending order of relative
importance, as reported by Members:
1. Stock status data

7. Socio-economic data

2. Ecosystem data

8. Technical fleet capacity data

3. Catch data (small-scale to industrial)

9. Market / trade / expert data

4. IUU fishing and/or MCS data

10. Landed data

5. Effort data (small-scale to industrial)

11. Capacity utilization data

6. Not landed data

12. Historical / long term data series

Constraints and solutions
In implementing the Code, Members consistently reported that they have faced constraints and
challenges. Over the last decade, the highest ranked constraints were related to insufficient budgetary
and human resources, followed by incomplete policy and/or legal frameworks as well as inadequate
scientific research, statistics and information access.
Among the solutions mostly reported by Members to counter these constraints, on average, were access
to more budgetary means, more training and awareness-raising, and access to more human resources.
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Fig. 9a. Percentage of Members reporting constraints in implementing the Code.
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Fig. 9b. Percentage of Members reporting proposed solutions to overcome constraints in the
implementation of the Code.
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The Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries (the Code) sets out principles
and international standards for responsible practices supporting the sustainable
exploitation and production of living aquatic resources, with due consideration for the
conservation of ecosystems and biodiversity, and recognising the nutritional, economic,
social, environmental and cultural importance of fisheries. Twenty-five years after its
adoption, the Code remains as relevant today as it was in 1995.
This booklet offers a glimpse into the objectives of the Code and the framework of
instruments and guidelines that have, over the last 25 years, been built on the Code
and in support of the implementation of its wide-ranging provisions. It also provides
insights into some trends that can be observed through reporting by FAO Members on
its implementation.
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Fishing and aquaculture provide a vital source of food, employment, trade and economic
well-being for people throughout the world, for present and future generations, and
should therefore be conducted in a responsible manner.

