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Harmful Subsidies in Fisheries
Fishery subsidies are financial contributions made to the fishing

industry by the government or a public entity. Subsidies can take

many forms including cash payments, tax breaks on services or fuel,

building infrastructure, etc. and are typically categorized into three

types: beneficial, capacity enhancing and ambiguous. 

Capacity enhancing subsidies, also called "harmful subsidies", are

those that encourage an increase in fishing capacity to a point where

exploitation exceeds the maximum sustainable yield (MSY) .  The

World Trade Organization, under SDG target 14.6 framework and the

Aichi Targets, is undergoing negotiations to end (eliminate or redirect)

capacity enhancing subsidies globally by 2020 as they contribute to

the overcapacity of the fishing fleets, overfishing, IUU fishing, etc.

Slavery
Forms of trafficking in persons are: sex

trafficking in which a commercial sex act is

induced by force, fraud, or coercion, or in which

the person induced to perform is under  18

years of age; or (b) the recruitment, harboring,

transportation, provision, or obtaining of a

person for labor or services, through the use of

force, fraud, or coercion for the purpose of

subjection to involuntary servitude, peonage,

debt bondage, or slavery.
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$22.2 billion
USD provided by public entities globally

in capacity-enhancing fisheries
subsidies in 2018. This makes up 63% of

the estimated total global fisheries

subsidies for that year (Sumaila et al.

2019). In Thailand specifically, the

estimate of total fisheries subsidies is

$1,149 million USD in 2018, 93% of which

are considered to be capacity-enhancing.

PROFIT = REVENUE - COSTS
Revenue in fisheries is derived from the quantity of

fish/seafood caught at sea and the price of these fish on

the market. 

Costs mainly consist of harvesting costs; labour makes
up 30-50% of harvesting costs on fishing vessels while

the rest includes fuel (10-25%), fishing gear (5-15%), repair

and maintenance (5-10%) and capital costs (e.g.

depreciation and interests; 5-25%). 

 

Marine fisheries catches have been decreasing globally

with a concurrent increase in fishing effort since the

mid-1990s. This has lead to an overall decrease in

profitability. To stay economically viable, vessels are

forced to cut costs or fish illegally. One way in which

vessels have reduced operating costs is by reducing

expenditures on crew members, i.e., decreasing wages

and living conditions on fishing vessels. 

By definition, capacity-enhancing subsidies promote overexploitation of marine

resources, which exacerbates the decline in abundance of marine fish stocks.

Globally, there has been a shift toward the removal of capacity-enhancing

subsidies by the United Nations as observed in the Sustainability Development

Goal target 14.6 and the World Trade Organization. 

 

Currently, there is an opportunity for fisheries employers to exploit cheap labour
by hiring migrant workers. There is an excess of migrant labour while the

domestic labour force has simultaneously declined due to low wages. Many

migrant workers to not possess the required legal documents to work in the

country and, as such, fear contacting authorities when human rights are violated.

In addition, employers may withhold pay which amplifies feelings of entrapment.
Lastly, workers are not only economically trapped in these situations, but also

physically trapped. Working at sea offers unique labour conditions where boats

may not dock for many months. Traffickers magnify entrapment by sending

support vessels to meet motherships at sea; they trade catches for necessary

supplies removing the need for boats to ever dock. 

 

A study by Tickler et al. (2018) examined the factors that influence the presence of

slavery in the marine commercial fishing industry. Their team developed a model

(Fig.2) which included variables that predict the presence of slavery per thousand

people for the top 20 fishing countries (accounting for 80% of worldwide catches).

We observe a significant correlation between prevalence of moderne slavery and

characteristics of the fishing industry. Variables with the strongest explanatory

power were % harmful subsidies, % catch outside EEZ and distance from home

country but also included % unreported catch and value of the catch ($/kg). These

results support the presence of a correlation between the harmful subsidies and

prevalence of slavery in the industry.

 

These results having important implications for policy at multiple levels of

governance. Suggestions include: ending harmful subsidies or reallocating
funds, improving immigration policy, setting minimum standards for working

conditions at sea, improving transparency and traceability in the seafood supply

chain, and reducing fishing practices in the high seas. 

Unreported
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Figure 1: Catch time series of Reported and Unreported catches by Thailand

Figure 2: Slavery multiple regression model for top 20 fishing countries
(Tickler et al. 2018)
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