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Abstract

The maritime trade routes in the Indian Ocean have been plagued by several maritime crimes and
security threats recently. However, one of the growing maritime security threats is rampant Illegal,
Unreported, and Unregulated (IUU) fishing. In addition to endangering marine ecosystems and vi-
olating fisheries laws, studies have shown that criminal activities involving fishing aso serve as a
platform for human trafficking operations within the fishing industry. The human rights violations of
IUU fishing activities are revealed in investigations of the 2015 Benjina case in Indonesia, in which
several Southeast Asian fishermen were enslaved on the Thai-run trawlers and in the 2020 case of the
repatriation of Indian fishermen trapped on Iranian trawlers during the COVID-19 lockdown. The
article focuses on the nexus between IUU fishing and human trafficking aboard vessels and highlights
the legal loopholes, especially in India, which facilitate these crimes. Analysing international legal in-
strument enforcement gaps has revealed critical policy gaps in India’s maritime domain by examining
conventions that include the ILO Work in Fishing Convention, the Palermo Protocol and UNCLOS.
The results highlight the necessity to introduce better port state control, regulate the recruitment pro-
cess, and improve inter-agency coordination. The article concludes by suggesting extensive changes,
i.e., the ratification of major treaties, the improvement of the maritime domain awareness, and the
intelligence sharing in the region in order to enhance the legal and institutional capacity of India.
Convergence of IUU fishing and human trafficking is an important issue to be addressed to support

sustainable fisheries, maritime governance and human security.
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1. Introduction

The law of the sea forms the foundation of the international legal system governing maritime
spaces, which employs the jurisdiction of the coastal states, rights of navigation and the sustainable
use of marine resources. These principles form the basis for addressing emerging maritime crimes,
such as the Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated (IUU) fishing and other related human rights abus-
es, as noted by leading scholars.! The UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) defines Illegal,
Unreported and Unregulated (IUU) fishing as a broad term that captures all “fishing and related
activities that operate outside the law and undermine sustainable fisheries”? More precisely, “Illegal
fishing refers to the practice of catching marine life in waters that fall under the jurisdiction of a
coastal state without permission or violating the applicable law, while Unreported fishing identifies
all the catches that are not reported or misreported to the relevant authorities.” Finally, “Unregulated
fishing refers to all fishing activities conducted in areas falling under the jurisdiction of regional
fishery organisations by vessels without nationality or coming from a State not party to that organiza-
tion.”* Examples of [UU fishing activities include making false reports about catches, fishing without
the relevant license or quota, and conducting unauthorised transhipment to cargo vessels.*

IUU fishing is a major factor that exacerbates the problem of overfishing. It includes three main
components: fishing beyond regulated catch limits, falsifying catch documentation, and fishing in
restricted zones. Moreover, these methods confer a competitive advantage on illegal fishers over
those who comply with regulatory requirements. A decade ago, illegal and unreported fishing caused
$23.5 billion worth of omitted revenue from the global economy and led to annual seafood losses
exceeding 26 million metric tons, but the situation has probably worsened since then.® The market
is saturated with illegal fish, which causes honest fishermen and seafood businesses to lose business.
Wild-caught seafood imports entering the United States are considered to contain between 20 to
32 per cent of illegally obtained catch with no reported documentation.® IUU fishing exploits both

coastal nations’ natural resources and reduces economic opportunity while threatening food security

1 Yoshifumi Tanaka, The International Law of the Sea (4th edn, Cambridge University Press 2023); Donald R Rothwell and
Tim Stephens, The International Law of the Sea (3rd edn, Bloomsbury Publishing 2023).

2 Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated Fishing: Frequently Asked Questions (2021)
<www.fao.org/iuu-fishing/en/>. All websites cited in this article were last accessed on 16 February 2026.

3 ibid.
4 National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) Fisheries, Illegal, Unreported, and Unregulated Fishing (2021)
<www.fisheries.noaa.gov/illegal-unreported-and-unregulated-i-u-u-fishing>.

5 David ] Agnew, John Pearce, Ganapathiraju Pramod et al, ‘Estimating the Worldwide Extent of Illegal Fishing’ (2009) 106
PLoS ONE 1.

6 Ganapathiraju Pramod and Beatrice Bhathal, ‘Estimating Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated (IUU) Fish Catches in the
U.S! (2014) Environmental Science and Policy 1-6.
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because of its connection with other high-seas criminal activities.
The western Indian Ocean’s annual gross marine product - defined by the World Wildlife Fund

as “the annual economic output of all sectors related to the sea” - is estimated at over $20.8 billion.”
The coastal and marine tourism sector accounts for approximately 70% of economic value, repre-
senting the highest contribution. In the Indian Ocean region, fisheries represent the second-largest
contributor to the blue economy in terms of economic output. In 2020, the UN Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO) reported that 15% of worldwide fish catch came from marine capture fisheries in
the Indian Ocean.? That year, India, Bangladesh, Myanmar, Indonesia, Tanzania, Egypt, Iran, Kenya,
and Mozambique were among the world’s top 25 fish producers.® The fishing industry has a reper-
cussive effect on economic activity. For instance, in Indonesia, nearly 6 million people are employed
in fishing and aquaculture, surpassing the number of workers in the country’s textile and garment
industries.”” The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations predicts that fisheries
employment creates three to four jobs in the adjacent industries involved in boat building, along
with equipment and product manufacturing. Fishing also serves as an important source of nutrition
for the coastal states. Fish provides more than 20% of the meat in the diets of people from Egypt,
Malaysia, Mozambique, Seychelles, Singapore, Tanzania, and Thailand. For Bangladesh, Comoros,
Indonesia, Maldives, and Sri Lanka, this number rises to over 50%."

The seafood supply chain begins at sea, then proceeds through multiple stages, including fishing
vessels, reefers, factories, and processing plants, ultimately leading to market distribution world-
wide. Forced labour and human trafficking exist throughout the entire supply chain. Human traffick-
ing within fisheries occurs when people undergo forced labour on ships due to coercion or threats.
Forced labour victims within the fishing industry stem from isolated migrant workers. These victims
experience miserable isolation while trapped aboard fishing vessels because their abductions occur
at sea during endless maritime detentions. Members of fishing crews are frequently exposed to forms
of forced labour, including physical, psychological, and sexual abuse at sea, as well as unsafe and un-
sanitary working conditions. Workers involved in IUU fishing operations face particularly hazardous
environments, excessively long working hours - often extending to 20-hour shifts — and may be de-
nied wages and adequate medical care, in some cases resulting in fatal outcomes."? The illegal fishing
industry sustains these practices through labour exploitation while evading regulatory oversight in
order to maximise profits.

This article seeks to examine the relationship between human trafficking associated with ITUU

7 Dominic O Obura, ‘Marine Spatial Planning for the Western Indian Ocean: Framework for the Eastern African Coastal and
Marine Area (WWF 2017).

8 FAO, The State of World Fisheries and Aquaculture 2022: Towards Blue Transformation (2022).

9 ibid.

10 Michael A Michel and Richard Sticklor, ‘Economic Importance of Fisheries and Aquaculture in the Indian Ocean Region’
(2012) Asia Pacific Economic Review 1.

11 ibid.

12 International Organization for Migration (IOM), Report on Human Trafficking, Forced Labour and Fisheries Crime in the

Indonesian Fishing Industry (2016) <www.iom.int/sites/default/files/country/docs/indonesia/Human-Trafficking-Forced-La-
bour-and-Fisheries-Crime-in-the-Indonesian-Fishing-Industry-IOM.pdf>.
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fishing and to highlight the conditions faced by fishers by analysing the nature of the interconnec-
tions between these practices. It explores how IUU fishing serves as a platform for human trafficking,
especially with regard to the unregulated and distant-water fishing vessels through which the vul-
nerable fishers from the coastal communities get exploited through forced labour and debt bondage.
The participation of fishers in IUU fishing becomes necessary due to external factors beyond their
control. A number of fishermen are compelled against their will to participate in such criminal ac-
tivities that eventually constitute offences. The aim is to uncover the major regulatory voids and in-
stitutional shortcomings within India’s anti-trafficking response by investigating its implementation
weaknesses, inadequate regulatory guidelines, and failure to maintain coordinated inter-agency part-
nerships in fisheries sector crime response efforts. This section examines how well Indian legislation
executes international maritime and labour laws, including UNCLOS, the Palermo Protocol and the
ILO Work in Fishing Convention (No 188). Thus, the study highlights existing issues to contribute
to ongoing research about maritime security and sustainable fisheries governance, thus fostering an
improved maritime domain with just practices.

2. Nexus Between IUU Fishing and Human Trafficking

Illegal, Unreported, and Unregulated (IUU) fishing has been referred to as a maritime crime and
has various consequences. A result of this is that crime groups often deal with humans, drugs and
other illegal activities at the same time. Consequently, a security threat emerges across borders and
is therefore referred to as a maritime security threat, even though it is not directly related. Although
IUU fishing is not seen as a transnational crime, it brings in the trafficking of people, which is con-
sidered a transnational criminal act. Because the crimes at sea are so serious, trying to curb IUU
fishing is essential for maritime security. The United Nations Secretary-General, in the 2008 report
presented to the General Assembly on “Oceans and the Law of the Sea” discussed the importance of
maritime security.'® After explaining that no single definition applies to the term in all contexts, he
then listed seven particular threats to maritime security: piracy and armed robbery at sea; terrorism
affecting shipping; criminal acts against offshore installations and other related interests; dealing in
arms and weapons of mass destruction; dealing in narcotic and psychotropic substances; smuggling
and human trafficking by sea ; and intentionally damaging the marine environment." More recently,
on 20™ May 20 2025, the same issue was reiterated by Antonio Guterres, Secretary-General of the
United Nations, when he stressed that “Without maritime security, there can be no global security.
Yet, the world’s oceans are increasingly under strain from threats both traditional and emerging
— challenges around contested boundaries, depletion of maritime resources, escalating geopolitical
tensions,” and “no region is spared.”"®

13 UNGA, Oceans and the Law of the Sea: Report of the Secretary-General (18 March 2008) UN Doc A/63/63.
14 ibid 33.

15 UNSC, Without Maritime Security, There Can Be No Global Security Secretary-General Tells Security Council, Calling
on Greater Respect for International Law (20 May 2025) Press Release SC/16065 <https://press.un.org/en/2025/sc16065.doc.
htm>.
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The UN Secretary General recommended that nations expand their view on maritime security
from a state-focused view to a human-centric approach. He emphasised that today’s biggest maritime
problems are beyond what force or state barriers can control, mirroring uncertainties faced ashore; as
aresult, we should collaborate more on maritime security using more than naval assets and warfare.'®
Rosello’s recent monograph highlights that IUU fishing operates as both an environmental and hu-
man rights offence, enabling forced labour and trafficking through systemic regulatory failures and
the exploitation of flags of convenience."” Three core aspects of [UU fishing analysed by Moreto et
al."® include the employment of flags of convenience (FoCs), as well as hazardous and filthy working
environments and the financial advantages of illegal fishing operations. The practice of using FoC
provides vessel operators with open access to these activities so they can effectively dodge regulatory
obligations. In their analysis of human trafficking and forced labour in illegal fishing, Decker Sparks
and Hasche" discuss why fishing fleets use trafficked or forced labour, but they fail to examine the
specific characteristics of unlawful behaviour that mutually enable these practices. A vessel operator
who implements forced labour remains profitable by reducing operational costs for fishing species
that would otherwise be financially unviable.” The diverse transnational dimensions of IUU fishing
activities have led experts to classify it as transnational organized criminal activity.* IUU fishing
presents itself as a criminal enterprise that belongs to the convergence crime category since the ac-
tivities frequently link up with human trafficking, drug trafficking and illegal wildlife trafficking.?

IUU fishing in itself is a transnational crime, which necessitates that states take strides in ensuring
that the crime does not facilitate further crimes, such as the heinous exploitation of human labour.
Human rights violations at sea do not only mean human trafficking but also the incessant violations
of the labour code through the long working hours in harsh conditions, coupled with a lack of med-
ical care, food, water and physical and mental abuse. Failure to curb this crime perpetuates a cycle
of abuse and criminality, which undermines the maritime security of the nations and, ultimately, the
safeguarding of human dignity.

16 UN Doc A/63/63 (n 13).

17 Amaya Alvez Marin and Maria Gabriela Rosello, Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated Fishing: Global and Regional Legal
Responses (Routledge 2022).

18 Matthew W Moreto, Daniel Coggins and Jacob Clark, ‘Flags of Convenience, Unregulated Fishing, and Labor Exploitation:
The Dark Side of the Global Seafood Industry’ (2020) 17 Global Environmental Change 72.

19 Rebecca Decker Sparks and Markus Hasche, “The Link between Human Trafficking and Forced Labor in Fisheries’ (2018)
45 International Journal of Maritime Law 227.

20 ibid.
21 Christian Bueger and Timothy Edmunds, ‘Transnational Organized Crime in the Indian Ocean: Combating Illegal, Unre-
ported, and Unregulated (IUU) Fishing’ (2020) 17 International Security 23.

22 Frank Haenlein, TUU Fishing and Crime: The Role of Criminal Networks in the Exploitation of Marine Resources’ (2017)
22 Journal of Crime Studies 67.
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Global IUU & Traffic Hotspots

Figure 1: Global Hotspots of IUU Fishing and Human Trafficking

Illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing and human trafhicking frequently intersect in
maritime regions characterised by weak governance, extensive transhipment activity, and porous
borders. In Southeast Asia, countries including Indonesia, Thailand, Vietnam, and the Philippines
have been identified as areas where IUU fishing and the exploitation of fishers are prevalent, a pattern
further reinforced by the region’s role as a major global hub for seafood processing and transhipment.
The Indian Ocean, especially waters surrounding India, Sri Lanka, and the Maldives faces persistent
illicit fishing incursions from both regional and distant-water fleets, with numerous documented
incidents of forced labour and migrant worker exploitation, often facilitated by cross-border traffick-
ing infrastructure. In Africa, the West African coastal region from Mauritania to Nigeria, including
the Gulf of Guinea, is marked by extensive illegal fishing by foreign fleets, alongside documented
labour abuses linked to transhipment activities. Southern African coasts (Mozambique Channel,
Tanzania, Madagascar) similarly report frequent labour exploitation, notably of migrant crews. In
the Americas, South American coastlines such as Peru, Ecuador, and Argentina are vulnerable to
large-scale IUU fishing and human trafficking, particularly where enforcement is weak, while the Ca-
ribbean serves as a conduit for smuggling and maritime criminality. Other perilous regions include
the Northwest Pacific (East China Sea, Chinese and Japanese coasts) and the Arab States (Persian
Gulf, Arabian Sea), each plagued by large industrial fleets engaging in both IUU fishing and systemic
labour trafficking, especially of migrants. Eastern Europe also serves as a corridor for both overland
and maritime trafficking routes that affect labour conditions within the fisheries sector.

Port cities and transhipment hubs operate as critical nodes in these illicit networks, laundering
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both illegal catches and trafficked individuals into supply chains. Notably, in all these zones, the over-
lap of environmental crimes and human abuse magnifies harm to marine resources and vulnerable
populations alike. India and its neighbouring waters exemplify this crisis: the area faces continuous
IUU pressures and documented forced labour, especially among migrant communities, further com-
pounded by cross-border movement and regulatory gaps.

2.1 The Role of Recruitment Agencies in Forced Labour at Sea

Recruitment agencies play a central role in the exploitation of migrant fishers, acting as interme-
diaries that facilitate forced labour, particularly within distant-water and illegal, unreported, and
unregulated (IUU) fishing fleets. These agencies systematically misrepresent the nature and terms
of employment, luring individuals with the promise of high wages and decent working conditions
that rarely materialize. Upon arrival, migrants often encounter excessive working hours, hazardous
environments, wage theft, and physical abuse. A prevalent tactic involves contract switching: workers
are made to sign documents written in unfamiliar languages, which ultimately strip them of basic
rights and protections.

To exacerbate vulnerability, recruitment agencies impose steep placement fees, pushing migrants
into debt bondage and financial dependency. Confiscation of passports and identification documents
is widespread, effectively restricting freedom of movement and escape. The recruitment process is
additionally obscured by a chain of informal brokers and intermediaries, making oversight and le-
gal redress challenging. Reports from Southeast Asia, West Africa, and the Indian Ocean vividly
illustrate these abuses, with cases of Indonesian fishers coerced into years at sea without pay and
Burmese migrants trafficked onto Thai vessels under threat or deception. These patterns are not
isolated incidents but indicative of a deeper nexus between transnational organized crime and the
global fishing industry. Labour exploitation and human trafficking are embedded within the opera-
tions of IUU fleets, enabled by weak regulatory oversight and enforcement gaps across international
jurisdictions. Addressing such systemic exploitation requires a multi-pronged approach: strength-
ening labour standards within fisheries, regulating recruitment practices, improving cross-border
collaboration for enforcement, and establishing comprehensive protection and support for victims.
Labour recruiters play a central role in facilitating exploitation by misrepresenting job conditions,
benefits, and legal protections. Migrants are often lured with false promises about work hours, pay,
or location and are made to sign multiple or misleading contracts, frequently in a language they do
not understand. One report found that many Indonesian and Burmese fishers were duped into join-
ing foreign fishing vessels where they endured 18-hour work days, physical abuse, confinement, and
wage withholding.” Typically, workers are only presented with the final, exploitative contracts after
departure, limiting avenues for legal rights or withdrawal.

23 Environmental Justice Foundation, Thailand’s Seafood Slaves: Human Trafficking and Forced Labour on Thai Fishing Vessels
(EJF 2019) <https://ejfoundation.org>.
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2.2 Exploitation of Victims of Trafficking

Exploitation of fishers in the industry starts with the “means”, which includes threats of violence
and the occurrence of violence as the most widespread methods employed by the criminal groups.
According to several sources, victims working on fishing boats suffer cruelty and regular abuse by
senior crew.* Workers are sometimes disciplined for not performing tasks as required.”® Several re-
ports have documented physical violence and fatalities allegedly perpetrated by senior crew mem-
bers.?® Some evidence suggests that tired or ill fishers are thrown overboard.”” When fishers go over-
board, they are not always pulled from the water.”® News reports occasionally mention the arrival of
many dead fishers’ bodies, some of whom were working on foreign boats.”

Fishers have, in several instances, been asked to hand over their identity documents to the captain
or senior staff of the boat. Therefore, a fisher may have limited ability to visit locations within the
port. According to the ILO Mekong Challenge: Underpaid, Overworked and Overlooked report,
“[m]ore than three quarters of those in fishing [in the study] were either denied or unsure of how to
access their important documents since they had never applied for them with their employer”* At
the same time, international rules on security at ports mean that foreign employees cannot leave the
boat unless they gain permission to do so first; the contract can be written so as to deny the fisher
a salary should they want to leave.’ Nonetheless, there are instances of trafficked fishermen risking
their lives to swim to shore when the vessel is passing nearby islands to escape their traffickers.

Understanding the global confluence of IUU fishing and human trafficking underscores the need
for coordinated international enforcement, robust regional governance, and targeted national inter-
ventions to disrupt these interconnected cycles of environmental and human exploitation.

24 United Nations Inter-Agency Project (UNIAP), Exploitation of Cambodian Men at Sea: Facts About the Trafficking of Cam-
bodian Men onto Thai Fishing Boats (2009) 5 <www.no-trafficking.org/reports_docs/siren/siren_cb3.pdf>.

25 UNIAP, Exploitation of Cambodian Men at Sea (2007) 2 <www.no-trafficking.org/reports_docs/siren/SIREN%20CB-01%20
cambodia%20trafficking%20databases.pdf>.

26 International Transport of Workers’ Federation (ITF), Out of Sight, Out of Mind: Seafarers, Fishers ¢~ Human Rights (2006)
20 <www.itfseafarers.org/files/extranet/-1/2259/HumanRights.pdf>; M Browne, ‘Murder at Sea’ (2009) 35 Transport Interna-
tional Online <www.itfglobal.org/transport-international/ti35fishers.cfm>.

27 James Gorvett, ‘Traffickers Prey on Cambodian Men’ (The New York Times, 12 January 2009) <www.nytimes.
com/2009/01/12/world/asia/12iht-traffic.1-405492.html>.

28 Richard Carmichael, ‘Human Traffickers Target Young Cambodian Men for Fishing Industry’ (Voice of America, 28 May
2010) <www.voanews.com/english/news/asia/Traffickers-Target- Young-Cambodian-Men--94910439.html>.

29 Chris Brinkley, ‘Migrant Fishermen Fall Through the Cracks in Thai Trafficking Laws’ (Taiwan News, 5 July 2009) <www.
etaiwannews.com/etn/news_content.php?id=994624&lang=eng_news>.

30 Elizabeth Pearson, Sureeporn Punpuing, ‘Ari Champaklai, Sirinan Kittisuksathit and Aree Prohmmo, “The Mekong Chal-
lenge: Underpaid, Overworked and Overlooked - The Realities of Young Migrant Workers in Thailand’ (ILO 2006) xxii
<www2.ilo.org/public/english/region/asro/bangkok/child/trafficking/downloads/underpaid-eng-volumel.pdf>.

31ITF (n 26) 33-34.
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3. Incidents of Human Trafficking Within the IUU Fishing Industry

Case studies from Southeast Asia, West Africa, and the Indian Ocean Region demonstrate how
vessels engaged in IUU fishing frequently double as sites of serious human rights abuses. Hidden
behind the secrecy of distant-water fleet operations, these cases reveal deep-rooted shortcomings in
governance, labour standards, and international enforcement mechanisms. The personal accounts of
trafficked fishers — marked by forced labour, confiscated identification, physical violence, and pro-
longed isolation at sea — underscore the critical need for a cohesive and rights-based legal response.
This section presents selected cases and investigative reports that uncover the recurring patterns of
exploitation in the fishing industry, anchoring the legal discussion in real-world, human-centred
experiences.

The case of Benjina clearly demonstrates how human rights have been violated by Illegal, Un-
reported and Unregulated (IUU) fishing. In 2015, investigative reporting revealed — subsequently
confirmed by Indonesian authorities that hundreds of migrant workers from Myanmar, Cambodia,
and Laos had been subjected to forced labour on Thai-operated fishing vessels near Benjina, Indo-
nesia.”> Many of these men were captured from their homes and held against their will, with no pay,
for years. Several survivors said they experienced physical abuse, hunger and no medical treatment.*
Discoveries of mass graves on nearby islands made the violations even more important.* It became
clear from the Benjina case that both seafood regulation and enforcement are seriously lacking when
it comes to curbing trafficking and forced labour. It was found that shipping security issues, inef-
fective control by the vessel’s country of registration and poor oversight of workers’ rights allow for
exploitation.”® As a result, Indonesia made wide changes, seizing vessels and upgrading how they
inspect ports and cooperate globally. This case highlighted the glaring gap in the governance regime,
and due to several countries being involved, it established the need to work jointly to include labour
protections within the fisheries management and legal enforcement.*

In 2020, rescuing and bringing home Indian fishermen from Iranian trawlers caught worldwide
attention, especially due to the COVID pandemic situation. The focus was on how migrant workers
are treated in foreign fishing industries.”” Most of these men from Kerala and Tamil Nadu were orig-
inally hired to work on Iranian boats and claims suggest that many of these boats took part in Illegal,
Unreported and Unregulated (IUU) fishing in the Persian Gulf. The COVID-19 pandemic caused
these trawlers to suspend work, leaving the fishermen stuck without money, food or medical care
for much longer than four months. Authorities confiscated their passports and the crewmembers

32 Robin Mcdowell, Marge Mason and Martha Mendoza, ‘AP Investigation: Are Slaves Catching the Fish You Buy?’ (Associat-
ed Press 1 March 2015) <https://apnews.com/general-news-b9e0fc7155014ba78¢07f1a022d90389>.

33 Ian Urbina, The Outlaw Ocean: Journeys Across the Last Untamed Frontier (Vintage 2020) ch 2.

34 Human Rights Watch (HRW), Hidden Chains: Rights Abuses and Forced Labour in Thailand’s Fishing Industry (HRW 2018)
<www.hrw.org/report/2018/01/23/hidden-chains/rights-abuses-and-forced-labor-thailands-fishing-industry>.

35 Urbina (n 33) ch 2.
36 Human Rights Watch (n 34).

37 ‘Fishermen Stranded in Iran Look to Head Back Home (The Hindu, 12 July 2020) <www.thehindu.com/news/national/
tamil-nadu/fishermen-stranded-in-iran-look-to-head-back-home/article32060822.ece>.
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found themselves held under conditions that were like forced labour — a common feature seen in
IUU fishing cases at sea.’® Not only were migrant workers in the fishing business affected, but it was
clear that many IUU fishing firms use flags of convenience to escape close supervision. Often, people
caught in these migrant operations have few rights, since the recruiters use dishonest methods to
push them into the job.” Together with community organisations and help from abroad, the Indian
government helped people to come back to their homeland.”” It demonstrates that dealing with IUU
fishing involves both nature conservation and regulations, as well as actions to defend human and
workers’ rights everywhere.

In June 2024, the Seychelles Coast Guard found a suspected IUU fishing vessel from Sri Lanka,
operating to the southeast of Mahé. Authorities found a lot of recently caught sharks on board, sug-
gesting the ship might have broken conservation laws. After the vessel was guided by Coast Guard
officials to Mahé, it was investigated further.” Recently, the Chinese fishing vessel Lu Peng Yuan Yu
028 capsized as Cyclone Fabien struck the central Indian Ocean and 16 crew members died, with 23
still missing.*? It demonstrated that crew members from China, Indonesia and the Philippines, who
fish on distant-water boats, are in great danger under challenging circumstances. Investigations have
shown that North Koreans are exploited on Chinese tuna long liners that operate oft the Southwest
Indian Ocean.® Investigation revealed that workers had to labour under duress, which disregarded
United Nations rules and caused worries about human rights violations in IUU fishing activities.*
In March 2024, a Malaysian fishing vessel with a Myanmar crew sank following a collision with an
Indonesian warship in the Malacca Strait. The boat was trying to move away in order to avoid being
charged with IUU fishing. Five crew members were rescued and subsequently detained for further
questioning, while three remain missing.*

Similar patterns have been observed across Southeast Asia, revealing a troubling reality: IUU
fishing tends to flourish in areas where there is inadequate governance and monitoring mechanism,
as well as weak or unenforced labour protections. In India, there have been documented instances
of trafficked workers being exploited in regions like the Gulf of Mannar and the coastal waters of
Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu. Often, migrants from impoverished inland areas are enticed by
false promises of decent wages, only to end up stranded on distant-water fishing vessels that op-
erate beyond India’s EEZ . These individuals are frequently cut off from their families for extended

38 ibid.
39 Urbina (n 33) ch 2.
40 (n 37).

41 FAO, Agreement on Port State Measures to Prevent, Deter and Eliminate IUU Fishing (2009) <www.fao.org/port-state-mea-
sures/en>.

42 Mengchen Zhang and Alex Stambaugh, ‘Dozens missing after Chinese fishing vessel capsizes in Indian Ocean’ (CNN World
17 May 2023) <https://edition.cnn.com/2023/05/16/asia/chinese-fishing-vessel-capsize-indian-ocean-intl-hnk/index.html>.

43 Urbina (n 33) ch 6.

44 International Labour Organization (ILO), Caught at Sea: Forced Labour and Trafficking in Fisheries (2013) <www.ilo.org/
global/topics/forced-labour/publications/ WCMS_214472/lang--en/index.htm>.

45 ‘Fishing Vessel Sinks in Banda Sea, Three Crew Still Missing’ (The Jakarta Post, 15 March 2024) <www.thejakartapost.com/
indonesia/2024/03/15/fishing-vessel-sinks-in-banda-sea-three-crew-still-missing.html>.
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periods, spending months at sea in harsh conditions. Although such cases receive limited attention,
they suggest that India is not only supplying labour to these networks but is also at growing risk of
becoming a key node in maritime trafficking routes particularly in the absence of effective regional
coordination and strong regulatory frameworks.

These case studies demonstrate that the relationship between IUU fishing and human traffick-
ing is not incidental but systemic, flourishing in contexts characterised by economic vulnerability
and weak regulatory enforcement. These incidents indicate that fisheries crime should be addressed
through a dual framework: as a labour rights concern and as an issue of international security. The
conditions experienced by trafficked fishers including the denial of wages, legal identity, personal
safety, and basic protections underscore the need for strengthened legislative enforcement and coor-
dinated maritime governance reforms. Without an integrated approach that combines victim-cen-
tred protections with effective enforcement mechanisms, the convergence of environmental and hu-
man rights violations is likely to continue undermining regional maritime economies and weakening
the rule of law at sea.

4.  Voids in the Legal Framework for the Protection of Migrant Fishers

The international legal response to IUU fishing and human trafficking is shaped by core treaties
such as UNCLOS (1982), which underpins maritime governance and allows coastal states to regu-
late marine resources but lacks provisions for labour rights or human trafficking at sea. As Tanaka,
Rothwell and Stephens observe, the jurisdictional framework established under UNCLOS often con-
strains coastal states’ capacity to address transnational crimes such as IUU fishing and human traf-
ficking, particularly when these offences occur beyond national Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs).*®
Supplementary frameworks including the Palermo Protocol (2000) to the UN Convention against
Transnational Organized Crime provide definitions and obligations to prevent, investigate, and pros-
ecute trafficking, emphasizing victim assistance. However, enforcement remains patchy, with India
and several other states struggling to operationalize protections beyond their borders. Instruments
like the Food and Agriculture Organization’s International Plan of Action to Prevent, Deter and
Eliminate Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated Fishing (2001) and the Port State Measures Agree-
ment (2009) promote vessel oversight and port controls but are weakened by their non-binding na-
ture or, in India’s case, non-ratification. Labour protection is further addressed in the International
Labour Organization Fishing Convention (No 188), which mandates written contracts, recruitment
standards, and fisher safety, yet India’s lack of ratification leaves its fishers vulnerable to abuse abroad.
Meanwhile, the International Maritime Organization’s International Convention on Standards of
Training, Certification and Watchkeeping for Fishing Vessel Personnel convention for vessel crew
training remains unsigned, opening further regulatory gaps. At the regional level, implementation is
highly variable: groups such as Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA), Bay of Bengal Initiative for
Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC), South Asia Co-operative Environ-
ment Programme (SACEP), and Indian Ocean Tuna Commission (IOTC) have advanced fisheries

46 Tanaka (n 1); Rothwell and Stephens (n 1).
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governance and collaborative action, but have not uniformly integrated anti-trafficking and labour
protection standards, and effective enforcement of such measures is lacking. The ASEAN Conven-
tion against Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children provides a regional framework
containing practical anti-trafficking obligations; however, as India is not a party, it must rely on paral-
lel diplomatic and cooperative mechanisms. Bilateral labour agreements, including those concluded
with Gulf states, regulate certain migration flows but rarely extend to the fisheries sector, leaving
Indian fishers employed abroad vulnerable to exploitation through informal brokerage networks
and cross-border recruitment practices subject to limited oversight or effective remedies. Although
regional cooperation initiatives such as the Bali Process promote coordination, the absence of bind-
ing labour and anti-trafficking safeguards together with porous maritime boundaries in the Indian
Ocean Region continues to constrain comprehensive protection for migrant fishers and underscores
the need for greater legal harmonisation and more targeted intergovernmental enforcement.

Although UNCLOS, the Palermo Protocol, and the ILO Work in Fishing Convention provide
rules to address IUU fishing and human trafficking, it is primarily up to countries to effectively
enforce and implement these regulations. Since India is a coastal state with an active Indian Ocean
Region (IOR), laws and agreements within the region help close gaps and encourage states to work
together harmoniously. Many IUU fishing operations have taken place in the IOR due to lax regu-
lation, overlapping control of seas and a lack of capability to enforce laws across national borders.
Many circumstances of forced labour by migrants on fishing vessels in this area occur because these
borders between nations can easily be crossed. Therefore, regional groups are crucial for managing
the relocation of trafficking victims and vessels that take part in IUU fishing.

Both regional and intergovernmental organizations in which India participates help encourage
stronger actions to prevent IUU fishing. Although IORA is primarily development-oriented, it also
prioritises issues such as maritime safety and security and, more recently, IUU fishing. It prompts
member states to work together by learning and adopting good practices from each other. Even so,
IORA does not have a special agreement that targets trafficking or IUU fishing. BIMSTEC brings to-
gether nations bordering the Bay of Bengal, as they face similar issues related to fisheries and security.
Whereas China has brought up ideas for maritime coordination, these ideas have not yet been fully
put into action. Such a convention would ensure there are rules and methods that can be enforced.

The South Asia Cooperative Environment Programme (SACEP) focuses on South Asian Seas
(SASP) helps in maintaining the sustainability of marine resources. The measure could reduce IUU
fishing, but the role of trafficking in human rights is yet to play a big part. Human rights and marine
governance could be brought together under an agreement in SASP. The Indian Ocean Tuna Com-
mission (IOTC), a Regional Fisheries Management Organisation (RFMO), supervises tuna stocks
and tackles illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing through authorisation, limits on catch-
es and documenting all ships. Effective fish management by IOTC would mean that illegal trafficking
cannot take place unnoticed due to a lack of attention given to crew members.

The regional organisations have taken several initiatives, yet none of the organisations have ef-
fectively enforced regulations on trafficking occurring on fishing vessels, including anti-trafficking
requirements and making labour standards the same for all fishing crews across the region, which
could address the enforcement problems. The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and
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its members have valuable experience to share. Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos,
Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam have joined forces using
the ASEAN Convention Against Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children (ACTIP),
which became active in 2017. In accordance with ACTIP, countries must do all they can to stop peo-
ple trafficking, aid victims, and bring justice to offenders. Although India is not a member of ASEAN,
engagement through ASEAN-India mechanisms may help align regional approaches to addressing
transnational fisheries crime affecting Indian crews in Southeast Asia.

India is among the active member countries under the Bali Process on People Smuggling, Traffick-
ing in Persons and Related Transnational Crime, run by Australia and Indonesia. It allows nations
to join forces to combat human trafficking and people smuggling. Since it is not legally binding, the
network could help spread information on trafficking and assist with training. For fishing trawlers
operating internationally and fishers who often work in several countries, bilateral agreements be-
tween countries would play a vital role in protecting Indian fishers and those who may be brought to
India by recruitment agencies. Just as the Middle East industry employs Indian fishers in their ves-
sels, Indian fishers are regularly seen working in fleets of Oman, the UAE and Saudi Arabia through
unlicensed brokers. Without bilateral MoUs to control fishermen’s movements, they can be exploited.
An agreement allowing Indian workers for domestic and construction jobs has been made with Gulf
countries, but not for those employed in fishing. Having fishers contractually involved would guar-
antee they are protected, able to solve problems and that recruiters are responsible. Cross-border in-
cidents of fishing, along with smuggling-related arrests between India and its neighbouring countries
in the east, are common. There are no special anti-trafficking plans for fisheries between India on the
one hand and these countries on the other. Sending liaison officers to more countries, aligning labour
laws and having groups supervise worker protection might make things safer for victims.

5. Recommendations and Way Forward

The combination of legal transformations together with improved enforcement capabilities and
regional collaboration produces an effective method to combat IUU fishing and human trafficking
across South Asia. South Asian governments must become parties to both the ILO Work in Fishing
Convention 2007 (C188)* and the FAO Port State Measures Agreement (PSMA)* while executing
their provisions. The legally binding instruments can measure minimum fishing vessel labour stan-
dards while improving port inspection capabilities to stop IUU vessels from releasing their illegal
catches. National laws need to achieve uniformity to bring fisheries management together with la-
bour rights which will safeguard fishers against both environmental and economic exploitation while
protecting them from substandard working conditions. Countries such as India need a complete
anti-trafficking law focusing on maritime recruitment and exploitation as their current maritime-re-

47 Work in Fishing Convention, 2007 (No 188) (adopted 14 June 2007, entered into force 16 November 2017) ILO C188.

48 Agreement on Port State Measures to Prevent, Deter and Eliminate Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated Fishing (adopted 22
November 2009, entered into force 5 June 2016).
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lated legislation is both fragmented and poorly enforced.”

The surveillance system needs substantial improvement, along with better laws and regulations.
Every fishing vessel must, under current regulations, deploy Vessel Monitoring Systems (VMS) and
Automatic Identification Systems (AIS) independently of their size or operational area to allow au-
thorities better sea tracking and detection of unlawful activities.” Satellite surveillance, together with
ATtools, helps experts identify both illegal fishing zones and activities that provide platforms for labour
exploitation operations. The enforcement of flag state responsibility requires state action to eliminate
existing loopholes in flag of convenience schemes that offer minimal regulatory oversight to vessels.”

Build-up of forces capable of enforcement actions remains crucial for port authorities and coast
guards, together with fisheries departments. To improve response time and coordination in suspect-
ed traflicking cases or illegal fishing situations, maritime officials must work in combined task forces
with experts from labour and immigration fields.”* A standardised victim identification and rescue
system must connect directly to rehabilitation programs, which provide medical attention and psy-
chological help as well as legal advice and steps for reintegration into society. Individuals discovered
working in unregulated fishing situations should receive official protection from prosecution for
their immigration status while they are treated as trafficking victims.

The regulation of how workers are recruited constitutes a fundamental priority. Crewing agencies
must acquire licenses to operate and employment contracts must follow standardized terms while
maintaining full transparency to all parties involved. Contracts between crew members and shipping
companies need to express both wage rates and work schedules and repatriation rights and grievance
resolution procedures to establish fishers’ rights ahead of their vessel departures.>® Local community
awareness programs run throughout fishing villages will teach potential migrants about human traf-
ficking dangers and the deceptive recruiting patterns alongside available legal remedies.* In parallel
with alternative livelihood programs and skill development initiatives, organisations seek to mini-
mize the economic circumstances that push people toward dangerous maritime work.>

Regionwide cooperation requires enhanced information exchange and combined surveillance
and enforcement capabilities. Regional institutions like SAARC and Indian Ocean Rim Association
(IORA) offer South Asian nations an opportunity to build interoperable databases which track IUU
fishing vessels as well as blacklisted operators and trafficking networks.* Regional authorities should
reassess existing bilateral agreements which cover labour mobility and fisheries management and
maritime security so they better address new priorities. A regional approach to IUU fishing with a

49 Ministry of Home Affairs, Government of India, The Trafficking in Persons (Prevention, Care and Rehabilitation) Bill, 2021
(unpassed).

50 ibid.

51 UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), Transnational Organized Crime in the Fishing Industry (2011) 12-14.

52 ibid., Model Law on Trafficking in Persons (2009).

53 International Transport Workers’ Federation (ITF), Guidelines on Fishermen’s Conditions of Employment (2018).

54 UNODC, Toolkit to Combat Trafficking in Persons (2008) <www.unodc.org/documents/human-trafficking/HT-toolkit-en.pdf>.
55 World Bank, Reducing Poverty through Fisheries Sector Reform in South Asia (2020) <www.worldbank.org>.

56 Indian Ocean Rim Association, IORA Action Plan (2017-2021) and Strategic Framework on Fisheries Management.
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commitment toward human dignity must follow international legal principles in order to break the
structural connection between IUU fishing and human trafficking within South Asia.

5.1 Enhancing Maritime Surveillance and Intelligence Sharing

The presence of IUU fishing and its ties to human traffickers at sea means we need strong maritime
surveillance and intelligence exchanges. Where monitoring, control, and surveillance (MCS) systems
are weak, IUU fishing provides traffickers with chances to abuse legal loopholes in fishing regu-
lations. Strengthening maritime surveillance is essential for detecting and preventing IUU fishing
and related offences, including human trafficking. Strengthening cooperation for sharing intelligence
between nations allows authorities to better locate these networks and stop crimes happening at sea.

According to the FAO, 20% of all fish caught worldwide comes from IUU fishing, and this activ-
ity costs the global economy between $10 billion and $23 billion a year. There are reports that IUU
fishing in the Indian Ocean is harming efforts to safeguard sustainable fishing and leads to human
rights violations aboard ships.*” Official Indian Ocean Tuna Commission (IOTC) statistics show that
unregistered vessels are repeatedly found in Indian, Sri Lankan, and Indonesian EEZs, the same re-
gions where fishing-related human trafficking is common.*

The agencies responsible for maritime surveillance in India, such as the Indian Coast Guard, Ma-
rine Police and Naval forces, are not united into a single system. It results in many major gaps in
sharing valuable information. In 2020, Indian fishermen were freed from Iranian trawlers after suf-
fering abuse for many months. The vessels were not first identified by authorities because satellite
tracking and MDA were weak.” In the current situation, India’s Information Management and Anal-
ysis Centre in Gurgaon, created to lead national maritime monitoring, remains little used because of
problems with cooperation between agencies and a lack of access to the latest data from commercial
vessels.®® India should make it compulsory for all fishing vessels to have a cover. As an example,
Indonesia and Chile have experienced success in reducing instances of IUU fishing with the help of
Global Fishing Watch, which uses satellite information and computers to monitor worldwide ocean
fishing. They trace the whereabouts of vessels and can pick out activities such as vessels staying close
to protected areas or making many stops, which often help hide the activity of trafficking.'

Besides, examples of cooperation exist, such as the Regional Cooperation Agreement on Combat-
ing Piracy and Armed Robbery against Ships in Asia (ReCAAP). The Information Sharing Centre,
located in Singapore, helps ReCAAP’s member countries respond to threats and share useful intel-
ligence in real time. India agreed to be part of ReCAAD, although its government has not yet linked
its national functions with ReCAAP’s advanced sharing system.® On a larger level, working with

57 FAO, Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated (IUU) Fishing (FAO 2020) <www.fao.org/iuu-fishing/en/>.

58 Indian Ocean Tuna Commission, Status Summary for IOTC Species (2021) <www.iotc.org>.

59 Human Rights at Sea, 23 Indian Fishermen Rescued from Iranian Trawlers’ (2020) <www.humanrightsatsea.org>.

60 Ministry of Defence (India), Information Management and Analysis Centre (2018) <www.mod.gov.in>.

61 Global Fishing Watch, ‘How Indonesia Is Leading the Fight against IUU Fishing’ (2021) <https://globalfishingwatch.org>.
62 ReCAAP Information Sharing Centre (ReCAAP ISC), Annual Report 2022 (2023) <www.recaap.org>.
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INTERPOL and the IOR Association gives a stronger basis for shared operations, the cooperation
of information, and training. Project SCALE is one such initiative by INTERPOL supported by the
Norwegian government, The Pew Charitable Trusts, and the U.S. Department of State, enabling col-
laborations with member countries and other international organisations, launched in 2013, which
seeks to help member nations break up known criminal networks involved in fisheries crimes and
trafficking.®® Yet, India has been more responsive to such platforms than active because of official red
tape issues related to data privacy and protection.

India could close these gaps by adding a separate part on IUU fishing and trafficking to its pro-
posed National Maritime Security Strategy (NMSS). The strategy should detail how data should be
shared among countries along the coast, fisheries networks, and enforcement agencies. Satellites and
other methods can be enhanced by Al so that future violations can be predicted in areas, and by
vessels, found earlier to be risky. Moreover, it is necessary to build up the skills of those responsible
for monitoring surveillance activities. It is necessary that training modules cover looking for warning
signs of human trafficking at sea, collecting evidence, and making use of common maritime intelli-
gence sources. Teamwork among the Indian National Centre for Ocean Information Services (IN-
COIS), the Directorate General of Shipping, and the Ministry of Home Affairs ensures that real-time
maritime news is both useful and addresses security matters. Better maritime surveillance and in-
formation sharing are essential for running the country as well as for technical development. India
needs to invest in systems that are scalable, fit together, and available to all, so its maritime area is not
used for trafficking and fishing crimes. By teaming up from regions, sharing data and resources, and
adopting modern technologies, countries can better deal with IUU fishing and human trafficking.

6. Conclusion

The escalation of illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing and human trafficking poses
an acute challenge to maritime security, workers rights, and the broader health of ocean ecosys-
tems — especially in the Indian Ocean region. These intertwined threats are enabled by fragmented
legal frameworks, weak enforcement, and patchy international collaboration. India, despite being a
regional maritime power, faces serious obstacles rooted in the lack of unified laws targeting trathick-
ing within the fisheries sector, delayed ratification of critical international conventions, and limited
engagement with regional enforcement mechanisms. Indian fishers and migrant labourers remain
particularly vulnerable to exploitation, with deficiencies in oversight and cross-border protection
mechanisms exacerbating the problem.

To address these challenges, it is imperative for India to move beyond a reactive posture and de-
velop an integrated approach to maritime governance. This includes ratifying and implementing key
international agreements such as the ILO Work in Fishing Convention (No 188) and the FAO Port
State Measures Agreement, harmonizing domestic legislation to directly address labour exploita-
tion in fisheries, and establishing inter-agency protocols for monitoring, rescue, and prosecution.
Strengthening cooperation through regional forums like BIMSTEC and IORA, improving the trans-

63 INTERPOL, Project SCALE: Countering Fisheries Crime (2020) <www.interpol.int>.
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parency of supply chains, and leveraging civil society and technology-driven tools can enhance de-
tection and accountability. Ultimately, safeguarding the rights and welfare of seafarers is not merely
a question of industry regulation, but a fundamental human rights imperative. Through robust legal
harmonization, proactive leadership, and effective regional cooperation, India can play a transfor-
mative role in promoting sustainable fisheries, defending human dignity, and ensuring security in its
maritime zones and beyond.
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