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The 2018 Global Slavery Index, produced by the Walk Free Foundation (WFF), 
provides a country by country ranking of the number of people in modern 
slavery, as well as an analysis of the actions governments are taking to 
respond, and the factors that make people vulnerable. 

In 2018 WFF, together with researchers from the Sea Around Us, at the 
University of Western Australia and the University of British Columbia, also 
produced an analysis of trade flows and data on risk factors in the fishing 
industry, and the prevalence of forced labour. They have determined a set of 
risk factors that are associated with modern slavery in fisheries at a global 
level. In the absence of local reporting, these risk factors enable the 
identification of likely areas of national risk. The report can be downloaded 
here: https://www.globalslaveryindex.org/2018/findings/importing-risk/fishing/ 

This Seafish briefing is a quick summary of the salient points of the Index. 

What are the risk factors for modern slavery in the fishing industry? 

Despite the recognition that modern slavery occurs in fishing industries in most parts 
of the world, reliable estimates of the prevalence of modern slavery across the sector 
are few. The occurrence of labour exploitation and modern slavery in the fisheries of 
some countries are well documented. The labour abuses seen in the fishing industry 
take place in a broader context that includes economic, social, and environmental 
factors. 

To understand risk factors, data on fisheries and fishing management has been 
combined with data on the prevalence of modern slavery. The analysis indicates that 
the occurrence of modern slavery in major fish producing countries is associated 
with six risk factors, and two major sets of drivers: 

National Fisheries Policy re a country’s decision to build and, typically, 
subsidise distant water fishing fleets. 

1. Fishing outside of the vessel’s national waters (officially known as Exclusive 
Economic Zones or EEZs) where industry may be subject to fewer 
regulations. 

2. A dependence on distant water fishing. Distant water fishing potentially 
increases the vulnerability of the crew to exploitation because of the remote 
fishing locations where vessels often remain for extended periods of time, 
limiting the ability for monitoring/oversight by authorities. 

3. High levels of vessel and fuel subsidies provided by the national government. 
High subsidies indicate a lack of competitiveness in a country’s fishing 
industry and suggest likely pressure to cut costs. 

https://www.globalslaveryindex.org/2018/findings/importing-risk/fishing/
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Wealth and Institutional Capacity. These are indicative of a country’s 
economic capacity to maintain decent working conditions and report on 
fishing activity. 

1. Relatively low per capita GDP of the fishing country. This may reflect limited 
governmental capacity to monitor fleets and enforce fisheries standards and 
legislation and/or an increased likelihood that potential workers on fishing 
fleets are seeking work in an environment of limited economic opportunities. 

2. Low average value of a fishery’s catch per fisher. Low productivity fisheries 
have a more pressing need to reduce labour costs, as these are one of the 
few remaining costs that are not externally fixed. 

3. Large scale unreported fishing by a country’s fishing fleets. This represents 
weak fisheries governance and a lack of legal oversight. Illegal fishing, a 
major component of unreported fishing, causes billions of dollars in losses to 
economies around the world each year, and poorly managed fisheries are 
lawless markets. 

Risk analysis 

Based on the six risk factors above, the study considered the top 20 fishing 
countries, which combined provide over 80% of the world’s fish catch. Slavery in 
these nations’ fisheries would profoundly impact the degree to which slave-
dependent seafood exists in the global supply chain.  
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High risk countries 

The analysis identified China, Japan, Russia, Spain, South Korea, Taiwan, and 
Thailand as being at high-risk of modern slavery in their respective fishing industries. 
These ‘high risk’ fishing activities are characterised by a high proportion of catch 
taken outside their own waters at a greater distance from home waters than average, 
by poor governance (high levels of unreported catch), and by higher than average 
levels of harmful fishing subsidies. Except for Spain, instances of serious labour 
abuses have been documented in the fishing industries of those countries identified 
or are strongly suspected as high-risk. Combined, these seven countries generate 
39% of the world’s catch. 

Medium risk - smaller developing countries with primarily domestic or 
geographically local fisheries 

Smaller developing countries with primarily domestic or geographically local fisheries 
include Chile, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Mexico, Morocco, Peru, the Philippines, 
and Vietnam. They tend to be countries that fish at home and have low levels of 
harmful subsidies but also have low value catches, low GDP and high levels of 
unreported catch. These characteristics, in some cases, make them vulnerable to 
having forced labour in their own national fishing industries and also to being a 
source for fishers who become victims of modern slavery aboard foreign-flagged 
vessels that fish in their waters. Combined, these nine countries generate 31% of the 
world’s catch. 

Low risk of modern slavery in their national fisheries 

Countries considered to be at low risk of modern slavery in their national fisheries 
include Denmark, Iceland, Norway, and the US and are characterised by low levels 
of unreported catch, high value catches, and high per capita GDP. Combined, these 
four countries generate 12% of the world’s catch. 

While country of origin is an indicator of risk, in reality seafood sold to consumers is 
typically a mix of domestic and imported product and it can be difficult to distinguish 
between the two. Analysis of seafood imports to Europe and the US suggests that 
when imported and domestically caught fish are combined in local markets, the risk 
of purchasing seafood contaminated with modern slavery increases approximately 
8.5 times, compared with domestically caught fish. 

To give a more encompassing perspective for countries assessed in the Global 
Slavery Index 2016, each fishing country has been rated according to each of the six 
risk factors. These ratings were transformed into a ranking of low, medium, or high 
vulnerability to modern slavery in the fishing industry, according to both National 
Fisheries Policy and Wealth and Institutional Capacity. A country’s vulnerability on 
these two factors together represent their overall vulnerability to modern slavery 
within their fishing industry  

https://www.globalslaveryindex.org/2018/findings/importing-risk/fishing/
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Country view of fishing industry vulnerability to modern slavery  
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Country view of fishing industry vulnerability to modern slavery contd 

 

 

For further information on Seafish social responsibility work see 

 Seafish ethics in seafood web page. See: 
https://www.seafish.org/article/ethics-in-seafood 

 Social responsibility in seafood – Seafish role. April 2019. See: 
https://seafish.org/media/SeafishRole_SocialResponsibilityinSeafood_201904.pdf 

 Tools for Ethical Seafood Sourcing (TESS). TESS is an online tool 
signposting users to numerous online resources and initiatives that support 
socially responsible business practices.See: http://www.seafish.org/tess/ 

 Assessment of ethical issues in UK seafood supply chains.  
See: https://www.seafish.org/article/assessment-of-ethical-issues 

For further information E: karen.green@seafish.co.uk 
 
This is an information service provided by Seafish for industry and key stakeholders. To the 
best of our knowledge this information is factually correct at the date of publication. 

https://www.globalslaveryindex.org/2018/findings/importing-risk/fishing/
https://www.seafish.org/article/ethics-in-seafood
https://seafish.org/media/SeafishRole_SocialResponsibilityinSeafood_201904.pdf
http://www.seafish.org/tess/
https://www.seafish.org/article/assessment-of-ethical-issues
mailto:karen.green@seafish.co.uk

