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ABSTRACT

Value chain analysis provides a means of focusing limited investi-
gative and enforcement capacity for addressing transnational or-

ganized fisheries crime. This briefing paper examines emerging eco-
nomic and environmental trends in global fisheries value chains to

help practitioners in understanding shifting crime vulnerabilities and
pinch points for intervention.

A VALUE CHAIN APPROACH TO
FISHERIES CRIME?

Globally a series of rapid and long-term changes are
shifting the economic and environmental conditions
of fishing, and with this, opportunities for fransnation-
al organized fisheries crime. These shifts tfranslate into
moving risk profiles, evolving modus operandi, and
new enforcement blind spots for practitioners working
to address crime at national and international levels.
Value chain analysis provides a means for under-
standing these changes and focusing crime investi-
gation and enforcement efforts to achieve maximum
effect. The Copenhagen Declaration on Transnation-
al Organized Crime in the Global Fishing Industry rec-
ognizes the importance of addressing crimes across
the whole fisheries supply and value chain, as did the
Alesund Declaration before it.!2

Value chains encompass the full range of economic
activities in any given sector. In fisheries, value chains
can span up to six stages within a particular country:
preparation, fishing, landing, processing, tfransport,

1 Copenhagen Declaration on Transnational Organized Crime in the
Global Fishing industry (2018) https://bluejustice/org/copenhagen-dec-
laration/#Declaration

2 Nordic Minister Statement on Transnational Organized Fisheries Crime
(2017) https://norden.org/en/declaration/nordic-minister-state-
ment-transnational-organized-fisheries-crime
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and sale.® Each stage involves distinct actors, as well
as specific regulatory requirements, documentation,
and compliance controls (Figure 1).* Criminal activi-
ty may occur within a single stage or exploit linkages
between stages, often crossing jurisdictional bound-
aries. Fisheries value chains are species-specific, and
are characterized by a high degree of complexity,
non-linearity, and seasonality, all attributes that may
also condition the crimes that occur therein.

The use of value chain analysis for understanding
fisheries crime was pioneered by the North Atlantic
Fisheries Intelligence Group (NA-FIG), who adopted
the approach to enable authorities fo undertake
targeted risk assessments, identify crime vulnerabili-
ties, and pinpoint regulatory and enforcement inter-
ventions.® The approach was later used by the Unit-
ed Nations Office of Drugs and Crime (UNODC) in
their 2019 Rotfen Fish and 2022 Stretching the Fishnet
reports.®’ For fisheries practitioners, the practical val-
ue of this approach lies in prioritization: focusing lim-
ited investigative resources where the convergence
of value, opacity, and weak oversight creates the
greatest criminal opportunity.

Alongside illegal fishing, value-chain analysis can
aid investigators in identifying the broader range of
transnational crimes that frequently intersect with

3 UNODC. 2022. Stretching the Fishnet: Identifying Crime in the Fisheries
Value Chain. Vienna, UNODC. https://www.unodc.org/res/environ-
ment-climate/resources html/Stretching the Fishnet.pdf

4 Blue Justice Dialogue Forum: Value Chain Perspectives and Transnation-
al Organized Crime in Global Fisheries with Nick Branigan, Chair of the
North Atflantic Fisheries Intelligence Group, 11 September 2025.

5 Blue Justice Dialogue Forum: Value Chain Perspectives and Transnation-
al Organized Crime in Global Fisheries with Nick Branigan, Chair of the
North Atlantic Fisheries Intelligence Group, 11 September 2025.

6 UNODC. 2019. Rotten Fish: A Guide on Addressing Corruption in the
Fisheries Sector. Vienna, UNODC. https://www.unodc.org/documents/

Rotten Fish.pdf
7 UNODC. 2022. Strefching the Fishnet: Identifying Crime in the Fisheries

Value Chain. Vienna, UNODC. https://www.unodc.org/res/environ-
ment-climate/resources html/Stretching the Fishnet.pdf
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fishing operations. These crimes include instances of
corruption, tax and customs fraud, money launder-
ing, embezzlement, document fraud, and human
trafficking.t Such convergence crimes may occur
upstream or downstream from the fishing activity
itself, including in ports, logistics hubs, processing
facilities, and financial centres. Sanctions for these
crimes are often higher than those for illegal fishing,
meaning that enforcement has a powerful effect.

The complexity of fisheries value chains underscores
the importance of authorities understanding cur-
rent operations in the sector. There is a need for
continuous information gathering from international
agencies, trade associations, port authorities and
various open-source resources. In the words of Nick
Branigan, Chair of NA-FIG, fisheries crime investiga-
tors “need to understand the ordinary to identify the
extraordinary.”’ Mapping even hypothetical or mod-
elled value chains can contribute to understanding
normal activity patterns and detecting anomalies
that may indicate criminal activity. This baseline
knowledge is particularly important for financial
investigations, beneficial ownership inquiries, and
trade-based money laundering detection.

Today global fisheries are under diverse econom-

ic and environmental pressures. Scholarly work in
the criminology field highlights the entrepreneurial
and adaptive character of transnational organized
crime, and criminal operators in the fisheries sector
too are constantly evolving their modus operandi.’
This adaptability reinforces the need for dynamic risk

8 Copenhagen Declaration on Transnational Organized Crime in the
Global Fishing industry (2018) https://bluejustice/org/copenhagen-dec-
laration/#Declaration

9  Blue Justice Dialogue Forum: Value Chain Perspectives and Transnation-
al Organized Crime in Global Fisheries with Nick Branigan, Chair of the
North Atlantic Fisheries Intelligence Group. 11 September 2025.

10 UNODC. n.d. Fisheries Crime. Vienna, UNODC. https://www.unodc.org/
documents/about-unodc/Campaigns/Fisheries/focus sheet PRINT.pdf
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assessments rather than static compliance models.

The remainder of this brief therefore provides a sum-
mary of emerging economic and environmental
trends in global fisheries value chains. The aim is to
help fisheries authorities and their law enforcement
partners to understand changing vulnerabilities to
transnational organized crimes and potential pinch
points for enforcement within these chains.

While the Copenhagen Declaration recognizes that
transnational organized crime in the global fisher-
ies industry is economically and environmentally
harmful, the emphasis here is rather on how eco-
nomic and environmental factors may act as drivers
for crime in the industry. Indeed, the value chains
concept may help to clarify that this relationship is
bidirectional, where crime both responds to and
exacerbates economic and environmental chang-
es, hence supporting a fuller understanding of the
problem.

ECONOMIC TRENDS AND OUTLOOK

Data from the United Nations Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAQO) indicate that capture fisheries
production has fluctuated between 86 and 94 mil-
lion tonnes per year globally since the late 1980s.!
Among the 41 countries and territories monitored
by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD), capture fisheries production
is declining in volume but increasing in value, with
overall landings worth some USD 103 billion in 2022.'2

11 FAO. 2024. The State of World Fisheries and Aquaculture 2024: Blue
Transformation in Action. Rome, FAO. https://openknowledge.fao.org/
items/8ab20ccf-1e9d-40e6-836c-ca770d16da0l

12 The OECD'’s outlook report covers 30 OECD Members and 11 non-Mem-
bers, including the three largest global producers of fish — the People’s
Republic of China, India, and Indonesia. Together, these countries
accounted for 69% of marine capture fisheries production globally. See:
OECD. 2025. Review of Fisheries 2025. Paris, OECD. https://www.oecd.

The aim is to help
fisheries authorities
and their law
enforcement
partners to
understand
changing
vulnerabilities

to tfransnational
organized crimes
and potential
pinch points for
enforcement within
these chains.


https://openknowledge.fao.org/items/8ab20ccf-1e9d-4ae6-836c-ca770d16da01
https://openknowledge.fao.org/items/8ab20ccf-1e9d-4ae6-836c-ca770d16da01
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/2025/02/oecd-review-of-fisheries-2025_d308ff48.html

Capture fisheries production is
expected to remain relatively
stable for the next decade
globally. Regionally, some
productivity improvements
will occur where stocks are
recovering from overfishing,
particularly in Europe and
Africa. Stability at the
aggregate level, however,
may mask increasing volatility
at local and species levels,
conditions that criminal actors
are adept at exploiting.




BLUE JUSTICE POLICY BRIEF #2 - 2025

This divergence between volume and value has im-
portant implications for crime incentives, particularly
for high-value species.

Globally, an estimated 15.7 million people are em-
ployed in marine fisheries, whether on a full-time,
part-time, or seasonal basis.'® Between 1995 and
2022, the number of people engaged as fishers
increased in Africa, Asia, and Latin America and
the Caribbean, while it decreased in Europe, North
America, and Oceania. Long-running trends in-
cluding mechanization and increasing vessel size
characterize many fishing fleets around the world,
making it easier for operators to catch more fish in a
shorter period in both coastal and distant waters.'
These tfrends may simultaneously reduce labour de-
mand while increasing capital intensity, altering in-
centives for labour exploitation and debt bondage.

Capture fisheries production is expected to remain
relatively stable for the next decade globally. Re-
gionally, some productivity improvements will occur
where stocks are recovering from overfishing, partic-
ularly in Europe and Africa.'® Stability at the aggre-
gate level, however, may mask increasing volatility
at local and species levels, conditions that criminal
actors are adept at exploiting.

When it comes to crime, profitability strongly influ-

org/en/publications/2025/02/ocecd-review-of-fisheries-2025 d308ff48.
html

13 FAO. 2024. The State of World Fisheries and Aquaculture 2024: Blue
Transformation in Action. Rome, FAO. https://openknowledge.fao.org/
items/8ab20ccf-1e9d-4ae6-836c-ca770d16da0l

14 Ibid.

15 Van Anrooy, R., N. Carvalho, A. Kitts, R. Mukherjee, S. Van Eijs, D.., Japp,
D. & S. Ndao, S. 2021. Review of the Techno-Economic Performance of
the Main Global Fishing Fleets. FAO Fisheries and Aquaculture Technical
Paper, No. 654. Rome, FAO. https://openknowledge.fao.org/server/api/
core/bitstreams/5ca84ab9-ee4c-46e3-b4dd-764bbé6dd44f17/content

16 Blue Justice Dialogue Forum: Shifting Economic and Environmental Out-
look for Fisheries with Dr. Will Symes, Policy Analyst at the Organization
for Economic Co-operation and Development, 24 September 2025.
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ences the scale and nature of illegal fishing in the
sector today. As fish becomes more valuable, the
fisheries sector is likely to attract growing attention
from international criminal operators and syndi-
cates.” Criminal operators assess that there is both
a high potential for sizeable financial returns and a
low risk of detection and prosecution, whether they
are engaging in illegal fishing or the wider range of
fisheries crimes noted above. This risk-reward profile
remains a core challenge for regulators and en-
forcement agencies.

Many fisheries value chains today are transna-
tional. Alongside the continuing globalization and
lengthening of these chains, the sector is seeing
some re-regionalization and modularization.'®” With
respect to fisheries crime, this points to the impor-
tance of aligned risk assessments and comparable
capacities across multiple jurisdictions. Operational
cooperation mechanisms — such as joint inspections,
intelligence sharing, and coordinated financial in-
vestigations — become increasingly important under
these conditions.

Alongside these changes, multinational corporations
(MNCs) are playing an increasingly important role
in the global fisheries sector.?2 MNC structures can
obscure ownership, enable value manipulation, and

17 UNODC. 2011. Transnational Organized Crime in the Fishing Industry: Fo-
cus on: Trafficking in Persons, Smuggling of Migrants, lllicit Drugs Traffick-
ing. Vienna. UNODC. https://www.unodc.org/documents/human-traf-
ficking/Issue Paper - TOC in _the Fishing Industry.pdf

18 Gephart, J., R. Agrawal Bejarano, K. Gorospe, A. Godwin, C. Golden,
R.L. Naylor, K. Nash, M. Pace & M. Troell. 2024. Globalization of Wild Cap-
fure and Farmed Aquatic Foods. Nafure Communications. 15(1): 8026.
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-024-51965-8

19 Elsler, L., M. Oostdijk, J. Gephart, C. Free, J. Zhao, E. Tekwa, E. Boch-
niewicz, A. Giron-Nava, & A. Johnson. Global Trade Network Pat-
terns are Coupled to Fisheries Sustainability. PNAS Nexus, 2(0):
pgad301, hitps://doi.org/10.1093/pnasnexus/pgad301

20 Osterblom H, J.-B. Jouffray, C. Folke, B. Crona, M. Troell, A. Merrie et al.
2015. Transnational Corporations as ‘Keystone Actors’ in Marine Eco-
systems. PLoS ONE 10(5): e0127533. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.

pone.0127533
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conceal indicators of fisheries crime.?' The growing
market share controlled by MNCs also raises ques-
tions around how fisheries authorities should deal
with activities that are legal but that have negative
economic, social, and environmental consequenc-
es (one example being so-called ‘tax planning’,
which may deprive national governments of valu-
able tax revenue). This highlights the need for closer
collaboration between fisheries authorities, tax au-

N . . Geopolitical
thorities, and financial intelligence units.

tensions are

Fish are one of the most widely tfraded commodities increasingly
globally. An emerging question regards how the reshaping
global fisheries sector will be impacted by the tariff fisheries value
increases and trade interventions that some coun- chains globally.

tries have recently introduced. Geopolitical tensions
are increasingly reshaping fisheries value chains
globally.?? While the full repercussions are not yet
well understood, fisheries crime may be incentivized
as profits in the sector become squeezed and oper-
ators encounter barriers in accessing valuable mar-
kets. Trade disruptions may also increase document
fraud, mislabeling, and fransshipment risks.

GROWING ENVIRONMENTAL
UNCERTAINTY

Alongside these economic changes, environmen-
tal pressures increasingly condition fishing activities
and sector vulnerabilities to fransnational organized
crime. Globally, the FAO assesses that only 63% of

21 Blue Justice Dialogue Forum: Value Chain Perspectives and Transnation-
al Organized Crime in Global Fisheries with Nick Branigan, Chair of the
North Atflantic Fisheries Intelligence Group, 11 September 2025

22 Nikolik, G. 2025. Caught in the current: Geopolitics threaten the glob-
al seafood industry. Utrecht, Rabobank. https://www.rabobank.com/
knowledge/g011496001-caught-in-the-current-geopolitics-threaten-the-
global-seafood-industry. For a summary of the report, see: https://www.
globalseafood.org/advocate/rabobank-seafood-industry-faces-pro-
longed-instability-as-tariffs-tensions-reshape-trade/
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fish stocks are currently sustainably managed.?
Indeed, environmental degradation is structurally
entangled with fisheries crime.

Transnational organized crime is well recognized as
a confributor to overfishing.?* At the same time, the
stock depletion and scarcity that results from over-
fishing can undermine local livelihoods, motivating
fishers to participate in other crimes.? This feedback
loop underscores the importance of integrating
crime prevention into fisheries management strate-
gies.

Climate change is adding considerable uncertainty
to this picture. Together, warming water tempera-
tures, acidification, changing ocean currents and
an increase in the frequency of extreme weather
events are expected to decrease fisheries produc-
tivity in fropical regions while increasing productivity
in femperate zones.?¢¥ Alongside impacts on abun-
dance, climate change will alter the geographic
distribution of fish species, shiftfing where fishing oc-
curs.?® Such shifts may outpace existing regulatory
frameworks and enforcement capacity.

Fish stocks may move away from regions with effec-
tive management, monitoring, and crime enforce-

23 FAO. 2024. The State of World Fisheries and Aquaculture 2024: Blue
Transformation in Action. Rome, FAO. https://openknowledge.fao.org/
items/8ab20ccf-1e9d-40e6-836c-ca770d16da0l

24 Witbooi, E., K.-D. Ali, M.A. Santosa et al. 2020. Organized Crime in the
Fisheries Sector. Washington, DC, World Resources Institute. https://
oceanpanel.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/Organised-Crime-Asso-
ciated-with-Fisheries.pdf

25 Blue Justice Dialogue Forum: Ocean Sustainability, Small-Scale Fishers,
and Fisheries Crime with Dr. Philippe Le Billon, Professor in the Depart-
ment of Geography, University of British Columbia, 5 December 2025.

26 Blue Justice Dialogue Forum: Shifting Economic and Environmental Out-
look for Fisheries with Dr. Will Symes, Policy Analyst at the Organization
for Economic Co-operation and Development, 24 September 2025.

27 OECD. 2025. Review of Fisheries 2025. Paris, OECD. https://www.oecd.
org/en/publications/2025/02/ocecd-review-of-fisheries-2025 d308ff48.
html

28 Ibid.
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ment mechanisms into regions with more limited
capacity. This creates new vulnerability points for
transnational organized crime in the global fisheries
industry. Again, cross-jurisdictional collaboration will
be paramount for authorities involved in addressing
crime.

GLOBAL TRENDS, LOCAL REALITIES

The economic and environmental trends described
above are global in scale. These trends manifest un-
evenly in different countries and locales, potentially
driving a differential evolution of crime. Practitioners
responsible for investigating and enforcing fisheries
crime need to work closely with national regula-
tors, regional fisheries management authorities, and
scientists to understand how the trends will play out
with respect to particular species in their locales.

FIGURE 1: STAGES IN A FISHERIES VALUE CHAIN

VALUE CHAIN - FROM HOOK TO PLATE

A whole of government approach to addressing fisheries crime
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Source: North Atlantic Fisheries Intelligence Group (NA-FIG)
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Species-specific and place-based analysis remains
essential. Only by being proactive will practitioners
get out in front of fisheries crime.
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