
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Corruption: An Endemic Problem Undercutting the Fight Against 
Fisheries Crime

The global fishing industry is made up of a complex net of  
activities, actors and authorities spread across multiple countries and  
jurisdictions. The sheer complexity brings with it regulatory and 
enforcement challenges, and provides numerous opportunities for 
criminals to break the law. Corruption strikes at the core of the fight 
against fisheries crime. It threatens effective regulation and crime 
prevention at every stage of the fisheries value chain, from the 
preparation of forged licences and the underreporting of quantities 
of caught fish at landing, through to the sale of mislabelled fish.  
Corruption also undercuts the efforts of law enforcement to  
investigate and prosecute fisheries crime when it does occur. 

ROTTEN FISH
A Guide to Addressing Corruption 
in the Fisheries Sector



Addressing Corruption to Address Fisheries Crime 

The first step is obvious: Countries need to take a thorough 
look both at their fisheries supply chains and their applicable  
regulatory processes to understand where corruption threatens to 
undercut the fight against fisheries crime. 

Despite this, only a few countries to date have undertaken even a  
basic corruption risk assessment. That means that most countries  
are left with an incomplete understanding of how their fisheries  
industry is vulnerable to corruption. It also suggests that they 
have no starting point to develop the preventative anti-corruption  
strategies that can best protect their vulnerable fisheries industry.

All other efforts to regulate the fisheries industry and combat  
fisheries crime will fail unless we tackle the disease of corruption. 

This new UNODC guide is designed to help policymakers with the 
difficult task of identifying the specific points in their legal and  
regulatory frameworks susceptible to corruption, and to act to  
address these weaknesses. 

Moreover, it aims to sensitize the authorities working on fisheries 
management. Where corruption has already gained a foothold, the 
guide suggests ways to reduce its impact and develop safeguards 
to prevent its return.



Assemble a dedicated task force, ideally inter-agency and led by 
someone with authority.

Understand the key issues, and how they apply specifically to a 
country’s fishing activities.  These issues include:

The typologies of corruption that are pertinent to the fisheries.
The key groups that are the common perpetrators of corruption.
The fisheries value chain in the country.
The flow of money along the fisheries value chain.
The regulatory and law enforcement frameworks in place.

Undertake a corruption risk assessment to identify current and 
potential weaknesses, and then prioritize risks to optimally 
allocate resources.

Devise a targeted risk mitigation strategy that includes:

The new UNODC guide lays out a step-by-step process for fighting 
corruption in the fisheries industry:

Preventative measures to minimize corruption risks in the  
fisheries industry before they materialize. 
These could include:

Improving transparency of information and processes related 
to the fishing industry, and

Raising awareness of what corruption is, how to identify 
it, how to respond to it and how corrosive it is to society  
and the rule of law.



Implement the newly devised mitigation strategy, review regularly 
and feed information back into the risk assessment process. 

By following the stepped approach put forth in the new UNODC 
guide, countries can go a long way towards bolstering the regulatory 
and enforcement frameworks they set up to fight against fisheries 
crime. By conducting the recommended risk assessment, countries  
will gain the added benefit of minimizing the damage to their  
society, and to the rule of law, that results from corruption.

Law enforcement measures to strengthen investigations and  
prosecutions of corruption and form a deterrent against potential 
criminal activity, such as:

Strengthening inter-agency cooperation to facilitate exchange 
of information and harness complementary skill sets, and

Conducting parallel financial investigations, as bribery and 
illicit profit can leave monetary trails useful to investigators  
and prosecutors. 

The way forward 

The global fishing industry directly employs over 58 million  
people, all of whom depend on a fair global market. To protect blue  
economies and those that work within them, it is imperative 
that the fishing industry itself becomes an advocate for  
stamping out corruption, and that governments worldwide focus on  
strengthening preventative measures that will address identified 
corruption risks. 

UNODC is available to support Member States as they undertake 
this suggested approach. 

Publication of the Rotten Fish report is forecasted for December 2018.


