
 

 

 

Summary 

Throughout 2014, INTERPOL’s Environmental Security Sub-Directorate conducted a study on the state 

of fisheries crime and law enforcement in the West African coastal region, with the primary aim of 

guiding INTERPOL’s engagement in this region, as well as globally, and informing the member countries 

of the INTERPOL Fisheries Crime Working Group on possible avenues of cooperation. The information 

used to develop this report consisted of a review of open sources together with consultations with the 

INTERPOL National Central Bureaus and law enforcement agencies that oversee the harvest and trade in 

marine products, as well as the monitoring, control and surveillance of national waters, and other experts 

from non-governmental and international organizations active in fourteen West African member 

countries. The resulting report provides key recommendations for an international law enforcement 

response to this complex crime among the 190 INTERPOL member countries.  

 

Fisheries crime encompasses more than solely illegal fishing or other aspects of illegal, unregulated, and 

unreported fishing, which is defined under several international agreements. For the purpose of this study, 

INTERPOL looked at all types of illegality and criminality that facilitate or accompany illegal fishing 

activities but reach beyond the traditional definition of illegal fishing. The report provides a brief 

introduction to the external influences active in the region from foreign maritime forces and international 

organizations, followed by a discussion of each of the six most widespread modi operandi used by 

national and foreign fishermen in the region to (a) fish illegally, (b) evade detection by authorities and (c) 

circumvent loopholes in national legislation. A summary of current issues and initiatives is provided for 

each of the fourteen countries, including relevant agencies, current capacity, needs and gaps identified, 

and the law enforcement response to fisheries crime.  

  

The report identifies major modi operandi enabling illegality in the fisheries sector in West Africa and the 

types of criminality that facilitate or accompany this illegality: 

- Surveillance avoidance, such as interfering with electronic monitoring systems and intentionally 

obscuring vessel markings and identity;  

- Transhipment at sea which can facilitate the laundering of illegally caught fish by transferring 

catch to cargo vessels which then offload at distant ports; 

- Abuse of vessel registries within the region and elsewhere to facilitate illegal fishing activities 

globally (exacerbated by the lack of transparency in most vessel registries); 

- Licensing abuses such as fishing with fraudulent licenses (also exacerbated by the lack of 

transparency in the issuance of licenses in the region); 

- Collusion with the artisanal sector, including illegal transhipment from artisanal to industrial 

fishing vessels;  

- Industrial vessels fishing illegally in artisanal fishing zones.   

 

Conclusion 

For a law enforcement response to be wholly effective, there is a need to adopt an integrated approach to 

fisheries crime, targeting diverse crime types in the fishing industry together and avoiding tunnel vision 

initiatives. Not least because the wide range of criminal activities that support illegal fishing are 

frequently beyond the response capacity of the fisheries authorities that are traditionally tasked with 



responsibility for the enforcement of fisheries rules. Many violations will only be detected at ports, border 

crossings, or in the review of documents as part of international trade. The agencies most likely to see 

evidence of these violations are not fisheries or Coast Guard officers but representatives of customs, 

health, and other border agencies that are not usually familiar with the nature and modi operandi of 

fisheries crime.  

 

Fisheries crime in West Africa includes many illicit activities beyond the traditional description of illegal 

fishing, and the transnational scope and complexity of these activities require extensive cooperation 

between law enforcement agencies within national governments and across national boundaries. 

Additionally, training and capacity building events organized should include subsequent investigation of 

offenses at sea and subsequent investigations conducted after seizures, including information on possible 

violations in the waters of other coastal nations. The transnational aspect of the criminal activities that 

facilitate illegal fishing in West Africa and elsewhere stretch far beyond the region and require law 

enforcement cooperation on a global level. It is likely that these principles hold true for fisheries crime in 

other regions of the world. 

 

A consistent theme throughout this study was the difficulty in determining what vessels were allowed to 

lawfully operate in what areas. These difficulties included both fishing licenses as well as vessel 

registries. Information from vessel registries and fishing licenses is frequently unavailable even to other 

agencies within the same government, let alone to law enforcement in other nations. It is most important 

that governments are capable of responsiveness to requests from law enforcement within the government 

and when requested by law enforcement in other countries. It is worth noting though that many countries 

publicly post their vessel registry and fishing license lists, significantly enhancing transparency and 

enabling global law enforcement and the general public to judge whether a vessel has operated legally.  

 

Transparency and responsiveness in regards to fishing licenses and vessel registries will also help law 

enforcement by facilitating investigations of beneficial ownership. While it is important to identify and 

deter illegal activities of vessel operators, law enforcement representatives place equal weight on 

determining the identity and culpability of vessel owners in those illegal activities. In the majority of 

significant cases reviewed as part of this report, the beneficial owners of vessels accused of illegal 

activities were not based in the coastal or flag state in question. This was readily acknowledged by 

investigators throughout the region and in other countries as a significant issue that required access to 

information from fishing licenses and vessel registries for successful investigation. This is not an issue of 

the information not being kept, it is an issue of the ability of governments to share the information with 

law enforcement internally and internationally to aid investigations.  

 

Improvements to transparency, surveillance, and investigative capacity for fisheries will also bring large 

dividends to maritime domain awareness for coastal states in other areas. Because fishing activities 

represent a significant portion of maritime activities within coastal state waters, the ability to effectively 

monitor and investigate activities within this sector will improve the ability to govern the non-fisheries 

sector and deter activities such as maritime piracy and drug smuggling by creating the ability to conduct 

risk-based investigations when there is a link to the fisheries sector.  

 



In all of the areas discussed in this report, the use of INTERPOL’s tools and services such as notices, the 

National Environmental Security Task Force concept and the I-24/7 secure communications system may 

be of use in making the necessary connections to enable effective investigations across boundaries, but 

only if law enforcement within the region takes the necessary steps to use those tools. The 

recommendations of this report aim to reduce fisheries crime in a region in danger of suffering 

irreversible damage to natural resources that are critical to the economic and food security of many West 

African countries. 

 

Recommendations 

(1) Reinforce cooperation and coordination  

Foster close relationships between the INTERPOL National Central Bureaus and other 

specialized national law enforcement agencies, such as fisheries authorities, Coast Guards, 

customs, and port authorities;  

Recognize the links between fisheries crime and other crime types (such as human trafficking) in 

the law enforcement response, in order to avoid duplication of efforts, increase efficiency and 

create an enhanced combined response;  

Explore opportunities within and between national governments for agencies to exchange 

information and data in line with applicable national and international rules, share resources and 

coordinate surveillance through more efficient use of existing assets;  

Support engagement of different types of law enforcement from the West African region in the 

INTERPOL Fisheries Crime Working Group; 

 

(2) Enhance information sharing  

Encourage information sharing among countries to improve law enforcement response and create 

an accurate and relevant overview of the global situation;  

Engage with different international stakeholders to help avoid duplication of efforts, especially as 

they relate to capacity building, training and other activities;  

Explore opportunities for sharing of vessel monitoring system data or other surveillance 

information in cases of presumed illegal activities to allow for easier follow-up and adequate 

sanctioning of these activities and enhanced maritime domain awareness; 

 

(3) Raise awareness  

Increase awareness of some types of illegal fishing as a form of transnational and organized 

crime; 

 

(4) Support to other organizations and member countries  

Support countries in updating INTERPOL notices on illegal fishing activities and regularly bring 

up to date fisheries law enforcement agencies on the activities of suspected vessels;  

Provide support to the maritime forces of INTERPOL member countries that are assisting 

fisheries enforcement operations of coastal states to offer investigative support and to provide 

specialized training and analysis; 

 

 

 



(5) Transparency  

Encourage and support countries in developing secure and transparent fishing licence and registry 

systems in line with applicable international rules that can provide swift verifications by a 

competent authority in response to law enforcement inquiries;  

Work with other international organizations and member countries to establish best practices for 

licensing, including transparency on the elements of a valid license;  

Encourage public access to all fisheries legislations to enable global law enforcement to swiftly 

identify possible breaches of law;  

Increase transparency on roles of anti-corruption units and INTERPOL support for encouraging 

their use in fisheries and other natural resource areas. 

 

In most of the study countries, the basic technological infrastructure exists in the form of public 

government information services. These could host transparent fishing vessel registration and 

licensing regimes, and publish primary legislation and public bulletins if the commitment to do so 

existed. However, there are significant financial challenges in the development of more 

sophisticated supporting infrastructure for fisheries management and governance overall, not least 

of which is the establishment of secure government e-mail addresses, including single points of 

contact for the relevant departments rather than the use of webmail accounts which are readily 

“hacked”. 


