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GLOBAL FISHERIES SUBSIDIES AT A 

GLANCE 

 Estimated at about USD 35 billion (in 

2009 dollars) 

 

 Capacity-enhancing subsidies 

constituted the highest categories 

provided at over USD 20 billion 

 

 Subsidies contributed by developed 

countries are far greater (65% of the 

total) than that contributed by 

developing countries (35% of the total) 

 

 Fuel subsidies constitute the greatest 

part of the total subsidy (22%of the 

total), followed by subsidies for 

management (20% of the total) and 

ports and harbours (10% of the total) 
(Source: Directorate-General for Internal Policies, 

European Parliament) 

MEMORANDUM 

TO : The Chairman, Committee on Trade and Environment, World Trade Organization 

FROM : Sachin Tiwari, Independent Consultant 

DATE : December 26, 2015 

SUBJECT : Reduction and removal of domestic fisheries subsidies among WTO member 
countries 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

1. Introduction 

This memo is to draw policy attention to fisheries subsidies extended by several developed 

countries who are members of the WTO. In the recently introduced Sustainable Development 

Goals, Goal 14 on Ocean, Seas and Marine Resources includes as target (14.6) to reduce and 

prohibit new fisheries subsidies as this has led to overfishing and depletion of global fish stock. 

Target 14.6 states –  

“by 2020, prohibit certain forms of fisheries subsidies 

which contribute to overcapacity and overfishing, and 

eliminate subsidies that contribute to IUU fishing, and 

refrain from introducing new such subsidies, 

recognizing that appropriate and effective special and 

differential treatment for developing and least 

developed countries should be an integral part of the 

WTO fisheries subsidies negotiation.” 

The above SDG target presents the problem of 

driving consensus on ending fisheries subsidies 

among member countries at WTO negotiations 

whereas the subsidy issue continues to remain one 

of the primary areas of disagreement among the 

countries.  

Considering the history of negotiations on this issue, 

from 2003 to 2010 an agreement on a common 

framework of operation in fishing sector which is 

beneficial to all members in terms of returns from the 

sector and also achieves to contain fishing quantity 

within the maximum sustainable yield (MSY) limits has 
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failed. SDG Target 14.6 offers fifteen years period for WTO to achieve prohibition of certain 

fishing subsidies, specifically, on new fleet construction, fuel and operating costs. Further, WTO 

also needs to bring the member countries to an agreement on banning new subsidies on fleet 

size expansion or technology upgradation completely. Chart 1 shows the ratio of subsidies given 

by OECD member countries to the value of production in the respective country, as 

percentages. This highlights the extent of subsidies in some of the most developed countries 

who are WTO members. For instance, in Finland subsidies (stated as government transfers also) 

amounted to over 60% of the value of production.  The other significant subsidies granting 

countries include US, Canada and Japan which also have large fishing fleet sizes.  

 

Chart 1:  The ratio of government financial transfers to the value of production in 2003 across OECD countries. 
Source: OECD Brief on Subsidies: A Way Towards Sustainable Fisheries? 

It is necessary to note that the general definition of subsidies used here is as used in the 

context of the WTO Subsidies and Countervailing Duties Agreement (the SCM Agreement). This 

currently serves as the only internationally agreed definition of a subsidy and was developed to 

be applied as part of a basic instrument of international trade law. The SCM Agreement 

definition of subsidy contains three basic elements: (i) a financial contribution; (ii) by a 

government or any public body within the territory of a Member; (iii) which confers a benefit. 

All three of these elements must be satisfied in order for a subsidy to exist. 
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The alternatives presented in the memo are for the CTE at WTO to address the problem of 

consensus on reduction and removal of fisheries subsidies among its member countries. It also 

attempts to aid WTO process towards achieving SDG Target 14.6 by 2020.  

 

2. Background 

The global subsidy debate when triggered by the FAO during the run-up to May 1992 

Conference on Responsible Fishing in Mexico was necessarily to draw attention to the creation 

of excess fishing capacity that many fishing countries had created. What was once a strategy to 

promote growth in the nascent fishing sector in the 1930s has in the intervening decades led to 

phenomenal fishing fleet sizes which now trawl the global waters for fish stocks contributing to 

a substantial IUU fish catch.  

At WTO negotiations on fisheries subsidies two broad coalitions exist - developed countries as a 

group which are leaders in fisheries production; the other of least developed countries (LDCs) 

and developing countries which do not have high production but have a substantial number of 

people whose livelihoods are dependent on fishing. The two groups of nations have stood 

divided on the issue of fisheries subsidies. From WTO’s own earlier published source it is known 

that an informal group of nations calling themselves as “Friends of Fish” (Argentina, Australia, 

Chile, Colombia, New Zealand, Norway, Iceland, Pakistan, Peru and the United States) insist that 

subsidies to the fisheries sector — estimated at $14–$20.5 billion annually, or 20–25 per cent of 

revenues — have led to over-capacity and overfishing. However, countries with largest fishing 

production like Japan, the Rep. of Korea and Chinese Taipei, on the other hand, have expressed 

skepticism over the link between subsidies and over-fishing. In this scenario many LDCs and 

developing countries have asked for flexible subsidies that they would like to extend to their 

fishing sector in order to not lose out on returns from fishing even as the developed countries 

with large fish production capacity are subsidizing their own fleet owners for larger and larger 

catch size by extending substantial rebates on fuel, technology as well as for buying modern 

fishing vessels. Many countries have resorted to illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU) 

fishing in the wake of dwindling fish stocks in their own territorial waters. The threat of 

environmental damage of fish stock as well as looming economic crisis in fishing sector globally 

is a real possibility now, if fisheries subsidies issue is not addressed at WTO immediately.  

 

3. Policy Alternatives 

The memo offers two alternatives listed in their order of preference which can aid the CTE in 

addressing this problem. The alternatives attempt to be pragmatic in aspects that can be put to 
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action in the short term and at the same time progress decisively in the direction of removal of 

subsidies by consensus building among the member countries.  

Knowing that change in subsidies to the fishing sector can make the respective government 

unpopular with their voters as well as can prove to be a political risk this memo seeks to urge 

the CTE at WTO to consider urging the fisheries dependent countries with mechanized fleets 

and with long running substantial subsidy program to re-channelize their subsidies such that 

the WTO negotiations between less developed and developing countries with fishing as a major 

sector and the developed countries particularly OECD members.  

a. Alternative 1 

Introduction of fisheries exchange where countries can trade their excess fishing capacity 

According to the EU's Common Fisheries Policy member states have quotas for the quantity 

of fish of each variety that the members are allowed to catch. The main intent of this policy 

was to manage fish stock for the European Union as a whole. This system has helped EU 

regulate fishing of various fish varieties in its territorial waters. The contention of the 

fishermen is that this policy threatened their livelihoods and moreover that depletion of 

fish stock has been happening for decades and not just during the period when this policy 

was introduced. However, considering the long run effect of this policy in EU, there are 

evidences of its impact, especially that EU did not reach the same fate of cod fish 

population collapses as that on Canada’s eastern coast which has led to a long running ban 

on cod fishing in Canada. 

This alternative pushes for a building a record of MSY based fish production capacity of 

each member country in its territorial waters, referred as the Total Allowable Catch (TAC) 

which is used to assess whether the member country is harvesting its fish resource to that 

capacity or lesser than that. Based on the record of excess capacity among member 

countries and verified by WTO, these can be opened up for other countries to buy and fish 

in the respective country’s waters.  

This exchange where the member countries can trade their excess fishing capacity as 

determined by WTO addresses two problems simultaneously - first, developed countries 

are less likely to bust MSY limits and contribute to IUU fishing; second, that this opens up 

an avenue for the subsidized large fishing vessels to venture out into the oceans where 

they have bought additional fishing rights instead of lying unutilized. The buying partners 

must also agree to cut direct subsidies by a stipulated percentage and only then it will be 

eligible to buy excess fishing rights.  
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Such a system is likely to gain consensus among member nations because it creates 

potential synergies between the countries which do not manage to utilize their fishing 

potential based on MSY and those who are on the brink of overfishing beyond their fishing 

limits. More importantly, this can effect a common ground on which the developed 

countries can then be persuaded to reduce their subsidies to domestic fishing vessels now 

that they can buy unutilized fishing resources within the MSY limit from other member 

country.  

This solution will only last as long as the developing countries and LDCs build up their own 

fishing fleets and catch up on fishing capacity with large producers. However, this duration 

will buy the necessary time for the WTO to drive the two groups towards a common 

ground while having initiated the reduction in subsidies.  

 

b. Alternative 2 

Introduction of the traffic lights approach to subsidies for compliance and monitoring 

This alternative emerges from the fact that presently, there are no special WTO provisions 

relating specifically to fisheries subsidies. This means that these subsidies are governed 

only according to the general rules state in the current WTO Subsidies Agreement (SCM 

Agreement). Absence of specific rules and sharper focus on wide varieties of subsidies is a 

part of the problem that will impede the ongoing consensus building process towards 

banning of certain subsidies. Moreover, considering that current negotiations on fisheries 

subsidies are taking place in the WTO Negotiating Group on Rules, which is under the 

authority of the WTO Trade Negotiations Committee (following the Ministerial Conference 

in Doha) this alternative is likely to find a greater acceptance and willingness for member 

nations to participate.  

This approach builds upon the advantage that there is a consensus among fishery policy-

makers that effort and capacity enhancing subsidies tend to exacerbate the most common 

problem in fisheries across the world i.e. absence of clearly defined and enforceable 

harvest rights. From earlier reports on the negotiation rounds, it is known that this 

approach is supported under different versions by the United States, the European Union, 

China and a group of countries called informally "Friends of the Fish" (Australia, Chile, 

Ecuador, Iceland, New Zealand, Peru, Philippines and the United States). 

Traffic lights approach is a system of classification of fisheries subsidies into red, amber and 

yellow categories Red, amber and yellow boxes are defined as fisheries subsidies categories 

which will not be allowed, subsidies subjected to a complaint at WTO and subsidies that 
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member countries are allowed to give, respectively. This was proposed by some of the 

member countries at WTO in earlier rounds of negotiation. However, no consensus 

reached on it because of a lack of agreement on what kind of subsidies will constitute each 

category. The WTO will have to drive the next negotiation round to at least a stage where 

the red box subsidies are sharply defined and agreed to by all the members.  The subsidies 

under each category are listed below. 

The Red Box (prohibited subsidies) 

  

In the SCM agreement draft text, the Red Box includes: 

  

i. Subsidies conferred on the acquisition, construction, repair, renewal, renovation, 

modernization, or any other modification of fishing vessels or service vessels, 

including subsidies to boat building or shipbuilding facilities for these purposes. 

ii. Subsidies conferred on transfer of fishing or service vessels to third countries, 

including through the creation of joint enterprises with third country partners. 

iii. Subsidies conferred on operating costs of fishing or service vessels (e.g. fuel, ice, 

bait, personnel, social charges, insurance, gear, and at-sea support); subsidies 

conferred on landing, handling or in- or near-port processing activities for products 

of marine wild capture fishing; and subsidies to cover operating losses of such 

vessels or activities. 

iv. Subsidies in respect of, or in the form of, port infrastructure or other physical port 

facilities exclusively or predominantly for activities related to marine wild capture 

fishing (for example, fish landing facilities, fish storage facilities, and in- or near-port 

fish processing facilities). 

v. Income support for natural or legal persons engaged in marine wild capture fishing 

and price support for products of marine wild capture fishing. 

vi. Subsidies arising from the further transfer (without adequate compensation) by a 

payer Member government to its national fishing industry of access rights that it has 

acquired from another Member government to fisheries within the territorial or EEZ 

waters of such other Member. However, government-to-government payments for 

access to marine fisheries are not considered as subsidies. 

vii. Subsidies conferred on any vessel engaged in illegal, unreported or unregulated 

fishing. 

viii. Any subsidy conferred on any fishing vessel or fishing activity affecting fish stocks 

that are in an unequivocally overfished condition. 
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The Green Box (subsidies not prohibited)  

  

All the following subsidies are not prohibited provided that fisheries management systems 

are designed by a country or a regional organization to prevent overfishing. 

 

i. Subsidies exclusively for improving fishing or service vessel and crew safety, 

provided that such subsidies do not involve new vessel construction or vessel 

acquisition and do give rise to any increase in fishing capacity. 

ii. Subsidies exclusively for the adoption of selective fishing techniques, for reducing 

the environmental impact of fishing and for facilitating compliance with fisheries 

management regimes aimed at sustainable use and conservation (e.g., devices for 

Vessel Monitoring Systems). Such subsidies must not give rise to any increase in the 

fishing capacity of any vessel and must not have the effect of maintaining in 

operation any vessel that otherwise would have been withdrawn. 

iii. Subsidies to cover personnel costs exclusively for re-education, retraining or 

redeployment of fishworkers into occupations unrelated to fishing or directly 

associated activities; and subsidies exclusively for early retirement or permanent 

cessation of employment of fishworkers as a result of government policies to reduce 

fishing capacity or effort. 

iv. Subsidies for vessel decommissioning or capacity reduction programmes, provided 

that the vessels subject to such programmes are scrapped and the fish harvesting 

rights associated with such vessels are permanently revoked. Moreover, a fisheries 

management system in place must include management control measures and 

enforcement mechanisms designed to prevent overfishing in the targeted fishery. 

v. Limited access privileges to individual and groups and other exclusive quota 

programmes. 

 

The Amber Box (slow down subsidies)  

  

These are subsidies which are subjected to a complaint on the basis of their adverse 

effects.  No Member shall cause, through the use of any subsidy (whether in red or green 

boxes or under the special and differential treatment approach) depletion, harm, or 

creation of overcapacity in respect of straddling or highly migratory fish stocks whose range 

extends into the EEZ of another Member or stocks in which another Member has 

identifiable fishing interests.  
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4. Recommendation  

 

The policy alternative 1 has comparatively greater chances of realization in the next 6-8 

year term because there is an existing readiness among the member countries to harvest 

their fish stock according to scientifically determined MSY limits. In addition to this, this 

alternative is unprecedented in the WTO negotiations since it offers a market oriented 

recourse to LDCs and developing countries to gain economically from legally selling their 

unutilized potential which until now has remained hard to monetize. On the other hand it 

also reduces the chances of IUU fishing that nations hitherto have engaged in, in the wake 

of the exchange system. This alternative if successful will be affecting a collaborative 

ground for all the members at WTO and in which all of them gain without any member or 

group being forced to give up their interests for altruistic reasons.  
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