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A B S T R A C T

The illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing terminology, as presented in the International Plan of 
Action to Prevent, Deter, and Eliminate IUU Fishing (IPOA-IUU), is often scrutinised for its vague and conflated 
nature. As a result, although internationally recognised and widely used, it is often difficult to conceptualise and 
operationalise across scales. Through key informant semi-structured interviews, this study aimed to gain expert 
insights into the current usage of the term IUU fishing and the potential issues this may present. We found the 
interpretation and application of the term to vary, depending upon the context in which it is used. Moreover, four 
inherent misconceptions regarding IUU fishing emerged, which may hinder effective and equitable management 
towards ocean sustainability: 1) only large-scale industrial fishing fleets partake in illegal, unreported, and 
unregulated fishing activity; 2) the drivers and consequences of IUU fishing are restricted to stealing fish; 3) the 
applicability of IUU fishing as a clear-cut illegal activity is universal across scales; and 4) IUU fishing is the sole 
driver of unsustainable fisheries. Consequently, IUU fishing responses may become hampered by a high-level 
catch-all view that disregards intrinsic complexities and context-specificities. To move away from this reduc
tionist perspective, we recommend that IUU be used sparingly, with a move towards focusing on its three discrete 
components - illegal fishing, unreported fishing, and unregulated fishing. By applying a problem-oriented 
approach, we may then be able to gain a contextualised understanding of nuanced problems, which can 
inform practical and tailored management across relevant spatiotemporal scales.

1. Introduction

1.1. Background

At a time when 713 - 757 million people face hunger [31], aquatic 
animal production provides approximately 15 % of global animal pro
tein intake and upwards of 50 % in some regions of Africa and Asia [28]. 
Moreover, fisheries and aquaculture industries ensure the livelihood and 
economic stability of approximately 600 million people, with annual 
global capture fisheries production reaching over 90 million tonnes (US 
$ 159 billion) in 2022 alone [28]. As such, the overexploitation of ma
rine resources continues to be a cause for concern, jeopardising the 
Sustainable Development Goals set forth by the United Nations (UN), 
including “end poverty in all its forms”, “end hunger, achieve food se
curity and improved nutrition”, and “conserve and sustainably use the 
oceans, seas and marine resources” [65]. Therefore, practical fisheries 
management approaches remain critical to the conservation and resto
ration of fish stocks and marine biodiversity, yet are undermined by 

practices of illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing [64].
The past half-century has seen the development and adoption of 

several complex and interrelated measures designed to foster the sus
tainable use of our oceans. The 1982 UN Convention on the Law of the 
Sea (UNCLOS), a legally binding international treaty, is credited with 
developing the international legal framework that governs the marine 
environment, including jurisdictional maritime boundaries [60]. 
Following since, three legally binding implementing agreements have 
been put into place to support, build upon, and operationalise UNCLOS 
[36]: 1) the 1994 Agreement Relating to the Implementation of Part XI 
of the UNCLOS of 10 December 1982 (the 1994 Agreement) [61]; 2) the 
1995 Agreement for the Implementation of the Provisions of the 
UNCLOS of 10 December 1982 Relating to the Conservation and Man
agement of Straddling Fish Stocks and Highly Migratory Fish Stocks (the 
1995 UN Fish Stock Agreement [UNFSA]) [62]; and 3) the 2023 
Agreement Under the UNCLOS on the Conservation and Sustainable Use 
of Marine Biological Diversity of Areas Beyond National Jurisdiction 
(the Biodiversity Beyond National Jurisdiction [BBNJ] Agreement) 
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[63]. While the 1994 Agreement concerns deep-sea mining, UNFSA is 
focused on regulating transboundary fisheries, and the BBNJ Agreement 
furthers these initiatives by providing a blueprint for managing marine 
biodiversity beyond national jurisdiction [61,62,63].

Since UNCLOS, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the UN 
(FAO) has developed various technical guidelines and standards to 
complement these instruments. These include the 1993 Agreement to 
Promote Compliance with International Conservation and Management 
Measures by Fishing Vessels on the High Seas (the Compliance Agree
ment) [19] and the 1995 Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries (the 
Code of Conduct) [20]. The 1995 FAO Code of Conduct acts as a 
voluntary set of standards and principles guiding the sustainable use of 
our oceans through best management practices. Although voluntary, it is 
designed to reflect international regulations, and within this framework, 
International Plans of Action (IPOAs) are designed to support and tackle 
specific outlined concerns. Examples of IPOAs include the IPOA for 
Reducing Incidental Catch of Seabirds in Longline Fisheries, the IPOA 
for the Conservation and Management of Sharks, and the IPOA for the 
Management of Fishing Capacity [21].

1.2. The IPOA to Prevent, Deter, and Eliminate IUU Fishing

The concept of IUU fishing was first introduced by the Commission 
for the Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources (CCAMLR) in 
the 1990s in response to rising fisheries management concerns within 
the Southern Ocean [10,12]. At the time, CCAMLR - an international 
fisheries management body established to promote Antarctic marine 
resource conservation [13] - was alarmed at the decline in target (i.e., 
Patagonian toothfish) and non-target (i.e., seabirds) species within their 
Convention Area as a result of detrimental fishing activity [1,12]. 
Therefore, IUU fishing was coined in response to the need to address 
specific activities undermining the management efforts of trans
boundary fisheries within international waters - matters generally 
addressed by intergovernmental bodies that cooperatively manage 
shared fish stocks (regional fisheries management organisations 
[RFMOS]) [18,51].

While the three modes of fishing activity - illegal fishing, unreported 
fishing, and unregulated fishing - were not new, nor was the recognition 
of their impact on sustainable fisheries, the first use of IUU fishing is 
attributed to the 1997 Sixteenth Meeting of the CCAMLR [12,47]. The 
concept sought to improve and add coherence to international cooper
ative efforts and recognise some of the complexities inherent in high seas 
fisheries that had not previously been addressed within UNCLOS [58]. 
These included issues regarding “freedom of the high seas” (Article 87) 
[60], concerns related to flag state jurisdiction (Article 92) [60], and the 
principle of pacta tertiis nec nocent nec prosunt, under which non-parties 
to a treaty are not bound by the treaty, its provisions, or by regulation 
adopted under it (Article 34) [59] - whether directly by its parties or 
through an established RFMO [58]. In this context, illegal fishing con
cerned those activities undermining Patagonian toothfish management, 
unreported fishing referred to unreported catch that was detrimental to 
the management of sustainable stocks, and unregulated fishing focused 
on non-CCAMLR members operating within their Convention Area [12, 
47,58]. In response to these concerns, the FAO’s Committee on Fisheries 
adopted the term in 1999 [22] and developed the IPOA to Prevent, 
Deter, and Eliminate IUU Fishing (IPOA-IUU), which was adopted in 
2001 [23]. The goal of this IPOA was to expand upon the 1995 Code of 
Conduct and other international frameworks to act as a non-binding and 
voluntary “toolbox” that RFMOs and states could use to address regu
latory gaps and issues of illegality [17,58]. These tools included inter
national and national instruments (e.g., National Plans of Action 
[NPOAs]), monitoring, control and surveillance, as well as 
market-related measures [23].

1.3. Concerns related to the IPOA-IUU

Before the IPOA-IUU, there was no formal definition of IUU fishing, 
and the term had yet to be used precisely [17]. While similar in
struments, such as the 1995 Code of Conduct, had generally avoided 
formal definitions due to the diverse legal systems in which countries 
operate, there was an increasing demand to define IUU fishing for the 
IPOA-IUU [17]. Therefore, paragraph 3 of the IPOA-IUU, which aims to 
define the term [23], was negotiated by FAO member states. During 
these negotiations, the “European Community” raised concerns about 
the determined definition’s appropriateness and suggested that a 
working group could help review the definition if time allowed. Canada 
expressed similar reservations [24]. Nevertheless, the definition pro
vided in paragraph 3 was accepted, with the understanding that the 
“European Community” would not recognise it beyond the IPOA [17, 
24]. As such, it was anticipated that the text of paragraph 3 would be 
fleshed out as appropriate in future relevant contexts [17].

An expansive list of legislation and implementation measures has 
since been designed to support the IPOA-IUU. These include, for 
example, the Voluntary Guidelines for Flag State Performance [26], the 
binding Agreement on Port State Measures to Prevent, Deter, and 
Eliminate IUU Fishing (the Port State Measures Agreement) [27], and 
many NPOAs (see the FAO’s FAOLEX database [29]). However, reflec
tive of the concerns raised at the time of the IPOA-IUU’s inception [17, 
24], many of these documents have since adopted paragraph 3 verbatim 
and without nuance [51,58]. Thus, while effectively drawing public 
attention to the issue, the ambiguity inherent in the term and its inap
propriateness across scales have resulted in confusion, application in
consistencies, and difficulties in operationalisation on the ground [54, 
58].

To date, substantial discourse exists related to the IPOA-IUU, 
including its broad yet limited scope and its vague nature that fails to 
recognise spatiotemporal heterogeneity in both threats to marine re
sources and the contexts in which they arise and are perpetuated. For 
example, questions have been raised concerning: 1) what RFMO “con
servation and management measures” cover; 2) the contravention- 
focused language and the level of illegality of unreported and unregu
lated fishing; and 3) to what extent the IPOA-IUU applies [50,57,58]. 
The use of the word “may” (“certain unregulated fishing may take place 
in a manner which is not in violation of applicable international law, and 
may not require the application of measures envisaged under the In
ternational Plan of Action" [23]) leaves room for divergence in its 
application [50]. Moreover, with few exceptions, the IPOA-IUU con
flates the three discrete issues - illegal fishing, unreported fishing, and 
unregulated fishing - into IUU fishing, obscuring three unique problems 
that require distinct management responses [53].

Therefore, to move towards a more practical approach to delivering 
healthy and thriving marine ecosystems, we sought to deconstruct the 
term IUU fishing and better understand how those on the ground 
interpret it. Through key informant (KI) semi-structured interviews and 
thematic analysis, this study builds upon the existing terminology 
discourse through expert insights to examine the current use of the term 
and the issues that this may present from their perspectives. An 
increased understanding of how the term is used and applied in today’s 
contemporary setting can provide insights towards operationalising the 
concept to drive more nuanced narratives and interventions.

2. Methods

Semi-structured interviews are a commonly used exploratory 
method for collecting qualitative data [15,4]. While they are based on a 
structured questionnaire to guide questions on critical topics, they also 
enable deviation in discussion to build a more comprehensive and 
well-rounded understanding of a topic [41]. This flexibility made 
semi-structured interviews particularly useful for exploring conceptions 
and uses of the IUU fishing terminology in today’s context. They enabled 
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data collection from various fisheries management experts across 
geographic locations, experience levels, and industries to gain a multi
faceted view.

2.1. Recruitment

Taking a purposive sampling approach, we used scientific literature, 
Google database searches, professional connections, and snowball 
sampling to identify KIs; defined here as individuals working within 
fisheries management for five or more years, with a focus on IUU fishing 
or an aspect of IUU fishing [40,46,9]. This enabled the selection of ex
perts across diverse fields and backgrounds. All potential participants 
were contacted in English via e-mail and provided with an information 
sheet outlining the project details and an accompanying consent form. 
The snowball sampling method led to around 30 individuals being 
contacted, directly or indirectly, from which ten interviews were 
secured for the analysis. The interviewees were affiliated with 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs; n = 4), consultancies (n = 2), 
educational institutions (n = 2), and inter-governmental organisations 
(IGOs; n = 2; Supplementary Material, Part B, Table 1). Their experience 
in fisheries management and ocean governance ranged from over five 
years to over thirty years. They resided in North America (n = 4), Europe 
(n = 3), Oceania (n = 2), and Asia (n = 1).

2.2. Interviews

Interviews were conducted online through Microsoft Teams from 
April to June 2024 by the lead author and were designed to be flexible 
and adaptive. The interviews lasted approximately 30 to 60 minutes and 
were audio-recorded with permission. While guided by a list of previ
ously developed questions (Supplementary Material, Part A), interviews 
often diverged to gain in-depth insight into a particular idea [41]. The 
audio was transcribed after each interview via Microsoft Word’s tran
scription tool [42] and manually re-reviewed multiple times to ensure 
the accuracy and validity of key takeaways and quotes. These reviews 
also enabled a high level of data familiarisation, which helped conduct 
the thematic analysis [8]. When clarification regarding a comment was 
needed later, the appropriate participant was directly contacted. Four 
participants expanded upon conversations through follow-up email 
conversations and/or by providing additional resources. This enabled a 
more thorough understanding of concepts and themes of particular 
importance. Moreover, participants were also allowed to review the 
transcribed takeaways and quotes, if they wished, to ensure the reli
ability of the data transcription. Three participants built upon their 
comments during this review.

2.3. Ethics

All interviews were approved by the University of Oxford’s Central 
University Research Ethics Committee (reference R91627/RE001, 
R91627/RE002).

2.4. Analysis

We used thematic analysis to explore the dataset using NVivo 14 
Windows [48], a software program to assist in qualitative data analysis. 
Thematic analysis is a research method that seeks to categorise themes 
across data to understand persistent concepts, ideas, or experiences [8]. 
NVivo assists this process by enabling a structured and well-documented 
dataset. Coding and thematisation were ongoing and iterative 
throughout the data collection process, following an adaptation of the 
six-phase approach described by Braun & Clarke [8], which includes 
data familiarisation, initial coding, and refinement. The initial coding 
was a priori, derived from the semi-structured interview questions. This 
enabled a straightforward, focused, and unbiased approach to represent 
the transcription accurately and reduce preconceived biases. The second 

coding phase sought to deductively refine these research questions into 
cross-cutting themes and sub-themes, such as conceptualisation and 
management. At the same time, misconceptions were inductively 
derived from explicit statements and reflections by interview partici
pants regarding prevailing assumptions they had observed or encoun
tered in their line of work. The third and final coding phase further 
refined these themes. This three-pronged, hybrid inductive and deduc
tive approach enabled a comprehensive analysis and enhanced the 
reliability of the findings.

3. Results

3.1. Conceptualisation of IUU fishing

KIs provided a wide-ranging set of responses when discussing how 
they conceptualised IUU fishing, with some directly mentioning the 
FAO’s IPOA-IUU and others providing more detailed or generalised re
sponses. To KI-2, “IUU fishing is basically any activity that contravenes 
regulations”. They noted that the definition most commonly used is that 
which is presented within the IPOA-IUU, which is then often incorpo
rated directly into many NPOAs. To them, “the original basis for the un
regulated component was vessels that are… operating without any sort of 
recourse to reporting or licensing on the high seas”, noting that they feel that 
“there are very few of those vessels now operating”. K-5 highlighted the 
IPOA-IUU’s debated contravention-focused language, stating that they 
personally only acknowledge two components (illegal and unregulated), 
with the unreported (and a portion of the unregulated) component 
falling under illegal fishing. Although KI-4 stated that they “would be 
very comfortable understanding… the three components of illegal, unregu
lated, and unreported aspects as defined by FAO”, they recognised vari
ability in the application, and KI-7 stated that their understanding of 
IUU fishing is that “it’s a very broad-ranging concept” with “a whole 
spectrum of behaviours and actions and outcomes”. KI-3 highlighted a 
newer concept of “IUU by necessity”, referring to the fact that, in many 
instances, “there isn’t a choice for a lot of people” as to whether to partake 
in IUU fishing. When asked if KI-1’s usage of the term has changed over 
the years, they replied with, “I don’t think that the way I use the term has 
changed, the way I understand the term has”, mentioning that “it’s not 
entirely literal, in-so-far as, I think, that in the IPOA-IUU, those are more of 
exemplars of what they mean by those terms”.

In some instances, KIs recognised the importance of the terminology 
in bringing fisheries management issues to the forefront of the political 
agenda, with KI-9 stating, “I personally don’t love the term IUU, but I 
understand the necessity of it in terms of the international dialogue” and KI- 
10 acknowledging that the term has “issue salience”. KI-1 also alluded to 
the benefit of the “brand recognition”. Additionally, informants 
acknowledged that changing the terminology at this point is “not real
istic” (KI-3) and could be challenging in the “current environment” 
because IUU fishing covers “so many different things” (KI-1). We would 
need to “work that through the system” (KI-10) and, as K-2 mentioned, 
“nobody really has the appetite” for a “whole new round of international 
negotiations”. Nonetheless, one commonality across the interviews was 
the term’s “imperfect” (KI-10) nature, acknowledging its: 1) blurred, 
conflated, and overlapping text; 2) inaccessibility; and 3) narrow and 
limited coverage (Supplementary Material, Part B, Table 2).

3.2. Emergent misconceptions

From the semi-structured interviews, four primary misconceptions 
emerged, which were highlighted as inherent in the IUU fishing termi
nology with potential implications for effective and equitable manage
ment (Table 1). These include: 

1. Only large-scale industrial fishing fleets partake in illegal, unre
ported, and unregulated fishing activity.
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Table 1 
Emergent misconceptions inherent in the IUU fishing terminology.

Misconception Reality Selected Quotations (KI 
Code)

(1) Only large-scale indus
trial fishing fleets 
partake in illegal, un
reported, and unregu
lated fishing activity.

Illegal, unreported, and 
unregulated fishing 
activity, in one form or 
another, occurs within 
fisheries of all sizes and 
scales.

“I think this is one of the 
big misconceptions - not 
just in public 
consciousness, but also 
from many practitioners - 
MCS practitioners - who 
are trying to combat IUU 
fishing. There’s still a 
tendency to think of IUU 
fishing as being more 
predominant in the 
industrial space than in 
small-scale fisheries, and I 
think that’s a big mistake.” 
(KI− 2) 
“But one of the things that 
came out of the Hidden 
Harvest study was that 
small-scale fisheries could 
arguably be catching 
something like 43 % of the 
global catch. Suddenly, it’s 
not that small.” (KI− 4) 
“I’ll also say that in my 
world of work, I think that 
the term is predominantly 
used to refer to foreign 
fishing… and I think that’s 
interesting because… we 
do still have illegal fishing 
here locally - and 
unregulated and 
unreported.” (KI− 10)

(2) The drivers and 
consequences of IUU 
fishing are restricted to 
stealing fish.

In the present context, 
IUU fishing has emerged 
as a complex, 
interconnected issue 
with variable socio- 
economic linkages that 
require consideration.

“The other thing which I 
find slightly negative is that 
because it’s, you know, 
IUU fishing, it tends to 
make people think it’s just 
fish. And as I’ve said 
before, I think that it 
impacts so much more than 
fish.” (KI− 1) 
“The implication with IUU 
fishing is mostly from a 
sustainability, 
environmental impacts… 
these newer concepts… I 
think my gut instinct is that 
they are… linked.” (KI− 7) 
“Part of the reason that we 
have this sort of separation 
of fisheries and then other 
crimes and so on is because 
the international structures 
- the UN structures around 
them. They, themselves, 
are set up around these 
different issues. So, FAO is 
set up very much to see 
fishes in the context of food 
and just fisheries law… 
IMO comes in in terms of 
vessel safety and so on. 
ILO comes in in terms of 
labour conditions. And 
while that is improving 
between the different UN 
agencies, ultimately, what 
it creates is an 
international framework 
that trickles down to a 
national framework of ‘no, 
that’s our mandate, not  

Table 1 (continued )

Misconception Reality Selected Quotations (KI 
Code)

yours. Yours is this. And so 
on.’ And that is not 
helpful.” (KI− 9)

(3) The applicability of 
IUU fishing as a clear- 
cut illegal activity is 
universal across scales.

Illegal fishing is not a 
catch-all for IUU fishing 
activity, and there are 
nuances in definition 
and application across 
scales.

“Quite often people use 
illegal as the shorthand for 
IUU fishing… they don’t 
necessarily understand the 
interconnectivity between 
the unreported and the 
illegal activities.” (KI− 1) 
“And, in general terms, I 
think most people, when 
they talk about IUU 
fishing, they mean illegal 
fishing…. ‘there’s a lot of 
IUU fishing there’. That 
doesn’t mean there’s a lot 
of fisheries that have not 
been regulated by the 
states. When somebody 
says that, 99.99 % of the 
time they mean there’s a 
lot of hanky-panky going 
on.” (KI− 5) 
“And the most annoying 
conflation is they often 
tend to conflate the whole 
thing as illegal and then 
focus on illegal fishing as 
the big headline issue 
without understanding the 
distinctions and nuances 
between all the various 
different types.” (KI− 8) 
“A lot of people say ‘IUU’ 
when they mean ‘illegal.’” 
(KI− 9)

(4) IUU fishing is the sole 
driver of unsustainable 
fisheries.

Problems of 
unsustainable and 
inequitable fisheries go 
beyond IUU fishing.

“It’s, I think, unhelpful, if 
everybody suggests that the 
only time that exploitative 
practises happen are on 
board IUU fishing vessels, 
where my assessment and I 
think that the actual body 
of knowledge would 
suggest that the same 
practises occur on a lot of 
other fishing vessels, not 
just the IUU ones. And so, 
you know, some of the 
practises which are legal 
are absolutely awful.” 
(KI− 1) 
“But everybody should be 
generally aware that things 
are not great with the 
oceans for a number of 
reasons. And one of those 
major reasons is that we’re 
taking too much fish out of 
the sea - whether that’s 
because of illegal reasons 
or whether that’s because 
of legal overfishing - which 
is as big or a bigger issue 
than IUU fishing these 
days.” (KI− 9)

FAO = Food and Agriculture Organization; ILO = International Labor Organi
zation; IMO = International Maritime Organization; IUU = illegal, unreported, 
and unregulated; KI = key informant: MCS = monitoring, control and surveil
lance; UN = United Nations
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2. The drivers and consequences of IUU fishing are restricted to stealing 
fish.

3. The applicability of IUU fishing as a clear-cut illegal activity is uni
versal across scales.

4. IUU fishing is the sole driver of unsustainable fisheries.

3.2.1. Only large-scale industrial fishing fleets partake in illegal, 
unreported, and unregulated fishing activity

KIs highlighted that within the general public, as well as within their 
line of work, there appears to be a general tendency to overemphasise 
large-scale, distant-water fishing fleets as the only entity partaking in 
IUU fishing and driving down fish stocks (Table 1, Misconception 1, K2, 
K4, K10). As a result, the conception of the problem is limited by a 
narrow interpretation of the perpetrator (Table 2, Implication 1, K4, 
K10). In reality, small-scale fisheries (SSFs) are responsible for almost 
half of the global capture fisheries production (Table 1, Misconception 1, 
KI-4). Thus, while large-scale fisheries (LSFs) are a predominant 
contributor to stock decline, they are not the sole contributor. Addi
tionally, it is essential to highlight that these fisheries do not operate in a 
vacuum. Not only is it necessary to recognise SSFs and LSFs as distinct 
and separate entities, but it is also essential to recognise their in
teractions, with KI-4 noting the potential impact that illegal fishing ac
tivities by industrial vessels (e.g., encroachment) can have on artisanal 
fishing grounds (Supplementary Material, Part B, Table 3).

However, while SSFs do partake in illegal fishing, unreported fishing, 
and unregulated fishing, it often occurs within a different context than 
that of their LSF counterparts. KI-4 noted that this acknowledgement 
does exist within the IPOA-IUU; however, it is rarely highlighted in 
practice (Table 2, Implication 2). As a result, SSFs often get grouped with 
LSFs through the homogenisation of Westernised management ap
proaches, which fail to acknowledge the diverse socio-ecological and 
socio-economic contexts in which they operate. Traditional fisheries 
management, the basis for many international agreements, is often 
embedded in a conception of large offshore commercial vessels oper
ating in single-gear, single-species fisheries with technological ad
vancements. SSFs are not as straightforward - they are diverse and are 
characterised by many smaller vessels operating in multi-gear, multi- 
species fisheries, often with limited technology (Table 2, Implication 2, 
K-4, K-5, K-9). However, the conflation of the term and concept across 
fisheries neglects these nuances, and SSFs are often subject to the same 
measures as LSFs despite their differing motivations (Table 2, Implica
tion 3, KI-1, KI-4, KI-8, KI-10). One prominent example highlighted by 
KI-4 concerns the European Union - IUU trade regulation, which im
plements a prohibition on all fishery products originating from a fishery 
assumed to have partaken in IUU fishing activity. While SSFs may not 
report their catch, this may have resulted from a lack of capacity, 
framework, or mechanism to report, instead of a deliberate and pur
poseful act. Nonetheless, they are labelled as committing acts of IUU 
fishing and can still be excluded from high-value markets.

3.2.2. The drivers and consequences of IUU fishing are restricted to stealing 
fish

Historically, the IPOA-IUU was developed predominantly from an 
environmental and sustainability standpoint (Table 1, Misconception 2, 
KI-7). The FAO was responsible for food and fisheries law, while other 
institutions focused on their distinct mandates. For example, the Inter
national Maritime Organization was developed to address vessel safety, 
while the International Labour Organization was designed to focus on 
labour issues (Table 1, Misconception 2, KI-9). As a result, “because it’s, 
you know, IUU fishing, it tends to make people think it’s just fish. And, as I’ve 
said before, I think that it impacts so much more than fish” (Table 1, 
Misconception 2, KI-1). KI-9 highlighted how this “is a very good example 
of where IUU is limiting”, noting that “the illegal in the context of IUU is 
around illegalities to do with fisheries legislation - whether that’s national or 
international”, yet, within the context of their work, they are “dealing 

Table 2 
Implications of Misconception 1: Only large-scale industrial fishing fleets 
partake in illegal, unreported, and unregulated fishing activity.

Implication Selected Quotations (KI Code)

(1). A lack of attention to small-scale 
fisheries results in a limited 
understanding and assessment of the 
issue.

“There is still then a very serious issue, 
which is that if you don’t have a handle on 
what your small-scale fishery is catching, 
and it is so numerous and so dispersed 
throughout your country, how can you say 
that you have an idea about the total catch 
and the total impact on the fishery resource 
that that component, the small-scale 
fisheries, is having. You can’t just say, ‘Oh, 
it’s irrelevant. They’re not catching 
anything worth talking about. We only 
focus on the medium and large-scale 
fishery because they’re the ones that catch 
all the fish’. When you have so many 
small-scale fishers, it actually becomes a 
problem.” (KI− 4) 
“I sometimes feel that when we use the 
term to connote foreign activities, 
particularly, you know, Chinese distant- 
water fishing fleets, that we are actually 
really limiting our understanding of what’s 
happening out there.” (KI− 10)

(2) Western-derived large-scale 
fisheries management approaches are 
often incompatible with small-scale 
fisheries.

“[There is a caveat in the IPOA-IUU in 
which] small-scale fisheries can be 
essentially excluded because these 
definitions are inapplicable or 
inappropriate to be applied to such a 
fishery. So, there is a kind of an escape 
clause or a get out of jail free in Article 3.4 
for small-scale fisheries, but interestingly, 
you don’t hear it referred to that often.” 
(KI− 4) 
“Stock-focused fisheries management, 
which has been the sort of norm, and a lot 
of the international agreements are built 
out of this idea that you’ve managed single 
stocks. It all completely falls apart in a 
multi-species, multi-gear, multi-scale 
context that you have in a developing 
country.” (KI− 4) 
“So, some of these control mechanisms are 
not fit for purpose when you’re dealing 
with aggregations of catches from a large 
number of small operators, and they do fall 
through the cracks then, and they become 
victims of the system that are designed 
essentially with much larger vessels and 
larger volumes in mind. Which, in turn, 
you can argue becomes a deterrent then for 
using smaller vessels.” (KI− 4) 
“Yet you’re really saying, ‘because of the 
way we want to manage fisheries and our 
reporting, all these things, we’re going to 
favour the destructive, large single vessel,’ 
which has, you know, all sorts of issues 
with equity and who gets the benefit.” 
(KI− 4) 
“And then legitimacy of rules. That’s 
another one. If a rule is not perceived as 
being legitimate… if the regulator goes and 
asks for something that the fishermen have 
absolutely no way to relate to, then non- 
compliance will be a lot higher. And it has 
nothing to do with ‘Oh, we want to make 
quick money or something.’ It just has 
something to do with the fact that they do 
not accept the rule as being reasonable.” 
(KI− 5) 
“The challenge is that the way we work in 
terms of information sources and looking 
at global networks and so on doesn’t apply 
in the same way to small-scale.” (KI− 9)

(continued on next page)
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with a lot of other crimes that are taking place within the fisheries space… so, 
things like document forgery or labour issues or vessel safety”. And, as KI-10 
pointed out, “you have to have poorly paid or slave labour… really poor 
conditions… to make it all work. So, I feel like there’s a set of incentives that 
drives illegal behaviour”. Additionally, KI-10 highlighted that, in some 
cases, “the sustainability framing has sort of fallen by the wayside”, and 
now “it’s really about security, maritime crime economics, great power 
competition”. Thus, based on many of the semi-structured interview 
discussions, in today’s context, IUU fishing has emerged beyond stealing 
fish to encompass a complex, interconnected and multidisciplinary issue 
with variable socio-economic and political linkages that require 
consideration.

3.2.3. The applicability of IUU fishing as a clear-cut illegal activity is 
universal across scales

Throughout the semi-structured interviews, there was a focus on the 
interchangeable use and conflation of illegal fishing and IUU fishing by 
the public, practitioners, government, and academics, which often ne
glects the interconnectivity and nuances inherent in IUU fishing activity 
(Table 1, Misconception 3, KI-1, KI-5, KI-8, KI-9). As described within 
1.3, much discourse exists regarding the illegality of the unreported and 
unregulated fishing components. However, regardless, KIs highlighted 

that the blanket use of the term and overemphasis on illegal fishing 
activity could result in a limited focus on other, potentially more 
detrimental management issues. “This focus on illegal… if we continue to 
do that, we will not effectively manage fisheries because… we won’t get at the 
other parts of the definition, we won’t get at the root causes of the problem, 
and we won’t even effectively address other stressors on fisheries that are part 
of this big picture” (KI-10). Notably, in certain instances throughout the 
interviews, the unreported and unregulated fishing components were 
also often recognised as potentially more harmful and detrimental than 
their illegal fishing counterpart (Supplementary Material, Part B, 
Table 3).

As a result, KIs noted the importance of distinguishing among the 
three components, with K-5 stating that “what I’m advocating is that 
people should be clear about what they mean when they use IUU fishing” and 
KI-7 noting that they think it is a matter of “being precise” about “which 
part of it you’re talking about”, acknowledging that it can result in a 
“whole suite of responses”. KI-6 also recognised the importance of this 
precision, while KI-9 stated that “I think the usage is important”, 
mentioning that “people in the space… need to be much more aware of and 
judicious with the term or the definitions of each of the components of it than 
they are right now” and noting that “that would help in terms of some of the 
dialogues and understanding where to go on it”.

Additionally, it was highlighted that the overemphasis on the binary 
nature of legality/illegality disregards the diversity of fisheries, the 
communities in which they operate, and the variable motivations of 
fishers (similar to 3.1, Table 2, Implication 3, KI-1, KI-4, KI-8, KI-10). 
This results in legal consequences (administrative or criminal; [37]) and 
regulatory enforcement that neglect the underlying drivers of certain 
activities. In such instances, KI-3 recognised the importance of 
acknowledging that “there isn’t a choice for a lot of people in the small-scale 
sector”, highlighting the concept of “IUU by necessity”.

3.2.4. IUU fishing is the sole driver of unsustainable fisheries
While IUU fishing is undoubtedly a pressing problem requiring 

management response, KIs highlighted that it is not the sole issue facing 
our fisheries (Table 1, Misconception 4, KI-1, KI-9). Problems of un
sustainable and inequitable fisheries go beyond IUU fishing. While KI-8 
noted they believe that overfishing is understood to be a problem, they 
emphasised that “again, overfishing is not illegal. There’s a whole bunch… 
bearing on fully regulated fisheries. It’s just because they haven’t been 
managed effectively”. Moreover, KI-8 also highlighted that, to them, “it’s 
a fisheries management design problem and a cooperation problem, 
accountability, transparency problem - none of which are IUU”. Aside from 
environmental sustainability, KI-1 also recognised the flaws in legal and 
regulated fisheries in human exploitation, highlighting that “normal 
fishing can exploit people quite badly”. As such, KI-9 highlighted the 
importance of “building connectivity” and “understanding that these things 
- whether it’s, you know, climate change and illegal fishing and other things - 
are not sitting there as isolated issues - that they have real connectivity and 
impact on each other, both positive and…negative”.

3.3. Management insights

When discussing ways to tackle IUU fishing and broader fisheries 
management issues, KIs provided recommendations, including capacity 
building, co-management and stakeholder engagement, framework 
improvement, cooperation, information sharing, transparency, and 
technology (Supplementary Material, Part B, Table 4). However, one 
consistent theme was the need to understand and combat the problem(s) 
on a relevant spatiotemporal scale and case-by-case basis, depending on 
the context in which one works. “There was a study of studies conducted by 
the FAO… basically said you can’t do a global study… because the as
sumptions were heroic” (KI-1). KI-8 mentioned that while they do not 
think the “terminology is irrelevant”, they believe it is more “at that sort of 
abstract level – where the applied practical, how do we respond to this 
problem and what is actually the problem, is a regional level discussion”. This 

Table 2 (continued )

Implication Selected Quotations (KI Code)

(3) Variable fishing motivations 
between fishery scales require variable 
mitigations.

“So, you perhaps have the systematic 
organised, industrial, distant-water IUU 
exploitation… And so, you’ve got that 
IUU. On the other end of the scale, you’ve 
got impoverished people… and so, we’ve 
got different scales, and we’ve got to be 
thinking about things differently.” (KI− 1) 
“Most or many small-scale fisheries are 
essentially unreported - there is not even a 
mechanism by which those fishers could 
report even if they wanted to. So, by 
definition or defacto, many small-scale 
fisheries are IUU simply by virtue of the 
fact that they’re unreported… then that 
brings you very rapidly into a position… 
where you have, for example, EU 
regulations on IUU, which means that the 
EU cannot import any product that is 
coming from such a fishery. So, then you 
immediately start excluding or preventing 
those fishers from marketing a product into 
a higher value market or value chain.” 
(KI− 4) 
“And for artisanals, you know, there’s 
gargantuan amounts of unreported catch, 
but it’s not unreported in any kind of IUU 
sense. It’s non-reported because there’s no 
capacity to report it, or it’s not a priority, 
or there’s no framework that requires it, or 
whatever it might be.” (KI− 8) 
“So, what I was talking about there is sort 
of, like, more the large-scale industrial 
fishing which gets more, has gotten more, 
press in recent years… sort of more 
attention. But there is also IUU, the illegal 
side again that is small-scale, relatively 
small-scale, and in those cases I don’t think 
it’s people with malicious intent. I believe 
that the driver there is people trying to, like, 
subsistence fish, fish for their family, fish 
for their community in that small-scale 
economy. And again, the driver is to 
survive - to keep their small-scale business 
going, to keep their community going.” 
(KI− 10)

EU = European Union; IUU = illegal, unreported, and unregulated; IPOA-IUU =
International Plan of Action to Prevent, Deter, and Eliminate IUU Fishing; KI =
key informant.
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aligned with the perception of KI-4, who, although recognising the text 
of the FAO’s IPOA-IUU, stated that on a practical level, “you have to start 
looking at what makes sense in the context of management or the context of 
the fishery that you’re working”. KI-9 remarked that they think “it’s very 
important that solutions, you know, while learning from other regions and so 
on, are tailored to the national, the regional and the very local context”, 
noting that there is “no silver bullet”. KI-6 reaffirmed this idea by stating, 
"I think it’s probably the fisher has a more accurate representation of what the 
issues actually are because, they’re, you know, they see it… I think as you get 
farther away… it becomes this, sort of, more amorphous type of thing”.

Root cause analysis and risk assessment were two approaches that 
were highlighted as ways to achieve clarity and precision within the 
appropriate context. Root cause analysis would help us “stop playing 
whack-a-mole at sea” (KI-10), while risk assessment could fine-tune re
sponses. Therefore, “once you have figured out what the main forms and big 
issues are, then you go for those” (KI-5). “You need to do the risk assessment 
to understand the main fleet types that you think are most problematic”, the 
“main types of regulations” that are being broken, the “seasonal issues”, 
and once you “understand who the players are, what they’re doing… where 
it’s taking place, and when it’s taking place” (KI-2), then you can begin to 
target problematic fishing with the available resources.

4. Discussion

In this study, we have attempted to contribute to the discourse on 
IUU fishing by gaining expert insights into its application and the po
tential consequences of any misconceptions. Through KI semi-structured 
interviews, we have identified variability in use across the geographic 
and institutional contexts in which the term’s user sits. Overall, we 
identified four broad misconceptions that emerged from the interviews: 
1) only large-scale industrial fishing fleets partake in illegal, unreported, 
and unregulated fishing activity; 2) the drivers and consequences of IUU 
fishing are restricted to stealing fish; 3) the applicability of IUU fishing 
as a clear-cut illegal activity is universal across scales; and 4) IUU fishing 
is the sole driver of unsustainable fisheries.

In the 1990s, persistent legal and regulatory gaps existed on the high 
seas. For example, longline fisheries operating within the Southern 
Ocean caught four times the regulated catch [1]. As a product of its time, 
the conception of IUU fishing emerged from within a large-scale 
RFMO-focused context [12,47,51]. Although it is challenging to oper
ationalise the term beyond this context [54,55], it has arguably been 
stretched to apply to many fisheries for which it is not appropriate or 
useful. This application across diverse spatiotemporal scales often re
sults in non-nuanced management approaches, which are often inef
fective and inequitable. Nevertheless, while the definition presented 
within the IPOA-IUU may be inappropriate in various contexts, IUU 
fishing, in whatever form it takes, does require attention, as do the 
socio-economic and socio-ecological interdependencies that may lead to 
and result from such activities.

Today, SSFs are responsible for approximately 40 % of total global 
capture fisheries production and employ an estimated 60.2 million 
people globally (90 % of the world’s capture fishing industry), with 
approximately 492 million people depending on them for their liveli
hood to some degree [30]. They, therefore, play a prominent role in the 
global fisheries industry. Approximately 97 % of SSFs are in developing 
countries [35]. These fisheries are based on diverse values, face unique 
challenges, and operate in various regulatory frameworks [44,52,54]. 
While global fisheries data regarding SSFs have limitations, overfishing 
(legal and illegal) and the direct or incidental take of vulnerable species 
in (regulated and unregulated) fisheries have been well documented in 
different parts of the world (e.g., [6,16,34]). Concerns with unreported 
fishing have also been highlighted, with, for example, Temple et al. [56]
estimating that in 2016, SSFs within the Southwest Indian Ocean were 
responsible for catching approximately 2.48 million sharks annually - 
72.6 % more than what was reported. Therefore, the implications of 
SSFs for fish stocks and marine biodiversity are significant, yet they are 

often inappropriately managed, and the unique socio-ecological systems 
in which they operate are often neglected [11,43,68].

Moreover, recognition of the interconnected socio-economic impli
cations of IUU fishing (as well as legal and regulated fishing) has been 
growing (e.g., [2,69,72]). In recent years, there has been more aware
ness of the links to other sectors, such as human, drug, and arms traf
ficking, and poor labour conditions, and the broader concept of fisheries 
crime has been coined. This raises awareness of the various crimes 
related to IUU fishing across the fisheries value chain. Integrating IUU 
fishing into fisheries crime is not ideal, however, as it eclipses distinct 
issues with varying degrees of severity. For example, fishing in a pro
tected area or with prohibited gear is very different to issues of slave 
labour and drug trafficking. Moreover, it obscures appropriate man
agement approaches and reinforces the predominant focus on illegal 
fishing [45]. Recognition of the benefits of regulatory pluralism could 
prove helpful [39]. Thus, Urbina [66] has suggested it would be bene
ficial to recognise discrete yet interrelated activities: 1) “illegal fishing” 
(e.g., the act of fishing in contravention of fishing regulations); 2) “illicit 
fisheries-related crime” (e.g., fraud, corruption, labour exploitation); 
and 3) “crimes committed in the context of the fisheries sector” (e.g., 
transnational organised crime).

The IPOA-IUU was designed to address a specific set of gaps in high 
seas fisheries at the turn of the century [12,23]. Its limitations, therefore, 
require recognition and acknowledgement. In particular, over the last 
twenty-five years, there has been increased attention to balancing social, 
economic, and environmental considerations in fisheries management 
(e.g., [3,14]). Therefore, adaptive interventions could use the flexible 
elements presented in the IPOA-IUU and broader fisheries management 
frameworks to address these additional concerns - for example, the 
FAO’s 2003 Technical Guidelines on the Ecosystem Approach to Fish
eries [32] and the more recent 2015 Voluntary Guidelines for Securing 
Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries [25]. These documents aim to guide 
how best to balance diverse interests and address the interrelated human 
elements of fisheries management, including IUU fishing.

4.1. Reconceptualising IUU fishing: A way forward

Our results correspond to previous studies highlighting gaps related 
to the socio-complexities of marine species management (e.g., [7]). As 
such, the deconstruction, reconceptualisation and reframing of termi
nology and concepts have been frequently documented in the social and 
natural sciences to move away from preconceived notions and stereo
types (e.g., [67,70,71]). A change in perception can enable a more 
comprehensive understanding of the issue(s) and potentially prompt 
more holistic conservation interventions [49]. Therefore, we support 
moving away from the current high-level interpretation of IUU fishing 
and recommend caution when implementing an overarching interna
tional, regional, and national policy to address IUU fishing in a catch-all 
or silver-bullet way.

To overcome the drawbacks that emerge from a reductionist inter
pretation of the IPOA-IUU, we suggest the term IUU fishing be used 
sparingly, instead focusing on understanding and defining the specific 
problem - illegal fishing, unreported fishing, or unregulated fishing - 
independently and in a context-specific way [58]. A problem-oriented 
approach ([33]; Fig. 1) could help develop a targeted and holistic un
derstanding, which can inform practical and nuanced management ap
proaches across relevant spatiotemporal scales. Because the specific 
issues become a “more amorphous type of thing” as you “get farther away” 
(KI-6), this “judicious” (KI-9) approach could foster a more appropriate 
conceptualisation of the issue(s) at hand and enable locally relevant 
interventions that recognise the unique ecological, economic, political, 
and social drivers at play. In line with root cause analysis and risk 
assessment, a problem-oriented approach involves identifying and tar
geting the underlying drivers that foster behaviour based on an appro
priate contextual understanding [5]. It seeks to move from a macro-level 
to a micro-level conception, promoting stakeholder engagement 
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through context-specific grassroots initiatives and interventions beyond 
law enforcement and the penal system. As such, it focuses on under
standing and eliminating the driving forces influencing behaviour [38]. 
This approach could, therefore, refute the four previously identified 
misconceptions by: 1) enabling a proper identification of the specific 
fishery of concern; 2) recognising the external contexts in which the 
fishery of concern is operating; 3) pinpointing the specific fishing ac
tivity or interconnected activities of concern; and 4) acknowledging 
other socio-ecological and socio-economic implications that require 
adaptive solutions. This would allow for the exploration of distinct in
terventions that address the underlying drivers of fisheries decline and 
enable a more engaged approach to fostering compliance, acquiring 
data, implementing regulation, or developing any other measure 
required to achieve sustainable and equitable fisheries.

4.2. Study limitations

We acknowledge several limitations within the methodology. The 
small sample size and recruitment technique (snowball sampling) may 
have resulted in selection bias and a sample that may not fully reflect the 
broader population. While our participants worked in various regions 
globally, we had no representation from individuals residing in Africa or 
Central and South America. Moreover, most of our participants were of a 
Caucasian background, with English as their first language. To minimise 
these biases, we ensured that initial recruitment strategies cross-cut 
diverse groups and backgrounds encompassing a wide range of in
dustry outlooks and opinions. Moreover, while our participants did not 
represent the full range of stakeholder groups, multiple participants 
cross-cut groups throughout their careers.

It is also essential to highlight the inherent subjectivity in qualitative 
research approaches, such as thematic analysis. The initial coding was 
informed directly from the semi-structured interview questions to 
reduce this subjectivity. Highlighted misconceptions were drawn from 
direct statements and evidence-based analysis, while the iterative cod
ing process enabled refinement of the supporting text. These limitations 
should be considered when interpreting the presented findings. We hope 
that future research will continue triangulating the themes drawn from 

this study through scholarly literature and on-the-ground fieldwork.

5. Conclusion

Through semi-structured interviews, this study sought to identify the 
implications of an abstract and macro-level conceptualisation of IUU 
fishing and its impact on sustainable fisheries. Illegal, unreported, and 
unregulated fishing are three distinct and dynamic components, 
dependent upon time and space and the socio-complex contexts in which 
they occur, with implications well beyond fishing. Therefore, there is a 
need to understand these distinct issues independently through a 
problem-oriented approach and reconceptualise the term on a relevant 
spatiotemporal scale. Reframing the narrative from this perspective may 
enable the integration of previously overlooked nuances, encouraging a 
more holistic approach that recognises fisheries management’s dynamic 
and interdisciplinary nature.
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