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A B S T R A C T   

Growing concern about forced and child labour abuses in the fishing industry has led to calls to integrate social 
issues within the sustainable seafood sector. While abusive labour practices in fisheries are increasingly studied, 
and consensus is building on overarching principles and benchmarks, few studies have reviewed the practical 
mechanisms available to mitigate forced and child labour risks. This paper provides an overview of labour risk 
management practices reported by fisheries certified to the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) Fisheries Stan-
dard, representing over 15% of the world’s marine capture fishery production. MSC-certified fisheries have been 
required to submit forced and child labour statements since 2018. The statements were analysed to examine the 
mechanisms to mitigate forced and child labour across different fishery contexts. Results indicated where MSC- 
certified vessels were broadly in line with expectations from international, private, and NGO standards or 
guidelines on labour issues, but also illustrated where there were departures. These could be explained by dif-
ferences in how policy and practice are applied in different regulatory and cultural contexts, such as the 
requirement for use of written contracts in countries that have ratified ILO C188 versus the preference in some 
cases for the use of verbal share agreements. This reflects the challenge of creating culturally-appropriate, 
adaptable standards that are able to detect real risks of labour violations. To fully consider these nuances, our 
proposed framework captures key aspects of setting, implementing, and monitoring and enforcement of re-
quirements alongside the roles of government, companies, and civil society. We propose this framework could be 
applied more broadly to evaluate fisheries’ practices.   

1. Introduction 

The fisheries sector contributes to economic development, food se-
curity, and livelihoods, providing direct and indirect employment for 
millions of people worldwide and up to 20% of animal protein for more 
than 3 billion people [1]. In addition to worldwide concerns around the 
long-term biological sustainability of fishing [1], growing evidence of 
egregious labour violations occurring in some fisheries has drawn 
attention to the need to study and monitor labour practices in the in-
dustry. Media and Non-Governmental Organisation (NGO) in-
vestigations have revealed cases of fishing crew working under forced 
labour conditions [2–7]. There are also reports and growing concern 
about the widespread use of child labour in some parts of the world [8]. 

Child labour in fisheries tends to be associated most often with 
small-scale, family run businesses [9], but there is evidence of children 
as young as 11 being found working on board commercial fishing vessels 
[10]. 

According to the International Labour Organization (ILO), the agri-
culture and fishing sector make up 11% of the 16 million people esti-
mated to be in forced labour in the private economy [11], and about 
70% of the estimated 160 million child labourers in the world work in 
agriculture and fisheries [9]. Emerging studies increasingly suggest that 
reduced stock productivity levels - and the consequent decrease in profit 
margins - leads to pressures on operators to increase fishing effort and 
cuts to the costs involved in hiring and ensuring the well-being of crew, 
thus resulting in forced labour and slave-like conditions at sea and a 
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demand on family labour [9,10,12–16]. 
The fishing sector faces conditions that makes it particularly 

vulnerable to forced labour, defined by the ILO as all work or service 
which is exacted from any person under the menace of any penalty and 
for which the said person has not offered themselves voluntarily [17], 
and also vulnerable to child labour, defined as work that deprives 
children of their childhood, their potential, and their dignity, and that is 
harmful to physical and mental development [18]. The conditions that 
create these vulnerabilities include the complexity of legal jurisdiction, 
especially when fishers are working on vessels registered or fishing in 
states other than their nationality [13,19,20]; low union membership; 
exclusion of self-employed fishers or migrants from employment laws 
[19,21]; migrant crew and involvement of labour brokers [7,22,23]; 
distant water fishing involving remote locations and isolation [13,21, 
22]; regular transhipment increasing the time vessels can stay at sea, 
resulting in isolation of the crew and difficulty with inspection [13,24]; 
systems of pay deductions leading to debt bondage [6,21,23] as well as 
underlying exploitation of labour pools due to the lack of formal papers, 
poor language ability, and - particularly with respect to child labour - 
limited access to education, absence of child care facilities in fishing 
communities, pressure on family labour and underlying poverty [6, 
8–10,25–27]. 

The growing concern about the vulnerabilities and consequent 
forced and child labour abuses known to occur in the fishing industry 
has led to calls to invest in research on the social dimensions of sus-
tainable seafood and for key actors including industry, business, re-
tailers, and NGOs to integrate social performance within the sustainable 
seafood sector [13,23,28–31]. Currently, there are a number of inter-
national instruments that provide the basis for labour regulations. These 
include the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights [32] and, spe-
cifically to the fisheries sector, the ILO Work in Fishing Convention C188 
(ILO C188 [33]). ILO C188 came into force in 2017 [34], but has only 
been ratified by 20 countries to date, excluding some key fishing nations 
(e.g., US, Korea, China and Spain). In the last few years, a number of 
labour and social related standards for fisheries have emerged, including 
the Fair Trade USA capture fisheries standard [35], the Responsible 
Fishing Vessel Standard [36], and the Fairness Integrity Safety and 
Health (FISH) standard for crew [37]. 

Several requirements and benchmarks are commonly identified 
through the various conventions, legislation, frameworks, standards, 
and codes as essential to preventing forced and child labour. These 
include specification of minimum age limits to prevent child labour; 
improvements to crew recruitment practices; enhanced engagement 
with fish worker groups; written crew contracts that clearly specify 
rights and responsibilities and are understood by crew; the need for 
worker-centred audits and labour inspections; ensuring that repatriation 
arrangements are in place for workers to prevent abandonment of crew; 
preventing illegal wage deductions or payment for jobs that cause 
workers to be unfree to leave employments due to debt bondage; the 
need for grievance mechanisms that are accessible, confidential and 
non-retaliatory; and ensuring that workers have access to their 

identification documents [33,35–41]. However, while the nature, cau-
ses, risk factors, and indicators of abusive labour practices in fisheries 
are increasingly studied and there is an emergence of initiatives aiming 
to establish certification standards and requirements for social perfor-
mance, there are few studies into the measures that actors can use to 
translate standards and requirements into practice. 

This paper aims to provide an overview of measures used to mitigate 
the risk of forced and child labour in fisheries certified to the Marine 
Stewardship Council (MSC) Fisheries Standard, representing over 15% 
of the world’s marine capture fishery production and a range of geog-
raphies, gear types, scales, target species, and regulatory contexts 
(Table 1). MSC certificate holders have been required to submit forced 
and child labour statements as part of the Standard’s requirements since 
2018 and are required to make these publicly available. Analysis of these 
statements provided a wealth of information on the mechanisms by 
which a subset of arguably the world’s best managed fisheries work to 
mitigate the risk of forced and child labour in their operations. Further, 
this analysis supported the creation of a conceptual framework to map 
out and evaluate practical labour risk management mechanisms within 
fisheries, categorised by the roles of different actors and the type of 
intervention. 

2. Materials and methods 

2.1. Data source 

In 2018, the MSC introduced a new policy requiring all fisheries in 
the program to submit a labour statement - using a pre-determined 
template - to outline measures, policies and practices undertaken in 
their fishery to ensure the absence of forced and child labour. The 
statement template was developed through review of the literature, 
including normative standards on labour and emerging best practice, to 
identify key issues pertinent to forced and child labour. These were 
refined and distilled into twelve questions through consultation with 
stakeholders including fisheries, labour experts, and NGOs. The labour 
statements were completed by certificate holders for all MSC certified 
fisheries by 31st August 2019 and are available publicly [42]. A full list 
of the statement questions is provided in the Supplementary Materials 
(S1). 

2.2. Study design 

2.2.1. Fishery descriptors 
General characteristics of each fishery (Table S2) were extracted 

from Public Certification Reports available online [42] and recorded 
alongside information drawn from the corresponding labour statement 
in order to analyse the statement content against different fishery con-
texts. Small-scale fisheries (SSF) were identified using the MSC SSF 
definition based on vessel length, gear type, and degree of processing 
that occurs on board (supporting information S3). High seas operation 
referred to where vessels fish at any time within international waters. 

Table 1 
Regional distribution of labour statements including: number of statements from fisheries that are small-scale , that operate on the high seas, and where labour re-
sponsibility crosses national boundaries. Russia is presented separately as it spans both Europe and Asia.  

Continent No. MSC labour statements No. small-scale No. operating on high seas No. multi-jurisdictional 

Europe 130 28 (22%) 31 (24%) 85 (65%) 
North America 57 16 (28%) 11 (19%) 18 (32%) 
Oceania 26 5 (19%) 6 (23%) 6 (23%) 
South America 20 1 (5%) 10 (50%) 12 (60%) 
Russia 15 4 (27%) 3 (20%) 6 (40%) 
Asia 12 4 (33%) 4 (33%) 6 (50%) 
Africa 2 1 (50%) 0 (0%) 1 (50%) 
Antarctica 1 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 1 (100%) 
Cross continents (Europe, Africa) 1 0 (0%) 1 (100%) 1 (100%) 
Statement total 264 59 (22%) 66 (25%) 136 (51%)  
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Lastly, responsibility for labour issues was considered to be 
multi-jurisdictional whenever fishing took place in more than one 
country’s waters, when fishing occurred both within a country’s EEZ 
and on the high seas, or when the certificate holder country was 
different from the coastal state and flag country. 

2.2.2. Labour statement content analysis and conceptual framework 
Content analysis of the MSC labour statements led to identification of 

a range of practical risk management policies, practices, and measures 
(mechanisms) described by certificate holders to prevent forced and 
child labour on fishing vessels. The actors responsible for each mecha-
nism were also recorded (government, companies, or civil society). 

As these mechanisms were identified, eight themes that allowed their 
categorisation emerged. These were: minimum age, fish worker 
engagement, grievance mechanisms, contracts, repatriation arrange-
ments, debt bondage avoidance, recruitment practices, and personal 
identification (Fig. 1). Three cross-cutting processes that applied to each 
of the eight themes were identified: setting requirements; implementa-
tion of requirements; and monitoring and enforcement, which included 
audits. These themes and processes were also informed by the ILO in-
dicators of forced labour, as well as other standards and benchmarks. 

As a result of the content analysis and the identification of common 
themes, processes, and actors across risk mitigation mechanisms re-
ported within the labour statements, a conceptual framework was sub-
sequently developed to analyse the typology of each reported 
mechanism (illustrated using general interventions in Fig. 2). The 
framework was used to categorise mechanisms within each theme ac-
cording to the process in which they were applied (setting requirements, 
implementation, or monitoring and enforcement) and the type of actor 
responsible (government, company, or civil society). 

2.2.3. Prevalence of key mechanisms 
In addition to the range of mechanisms identified by each theme, the 

content analysis allowed the identification of selected mechanisms that 
could be measured quantitatively in terms of prevalence across MSC 
certified fisheries, and which are frequently referred to within bench-
marks within seafood labour standards and guidelines. The number of 
statements reporting use of each key mechanism and the number of 
unclear or non-applicable responses were documented and analysed in 
relation to general fishery characteristics to understand the context in 
which they are applied. 

To reduce subjectivity when interpreting certificate holder re-
sponses, specific definitions were created: Fish worker engagement (FWE) 

referred to co-operatives, fisher associations, NGOs, producer organi-
sations, unions, and any other form of engagement (presence of unions 
was recorded as engagement with unions at any point); Use of migrant 
crew specifically referred to use of workers from a country of origin other 
than the certificate holder country; Inspections were defined as those 
conducted by a government body against a government standard; and 
third party audits were those conducted against an independent standard. 

2.3. Data and study design limitations 

The labour statements, as a secondary source not designed for 
comparative analysis, had limitations on what could be extracted from 
them. Information was provided as narrative text that was variable in 
quality and the level of detail provided. Furthermore, statements were 
provided by certificate holders who were not always vessel owners and 
had variable access to information as representative associations or 
marketing organisations. The information was nonetheless well suited to 
extracting a typology of mechanisms. Extracting data to calculate the 
prevalence of the key mechanisms, however, included an element of 
uncertainty, so the number of unclear responses were calculated and the 
data derived should be seen as indicative of patterns rather than abso-
lute measures. 

3. Results 

3.1. Overview of fishery types 

A total of 264 statements were completed by certificate holders for 
371 certified fisheries (representing 100% of certified fisheries in August 
2019) based in a range of geographic areas and representing a variety of 
scales, operations, and regulatory contexts (Table 1). The statements 
represent certificate holders from over 45 countries, targeting over 90 
species, using a variety of gears from 12 gear type groups, and with 
catches ranging from 1 t to 1 million t (Table S4). The number of 
statements is not equivalent to the number of certified fisheries as it 
includes statements from certificate holders that may represent multiple 
fisheries, and individual fisheries composed of multiple companies that 
each submitted individual labour statements. All statements were 
included to ensure all companies were represented in the analysis. 

The majority (56%) of labour statements were submitted by certifi-
cate holders such as NGOs, governments, associations, or producer or-
ganisations that were representing the vessel owners in the fishery, 7% 
were submitted by certificate holders who buy from the certified vessels, 

Fig. 1. Illustration of the eight themes and three processes (setting requirements, implementation and monitoring and enforcement) derived from the content 
analysis of the MSC Labour Statements and informed by the ILO indicators of forced labour. 
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and 32% of statements were submitted directly by the vessel owners. 
The remaining 5% came from certificate holders with a mixed rela-
tionship with the vessel. 

3.2. Risk management mechanisms within MSC fisheries against themes 
and processes 

This section describes the main findings of the analysis. It outlines 
the prevalence of some key mechanisms across certificate holders, 
implementation of wider measures addressed within each theme, and 
mechanisms for setting and enforcement of requirements. 
Tables containing the full list of practical mechanisms identified per 
theme and categorised using the conceptual framework can be found in 
Tables S6.1 - S6.9.3. 

3.2.1. Prevalence of key mechanisms 
Fig. 3 illustrates the proportion of MSC certificate holders reporting 

the presence of key mechanisms that were measured quantitively. It 
indicates the proportion of fisheries reporting alignment with some 
benchmarks that are frequently recommended within seafood labour 
standards and guidelines (Fig. 3). The results show that within MSC 
fisheries there is a high prevalence of fisheries with minimum legal age 
limits, written contracts for crew, inspections and grievance mecha-
nisms in place; and medium prevalence of fish worker engagement, 
confirmed repatriation arrangements and use of migrant crew. Mean-
while there is low prevalence of confirmed inspections in the last two 
years and of fisheries with labour requirements set through ILO 188, 
company policies or third-party standards. The full list of quantitative 
results including proportions of unclear and non-applicable responses 
are provided in Table S5, and the results are unpacked per theme and 
process below. 

3.2.2. Process of setting requirements: legislative and policy framework 
Setting requirements is the process by which standards, laws or 

policies are set and provide the overarching expectations on labour. The 
analysis of certificate holder responses found examples within MSC 
certified fisheries of where requirements for labour conditions are set at 
the government, civil society, and company levels. At the government 
level, labour legislation (laws, rules, and regulations) was found to be 
complex, with requirements differing across nations, and re-
sponsibilities spread across different governmental departments (fish-
eries, maritime, labour, health and safety, and human right sectoral 
divisions). 

Most statements confirmed the overarching flag state responsibility 
for labour across fisheries although the flag state for all vessels was not 
always stated. Fisheries management is more often the responsibility of 
the coastal state or region which is of most relevance for environmental 
sustainability, as certified by MSC. However, there were also cases of 
coastal and port states control over labour issues. For example, by states: 
specifying labour conditions within fishing licenses; ensuring all vessels 
are flagged to the coastal country thereby aligning regulations between 
coastal and flag state (e.g. New Zealand); inspecting vessels arriving into 
port under ILO C188; or specifying crew conditions through immigra-
tion regulations. At the regional level, the Western and Central Pacific 
Fisheries Commission (WCPFC) - a Regional Fisheries Management 
Organisation (RFMO) - has set minimum labour standards that apply to 
vessels fishing within relevant EEZs and high sea areas regardless of flag 
state, although these are not binding. 

Civil societies were also found to have an influence in setting re-
quirements through standards or guidelines, in some cases developed in 
collaboration with the private sector. Examples included the Fair Trade 
Capture Fisheries Standard, the Responsible Fishing Vessel Standard, 
and the Seafood Task Force standard. At the company level, 8% of re-
spondents have developed their own policies and audit programmes that 
cover labour conditions, often supported by NGOs or prompted by in-
surance conditions. 

Fig. 2. Conceptual framework to analyse the typology of mechanisms within each theme according to the key actors responsible (government, companies, and civil 
society) and the relevant process (setting requirements, implementation, or monitoring and enforcement). 
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3.2.3. Minimum age 
Certificate holders provided information on national minimum age 

requirements for crew, and the systems in place to ensure that minimum 
age requirements are met (Table S6.1). 

Sixty seven percent of certificate holders operate in countries with a 
minimum legal age of 16, , and 15% operate in regions where the 
minimum legal age is less than 16. The latter were notably under legal 
exemptions, where fisheries were recreational, cultural, coastal, or for 
hand-gathered species, and conditional on written consents of a parent 
or legal guardian, completion of compulsory education, restrictions on 
permissible work and working hours, working with family, or where 
work is part of an apprenticeship. 

In about 15% of cases, certificate holders explicitly mentioned 
company policies where the minimum age for employment in the 
company is above the legal requirement so that workers have to be 18 
years or older. This was often linked to fisheries with longer trip dura-
tions or high seas fisheries, for example in the South Georgia Icefish 
fishery where workers have to be 21 years or older. 

Mechanisms in place to implement and ensure compliance and 
avoidance of child labour include government agency investigation of 

crew lists, internship rules, worker agreement, crew ID checks at-port 
and at-sea, and second- and third-party audits by companies and 
NGOs. Penalties for non-compliance with specified minimum age re-
quirements include imprisonment, heavy fines, and loss of certification. 

3.2.4. Fish worker engagement 
Almost half of statements of certificate holders confirmed there was 

some form of fish-worker engagement, with unions being the most 
frequently mentioned form of association (Fig. 3). This appeared to be 
more widespread in certified fisheries in Argentina, Chile, South Africa, 
New Zealand, Denmark, Iceland, and Norway (where the ‘Nordic Labour 
Model’ reflects strong engagement between authorities, employers, and 
unions and allows for representation up to government level). However, 
32% of statements did not report fish worker engagement, and unions 
were not always the engagement of choice, being particularly low within 
some countries such as the UK and the US. 

Other forms of association included fisheries management struc-
tures, marketing structures and NGOs that may provide compassionate 
support (e.g., Fishery Missions) or facilitate resource management. For 
instance, the small-scale tuna fishery in the Solomon Island has Fair 

Fig. 3. Proportion of MSC labour statements reporting the presence of key mechanisms for each theme. Key mechanisms were identified based on what could be 
extracted from the dataset and were informed by frequently recommended benchmarks within seafood labour standards and guidelines. 
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Trade USA in addition to MSC certification that requires the establish-
ment of representative associations and meeting of certain social 
standards. 

Table S6.2 illustrates the range of mechanisms used within MSC 
fisheries to support worker engagement. Governments set the legal re-
quirements for representation to enable worker groups, and companies 
engage with groups to negotiate collective bargaining agreements 
(CBAs). Some CBAs are only applicable to union members, but in other 
examples for instance certified fisheries in Denmark, they apply to all 
workers including migrant workers. 

3.2.5. Grievance mechanisms 
Grievance mechanisms were reported by certificate holders 

(Table S6.3), describing whether grievance routes were through au-
thorities (62%), unions and worker representation (34%), or company 
policies and contractual procedures (15%) (Fig. 3). For instance, certi-
fied fisheries in Iceland and Sweden highlighted regulations requiring 
appointment of worker representatives as ‘shop stewards’ to report 
grievances to unions and employers, while some companies reported 
formal and audited policies for grievances such as within the Jack 
Mackerel fishery in Chile. 

A small number of statements (7%) described government, company, 
or NGO hotlines (sometimes anonymous) as the channel for submitting 
grievances and reporting on child labour issues. For example, in the 
Argentinian Patagonian Scallop fishery, the coast guard provides a free 
anonymous 24-hour hotline. Others, such as the Australian Heard Island 
and McDonald Islands toothfish fishery, specified that crew are given 
free access to Wi-Fi communications, enabling the use of grievance 
channels. 

Certificate holders also highlighted government measures to ensure 
that workers know their rights and provide whistle-blower legislation to 
protect workers from discrimination or retribution. This was occasion-
ally supplemented by company measures, for instance in the Atlantic 
Menhaden fishery in the US, where the company supplies employee 
handbooks including a summary of rights, grievance policy and hotline 
number to report concerns. 

3.2.6. Contracts 
Certificate holders reported a variety of mechanisms for providing 

and enforcing the use of legally binding contracts (Table S6.4). Where 
written contracts didn’t exist, verbal contracts and share agreements 
were mostly used, and the majority of certificate holders reported that 
contracts were supported by a legislative and enforcement framework at 
the government level designed to protect worker’s rights. 

Whilst vessels flagged to countries that had ratified ILO C188 are 
required to provide written contracts, the type of contracts typically 
depended on fishery scale, culture and tradition, and the presence of 
strong union groups. For example, in some fisheries, union agreements 
may inform or even stand in place of individual contracts, such as in the 
West Greenland Halibut fishery. Verbal contracts often occurred in 
community-based fisheries where social customs play a significant role, 
such as the Maldives Pole and Line or Normandy and Jersey Lobster 
fisheries, or where there is a cultural norm, such as in a number of Ca-
nadian fisheries that have a tradition of using verbal share agreements. 

Written contracts were more common for high seas fisheries (82% of 
66 statements), compared to non-high seas fisheries (64% of 198 
statements). It was also higher where responsibility crossed multiple 
jurisdictions (79% of 136 statements) compared to single jurisdiction 
fisheries (56% of 121 statements) and lower in SSF’s (52% of 59 state-
ments) compared to non-SSF’s (73% of 205 statements). However, 
written agreements were found in some SSFs, such as the PT Citraraja 
Ampat fishery where they are checked by the harbour master for each 
vessel. 

Some fisheries reported the question to be non-applicable (Table S5), 
for instance where the vessel owner was the sole crew. Others reported 
partial use of written contracts or different approaches for different 

crew, for example, in the Australia blue grenadier fishery national crew 
are hired under verbal share agreements and migrant crew have con-
tracts specifying an annual salary and repatriation arrangements. 

3.2.7. Repatriation arrangements 
Certificate holders reported several repatriation mechanisms across 

all actor levels (Table S6.5). Many statements described national legis-
lation requiring inclusion of repatriation arrangements within contracts 
(Fig. 3), such as the New Zealand Maritime Transport Act 1994 which 
also requires employers to pay all reasonable costs for foreign crew. 
Others reported repatriation arrangements were covered in CBAs. 

A small percentage of statements also explicitly referred to company 
policies on repatriation, such as guaranteeing repatriation to origin 
countries of crew (e.g., the Echebaster Tuna fishery). However, re-
sponses were not always clear on whether repatriation arrangements 
and conditions were stipulated by legislation, company polices, or CBAs. 

The presence of repatriation “safety nets” for cases when the com-
pany could not cover costs were reported both at the government level, 
such as in the Russian fisheries that reported the government will cover 
costs of repatriation if a company fails to do so, and at the company 
level, such as the repatriation insurance requirement for companies in 
the Scapeche, Euronor and Compagnie de Peche de St Malo Saithe 
fishery. 

Almost half the statements reported that repatriation requirements 
were not applicable to the certificate holder. These fisheries typically 
consisted of entirely self-employed crew, did not hire migrant crew, 
operated close to shore, only made short trips from their home port, or 
only hired migrant crew with permanent resident status. SSF were also 
twice as likely to report the question as non-applicable than non-SSF 
(64% of 59 SSF statements, 31% of 205 non-SSF statements). 

3.2.8. Debt bondage avoidance 
Most statements gave details on costs covered by employers and 

those by the employee. For instance, in the Russian Sea of Okhotsk 
Pollock fishery, “Shipowners have responsibility for travel to the workplace, 
visas, medical costs, working clothing and food as regulated by Russian 
federal laws.” Others described how pay records provide transparency on 
any deductions. 

Notably, a number of certificate holders operating in isolated loca-
tions pay directly into workers bank accounts even when using 
recruitment agencies. Some governments work to avoid recruitment 
costs being passed onto migrant fishers, such as in Ireland where the 
Atypical Work Permit rules for migrant fishers are reportedly in reform 
to eliminate this practice. 

Share arrangements were reported by 38% of statements for some or 
all crew (Fig. 3). Here pay deductions are an accepted part of the 
agreement, where crew are paid a share of profits. For instance, Danish 
certificate holders noted that the cost of food is deducted “in an age-old 
sharing system with fixed profit percentages for the vessels and crew 
respectively.” In one North Sea flatfish fishery, it was reported that on the 
rare occasion debt could occur, the open market allows crew to leave 
freely, and they would generally do so. To counter the risk of debt 
bondage in New Zealand and Australia, legislation ensures that share- 
fishers receive fixed payments that do not fall below the minimum 
wage in addition to their share bonuses. The range of mechanisms used 
to avoid instances of debt bondage across all statements is provided in 
Table S6.6. 

3.2.9. Recruitment practices 
The use of migrants as crew on fishing vessels within the MSC pro-

gramme was confirmed by 40% of certificate holder statements and was 
particularly likely to occur in tuna (75%) or toothfish (100%) fisheries. 
These fisheries were also more likely to use recruitment agencies to hire 
migrant crew, and often mitigated risks through the use of certified 
agencies or by companies paying directly for services to avoid fees being 
passed onto crew. A full list of mechanisms used to reduce the risks 

C. Tindall et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 



Marine Policy 143 (2022) 105140

7

associated with recruitment of crew, particularly migrant crew, are 
given in Table S6.7. 

Companies play an important role in the protection of migrant crew 
through ID and age-checks and keeping updated crew lists. For instance, 
in the Faroese cold water prawn fishery, crew lists are submitted to 
authorities before every trip. Companies also reported paying directly 
into crew bank accounts and providing direct contracts in the appro-
priate languages. There were still instances, however, where some crew 
have contracts and are paid directly by recruitment agencies, while 
others from other nationalities are on different contracts. 

Governments play a role in licensing recruitment agencies and 
ensuring that fees were not passed on directly or indirectly to crew 
members, registering seafarers, checking crew lists, limiting % of 
migrant crew and setting minimum standards through visa systems. For 
instance, in Australia, visa conditions for migrant crew ensure that 
annual earnings must be equivalent to an Australian worker. Policies of 
non-discrimination and absence of recruitment fees are common ele-
ments of NGO guidelines on ethical recruitment. 

3.2.10. Personal identification 
Procedures for maintaining crew access to ID were reported by cer-

tificate holders at the government and company levels (Table S6.8). In 
most cases, certificate holders reported crew retain or have full access to 
their own ID (Fig. 3). In some cases, such as in the Osprey Trawlers 
fishery, personal lockers are available to protect ID. Others reported that 
companies take copies of ID but do not hold the original documents. 

Full access to ID refers to where the captain retains ID documents for 
safe-keeping and crew are able to access or request their documents at 
any time. However, the process on how this is achieved was not always 
outlined. It is illegal in many countries for employers to retain ID 
without written consent (e.g., as reported by certificate holders based in 
Norway, Chile, Netherlands, among others) and in some cases it was 
stated that it is a criminal offence (e.g., certificate holders in Australia, 
Russia). 

Where certificate holders reported the question was not applicable, 
the relevant fisheries typically hired no migrant crew, consisted entirely 
of self-employed crew, operated solely in coastal waters, or were single 
handed vessels. SSF were also more likely to report the question as non- 
applicable (31% of 59 statements, 6% of 205 non-SSF statements), as 
well as fisheries where labour responsibility was within a single juris-
diction (20% of 121 single jurisdiction statements, 4% of 136 multi- 
jurisdictional statements). 

3.2.11. Process of monitoring and enforcement 
Certificate holders reported on monitoring activities, with the most 

common being inspections and audits. A high proportion of statements 
(79%) reported inspections or audits, with some unclear responses 
(16%) and 5% reporting no inspections or not applicable owing to their 
small-scale, having union oversight or low risk status. A smaller pro-
portion (28%) of statements confirmed they had received inspections or 
audits in the past two years. 

Inspections described included those conducted remotely, such as 
the Labour Inspectorate review of timesheets and observer records in 
New Zealand within the Albacore tuna fishery; or inspections conducted 
in person through port-side or at-sea vessel checks (Table S6.9.1). Port 
inspections of foreign flagged vessels were reported where states had 
ratified ILO C188, for example a Spanish vessel from the MSC-certified 
Ross Sea Toothfish fishery reportedly inspected within a South African 
port. 

Scope of inspections (Table S6.9.2) ranged from a focus on fisheries 
regulations (which may include labour elements) through to crew list 
checks, health and safety inspections and checks against labour laws or 
more detailed labour standards. For instance, in Northern Ireland the 
Anglo-North Irish Fish Producers Organisation has teamed up with the 
NGO Human Rights at Sea to undertake a three-year crew audit to assess 
labour and working conditions. 

There was also variability in frequency of inspections (Table S6.9.3), 
from situations where inspections are only triggered following a 
complaint, to regular scheduled inspections. Some active inspection 
regimes were noted (e.g., US Pacific Hake fishery) where there are 
regular unannounced inspections at sea, in combination with port-side 
checks; and countries that have ratified ILO C188 award their flagged 
vessels with a certificate of compliance. Fisheries observers fell into the 
category of near continuous inspections where social elements form part 
of their remit. 

Broader forms of enforcement were also reported including the use of 
penalties, fines, and litigation by governments; and dispute resolution or 
removal of approval (e.g., certification) by civil society groups. For 
example, within the West Greenland offshore halibut fishery any non- 
conformities found by Danish Maritime authority can prevent the boat 
from leaving the harbour or renewing annual quotas and licences. 

4. Discussion 

This analysis of MSC labour self-declarations offers an overview of 
labour risk management practices at the vessel level across some of the 
best environmentally performing fisheries globally: those that have 
embarked on voluntary certification against the MSC Fisheries Standard. 
The study identifies mechanisms used to mitigate labour risks across 
eight themes (minimum age, fish worker engagement, grievance 
mechanisms, contracts, repatriation arrangements, debt bondage 
avoidance, migrant recruitment, and personal identification) applied 
through three processes (setting requirements, implementing re-
quirements, and monitoring and enforcement) by a range of actors 
(governments, companies and civil society). It illustrates practical ap-
proaches in place across MSC certified fisheries to prevent child and 
forced labour and identifies areas for potential improvement of labour 
risk mitigation practices within MSC fisheries. 

The study provides detailed information representing a range of 
fisheries that, whilst not fully representative of fisheries worldwide, 
includes those with characteristics associated with worker vulnerabil-
ities such as fishing on the high seas, complex legal jurisdictions, 
employment of migrant crew and informal community fisheries, 
meaning that the results are relevant to global efforts to mitigate labour 
risks on fishing vessels. However, it is recognised that this represents a 
subset of well-managed fisheries which still have areas to address on 
social issues, therefore highlighting the still greater challenge in 
addressing labour issues in the full spectrum of global fisheries. 

Results from the analysis indicate where certified fisheries align with 
emerging international, private, and NGOs standards or guidelines to 
eliminate indicators of child and forced labour outlined by ILO [43]. 
However, results also highlighted potential gaps, illustrating the 
complexity in how policy and practice is applied in different regulatory 
contexts. For example, written contracts are often set as a standard, but 
the review found verbal contracts and share agreements can be present 
even in developed countries (e.g., Canada). There are also instances 
where there are different contracts across workers in the same fishery, 
which merits further investigation given the principle of 
non-discrimination is at the center of many social standards. Some 
companies address regulatory gaps and inconsistencies by setting their 
policies above and beyond national requirements. 

Other gaps include fish worker engagement, where approaches vary 
between different countries, with some having a very strong culture of 
representation through unions and others relying on regulations and 
litigation. Types of engagement also affected the route through which 
workers exercise agency on working conditions [44], with the majority 
citing government authorities as the main grievance channel. These 
channels were reportedly strengthened where there was whistle-blower 
protection, where crew were aware of their rights and where they had 
access to a means of communication. Attention therefore needs to be 
placed on both the grievance channel and the enabling factors that 
ensure they are accessible and lead to effective prevention of issues, and 
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remediation of grievances [45]. 
While there were some examples of penalties, fines, and revoked 

licenses, more emphasis was generally placed on monitoring (e.g., in-
spections and audits) than enforcement. The regularity of inspections 
was lower than expected, and highlights jurisdictional complexity. For 
instance, flag states are responsible for setting and enforcing labour 
standards on fishing vessels, and while this can be the same country as 
where the fishing is taking place, flag states can also be geographically 
distant from where fishing or landing occurs. There is also a wider issue 
on the mismatch between flag-state responsibility for labour issues and 
coastal state responsibility for fisheries management [20]. The state-
ments highlighted emerging mechanisms by which coastal countries are 
increasing their control over labour conditions by including minimum 
standards within license regulations, and if a country has ratified ILO 
C188, ports are empowered to inspect landing vessels. However, while 
one example was given of an RFMO setting voluntary minimum labour 
standards, there are still significant challenges in how these standards 
are enforced on the high seas. 

In each of the themes, examples of the principles set out within 
existing labour standards were found within the labour statements, but 
of particular interest were the practical mechanisms by which these 
requirements were reportedly implemented in practice. For instance, 
certificate holders reported how in some countries, debt bondage is 
avoided by ensuring the minimum wage is protected even after any 
deductions. Access to free or reasonably priced communications was 
another practical tool for mitigating against isolation and debt bondage. 
Furthermore, CBAs were indicated as important for workers to use their 
agency to influence working conditions. In some cases, these were 
specific to members and in others they were highly inclusive, covering 
all non-union members and migrant crew regardless of status. While the 
study did not measure effectiveness, the supplementary tables provide a 
rich resource of mechanisms across each theme on what MSC fisheries 
have described as achievable in practice. 

A key practical mechanism used to mitigate the risk of child labour is 
through instituting and enforcing of minimum age requirements. Many 
standards set a benchmark of a minimum age of 16 on fishing vessels. In 
practice there are countries where the legal minimum age is lower. 
These are often under specified conditions (as allowed under ILO 188) 
such as with parental supervision, but there may be a need for action by 
governments to increase the minimum legal age, or for companies to 
develop their own policies on minimum working age. Globally, another 
important approach to mitigate child labour is to work to increase child 
access to education [9]. While there were instances in which the legal 
minimum age is linked to attainment of compulsory, minimum educa-
tion levels, there were no references to active efforts by key actors 
working directly to enhance access to education for children or to the 
use of other typical mechanisms to mitigate child labour risks, such as 
provision of child care. This may be due to low overlap of certified 
fisheries with fisheries where there may be a reliance of fisheries on 
family labour. 

The level of potential labour risk was found to have an impact on the 
number of mechanisms used in practice, where higher vulnerability to 
the risk of forced labour (e.g., fishing on the high seas or under multiple 
jurisdictions, migrant crew) was associated with more mechanisms to 
mitigate risk, such as a high likelihood of having written contracts, 
company policy on minimum age, repatriation arrangements, ID pol-
icies, regular inspections, fish worker engagement, and NGO support. 
Conversely, cases with less vulnerability factors tended to report a 
reduced suite of mechanisms. These fisheries may have vessels all flag-
ged to the same country, all national crew, or operate in their own 
coastal state, close to the shore, with short-trip durations. In these cases, 
the need for elements such as repatriation arrangements and ID policies 
were reported to be limited. 

The mechanisms were also found to be specific to the actor respon-
sible for their implementation, in line with the expectation that gov-
ernments, companies and civil society all have parts to play in mitigating 

against forced and child labour risks [31,46]. While governments need 
to provide enabling legislation and effective enforcement [13], private 
companies have the capacity to implement standards on their vessels 
and supply chains [22,30] and individual and collective agency are 
important for holding actors to account [21]. There were examples of 
collaboration across different actors, such as in the Nordic labour model 
where worker groups, companies and authorities work together in 
setting and upholding labour standards. However, there were also in-
stances where one actor compensates for another, where there is a lack 
of capacity, such as when companies set their own standards and audit 
regimes where flag state inspection is weak. 

The conceptual framework of mechanisms presented here, populated 
with examples across a range of fisheries, provides a useful reference for 
different practices that can be used within different regulatory and 
cultural contexts. Mechanisms are organised into categories related to 
the process involved (setting requirements, implementation, or inspec-
tion) and by the actors responsible (governments, companies, or civil 
society). This allows all aspects of setting, implementation, and in-
spection on requirements to be reviewed and reveals any gaps, for 
example where policies exist on paper but with no means to follow up, or 
where implementation is hindered by a lack of policy consistency across 
a fishery. Identifying the stakeholder responsible for each tool also al-
lows clarity on the roles of government, companies, and civil society and 
how they enable each other, or compensate where there are gaps in 
capacity. 

The variability in the use of mechanisms between different fisheries, 
flag states and countries highlights the potential to harmonise best- 
practice. For instance, there are opportunities to strengthen efforts to 
tackle forced and child labour through the wider ratification of ILO 188 
[13,19], set binding standards at the regional level, and for companies to 
engage in assessing their risks and exercising due diligence and remedies 
[22]. There is also a need for increased oversight that takes a 
multi-disciplinary approach and triangulates data from many different 
sources [22,30], enhances transparency and traceability [13,29,30] as 
well as building on collective action and the role of civil society in 
particular through fish worker engagement [21,27]. However, the 
variability of different mechanisms in practice is also a reminder of how 
relevant interventions may vary with different risk levels and how there 
are many routes for achieving overarching principles and benchmarks. 
These findings can support the further development of labour standards 
reflecting what is being applied in practice; variable local, fishery and 
cultural contexts; and the contribution of different stakeholders. 

Further research can build on this baseline with an opportunity to 
replicate the data collection and analysis in the future, improve quan-
titative indicators, and illustrate trends over time. There are also issues 
that merit further investigation such as how to clarify the jurisdiction for 
labour responsibilities as well as addressing the challenge of monitoring 
and enforcing best-practice labour standards on the high seas. 

5. Conclusions 

This analysis of self-reporting by fisheries certified to the MSC 
Fisheries Standard illustrates the range of measures reported to be in 
place to reduce the risk of child and forced labour occurring on vessels 
within fisheries certified as environmentally sustainable. Mechanisms 
for each theme were organised into a conceptual framework that cap-
tures the roles of different actors (governments, companies, and civil 
society) and the processes of intervention from setting requirements, 
implementing these requirements, and monitoring and enforcing 
compliance. Results indicated where MSC-certificate holders report they 
follow principles for addressing labour issues (e.g., minimum age, fair 
recruitment practices, grievance mechanisms) that are broadly in line 
with benchmarks from international, private, and NGO standards or 
guidelines on labour. There were departures in some cases which could 
be explained by differences in how policy and practice are applied ac-
cording to regulatory and cultural contexts. This diversity reflects the 
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need to create context-appropriate mechanisms, while at the same time 
striving for clear standards and benchmarks to detect real risks of labour 
violations. The conceptual framework developed herein may be a 
helpful reference for seafood industry actors and standard-setters to map 
out appropriate mechanisms to mitigate context-specific risks, rather 
than taking a one-size-fits-all approach. 
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