
HUMAN RIGHTS, MODERN SLAVERY 
AND SOCIAL ISSUES IN FISHERIES 



MODERN SLAVERY: 
GLOBAL PERSPECTIVE

2017 reports show 24.9 million people were in forced labour:

• Domestic workers (24 per cent)

• Construction (18 per cent)

• Manufacturing (15 per cent)

• Agriculture and fishing (11 per cent) sectors. 



WHAT IS MODERN SLAVERY?

• Modern Slavery can take many forms including the 
trafficking of people, forced labour, servitude and 
slavery. 

• Recent statistics show that 27% of potential victims 
are trafficked into labour exploitation.

• Traffickers and illegal/unlicensed gangmasters 
target a range of industries including fisheries. 



ONLY IN ASIA AND AFRICA?





RISK FACTORS RELEVANT TO 
NORTH ATLANTIC FISHING



RISK FACTOR 1: LABOUR RECRUITMENT

• Recruitment of fisheries worker can be challenging (fishing often perceived 
as tough, dirty and dangerous and therefore less attractive)

• Common practise to overcome labour shortage: use of recruitment agents 
to attract migrant workers

• Recruitment agencies may be responsible and above-board – but they may 
also be less than ethical and perpetrate human trafficking

• Due diligence in labour supply chains is just as important as in commodity 
supply chains

• Recruitment agents must be legally registered, subject to government 
licensing and control and provide clear, understandable contracts



RISK FACTOR 1: LABOUR RECRUITMENT 2

• Recruitment fees, charged to the fisher, is the a common form of “trap” 
used to keep fishers in debt bonding (which is a form of modern slavery)

• So, no recruitment fees on workers!



SIGNS TO SPOT AN ILLEGAL 
GANGMASTER

• Check to see if they are licensed with the Gangmasters Licensing 
Authority as a labour provider www.gla.gov.uk

• Can they provide you with a licence number? 
• Are they prepared to give you a Service Level Agreement to provide you 

with a clear understanding and documentation of who is responsible for 
all elements of your workers’ welfare? 

• Does it sound like they are over promising? Are they offering workers at 
a knocked down rate or saying they can fulfil X much productivity in less 
time than you would reasonably expect? 

• Do they carry their ‘workers’ identification? 
• Do they transport their ‘workers’ en-mass? 



RISK FACTOR 2: UNCLEAR MIGRATION 
REGULATIONS

• Unclear regulation or regulation that has unintended consequences 
or loop holes make migrant workers vulnerable

• They are unsure of their status, nervous about deportation and 
therefore less likely to contact authorities – this opens the door to 
exploitation

• Unclear regulations also makes it harder for the skipper/employer to 
define exactly what is acceptable and what is not

• Detailed international framework in ILO Convention 188 on Work in 
Fishing



RISK FACTOR 3: ISOLATION

• Everyone (owners, skippers, fishers etc.) must uphold high standards for occupational 
safety and health, for crew welfare etc. to avoid entering a slippery slope of a “corner 
cutting culture” on board

• High levels of transparency (using transponders, allowing observers (who understand 
labour issues) etc.) is especially important in fishing because of the inherent risks and 
isolation 

• Out of sight out of mind means that fishing vessels were less likely than many other work 
places to come under public scrutiny for abusive practices 

• North Atlantic fisheries generally recognised for high standards – but the risk must be 
recognised



TOOLS & STANDARDS

Work in Fishing Convention, 2007 (No. 188)



http://www.seafish.org/tess/





VESSEL STANDARDS



THE MODERN SLAVERY ACT 2015



THE MODERN SLAVERY ACT 2015: REPORTING
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