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Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO)  

• Food security is at the heart of all of FAO’s work

• FAO Fisheries and Aquaculture Department

• Vision: A world in which responsible and 

sustainable use of fisheries and aquaculture 

resources makes an appreciable contribution to 

human well-being, food security and poverty 

alleviation. 

• The FAO Committee on Fisheries (COFI)

• The only global inter-governmental forum 

where major international fisheries and 

aquaculture issues are examined and 

recommendations addressed on a worldwide 

basis. 

• The FAO works closely with other relevant agencies

such as UNEP and IMO

FAO headquarters in Rome, Italy



The FAO Code of Conduct for Responsible 
Fisheries (1995)

• Reference framework for sustainable 

fisheries 

• Code is voluntary but interpreted and 

applied in conformity with relevant 

international law, including the UN’s 

Convention on the Law of the Sea 

(UNCLOS)

• Promotion and implementation of the 

Code is addressed at all sessions of FAO 

regional fisheries bodies (RFBs) and the 

Committee on Fisheries (COFI). 



• The Code of Conduct (1995) states: 

� Fishing gear should be marked in accordance with national 

legislation in order that the owner of the gear can be identified. 

� Gear marking requirements should take into account uniform and 

international recognizable gear marking systems.”

• But only few governments or RFMOs have properly implemented this 

requirement:

� Accordingly, abandoned, lost or discarded fishing gear (ALDFG) is 

often impossible to identify as to fishery of origin. 

Marking of Fishing Gear



Several international instruments recognize the need to 
address ALDFG and to mark fishing gear (examples)

• UNGA Resolution A/Res/60/31 � encourages collaboration between FAO, IMO and 

UNEP to address ALDFG.

• United Nations Agreement on Straddling Fish Stocks and Highly Migratory Fish Stocks:

The duties of Flag States include the requirement for the marking of fishing vessels and 

fishing gear for identification in accordance with uniform and internationally 

recognizable vessel and gear marking systems.

• MARPOL Annex V: requires the reporting of lost fishing gear. 

• International Guidelines on Bycatch Management and Reduction of Discards (FAO 

2011) calls on States and RFMO/As to consider measures to address the impact of 

ghost fishing on living aquatic resources including through actions for identification of 

gear ownership, reduction of gear losses, development of gear retrieval procedures 

and programs, and reducing, and where possible, eliminating, fishing power of lost 

gear. 

• UN Sustainable Development Goals (2015) provides a new global framework for 

addressing ghost gear in conjunction with other global problems that threaten the 

sustainability. Target 14.1. provides a clear mandate for action on marine debris, 

including ghost gear.



Recent Developments

• Increased global concern about environmental impacts of ALDFG: 

� Formation of the Global Partnership on Marine Litter led by the United 

Nations Environment Programme (UNEP)

� More NGOs working on the issue, including World Animal Protection and 

the initiation of the Global Ghost Gear Initiative

• Sustainable Development Goal target 14.1 requests action on marine 

litter including ALDFG 

• COFI 31 (2014) reiterated concern about ALDFG and requested action 



IUU fishing and ALDFG

• Growing concern about IUU and recognition of 

link between ALDFG and IUU:

� IUU fishers can use excessive amount of gear

� IUU leads to gear conflict and gear conflict is a 

leading cause of gear loss

� IUU fishers more prone to dump gear

� IUU fishers do not mark their gear or report lost 

gear

� IUU often takes place in particularly sensitive 

fishing grounds 



Expert Consultation on Marking of Fishing Gear

• A direct response to the concerns raised at 

COFI 31 (2014).

• Expert Consultation on the Marking of Fishing 

Gear took place in April 2016 at FAO.

• The Consultation was attended by 18 experts 

in their personal capacity and chaired USA.

• The main outcome was Draft Guidelines on 

Marking of Fishing Gear for consideration for 

COFI 32.



Draft Guidelines on the Marking of Fishing Gear 

• Simple and affordable system: 

o permits easy identification of ownership of gear, 

fishery of origin, and position of gear 

o marks easily attached or embedded to fishing gear

o marks not interfering with the performance of the 

gear

o marks easily recognized and identified 

• System that is flexible:

o dependent on risk assessment

o flexible to different fisheries

o implementation feasible and at acceptable cost

o adopting emerging technologies



Examples of marking technologies



Benefits of marking fishing gear 

Marking fishing gear supports responsible and efficient 

management of fisheries:

1. Assists in the prevention of ALDFG.

2. Supports the recovery of lost gear.

3. Enhances the ability to apply fisheries regulatory 

measures, including those for the prevention of IUU.



Potential overall benefits of marking fishing gear 

• Environment and wildlife:

o Reduces ALDFG as part of marine litter

o Reduces habitat damage caused by ALDFG

o Reduces entanglement risk for marine species

• Livelihoods of fishermen:

o Reduces loss of potential catch (ghost fishing)

o Enables the recovery of lost gear

o Reduces the time spent trying to recover lost gear

o Reduces illegal operations – more fish for authorized 

fishers

o Reduces ALDFG as a navigation hazard (safety at sea)

• Management of fisheries:

o Strengthens management through improved control of 

fishing effort and measures that prevent IUU fishing



Important issues raised by experts 

• Gear marking - part of the solution, but not the only 

solution

• Fisheries are all different - not a one size fits all 

approach

• Large scale vs small scale fisheries, and developed vs 

developing countries 

• Fish Aggregating Devises (FADs) of increasing 

significance

• Illegal Fishing Operators - won’t comply so 

traceability of gear through manufactures is 

important 

• Broad stakeholder participation and capacity building 

- essential!



COFI 32 Outcomes

In July 2016, the FAO Committee on Fisheries 

(COFI):

• Expressed concern about the increasing problem of 

marine litter and microplastics.

• Welcomed the recommendations from the Expert 

Consultation, noting that gear marking can be a critical 

tool for reducing ALDFG and IUU fishing.

• Supported the proposed technical consultation to 

further develop the guidelines on marking of fishing 

gear.

• Encouraged FAO to conduct pilot projects to avoid ghost 

fishing by retrieving ALDFG and on fishing gear marking in 

developing countries to facilitate the implementation of 

these guidelines.



FAO Next Steps 

• Plan for Technical Consultation - tentative 
November 2017.

• Conduct pilot projects on gear marking in 2017-
2018 to help facilitate the implementation of the 
guidelines.

• Start planning for other forms of capacity 
development to assist relevant national and 
regional authorities and the fishing sector to 
implement effective gear marking systems.

• Collaborate with relevant organizations to raise 
awareness, improve communication and develop 
capacity for gear marking systems and to quantify 
the extent of ALDFG.



Gear Marking Pilot Projects

• Pilot projects should: 
� Demonstrate feasibility and benefits for developing 

countries

� Showcase and test new or emerging gear marking 

technologies 

� Show a measurable impact in the prevention of ALDFG 

and IUU

• Two pilot projects currently in early stages of 

discussion:

� Indonesia: Gillnet fisheries

� Pacific Region: Fish Aggregating Devices (FADs) 



Thank you



Additional material



Benefits of marking fishing gear 

Marking fishing gear supports responsible and efficient 

management of fisheries:

1. Assists in the prevention of ALDFG.

2. Supports the recovery of lost gear.

3. Enhances the ability to apply fisheries regulatory 

measures, including those for the prevention of IUU.



1. Assists in the prevention of ALDFG

1. Acting as a deterrent against deliberate or inappropriate disposal 

of gear.

2. Preventing situations of unknown gear ownership which may 

result in nobody taking responsibility for removal.

3. Assists in the prevention of unauthorized setting or use of gear 

which in turn reduces the potential for gear conflict (a major 

cause of ALDFG).

4. Enabling identification of sources of recurring issues so that 

‘problem’ fisheries can be identified and focused mitigation 

measures can be applied.



2. Supports the recovery of lost gear

1. Gear that is marked with ownership identification will be 

possible to return to its owner.

2. Gear that is marked with tracking technology is much easier to 

locate when lost.

3. Reporting of lost or found gear can be supported by a 

system/database to trace gear ownership and aid retrieval.



1. Creating a system whereby ownership of gear is quickly and 

easily identifiable by the relevant authorities.

2. Linking gear marking to fishing licenses so that it is easier to 

identify gear that is unauthorized (IUU fishing).

3. Creating a record of ownership which can be linked to known 

fishing activities for monitoring and regulatory purposes.

4. Making it easier to apply control measures on fishing effort 

within a particular area.

3. Enhances the ability to apply fisheries 
regulatory measures


