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Abstract 

Illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing is a significant global issue that threatens marine biodiversity, 
economic stability in coastal communities, and the international law of the sea and maritime law enforcement. This 
study analyzes the legal mechanisms and roles of international and regional arrangements in combating IUU fishing. 
It identifies enforcement challenges, resource limitations, and needs for capacity building as key gaps in the man-
agement of IUU fishing. This analysis focuses on a comprehensive identification of the current and enforceable laws 
within the international sphere. Furthermore, it specifically examines the legal framework of Bangladesh for IUU fish-
ing and notes persistent enforcement and resource constraints. Challenges include enforcement gaps, inconsistencies 
in global coordination, and complexities in maritime jurisdiction. Bangladesh faces significant challenges with IUU 
fishing due to inadequate regulations, weak enforcement, and poor management. Foreign intrusions, unauthorized 
trawlers, and local violations exacerbate the depletion of crucial fish species and the loss of biodiversity. In the Bay 
of Bengal, the activities of Indian and Burmese fishermen within Bangladeshi territorial waters are leading to signifi-
cant disturbances. These actions not only result in substantial economic losses for Bangladesh but also present major 
challenges due to their illegality. To effectively combat IUU fishing, Bangladesh requires robust legal frameworks, 
stringent monitoring, enhanced penalties, and international cooperation. Analysis and the identification of gaps 
in the case of Bangladesh can function as a pivotal guide for various stakeholders and may be employed as a critical 
model for academic and policy frameworks.
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1  Introduction
Illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing is a 
significant global challenge that threatens the sustain-
ability of marine ecosystems, the economic stability 
of coastal communities, and the enforcement of inter-
national maritime laws (Chen et  al., 2023). Gaps in 
enforcement, inconsistencies in global coordination, and 

complexities of maritime jurisdictions compound this 
complex issue (Lestari et al., 2020). Thus, this study aims 
to provide a comprehensive analysis of international legal 
mechanisms designed to combat IUU fishing and focuses 
on their effectiveness in Bangladesh, a country that is 
profoundly affected by these activities.

Toward this end, the research seeks to address several 
key questions: How effective are current international 
legal mechanisms in combating IUU fishing? What are 
the enforcement challenges faced by Bangladesh in 
implementing its legal framework against IUU fishing? 
How do international agreements, such as the United 
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), 
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the United Nations Fish Stocks Agreement (UNFSA), 
and the Port State Measures Agreement (PSMA), influ-
ence Bangladesh’s approach to combating IUU fishing? 
Additionally, the study examines the roles of regional col-
laboration, such as those under the Bay of Bengal Large 
Marine Ecosystem (BOBLME) project and the Indian 
Ocean Tuna Commission (IOTC), in enhancing Bang-
ladesh’s efforts. It identifies gaps in enforcement and 
resource allocation within the legal framework of Bang-
ladesh and explores strategies for improving the national 
legal and institutional frameworks of the country to 
address IUU fishing more effectively. The research also 
investigates the socio-economic impacts of IUU fish-
ing on coastal communities in Bangladesh and considers 
the potential of technological advancement and capacity 
building in enhancing the effectiveness of enforcement.

IUU fishing undermines marine biodiversity and jeop-
ardizes the livelihood of millions who are dependent on 
the fisheries sector (Okafor-Yarwood, 2019). Despite 
international efforts and the existing legal frameworks, 
IUU fishing continues, which highlights the need for 
robust and effective legal measures (Lee, 2019). Chen and 
Liu (2023) recognized IUU fishing as a significant threat 
to the sustainability of global fisheries. They contended 
that IUU fishing poses a major challenge to the effec-
tive governance of fisheries by impairing the capacity of 
decision-makers to base policies on accurate data while 
jeopardizing the food security and economic well-being 
of fishing communities. In addition, Schofield (2023) 
astutely identified IUU fishing as a significant threat and 
underscored it as a key challenge in ocean governance. 
The author emphasized that, along with the substantial 
issues posed by climate change, numerous governance 
challenges have emerged in relation to the sustainable 
management of marine resources. These challenges 
include overfishing and its repercussions, such as IUU 
fishing, as well as the need to protect marine environ-
ments and biodiversity.

The current study first defines the complex nature of 
IUU fishing and highlights the various dimensions that 
constitute it a complex problem to tackle. It explores the 
definitions and scope of IUU fishing as recognized by key 
international organizations such as the United Nations 
Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), the European 
Union (EU), the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN), and Regional Fisheries Management Organi-
zations (RFMOs). Each entity provides a unique perspec-
tive on the issue, which reflects the diversity of challenges 
faced across maritime regions.

In the Bangladeshi context, the country faces severe 
challenges with IUU fishing and is ranked 85th out of 
152 countries on the IUU Fishing Risk Index (Macfadyen 
et al., 2019). Moreover, in the Bay of Bengal, Indian and 

Burmese fishermen operating within Bangladeshi ter-
ritorial waters are instigating considerable disruption. 
Their activities lead to significant economic losses for 
Bangladesh and pose severe challenges due to their ille-
gal nature. Frequent foreign intrusion and numerous 
unauthorized trawlers in the Bay of Bengal exacerbate the 
crisis apart from local violations such as banned fishing 
nets. Organized illegal operations further strain marine 
ecosystems, which undermines the economic stability of 
coastal communities and contributes to environmental 
degradation. The existing laws, such as the Marine Fish-
eries Ordinance, are weakly enforced, which enables the 
persistence of illegal activities.

The research method involves a comprehensive lit-
erature review and analysis of key international agree-
ments and national legislation related to IUU fishing 
and mainly focuses on qualitative data from primary and 
secondary sources to evaluate challenges to enforcement 
and the effectiveness of legal frameworks (Singh, 2015). 
Through this comprehensive exploration, the study aims 
to enhance the current understanding of the effective-
ness of international and national legal frameworks in 
combating IUU fishing. It emphasizes the specific chal-
lenges faced by Bangladesh and offers recommendations 
for the enhancement of enforcement and regional coop-
eration to ensure the sustainable management of marine 
resources.

Various entities provide many definitions for IUU fish-
ing. According to the FAO, it encompasses ‘illegal fishing, 
involving violations of national and international laws; 
unreported fishing, which includes activities not reported 
or misreported to relevant authorities; and unregulated 
fishing, occurring where no conservation or management 
measures exist’ (FAO, 2009). Conversely, the definition 
of the EU focuses on adherence to its Common Fisher-
ies Policy, including ‘breaches of EU quotas, failure to 
report catches, and activities in international waters or 
areas not covered by EU management’ (Groenleer, 2016). 
In ASEAN, IUU fishing refers to ‘unauthorized activities 
or those in violation of regional agreements, with unre-
ported fishing lacking proper documentation or disclo-
sure, and unregulated fishing occurring outside agreed 
conservation measures’ (Ba, 2017). RFMOs define IUU 
fishing as activities that violate established conservation 
and management rules, encompassing fishing without 
permission, exceeding quotas, misreporting catches, and 
exploiting areas or species without RFMO regulations 
(Swan, 2020).

Emphasizing the concept, Agnew (2000) defines IUU 
fishing as fishing activities that are illegal (conducted in 
violation of national or international laws), unreported 
(or misreported to the relevant authorities), and unreg-
ulated (conducted in areas or for fish stocks for which 
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no applicable conservation and management measures 
exist). IUU fishing is any fishing activity that violates 
national or international laws, fails to report catches 
accurately, or operates outside of established conserva-
tion and management frameworks, as defined by Ris-
kas et al. (2018). Moreover, Soyer et al. (2018) stress the 
role of removing profitability to discourage IUU fishing 
by proposing restrictions on liability insurance coverage 
for vessels suspected of involvement in these activities. 
Petrossian (2015) emphasizes the local situational factors 
that influence IUU fishing, which highlights the impor-
tance of effective fisheries management and patrol sur-
veillance. Additionally, the legal framework, particularly 
UNCLOS, shapes the definitions and regulations of IUU 
fishing, which empowers states to enforce laws within 
their exclusive economic zones (EEZs) and necessitates 
international cooperation. Major legal instruments and 
agreements include the UNFSA, PSMA, International 
Plan of Action to Prevent, Deter and Eliminate IUU 
(IPOA-IUU), Cape Town Agreement (CTA), Standards 
of Training, Certification and Watchkeeping for Fish-
ing Vessel Personnel (STCW-F), and the International 
Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships 
(MARPOL). They focus on state rights and responsi-
bilities in combating IUU fishing (Jaleel & Smith, 2023). 
Thus, the current study further examines the legal frame-
works of Bangladesh for combating IUU fishing.

2 � International legal mechanisms on IUU fishing
2.1 � The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 

(UNCLOS)
In the scholarly exploration of international marine 
arrangements that aim to combat IUU fishing, the UNC-
LOS emerges as a foundational legal framework (Oral, 
2020). Although UNCLOS does not explicitly mention 
IUU fishing, its provisions lay the groundwork for inter-
national legal mechanisms that address such practices 
(Mayer Feitosa Ventura, 2015). A critical examination 
reveals several key components within UNCLOS that 
underpin efforts to mitigate IUU fishing. Article 19 of 
UNCLOS indirectly relates to IUU fishing when vessels 
illegally fish within the territorial waters of a state, which 
violates innocent passage conditions and links IUU fish-
ing to territorial enforcement frameworks (Borg, 2013). 
Additionally, Articles 61 and 62 explicitly mandate states 
to manage and conserve marine resources in their EEZs, 
which provides a legal basis for addressing IUU fishing 
(Long et al., 2020). However, critics argue that these pro-
visions are frequently very generic and lack the specificity 
required to effectively combat IUU fishing, particularly 
in complex maritime regions such as the Bay of Bengal 
(Chen et al., 2023).

In Part XII, which focuses on the protection and pres-
ervation of the marine environment, UNCLOS estab-
lishes a broad obligation for states to protect the marine 
environment, which indirectly supports efforts to combat 
IUU fishing. In particular, Article 191  obliges states to 
effectively manage the living resources within their EEZs 
to prevent overexploitation, which directly addresses the 
unregulated aspect of IUU fishing by advocating for sus-
tainable fishing practices (Fajardo, 2022). However, this 
general obligation is criticized for its weak enforcement 
mechanisms, especially in developing countries with lim-
ited resources for monitoring and enforcement (Borot, 
2021). Additionally, Article 192 underscores the necessity 
of international cooperation in conserving transbound-
ary and highly migratory fish stocks, which is essential 
for combating IUU fishing activities beyond national 
jurisdictions. For instance, Article 194 obligates states to 
prevent, reduce, and control the pollution of the marine 
environment by employing the best practicable means 
at their disposal. While primarily targeting environmen-
tal preservation, this provision also contributes to the 
broad objective of sustainable management of marine 
resources, which is crucial for addressing IUU fishing 
(UNCLOS, 1982).

The enforcement provisions under Article 211 
empower coastal states to regulate and control activities 
within their EEZs, including the prosecution of people 
conducting illegal fishing activities (Maskun et al., 2020). 
However, inadequate surveillance capabilities and logisti-
cal constraints frequently limit the effectiveness of these 
enforcement powers in developing countries (Febriyanto 
& Setiaji, 2022; Ogega, 2020). The convention also for-
tifies the role of flag states through Article 213, which 
permits flag states to enforce regulations against vessels 
operating on high seas, which enhances the account-
ability and responsibility of flag states in mitigating 
IUU fishing by vessels under their flag (Rosello, 2020). 
This concept has led a number of scholars to argue that 
without substantial international support and capacity 
building, UNCLOS alone cannot sufficiently address the 
challenges of IUU fishing in less developed coastal states 
(Tien, 2021).

Part XV of UNCLOS outlines the mechanisms for 
the peaceful settlement of disputes that emerge from 
the interpretation or application of the convention. 
This provision offers pathways to the International Tri-
bunal for the Law of the Sea (ITLOS). Disputes related 
to IUU fishing can fall under the jurisdiction of ITLOS 
if framed as breaches of the UNCLOS obligations of a 
state, such as those related to coastal management within 
EEZs or flag state responsibilities (Ventura & Zanella, 
2024). Additionally, disputes arising from fisheries agree-
ments, which frequently include provisions for ITLOS 
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arbitration, may lead to adjudications of IUU fishing-
related issues. Furthermore, the capacity of ITLOS to 
issue advisory opinions, as permitted under Article 138 
of the Tribunal’s Rules, enhances its role in cases of IUU 
fishing. However, scholars have criticized this reliance on 
state consent for ITLOS jurisdiction and the non-binding 
nature of its advisory opinions for limiting its effective-
ness in resolving complex IUU fishing disputes (Rajesh 
Babu, 2015).

Moreover, Article 94 explicitly outlines the duties of 
flag states, which requires them to ensure that fishing 
vessels that operate under their registry comply with 
applicable conservation and management measures and 
to implement enforcement action against violations (Tai 
et  al., 2020). Despite this article, flag state performance 
remains a significant weakness because many IUU ves-
sels exploit these regulatory gaps, which leads to contin-
ued illegal activities on the high seas (Ford et al., 2022). 
Tanaka (2011) echoes this criticism and notes that the 
enforcement of flag state obligations is typically incon-
sistent as a number of states lack the political will or 
capacity to fully implement these duties.

2.2 � United Nations Fish Stocks Agreement (UNFSA)
Through a detailed articulation of obligations and mech-
anisms, UNFSA significantly bolstered the legal frame-
work initiated by UNCLOS by meticulously targeting the 
multifaceted challenges presented by IUU fishing (Tel-
esetsky, 2023).

At the core of UNFSA, Article 5 delineates the general 
principles for the conservation and management of strad-
dling and highly migratory fish stocks and advocates for 
sustainable fishing practices and international collabora-
tion (UNFSA, 1995). However, critics argue that although 
these principles are comprehensive, the actual imple-
mentation at the national level frequently falls short, par-
ticularly in developing countries with limited resources 
and enforcement capabilities (Martinho, 2022). Further 
elaborating on this sustainable ethos, Article 6 introduces 
the precautionary approach, which compels states to 
proactively adopt conservation and management meas-
ures even in the face of scientific uncertainty (Auld et al., 
2023). While this approach is essential for the manage-
ment of the unregulated aspects of IUU fishing, a num-
ber of scholars criticize it for placing a disproportionate 
burden on developing states, which may lack the capacity 
to implement these measures effectively (Stefanus & Ver-
vaele, 2021).

Article 7 advances the discourse by addressing the 
compatibility of conservation and management meas-
ures across jurisdictions and urges states to harmonize 
efforts within their EEZs and on the high seas (UNFSA, 
1995). Nevertheless, scholars point out that the lack of 

uniformity in enforcement practices and the varying lev-
els of commitment among states are significant barriers 
to achieving this goal (Davis & Hanich, 2022; Riccardi, 
2020). In tandem, Article 8 emphasizes the imperative 
of cooperation, directly among states or through sub-
regional or RFMOs, to effectuate the conservation and 
management of specified fish stocks (Miller et al., 2016). 
However, the effectiveness of RFMOs has been ques-
tioned, particularly in regions where geopolitical tension 
hinders collaborative efforts (Sinan et al., 2021).

UNFSA places substantial responsibilities on flag 
states, as outlined in Articles 11 and 17, which require 
them to ensure that vessels under their flag comply with 
conservation and management measures. However, the 
continued prevalence of flags of convenience—in which 
vessels register under states with lax enforcement—
undermines the effectiveness of these provisions, thus 
leading to ongoing IUU fishing activities (Rosello, 2017). 
These requirements are fundamental to promoting trans-
parency and accountability in fishing operations.

The enforcement responsibilities highlighted in Arti-
cle 19, which focus on the investigation and penalization 
of IUU fishing activities, are critical for deterring illegal 
practices. Nonetheless, the lack of enforcement capac-
ity, particularly in developing countries, remains a major 
obstacle because these nations frequently struggle to 
conduct the necessary investigations and impose sanc-
tions. Lastly, the emphasis of Article 23 on cooperation 
with non-parties to the Agreement reflects the need for 
inclusivity; however, the voluntary nature of compliance 
and the absence of a binding enforcement mechanism 
are frequently cited as limitations of the UNFSA (Rosello, 
2021a; UNFSA, 1995).

Furthermore, Annex I of UNFSA, which outlines meas-
ures such as licensing, monitoring, control, and surveil-
lance (MCS), has been instrumental in guiding states’ 
efforts to combat IUU fishing. However, critics argue that 
without adequate financial and technical support, many 
states are unable to fully implement these measures, lead-
ing to gaps in enforcement and monitoring (Miller et al., 
2014). In synthesizing these provisions, UNFSA emerges 
as a pivotal element of the international legal architecture 
against IUU fishing, establishing a comprehensive suite 
of obligations that enhance the collective ability to man-
age and conserve straddling fish stocks and highly migra-
tory fish stocks effectively (Palma et al., 2010).

2.3 � Port State Measures to Prevent, Deter and Eliminate 
Illegal, Unreported, and Unregulated Fishing (PSMA)

As the first binding international treaty that exclusively 
focuses on IUU fishing, the PSMA empowers states to 
take decisive actions against foreign fishing vessels that 
attempt to use their ports, which, thereby, significantly 
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reduces the avenues through which IUU-caught seafood 
can enter global markets (Huntington et al., 2015; Ortiz, 
2016). This analytical discourse aims to elucidate the key 
provisions of the PSMA that are germane to the global 
marine legal arrangement and places a particular empha-
sis on the significance of these mechanisms for Bangla-
desh in its endeavors to effectively confront IUU fishing.

At the heart of the PSMA lies Article 5, which man-
dates that parties implement measures to prevent ves-
sels engaged in or supporting IUU fishing from utilizing 
their ports. This provision is critical because it directly 
impedes the operations of vessels involved in IUU fish-
ing by restricting access to essential port services (FAO, 
2009). However, a number of critics argue that the 
effectiveness of these measures is heavily dependent 
on the capacity of port states to enforce them, which is 
frequently lacking in developing countries (He, 2022). 
Complementing this provision, Article 6 introduces a 
requirement for foreign vessels to provide prior noti-
fication prior to port entry and outlines their fishing 
activities and catch on board. This advance notification 
is instrumental in enabling port states to plan inspec-
tions and deny entry to vessels implicated in IUU fish-
ing, which enhances the efficacy of port control (Sanchez, 
2017). Nevertheless, this scenario also places a significant 
administrative burden on port states, particularly those 
with limited resources (Saraphaivanich et al., 2024).

Article 2 encapsulates the essence of the PSMA, in 
which it sets forth its primary objective: to prevent, deter, 
and eliminate IUU fishing by denying port access and 
associated services to vessels implicated in such activi-
ties (FAO, 2009). Despite this clear mandate, the practi-
cal implementation of these measures significantly varies 
across countries, which leads to uneven enforcement 
and presents opportunities for IUU vessels to exploit 
less stringent ports (Bethel et al., 2021). Article 7 further 
strengthens the PSMA framework by granting port states 
the authority to deny port use to vessels identified as 
engaging in IUU fishing.

Articles 9 and 10 of the FAO Agreement mandate 
port state actions and define inspector qualifications for 
addressing IUU fishing after vessel inspection, including 
potential detention and further investigation. Article 12 
enhances these efforts by promoting international collab-
oration through information exchange among port states, 
flag states, and relevant organizations, which is crucial 
to preventing IUU-caught fish from entering global mar-
kets (FAO, 2009; Onoora, 2018). Critics point out that 
the success of these provisions is contingent on the avail-
ability of trained inspectors and the capacity to conduct 
thorough inspections, which are frequently limited to 
smaller or less developed port states (Sanchez, 2017). In 
summary, the PSMA represents a critical evolution in the 

global initiative to prevent, deter, and eliminate IUU fish-
ing by introducing stringent port state measures and fos-
tering international cooperation.

2.4 � International Plan of Action to Prevent, Deter 
and Eliminate Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated 
Fishing (IPOA‑IUU)

Although it is not a binding treaty, the IPOA-IUU metic-
ulously delineates a series of measures that states are 
encouraged to implement in an effort to enhance the 
global fight against IUU fishing through a collaborative 
approach (Kao, 2015). Key among these measures is the 
emphasis on flag state responsibility (Article 5), in which 
states are urged to ensure that vessels that fly their flag 
adhere to international and national fisheries regulations, 
which is a crucial step in mitigating IUU fishing activities 
(FAO, 2001).

Furthermore, the IPOA-IUU grants coastal states 
the authority to board and inspect vessels that are sus-
pected of engaging in IUU activities (Article 6.2), which 
enhances the capacity to monitor and control fishing 
within their jurisdiction (Puspoayu & Setyowati, 2018). 
Equally significant are the port state measures outlined in 
Article 7.1.d, which empower states to deny port access 
to vessels implicated in IUU fishing, thereby limiting the 
ability of these vessels to offload their catch and access 
port services. Additionally, Article 10.1 underscores the 
importance of international cooperation in adopting 
market-related measures that are designed to prevent 
IUU-caught fish from entering global markets, which 
addresses the economic incentives that drive IUU fish-
ing (FAO, 2001). However, critics argue that the volun-
tary nature of the IPOA limits its effectiveness because 
compliance is mainly dependent on the political will and 
capacity of individual states (Rosello, 2021b).

The plan also promotes market-related measures, such 
as the use of catch documentation schemes, to ensure 
that fish that enter the market have been legally caught. 
However, the success of these schemes varies, with many 
regions struggling to implement effective traceability sys-
tems due to limited resources and technical expertise.

2.5 � 2012 Cape Town Agreement (CTA)
The focus of the CTA on safety standards for fishing ves-
sels, particularly those potentially involved in distant-
water IUU operations, indirectly addresses IUU fishing 
by promoting the safety and legality of operations (Cabral 
et  al., 2018). Through mandatory safety inspections and 
certification (Parts II and III), the CTA ensures that ves-
sels comply with international standards, which deters 
the use of unsafe vessels that are typically associated 
with IUU fishing. However, other experts argue that the 
slow pace of ratification and implementation hamper 
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the effectiveness of the CTA, particularly in develop-
ing countries where the cost of compliance may be pro-
hibitive (Cabral et  al., 2018). Moreover, the agreement 
empowers port states to detain non-compliant fishing 
vessels (Part IV) and emphasizes flag state responsibili-
ties (Part XI), which creates a disincentive for IUU prac-
tices (IMO, 2012).

2.6 � International Convention on Standards of Training, 
Certification and Watchkeeping for Fishing Vessel 
Personnel (STCW‑F, 1995)

Although the STCW-F Convention does not explicitly 
address IUU fishing, its provisions play a crucial role in 
mitigating such practices by putting forward comprehen-
sive standards that target the elevation of the competency 
and professionalism of fishing vessel crews (Setianto 
et al., 2023). Specifically, the convention mandates mini-
mum competency standards for crew members (Article 
II, Annex A) and focuses on critical areas such as naviga-
tion, safety procedures, and emergency responses (IMO, 
1995). This aspect not only aims to reduce the incidence 
of accidents at sea, which is a scenario that IUU opera-
tors could exploit to conceal illegal activities but also 
to enhance the overall operational standards of fishing 
vessels.

In addition, the STCW-F Convention outlines manda-
tory safety standards for vessel operation, as detailed in 
Annex A, which includes comprehensive requirements 
for lifesaving equipment, firefighting procedures, and the 
adoption of safe work practices. These standards ensure 
that fishing vessels are not only equipped to handle emer-
gencies but also operate within a framework that prior-
itizes the safety and well-being of the crew (Ramli, 2013). 
However, the STCW-F faces criticism for its slow rates 
of adoption and implementation, particularly in regions 
where IUU fishing is the most prevalent. Thus, the lack of 
widespread ratification limits its effectiveness in curbing 
illegal activities (Fekry et al., 2024).

2.7 � International Convention for the Prevention 
of Pollution From Ships (MARPOL)

Although the primary objective of MARPOL is not to 
directly address IUU fishing, its stringent environmental 
protection standards, particularly those related to waste 
management and pollution control, promote conditions 
that are less conducive to IUU fishing activities (Richard-
son et al., 2017).

Annex V of MARPOL, which prohibits the discharge of 
plastics and other waste materials into the ocean, is par-
ticularly relevant (MARPOL, 1973). IUU vessels, which 
typically operate with little regard for environmental 
regulations, frequently violate these provisions, mak-
ing them more susceptible to detection and prosecution 

(Marteache et al., 2020). This provision is especially rel-
evant because IUU operators, who frequently flout regu-
lations to maximize profits, are more likely to engage in 
these environmentally harmful practices. The enforce-
ment of these regulations through port state inspections 
serves as a critical checkpoint. Vessels that do not com-
ply with the waste disposal provisions of MARPOL may 
raise red flags, which prompts further scrutiny that could 
reveal signs of IUU fishing (Martini & Allnutt, 2021). 
Critics point out that the enforcement of MARPOL 
provisions is inconsistent, particularly in regions with 
limited maritime enforcement capabilities. This incon-
sistency enables many IUU vessels to continue operating 
with impunity, which undermines the effectiveness of the 
convention (Davey, 2021).

3 � Role of international and regional organizations 
in combating IUU fishing

3.1 � Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO)
Notably, the IPOA-IUU of the FAO offers a detailed blue-
print that countries can use to strengthen fisheries man-
agement and enforcement mechanisms to address IUU 
fishing. The FAO facilitates the exchange of information 
and best practices among member states and RFMOs. 
This includes sharing data on IUU fishing activities, 
identifying vessels involved in such practices, and dis-
seminating successful strategies and technologies for the 
detection and prevention of IUU fishing (Zhang, 2021).

The FAO encourages the establishment of and coopera-
tion with RFMOs, which play a vital role in the manage-
ment of fishery resources in the high seas, which are areas 
situated beyond the national jurisdiction where IUU fish-
ing is particularly prevalent (Wang et al., 2014). Through 
RFMOs, member states can collaborate on conservation 
and management measures, share data and resources, 
and coordinate efforts to monitor, control, and surveil 
fishing activities across vast oceanic areas. Despite these 
efforts, critics argue that the effectiveness of RFMOs is 
limited by inconsistent participation and enforcement 
among member states, in addition to the complex geopo-
litical dynamics that hinder cooperative efforts (Heidrich 
et al., 2022).

3.2 � International Maritime Organization (IMO)
The contributions of the IMO are primarily through the 
establishment and enforcement of international maritime 
safety, security standards, and environmental regula-
tions, which significantly impede IUU fishing operations 
but indirectly address fishing activities. The comprehen-
sive safety and security standards of the IMO, as encap-
sulated in the International Convention for the Safety 
of Life at Sea and the International Ship and Port Facil-
ity Security Code, indirectly deter IUU fishing activities. 
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These standards ensure that vessels comply with naviga-
tional and safety protocols, which prevents IUU fishing 
vessels from evading detection under the guise of safety 
non-compliance (Galani & Evans, 2020). However, crit-
ics argue that the indirect approach of the IMO may be 
insufficient on its own in addressing the complex and 
multifaceted nature of IUU fishing. The focus of the 
organization on broader maritime safety and environ-
mental issues occasionally implies that specific challenges 
related to IUU fishing are only partially addressed, which 
necessitates a stronger collaboration with other interna-
tional bodies that directly focus on fisheries management 
(Skerritt, 2024).

3.3 � Regional Fisheries Management Organizations 
(RFMOs)

By focusing on the unique challenges posed by IUU fish-
ing in their respective regions, RFMOs play an important 
role in complementing global efforts to ensure sustain-
able fisheries management. RFMOs have taken proactive 
steps by developing and implementing Regional Plans of 
Action to combat IUU fishing (RPOA-IUU), which align 
these with the broad objectives of the IPOA-IUU of the 
FAO (Tai et  al., 2020). These regional plans are tailored 
to address the specific nuances and challenges of IUU 
fishing practices within their jurisdiction, which demon-
strates a commitment to the adaption of global measures 
to regional contexts.

To increase transparency and accountability, many 
RFMOs maintain regional vessel-listing schemes that 
identify authorized fishing vessels that operate within 
their areas of competence. This measure effectively deters 
unauthorized or unlicensed fishing activities by making 
information about legally operating vessels readily avail-
able. Building on the foundation laid by the global PSMA, 
several RFMOs have adopted unique binding port state 
measures. These regional PSMs commonly include addi-
tional, region-specific requirements that are designed 
to tighten control on IUU fishing vessels that seek to 
enter ports within the area of the RFMO, which prevents 
IUU catches from entering the market. They are essen-
tial in conserving migratory fish stocks and progress by 
adopting additional, comprehensive MCS standards, 
improving IUU vessel-listing mechanisms, and enhanc-
ing cooperation and transparency among member states 
(Bethel et al., 2021).

Despite this progress, RFMOs face criticism for incon-
sistency in performance. A number of RFMOs do not 
publicly list authorized vessels, which leads to difficulty 
in cross-checking against IUU lists. Standardized pro-
tocols for sharing IUU vessel lists, incomplete IUU lists, 
and inadequate tracking of vessel owners are lacking. 
Furthermore, the use of sanctions is rare, and compliance 

reviews of member states are typically incomplete and 
non-transparent, which hinders the assessment of adher-
ence to the agreed measures (Hutniczak et al., 2019).

To enhance the effectiveness of the RFMOs against 
IUU fishing, the OECD recommends adopting standard-
ized MCS tools and practices, building comprehensive 
IUU vessel lists, tightening cooperation between RFMOs, 
creating transparent sanctioning mechanisms, regularly 
reviewing the compliance of members, and establishing 
other efficient decision-making protocols. Additionally, 
non-member countries with vested interests should join 
and support RFMO efforts to enforce adopted measures 
(Hutniczak et al., 2019).

3.4 � European Union (EU)
The EU plays an important role in international efforts 
to combat IUU fishing by deploying a comprehensive 
legal and operational framework that intends to ensure 
sustainable fisheries management within its borders and 
globally. This multifaceted approach combines strict reg-
ulatory measures, collaborative international efforts, and 
rigorous enforcement mechanisms to prevent, deter, and 
eliminate IUU fishing activities, which promotes the con-
servation of marine biodiversity and the sustainable use 
of fishery resources.

At the heart of the strategy of the EU against IUU fish-
ing is Council Regulation (EC) No. 1005/2008, which is 
known as the IUU Regulation. This pivotal regulation 
introduces a catch certification scheme that mandates 
that all fishery products imported into the EU are accom-
panied by a catch certificate that is validated by the com-
petent authorities of the exporting country (He, 2017). It 
aims to ensure the legality of fishery products that enter 
the EU market. Additionally, the regulation establishes an 
EU list of IUU vessels and strengthens port state meas-
ures, including refusal of port access to vessels engaged 
in IUU activities and those flagged by non-cooperating 
third countries.

The External Fleet Regulation (EU 2017/2403) man-
dates that EU vessels that operate outside EU waters 
and non-EU vessels within them must meet the sus-
tainability criteria and secure the necessary authori-
zation to promote responsible fishing globally (Leroy 
et  al., 2016). Complementarily, Control Regulation (EC 
No 1224/2009) enforces the Common Fisheries Policy, 
including IUU fishing rules, by establishing a rigorous 
monitoring and inspection system to ensure the tracea-
bility and sustainability of fishery products within the EU 
(Eliantonio & Cacciatore, 2022).

Through Sustainable Fisheries Partnership Agree-
ments (SFPAs) with third countries, the EU promotes 
sustainable fisheries management and the implementa-
tion of measures for combating IUU fishing in the EEZs 
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of partner countries (Johnson et al., 2021). The EU works 
closely with the FAO, IMO, and other key international 
bodies to harmonize efforts against IUU fishing, which 
emphasizes the importance of global cooperation in 
addressing this challenge. Moreover, the commitment of 
the EU to international cooperation amplifies its impact; 
through participation in RFMOs, the establishment 
of SFPAs, and advocacy for global standards, the EU 
extends its influence beyond its waters, which promotes 
a unified global response to IUU fishing.

The efforts of the EU to combat IUU fishing have 
faced several criticisms. The limited effectiveness of the 
Environmental Crime Directive has led to the exclusion 
of IUU fishing from the list of environmental offenses, 
which has raised concerns about the adequacy of legal 
measures. The reliance on soft law instruments and 
administrative sanctions instead of binding criminal 
penalties is viewed as potentially insufficient for effec-
tively deterring illegal activities. Additionally, the market-
based blue conditionality approach of the EU has been 
criticized due to insufficient transparency, limited con-
trol over EU fleets that operate in developing countries, 
and its contribution to resource overexploitation due to 
excessive fishing capacity (Fajardo, 2022). Furthermore, 
while the EU has made progress through international 
cooperation, scholars recognize that broad multilateral 
efforts are necessary to comprehensively address IUU 
fishing. The proposed requirement of intent in prosecut-
ing IUU crimes could further weaken enforcement by 
limiting criminal sanctions to deliberate violations only 
(Fajardo, 2022).

3.5 � Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)
The ASEAN has established itself as a key player in the 
fight against IUU fishing by leveraging a combination 
of regional frameworks, collaborative mechanisms, and 
international partnerships to address this pervasive issue 
(Williams, 2013). Given the rich biodiversity of the region 
and the critical importance of fisheries for economic and 
food security, the initiatives of ASEAN are vital for the 
promotion of sustainable marine resource management 
in Southeast Asia.

The ASEAN Resolution on Sustainable Fisheries for 
Food Security for the ASEAN Region Towards 2020, 
which was adopted in 2011, marked an early commit-
ment to sustainable practices (Honniball, 2021). Build-
ing on this, the ASEAN RPOA-Capacity and the ASEAN 
RPOA-IUU outline specific strategies for the manage-
ment of fishing capacity and directly address IUU fishing 
(Lobach & Vidas, 2010).

ASEAN must establish a regionally funded action 
plan to address IUU fishing, which presents significant 

economic, social, and environmental challenges in 
Southeast Asia. This plan should be comprehensive, 
adequately financed, and consistently implemented 
across member states. Furthermore, it must consider 
the unique maritime and fishery challenges of each 
ASEAN to enable tailored enforcement strategies. 
Strengthened regional cooperation and commitment 
to existing agreements, such as the 2015 guidelines on 
IUU fish products, are essential (Malik, 2023). Finan-
cial investment from the public and private sectors is 
crucial, particularly for the development of monitor-
ing technologies. Additionally, improved transparency 
and data sharing among ASEAN are necessary to pro-
mote harmony between enforcement and close loop-
holes (Malik, 2023). Without a unified and well-funded 
approach, the efforts of the ASEAN to combat illegal 
fishing may remain ineffective.

3.6 � South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation 
(SAARC)

The SAARC occupies a unique position in addressing 
the multifaceted challenges of IUU fishing within the 
South Asian region. The SAARC Agreement on Rapid 
Response to Natural Disasters underscores the impor-
tance of regional cooperation in mitigating environ-
mental challenges, including those that affect marine 
ecosystems (Hossain & Shrestha, 2019). Similarly, the 
SAARC Development Goals, which are aligned with 
UN SDGs, focus on the sustainable management of 
natural resources, which indirectly supports the fight 
against IUU fishing by advocating for the conservation 
of marine biodiversity and the sustainable use of fishery 
resources. The proposed initiatives of the SAARC, such 
as the coastal zone management center, aim to enhance 
the capacity of the region to manage coastal and marine 
resources effectively, which addresses the key factors 
that contribute to IUU fishing.

Regional organizations are key to fishery management 
because they enhance cooperation and establish stand-
ards that align with global conservation goals. They 
facilitate the sharing of best practices and strengthen 
monitoring and surveillance using tools such as vessel-
monitoring systems and catch documentation schemes, 
which play critical roles in curbing IUU fishing.

Table  1 illustrates the various approaches taken by 
various organizations to address the challenges posed 
by IUU fishing and highlights key initiatives that are 
instrumental in the global effort to ensure the sustain-
ability of marine resources. Through collaboration and 
implementation of these initiatives, significant progress 
can be made in the ongoing battle against IUU fishing.
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4 � Principle of state sovereignty and IUU fishing
IUU fishing constitutes a series of activities that contra-
vene international law. Specifically, illegal fishing encom-
passes operations undertaken by national or foreign 
vessels within the maritime jurisdiction of a state with-
out the authorization of such a state or in violation of its 
legal statutes (FAO, 2009). If conducted by foreign ves-
sels, then such actions will not only breach the territorial 
waters of the state but also infringe on the foundational 
principle of sovereignty, which particularly manifests 
as violations of the doctrine of non-interference in the 
internal affairs of a state. Any unauthorized activities 
within the jurisdiction of a sovereign state unequivocally 
undermine its sovereign rights.

Moreover, unreported fishing involves activities that 
go unreported or are falsely reported to the relevant 
national authorities, which contravenes national regu-
lations (Programme, 2008). This form of fishing also 
infringes on state sovereignty because the absence of 
reporting or misreporting signifies a lack of consent from 
the sovereign authority, which constitutes an indirect 
form of interference, which is prohibited under interna-
tional norms.

Similarly, unregulated fishing typically involves vessels 
that are devoid of nationality but are operating in the 
waters of a sovereign state, which further complicates 
governance and enforcement challenges (FAO, 2009). 
Such actions are deemed unlawful because they also 
constitute an intrusion on the sovereign jurisdiction of a 
state.

In the realm of international law, the principle of sov-
ereignty and the prohibition of interference stand as 
jus cogens or peremptory norms, which are mandatory 

principles from which no derogation is permitted. The 
United Nations Charter and various other international 
legal instruments and judicial decisions explicitly pro-
hibit violations of the sovereign rights of a state. In the 
international legal framework, direct and indirect efforts 
that intend to destabilize or disrupt the social or eco-
nomic structures of states are viewed as breaches of sov-
ereignty (Hasan, 2021). Therefore, based on these legal 
principles, IUU fishing evidently represents a direct 
affront to the doctrine of sovereignty. As discussed, IUU 
fishing activities contravene the principles of state sov-
ereignty and international law. Nevertheless, violations 
persist globally. A pertinent example is the Bay of Ben-
gal, where Bangladesh faces significant challenges, par-
ticularly from Indian and Myanmar fishermen. Analyzing 
the case of Bangladesh will elucidate the current gaps and 
challenges in this domain.

5 � IUU fishing in Bangladesh: Legal mechanisms 
and current challenges

5.1 � National legislation and enforcement mechanisms
In addressing the complex challenges related to IUU fish-
ing, the legal and institutional framework of Bangladesh 
exhibits a complex interplay of strengths, deficiencies, 
and potential areas for enhancement. The enactment 
of the Marine Fisheries Act of 2020, which amends the 
previous Marine Fisheries Act of 1983, signifies a pivotal 
stride in the legislative efforts of Bangladesh to mitigate 
IUU fishing (Alam et  al., 2021b). Developed through 
the collaborative efforts of scientists, academics, policy-
makers, and government officials, this Act is frequently 
mentioned in scholarly discussions and in-depth inter-
views, which underscores its critical role in the legal 

Table 1  Global and regional efforts to combat IUU fishing: At a glance

Source: Authors’ compilation, 2024

Organization Role in combating IUU fishing Key initiatives

FAO Develops international standards, guidelines, and action plans 
for combating IUU fishing; provides technical assistance and pro-
motes effective monitoring, control, and surveillance systems

Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries
IPOA-IUU

IMO Sets global maritime safety and environmental standards, which indi-
rectly contributes to the fight against IUU fishing by enhancing vessel 
identification and tracking

Safety of Life at Sea
International Ship and Port Facility Security Code

RFMOs Focus on the sustainable management of fishery resources 
within specific regions and the development and implementation 
of measures to combat IUU fishing

RPOA-IUU
Vessel-monitoring systems and catch documentation schemes

EU Implements stringent regulatory measures and collaborative interna-
tional efforts to prevent, deter, and eliminate IUU fishing

EU IUU Regulation (Council Regulation (EC) No 1005/2008)
External Fleet Regulation (Regulation (EU) 2017/2403)

ASEAN Advances regional frameworks and action plans for sustainable fisher-
ies management and the combat against IUU fishing

ASEAN Resolution on Sustainable Fisheries for Food Security 
for the ASEAN Region Towards 2020
ASEAN RPOA-Capacity

SAARC​ Focuses on environmental sustainability and sustainable develop-
ment, which indirectly support efforts against IUU fishing

SAARC Agreement on Rapid Response to Natural Disasters
SAARC Development Goals
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armamentarium of the nation against IUU fishing (Popi 
et al., 2023).

Notably, the National Plan of Action 2020 encompasses 
several legislative measures that target IUU fishing, albeit 
its full implementation is pending. The Marine Fisher-
ies Act, 2020, which was formulated by the Department 
of Fisheries (DOF) under the Ministry of Fisheries and 
Livestock, introduces specific sections that address IUU 
fishing along with drafting the Marine Fisheries Policy 
and Rules. The significant addition brought about by the 
Act is the mandatory registration of all fishing trawlers, 
which is intended to improve surveillance and control 
overfishing activities to curtail illegal practices.

However, the legislative landscape prior to the 2020 
Act, including the Protection and Conservation of Fish 
Act 1950 and the Marine Fisheries Ordinance 1983, was 
critiqued for lacking comprehensive mechanisms to 
deter unauthorized fishing without explicit provisions 
that define or penalize IUU fishing activities. The Marine 
Fisheries Act 2020 endeavors to bridge this gap by man-
dating the registration of all fishing trawlers, which 
thereby facilitates effective monitoring (Singh et  al., 
2019). Nevertheless, challenges such as inadequate sur-
veys due to IUU fishing and a scarcity of patrol vessels 
persist, which hampers enforcement efforts.

Furthermore, the Act addresses a few of the gaps iden-
tified in previous legislation by incorporating specific 
sections on IUU fishing, which thereby provides a clear 
legal framework for identifying, preventing, and penal-
izing IUU fishing activities. It includes the delineation of 
prohibited fishing methods and the establishment of pen-
alties for engaging in IUU fishing, which strengthens the 
legal basis for action against violators (Majumdar et  al., 
2023). However, the Act also recognizes the challenges 
inherent to the enforcement of fisheries regulations, 
including the need for adequate patrol vessels to moni-
tor fishing trawlers and the importance of the conduct of 
proper surveys to assess the extent of IUU fishing. While 
the Marine Fisheries Act 2020 marks a commendable 
step toward addressing IUU fishing, the existing legisla-
tive and enforcement challenges moderate its impact (Al 
Arif & Karim, 2022).

Another notable legal framework against IUU fishing, 
such as the Bangladesh Fisheries Policy, aims to align 
national policies with international standards, which 
reflects its commitment to sustainable fisheries. The 
Bangladesh Coast Guard Act 2010 complements the 
Marine Fisheries Act by granting authority to the Coast 
Guard to patrol maritime borders, apprehend violators, 
and collaborate with national and international agencies 
in combating IUU fishing. This Act has been crucial in 
enabling the active enforcement of IUU fishing regula-
tions. However, it also faces challenges primarily in terms 

of resource allocation and operational capacity. These 
limitations hinder the ability of the Coast Guard to fully 
enforce the provisions of the Act, which points to the 
need for further strengthening, especially in terms of 
technological and surveillance capabilities (Alam et  al., 
2021a). The evolution of fisheries legislation in Bang-
ladesh reflects its commitment to combat IUU fishing 
and ensure the sustainability of its marine biodiversity. 
Table 2 outlines the key acts and frameworks relevant to 
the efforts of Bangladesh against IUU fishing.

The DOF in Bangladesh is the primary regulatory body 
that is responsible for the enforcement of fisheries poli-
cies, issuance of licenses, and the management of fishery 
resources. Collaborating with law enforcement, the DOF 
enforces several seasonal fishing bans to protect biodiver-
sity and promote sustainability. These measures include a 
92-day ban on hilsa fishing, a 61-day ban on juvenile hilsa 
and crab fishing, a similar period for prawn fishing, and a 
65-day moratorium on all fishing in the Bay of Bengal to 
protect breeding periods. Penalties are imposed for non-
compliance (Islam et  al., 2017; Ritika, 2022). However, 
challenges such as limited resources, outdated technol-
ogy, and insufficient staff training hinder the effectiveness 
of the DOF. Addressing these issues would involve invest-
ment in advanced technologies, training personnel, and 
increased budget (Manik, 2022).

Alongside the DOF, the Bangladesh Navy and Coast 
Guard are essential in enforcing maritime laws and fish-
eries regulations, and they are tasked with patrolling 
waters, deterring IUU fishing, and conducting inspec-
tions. However, technological, resource, and coverage 
limitations hinder their effectiveness. Enhancements 
could include acquiring advanced surveillance technol-
ogy, increasing operational funding, and conducting joint 
exercises with the DOF for better coordination (Alam 
et  al., 2021a). The establishment of an Inter-Ministerial 
Committee on IUU fishing marks a significant advance 
toward a coordinated approach to combat IUU fishing in 
Bangladesh. This committee fosters collaboration across 
ministries and government agencies, which ensures that 
a comprehensive understanding of the challenges syner-
gizes and informs efforts to address IUU fishing (Shams 
et  al., 2017). Improving the effectiveness of the com-
mittee may involve holding regular meetings, establish-
ing clear protocols for information sharing and decision 
making, and involving stakeholders from fishing commu-
nities to ensure that policies reflect the realities of those 
most affected by fisheries management decisions.

5.2 � Regional collaboration
Bay of Bengal Large Marine Ecosystem: A prime exam-
ple of regional collaboration in the fight against IUU fish-
ing is the BOBLME Project, which involves Bangladesh, 
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India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Maldives, Myanmar, Sri 
Lanka, and Thailand. Launched in 2009, this initiative 
aims to improve the sustainable management of marine 
resources in the Bay of Bengal by addressing IUU fish-
ing, among other challenges (Brugere, 2014). Specifically, 
Bangladesh, alongside India and Myanmar, has engaged 
in joint patrols and surveillance efforts as part of the 
BOBLME Project to deter IUU fishing activities within 
their shared waters (Islam, 2024). These joint patrols, 
which are focused on the enforcement of fisheries laws 
and the verification of compliance with regional meas-
ures for fisheries management, have led to an increase in 
the detection and prosecution of vessels engaged in IUU 
fishing (Vivekanandan et al., 2016).

Indian Ocean Tuna Commission: Another example 
of regional collaboration in the fight against IUU fish-
ing and the promotion of sustainable fisheries manage-
ment is the active membership of Bangladesh in the 
IOTC (Bergin, 2018). By engaging with the IOTC, Bang-
ladesh contributes to the establishment and adherence 
to regional conservation measures, such as fishing gear 
regulations, closed seasons, and catch limits, which are 
crucial for the sustainability of tuna and tuna-like spe-
cies. This collaboration enables Bangladesh to share and 
gain insights, which ensures that fishing practices across 
the Indian Ocean are harmonized and sustainable (Islam, 
2024; Sinan et al., 2021).

Table 2 demonstrates the evolution of Bangladesh’s leg-
islative and policy framework against IUU fishing, as pre-
viously discussed.

5.3 � International relevance to the efforts of Bangladesh
As Bangladesh endeavors to align its maritime policies 
with global standards for combating IUU fishing, sev-
eral international agreements stand out as cornerstones 
of this global effort. These agreements not only provide 

a legal framework for sustainable marine resource man-
agement but also encourage collaboration and shared 
responsibilities among coastal nations. To better under-
stand the role and relevance of these key agreements to 
marine conservation efforts in Bangladesh, Table 3 offers 
a summarized overview.

This overview emphasizes the multidimensional 
approach taken by Bangladesh through adherence to and 
active participation in international agreements to safe-
guard its marine biodiversity, ensure sustainable fisher-
ies management, and uphold its commitment to global 
marine conservation standards. With its unique focus, 
each agreement collectively contributes to the broader 
goal of sustainable oceans and fisheries, which highlights 
the proactive role of Bangladesh on the international 
stage.

However, several challenges, including limited 
resources, outdated technology, and inadequate train-
ing of enforcement personnel, frequently undermine the 
effectiveness of these legal measures. These deficiencies 
hamper effective monitoring and surveillance, which are 
critical for enforcing fishing laws at sea, where IUU fish-
ing is the most prevalent. Additionally, although the leg-
islative framework is extensive, it occasionally lacks the 
specificity required to combat IUU fishing effectively, 
such as clear definitions and procedures for prosecution 
and adjudication.

Furthermore, on the international front, the engage-
ment of Bangladesh with global conventions, such as 
UNCLOS and the UN FSA, illustrates its intent to partic-
ipate in the global governance of marine resources. Nev-
ertheless, translating these international commitments 
into practical and effective domestic actions remains a 
significant hurdle, which is attributed to the gap between 
policy formulation and operational execution. This gap 
highlights broader issues in capacity and politics, which 

Table 3  Overview of key international agreements and their relevance to marine conservation efforts in Bangladesh, including IUU 
fishing

Source: Authors’ compilation, 2024

International 
Agreement

Key Focus Relevance to Bangladesh

UNCLOS Maritime governance, rights, and responsibilities in managing 
marine resources

Provides the legal framework for Bangladesh to manage its marine 
resources and enforce maritime rights

UNFSA Sustainable management of migratory fish stocks Supports conservation and sustainable use of migratory fish stocks, 
crucial for Bangladesh’s tuna fisheries

PSMA Denying port access to vessels involved in IUU fishing Empowers Bangladesh to prevent IUU fishing by denying port 
access to offending foreign vessels

IOTC Regional cooperation for the sustainable management of tuna 
and tuna-like species

Facilitates collaboration on tuna conservation and sustainable 
management, significant for Bangladesh’s economy

ILO C188 Safety and decent working conditions in the fishing sector Ensures protection of the rights of fishermen and promotes ethical, 
sustainable fishing practices in Bangladesh
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will be necessary for adequate resource allocation toward 
the fisheries sector.

In summary, although Bangladesh has established a 
robust legislative base to address IUU fishing, real-world 
challenges continue to impede the full realization of the 
potential of these laws. For more effective combat against 
IUU fishing, investing in technological advancements, 
enhancing the capacity and training of its enforcement 
agencies, and improving inter-agency coordination are 
crucial actions for Bangladesh. Addressing these points 
will not only strengthen enforcement but also ensure 
the sustainable management of marine resources and 
fulfill the international obligations of Bangladesh more 
effectively.

5.4 � Challenges in Bangladesh and recommendations
IUU fishing poses a significant threat to the marine bio-
diversity and economy of Bangladesh. The IUU Fishing 
Risk Index ranks Bangladesh 85th out of 152 countries, 
which highlights the prevalence of these activities (Mac-
fadyen et  al., 2019). A study in Frontiers in Marine Sci-
ence underscores that inadequate regulations, the lack 
of enforcement, and poor management exacerbate the 
issue, which leads to the depletion of crucial fish species 
and biodiversity loss (Mozumder et al., 2023). Incidents, 
such as the detention of 13 Indian fishermen by the 
Bangladesh Coast Guard due to illegal fishing, illustrate 
the severity of the problem (TBS Report, 2021). Moreo-
ver, frequent intrusion by foreign vessels and rampant 
illegal fishing in the Bay of Bengal, in which hundreds 
of unauthorized trawlers operate, further highlight this 
crisis (Ritika, 2024). In another instance, the seizure of 
numerous fishing boats that engage in illegal practices 
underscores the ongoing challenges faced by enforce-
ment agencies (Khanam, 2024).

Additional incidents emphasize the severity of IUU 
fishing in Bangladeshi waters. For example, in 2022, the 
Bangladesh Navy detained 135 Indian fishermen and 
seized 8 trawlers after catching them red-handed while 
illegally harvesting marine resources within the EEZ of 
Bangladesh (Khokon, 2022). This instance not only sig-
nifies a breach of territorial integrity but also showcases 
the extensive scale of illegal operations. Another incident 
involved the arrest of local fishers that use banned fish-
ing nets, which led to considerable damage to juvenile 
fish populations in particular and the broad marine eco-
system in general. In 2024, the Coast Guard intercepted 
a large vessel that carried illegally netted stingray fish, 
which emphasized the organized nature of IUU activi-
ties in the region (Swapan, 2024). Additionally, in 2023, 
authorities discovered a network of illegal fishing opera-
tions that use unauthorized gear in the Sundarbans, 
the largest mangrove forest worldwide, which severely 

impacted its delicate ecosystem (Desk, 2021). Despite a 
court order, poison fishing continues in the Sundarbans. 
The Bangladesh High Court issued a ruling in response 
to a writ petition in September 2021 in an effort to halt 
this destructive practice. However, it persists (Siddique 
et al., 2023). These repeated violations reflect the press-
ing need for enhanced legal frameworks and enforcement 
mechanisms.

These activities not only undermine the economic 
stability of coastal communities that are reliant on fish-
eries but also contribute to environmental degradation 
by depleting marine resources and reducing biodiver-
sity. Although Bangladesh implements laws, such as the 
Marine Fisheries Ordinance and Protection and Conser-
vation of Fish Rules, enforcement remains weak, which 
enables the persistence of illegal activities (Mozumder 
et al., 2023). In addition, Chen and Liu (2023) underscore 
the persistent challenge posed by IUU fishing to the sus-
tainability of global fisheries. Given the dynamic nature 
of fishing fleets and fish stocks, the authors suggest that 
addressing this challenge requires the collection of spa-
tially referenced data on vessel location, fishing gear, 
and catch volume. They propose the use of advanced 
technologies, such as drifting fish aggregation devices, 
onboard cameras, drones, and satellite vessel-monitoring 
systems, to enhance surveillance and control. By integrat-
ing these spatial dimensions across water, air, and space, 
new standards for the enforcement of fishing regulations 
while fostering opportunities for innovative frameworks 
in ocean governance can be established (Chen & Liu, 
2023).

Moreover, Schofield highlights IUU fishing as a sig-
nificant challenge to effective ocean governance, and 
emphasizes the necessity of sustainable marine resource 
management. This issue is particularly critical for Bang-
ladesh, where the sustainable management of marine 
resources is essential for environmental and economic 
stability (Schofield, 2023). As previously mentioned, the 
challenges in addressing IUU fishing in Bangladesh are 
complex and involve issues in regulation, enforcement, 
technological capability, and institutional coordination. 
These challenges hinder the effective management and 
conservation of marine resources in the country. Table 4 
provides details of these specific challenges.

Table  4 outlines the challenges faced by Bangladeshi 
authorities in combating IUU fishing. It highlights issues 
such as inadequate regulation, historical deficiency in leg-
islation, foreign intrusion, local illegal activity, and organ-
ized illegal operations. Enforcement challenges include 
insufficient surveys and patrol vessels, resource allocation 
issues, and technological limitations. Meanwhile, institu-
tional challenges involve limited resources, outdated tech-
nology, and poor inter-ministerial coordination. The table 
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also provides recommendations that focus on strengthen-
ing legal frameworks, improving surveillance and enforce-
ment measures, enhancing operational capacity, investing 
in advanced technology, and fostering regular inter-min-
isterial meetings with clear protocols. Addressing these 
challenges is essential for the effective management and 
conservation of marine resources in Bangladesh.

6 � Conclusions and evaluation
In summary, although significant progress has been 
achieved in establishing legal frameworks to combat IUU 
fishing, a considerable gap remains between the estab-
lishment of these frameworks and their effective imple-
mentation and enforcement. The UNCLOS and UNFSA 
provide critical legal standards for sustainable marine 
resource management, while the PSMA and IPOA-IUU 
of the FAO proffer targeted strategies for port states and 
flag states, respectively. These measures are instrumen-
tal in tightening control of IUU fishing by denying port 
access to implicated vessels and enhancing the transpar-
ency and accountability of fishing operations. However, 
the effectiveness of these frameworks is dependent on 
robust enforcement and action.

In the case of Bangladesh, IUU fishing represents a 
grave threat to its marine biodiversity and economic 
stability. The ranking of the country on the IUU Fish-
ing Risk Index, combined with numerous documented 
incidents of illegal activities, underscores the urgency of 
the need to address this issue. Specifically, the Marine 
Fisheries Act of 2020 in Bangladesh represents a nota-
ble advancement in the legal battle against IUU fishing 
by introducing mandatory trawler registration and spe-
cific anti-IUU measures. Nevertheless, the persistence of 
enforcement gaps, resource constraints, and inadequate 
capacity building underscores the need for a comprehen-
sive approach that ensures the effectiveness of these laws. 
Weak regulation, inadequate enforcement, and poor 
management have enabled the survival of IUU fishing, 
which has led to the depletion of essential fish species 
and significant biodiversity loss. Regional collaboration, 
such as the BOBLME Project and the IOTC, demonstrate 
the importance of cooperative efforts in managing shared 
resources and enhancing efforts against IUU fishing. 
While beneficial, these initiatives require consistent sup-
port and shared responsibility to maintain their impact.

The current situation reveals a discrepancy between 
policy formulation and practical enforcement in which 
comprehensive legal frameworks and international 
agreements are frequently diluted by insufficient enforce-
ment capability and the lack of coordinated action among 
stakeholders. Additionally, these collaborations necessi-
tate consistent support and shared responsibility to sus-
tain their impact.

To address these challenges, the study recommends 
enhancing the capacity of local enforcement agencies 
through increased funding, advanced technology, and 
training to ensure active and effective law enforcement. 
Investing in comprehensive capacity-building programs 
for stakeholders in fisheries management, including 
training for fishermen, enforcement personnel, and judi-
ciary bodies, is crucial for ensuring a comprehensive 
understanding of and compliance with IUU regulations.

Moreover, continuing to build on the success of 
regional initiatives by seeking active participation and 
commitment from member states is essential. Promot-
ing the sharing of best practices and data can ensure a 
unified approach to the fight against IUU fishing. More-
over, increasing awareness about the impact of IUU fish-
ing and the importance of sustainable practices among 
coastal communities and engaging these communities in 
the monitoring and reporting of IUU activities will cre-
ate an inclusive and vigilant approach to conservation. 
Periodically reviewing and updating national legislation 
to reflect the evolving nature of the challenges related to 
IUU fishing and to align with international standards and 
commitments is vital.

For future research, exploring the socio-economic 
impacts of IUU fishing on local communities, assessing 
the long-term effectiveness of current legal measures, 
and investigating innovative technologies for monitoring 
and enforcement would provide in-depth insights into 
the optimization of strategies against IUU fishing. These 
studies could contribute to a comprehensive under-
standing of the multifaceted nature of IUU fishing and 
its broader implications on global efforts toward marine 
conservation.
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