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Finned sharks, Raja Ampat, Indonesia, 2006. © Justin Ebert 

 



 
 
 

In September 2009, Illegal, Unreported and 
Unregulated (IUU) fishing rose further up the 
international agenda, when 91 nations approved 
the establishment of the "Agreement on Port 
State Measures to Prevent, Deter and Eliminate 
Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated Fishing". 
The objective of this agreement is “to prevent, 
deter and eliminate IUU fishing through the 
implementation of effective port State measures, 
and thereby to ensure the long-term 
conservation and sustainable use of living 
marine resources and marine ecosystems”1. 
 
Most of the Regional Fisheries Management 
Organisations (RFMOs) maintain lists of vessels 
they believe to be involved in IUU fishing. As of 
February 2010, the number of vessels identified 
by RFMOs as engaging in IUU fishing are: 
 

RFMO   No. of IUU vessels 
 
International 
Commission for the 
Conservation of Atlantic 
Tunas (ICCAT) 

23 

Inter-American Tropical 
Tuna Commission 
(IATTC)   

24 

Indian Ocean Tuna 
Commission (IOTC)   

3 

West and Central 
Pacific Fisheries 
Commission (WCPFC 

5 

Commission for the 
Conservation of 
Antarctic Marine Living 
Resources (CCAMLR) 

2 

North American 
Fisheries Organisation 
(NAFO) 

11 

North East Atlantic 
Fisheries Commission 
(NEAFC 

11 (15 other vessels 
have been removed 
from the list since 
2007 as a result of 
being scrapped or 
re-deployed) 

Commission for the 
Conservation of 
Southern Bluefin Tuna 
(CCSBT) 

Maintains a list of 
vessels authorised 
to catch tuna. 
“Blacklists” may 
exist, but are not 
publicly available on 
the website. 

TOTAL 79 

 
Given the unreported nature of IUU fishing, it is 
highly likely that many more vessels are 

undertaking IUU fishing for sharks without being 
identified or apprehended. 
 
IUU shark fishing and shark finning 
 
Many species of shark are subject to IUU fishing 
and, in many – if not most – cases, the target is 
the shark’s fins. Shark fins are one of the most 
valuable of all marine products.  A report 
published in 2008 (see below) states that shark 
species taken mainly for their meat, e.g., 
Squalus acanthias and Lamna nasus are not 
generally subject to IUU fishing, whereas many 
of the reported seizures are for violations of 
finning regulations2. 
 
CITES and IUU shark fishing 
 
In recent years, CITES has attempted to 
address the issue of IUU fishing for sharks. 
Much of this work has been carried out under 
the auspices of the Animals Committee Shark 
Working Group. 
 
At CoP14, Australia submitted CoP14 Doc 59.2, 
on IUU shark fishing, which highlighted the fact 
that IUU fishing often involves shark finning to 
supply the lucrative trade in shark fins.  
 
Decision 14.117 was subsequently adopted. 
This Decision requested the Animals 
Committee, in consultation with FAO, to 
examine and report on linkages between the 
international trade in shark fins and meat and 
IUU shark fishing activities, including where 
possible: 
 

• the main species of shark taken by IUU 
fishing; and 

• the relative importance of fins compared 
to meat in international trade arising from 
IUU fishing 

 
At the twenty-fourth meeting of the Animals 
Committee, Australia submitted AC24 Doc.14.3,   
 
on linkages between international trade in shark 
fins and meat, and IUU fishing. Spain provided 
AC24 Inf. 5, in which it was concluded that “in  
all, the only guaranteed method to avoid shark 
finning is to land sharks with all fins attached”. 
 
A further document, AC24 Inf. 6, consisted of a 
report of the FAO workshop on “Status, 
limitation and opportunities for improving the 
monitoring of shark fisheries and trade”.  The 
workshop agreed that “aggregation as well as 
misidentification of species causes critical  



 
obstacles for monitoring of shark fisheries and 
trade. In principle, efforts should be made to 
obtain data at the highest taxonomic resolution 
possible”.  It is generally agreed that fishers’ 
identification of shark catches by species is 
severely compromised if only the fins are landed 
and if carcasses are landed separately from fins. 

 
In addition, a report was prepared by  the 
Government of Australia and TRAFFIC on IUU 
fishing and sharks. This report confirmed that 
IUU fishing for sharks is occurring, that most of 
the identified illegal fishing involves the retention 
of fins and that the high value of fins relative to 
meat is a clear driver for both legal and IUU 
fishing. The report also concluded that the most 
frequently cited species taken in illegal shark 
fishing are hammerhead sharks (Sphyrna spp.) 
and silky sharks (Carcharhinus falciformis). 
 
The report states that IUU shark fishing is 
global, but it identifies “hotspots” in 
Central/South America and in the Western and 
Central Pacific Ocean and also states that high 
levels of illegal shark fishing have also been 
occurring in the northern waters of Australia, 
where the demand for shark fins is driving the 
IUU activity2. 
 
Reported incidents of IUU shark fishing that 
occurred between 2005 and 2010 reveals a high 
prevalence of shark finning activities. 
 
May 2005, India 
 
Forty-one endangered Ganges sharks were 
reported to have been seized from a fishing 
trawler in the Namkhana area of the Sunderbans 
in West Bengal. Fourteen fishermen were 
arrested.  
 
The Ganges shark is listed in Schedule I of the 
Wildlife Protection Act. Illegal trading carries a  
sentence of a minimum 10 years and a fine of 
20,000 rupees. Describing the seizure as one of 
the biggest in recent times, an official said that 
shark flesh and shark-fins were in great demand 
in the international market. Shark-fin soup is 
considered a delicacy3.  
  
June 2005, Central America 
 
A report from the Government of Japan 
disclosed that some 120 boats from Taiwan 
engage in "finning" sharks in Central America, 
including Costa Rica, Mexico and, more 
recently, in Pakistan and India. According to the  
 

 
report, finning had diminished shark populations 
in Central America to such an extent that the  
Taiwanese fleet had shifted its focus to Pakistan 
and India in the previous year4.  
 
August 2005, South Africa 
 
Marine and Coastal Management (MCM) seized 
a Korean fishing vessel in Cape Town harbour 
and arrested the captain on suspicion of illegally 
fishing for shark. The vessel, a tuna long-liner, 
allegedly had shark fins on board. An official 
said that the vessel may have been fishing in 
breach of its permit conditions and they the 
authorities suspected that it may have finned 
sharks and dumped the carcasses at sea5.  
 
October 2005, Malaysia 
 
Anglers reported that sharks were being killed 
indiscriminately for their fins in Sabah’s waters. 
The President of the  Sabah Anglers Association 
said divers often found dead sharks, with their  
fins removed, on the seabed in Sabah’s waters. 
"Ten years ago, anglers often found adult sharks  
off the coast of Sabah but nowadays, they only 
come across the juvenile ones6". 
 

October 2005, Australia 
 
A government study revealed that a new 
Indonesian fleet of more than 400 speedboats 
was taking thousands of sharks from northern 
Australian waters, and is behind a recent 
upsurge in illegal fishing. The report warned that 
many more of the small, fast boats - designed to 
avoid capture by Australian authorities - were 
being produced. The fleet was reported to be 
catching large numbers of shark to slice off their  
valuable fins for the Asian market, with a haul 
valued at well over $50 million a year. 
 
It was also reported that Australia spends 
millions of dollars on surveillance in the waters 
between Indonesia and Australia, where shark 
finning is prevalent and that, on average, there 
were 22 sightings of foreign fishing vessels in 
Australia every day. 
 

Between 2006 and 2007, Australian authorities 
are reported to have intercepted approximately 
350 illegal vessels, mostly Indonesian, with a 
total of 1.6 tonnes of shark fins on board7,8,9. 
 

December 2005, USA 
 
A report on illegal incursions into US waters by 
shark fishing vessels stated that in the previous 
five years, the US had detected 786 such 



incursions, carried out by Mexican shark fishing 
vessels. Taking into account the fact that not all 
incursions were witnessed, it was estimated that 
almost 2,000 incursions were taking place each 
year, accounting for the illegal harvesting of 
38,000 – 57,000 sharks per year. The species 
most commonly targeted were hammerhead and  
blacktip sharks. These illegal fisheries are 
associated with other crime, such as drug 
smuggling and the illegal transportation of 
migrants10. 
. 
March 2006, Panama 
 
In March 2006, hundreds of dead sharks 
appeared at the mouth of the Torio river. The 
Director of Marine Resources at the Maritime 
Authority of Panama (AMP) confirmed that the 
sharks were fished solely for their fins and tails, 
which is a crime in Panama11. 
 

April 2006, Ecuador 
 
In April 2006, a cargo that included 4, 230 kgs of 
shark fins was intercepted in Ecuador. While 
there were some sharks on board, there were 
many thousands more fins than could be 
accounted for by the number of shark 
carcasses. The fins were destined for Vigo, 
Spain’s largest fishing port. The owners of the 
Spanish company (Jaldamar) that owned the  
Costa Azul Uno claimed that the sharks were all 
caught in international waters and that the 
vessel was merely transiting through Ecuadorian 
waters. As a result, the fins were released and 
allowed to continue on their journey to Spain. In 
2007, the export ban was lifted12. 
 
March 2007, USA 
 
The U.S. Coast Guard seized a Mexican fishing 
boat carrying tons of shark and an undisclosed 
number of shark fins after the vessel was 
spotted allegedly poaching 11 miles inside U.S. 
territorial waters.  
 
Six of the crew members, all Mexican citizens, 
were detained and questioned – but not arrested 
– after the longline fishing boat was escorted 
Monday to the U.S. Coast Guard headquarters 
in San Diego Harbor13.  
 
April 2007, Colombia 
 
Colombian naval officials seized two tonnes of 
shark fins in a boat off the Pacific coast. 
 
The Colombian-flagged vessel was arrested 18 
nautical miles from Malpelo island, a UNESCO 

World Heritage site. The vessel was crammed 
with the fins of endangered sharks including 
“hammerheads, silkies, oceanics, white fins, 
black fins, fox shark and reef shark”. 
 
A Colombian official said that “The Asians 
control the routes and the markets, and they 
intimidate the local fishermen and distributors  
who are paid a pittance per kilo - about 30 
dollars14”. 
 
April 2007, Philippines 
  
The Bureau of Fisheries and Aquatic Resources 
(BFAR) arrested 10 Vietnamese fishermen who 
were caught  poaching within Philippine waters 
aboard a 200-ton fishing vessel.. 
 
When the Philippine Coast Guard and BFAR 
personnel boarded the fishing vessel, they found 
several slaughtered sharks and manta rays in 
boxes. “The sharks and the manta rays were 
already cut into pieces. The poachers were 
apparently after the shark fins,” an official said15. 
 

September 2007, Palau 
 
It was reported that a raid on one of Palau’s 
largest foreign fishing companies had uncovered  
over 1,000 pounds of shark fins and crocodile 
meat. The illegal items were frozen, wrapped in 
plastic bags and stored in a large container for 
possible shipping. 
 
PMIC, a Taiwanese fishing firm, is one of the 
three major fish exporting companies in Palau. 
The same company had previously been found 
guilty of major tax evasion charges, involving 5.8 
million US dollars. 
 
Another major fishing company in Palau, PITI, 
had been subject to a seizure of  94 shark 
carcasses, 10 shark heads and 650 shark fins 
the previous month16. 
 

January 2008, Palau 
 

Federated States of Micronesia (FSM) National 
Police apprehended the Chinese-flagged fishing 
vessel, Fu Yuan Yu 096, fishing 100 nautical 
miles within the FSM's EEZ.  Based on the 
number of fins found, there should have been 
9,000 bodies, but the shark bodies aboard 
numbered only 1,776. The vessel was not 
licensed to fish in the FSM9. 
 

February 2008, Bangladesh 
 
The Bangladeshi Coastguard and officials of the 
East Wing of Sunderbans Forest Division were 



reported to have recovered eight dead sharks of 
a rare species on February 7th from four 
trawlers in the Sunderbans. Each of the sharks  
was about eight feet long and weighed over 40 
kgs. 
 
At least 50 shark processing centres were 
reported to have sprung up in the area. Traders 
from Chittagong go to Barguna and Patuakhali 
to encourage fishermen catch sharks and that at 
least 2,000 fishermen, working on 250 trawlers, 
are involved in catching and processing sharks.  
 
A large part of the shark catch is allegedly 
smuggled to Myanmar and Bangkok17. 
 

July 2008, Mozambique 
 
The Mozambican government was reported to 
have seized a Namibian registered ship carrying 
tons of sharks illegally fished in its waters. The 
Fisheries Minister said that the ship, named 
"Antillas Reefer", was seized off the coast of the 
central Zambezia province on June 23. 
 
Fishing inspectors found 43 tons of sharks, four 
tons of shark fin, 1.8 tons of shark tail, 11.3 tons 
of shark liver and 20 tons of shark oil, with an 
estimated value of $5 million on board the 
unlicensed ship. The Fisheries Ministry fined the 
ship's owners, Omunkete Fishing, $4.5 million, 
and confiscated the vessel and its cargo. 
 
The Namibian newspaper reported that this was 
the second time a vessel belonging to 
Omunkete Fishing had been implicated in illegal 
fishing. The Paloma V had been seized in New 
Zealand in May, as it tried to offload 100 tonnes 
of toothfish and 83 tonnes of nurse shark. 
 
The Namibian also reported that the Antillas 
Reefer crew of 36, mostly Spanish, were using 
long lines, with anchors and weights that could  
keep the lines at depths of up to two kilometres, 
allowing them to catch deep-sea sharks18,19. 
 
October 2008, Madagascar  
 
A Senegalese fishing vessel, 'El Amine', was 
arrested in Madagascar for illegal fishing, with 
33 tons of processed shark products and 1.5 ton 
of lobsters on board. The vessel had no fishing 
license. From documents found on board, it 
appeared that the vessel had reflagged several 
times: it was first under a Spanish flag, then 
reflagged to Namibia and finally reflagged to 
Senegal. All the processed products found on 
board were carrying the label Soperka, a 
Spanish company that owned the boat20. 

January 2009, Australia 
 
An Indonesian fishing vessel which allegedly 
had 30kg of shark fin on board was reported to 
have been intercepted in Australian waters.  
 
Customs said the vessel was apprehended in 
the Australian  Fishing Zone off the Western 
Australian coast. It was also allegedly carrying 
two tonnes of tuna and 10kg of shark fillet. The 
report added that the Western Australian 
government was reportedly considering tougher  
penalties to stamp out illegal fishing activities, 
after finding numerous sharks with their fins cut 
off south of Broome21. 
 
March 2009, South Africa 
 
A Taiwanese fishing vessel with nearly two tons 
of dried shark fins on board was seized at Cape 
Town harbour. The skipper and crew faced 
criminal charges for providing false information 
about their catch. 
 
The Marine and Coastal Management (MCM) 
said it was clear the foreign-flagged vessel, the 
Chien Jui 102, had been finning. This practice 
involves hacking fins off live sharks and throwing 
them back into the sea where they either bleed 
to death or become prey for other sharks. 
 
MCM said that  the number of shark fins landed 
must correspond with the number of shark 
trunks on board. The Chien Jui 102's permit 
indicated they it had 100kg of shark fin, 2,2 tons 
of shark trunk and 2 945kg of tuna on board, 
whereas, in fact, there were was nearly two tons 
of dried shark fins, which meant they should 
have had about 30 tons of shark trunk22. 
 
May 2009, Mozambique 
 
Macau Hub reported that foreign fishermen, 
particularly from Tanzania are costing 
Mozambique US$1 million a year as a result of 
illegal shark fishing, specifically the removal of 
the sharks’ fins.  
 
An official said that shark fishing was carried out 
using cruel and destructive methods as the 
sharks are caught and after their fins are cut off 
on board they are thrown back into the sea to  
die23.  
  

June 2009, Panama 
 

A local tour company visiting Cedro island 
discovered “hundreds  - if not thousands – of 
dismembered juvenile sharks” on the beach. A 
company employee stated that she believed the 



sharks had been caught by nearby artisanal fin-
fishers. Panamanian law requires that sharks 
caught by commercial vessels must be landed 
with their fins attached, but artisanal fishers may 
land them separately. However, the Maritime 
Authority of Panama  had declared the targeting  
of sharks for their fins to be illegal after a similar 
case in 200624.  
 

July 2009, Ecuador 
 
On July 8th, the Galapagos Park Service 
detained the Ecuadorian artisanal fishing vessel 
BP Tatiana II after monitoring its movement in 
and out of the Galapagos Marine Reserve 
I(GMR) over a three-day period. When boarded 
five miles outside of the GMR the officials seized 
nets, longlines, tuna and 45 sharks. Eight of the 
ten crewmembers did not possess fishing 
permits25. 
 

September 2009, South Africa 
 

It was reported that the crews of three foreign 
fishing vessels had been fined in South Africa 
during 2009 for removing shark fins and related 
offences. 
 
One of these occurred in April 2009, when a 
Korean vessels was found to have 667 kg of 
undeclared shark fin on board. Another Korean 
vessel had off-loaded 389kg of shark fin, more 
than the limit stipulated on its permit. An official 
reported that the crews of both vessels had cut 
the  fins from the trunks and thrown the bodies 
back into the water. 
 
A senior scientist with the Oceanographic 
Research Institute was quoted as saying that 
fishermen had caught two finned sharks that had 
miraculously survived26,27. 
 

January, 2010 USA 
 
The U.S. Coast Guard was reported to have 
seized a Taiwanese fishing vessel for illegally  
 
fishing in the Northern Marianas Exclusive 
Economic Zone. The Coast Guard Cutter,  
 
Washington, intercepted the Te Hung Fa 27 
kilometers inside the U.S. Exclusive Economic 
Zone. 
 
The crew of the fifty-six ton ship were accused 
of illegally fishing for sharks and tuna in the 
waters around the Commonwealth of the 
Northern Mariana Islands. The Pacific News 

Centre says the Washington escorted the 
Taiwanese ship into the Port of Saipan and the 
Capitan and crew of the Te Hung Fa were 
placed in custody, charged with illegal fishing28. 
 
Major land-based seizure in Ecuador, 2007 
 
On June 13th, 2007, more than 18,000 shark 
fins were intercepted on the Ecuador-Peru 
border29. At the time, Ecuador had imposed a 
ban on the export of shark fins, but export was 
legal from Peru. The Galapagos islands have 
suffered intensive poaching of sharks for their 
fins over a period of many years.  Shark fishing 
is illegal in the Galapagos, but shark “bycatch” is 
permissible in mainland fisheries. So while it is 
highly likely that many of the 18,000 fins were 
from illegal fisheries, it is not possible to assess 
the proportion. 
 

 
Finned sharks, Raja Ampat, Indonesia, 2006 
© Justin Ebert 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Fins-attached policies are gathering momentum   
 

In 2007, the UN General Assembly Adopted by consensus Resolution A/62/L.24, which calls on States  
“to consider taking other measures, as appropriate, such as requiring that all sharks be landed with each 
fin naturally attached”. 
 
In 2008, the IUCN World Conservation Congress adopted a Recommendation calling on all States that 
capture sharks to “to require at the point of first landing that sharks be landed only if their fins are 
naturally attached to their bodies, though allowing for partial detachment of fins to permit efficient storage 
and species identification”. 
 
To date, seven Parties to CITES are known to have adopted “fin-attached” regulations. These are: 
Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, El Salvador, Oman, Panama and the United Kingdom. In addition, the 
United States has adopted “fins-attached” regulations for fisheries operating in the Atlantic and Gulf of 
Mexico. Some of these countries permit onboard fin removal for artisanal fisheries and some allow fins to 
be partially severed, in order to facilitate storage, while still enhancing species identification. 
 
Conclusion 
 
A very large proportion of IUU fishing for sharks is carried out with the specific intention of harvesting  
fins. Most of it appears to involve finning – removal of the fins and discarding of the carcasses at sea. 
 
While strengthening national and regional prohibitions on shark finning will clearly not be sufficient to 
eliminate IUU fishing for sharks, the fact remains that, if shark fishers were required. to land sharks at 
port with their fins attached to their bodies, the incentive to fish illegally for sharks would be greatly 
reduced.  If more countries prohibit the landing of fins detached from carcasses and the transshipment of 
sharks at sea, the opportunities for landing fins from finned sharks will also diminish. 
 
HSI strongly encourages delegates to CoP15 discuss with their national Fisheries Agencies the benefits 
of adopting regulations that require all sharks to be landed at their ports with all of their fins fully or 
partially attached, in the natural way. 
 

 
Shark fin shop, China. © Victor Wu 
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