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Sustainable fishing means something different in different 
countries and in different fisheries. Recently the Marine 
Stewardship Council (MSC) was accused of not paying 
enough attention to some of its certified fisheries that are 
allegedly known to be using destructive and unsustainable 
fishing practices. This includes inhumane treatment of crew 
and poor working conditions. 

The MSC has certified more than 400 fisheries around the world and as this 

number grows so do the problems. For instance, this week US Customs and 
Border Protection took action against a Fijian tuna longliner, the Hangton No. 
112, accusing it of using forced labour. Of greater concern was that the tuna 

longliner involved is part of a MSC certified fishery. 
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This is not the first time: In January this year Indonesian fishers of a Chinese-
owned vessel He Shun 38 were repatriated. The vessel was delisted from MSC 

certification and is no longer eligible to fish for MSC-certified catch. The vessel 

was certified by Acoura Marine Ltd trading as Lloyds Register. 

In 2019 Greenpeace exposed another vessel, the Zhong Da No. 2, of the same 

fishery. Following this, Greenpeace documented the problem of inhuman 
working conditions from Southeast Asia in a 52-page report titled: “Seabound: 

The Journey to Modern Slavery on the High Seas.” 

The South African experience 

There is a history of foreign fishing vessels being arrested, or taking refuge in 

South African ports. 

One example is when in December 2013, seven of 10 Indonesian vessels 
– Gilontas 231, Bahari Nusantara 26, Bahari Nusantara 05, Bahari Nusantara 
83, Bahari Nusantara 19, Mahkota Abadi 15 and Bintang Samudera 11 – were 

apprehended by the South African authorities. 

Two of the 10 vessels, Samudera Pacific No 8 and Berkat Menjala No 
23, evaded port security and slipped away, never to be seen again. Another – 
the Omani-registered long-liner, Naham 4 – had already been sold to a Cape 

Town businessman and have been converted for use other than fishing. 

The arrest of the vessels came about following the issuing of a Purple Notice 
by Interpol for the detention of the vessels and crew on behalf of the South 

African authorities. 

They were all part of a flotilla of 10 so-called ‘slave ships’, three arrested off 
Camps Bay by the fisheries patrol vessel, Victoria Mxenge, and seven, all 

belonging to the same owner, discovered in the port of Cape Town. The vessels 

had contravened fisheries regulations. 

Inhumane conditions 
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There were 75 crew on the 10 vessels, living in abysmal, sub-human, 
conditions and they had to endure a harsh three months in Cape Town before 

being flown to Johannesburg and what they thought was an immediate return 

to their home country but it was not to be. 

All were detained at O R Tambo International Airport and removed to the 

Lindela Repatriation Centre at Krugersdorp where they spent a further two 
months before repatriation to Indonesia at South African government 

(taxpayer) expense. 

At the time Cassiem Augustus, Cape Town-based inspector for the 
International Transport Federation, said even though the Indonesian crew had 
got home, he doubted whether they were ever paid given that immigration 
authorities/DAFF (at the time) had insisted ITF-brought claims over arrears 

wages be dropped before allowing them to leave the country. 

Balena 

Prior to this, in 2009, 10 Vietnamese fishers were apprehended for an 

attempted mutiny on board an Asian fishing vessel. 

During court proceedings it became clear the Vietnamese were untrained 

fishers deceived by their recruitment agency. 

The fishers had been kept on board the Balena for more than 18 months 
against their will, at which time they were physically and verbally abused, 
subject to arbitrary fines and erratic payment, expected to work for up to 19 

hours a day in difficult and dangerous working conditions and accommodated 

in bunks that would fill with seawater. 

Although the captain initially laid a charge of attempted mutiny, this was 

quickly withdrawn. The fishing operator offered to pay for repatriation to 

Vietnam when the matter was brought to trial. 

Unfortunately, at that stage the fishers had already suffered a prolonged 

period of incarceration. 
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According to specialist maritime lawyer, Alan Golberg, who dealt with the case, 
the Balena, was in his estimation, a case of “sheer overkill” by the authorities, 

clearly prioritised in high places, when a special task force complete with 
helicopters was scrambled to free the master and injured fishing master, 

allegedly held hostage by the ‘disgruntled’ 10 crew. 

MV Lai Ching 

Another example was the Taiwanese fishing trawler, MV Lai Ching, which had 
sailed from Cape Town, exploded, caught fire, and sank in the South Atlantic, 
along with at least 10 dead (either killed on board or missing) and a good 

number injured. 

The concern about that vessel was related to safety and whether the families 
of those who died ever received compensation/remuneration remains unclear. 

The bodies were flown home after a Cape Town postmortem, but a detailed 

report was never received, according to Goldberg who worked on the case. 

Both the Balena and Lai Chi carried a mix of Asian nationals which was 

allegedly not permissible on Taiwanese fishing vessels. 

MV Jinan 

Fast forward to 2021 and to the Kenyan port of Mombasa, where the MV Jinan, 
a vessel which has been abandoned since October 2019 with 10 crew 
members, continues to receive fervent support from the Mission to Seafarers 

in the form of food, water, fuel and cooking gas. 

According to the port chaplin,(captain ?-H.S.) it was understood the matter 
would be settled soon after the court ruled in their favour, but actually the 

process of selling the ship was taking longer than anticipated. 

Shark Guardian bites 

With conservationists taking to social media accusing these fisheries of 
#HumanRightsViolations, @Anti_Slavery and #ethicaltuna amongst others, 
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one has to wonder if the UK-based charity(#1152654), Shark Guardian, 

doesn’t perhaps have a valid argument. 

It recently penned a letter to the Chair of the Board of Trustees of the MSC 

saying that the MSC must reform itself. 

At the heart of Shark Guardian’s complaint is its perception that there are a 
growing number of fisheries that engage in destructive and unsustainable 

fishing practices attaining MSC certification and re-certification. 

“The global public has placed enormous trust in the MSC’s blue tick, and we 

believe this trust has been breached,” it says. 

Confiscated shark fins. Source: TRAFFIC Wildlife. Read the article Know Your 

Shark Fins. How You Can Get Your Own Set of 3D Replicas for Free… 

Shark finning 
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In Shark Guardian’s opinion the MSC is making allowances for an increasing 

number of controversial fisheries receiving MSC certification / recertification. 

It says they are overfishing, bycatch is excessive, fishing practices such as 
shark finning and use of drifting fish aggregating devices (dFADs) are 
destructive, and they are poorly managed. This is negatively impacting 

threatened and endangered species. 

The MSC banned shark finning in 2011 and has since stated they have a “zero 
tolerance” approach to the practice.  But if we take a closer look, this has not 

been implemented in their Standards,” says Shark Guardian. 

It specifically wants the MSC to require a Fins Naturally Attached (FNA) 
policy from all fisheries. This policy means that fishers cannot land a shark 

without all of its fins naturally intact on the body, and fisheries cannot possess, 
ship or land fins that are not naturally attached to the corresponding carcass. 
If fins are spotted separate from a carcass, it is immediately clear that a breach 

has occurred and sanctions can be applied. 

South Africa’s Plan to Protect Sharks Needs an Urgent Update 

Market incentive 

These same fisheries, it says, “benefit from the MSC’s label as the gold 
standard of sustainability effectively acts as a cap on ambition across the 

industry. 

“MSC currently certifies almost 20% of global catch and aims to increase that 
percentage to a third of global catch engaged in the programme by 2030. 
Therefore, its decisions directly drive up or down the standards of a sizable 
proportion of the global industry and serve as a market incentive for 

improvement for the rest. 

“Moreover, the MSC scheme is increasingly relied upon by retailers, 
governments, and international bodies, including the Center for Biodiversity 

(CBD), as a primary metric for sustainability. 
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“We believe the MSC in its current form has largely deviated from its mission 
and, at this critical time for our oceans, risks becoming a vehicle for 

greenwashing if urgent reforms are not made.” 

Call for Change. Controversy Over Unsustainable Fisheries Receiving MSC 

Certification 

Other weaknesses 

Shark Guardian lists other areas where it thinks the MSC is weak. These are 
inherent conflicts of interest in the business model; weak, ambiguously written 

standards interpreted to favour certification over sustainability; and a lack of 
transparency which breeds distrust and stifles meaningful stakeholder 

engagement. 

Marketing communications are also disproportionately depicting artisanal 
fisheries, which misleads consumers; large-scale industrial fisheries are being 
favoured at the expense of small fisheries in developing countries; and there 
are inadequate safeguards against human rights abuses including child labour 

and forced labour. 

Response from the MSC 

Fishing Industry News and Aquaculture Southern Africa approached MSC 

South Africa for comment. 

The response was that the MSC disagrees that public trust in the MSC blue tick 

has been breached. 

The MSC says it is helping to influence improvements on the water and that 
certification to the MSC Standard is based on evidence. The blue tick treads a 

fine line between between fishing and conservation and so assessors take a 
precautionary approach to determining the impacts of fishing on the wider 

environment 
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George Clark, MSC’s UK Program Director, comments: “Shark Guardian 
supposes that the MSC has fallen short of expectations across a number of 

areas.. 

“…we will in due course respond to the specifics of these and demonstrate how 
the MSC Standard and organisation is currently meeting and exceeding 

expectations and dealing with these particular areas of focus.” 

MSC South Africa said it would follow up the brief response with a full 

statement. This was not forthcoming. 

However in an opinion piece on the MSC website, Nicolas Guichoux, Chief 
Program Officer at the MSC says, “Responsible management is the key to 
sustainable fishing, and for complex fisheries like tuna, effective harvest 

strategies and harvest control rules play an essential role in making sure 

enough fish are left in the sea for them to replenish.  

“If tuna from the WCPO is to be fished sustainably in the long term, members 

of the regional management agency must agree to secure these vital stock 

protections without delay.”   

The MSC also acknowledges that 22 tuna fisheries in the Western Central 

Pacific Ocean could face suspension of their certification to the Marine 

Stewardship Council’s (MSC) standard for sustainable fishing. 

“These fisheries were certified with a time bound requirement that fishing 

nations agree on measures to ensure the long-term sustainability of shared 
tuna stocks through the development of harvest strategies and control rules. 

This agreement is yet to materialize,” says the MSC. 

“The WCPFC now has until December 2022 to conclude negotiations, with 

interim progress needed at their next annual meeting in December 2021. 
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“Failure to do so could see all 22 certified tuna fisheries in the region, as well 
as an additional five currently seeking MSC certification, having their 

certificates suspended by independent assessors in June 2023.” 

Sustainability of Tuna Questionable if Better Care Not Taken 

The Merits of Certification in Creating Value 

                                                                                          ……………………………….. 


