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Proposed Comprehensive Standard
on Work in the Fishing Sector:

An Overview
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Introduction

A
ccording to the Food and Agriculture O rganization of the
U nited N ations (FAO ), in 2001, marine capture fisheries
stood at 82.5 mn tonnes. About 45 per cent of the total

marine fish production is estimated to originate from the small-
scale fisheries sector, and the rest is from the industrial fisheries
sector. In 2000, there w ere about 27 mn persons estimated to be
employed in capture fisheries, w orldw ide. They range from those
employed by multinational corporations in industrialized fishing
vessels to those w orking on rudimentary unmechanized
� � � � � � � � � � � � (catamarans). The vast majority of the w orld’s fisher
population is based in A sia. Of the 27 mn, about 15 to 20 mn are
considered as artisanal and small-scale fishers. A bout 90 per cent
of the fishers of the w orld w ork on vessels less than 24 m in length.

Perhaps the most significant change that has happened in marine
fishing over the last 40 years relates to the status of fisheries
resources. C apture fisheries seems to have peaked. A quaculture
is now  the main frontier for increasing fish production. There is
little room for developing new  fisheries or for increasing fish
production from existing fisheries. These facts have serious
implications for employment. The emphasis, according to the
International Labour Organization (ILO ), is changing from
maximum employment to sustainable employment.

Over the last 40 years, there have been significant changes in fishing
technology, too. Smaller vessels that never ventured beyond near-
shore w aters are now  fishing outside the territorial limits of 12
nautical miles, and sometimes even in other exclusive economic
zones (EEZs). These vessels now  stay at sea longer and fish at
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greater distances, which have implications for the working and
living standards of the crew on board. In India, for example, vessels
below 20 m length account for almost the entire marine fish
production of the country. The Ghanaian artisanal fisheries, too,
contributes to more than 80 per cent of Ghana’s fish production.
Ghana’s artisanal fishing canoes now fish up to the edge of the
country’s continental shelf.

It is almost 40 years now since � � �  last developed a standard for
the fishing sector. The proposed new standard, to be placed on
the agenda of the 92nd Session of the International Labour
Conference in June 2004 at Geneva, would revise the existing seven
� � �  instruments on the subject— five Conventions (on minimum
age, medical examination, article of agreement, accommodation
and competency certificate) and two R ecommendations
(concerning vocational training and hours of work). This is within
the context of revising � � �  Conventions (binding for countries
that ratify them) and R ecommendations (not binding, but
providing guidance) adopted before 1985, in order to update and
strengthen the standards-setting system of � � � .

� � �  broadens the definition of ‘commercial fishing’ in the proposed
new standard to include all but subsistence fishing and recreational
fishing (including fishing operations in inland lakes and rivers).
The definition of ‘fisher’ includes every person employed or
engaged in any capacity on board any fishing vessel, including
persons working on board who are paid on the basis of a share of
the catch.

The new standard on work in the fishing sector— a Convention
supplemented by a R ecommendation— is expected to reflect
changes in the fishing sector during the past 40 years. For the first
time ever, it expects to reach a greater portion of the world’s fishers,
particularly those working on board smaller vessels. It wishes to
address— also for the first time— other critical issues in the fishing
sector, such as safety and health, and the social security of fishers.

The new standard would take into account the provisions of the
1995 � 	 �  Code of Conduct for R esponsible Fisheries and it would
try to integrate the work of � � �  with that of other international
organizations concerned with fisheries and the operations of
fishing vessels. This, � � �  believes, would result in the standard
being clearly understood and to be found more acceptable not
only by ministries responsible for labour issues but also by those
responsible for fisheries management and vessel safety, as well as
by fishing vessel owners and those working on fishing vessels.
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ILO circulated a questionnaire among member States in March
2003 to elicit views on the content of a comprehensive standard.
Governments were requested to consult with the most
representative organizations of employers and workers before
finalizing their replies to the questionnaire by August 2003.

Of ILO’s 177 members, 83 countries responded to the questionnaire,
of which more than 50 per cent were developing countries. More
than two-thirds of the responding countries reported consultation
with employers’ and workers’ representatives in preparing their
responses to the questionnaire.

Almost 90 per cent of the respondents agreed to adopt instruments
on work in the fishing sector. W hile most countries would like to
see a Convention supplemented by a Recommendation, a narrow
minority of developing countries, including India, would like to
see only a Recommendation (not binding, but providing only
guidance).

Regarding the scope of the proposed legal instrument, more than
50 per cent of the respondents said the proposed standard should
apply only to vessels engaged in marine waters, although 23 States
would like to exclude vessels in territorial waters from the scope
of this standard. In addition to ‘areas of operation’, 36 States would
also like to see ‘fishing vessel length’ as another method of
delimiting the scope of the Convention.

Of the responding States, 94 per cent would like to include a
provision concerning minimum age for work on board fishing
vessels. The majority proposed 18 years as the minimum age.
Several States have given their reasons for requiring a minimum
age: the hazardous nature of fishing, the difficult and demanding
nature of the occupation, and the importance of having fishers
who have reached a certain level of mental and physical maturity,
or who have an understanding of their rights, responsibilities and
safety regulations. School-leaving age is also a consideration for
some respondents.

There was overwhelming support for the need for fishers to (a)
undergo initial and subsequent medical examination; (b) hold a
medical certificate attesting fitness for work as a fisher; and (c)
carry appropriate medical supplies, considering the hazardous
nature of fishing operations and their remoteness from medical
care ashore.

The vast majority of governments and workers’ organizations also
highlighted the importance of written contracts or articles of
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agreement between vessel owners and fishers. Many developing
countries, however, said such contracts should not apply to small
vessels engaged in artisanal and small-scale fishing operations.

With regard to accommodation and provisions on board fishing
vessels, almost all States who responded, observed that the
Convention should provide that all fishing vessels, with
exemptions for some categories, should have appropriate
accommodation and sufficient food and drinking water for the
service of the fishing vessels.

There was overwhelming support for measures to ensure that
fishing vessels have sufficient and competent crew for safe
navigation and fishing operations in accordance with international
standards, and for minimum periods of rest, established in
accordance with national laws and regulations, to combat excessive
fatigue and for general health reasons.

In view of the hazardous nature of fishing and the high injury
and fatality rate, almost all governments suggested that the
Convention should provide that occupational safety and health
provisions should cover persons working on fishing vessels. Most
governments wanted occupational safety and health provisions
to apply to all vessels.

An overwhelming majority of governments suggested that the
Convention should provide that persons working on board fishing
vessels should be entitled to the social security benefits applicable
to other workers, in view of the hazards of their occupation.

Most governments suggested that the Convention should include
a provision concerning consultation with representative
employers’ and workers’ organizations, as well as representative
organizations of persons working on board fishing vessels in the
development and implementation of national laws and regulations
concerning conditions of work on board fishing vessels.

The proposed conclusions that have been prepared by the
International Labour Office, based on the replies to the
questionnaire, aim “to help ensure that fishers have decent
conditions for work on board fishing vessels with regard to
minimum requirement for work on board; conditions of service;
accommodation and food; health promotion; medical care and
social security.” The Convention would apply to vessels engaged
in commercial fishing operations. It can exclude rivers and inland
waters. Exclusions could, however, further be made for “categories
of fishers or fishing vessels in respect of which special and
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substantial problems relating to application rise in the light of
particular conditions of service of the fishers or the fishing vessel’s
operations.”   �


