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1. Introduction 

 

Fisheries play a significant role in contributing to food security and economics. Throughout the 

past decades, governments around the world has provided subsidies to fisheries sector in different 

forms (e.g. direct transfers of funds, fuel, income or price support measures, tax credits, 

exemptions and rebates, low-interest loans and guarantees, preferential treatment and use of 

regulatory support mechanisms), estimated the global amounts of fisheries subsidies vary and 

range from US$15-35 billion annually
1
.  

 

WTO Negotiations on Fisheries Subsidies 
 

The World Trade Organization (WTO) launched the negotiations on fisheries subsidies at the 

Doha Ministerial Conference (MC4) since 2001, with a mandate to “clarify and improve” existing 

WTO disciplines on fisheries subsidies. In 2005, the WTO Hong Kong Ministerial Conference 

(MC6), reaffirmed the need to strengthen the disciplines for prohibiting certain forms of fisheries 

subsidies that contribute to overcapacity and overfishing. Since then, the Negotiating Group on 

Rules has been extensively discussing the scope of subsidies and ways to regulate them. Until late 

2016, a series of new proposals from the members submitted at the Buenos Aires Ministerial 

Conference (MC11) in 2017, the MC11 agreed that discussions on fisheries subsidies should be 

continued, to meet the Target 6 of the SDG14 “by 2020, prohibit certain forms of fisheries 

subsidies which contribute to overcapacity and overfishing, and eliminate subsidies that 

contribute to IUU fishing, and refrain from introducing new such subsidies, recognizing that 

appropriate and effective special and differential treatment for developing and least developed 

countries should be an integral part of the WTO fisheries subsidies negotiation,” and expected to 

be concluded by 2019.  However, there was noted difficulties in concluding negotiations, with 

some citing the complexities of the discussions, the remaining divergences in positions and it was 

agreed to conclude negotiations at the 12
th

 Ministerial Conference in Nur-Sultan, Kazakhstan on 

8-11 June 2020, however it was cancelled due to the situation of COVID-19. 

 

On 25 June 2020, the cluster meeting of the Negotiating Group on Rules concerning the fisheries 

subsidies negotiations was introduced to heads of WTO delegations a draft consolidated text of 

disciplines in anticipation of the text-based phase of the negotiations. WTO members started to 

discuss on 14-18 September 2020, the Meeting discussed on the consolidated draft document. 

Members reviewed draft language on subsidies contributing to overcapacity and overfishing, 

subsidies to distant water fishing, special and differential treatment for developing and least-

developed countries, and transparency provisions. Several members noted that the focus on 

specific parts of the text was particularly useful as it helped generate some suggestions for 

compromise language, as well as greater clarity on members’ positions. The cluster of fisheries 

subsidies meetings also took place on 5-9 October 2020 and on 2-6 November 2020, before 

entering the step of finalization of the Agreement in December 2020. 
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2. Update regional initiatives in responses to WTO on fisheries subsidies  

In September 2020, SEAFDEC organized a two-day Webinar on “Fisheries Subsidies: Southeast 

Asian Region Perspective” in order to obtain updated information on the status of the negotiations 

from key relevant agencies/countries, such as FAO/HQ, WTO, IISD, as well as the representative 

from SEAFDEC Member Countries including Fisheries Research Agency of Japan. This webinar 

also provided a venue for discussion among SEAFDEC Member Countries during its closed 

session to share their experiences and identified issues and needs for appropriately addressing the 

relevant concerns. As a result, the concerns include identification of difficulties for SEAFDEC 

Member Countries to determine overcapacity, overfishing and overfished stocks due to: lacking 

of reference points to be used for determining the level of overcapacity, overfishing and 

overfished; insufficient data and information to support stock assessment program, and technical 

knowledge on fish stock status. It is likely that such available catch data are being underreported 

and underestimated. Therefore, there is a need for setting-up determination of levels of capacity 

and effort being exerted by different fleets and by different type of stock in reference to the multi-

species nature of fisheries resources. 

 

SEAFDEC MCs also shared the views on possible development of an ASEAN common position 

on fishery subsidies that it would not be practical, considering the timeframe of seeking the 

endorsement through ASEAN mechanism, which take long process, that the final WTO 

negotiations (end of 2020) might already endorsed and it might no longer by timely to use such 

position during the discussion.  

 

During the Webinar, the MCs also provided the views on the needs on capacity building for stock 

assessment. Considering that characteristics of marine capture fisheries in Southeast Asia is 

complex and diverse, and involves multi-species and multi-gears, various methodologies on stock 

assessment had been trialed in determining the status of stocks of commercially exploited aquatic 

species. However, challenges for our region are limitation of time-series data and human 

resources on appropriate stock assessment model 

 

In this connection, SEAFDEC was requested to collaborate with FAO and relevant experts on the 

development of the capacity building programs on stock assessment to enhance the knowledge, 

and identify the reference points (e.g. overcapacity, overfishing) for better understanding stock 

status, and development of an appropriate model to be applied by SEAFDEC Member Countries 

on multi-species stock assessment. This would be beneficial for the SEAFDEC Member Countries 

in the negotiation process with the WTO on fisheries subsidies. 

 

3. Required Consideration by the 23
rd

 FCG/ASSP 

 

- To take note of the progress on WTO fisheries subsidies and results from the Webinar.  

- To provide directive guidance on the way forward for fisheries subsidies. 

 


