Fish catches by Thailand’s distant-water fleet fishing throughout the Indo-Pacific are
almost seven times higher than what the country reports to the Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations, a new study by the Sea Around Us claims.
For example, in 2014, the Asian country caught 3.7 million tons of fish outside its
Exclusive Economic Zone but reported only 247,000 tons. This figure, although
substantial, represents a decline from peak numbers reached in the mid-1990s when
the more relaxed rules of Thailand’s neighbors allowed for massive catches of over
seven million tons per year. Back then, as much as 80 percent of the catch was
unreported and much of it likely obtained illegally, the study states.
“Fishing by Thai vessels outside of Thailand’s waters takes place around the South
China Sea, the Indonesian archipelago, the Bay of Bengal as well as the Western
Indian Ocean, under both official and unofficial agreements, as well as illegally,” says
Brittany Derrick, lead author of the study and a researcher with the Sea Around Us
initiative at the University of British Columbia’s Institute for the Oceans and Fisheries.

She says the fact that Thai authorities still cannot account for an important amount of
what Thai vessels are catching beyond its borders puts the entire industry in jeopardy.
“Unsustainable and illegal practices, as well as slavery and human trafficking, are still
widespread.”
Being the fourth largest seafood exporter in the world, Thailand has taken measures to
improve its fishing operations, such as temporarily banning transshipments within and
outside of its Exclusive Economic Zone, and requiring all vessels to return to port within
30 days at sea. It has also implemented an electronic fishing licensing system, a
logbook reporting system and a Vessel Monitoring System.
However, “some reports suggest that significant levels of unmonitored and illegal
activity continue. In other words, vessels are traveling further distances to fish rather
than complying with the new laws,” says Dirk Zeller, co-author of the study and
Professor of Marine Conservation at the University of Western Australia. “Enforcing Thai
laws in the waters and ports of a distant country is difficult or even impossible, despite
Thailand’s official obligations under international law as the flag-state of these vessels,”
he says.
This has also created a situation in which domestic catches are not properly reported.
Reconstructed domestic catches taken within Thai waters over the last 60 years were
estimated to be nearly one and a half times larger than catches reported by Thailand to
the FAO. For 2014, for example, Thai fishers caught 1.7 million tons of fish in the Thai
Exclusive Economic Zone, of which 27 percent was not reported.
In total, Thailand’s domestic industrial, artisanal, subsistence and recreational sectors
caught over 109 million tons of fish between 1950 and 2014 and failed to report much of
that. “This lack of reliable data hinders the country’s efforts to address the overexploitation of its marine resources, which have been showing a downward trend since
the mid-1990s. It also makes it more difficult to develop policy and enforce stricter
regulations,” Derrick says.
The study “Thailand’s missing marine fisheries catch (1950-2014)” was published in
Frontiers of Marine Science. It is based on the Sea Around Us’ catch reconstruction
method, which incorporates best estimates of unreported catches, and complements
both national statistics and fishery data assembled and reported by the Food and
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations on behalf of Thailand.
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