Human Rights Due Diligence in
Global Seafood Supply Chains:

Policy Pathways for Ethical Fish

Trade

Executive Summary

Global seafood supply chains are implicated in
widespread labour abuses, including forced
labour and debt bondage which affect workers
from vessel to processing plant.[1] As of August
2023, 65% of assessed seafood-producing
countries that are involved with 98% of seafood
production showed documented evidence of
forced labour, child labour, or human trafficking
in their seafood sectors.[2]

These abuses persist because regulatory
oversight at sea is fragmented, corporate supply
chain transparency is weak, and voluntary
standards have proven insufficient.[3] Possible
remedies include mandatory due diligence
legislation, enforceable traceability systems,
and targeted support for affected workers
delivered through coordinated international
action.

The Problem

Seafood supply chains are among the world'’s
most complex sector. Fish caught in the Pacific
may be processed in Southeast Asia, distributed
through European ports, and consumed in
North America.[4] This dynamic creates both a
logistical and a governance gap that enables
exploitation. A 2026 ILO survey found that 13%
of migrant workers in Southeast Asia’s fishing
and seafood processing sectors were in
situations of forced labour.[5]

Specific challenges include:

¢ Illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing
leads to human rights violations due to its
operation without any legal scrutiny.[6]

e Poor monitoring and enforcement in
offshore fishing activities facilitate labour
abuses among fishers, especially those in
International waters.[7]
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Who is affected?

e Migrant Workers: Low-income migrant e Small-Scale Fishers: Local fishers in West
workers  (predominantly men  from Africa and the Indian Ocean face similar
Cambodia, Indonesia, Myanmar, and high-level risks but receive far less
Vietnam) deployed on distant-water fishing attention from international oversight
fleets or processing facilities. [8] bodies. [9]

Why it is an issue

jurisdiction over labour law seafood supply chains voluntary certification schemes
aboard fishing vessels is involve several such as Marine Stewardship
contested between flag states intermediaries, obscuring Council[12] and Aquaculture
and port states, leaving many origin thus hindering Stewardship Council[13]
stk el accountability.[11] focus overwhelmingly on
protection.[10]

environmental performance.
Social audits remain largely
optional, superficial, and easily
faked.[14]
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Policy Relevance

e Human rights due diligence is at the centre
of trade, investment, and development
policy.[15] The European Union's Corporate
Sustainability Due Diligence Directive
(Directive 2024/1760), mandates that large
companies identify and address adverse
human rights impacts across their entire
chain of activities, with financial penalties
and civil liability for non-compliance.[16]

Key Evidence

e The International Labour Organization (ILO)
estimates that at least 128,000 fishers are
trapped in forced labour aboard vessels
worldwide, a figure which is widely
understated.[19]

Recommendations

¢ Strengthen Vessel-Level Tracking and Post
State Regulations. Governments and
international bodies should prioritize catch
documentation measures that capture
vessel identity, crew nationality, and labour
conditions. Additionally, Port states should
conduct strict social compliance inspections
before vessels are permitted to offload.

e This creates direct

market  access
implications for all seafood-exporting
countries. Corporations that fail to
demonstrate clean supply chains risk
having their products barred from European
markets.[17] For major seafood exporters in
Africa and Asia, alignment with Human
Rights Due Diligence standards is now a
trade imperative not an ethical duty.[18]

e A lack of transparency and traceability in

seafood supply chains facilitates illegal,
unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing,
which is estimated to account for around
20% of global wild-caught seafood.[20]

Improve Access to Remedy for Affected
Workers. Effective Human Rights Due
Diligence requires that workers can report
abuse safely and access  reliefs.
Governments should fund worker-facing
grievance mechanisms including
multilingual hotlines and legal aid which are
independent of the companies being

monitored.

[15] United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), ‘Heightened Human Rights Due Diligence: Not just important, indispensable’ (Speech) )
https//www.undp.org/speeches/heightened-human-rights-due-diligence-not-just-important-indispensable accessed 11 June 2026.

[16] Directive (EU) 2024/1760 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 June 2024 on corporate sustainability due diligence and amending Directive (EU)
2019/1937 and Regulation (EU) 2023/2859 (CSDDD) OJ L 2024/1760.

[17] FAIRR Initiative, ‘Supply Chain Traceability Gaps Leave Global Seafood Giants at Risk Amid Mounting Investor Attention’ (4 December 2024)
httpsy//www fairr.org/news-events/press-releases/supply-chain-traceability-gaps-leave-global-seafood-giants-at-risk-amid accessed 11 June 2026.

[18] Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), *Mandatory human rights due diligence (mHRDD)' https//www.chchr.org/en/business-
and-human-rights/mandatory-human-rights-due-diligence-mhrdd accessed 11 June 2026.

[19] International Labour Organization (ILO), Forced Labour in Commercial Fishing (ILO, 7 August 2024) https//www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/2024-
08/Forced%20labour%20in%20commercial%20fishing%20Web.pdf accessed 11 June 2026.

[20] FAIRR Initiative, ‘Supply Chain Traceability Gaps Leave Global Seafood Giants at Risk Amid Mounting Investor Attention’ (4 December 2024)
https//www fairr.org/news-events/press-releases/supply-chain-traceability-gaps-leave-global-seafood-giants-at-risk-amid accessed 11 June 2026.

© 2026 GLOBAL HUMAN RIGHTS CENTRE

For additional information, Dr Cynthia C. Umezulike, Ph.D
President and Director of Policy and Human Rights
info@globalhumanrights.org
www.globalhumanrightscentre.org




