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Trade and Environment Briefings:
Sustainable Fisheries

Introduction
Fish and fishery products represent one of the most extensively traded
commodities in the world. Trade is especially strong among developing
countries, which produce nearly three times as much fish as developed
countries. However, their future trade and development possibilities in this
sector have been jeopardised by over-exploitation and the effects of climate
change, which have severely stressed global fish stocks. The adoption of
green fishing practices, reforming distorting subsidies and eliminating trade
barriers, are needed to ensure the long-term viability of the fisheries trade.
This would allow developing countries to exploit the full potential of the
sector to spur domestic social development while transitioning to a green
economy.

Background
Marine and freshwater fisheries contribute directly to the global
economy as a source of income, food and recreation. The Food and
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) reported that in
2008 more than 40 percent of fish output was traded internationally
at an export volume of almost US$ 60 billion. Furthermore, more than
500 million people depend on fisheries for their livelihoods and fish
provide nutrition for more than 2.9 billion people. However, intensive
fishing practices supported by large-scale subsidisation have led to the
depletion of many fish stocks at an alarming rate.
While global fishing fleets remain far larger than can be sustainably
employed, the productivity of marine capture fisheries has been
declining since the late 1980s due to dwindling stocks. The FAO found
that approximately 85 percent of the world’s fisheries have been fished
to their biological limits or beyond. In a business-as-usual scenario, only
half the amount of fish available in 1970 will be available by 2015 and only
one-third by 2050. At the same time, this threatened industry, directly
or indirectly supports nearly 8 percent of the world’s population.
The loss of fishing resources poses particular challenges for developing
countries which often rely on these recourses in their development
strategies. Developing country trade in fish products has been increasing
rapidly in recent years, both in real terms and as share of the total value
of global trade.
There are many reasons for the decline of fishing resources; however,
nearly all of these factors have been exacerbated by fisheries subsidies,
which have been estimated at US$27 billion in 2010.
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UNEP (2011), Fisheries Subsidies, Sustainable Development and the WTO, edited by Anja von Moltke.

•

UNEP (2011), Towards a Green Economy: Pathways to Sustainable Development and Poverty Eradication.

•

UNEP (2012), Green Economy in a Blue World.
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