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SUMMARY OF 
RECOMMENDATIONS

1.	 Minimum information standards for wild-caught fish  
products should be adopted

2.	 Authoritative data sources, including a global record of  
fishing vessels, should be established or identified as soon  
as possible

3.	 A harmonized system of “landing authorizations”  
should be established to provide primary assurances  
of the legal origin of fish products

4.	 Multiple points of verification should be added throughout 
seafood supply chains

5.	 A transition to fully electronic traceability systems should be 
accomplished for all commercial wild fish products within the 
next five years

6.	 Support and capacity building must be provided to those 
producers who will need help with the transition to electronic 
traceability systems, particularly SMEs and commercial fishers 
in developing countries

7.	 A global architecture for interoperability systems should  
be developed

8.	 Where applicable, non-discriminatory border measures  
setting minimum standards for seafood traceability and  
proof of legal origin should combat trade in IUU products 
while facilitating legitimate commerce through a “risk-based, 
tiered, and targeted” approach
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The Expert Panel on Legal and Traceable Wild Fish Products is a multi- 
disciplinary expert group convened to promote a global framework for ensur-
ing the legality and traceability of all wild-caught fish products. Organized by 
WWF and facilitated by Resolve, Inc., the Panel was established in early 2013 to 
identify complementary regulatory and private-sector mechanisms for over-
coming common obstacles to establishing such a framework.

The Panel began with a shared vision of a desired outcome:

We seek a world in which all fishers, processors, traders, retailers, and consum-
ers of wild-caught fish can be reliably assured that all fish products are legal and 
fully traceable. We envision a global framework—based on an appropriate com-
bination of private-sector and governmental mechanisms—that ensures the legal 
provenance and “boat-to-plate” traceability of fish products, thereby reducing 
incentives for illegal fishing while promoting socially, economically, and environ-
mentally sustainable fisheries.

The Panel consists of the eight following experts who participated with the 
support of their respective institutions. 
•	 Tejas Bhatt, Institute of Food Technologists

•	 Francisco Blaha, independent consultant

•	 Mariah Boyle, FishWise

•	 Bill DiMento, High Liner Foods

•	 Michele Kuruc, WWF

•	 Hans-Jürgen Matern, Metro Group

•	 Petter Olsen, Norwegian Institute of Food, Fisheries and  
Aquaculture Research (Nofima)

•	 Steve Trent, Environmental Justice Foundation

The Panel’s vision unites the theme of ending trade in illegal fish products with 
the theme of traceability. This twinning is fundamental to the Panel’s mission.
•	 Comprehensive boat-to-plate traceability is an essential precondition of 

reliably establishing the legal provenance of fish products; 

•	 and a basic infrastructure for establishing legal provenance is a precondi-
tion of reliable traceability.

Taken together, the two themes are vital to creating a more transparent 
seafood market framework that rewards responsible fishing and effectively 
shuns illegal practices.

ABOUT  
THE PANEL
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This document presents eight concrete recommendations from the Expert 
Panel on Legal and Traceable Wild Fish Products, which are also supported 
by the institutions that each panelist represents. These recommendations 
together provide a comprehensive global framework for legal and traceable 
seafood products. This document follows the publication in November 2014 
of a preliminary, summarized version of this report, which contained all of the 
Panel’s recommendations. This new and final version of the report provides 
expanded content and more technical detail than the preliminary report.  
A summary of the material added or substantially amended in this version is 
noted in the section immediately below. 

The objectives of the Panel’s recommendations are to articulate a functional 
vision for a global framework to ensure legal and traceable fish products, 
to identify the key subcomponents of such a framework, and to suggest  
solutions—or at least paths toward solutions—to some of the problems that 
must be overcome to establish the framework as envisioned. In particular, 
these recommendations aim to identify the needs and opportunities for joint 
or cooperative action among stakeholders to advance solutions. Further, the 
Panel hopes that the recommendations will provide a strong call for action 
and coordination among key players across industry, government, and  
civil society. 

Although this document was authored by the Expert Panel on Legal and 
Traceable Wild Fish Products and the recommendations can only be attrib-
uted to the Panel, the recommendations were also heavily informed by 
several other expert consultations. The authors wish to thank the following  
individuals for their contributions. 
•	 David Agnew from the Marine Stewardship Council, Britta Gallus from 

Metro Group, and Jens Kungl from Metro Systems, who the Panel exten-
sively consulted and who contributed greatly to the creation of these 
recommendations. 

•	 A number of experts who were consulted via telephone and in-person 
interviews and during an expert workshop held in Washington, DC, in 
August 2014 that was convened to discuss the design of a framework for 
border measures to address illegal, unreported, and unregulated seafood. 
These consultations included technical dialogue with a number of experts 
within government agencies. Non-government experts included  
Marcus Asner, Arnold & Porter LLP; Igor Gorlach, Foley Hoag LLP; and 
Kevin Lewis, PricewaterhouseCoopers. 

ABOUT THIS 
DOCUMENT
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The Panel was convened by WWF, the global conservation organization, as 
part of WWF’s Smart Fishing Initiative. WWF’s work to convene the Panel was 
led by David Schorr, with support from numerous staff, including Benjamin 
Freitas, Robin McNamara, Kim Vosburgh, Simmy Singh, and Elizabeth Schueler. 
Throughout its tenure, the Panel was facilitated by Resolve, Inc., a neutral 
non-profit organization supporting multi-sector collaboration and decision- 
making. California Environmental Associates supported the development of 
these recommendations with research and drafting. Funding for this work 
was supported by the Oceans 5 funder consortium and the Gordon and Betty 
Moore Foundation. 

New Material in This Report
This final report of the Panel is an expanded version of the Panel’s  
preliminary report, published in November 2014. The Panelʼs recommen-
dations, highlighted throughout the report in blue text with  bullets, have 
not changed from the preliminary report. This final version reflects some  
editorial adjustments as well as the following new material: 

A new chapter (Building Momentum, p. 15–24) which highlights  
complementary efforts on the part of governments, non-governmental 
organizations, and the private sector to build and adopt best practices  
for legality and traceability, and which further articulates the value of 
traceability systems for both businesses and governments. 

Additional technical analysis, information, and commentary  
on the following subjects:

•	 “key data elements” for use in traceability systems, including  
identification of outstanding harmonization challenges (p. 26);

•	 landing authorizations, as a cutting-edge approach to combining  
catch documentation, licensing verification, and initial product tracing  
(p. 30–32);

•	 current momentum toward electronic traceability systems (p. 35);

•	 implementing traceability for multi-input products (p. 38);

•	 interoperability, including examination of current complementary, multi-
stakeholder efforts to design and develop the architecture for interoper-
able systems, and reference to analogous processes in other sectors  
(p. 39); and

•	 best practices for border measure design (p. 40-47). 
A new appendix (The Range of Approaches to Risk-Based, Tiered and 
Targeted Import Control Systems) (p. 53–56).

Suggestions for further reading have been added throughout the 
document.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
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AQSIQ General Administration of 
Quality Supervision, Inspection and 
Quarantine (China)

ASC Aquaculture Stewardship Council 

ATM Automated Teller Machine

CCAMLR Convention for the 
Conservation of Antarctic Marine 
Living Resources

CDS Catch Documentation System

CPC Childrenʼs Product Certificate

CITES Convention on International 
Trade in Endangered Species

CTE Critical Tracking Event

DEVFISH II EU Development of Tuna 
Fisheries in the Pacific ACP Countries 
Project II

EDI Electronic Data Interchange

EEZ Exclusive Economic Zone 

EPC Electronic Product Code

FAO Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations 

FDA US Food and Drug 
Administration

FFA Pacific Islands Forum Fisheries 
Agency

FFAW Fish, Food and Allied Workers

FIMS Fisheries Information 
Management System

FSMA Food Safety Modernization Act 

GFTC Global Food Traceability Center

GLN Global Location Number

GSTS Global Standard Traceability 
Solution

GT Gross Tonnage

GRT Gross RegisteredTonnage

HACCP Hazard Analysis and Critical 
Control Points

IATTC Inter-American Tropical Tuna 
Commission 

ICCAT International Commission for 
the Conservation of Atlantic Tunas 

IFT Institute of Food Technologists 

IMO International Maritime 
Organization 

IOTC Indian Ocean Tuna Commission

ISO International Organization for 
Standardization

ISSF International Seafood 
Sustainability Foundation

IT Information Technology

ITIS Integrated Taxonomic 
Information System

IUU Illegal, Unreported, and 
Unregulated 

KDE Key Data Element

LAC Landing Authorization Code

MSC Marine Stewardship Council 

MOU Memorandum of 
Understanding

NAFO Northwest Atlantic Fisheries 
Organization

NGO Non-Governmental 
Organization

OECD Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development

PSMA Port State Measures 
Agreement, or The FAO Agreement 
on Port State Measures to Prevent, 
Deter, and Eliminate Illegal, 
Unreported, and Unregulated Fishing 

PTI Produce Traceability Initiative

RFID Radio-Frequency Identification

RFMO Regional Fisheries 
Management Organization 

SEC US Securities and Exchange 
Commission

SME Small and Medium-Sized 
Enterprise 

SPRFMO South Pacific Regional 
Fisheries Management Organization

TED Turtle Excluder Device

TSN Taxonomic Serial Number 

VMS Vessel Monitoring System 

VOI Vessel of Interest

WWF World Wide Fund for Nature / 
World Wildlife Fund

XML Extensible Markup Language
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The long-term sustainable management of wild fish stocks is critical to ocean 
ecosystems, global food security, and the $136 billion annual trade in global 
seafood (FAO, 2014). Over the last several decades, the majority of the world’s 
fisheries have faced fishing pressure up to or beyond their biological limits. 
The unprecedented scale of this depletion stems from unsustainable and irre-
sponsible fishing practices that still represent “business as usual” in far too 
many fisheries around the world. Some of these practices are explicitly illegal, 
while others are enabled by weak fisheries management and enforcement 
infrastructure. Despite decades of international effort, illegal, unreported, 
and unregulated (IUU) fishing remains rampant, accounting for as much as 
thirty percent of seafood harvested globally (Agnew et al., 2009).

In order to address the risks of unsustainable fishing and enable consum-
ers to rely on seafood markets to deliver legally and responsibly caught fish 
products, a number of leading commercial actors, governments, and regional 
fisheries management organizations (RFMOs) have taken pioneering steps to 
improve transparency in seafood supply chains. These laudable efforts have 
proved that traceability in complex supply chains is possible and can connect 
markets to sustainable supply (Magera and Beaton, 2009). These voluntary 
efforts alone will not solve the problem, however; best practices need to be 
adopted on a much wider scale. 

Wild fish—one of the most highly traded food commodities—move from pro-
ducers to consumers through a supply chain that is global, diffuse, complex, 
and in most cases highly opaque. Seafood markets are unable to distinguish 
between fish products that are sustainably and legally caught and those that 
are not. The absence of full chain traceability (Magera and Beaton, 2009) 
is a fundamental obstacle to achieving comprehensive sustainability in the 
seafood trade. Poor traceability, combined with the widespread absence of 
basic minimum practices for establishing and verifying the legal origins of 
wild fish products, leads to markets that inadvertently generate handsome 
profits for illegal fishing activities. At the same time, insufficient traceability 
makes it harder and more expensive for traders, processors, retailers, and 
consumers to make informed decisions and demand more sustainable sea-
food products. It also makes it extremely difficult for regulators to enforce 
existing laws against the trade and sale of illegally caught fish. 

Yet a different world is possible: we have the capacity to ensure that all  
wild-caught fish are fully traceable and demonstrably linked to legal fish-
ing activities. As a global community, we are poised to make great strides in 
addressing seafood traceability and legality in the next few years. 

There is a groundswell of momentum toward traceability in seafood markets. 
•	 The main obstacles to achieving “fully traceable and demonstrably legal” 

seafood are no longer technical. Remote monitoring, electronic record-
keeping, and globalized systems for sharing digital information now 
make it entirely possible for all seafood to be traceable from “boat to 
plate.” More than a few individual companies already provide this level of 

traceability 
the ability to system-
atically identify a unit 
of production, track its 
location, and describe 
any treatments or trans-
formations at all stages 
of production, process-
ing, and distribution 
(Magera and Beaton, 
2009)

full chain traceability 
the ability to track 
forward and trace back 
(one step up, one step 
down as a minimum) at 
any point along the full 
supply chain, no matter 
how many trading or 
traceability partners and 
business process steps 
are involved

PREFACE
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transparency, and even small-scale producers and businesses in develop-
ing countries can affordably access these technologies. 

•	 Since 2009, the EU has required that all fisheries products marketed  
in the EU be adequately labeled and fully traceable at all stages of pro-
duction, processing, and distribution (European Commission Council 
Regulation, 2009).

•	 As of February 2015, an inter-agency task force in the United States is con-
sidering ways in which the United States might deter trade in IUU seafood. 
The initial recommendations of the task force, issued on December 18, 
2014, appear to be putting the United States on track toward requiring 
new traceability and information requirements as a condition of market 
access (Recommendations of the Presidential Task Force, 2014). Thus, the 
global seafood market appears to be heading for border measures that 
require traceability and proof of legality from its two largest importers, a 
situation that would truly represent a new paradigm. 

As the private sector and governments move toward traceability and legal-
ity in seafood, it will be important to follow a shared global framework. Such  
a framework would allow efforts to scale much more quickly and build upon 
a combination of existing private-sector voluntary standards and harmonized 
governmental regulations. Seafood traceability practices should employ the 
same tools and practices that already enable globally interoperable phone 
systems, banks and automated teller machines (ATMs), package delivery 
services, and many other products and services common in worldwide com-
merce today. The time has come to bring the global seafood business into the 
21st century.
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Achieving this vision will require the parallel and symbiotic development of new 
voluntary industry standards and new government regulations. It will require 
industry initiatives to establish viable standards and protocols, to create 
market rewards for best practices throughout commercial supply chains, 
and to develop new technology platforms and services. Simultaneously, it will 
require governments to generate the underlying information and infrastruc-
ture to ensure the legality of seafood and to establish minimum standards 
as a way to raise the performance of all industry actors. Governments can 
also help by providing financial and technical support to those producers 
who need help with this transition. But most importantly, this transition will 
require broadening the set of actors and stakeholders who are ready to under-
take a significant shift in the culture of the fishing and seafood industries—a  
purposeful shift toward transparency and more responsible patterns of pro-
duction and consumption. 

The recommendations presented in this document constitute the consensus 
output of an interdisciplinary and international expert panel convened to help 
envision a global framework for traceable and legal fish products and to rec-
ommend paths toward making that framework a reality. This report makes 
eight concrete recommendations to industry and government that together 
provide a comprehensive framework for legal and traceable seafood products. 

The Panel’s goal is to promote practical steps toward fully traceable and 
demonstrably legal seafood as a means to achieving sustainable fishing 
and secure livelihoods around the world for generations to come. The Panel 
acknowledges that implementing these recommendations will take time, but 
encourages actors to take immediate steps to accelerate these necessary 
changes. The Panel believes that with concerted action and coordination,  
tremendous gains can be made within the next few years.
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VISION AND PRINCIPLES FOR 
A GLOBAL FRAMEWORK
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The Expert Panel on Legal and Traceable Wild Fish Products was 
established in early 2013. At its first meeting, the Panel adopted the 
following vision statement:

“We seek a world in which all fishers, processors, traders, retailers, and consumers 
of wild-caught fish can be reliably assured that all fish products are legal and fully 
traceable. We envision a global framework—based on an appropriate combina-
tion of private-sector and governmental mechanisms—that ensures the legal  
provenance and “boat-to-plate” traceability of fish products, thereby reducing 
incentives for illegal fishing while promoting socially, economically, and environ-
mentally sustainable fisheries.”

The Panel believes that a global framework for legal and traceable fish  
products is urgently needed in order to meet the following overarching goals:
•	 to support the generation and flow of reliable information about the 

sustainability and legality of wild fish products to all relevant stakeholders, 
including commercial actors, consumers, and regulators;

•	 to help make seafood traceability systems interoperable across geogra-
phies, jurisdictions, markets, and product classes, so that access to neces-
sary information is not a barrier to commerce and dynamic competition;

•	 to help establish a level playing field and a coherent international  
regulatory environment for commercial actors, particularly with regard to 
minimum voluntary and mandatory standards for traceability, transparent 
fishing, and the documentation of legality; and

•	 to facilitate the implementation and enforcement of laws banning  
commerce in illegally caught fish products, and to promote compliance 
with these laws.

In the Panel’s view, a global framework for legal and traceable fish prod-
ucts would provide a powerful lever for encouraging sustainable fishing and 
combating IUU practices, thus generating substantial benefits to fishers,  
businesses, consumers, and governments. The Panel takes note of con-
sumers’ increasing demand for information about the origins of their seafood, 
and of governments’ progress toward implementing more robust regulations 
to strengthen traceability and to prevent trade in illegal seafood products. 

The Panel also believes that a global framework for legal and traceable 
fish products would build upon and accelerate a number of related trends, 
including national and international policies to increase the transparency of 
fishing, strengthen anti-IUU requirements, and harmonize catch documen-
tation (e.g., the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations’ 
(FAO) Port State Measures Agreement (PSMA)). Although there is consider-
able momentum toward increased seafood traceability, the Panel finds that 
several significant gaps and obstacles remain to be overcome before the 
Panel’s vision for fully traceable and legal fish products can be achieved.  
The most important of these are:
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•	 lack of agreement on the minimum basic data that should be required to 
accompany wild-caught fish products or to establish legality;

•	 gaps in the availability and/or interoperability of basic data about fishing 
operations, due to one or more of the following:

•	 gaps and/or lack of transparency in fisheries monitoring and  
management systems (e.g., absence of catch documentation,  
non-publication of licenses, and absence of unique vessel identifiers);

•	 lack of agreement over the level of detail needed for some  
key data elements (KDEs) (e.g., necessary level of precision about  
location or time of fishing); and

•	 the absence of harmonized nomenclatures for describing basic  
facts (e.g., for naming fisheries, and identifying gear types);

•	 absent or weak governmental mechanisms for proactively and authorita-
tively establishing the legality of fish products entering market chains; 

•	 the persistence of paper-based documentation systems, which are  
cumbersome and prone to falsification; 

•	 the absence of a shared vision for a basic information technology (IT) 
architecture to allow interactions among disparate traceability systems,  
to enable the tracking of fish through complex processing stages of  
aggregation and disaggregation, and to provide easy data access for 
authorized actors; and

•	 weak implementation of widespread laws banning commerce in illegally 
caught fish products.

To help address these challenges, the Panel envisions a global framework 
(i.e., a combination of standardized commercial practices and adequately har-
monized governmental regulations) that includes the following key elements:
1.	 A shared definition of KDEs about the “who, what, where, when, and 

how” of fishing that should be associated with wild seafood products.

2.	 Common nomenclatures and data standards so that this information 
can be easily shared and universally interpreted.

3.	 A shared approach to recognizing authoritative sources of information 
and mechanisms that generate this information reliably.

4.	 A shared approach to government mechanisms for proactively and 
authoritatively establishing the legality of fish products entering market 
chains, creating formal judgments on which market actors can rely.

5.	  Auditing and verification mechanisms at each critical step in the supply 
chain that ensure the integrity and strength of the information and  
infrastructure that support global production and trade of legal seafood.

6.	 A vision for achieving fully electronic seafood traceability within  
five years.

7.	 A shared approach to a global IT architecture that enables the  
interoperability of data and traceability platforms, and that provides 
data access and information sharing in accordance with a standardized 
system of appropriate access rights.

interoperability 
the ability of informa-
tion technology systems 
to manage data using 
a set of standardized 
protocols

key data elements 
the pieces of informa-
tion that establish the 
who, what, where, when, 
and how of fishing and 
fish products

verification 
the process of establish-
ing the truth, accuracy, 
or validity of something
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8.	 Financial and technical support for those producers who will need help 
with this transition, particularly small and medium-enterprises (SMEs) 
and commercial fishers in developing countries.

9.	 A shared vision for the role of supportive and “adequately harmonized” 
government regulations, including for appropriate export and  
import controls. 

Prior to elaborating detailed recommendations to meet these nine objectives, 
the Panel articulated some basic characteristics necessary to the success 
of a global framework. The Panel believes that an effective global framework 
must promote solutions that are efficient, credible, commercially viable, and 
equitable. The Panel further believes that a global framework should:
•	 include both public institutions/regulations and private-sector  

mechanisms/practices working in tandem and developed through  
cooperative dialogue;

•	 achieve a proper balance between the public’s need for information  
about products consumed and the rights of market actors to  
legitimate commercial privacy;

•	 simultaneously combat trade in illegal fish products and facilitate trade 
from “best practice” supply chains; 

•	 to the greatest possible extent, be based on (and be integrated with)  
existing regulatory and commercial mechanisms and practices; and

•	 provide a level playing field for diverse industry actors, ranging from 
large multinational traders to SMEs and small-scale developing country 
businesses.
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BUILDING ON  
MOMENTUM




























































































