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Fisheries

Can a data-sharing tool eliminate IUU �shing and make
seafood supply chains more reliable?

14 February 2022
By Emily DeSousa

Sustainable Fisheries Partnership’s Seafood Metrics aims to foster greater transparency
and eliminate IUU �shing

Notoriously opaque and with still-limited traceability, the global seafood industry has never been known as a shining example of transparency. Fraudulent
trade practices and illegal harvests have proliferated within convoluted supply chains for decades.

Global seafood demand has doubled since 1998  and �sh products are now the most-traded food commodity in the world. This has caused already-complex
seafood supply chains to become even less transparent, a fact that leading environmental groups believe threatens the sustainability of the industry and
undermines public trust in seafood supply chains.

A lack of traceability allows illegal behaviors such as seafood mislabeling, fraud and IUU (illegal, unregulated and unreported) �shing to continue. Products
from IUU harvests can easily get commingled with products bearing well-earned sustainability credentials like certi�cation eco-labels. This has impacts that
accrue across the supply chain, from producers to consumers.

In response, the Sustainable Fisheries Partnership (SFP) built a new data-sharing tool, Seafood Metrics, alongside its corporate partners to identify
environmental risks in their seafood supply chains, explained Kathryn Novak, director of global markets. SFP works to rebuild depleted �sh stocks, reduce the
environmental and social impacts of �shing and �sh farming and advance opportunities for �shing communities worldwide.

The Sustainable Fisheries Partnership’s data-sharing tool helps users identify environmental risks and
eliminate IUU �shing in seafood supply chains.

(https://www.globalseafood.org)

https://www.globalseafood.org/
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(https://www.grantthornton.ca/insights/state-of-in�ation-how-canadian-businesses-are-reacting/)

“When we started 15 years ago, there was no system or process in place at most retailers to gather the speci�c information on their seafood sourcing that
was needed to understand the health of the �sheries the products came from,” Novak told the Advocate. “The �rst step was to gather this information from
their suppliers – species name, region of harvest, gear type or method of harvest – systematically, for all the seafood they sell to identify how best to support
seafood improvement activities. This became the foundation for Seafood Metrics.”

The Seafood Metrics platform gathers all seafood harvest and production information and provides users with a customized analysis of their entire seafood
portfolio, utilizing more than 25 sustainability indicators including governance quality, target stock health, human rights risks, and environmental impacts.
High-quality, accessible data is crucial in supporting sustainable �sheries, Novak explained.

“Without information and data, seafood buyers and suppliers cannot easily identify and understand where improvement is needed in their supply chains and
where they can help use their leverage and interest in sustainability to push for improvements by �shers or �shery managers,” Novak said. “SFP’s adoption of
open-source software and our investment in data systems created the foundation for, and continue to be, leading methods for monitoring and assessing
progress in seafood sustainability and �sheries improvement.”

Seafood Metrics has been around for almost a decade but was previously only available to SFP partners. Last October, the group made the tool publicly
available to all seafood businesses to encourage more data sharing and transparency in the seafood industry. Existing users, like High Liner Foods, one of
North America’s largest seafood suppliers, quickly applauded the decision.

Bill DiMento, VP-corporate sustainability at High Liner, noted that traceability and transparency are the cornerstones of sustainable �sheries management.

“A �shery cannot be sustainably managed without accurate and veri�able traceability data,” said DiMento, adding that accurate data is critical to High Liner’s
sustainability mandates. “You can’t improve what you don’t measure! SFP and the Metrics tool assist High Liner Foods measure its performance as it relates
to its responsible sourcing goals. SFP also provides extensive scienti�c knowledge of the global �sheries and aquaculture that High Liner Foods purchases
from, helping to drive continuous improvement efforts that assure sustainable seafood for generations to come.”

A 2016 analysis (https://www.worldwildlife.org/publications/an-analysis-of-the-impact-of-iuu-imports-on-u-s-�shermen) from the World Wildlife Fund
estimated that in the United States alone, proper traceability could result in American �shermen increasing their income by 20 percent if IUU imports were
prevented. A lack of transparency can lead to mislabeling and further undercut honest �shermen and lead to consumers overpaying for products that are
being misrepresented.

A �shery cannot be sustainably managed without accurate and veri�able traceability data.

https://www.grantthornton.ca/insights/state-of-inflation-how-canadian-businesses-are-reacting/
https://www.worldwildlife.org/publications/an-analysis-of-the-impact-of-iuu-imports-on-u-s-fishermen
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A lack of transparency also impacts sustainable �sheries management, compromising well-managed �sheries and undermining conservation efforts, in part
by making it possible for sustainability-minded consumers to inadvertently support
(https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2020/12/201222141524.htm#:~:text=Mislabeling%20can%20shake%20consumer%20con�dence,shouldn't%20be%20
socially or ecologically problematic �sheries. The United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) has indicated
(https://www.fao.org/3/ca9229en/ca9229en.pdf) that the availability of high-quality data is a necessary component of sustainable �sheries management.

In a world where consumers are more aware of the environmental impacts of their food choices, Guy Pizzuti, seafood director for Publix Super Markets noted
that traceability is more important than ever to retailers.

“Transparency is important to the evolving consumer,” he said. “Consumers want to know more about the products they are buying and being transparent
allows retailers to share that information in an authentic manner.”

The Seafood Metrics system is just one method of improving transparency and traceability in seafood supply chains, but other technologies and policy
options are being trialed all along the supply chain, such as DNA barcoding (https://www.globalseafood.org/advocate/transparency-technology-puts-
aquaculture-on-the-front-foot/), blockchain technology (https://www.globalseafood.org/advocate/is-aquaculture-ready-for-the-blockchain-revolution/),
stricter labeling requirements and chain-of-custody certi�cation.

Pizzuti went on to conclude that retailers like Publix have a large role in enhancing seafood traceability efforts.

“Retailers, and I would add foodservice to this as well, should be the catalyst for this change,” he said. “Given the shift in the customer expectations of retail, it
is a reasonable ask of us to the industry. The challenge from a retail standpoint is in asking the right questions and continuing to peel the onion until you are
able to get the information you need.”

Follow the Advocate on Twitter @GSA_Advocate (https://twitter.com/GSA_Advocate)
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Can handheld DNA testing technology
stand up to seafood fraud?

The MasSpec Pen, developed to diagnose tumors, can identify fish
species by touching the tip to a sample. But the species database is
lacking.
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