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Overfishing is a key barrier to sustainable fisheries management in South Asia. Focusing
on Sri Lanka’s tuna sector, this article examines how global value chain dynamics interact
with local socio-economic realities, national fisheries policy and institutional

constraints, and regional governance mechanisms—and the gaps within them—to
perpetuate unsustainable fishing practices. Our analysis provides four actionable insights
for lead buyers, fishing communities, and policymakers, including aligning market
incentives with sustainable fishing practices, empowering fishers as ocean stewards,
integrating science-based management into national policy, and fostering regional
cooperation. These insights offer pathways to promote a resilient blue economy and
advance progress toward UN Sustainable Development Goal 14.

INTRODUCTION

Five South Asian countries, including Bangladesh, India,
the Maldives, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka, share direct access
to the Indian Ocean. This strategic maritime position offers
enormous potential for a blue economy — a sustainable de-
velopment approach that can foster economic resilience,
social inclusion, and responsible use of ocean resources
(World Bank, 2017). Yet, this potential remains largely un-
tapped, revealing a striking paradox at the heart of the re-
gion’s maritime wealth (Tisdell & Hazra, 2022).

Sri Lanka exemplifies this tension most clearly. As an is-
land nation, it is endowed with a rich and diverse marine
ecosystem, including an Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) of
approximately 517,000 km2, a continental shelf of 30,000
km2, and a 1,585 km-long coastline featuring lagoons, es-
tuaries, mudflats, and salt marshes. These waters sustain
a vibrant fisheries sector, supplying more than half of the
country’s per-capita animal protein and supporting the
livelihoods of 3.6 million people (World Bank, 2021). Yet,
despite this abundance, the sector contributes only
0.9-1.2% of national gross domestic product (GDP), while
fisheries exports account for just over 2.3% of total annual
earnings (Ministry of Fisheries Sri Lanka, 2024).

Why does such abundance fail to translate into economic
impact? Among the reasons, overfishing and illegal, unre-
ported and unregulated (IUU) fishing are significant fac-
tors. Overfishing occurs when stocks are harvested faster
than they can naturally regenerate. As a key contributor
to overfishing, IUU fishing includes illegal fishing in re-
stricted zones, underreporting catches, and operating with-
out proper licenses. These practices have significant eco-
logical consequences, as they disrupt the replenishment
of species and degrade marine biodiversity. Economically,
they threaten the long-term maximum sustainable yield

(MSY) of wild fish stocks. While these practices might pro-
vide short-term income for coastal communities, they ul-
timately undermine the long-term benefits that could be
gained from ocean resources (Kularatne, 2020).

Although these impacts are felt locally, the drivers of
overfishing extend far beyond Sri Lanka’s waters. Many
pressures arise within fisheries” global value chains (GVCs),
where international demand for high-value species creates
strong incentives for unsustainable harvesting. Yellowfin
tuna, exported for raw sashimi, provides a telling example.
Years of overexploitation led to its classification as over-
fished (‘red’) in the Indian Ocean in 2016. A new stock
assessment in 2024 reclassified the stock as ‘green’, indi-
cating a high probability of recovery. However, indepen-
dent scientists and civil society groups have challenged
the assessment’s methodology, and the true status of the
stock remains contested. Similar patterns persist for other
species, signaling that structural drivers of overfishing and
IUU fishing remain unresolved (IOTC, 2023).

Figure 1 illustrates these tendencies. As shown in Figure
1(a), aside from the sharp drop in 2005 caused by the
tsunami, marine catch has generally declined, particularly
from 2015 onward. This trend is likely attributable to fish
stock depletion resulting from overfishing. This pattern be-
comes even clearer when examining species-specific data in
Figure 1(b). Yellowfin tuna, skipjack tuna, tuna-like species,
and rockfish show declining catch levels from 2015 onward.
In contrast, the impact on small fish appears minimal.
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Figure 1. Annual marine fish catch (million tons) in Sri
Lanka from 1990 to 2024, (a) catch by coastal and
offshore fishing sub-sectors; and (b) catch of yellowfin
tuna, skipjack tuna, tuna-like fishes, rockfish, and
small fishes. Source: Ministry of Fisheries Sri Lanka
(2024).

These pressures are amplified by the common-pool na-
ture of ocean resources, in which low-excludability and ri-
valrous consumption create strong incentives to race to
fish (Ostrom, 1990). Furthermore, fish stocks do not respect
national boundaries. Therefore, unsustainable practices in
one country or within shared maritime zones can deplete
stocks across the region. Destructive fishing in neighboring
countries, such as India (e.g., Dudi, Collins, Nuno, & Kar-
nad, 2025) and Bangladesh (e.g., Islam et al., 2017), there-
fore undermines not only their own fish stocks but also
those of Sri Lanka (Kularatne, 2020), highlighting the
transboundary nature of this challenge.

Understanding this paradox requires a multi-level ana-
lytical framework. This paper explores the drivers of over-
fishing across four interconnected levels: fisheries GVCs dy-
namics; fisher practices; national policy constraints; and
regional governance gaps. By connecting these dots, the pa-
per provides actionable insights for lead buyers, local fish-
ing communities, and policymakers to move beyond sub-
sistence and unlock a high-value blue economy. While our
focus is on Sri Lanka, these findings resonate across other
ocean economies, especially small island developing states
(SIDS) that possess rich marine resources yet suffer from
overexploitation by industrial fleets, market-distorting
fisheries subsidies and limitations of international partner-
ships (Aquino, 2023). Therefore, this paper highlights the
urgent need for coordinated multi-level approaches to pro-
tect marine resources, support the livelihoods of fishing
communities, and foster sustainable blue economies glob-
ally.

TROUBLED WATERS

Figure 2 illustrates how actors and linkages within fisheries
GVCs drive overfishing. We focus on the tuna sector (i.e.,
yellowfin, skipjack, and related pelagic species), as market
dynamics and policy interventions differ across species.
Tuna products account for the highest export value and
volume of Sri Lanka’s total fish exports (Ministry of Fish-
eries Sri Lanka, 2024). Moreover, tuna is a highly migratory
species, making them an ideal case to highlight the
transnational stakes of fisheries management in South
Asia.
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Figure 2. Multi-level drivers of overfishing and IUU
fishing

GLOBAL MARKET-LEVEL DRIVERS

Rising consumer demand in major export markets con-
tributes to overfishing. Yellowfin and bluefin tuna have be-
come premium products due to increasing sushi and
sashimi consumption, while skipjack feeds the global
canned tuna market. These global appetites push fishers
into a race to fish, chasing the most in-demand species at
the expense of others.

However, the real winners of this race are the lead buyers,
including supermarkets, retailers, branded merchandisers,
and other non-branded buyers. With oligopolistic pricing
and the power to shift supply across regions, they set the
rules of the game, pressurizing local exporters/processors
and fishers to meet their demands, often at ecological and
social cost (Havice & Campling, 2017). For example, slim
profit margins frequently push fishers into taking excessive
risks at sea and engaging in IUU fishing simply to make a
living. Furthermore, limited coordination among lead buy-
ers, local exporters/processors, and fishers exacerbates the
issue, often leading to post-harvest losses. For instance,
fishers lack a clear understanding of sustainability certifica-
tions and quality standards expected by lead buyers, such as
those required for Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) cer-
tification and ISO 9001, which can reduce the market value
of their catch.
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Parallel to market pressures, international regulators in
export markets wield significant influence over local prac-
tices through trade-based conditionalities. A prominent ex-
ample occurred in 2015, when the EU issued a ‘red card’
to Sri Lanka for failing to meet international standards
against IUU fishing, which led to a ban on seafood exports.
While this top-down regulatory pressure successfully cat-
alyzed institutional reforms and restored market access by
2016, it came at a high social cost (Kim & Lim, 2024).
Particularly, fishing communities disproportionately bore
the brunt of this transition, as they faced an immediate
compliance shock. These fishers struggled to adapt to new
gear regulations and reporting mandates, which, alongside
a temporary reduction in fishing capacity, created severe
disruptions to their livelihoods.

Insight 01: Global market demands and international reg-
ulatory pressures function as a double-edged sword.
While they can incentivize sustainable fisheries, they can
unintentionally drive overfishing by influencing the socio-
economic vulnerabilities of fishers.

LOCAL PRODUCTION-LEVEL DRIVERS

At the local level, overfishing is shaped by the choices and
pressures faced by fishers, middlemen, exporters/proces-
sors, and fishing communities. In Sri Lanka, tuna is caught
by one-day boats and multi-day fishing (MDF) vessels. While
MDF boats account for most offshore catches, only about
16% of landings meet export-quality standards (World
Bank, 2021). This shortfall stems from limited refrigeration
capacity, outdated gear, inadequate onboard post-harvest
facilities, and weaknesses in landing infrastructure. Fur-
thermore, sustainable quota allocation relies on accurate
catch data; however, poor reporting practices among fishers
hinder the reliability of stock assessments. Compounding
this issue are the limitations in adopting advanced tech-
nologies, such as vessel monitoring systems (VMS) and
traceability protocols, which are instrumental in curbing
overfishing and IUU fishing. Rising fuel costs introduce an-
other layer of economic pressure, incentivizing fishers to
maximize catch per trip. Collectively, these infrastructure
limitations, knowledge gaps, and short-sighted survival
strategies reinforce overfishing and IUU fishing (Collins et
al., 2023).

At the intermediary level, the pressure on fishers is in-
creased by the actions of the actors who connect them to
the global market. These intermediaries include assemblers,
such as fish collectors, boat owners, moneylenders, and raw
material suppliers, who shape fishers’ access to capital and
equipment, and exporters/processors who control access to
international markets. Many of these actors exploit fish-
ers during auctions by manipulating prices or highlighting
quality defects to suppress purchase prices. This financial
squeeze often pushes fishers to increase fishing effort or
engage in IUU practices to compensate for income losses. At
the community level, weak collective action exacerbates the
problem. Although fisheries cooperatives exist, their capac-
ity to coordinate data reporting, promote sustainable man-
agement practices, or ensure compliance with regulations

remains limited (World Bank, 2021). Therefore, weaknesses
in local governance structures at the intermediary and col-
lective action levels undermine efforts to reduce overfishing
and IUU fishing.

Insight 02: Local socio-economic challenges reinforce
overfishing. Targeted interventions at the level of fishers,
intermediaries, and fishing communities are essential.

LOCAL POLICY-LEVEL FACTORS

Over the years, Sri Lankan policymakers have made signifi-
cant progress in strengthening policy frameworks to tackle
overfishing and IUU fishing. Key reforms include revising
the Fisheries and Aquatic Resources Act, introducing satel-
lite-based VMS for vessels operating in Sri Lankan waters
and the high seas, issuing operational licenses and export
permits, developing a National Action Plan to Combat [TUU
Fishing, ratifying major international agreements such as
the UN Fish Stocks Agreement, and ensuring compliance
with Indian Ocean Tuna Commission (IOTC) requirements.

However, many of these measures have been reactive
responses to external pressures rather than the result of
proactive policies grounded in science-based fisheries man-
agement. The development of evidence-based management
practices faces significant obstacles due to infrastructural
and institutional challenges, such as inadequate access to
advanced technologies, limited capacity for data collection,
and insufficient financial investment for stock assessments.
These limitations not only impede national stock-rebuild-
ing efforts but also weaken Sri Lanka’s ability to negotiate
effective quotas at the IOTC (World Bank, 2021).

Insight 03: Strengthening legal frameworks alone is insuf-
ficient. Effective reform requires science-based manage-
ment practices, data-driven methods, and investment in
human capacity development.

REGIONAL-LEVEL DRIVERS

Destructive fishing practices in South Asia and the Indian
Ocean adversely affect Sri Lanka’s fish stocks. In the Palk
Bay, frequent incursions by South Indian fishers using bot-
tom-trawling, a practice banned in Sri Lanka, have de-
graded marine ecosystems. Simultaneously, foreign fleets
from the EU and Southeast Asia are criticized for using
purse seine and bait-fishing methods that capture juvenile
fish alongside adults, in contrast to the sustainable long-
line methods used by Sri Lankan vessels. Efforts to address
these practices are constrained by limited capacity to moni-
tor foreign vessels, challenges in enforcing IUU fishing reg-
ulations and regional agreements, and the need to navigate
complex geopolitical and diplomatic sensitivities (Ku-
laratne, 2020).

To address these transboundary challenges, IOTC — the
intergovernmental organization responsible for the sus-
tainable management of tuna and tuna-like species in the
Indian Ocean — has implemented initiatives such as bind-
ing catch limits and stock-rebuilding plans. However, per-
sistent governance controversies continue to undermine their
efficacy. Continuous disputes revolve around the adoption
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of bycatch reduction measures, the fairness and trans-
parency of quota allocation (which are often complicated by
inconsistent data and reliance on historical catch records),
and the uneven compliance and enforcement across mem-
ber states. For example, the Sri Lanka Multi-Day Boats As-
sociation argues that the quota system disproportionately
advantages industrial foreign fleets, many of which use de-
structive fishing methods. In addition, the limited repre-
sentation of small-scale fishers in IOTC decision-making
reduces inclusiveness.

Insight 04: National policies alone cannot promote sus-
tainable fisheries. Regional cooperation and inclusive
transboundary governance mechanisms are essential.

TURNING THE TIDE

Building on the above four insights, this section outlines
actionable insights to curb overfishing and IUU fishing.

ALIGN GLOBAL MARKET INCENTIVES TO SUSTAINABLE
FISHING PRACTICES

As consumers, lead buyers, and regulators in export mar-
kets shape the coordination of fisheries GVCs (Insight 1),
they play a pivotal role in promoting sustainability and
accountability. Lead buyers can reduce incentives for un-
sustainable practices by establishing long-term contracts
and stable partnerships with exporters/processors and fish-
ers. Further, market-based tools such as chain-of-custody
standards enhance accountability by requiring actors across
the fisheries GVCs to provide traceability information, in-
cluding species, gear and vessel identity, fishing location,
and bycatch data. Complementing this, sustainability cer-
tifications such as MSC and Friend of the Sea can help
reduce ecological impacts by promoting independent au-
diting. To support adoption, lead buyers, regulators, and
third-party organizations should facilitate training, knowl-
edge transfer, and collaborative partnerships (World Bank,
2021). Where full compliance with international standards
is challenging, developing national voluntary sustainability
labels can offer a credible pathway to signal responsible
practices.

EMPOWER FISHERS AS CUSTODIANS OF OCEANS

Empowering fishers as ocean custodians is key to reducing
overfishing and IUU fishing (Insight 02). Enhancing their
quality of life through livelihood diversification, capacity-
building initiatives, and stronger social safety nets helps
ease income insecurity that drives risky practices. Inno-
vative business models, such as value-addition from by-
catch, plastic upcycling, and regenerative aquaculture, can
increase economic opportunities. Providing financial in-
centives to upgrade gear, vessels, and onboard facilities
can help reduce post-harvest losses and bycatch. Commu-
nity-based resource management practices can strengthen
collective stewardship by integrating indigenous ecological
knowledge into scientific practices. For example, promoting
citizen science programs that integrate fishers’ observa-

tions with scientific data is a cost-effective way to improve
stock assessments.

EMBED SCIENCE-BASED APPROACHES INTO NATIONAL
POLICIES

Policymakers need to strengthen science-based manage-
ment practices (Insight 03). This begins with increasing in-
vestment in research and development to generate reli-
able evidence for policy decisions. For example, scientific
studies are essential for identifying declining stock trends,
quantifying bycatch mortality, and mapping areas vulner-
able to habitat degradation, providing the empirical evi-
dence needed to inform fishing-gear policies. Furthermore,
the development and testing of scientific research should
be conducted collaboratively with fishers. This participa-
tory approach not only enhances the practicality of solu-
tions but also fosters trust and ownership, making these
approaches more effective than compliance-driven mea-
sures, such as gear bans. Funding the adoption of digital
tools, such as electronic logbooks, automated monitoring
systems, and digital inspection platforms, will help reduce
data fabrication in stock assessments. Investment in hu-
man capital is essential. Strengthening national capacity in
environmental monitoring, scientific research, and stock-
assessment methodologies will enable Sri Lanka to design
more robust fisheries management strategies. Given Sri
Lanka’s financial challenges as a developing country, form-
ing partnerships with international donors, intergovern-
mental organizations, and foreign aid programs will be in-
strumental to scale these institutional upgrading efforts.

PROMOTE REGIONAL COOPERATION

To address the challenges arising from the transboundary
nature of marine resources (Insight 04), Sri Lankan policy-
makers can utilize the country’s strategic location and re-
cent diplomatic momentum to advocate for a multilateral
governance framework. Strengthening regional cooperation
is crucial to shift the global narrative toward the vulnerabil-
ities of the Indian Ocean and mobilize the technical and fi-
nancial support necessary for systemic reforms. Within the
IOTC, Sri Lanka can adopt a more proactive role by influ-
encing regional action plans, promoting collaborative re-
search, initiating joint stock-assessment efforts, and ad-
vocating for fair and transparent conflict-resolution
mechanisms. Furthermore, since IUU fishing poses a re-
gional challenge, South Asian policymakers need to tackle
it through coordinated efforts. This includes increasing
joint monitoring and surveillance activities across EEZ
boundaries and reinforcing a shared regional code of con-
duct for sustainable fishing practices to diminish the en-
forcement gaps that illegal actors exploit.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Overfishing and IUU fishing undermine the potential for a
sustainable blue economy in South Asia, particularly for is-
land nations such as Sri Lanka. The drivers of these chal-
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lenges are deeply systemic, emerging from an intersection
of socio-economic pressures, GVC dynamics, national pol-
icy constraints, and regional geopolitical complexities.
Achieving a sustainability transition within the sector ne-
cessitates more than fragmented or short-term interven-
tions; it demands a multi-level strategy that integrates GVC
accountability, fisher empowerment, policy reforms and re-
gional cooperation. Beyond South Asia, these insights are
highly relevant to other SIDS, where artisanal fishing com-
munities endure social, economic, and ecological harms,
often driven by the exploitative practices of a small number
of powerful actors. Therefore, reversing this trajectory from
extraction to stewardship depends on moving decisively
away from a race to fish and toward a shared commitment
to protecting ocean health and sustaining the livelihoods of
the communities that depend on it.
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