
The Seafood Import
Monitoring Program 

We can ensure that all seafood sold in the United States is safe, legally caught, 
responsibly sourced, and honestly labeled if SIMP is expanded to all species.

Seafood in the United States
• In the United States, up to 85% of the seafood we consume is imported. In 2022, the United States imported 3.4

billion kilograms of seafood, worth more than $30.4 billion – a 7% increase in value from 2021.

• According to a 2019 report by the International Trade Commision, an estimated $2.4 billion worth of seafood imported
into the United States was the product of illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing.

• The flood of IUU fishing imports into the U.S. market costs U.S. fishermen an estimated $1 billion per year, according
to an analysis by the World Wildlife Fund. The analysis found that if the U.S. government were to successfully stop
IUU seafood from entering its borders, U.S. fishermen would see a 20% increase in revenue.

• IUU fishing directly contributes to overfishing; threatens the sustainability of fisheries and marine ecosystems;
undermines coastal communities and food security; destabilizes maritime security; and economically disadvantages
fishers operating legally. These activities are often intertwined with other criminal activities like document forgery;
money laundering; forced labor; and human, drug, and wildlife trafficking.

• When vessels are already evading laws, they may also be more willing to further drive down costs by exploiting
workers through forced labor. The International Labor Organization estimates 128,000 fishers are trapped in forced
labor situations at sea worldwide.

• With the growing threat of IUU fishing surpassing even piracy as the main concern for many enforcement agencies,
increasing transparency in the seafood sector is vital to ensure that all seafood is safe, legally caught, responsibly
sourced, and honestly labeled.

The Seafood Import Monitoring Program (SIMP)
What is SIMP?

• To combat IUU fishing and seafood fraud, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) 
established the Seafood Import Monitoring Program (SIMP) in 2016 following recommendations from a 
government task force on IUU fishing and seafood fraud.

• SIMP requires catch documentation and traceability and is intended to function as both a screening tool 
and a deterrent against IUU fishing.

• SIMP requires importers to track the seafood from the boat or farm to the U.S. border.



What does SIMP cover? 

• This program currently applies to 13 species and species groups considered “at risk” of IUU fishing and 
seafood fraud: abalone, Atlantic cod, blue crab (Atlantic), dolphinfish (mahi-mahi), grouper, red king crab, 
Pacific cod, red snapper, sea cucumber, sharks, shrimp, swordfish, and tuna (albacore, bigeye, skipjack, 
yellowfin, bluefin).

• NOAA issued a proposed rule in 2022 to expand SIMP to extend the types of seafood covered, including 
additional tuna and snapper species, cuttlefish, squid, octopuses, eels, queen conch, and Caribbean spiny 
lobster, with the possibility of including all conch and spiny lobster species. This is, however, only a 4% to 8% 
increase by volume of seafood imported to the United States.

Why does SIMP need to be expanded and strengthened? 

• Risk of IUU fishing is not determined by species alone; other factors, including a vessel’s registered flag state or 
the area where the seafood was caught, can make a shipment at higher risk of IUU fishing.

• According to the recommendations of the Presidential Task Force on Combating IUU Fishing and Seafood 
Fraud, the original goal of the program was “to eventually expand the program to all seafood at first point of 
sale or import,” but as of today, the program still only covers around 40% of the seafood imports coming into 
the United States.

• As one of the world’s largest seafood importing countries, the United States has both the purchasing power 
and the responsibility to combat IUU fishing and can do so by expanding SIMP to all seafood.

• In January 2021, Oceana released the results of a nationwide poll finding that Americans overwhelmingly 
support policies to end illegal fishing and seafood fraud. Ninety-two percent of American consumers agree that 
they want to be confident in the seafood they eat.

• SIMP has the potential to be our best tool for keeping seafood caught from IUU fishing activities out of the
U.S. market. Gaps in the program create loopholes where IUU seafood is still able to enter the legal seafood 
market. Expanding SIMP’s coverage to all species, and strengthening the quantity and quality of data collected, 
is a crucial part of ensuring SIMP’s effectiveness.

Recommendations 
Slow progress and improvements to the United States’ oversight of the seafood supply chain has contributed to the 
influx of IUU fishing products onto our plates. SIMP has the potential to shed light on notoriously opaque seafood supply 
chains. 

To ensure all imported seafood is safe, legally caught, responsibly sourced, and honestly labeled, Oceana recommends 
the following: 
• Expand the catch documentation and traceability requirements of SIMP to all seafood.

• Improve SIMP implementation by updating the data collected and tracked under the program to allow for better
screening and enforcement.

• Extend traceability from the boat or farm to the dinner plate and provide consumers with basic information about
the seafood they purchase.

• Build in mechanisms to SIMP that address forced labor and other human rights abuses.



Forced Labor in
the Seafood Sector 

Poor oversight, weak regulations, and a lack of transparency make commercial fishing 
vulnerable to illicit activities like illegal fishing, human trafficking, and forced labor. 

What is Forced Labor? 
• The International Labor Organization (ILO) defines forced labor as “all work or service which is exacted from any 
	 person under the menace of any penalty and for which the said person has not offered himself voluntarily.” 

• Forced labor can often be connected to specific countries or products. For example, cotton and tomato imports from 
	 China are produced by forced labor, and workers cultivate these products under oppressive working conditions. 
	 Seafood is also routinely caught and processed by workers in conditions that are unacceptable by international 
	 standards in fisheries around the world. 

• The ILO’s 2021 Global Estimates of Modern Slavery: Forced Labour and Forced Marriage indicate that approximately 27.6 
	 million people are in forced labor situations on any given day, and at least 128,000 people are at sea in forced labor 
	 situations worldwide. But because measuring forced labor aboard fishing vessels poses several unique challenges, this 
	 figure likely significantly understates the full extent of the problem. 

Problems in the Seafood Sector 
• Illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing is often considered a low-risk, high-reward activity that is often 
	 intertwined with other criminal activities like document forgery, money laundering, forced labor, and trafficking of 
	 humans, wildlife, and drugs. When vessels are already evading laws, they may be more willing to further drive down 
	 costs by exploiting workers through forced labor. 

• On the high seas, workers on distant water fishing vessels often work 18 to 20 hours per day when in fishing 
	 grounds, resulting in extreme physical and mental fatigue that increases the likelihood of accidents.  

• Mental and physical abuse is common, as supervisors seek to push workers into longer hours and more intense work.
	 Some workers are at sea for many months or even years, enabled by transshipment vessels that offload catch and 
	 resupply the fishing vessels. 

• Fishing companies often hire from countries where wages are low and workers are vulnerable due to a pressing need 
	 to provide for their families. This situation enables companies to pay workers very low wages and make many salary 
	 deductions against often exaggerated expenses (e.g. agency fees, documentation, travel costs). 

• The isolated nature of the fisheries sector makes it difficult to adequately evaluate and contributes to the extreme 
	 vulnerability that comes with work at sea. 



• The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime noted the severity of abuse fishers faced who were trafficked aboard 
	 fishing vessels for forced labor. Fishers can be held as de facto prisoners at sea and there have been several reported 
	 cases of deaths, severe physical and sexual abuse, and coercion, along with a general disregard for the safety and 
	 working conditions of fishers.  

• The fishing sector is a notoriously dangerous occupation, with an estimated 100,000 fishing-related deaths occurring 
	 each year. 

U.S. Dollars Are Driving Illegal Fishing and Forced Labor
• The use of forced labor in the seafood supply chain occurs because it remains profitable and largely invisible to 
	 governments, merchants, and consumers. 

• Seafood products move from boats and farms to factories in ways that are often difficult to trace. Oversight of the 
	 seafood supply chain in the United States falls short, and U.S. dollars continue to drive illegal fishing and forced 
	 labor across the globe. 

• In January 2021, Oceana released the results of a nationwide poll finding that Americans overwhelmingly support 
	 policies to end illegal fishing and seafood fraud. Included among the key findings was 81% of voters say they support 
	 policies that prevent seafood from being sold in the U.S. that was caught using human trafficking and slave labor. 

• Requirements for detailed catch information, supply chain traceability, and chain of custody documentation established 
	 in the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s (NOAA) Seafood Import Monitoring Program (SIMP) provide 	
	 both the foundation and the tools for the United States to better detect and prevent illegally sourced imports from 	
	 entering the U.S. market and ending up on Americans’ plates. 

Recommendations 
• As one of the world’s largest seafood importing countries, the United States has both the purchasing power and the
	 responsibility to combat IUU fishing and forced labor.

• Increased traceability and transparency throughout the seafood sector can help shed light on this notoriously 
	 opaque industry and help increase accountability and disincentivize the use of forced labor.  

• NOAA should expand the catch documentation and traceability requirements of SIMP to all seafood and improve 
	 SIMP implementation by updating the data collected and tracked under the program to allow for better screening 
	 and enforcement. 

• NOAA must issue a final rule to expand its definition of IUU fishing and recognize the link between IUU fishing and 
	 forced labor. An expanded definition is important to ensure that the U.S. can take strong action against other countries 
	 engaging in IUU fishing and ignoring human rights abuses in their fleets.

• Expanding the U.S. definition of IUU fishing will also allow agencies such as NOAA to build in mechanisms to 
	 address forced labor and other human rights abuses in policies like SIMP. This will help further tighten the
	 loopholes that allow illegally sourced seafood products to slip into U.S. markets. Forced labor at sea and IUU fishing 
	 are closely linked and should be considered part of the same larger issue.



Expanding NOAA’s Definition
of IUU Fishing 

• Illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing is defined as any fishing activity that violates fishery conservation
and management rules or that operates outside the reach of regulatory oversight. IUU fishing threatens the
conservation of marine species, the sustainability of fisheries, the livelihoods of fishers internationally, and the well-

	 being of workers in the industry.  

• IUU fishing is often closely linked with human rights abuses like forced labor, as illegal operators try to cut labor costs 
while engaging in unsustainable fishing practices.

• The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) has the authority to address IUU fishing by keeping 
seafood associated with illicit activity out of the U.S. market and by taking action against countries that fail to address 
it in their fleets. Yet NOAA’s use of a limited definition of IUU fishing weakens the United States’ ability to combat the 
the problem. In 2019 alone, the United States imported an estimated $2.4 billion worth of seafood sourced from IUU 
fishing.

• NOAA narrowly defines IUU fishing as violations that occur in U.S. waters or of regulations of the four regional 
fisheries management organizations (RMFOs), of which the U.S. is a member. This fails to cover a vast majority
of areas where IUU fishing occurs.

• Congress directed NOAA three times to revise its existing regulations that define IUU fishing in the Moratorium 
Protection Act to be consistent with the definition in the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 
International Plan of Action to Combat IUU Fishing.

• In 2022, NOAA proposed a rule to expand the definition of IUU fishing and recognize the link between IUU fishing 
and forced labor through the Implementation of Provisions of the Illegal, Unreported, and Unregulated Fishing 
Enforcement Act of 2015 and the Ensuring Access to Pacific Fisheries Act.

Why is expanding the definition critical? 
• A narrow definition limits the U.S. government’s ability to combat the full range of illicit behavior at sea and address

critical sources of IUU fishing.

• Updating to a more comprehensive definition gives the U.S. the power of diplomatic pressure to address IUU fishing
violations, especially the most egregious violations of our trade partners. In NOAA’s 2019 Report to Congress,
NOAA stated that troubling fishing activities by China “did not meet the current definition of IUU fishing for the
purposes of identification under the Moratorium Protection Act and its implementing regulations.” Due to the limited

NOAA must issue a final rule to expand the definition of illegal, unreported, and 
unregulated (IUU) fishing and recognize the link between IUU fishing and forced labor. 



definition of IUU fishing, NOAA was unable to certify China as a country of concern.  

• Expanding the definition would also better protect American seafood consumers, fish stocks, protected areas, fishing
vessel workers, and our domestic seafood industry.

What is missing from NOAA’s definition? 
• The proposed definition of IUU fishing includes forced labor only in “waters beyond any national jurisdiction,” which

means on the high seas, and does not include forced labor in another nation’s exclusive economic zones (EEZs)
and territorial waters. As forced labor in the seafood sector is widespread and occurs in the EEZs of many nations,
the expanded definition of IUU fishing should include forced labor regardless of where in the ocean the offenses are
occurring.

• The proposed definition only encompasses international fishery management organizations that include the United
States and excludes those that do not. The United States is a part of 12 out of 22 major RFMOs and other
management bodies, and limiting the definition in this way would ignore IUU fishing activities in nearly 50% of the
world’s RFMOs.

• The definition of IUU fishing needs to include all fishing activities that violate national and international laws,
procedures, and regulations, including fishing in closed areas, fishing using unauthorized gear, catching prohibited
species, and misreporting or failing to report prohibited fishing activity and behaviors.

• The definition of IUU fishing must also include violations of labor laws and other human rights abuses in order to
address the interconnected issues of IUU fishing and forced labor at sea.

Recommendations
• The proposed rule is a step in the right direction, but it can include more. The definition must include forced labor and

other human rights violations to help address the interconnected issues of IUU fishing and forced labor.

• NOAA should also consult with key agencies to better identify the use of forced labor in fisheries.

• The rule should also include all fishing activities that violate conservation and management measures.

• The U.S. should be able to identify countries for IUU fishing, no matter where it occurs — in another country’s waters
or on the high seas.

• NOAA must issue a final rule to expand the definition of IUU fishing.  An expanded definition is important to ensure
that the U.S. can take strong action against other countries engaging in IUU fishing and ignoring human rights abuses
in their fleets.
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