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Introduction
This brief explores the current 
landscape, relevance and 
transformative potential of ultimate 
beneficial ownership (UBO)
transparency in the fisheries sector. 
It also examines how this data can be combined with 
public tracking information to truly understand large-
scale vessel operations and their beneficiaries, and 
makes recommendations for policymakers to collect, 
publish and use this information for effective  
fisheries governance.

In the fisheries sector, particularly in the context of 
industrial and commercial fishing fleets, there will likely 
be one ultimate beneficial owner, as well as one or more 
registered owners – the person or entity listed in 
government records as being the legal owner of the 
vessel itself, the license that allows the vessel to fish 
and one or more operators who conduct and/or oversee 
the fishing operations. Any of these positions are 
regularly but misleadingly used to denote information as 
to who “owns” the vessel.

In 2021, United Nations Member States recognized the 
importance of beneficial ownership transparency in 
combating corruption and illicit financial flows through 
the General Assembly Resolution "Our Common 
Commitment to Effectively Addressing Challenges 
and Implementing Measures to Prevent and Combat 
Corruption and Strengthen International Cooperation"1. 
Since then, there has been progress in sectors such as 
oil and mining2 but the fisheries sector continues to lag 
behind. Good actors seeking to govern their fisheries 
sustainably continue to grapple with opaque ownership 
structures, preventing them from understanding who is 
benefiting from fisheries operations and holding them 
accountable where illegal, unreported and unregulated 
(IUU) activities occur.

Ultimate beneficial ownership (UBO) refers to a person 
– a single human being rather than legal entity3 – who 
ultimately owns or controls a company legal entity or 
asset, such as a fishing license.

Shedding light on ownership 
structures can foster a more 
accountable and responsible 
fishing sector ©
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Executive 
summary
The collection of UBO information 
in the fisheries sector remains 
inconsistent. Regulatory challenges, 
cultural and institutional resistance, 
operational and financial constraints, 
concerns over data privacy and the 
capacity for fisheries authorities 
to use this information all hinder 
transparency of this vital data.

However, it is a powerful tool in the fight against IUU 
fishing. To effectively manage and protect our ocean 
resources, we must close the loopholes that allow bad 
actors to hide behind complex ownership structures and 
flags of convenience.

It is essential for flag and coastal States to collect and 
disclose UBO information to exercise effective control over 
the fishing activities they govern and hold accountable 
the people actually profiting from unscrupulous practices. 
Without UBO information, flag and coastal States can only 
take action against operators and crew they can physically 
access/identify when vessels come into port. This 
penalizes individuals – often working intensively for little 
benefit – rather than addressing the root of the problem. 
Instead, crew members are replaced, while the true 
beneficiaries profit and the exploitation cycle continues.

Global Fishing Watch is working to harness transparent 
UBO data to drive simple, connected systems that work 
for fisheries decision-makers. Instead of a labyrinth 
of confusing paper trails that fall between the cracks 
in jurisdictions, we need an interconnected set of 
data registries talking to one another and informing 
governments when errors, discrepancies or missing 
information should be investigated. 

All stakeholders – governments, civil society and the 
private sector – have an opportunity to be at the forefront 
of this transparency revolution, leveraging unprecedented 
data-sharing partnerships to shine a light on ocean 
governance and fisheries management. However, the 
effectiveness of these efforts hinges on robust policies 
and actions to collect, publish and use UBO data by 
countries worldwide. 

A Vision for Ultimate Beneficial Ownership in Fisheries4

Global Fishing Watch is working to 
harness transparent UBO data to drive 
simple, connected systems that work  
for fisheries decision-makers.
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To ensure governments can collect, publish and use UBO data to its full potential, 
policymakers should:

 Strengthen policy
 Ensure national policies require the collection and publication of UBO and associated identity data as a 
condition of vessel registration and licensing. Prevent unscrupulous operators from hiding behind legitimate 
data confidentiality and privacy rules. Establish key data requirements to allow
the data collected to be of sufficient quality to use in technological systems that support automation and 
vessel analyses.

 Publish data registers
 Make UBO data publicly available through national websites and submissions to regional fisheries 
management organization (RFMO) authorized vessel lists and the FAO Global Record. Follow best practices 
for data standards to ensure registers can be accessible to others and information can be automatically 
exchanged regionally and internationally.

 Embrace technological systems
 Invest in ensuring that data is of sufficient quality to be used in automated technological systems and vessel- 
level analyses. Develop application programming interfaces (APIs) so that systems can easily talk
to others.

 Enhance regional and international cooperation
 Share lessons learned with other countries at relevant regional and international fisheries discussions. 
Propose transparency of UBO data at meetings of RFMOs and the FAO.

 Invest in capacity development
 Host and participate in training on the use of UBO data and its legal applications, to ensure fisheries 
authorities understand and can use the national UBO data collected and international UBO data that has been 
published. Request capacity development support on UBO from RFMOs, the FAO and civil society groups. 

Recommendations 
for policymakers

To find out more about Global Fishing Watch’s work on ultimate beneficial ownership, please contact:

Krizia Matthews 
Senior Manager, International Policy, Global Fishing Watch
krizia.matthews@globalfishingwatch.org 
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Challenges in identifying 
beneficial ownership
The use of complex ownership 
structures and practices like flag 
hopping and vessel renaming 
complicate the identification of 
UBOs in the fisheries sector. These 
tactics create layers of obscurity, 
making it difficult for authorities to 
trace and hold accountable those 
behind illicit fishing activities and 
undermining efforts to enforce 
regulations and combat IUU fishing.

Additionally, the misuse of data privacy and 
confidentiality rules, along with weak or absent national 
laws, hampers the effective collection, sharing and use 
of UBO data. Governments are often unable to access 
or share critical ownership information across borders 
due to jurisdictional challenges and insufficient legal 
frameworks, further inhibiting their ability to take action.
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Given these complex ownership structures, setting an 
appropriate threshold for beneficial ownership - setting 
the percentage of ownership or control at which a 
person is considered a beneficial owner - is crucial for 
identifying those who ultimately control a company or 
entity. Many countries use a 25% threshold, meaning 
that anyone who owns 25% or more of a company is 
considered a beneficial owner and their information 
must be disclosed. While a useful benchmark, it may 
not always be sufficient to uncover true control, 
especially when ownership is spread across multiple 
entities or structures through complex arrangements.

As there is no globally mandated threshold, the 
Financial Action Task Force (FATF) recommends a 
low bar for identifying all individuals with significant 
ownership or control, particularly in high-risk sectors5. 
Individuals are also deemed to have control if they have 
the right to appoint or remove the majority of the board, 
or if they exercise significant influence over a company 
or corporate entity6. 

Authorities should review the circumstances relating 
to their own fisheries sector and set a threshold of 
25% or less, as appropriate. 

Complex ownership structures

The fisheries sector is complicated and ownership has many elements:

There are vessels (which may have company or natural person – one single person, rather than a business – 
owners), licenses (which may have company or natural person owners, and may or may not be linked to a specific 
vessel) and operators (who may be sublicensing vessels and/or fishing licenses). 

At the same time, a company that is the legal owner of a vessel may be registered in a different country to the one 
where the vessel is flagged or operates. The legal owner of the vessel may, in turn, be owned through an 
ownership chain that crosses more than one international boundary and may pass through or end in a so-called 
“secrecy jurisdiction” – that is a jurisdiction complicit in helping individuals to hide their finances from the rule of 
law4. 

What does ownership mean in fisheries?

Vessels

Operators

Company Natural person One single person

Who may be sub-licensing vessels 
and/or fishing licenses

Licenses

Which may have company or natural  
person owners, and may or may not be 

linked to a specific vessel
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Flags of convenience and flag hopping 

A prevalent strategy to avoid regulatory oversight is flag hopping, where  
shipowners frequently switch their vessels’ flags to countries commonly known 
as flags of convenience. 

These countries often lack effective vessel controls or the political and judicial 
capacity to enforce regulations, and typically have little to no association with the 
vessel’s owner or operator, making it easier for illicit activities to go undetected. 
This manoeuvre aims to create legal uncertainty as to which State has enforcement 
jurisdiction over the vessel and its owners. 

An example of this practice is the FV Premier, a purse seine vessel owned by a 
company from the Republic of Korea that was alleged to have been involved in 
extensive illegal fishing activities in the Western Indian Ocean. In 2011 and 2012 the 
vessel was caught fishing in Liberian waters without a valid license. It changed 
its flag several times, hopping between flag States such as Belize and Panama. 
The FV Premier was eventually blacklisted by several RFMOs, leading to increased 
international pressure on the flag States to take action, on multiple coastal States to 
deny the vessel a fishing license and on port States to deny the vessel the ability to 
offload in port.

By frequently changing flags, the vessel could evade sanctions or enforcement actions 
that might have been imposed under its original flag and benefit from the confusion 
caused among authorities which could not be easily clarified in the absence of a 
central, public and reliable source of ownership information. 

Flag hopping by shipowners

?

Countries lack effective vessel 
controls or the political and 
judicial capacity to enforce 

regulations

One tactic used to avoid regulatory oversight is flag 
hopping, where shipowners frequently switch their 

vessels’ flags to countries commonly known as  
flags of convenience. 
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As IUU fishing often spans borders, international 
cooperation at all levels is essential for tracking  
and halting illegal fishing operations.

Internationally, the FAO has recognized the importance 
of beneficial ownership information for the fisheries 
sector. For example, the FAO Global Record of 
Fishing Vessels, Refrigerated Transport Vessels, and 
Supply Vessels requires Flag States to upload and 
verify information regarding their registered vessels, 
including data on “Owner” and “Beneficial Owner”. 
Recognizing this gap, in March 2024, Member States 
recommended the FAO Secretariat prepare a study on 
the feasibility and implications of uploading beneficial 
ownership information into the Global Record. An 
analysis conducted by Global Fishing Watch on FAO’s 
Global Record Data Diagnostics provides insights into 
the availability of ownership and control information 
for fishing vessels. Among the 13,840 vessels from 
67 flag States reviewed7, 25 have recorded details on 
ownership, operator and/or beneficial ownership for 
at least one vessel. The data shows that ownership 
information is available for 9% of vessels (1,247 out 

of 13,840), while 4% (604 vessels) include beneficial 
ownership details and 3% (416 vessels) specify the 
nationality of the beneficial owner. Additionally, 524 
vessels (4%) contain information on the nationality of 
the registered owner. These findings reflect the varying 
levels of information recorded in the Global Record  
and highlight opportunities to enhance transparency 
in vessel ownership reporting.

These results highlight that most flag States do  
not consistently supply ownership information in 
the database, as it is not a core field nor a  
mandatory requirement.

Regionally, RFMOs increasingly recognize the 
importance of beneficial ownership transparency. 
A 2024 study8 of 12 RFMOs showed that 7 actively 
collect and disclose ownership data. However these 
disclosures often focus on legal owners rather than 
UBO. This trend is further supported by a 2022 analysis 
conducted by the Indian Ocean Tuna Commission 
Secretariat (IOTC), which found that compliance  
with beneficial ownership reporting remains low. 

Regional and international jurisdictional challenges

67 13,840

25   
Have recorded details on ownership, operator 
and/or beneficial ownership for at least one 
vessel 

Flag States 
reviewed

12 
RFMOs

Showed that 7 actively collect 
and disclose ownership data

Among the 

vessels

© Global Fishing Watch
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Benefits of transparency 
of UBO data in the 
fisheries sector
Beneficial ownership transparency is vital for 
preventing illicit activities. This is because it 
provides clarity on who holds licenses and operates 
fishing vessels to ensure effective management of 
access to exclusive economic zones (EEZs) and 
penalizes unscrupulous operators. It also 
contributes to maintaining seafood supply chain 
integrity by enabling governments to prevent 
and detect harmful market concentration, so that 
consumers and retailers have confidence the 
seafood they purchase is sourced responsibly and 
complies with legal standards. 

The absence of international and regional requirements for consistent 
beneficial ownership practices undermines efforts to create a level playing 
field, leaving room for opaque ownership structures to thrive. This ultimately 
hinders global efforts to combat IUU fishing and promotes inequitable 
conditions for those complying with transparency standards. 
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The recent study, “Who owns Reefer Vessels? 
Uncovering the Ecosystem of Entities Behind the 
Transshipment Sector”9 reveals that a significant 
number of reefer vessels transporting perishable goods 
are operated by entities different from their registered 
owners, often obscuring the true beneficiaries of fishing 
and transport activities. This lack of transparency can 
facilitate IUU fishing, as well as other illicit activities.

Transparency in ownership structures plays a crucial 
role in detecting and investigating corruption and other 
crimes within the fisheries sector, ensuring that those 
responsible are identified and held accountable. This is 
illustrated through the 2019 “Fishrot Files” case, where 
leaked documents alleged that several officials had 
been paid by a prominent fishing company for access 
to valuable fishing quotas. The case showed that 
members of the fishing crew had taken legal action  
over alleged non-payment for court-ordered  
dismissal compensation10. 

When ownership is transparent, it can deter illegal 
behavior, as individuals and entities are more likely to 
believe they will be caught if they engage in corrupt or 
illegal activities. Identifying the true beneficiaries of 
fishing operations increases the risk of detection and 
punishment, thereby encouraging ethical behavior and 
promoting sustainability within the fisheries sector. The 
“Fishrot Files” case underscores the value of this 
transparency, demonstrating how it can both drive 
accountability and prevent IUU fishing.

The availability of UBO information from multiple 
sources offers significant advantages. When this 
information is accessible, authorities can cross-check it 
on different platforms, leading to more robust risk 
assessments. This process enables governments to 
perform due diligence activities when granting licenses 
and registering vessels, ensuring that only legitimate and 
compliant operators are involved in the industry. For 
example, Panama’s non-objection process for vessel 
registration11 is an important tool for ensuring a vessel’s 
ultimate beneficial ownership aligns with legal and 
regulatory standards, further contributing to the integrity 
of the fisheries sector.

This level of transparency ensures that fishing licenses 
are granted to responsible and compliant operators: 
reducing the likelihood of vessels being linked to 
illicit activities. Moreover, it strengthens international 
cooperation by ensuring consistent scrutiny of fishing 
operations, fostering greater alignment with international 
legal frameworks and sustainability objectives.

Integrating UBO data into the licensing process also 
enhances policy development and enforcement by 
helping authorities make more informed decisions when 
crafting regulations. This ultimately contributes to a 
fairer, more sustainable fishing industry, where verified 
fishing vessel owners are held accountable for their 
actions and illegal practices are deterred. 

As more countries and organizations implement systems 
for collecting and sharing UBO data, the fisheries 
sector will benefit from increased transparency, better 
governance and a stronger foundation for sustainable 
management practices.

13A Vision for Ultimate Beneficial Ownership in Fisheries

Without clear information on who ultimately benefits from transactions, the entire supply chain remains vulnerable 
to exploitation, undermining efforts to promote sustainable and legal fishing practices.
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UBO transparency 
best practices
To ensure the effective use of 
UBO information in fisheries 
governance, it is essential to 
implement best practices across 
policy development, data collection, 
technology integration  
and enforcement. 

Clearly delineated legal obligations for the identification, 
maintenance and retention of UBO information, 
along with proportionate and dissuasive sanctions 
for non-compliance, form the foundation of a robust 
system, with centralized beneficial ownership registers 
playing a key role. By providing law enforcement and 
other relevant stakeholders access to UBO data, and 
incorporating mechanisms for reporting discrepancies, 
the quality and accuracy of these registers can be 
significantly enhanced.
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Best practices to optimize the use 
of UBO information in fisheries 
challenges

Clear legal frameworks for UBO 
transparency 
Legal frameworks must clearly define the obligations 
and responsibilities for all entities involved in fisheries 
activities, aligning with international standards, 
including those set by the FATF and RFMOs. This 
alignment ensures consistency in the application  
of beneficial ownership principles and facilitates  
cross-border cooperation. 

These legal provisions should include clear 
requirements for disclosing UBO information and 
outline penalties for non-compliance. Additionally, 
policies should adopt transparent definitions of 
UBO, clearly specifying who qualifies as an ultimate 
beneficial owner based on both direct and indirect 
control of fishing activities.

© Global Fishing Watch

Clear processes must be in place to maintain and 
update high quality, accurate UBO information. It is also 
crucial to balance transparency with the protection of 
sensitive personal and corporate data by considering 
privacy and confidentiality. Appropriate safeguards 
must be in place to ensure that UBO data is accessed 
and shared in a controlled manner and used in 
compliance with legal and regulatory standards.

These best practices collectively create a robust 
framework for preventing and detecting illegal activities 
and allow authorities to use transparent UBO data for 
enhancing regulatory and enforcement efforts while 
respecting privacy and confidentiality requirements.
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A. Definition
Providing a precise definition of “ultimate beneficial 
ownership” is essential in ensuring all stakeholders 
understand who qualifies as a beneficial owner. A 
robust definition helps eliminate ambiguity, preventing 
loopholes that could be exploited by bad actors to 
conceal ownership and control of fishing vessels  
and licenses. 

According to the FATF, beneficial ownership refers to 
the natural person(s) who ultimately owns or controls 
a company and other legal entities. Only a natural 
person can be an ultimate beneficial owner, and more 
than one natural person can be the ultimate beneficial 
owner of a given legal person12. Each country defines 
beneficial ownership according to its specific legal 
framework. 

The FATF has outlined criteria and identification 
standards to harmonize the understanding and 
ensure uniform application of beneficial ownership 
transparency. Additionally, organizations such as Open 
Ownership, building on FATF and Extractive Industries 
Transparency Initiative (EITI) standards, have 
developed principles outlining the essential elements 
of a robust definition of beneficial ownership. These 
emphasize that the beneficial owner should be a 
natural person, with both direct and indirect ownership 
and control. They also recommend setting sufficiently 
low thresholds—at least 25 percent of the company’s 
ownership—to ensure that all relevant individuals with 
beneficial ownership and control interests are included 
in declarations, among other key aspects13.

In Australia, for example, while the Fisheries 
Management Act 1991 does not explicitly mention 
“beneficial ownership”, it contains provisions 
designed to ensure transparency and control over 
who ultimately benefits from fishing activities. 
Similarly, in the Seychelles, while fisheries legislation 
may not explicitly define beneficial ownership, the 
requirements of the Beneficial Ownership Act apply. 
For instance, when applying for a small-scale fishing 
license, applicants must provide information about the 
beneficial owner. This requirement allows the fishing 
authorities to track and manage who truly benefits 
from fishing activities within Seychelles’ waters, 
helping to prevent opaque ownership structures  
that could facilitate IUU fishing.

B. Comprehensive data collection
requirements
National regulations must mandate the collection 
of UBO information from all entities involved in the 
fishing industry, including vessel owners, operators 
and fishing license holders. This should encompass 
individuals, companies, trusts and other ownership 
structures to ensure transparency across the entire 
fishing supply chain. Integrating this data into the 
fishing vessel registration and licensing process 
ensures authorities have immediate access to critical 
information when assessing compliance, licensing 
eligibility or fishing quotas. Such integration should 
capture UBO data at the point of registration and 
licensing, with clear mechanisms for verifying its 
accuracy and legitimacy. By linking UBO information 
to fishing operations, authorities can see who controls 
and benefits from fishing activities, which is essential 
for detecting and preventing IUU activities.

The comprehensive data collection requirements 
should establish clear obligations for reporting 
beneficial ownership information, providing a legal 
framework for collecting and managing this data. 
These requirements should specify who is responsible 
for submitting information, when it must be submitted, 
what details need to be reported, how the information 
should be provided and which authority should receive 
the data. By setting these clear parameters, the 
legislation ensures a structured and effective process 
for capturing and maintaining this information14.

By setting clear parameters, the 
legislation ensures a structured and 
effective process for capturing and 
maintaining this information14.
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C. Accessibility
Determining the level of accessibility for UBO data 
is a key policy decision. Some countries may opt for 
complete public access to foster transparency and 
allow stakeholders such as civil society organizations 
to monitor and report on ownership structures. 
Alternatively, access could be restricted to those 
with a legitimate interest, such as law enforcement 
or relevant authorities. A balanced approach, where 
specific exemptions are created for legitimate security 
concerns, can help protect individuals’ privacy without 
undermining transparency.

In November 2022, the European Court of Justice 
(ECJ) invalidated a provision of the fifth European 
Union (EU) Anti-Money Laundering Directive, 
which had previously guaranteed public access to 
information about companies’ real owners15. The 
ECJ ruling established that information concerning 
a beneficial owner could be accessed only for 
anti-money laundering purposes and to those with 
legitimate interest. This means anyone with an interest 
in preventing or combating money laundering and 
terrorist financing and includes, for example, civil 
society organizations and journalists undertaking 
investigations16 but excludes access by the general 
public. Access is granted through an application 
process and, once approved, remains valid for three 
years, covering all beneficial ownership registers 
across the EU. 

An example of sharing beneficial ownership data can 
be seen in the Philippines, where significant progress 
has been made in the extractive industries. All 
registered domestic and foreign companies, including 
those in the extractive sector, are required to report 
their beneficial owners to the Securities and  
Exchange Commission. 

While the country does not yet have a publicly 
accessible UBO register, the Philippines Extractive 
Industries Transparency Initiative has published 
a register on its website17. This register includes 
beneficial ownership data for extractive companies 
that have consented to share their ownership details, 
providing information such as the beneficial owner’s 
name, nationality, country of residence, ownership 
percentage and whether the owner is a politically 
exposed person18. While this does not represent full 
ultimate beneficial ownership transparency, it is a first 
step. Efforts like these can provide valuable lessons 
and references for advancing UBO disclosure in the 
fisheries sector.

17A Vision for Ultimate Beneficial Ownership in Fisheries
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D. Data privacy and security
safeguards
Balancing transparency with data privacy is 
complex and context-dependent, with different 
approaches required for different countries and 
companies. While transparency is vital, policies 
must strike a careful balance by implementing 
strong data security measures and establishing 
clear exemptions for legitimate security threats. 
Defining thresholds and criteria for access is crucial 
to ensure that only those with a legitimate interest, 
such as for anti-money laundering efforts or 
combating IUU fishing, can access sensitive data.

E. Regular review and updates
Given the evolving nature of the fisheries sector, 
policies should allow for periodic reviews to  
ensure the data collected remains relevant and 
aligned with the changing landscape of the industry.  
This includes ensuring the data collection process 
is adaptable to new business models, such as 
corporate ownership structures, and can address 
any gaps in the system that may enable  
illicit activities. 

Ultimate beneficial ownership information must  
also be kept up to date, accounting for any facts 
or circumstances that may lead to a change in  
the status of the natural person identified,  
ensuring ongoing accuracy and transparency in  
ownership records.

F. Compliance and enforcement
In the fisheries sector, legislation should establish 
clear sanctions for non-compliance with ultimate 
beneficial ownership disclosure requirements, 
particularly in the context of vessel registration 
and licensing. These sanctions should address 
issues such as non-submission, late submission, 
incomplete or inaccurate submission and deliberate 
falsification of UBO information. Legal entities, 
vessel owners and their representatives must be 
held accountable for complying with transparency 
requirements during licensing and registration.

Additionally, legal agencies or representatives 
should be required to disclose the identity of the 
individuals they represent, with penalties for false 
declarations. 
It is essential that authorities responsible for 
licensing and registration have the necessary 
powers to access and verify accurate, up-to-
date UBO data, ensuring that only legitimate and 
compliant operators are granted licenses and 
fishing quotas.
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Natural persons and the natural 
persons behind the legal entities with 
ownership or control over fishing 
vessels and licenses.

Unique identifiers for both natural 
persons and entities to prevent 
ambiguity.

Ownership interests and control 
structure, detailing percentage shares 
and decision-making power.

Historical records of changes in 
ownership and control to track shifts 
over time, including transfers of fishing 
licenses and vessel ownership.

Links to other corporate structures, 
including parent companies, 
subsidiaries and affiliations.

Operational and licensing data, 
connecting beneficial ownership 
information to vessel registration 
numbers, fishing permits, quota 
allocations and areas of operation.

A screenshot from Vessel Viewer shows a vessel’s profile, including its identity and activity over a range of time. 
© 2024 Global Fishing Watch

Key data fields for structured UBO information in vessel registration and fishing 
license registers
Collecting comprehensive and reliable beneficial ownership information in the fisheries sector is essential  
for enhancing transparency, regulatory oversight and enforcement against illicit activities such as IUU fishing.  
While no international body mandates the disclosure of this information, organizations like FATF, EITI and Open 
Ownership strongly advocate for it as best practice.

To strengthen governance and compliance, beneficial ownership records should include:
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In some jurisdictions, the process of applying for 
a fishing license and registering a fishing vessel is 
overseen by a legal counselor to ensure compliance 
and accuracy. Here it is recommended they record 
the name, title, signature and submission date of the 
authorized representative to ensure accountability and 
facilitate official verification.

The competent authority should establish robust 
mechanisms to ensure the accuracy and completeness 
of information submitted to the register. This 
verification process will take place at the point of 
submission and will be periodically reviewed thereafter. 
To maintain data integrity, it should be cross-referenced 
with relevant databases, such as company registries 
and international enforcement bodies. 

The competent authority will collaborate with 
international organizations, RFMOs and other relevant 
entities to support the detection and prevention of IUU 
fishing. Data exchange agreements will be established 
to ensure the harmonization of beneficial ownership 
disclosures across jurisdictions, closing regulatory 
loopholes and strengthening enforcement efforts.

The competent authority will periodically review and 
update the requirements for the information requested 
to reflect emerging best practices, technological 
advancements and regulatory developments in 
beneficial ownership transparency, ensuring that the 
process remains effective and reliable in promoting 
transparency and accountability.

Ultimate beneficial owner Ultimate beneficial owner
details (legal entity)

Details (Natural Person) Entity Name

Full Name Registration Number

Date of Birth (DD/MM/YYYY) Jurisdiction of Incorporation

Nationality Entity Type

ID Number (Passport/National) Business Address

Contact Details
Phone Number
Email Address 

Shareholding Structure
A list containing the details of all shareholders (full name, date of 
birth, nationality and ID number) with their ownership percentages. 

Ownership Percentage
Information on beneficial owners who hold a certain percentage 
of ownership (e.g., those above 10% or 25% as per national 
regulations).

Nature of Control 
Voting Rights, Operational Control, etc.

Historical Ownership Records
Past changes in ownership to track shifts in control over time.

Aligning this information with global data standards, such as the Beneficial Ownership Data Standard, and 
integrating it with fisheries monitoring systems can enhance consistency, interoperability and accessibility for 
regulatory and enforcement agencies. This table outlines the key data fields required for a UBO data register  
in fisheries:
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If policies are strong and clear, data privacy rules 
cannot be misused to hide behind and prevent action 
from being taken where non-compliance has occurred. 
If policies set out robust requirements, data will 
be of sufficient quality to be used in investigations 
and sanctions. By aligning national, regional and 
international policies, UBO data can be collected, 
published and used effectively across jurisdictions. 

When beneficial ownership data is collected and 
published openly it can be used alongside technological 
tools like Vessel Viewer to enhance fisheries oversight 
and enforcement. Vessel Viewer helps fill gaps 
and highlight changes in vessel ownership records, 
enabling authorities and companies to investigate 
any information discrepancies. This approach also 
supports verification efforts by testing the hypothesis 
that access to diverse data sources improves 
accuracy. Given that verifying ownership data remains 
a universal challenge, many countries working to 
enhance transparency have requested guidance on 
effective verification processes. 

The Global Fishing Watch Vessel Viewer tool provides 
a powerful platform for identifying and cross-checking 
vessel information, including fishing operations, 
compliance history and authorizations. 

By integrating ownership data, the tool helps uncover 
any gaps and changes of ownership information 
gathered between different sources, such as national 
registries and other databases. Data gaps may include 
missing or incomplete ownership records, such as 
company names, ownership period, types of control, 
or differences in disclosed beneficial owners. In some 
cases, the registered owner or operator may not reflect 
the actual ultimate beneficiary, masking who truly 
controls and profits from fishing activities.

Vessel Viewer provides users visibility of the owner 
and operating entities reported publicly, and their 
associated vessels. The tool empowers users to 
analyze the operating entities associated with a single 
vessel over time, and expose UBO data gaps, 
strengthening transparency and supporting more 
effective decision-making, enforcement and policy 
development. By integrating technologies such as 
Vessel Viewer into vessel registration and licensing 
review processes, governments can streamline 
enforcement, allocate resources more efficiently 
and strengthen efforts to detect hidden ownership 
structures that may contribute to opaque or illicit  
fishing activities.

21A Vision for Ultimate Beneficial Ownership in Fisheries

Technological systems

Transparent ownership structures can drive a shift toward greater accountability and sustainability in the 
fisheries sector. If data is publicly available, ownership complexities can be resolved and flag hopping chains 
can be followed, leaving no room for confusion as to who has appropriate jurisdiction over the vessel.
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Case study 1: 
An investigation that has supported a flag State to take action

The case of the Twenty illustrates the complexities of 
vessel reflagging and the importance of ownership 
transparency in fisheries management. Originally 
flagged to Italy, the vessel transitioned to the Gambian 
flag between 2021 and May 2023. During this period, 
Asaro MCV, an Italian company, maintained ownership 
through a Gambian-registered entity, highlighting the 
challenges in tracking vessel ownership across 
jurisdictions.

In Gambia, the Twenty was fined $33,000 by the 
fisheries department for regulatory violations, 
demonstrating the enforcement efforts of the local 
authorities. However, the case also reflects broader 
challenges faced by many coastal States, where 
foreign-owned vessels operate under national flags 
through joint ventures or reflagging arrangements. 
These structures can sometimes complicate oversight, 
making it difficult to assess compliance with national 
regulations and international fisheries standards19.

In regions where fisheries play a crucial economic 
and social role, strengthening transparency around 
vessel ownership can help enhance governance and 
enforcement capabilities. The use of technology, 
such as Global Fishing Watch’s Vessel Viewer, offers 
opportunities to improve monitoring by providing 
insights into vessel operations and ownership 

structures. In cases like the Twenty, Vessel Viewer 
could support authorities in reviewing ownership details 
and strengthening regulatory oversight.

This case highlights the value of accessible and reliable 
ownership information in fisheries management.
By committing to improving transparency through 
collecting and publishing ownership information, flag 
States can enhance their ability to ensure compliance 
with regulations, support sustainable fishing practices, 
and strengthen the long-term management of their 
marine resources.

Shamira Abdulai from Ghana’s Fisheries Commission review vessel 
 information using Vessel Viewer tool during an interagency workshop in 
Ghana. © 2025 TMT

Global Fishing Watch’s Vessel Viewer tool provides open access vessel identity and activity history. This screenshot from Vessel Viewer shows the 
Twenty vessel flagged to Gambia while under the ownership of an Italian company. © 2025 Global Fishing Watch
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Case study 2: 
IUU fishing and labor rights violation uncovered through 
ownership tracking

In June 2022, Namibian authorities launched an 
inspection mission targeting tuna longline vessels 
operating in the country’s EEZ. During this operation, 
officials boarded the Namibian-flagged vessel SHANG 
FU, uncovering evidence of illegal shark finning and 
the absence of a required fisheries observer. As a 
result, the vessel was ordered to port for further 
investigation, where its captain admitted to violations 
under the Marine Resources Act and paid a fine of 
approximately US$ 15,000.

Further scrutiny of the SHANG FU, alongside its sister 
vessel NATA 2, revealed alarming indications of labor 
exploitation. When the NATA 2 arrived in port in July 
2022, both vessels were detained, leading to the 
removal of 57 crew members of multiple nationalities, 
including the Philippines, Taiwan, China, Indonesia, 
Vietnam, Mozambique, Angola, and Namibia. Reports 
surfaced of poor working conditions and illegal 
discarding of marine resources, raising serious 
human rights and environmental concerns.

Deeper investigations, supported by the Southern 
African Development Community Monitoring Control 
and Surveillance Coordination Centre (SADC MCSCC), 
exposed a troubling ownership structure. The vessels 
were linked to a network of shell companies, obscuring 
the true beneficial owners, who were ultimately traced 
to Taiwanese interests.

Namibian authorities, with the intelligence and support 
of SADC MCSCC, demonstrated how effective tracking 
of vessel ownership can expose IUU fishing networks 
and associated human rights violations. This case 
highlights the urgent need for greater transparency in 
vessel ownership, robust enforcement mechanisms, 
and international cooperation to combat IUU fishing and 
labor exploitation in the fisheries sector20.

Vessel Viewer is a key open access tool for authorities 
to identify potential illegal activities of vessels such 
as the SHANG FU and NATA 2. Through historical data 
analysis, the tool indicates suspicious vessel operations 
in restricted areas of countries that do not have bilateral 
agreements allowing such activities. Additionally, 
Vessel Viewer surfaces ownership information by 
highlighting any related vessels by owner collated 
from diverse public sources, the tool reveals changes 
in the vessel’s ownership, including possible hidden 
ownership structures and connections to front 
companies. Once the vessels were detained, historical 
tracking data could have served as critical reference 
to support investigation, strengthening enforcement 
efforts against IUU fishing and labor abuses. For 
instance, NATA 2 is listed as a related vessel to SHANG 
FU on Vessel Viewer, providing inspectors with a 
powerful tool to assess suspicious activities efficiently. 
By leveraging Vessel Viewer proactively, countries can 
enhance risk identification, strengthen enforcement 
operations and improve regional cooperation.

A screenshot of Vessel Viewer showing Shangfu’s vessel profile, ownership and NATA 2 vessel being a related vessel by owner  
association. © 2025 Global Fishing Watch
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Global Fishing Watch is an international nonprofit organization dedicated to advancing ocean governance through increased 
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