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Executive summary

e Driftnets are an indiscriminate fishing method consisting of nets suspended vertically in the water
column, drifting with ocean currents. These nets can measure tens of kilometres and catch fish as
they swim into them.

e This investigation examined the use of driftnets by Moroccan vessels in the Alboran Sea, a
Mediterranean biodiversity hotspot that is also critical for highly migratory species (HMS) that travel
between the Mediterranean and the Atlantic Ocean.

® These nets primarily target large pelagic species such as swordfish, whose population is critically
endangered in the Mediterranean Sea. However, driftnets also result in high levels of bycatch,
ensnaring and depleting populations of marine megafauna, including endangered species like
cetaceans, sea turtles, and sharks. Often made of nylon, driftnets can become ‘ghost nets’ when lost
or discarded, continuing to kill marine organisms for years while contributing to plastic pollution.

@ Due to their negative environmental impact, the use of driftnets has been regulated and progressively
banned at international, regional, and national levels, including in Morocco. Despite the driftnet ban
under Moroccan law, EJF has confirmed with this investigation that driftnet fishing persists, with
nets stored at ports in plain sight and vessels operating in both the Spanish and Moroccan exclusive
economic zones (EEZs) in the Alboran Sea in April 2024.

o The profile of vessels using driftnets has evolved over time: while large industrial boats dominated
the early 2000s, today's driftnet vessels are typically small wooden boats of approximately 3 gross
tonnage (GT), measuring 5 to 10 m in length overall (LOA).

e Fishing communities in northern Morocco, a region facing significant chronic economic difficulties,
have also been severely impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic and the energy crisis following Russia’s
full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022. Fishers interviewed by EJF indicated that harsh economic
conditions, coupled with a lack of enforcement of the driftnet ban, drive individuals towards illegal
practices for survival or force them to consider migration.

e Foreign demand is a key driver of the driftnet fishery, with the European Union (EU) as the main
destination for swordfish from Morocco. This investigation's findings suggest that EU Member States
may be importing swordfish caught illegally by driftnet vessels, potentially violating EU regulations
aimed at ending illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing. As the primary market, the EU
has a responsibility to ensure that harvests are legal and sustainable.

® Recommendations are directed at the Moroccan government, the EU, the International Commission
for the Conservation of Atlantic Tunas (ICCAT), and the General Fisheries Commission for the
Mediterranean (GFCM) to end illegal driftnet use, protect the abundant marine wildlife in the
Alboran Sea, and support a just transition to safeguard the livelihoods of fishing communities in
northern Morocco.



Alboran Island in the Mediterranean. The Alboran Sea, a narrow sea
bordered by Spain, Morocco and Algeria, is a hotspot of illegal driftnet
fishing, with serious impacts on marine wildlife. © EJF
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1. Introduction

The use of driftnets is an indiscriminate* fishing

method that has severe impacts on marine megafauna.

This technique involves suspending a net vertically in
the water column, with regularly spaced foam floats
along the top and weights lining the bottom, enabling
the net to move passively with the ocean currents.

It is used to target large pelagic species like tuna or
swordfish (Xiphias gladius) by entangling them in

the mesh. These nets can cover vast areas, with some
reaching lengths? of tens of km and depths of 40 m.?*

The main target species of driftnets in the Alboran
Sea is swordfish, a species that is currently in a
critical state in the Mediterranean. Overfished for
more than 30 years, its biomass has decreased by two
thirds since the 1980s° and, according to the latest
available assessment, it is now 30% lower than the
level required to achieve maximum sustainable yield®
(i.e., the maximum catch in numbers or mass that
can be removed from a population over a period of
time without causing the long-term decline of the
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m in 2024. Dolphins are among the prime victims of illegal driftnet fishing,
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! frequently becoming entangled in them and drowning as a result.© EJF
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population). The EU is responsible for more than
65% of swordfish catches in the Mediterranean, with
Italy (40%), Spain (15%), and Greece (9%) holding
the largest shares. Other countries with significant
swordfish catches include Morocco (11%), Tunisia
(11%), and Algeria (5%).” These catches are reported
to ICCAT as predominantly caught by legal longline
fishing® (accounting for more than 95% of total
reported catches).® However, as this report will show,
illegal driftnets targeting swordfish continue to be
used, with catches presumably misreported as legal
longline catches to disguise their true origin.
Driftnet fishing causes other negative environmental
impacts beyond its effects on the target species.
Bycatch rates for marine megafauna have been
recorded as high as 37% (the number of individuals
of non-target species divided by the total number of
individuals caught)® and include several threatened
species, such as cetaceans like common and striped
dolphins, as well as pelagic sharks, including blue,
shortfin mako, and thresher sharks.

e g
A dolphin photographed by EJF during at-sea fieldwork in the Alboran Sea




Marine bycatch entangled in a driftnet. Whether during intentional
operations or after they are lost and become ‘ghost nets’, driftnets catch
indiscriminately. Credit: Alnitak.

Driftnets can also become a source of plastic
pollution if discarded or lost, due to adverse weather
conditions, strong currents, maritime traffic, or
operational fishing factors, they may turn into

‘ghost nets’, continuing to entangle marine species
indiscriminately for years.

The environmental consequences of this fishing
technique have led to restrictions on driftnets use

at international, regional, and national levels. Since
bans were implemented at the regional and national
levels, official reporting on the use of driftnets has
all but stopped, and research into driftnet use in the
Mediterranean has significantly diminished.

Information gathered by EJF shows that driftnets
continue to be used extensively by Moroccan
fishers in the Alboran Sea. The failure to ensure

a transition for communities that rely on this
technique for a living, towards more sustainable
fishing techniques and the lack of enforcement by
competent authorities, has allowed for the use of
illegal driftnets in the region to continue.

Situated at the westernmost point of the
Mediterranean, the Alboran Sea is of significant
biological and economic importance. The
exchange of waters with the Atlantic through
the Strait of Gibraltar,’? in combination with the
seabed’s diverse morphology in the Alboran Sea
basin,” has shaped a unique ecosystem abundant
in biodiversity.** Although the Alboran Sea
covers only 2% of the surface area of the whole
Mediterranean Sea,* it harbours one third of all
known species in the Mediterranean.

The Alboran Sea is also a crucial transitional zone
for highly migratory species (HMS).”” The Strait
of Gibraltar acts as an entry point for many of
these species undertaking extensive migrations

from the Atlantic to their spawning grounds in

the Mediterranean and from the Mediterranean

to their feeding grounds in the Atlantic.”® These
species include large pelagic fish such as tuna® and
swordfish,* as well as migrating sharks,* cetaceans,?
and sea turtles.” The periodic and systematic
migration eastward or westward through the narrow
bottleneck of the Strait of Gibraltar (only 13 km
wide) makes the concentration of fish populations
predictable, which has allowed humans to exploit
them since ancient times.*

The use of driftnets in the Alboran Sea began

in the 1980s, with around 100 Spanish vessels
employing them by 1990.% However, as driftnet
fishing became prohibited in the European Union
(EU), the practice saw significant growth in
Morocco, particularly from the ports of Tangiers,
Al Hoceima, and Nador.?® Since then, Morocco has
been repeatedly identified by non-governmental
organisations as one of the countries where
driftnet fisheries are active in the Mediterranean.”

This investigation sheds light on the ongoing

use of driftnets, a case of illegal, unreported and
unregulated (IUU) fishing in the Alboran Sea, a

key hotspot for swordfish fisheries. It recalls the
ecological impacts associated with driftnet use while
exploring the socioeconomic drivers behind the
continued use of this fishing practice. Finally,

it identifies ways to effectively address this issue.

Data presented in this report were gathered
through a desk-based review as well as from

land and at-sea fieldwork expeditions in 2024.

Its recommendations are directed toward the
Moroccan government, the EU, the Spanish
Government the General Fisheries Commission for
the Mediterranean (GFCM), and the International
Commission for the Conservation of Atlantic
Tunas (ICCAT) to end the use of illegal driftnets
in the Mediterranean Sea once and for all while
ensuring a sustainable transition for the coastal
communities currently using this technique.



2. Methodology

The investigation involved a desk-based review of
relevant literature and fisheries data, combined
with fieldwork to assess the size of the local illegal
driftnet fleet and how it operates in the Alboran Sea
during the open season for swordfish, which takes
place from 15 March to 1 October and from

1 November to 15 February.

Field research, conducted in 2023 and 2024 by EJF
staff, included an at-sea expedition in partnership
with the Spanish non-governmental organisation
Alnitak Research Institute to document these fishing
operations and their behaviour. This expedition
focused on the vicinity of the Island of Alboran and
westward toward the Strait of Gibraltar, a hotspot for
driftnet use and a crucial fishing ground for coastal
communities in Spain and Morocco. In addition,
investigators from a partner organisation inspected
the Moroccan ports of Tangiers, M'Diq, Al Hoceima,
Sidi Hsain, and Nador to estimate the size of the
driftnet fleet.

EJF also conducted a total of 21 semi-structured
interviews? with 13 fishers (four Moroccan and nine
Spanish), one Moroccan fishing vessel captain,
three marine biologists, two marine veterinarians,
and two representatives from separate civil

society organisations.

Image 1: Graphic representation of a driftnet.

3. Driftnets: the walls of death

A driftnet is a type of gillnet designed to drift with
the current rather than being anchored to the seabed.
This fishing gear consists of a series of gillnets (often
referred to as pieces) held vertically by floats on the
upper line and weights on the lower line, typically
positioned near the surface or in mid-water. One end
of the driftnet is attached to a vessel or marked by a
buoy or a highflyer (Image 1).%

Driftnet vessel in operation in the Alboran Sea, 2024. These nets are
driving declines in marine biodiversity across the sea with no intervention
to stop them, despite being banned. © EJF




Driftnets can span tens of kilometres, creating a ‘wall of death’ from
which nothing can escape. © EJF

Driftnets can stretch for tens of kilometres, spanning
vast stretches of the open sea.?* According to studies
prior to the driftnet ban in Morocco in 2010, the
Moroccan driftnet fleet operating in the Alboran

Sea and the Strait of Gibraltar area employed nets
measuring between 6.5 km and 14 km long and 25 m
to 30 m in height.> However, information obtained
by EJF suggests that driftnets measuring as much

as 42 km may have been employed in the area in the
past. The immense scale of such nets becomes more
evident when considering that the Strait of Gibraltar
is only 13 km wide at its narrowest point, and the
widest point of the Alboran Sea is only 180 km.?*
According to testimonies from Moroccan artisanal
fishers and the results of the port study undertaken
in August and September 2024 as part of our
investigation, driftnets measuring between 3 km and
10 km long and between 40 m and 50 m in height
are being used today by the Moroccan artisanal fleet,
depending on the capacity of the vessels. The change
over time in driftnets’ size is further discussed below
(see Section 4).

Environmental impacts

The negative impacts of driftnets on marine life
have been extensively documented since the 1980s,
earning driftnets the infamous appellation ‘walls

of death’.®* The use of dyed or transparent nylon
filaments, combined with a large mesh size, makes
driftnets virtually invisible underwater** and
particularly deadly, not only for the target species
but for any large-bodied marine organism unable to
detect the presence of the net. This is especially the
case at night when most driftnetting takes place.
According to the latest International Union for
Conservation of Nature (IUCN) regional assessments,
driftnets remain one of the most pressing threats

to the local populations of striped dolphins,?

sperm whales,?¢ shortfin mako,* thresher sharks?®,
loggerhead sea turtles®® and spinetail devil rays.*

Independent studies based on direct observations,
carried out before a ban on driftnets was introduced
in Morocco in 2010, recorded the proportion of
individuals from non-target species caught as

high as 37% among Moroccan driftnet fisheries.*
This figure was approximately 20% in the case of
Spanish swordfish driftnet fisheries.* During this
investigation, EJF witnessed a vessel pulling up

a driftnet with an entangled sunfish, which was
later released in an unknown condition (Image 2).
Moroccan fishers using driftnets, interviewed by
EJE, confirmed that these nets entangle not only
swordfish but also juvenile swordfish and many other
species, including dolphins, turtles, sunfish, blue
sharks, mako sharks, common stingrays, tuna, and
even whales.



Humpback whale trapped in a driftnet, rescued in
Mallorca in May 2022. Cetaceans entangled in driftnets
may have their movement capacity severely restricted,
which, for highly migratory species and active hunters,
can be a death sentence.

Credit: Pedro Riera, Albatros Diving, 2022




Fishers testimony also indicates that nets with a

reduced mesh size, designed to catch tuna and bonito,

are being used for swordfish fishing (see Section 4),
resulting in the frequent bycatch of juveniles and
undersized individuals, as well as non-target species,
including vulnerable megafauna.

Quote from a Moroccan fishing captain:

“We’ve been forced to use nets with 100-mm mesh, but
it should be the opposite—200-mm should be allowed.
Right now, we catch more juvenile swordfish than
adults. Larger mesh sizes let the immature ones escape.
It's contradictory; now we kill more juveniles.”

Image 2: Sunfish (Mola mola) entangled in a driftnet documented by EJF in the course of this investigation. Driftnets targeting large pelagic species are
banned in the Mediterranean due to their negative impact on marine wildlife, killing non-target species which are then discarded as worthless. © EJF

Quote from Ramon (Spanish fisher):

Quote from Moroccan fisher 4:

“They are looking for swordfish, but of course the dolphin
also gets caught, the turtle, the whale, everything that
passes by gets caught.”

Quote from Moroccan fisher 2:

“In these nets, more mako sharks and blue sharks get
caught than swordfish. Sunfish, turtles, and others also
get caught. Once they are freed from the net, whether
alive or dead, we throw them back into the sea.”

“Sometimes even sperm whales get caught. If they get
caught in the net and we can free them, we do. The net
also catches sharks and tuna. Once, I managed to free a
baby dolphin that was still alive and crying like a small
child. I untangled it, grabbed it, dragged it out of the
net, and released it. Its mother was nearby, and she was
crying too. It was something sad to see and experience.
If there were an alternative, we would stop fishing with
these nets.”

Veterinarians, marine biologists, and Spanish civil society representatives involved in animal rescues from
driftnets have also described to EJF the effects of driftnets on marine megafauna caught in a driftnet: entangled
large animals typically die as a result of asphyxia, exhaustion, or injuries and mutilations caused by net
filaments. They also reported observing severe injuries to animals attempting to release themselves. They
suggest that amputations of tails and fins are also commonly observed and are often caused by fishers as they
attempt to free the trapped animal without causing damage to the driftnets.



Image 3: Dead pilot whale entangled in a driftnet, found ashore in Ras Trf,
province of Driouche (Morocco). Credit: Mohammed Andalosi, AZIR, 2015.

Quote from Alvaro (marine veterinarian CECAM):

“Our autopsies reveal that many animals were amputated
while still alive. We have had cases of stranded animals
down at the port swimming without a tail fin, ready to
die. The animal is doomed.”

By killing apex predators such as sharks and
cetaceans, driftnets may also have wider impacts on
marine ecosystems, with potential repercussions for
fisheries. So-called ‘trophic cascades’ have been noted
when apex predators are removed from an ecosystem,
allowing for the increase of prey populations with
unforeseen consequences further down the food
chain, ultimately causing long-lasting changes in the
structure of ecological communities,” which, in turn,
could negatively impact fish populations of interest
for commercial fisheries.*

Image 5: After driftnets are accidentally lost or intentionally discarded,
they remain in the marine ecosystem as ‘ghost nets’ continuing to catch
and kill marine wildlife. Credit: CECAM, 2020.

Image 4: Dead dolphin entangled in a driftnet, found ashore in Al Hoceima
(Morocco). Credit: Mohammed Andalosi, AZIR, 2017.

Finally, driftnets are regularly lost at sea, contributing
to the 11 million tonnes of plastic entering the ocean
every year.* Annually, it is estimated that nearly 2%
of all fishing gear is lost to the ocean, including 2,963
km? of gillnets, 75,049 km? of purse seine nets, 218 km
of trawl nets, 739,583 km of longline mainlines, and
over 25 million pots and traps.*® Based on available
studies on driftnet use, a meta-analysis concluded that
3.1% of driftnets in use were lost annually around the
world.#” Once lost, driftnets continue to drift through
the ocean, ensnaring marine life indiscriminately*®

for years and contributing further to the decline in
marine biodiversity. These nets, commonly referred to
as ‘ghost’ driftnets, also contain plastics that can last
up to 600 years in marine environments, potentially
releasing toxic chemicals into the environment.*
Moroccan fishers using driftnets interviewed by EJF
explained how nets are often lost due to the strong
currents in the area, the heavy maritime traffic that
can damage them, and the entanglement of marine
megafauna, which forces fishers to cut part or the
entirety of the net, causing it to sink.

2




‘Ghost’ driftnets have washed up on beaches on the Spanish coastline of the Alboran Sea, according to fishers
and locals interviewed by EJF. Spanish fishers reported finding entangled cetaceans and turtles, often in
advanced levels of decomposition, while the nets remain intact, indicating ghost nets have continued to
indiscriminately catch various species long after they were lost. Ghost nets can also sink over time, damaging
benthic ecosystems and continuing to catch non-pelagic species.®

Quote from Luis (Spanish fisher): Quote from a Moroccan fishing captain:

“Last year, as a result of the weather, the waves, and the “The nets, of course, get lost at sea; they break and
wind, a net was uncovered. The net was immense, and everything. During the season when stingrays appear,
we removed the leads, because it was a very large net. many get caught and cause the total loss of the nets,
There were bones from dolphins, turtles, and garfish. which sink to the bottom. We also suffer a lot of
Any remains were already rotten. The net was intact, damage from pilot whales or orcas, etc., which tear the
brand new. Made of nylon.” gear apart. Depending on luck, some lose part of the

net, while others lose it completely.”

Image 6: Driftnet found ashore in January 2023 in Cabo de Gata National Park (Almeria, Spain). Driftnets can become ghost nets due
to adverse weather conditions, continuing to harm marine wildlife for years and damaging benthic ecosystems when they sink.

Credit: PESCARTES
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Legal status of the use of driftnets
in the Alboran Sea (Mediterranean)

The first global calls to eliminate the use of large-
scale pelagic driftnets date back to the 1990s when
the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA)
adopted several resolutions calling on United
Nations (UN) member states to take cooperative
measures to eliminate the use of large-scale
pelagic driftnets.>

At the regional level, the International Convention
for the Conservation of Atlantic Tunas (ICCAT)
banned the use of driftnets altogether for fisheries
targeting large pelagic species, such as swordfish,
in the Mediterranean.> The General Fisheries
Commission for the Mediterranean (GFCM) has
also banned the use of driftnets for fisheries

of large pelagic species (including swordfish)s
and the possession and use of driftnets longer
than 2.5 km for general use.>* The Agreement on
the Conservation of Cetaceans of the Black Sea,
Mediterranean Sea and Contiguous Atlantic

Area (ACCOBAMS) similarly prohibits vessels
from storing onboard and using driftnets longer
than 2.5 km.*

The possession and use of driftnets longer than
2.5 km are also banned under EU law, as is the use
of driftnets for swordfish fishing, irrespective of
net size.>® EU legislation applies both to fishing
vessels of nationals of EU Member States and those
of third countries when fishing in EU waters.>’

Since 2010, the possession and use of driftnets
of any size and for any target species have been
prohibited under Moroccan law.
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4.lllegal driftnet fishing remains
commonplace in the Alboran Sea

During EJF's at-sea expedition in April 2024, EJF
investigators aboard Alnitak’s vessel documented and
captured geotagged images of six vessels, presumably
registered under the Moroccan flag, using driftnets
over the course of two days. Two of those vessels were
documented as fishing illegally within the Spanish
Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ), approximately 19
nautical miles east of the Alboran Island. Meanwhile,
four vessels were recorded fishing illegally in the
Moroccan EEZ, approximately 35 nautical miles north
of the coast of Al Hoceima, a port city in the north

of Morocco (Image 7). In addition to driftnets being
prohibited under Moroccan law, Moroccan vessels

are not permitted to fish in the Spanish EEZ without a
specific agreement.>® Even if such an agreement were
in place, the use of driftnets for the capture of large
pelagics would still be illegal in accordance with EU
law.°® An additional two vessels using driftnets were
observed by EJF investigators in Moroccan waters, but
could not be approached close enough to ascertain
their identity and collect photographic evidence.

The driftnet fishery appears to operate routinely

and in plain sight. The average fishing trip is less
than 24 hours, and the fishing grounds are reachable
within hours from the departure points.®* According
to fishers’ testimony and observations made by EJE,
nets are deployed in the evening, between 18:00 and
20:00, and start to be retrieved approximately 12
hours later, around 06:00 to 10:00. By 11:00 the next
day, boats head back to port.

Additionally, Moroccan fishers employing driftnets
and representatives from Moroccan civil society
interviewed by EJF reported that illegal swordfish
fishing with driftnets takes place throughout the
year, even during the annual biological rest periods
established by ICCAT (between 15 February and 15
March, and 1 October and 1 November).%2

Quote from Moroccan fisher 4:

“We stop fishing for a couple of months, during the
annual biological rest periods. However, some go out
fishing during that period but the sale of fish does not
take place at the fish auction but in the black market.”

Vessels using driftnets are aware of the illegality

of their operations, as corroborated by Moroccan
fishers themselves to EJF during the interviews.
Image 7 (top left corner) depicts a vessel obscuring its



identification number while fishing in the Spanish EEZ
with what appears to be a piece of cloth or a tarpaulin.
The concealment of markings on fishing vessels is
sanctionable under Moroccan law.®® Concealing the
markings, identity, or registration of a fishing vessel is
also considered a serious infringement under EU law.*

Image 7: Location of driftnet vessels documented by EJF in April
2024, showing the widespread and open flaunting of legislation
banning their use.®

35.92976° N, 3.45124° W \’
14 April 2024

©EJF

35.78345° N, 3.80629° W
14 April 2024

35.74926° N, 3.80371°W
14 April 2024
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Quote from Ramon (Spanish fisher):

“They set off in the evening at dusk and pick them up
before dawn. If the net is durable and set in a way
the nets don’t touch each other, well they can have it
placed all day long.”

Quote from a Moroccan fishing captain:

Quote from a Moroccan fishing captain:

“We leave the port in the morning and sail all day until
sunset. This net is effective at night and must be set
during that time; that's when it does its work. We tie
the boat to one end and watch it the entire time until
sunrise, when we bring it back on board.”

“With this boat we're using now, we can only fish when
the weather is completely calm, and the sea must be
very tranquil for at least 3, 4, or 5 days. Otherwise, we
can't go out to sea.”

35.935061° N, 3.432547° W
14 April 2024

©EJF

35.77304° N, 3.76447° W
14 April 2024

Alboran Island

Al Hoceima
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35.75699° N, 3.77502° W
14 April 2024




The size of the driftnet fleet in
the Alboran Sea is likely higher than
existing estimates

In 2024, Morocco reported to ICCAT that its
Mediterranean swordfish fleet consists of 3,191
vessels. Of these, 93% use handlines, while 7%
operate with longlines. In terms of size, 90% of
vessels are under 7 m in length, and 10%
exceed 7 m.5¢

Reports from the Moroccan government indicate
that the Moroccan fishing fleet operates in 73
locations along the Moroccan Alboran coastline,®”
including ports,®® beaches and special facilities for
artisanal fisheries in isolated areas.® According to
the National Office of Fisheries of Morocco, the main
ports in terms of landings and value of pelagic fish in
2023 (including tuna and swordfish) in the Alboran
Sea and the Straits of Gibraltar area are Tangiers,
Mdiq, Al Hoceima and Nador.”

In addition to legal fishing operations, EJF estimates
that hundreds of Moroccan vessels registered as
handliners and longliners operate illegal driftnets

in the Alboran Sea. In 2022, a land-based survey
commissioned by Alnitak was conducted in the north
of Morocco to assess fishing capacity in the ports of
Tangiers, M'Diq, Al Hoceima and Nador with a total
of 648 driftnet vessels identified (421 in Tangiers,
35in M'Diq, 33 in Nador and 159 in Al Hoceima).”

In August and September 2024, as part of our
investigation, investigators reinspected the ports of
Tangiers, M'Diq, Al Hoceima, Nador and Sidi Hsain in
the north of Morocco and confirmed the ongoing use
of driftnets, with 843 driftnet vessels recorded (611,
57,125, 40 and 10 respectively).

These figures denote a substantial increase in the size
of the Moroccan driftnet fleet and, correlatively, in
fishing pressure. According to ICCAT studies, in the
years predating the 2010 driftnet ban in Morocco,
around 370 Moroccan-flagged driftnet vessels were
operating in the Mediterranean, most of which
were small- to medium-sized vessels.”? While larger
industrial and semi-industrial longliners, with

the capacity to carry large nets spanning tens of
kilometres, reportedly stopped using driftnets after
the ban came into effect in 2011, our investigation
suggests that the Moroccan artisanal driftnet fleet
has more than doubled in size over the last two
decades, despite the ban.

Smaller vessels now make up the majority of driftnet
users. Small-scale illegal driftnet fleets operate not
only from the region’s main fishing ports but also
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from a number of small artisanal ports, such as Sidi
Hsain, where driftnet vessels were recorded for the
first time in 2024. The driftnet vessels recorded in the
port study in August and September 2024 consisted
mainly of small boats measuring between 5 and 10

m LOA, although several vessels recorded measured
between 10 and 15 m LOA.

The vessels with driftnets observed by EJF
investigators in the visited ports have characteristics
that are broadly consistent with what the Moroccan
government would classify as ‘artisanal boats’. These
are mainly wooden boats of approximately 3 GT
targeting tuna and tuna-like species, with an average
6 m LOA.”

Given the smaller size and capacity of artisanal

boats, the driftnets employed are also smaller than

in the past. According to artisanal fishers testimony,
driftnets used by Moroccan fishers measure 5 km on
average, with variations in size commensurate with
vessel capacity. The port study conducted between
August and September 2024 indicates that boats
measuring between 5 and 10 m LOA employ driftnets
estimated to be 3-7 km in length, while vessels of 10 to
15 m LOA employ larger nets, up to 10 km long. These
characteristics are consistent with observations made
by EJF at sea (Image 7).

Quote from Moroccan fisher 4:

“The boats, generally speaking, can carry up to 50 pieces
(5,000 m) (...) There are boats that carry up to 60 pieces
(6,000 m) or more. The depth of the net I use is about
20 m, but some have larger dimensions.”

The shift in vessels using driftnets from industrial

to artisanal ones also has significant security
implications for fishers. The length and weight

of these nets, in comparison with the size of the
artisanal vessels, means that vessels can capsize in the
event of unexpected weather changes or of catching
large marine wildlife, according to Moroccan fishers
interviewed by EJE



9. Port authorities are failing to deter
the use of driftnets

The findings of our investigation, summarised above, In such instances, the coastal state is required to inform
suggest that the use of driftnets by Morrocan fishersin  the flag state,” meaning that Spanish authorities likely
the Alboran Sea remains common. The issue has not notified their Moroccan counterparts. However, we
been resolved and may have, in fact, worsened with the = have found no reports to date of any detention actions
number of vessels using these illegal nets more than taken by Moroccan authorities against vessels using

doubling, potentially leading to similar or even greater  driftnets in Moroccan waters.
environmental impacts than before.

During our investigation driftnets were observed in Quote from Moroccan fisher 1:
plain sight on vessel decks in the ports of Tangiers,
M'Diq, Al Hoceima, Sidi Hsain and Nador (See images “The nets seem to be allowed at port by the authorities.
9 to 11), suggesting that local authorities are unlikely These nets are on deck and are not hidden, they put a
to be unaware of the continued use of driftnets by tarpaulin to protect them from the sun. Nothing more.”
Moroccan fishers. Local fishers interviewed by EJF
corroborated this, reporting that nets are often
stored on deck and aboard fishing vessels with no or

minimal effort to hide them, and that they are moved Quote from a Moroccan fishing captain:

and handled freely in ports. They also suggested that

regulations are not enforced due to the artisanal “At the port, we lay out our nets, assemble them, sew
nature of the vessels currently using them. them, and no one says anything or calls us out in any

way. It's all out in the open; we have nothing to hide.”

Cases of Spanish authorities intercepting Moroccan
driftnet vessels at sea have occasionally been reported.”

Image 8: Map of the Alboran Sea. This narrow sea leaves little
room for ocean wildlife to escape vast driftnets spanning
many kilometres.

study area

Tangier M'Diq ALBORAN SEA

Alboran Island

Port Sidi Hsain

MOROCCO ALGERIA
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Quote from Moroccan fisher 4:

Quote from a Moroccan fishing captain:

“I believe the authorities here don’t enforce the ban
because it’s the small artisanal boats that use it, not
the large vessels. That’s why they turn a blind eye.”

The driftnet ban implemented in Morocco in 2010
applied to all driftnets.” However, the implementing
regulation to the law defines driftnets as nets with

a mesh size equal to or larger than 200 mm.”” As a
result, nets with a smaller mesh size would not appear
to be prohibited under Moroccan law. According to
fishers’ testimony, they were compelled to switch to
nets with smaller mesh sizes (below 200 mm). This
shift is likely to have worsened the issue of bycatch, as
smaller mesh sizes are less selective and more likely to
capture juvenile swordfish and non-target species of
marine megafauna.

“In the past, the nets had a 200-mm mesh. Later, we
switched to 100-mm mesh to make it appear that we
were fishing for frigate tuna. Then, we changed to 150
and 180-mm, and others returned to using 200-mm.”

This apparent loophole could explain the lack

of enforcement action taken by authorities.

This undermines Morocco’s compliance with
recommendations from the GFCM” and ICCAT"
and with the provisions of ACCOBAMS,® which ban
the use of driftnets regardless of mesh size

(see Section 3).

Image 9: Driftnets laying on deck and in vessels in plain sight in the port of Al Hoceima in August and September 2024.




Image 10: Driftnets laying on deck and in vessels in plain sight in the ports of Nador and Sidi Hssain in August and September 2024.
Driftnets have appeared in ports where the practice was not present before the ban in Morocco.

Image 11: Driftnets laying on deck and in vessels in plain sight in the port of M'Diq in August and September 2024. Driftnets used
nowadays in the Alboran Sea usually measure up to 10 km, a remarkable length considering that the widest point of the Alboran Sea is
only 180 km and that the Strait of Gibraltar is only 13 km wide at its narrowest point.
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6.Economic insecurity and foreign
demand drive driftnet use

The use of illegal driftnets in the Alboran Sea is
driven by a complex interplay between foreign
demand for swordfish and local economic challenges
and is facilitated by the lack of enforcement of
prohibitions by competent authorities (see Section 5)
as well as the failure of government to actively
support a transition away from this destructive
fishing practice.

In 2022, Morocco was the fourth-largest source of
fishery and aquaculture product imports to the EU by
value.®* Almost all Moroccan swordfish landings are
destined for exports.®? Spain is the primary importer,
with import volumes representing 78.8% of Morocco'’s

[ I Mediterranean area

other areas

M Morocco

reported swordfish landings.® Spain is also the main
supplier of swordfish products within the EU.34

While domestic swordfish production in Spain is
substantial, an undetermined fraction of Spanish
swordfish exports is likely to consist of re-exported
swordfish products imported from Morocco. Italy is
the main destination for intra-EU exported Spanish
swordfish products, representing 84% of Spanish
swordfish exports to the EU market by value (82%
by volume) over the same period.® Trade flows

of swordfish products between Morocco and the
EU market over the last five years up to 2022 are
summarised in Image 12.

Spain

Italy

other EU .

Image 12: Swordfish landings and exports to the EU market reported by Morocco, Spain and other EU member states for the period
2018-2022. Link thickness is proportional to volume in tonnes (sources: FAO FishStat; UN Comtrade; EU Comext).

Quote from Moroccan civil society representative:

“Europe and Spain have a lot of responsibility in the matter, since they are the main destination of swordfish caught

in Morocco. It is very hard to eliminate driftnets if the swordfish caught with them is being bought.”
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The conclusions of the swordfish trade data
analysis, which identifies the EU market as a
potentially important driver of driftnet fishing by
Moroccan vessels, are confirmed by the testimony
of local fishers and civil society representatives
from Morocco and Spain collected during this
investigation. They claim that most of the swordfish
illegally caught in the north of Morocco is sent to
the port of Tangiers (and, to a lesser extent, also the
port of Nador), where it is processed and exported to
Europe due to its high market price and demand. A
representative of the Spanish NGO Alnitak explicitly
highlighted European companies as key actors in
driving swordfish supply chains. According to local
fishers, swordfish caught with driftnets are recorded
as having been caught with longlines. Morocco's
official ICCAT reporting, such as the Mediterranean
swordfish fishing plans,® indicate that swordfish are
only caught with longlines and handpoles.

Quote from Ric (marine biologist and founder of Alnitak):

“Probably a large percentage of the illegal fish
trade that is coming from Morocco is controlled
by European companies. We know there are some
Spanish companies operating from Spain that
actually buy this fish and then resell it to Europe.”

Quote from a Moroccan fishing captain:

“The policy of considering what is caught with
driftnets as caught with longline, something
unacceptable, is done because driftnets are officially
banned. They got European aid to eliminate them and

they will not now recognise the existence of driftnets.

Therefore, we officially fish with longlines.”

The use of driftnets, enabled by deficient law
enforcement on the part of local authorities,
therefore appears to persist mainly to satisfy
foreign demand. This is despite the fact that this
fishing method is associated with a high entry

cost. While driftnet fishing is generally considered
cost-efficient®” for capturing swordfish compared

to other fishing methods when taking into account
fuel costs, it requires significant capital expenditure
for artisanal fishers. According to testimonies from
local fishers, each piece that makes up a driftnet
costs around €500, bringing the cost of a typically-
used net measuring 5,000 m to approximately
€25,000. For many fishers, shifting to driftnet
fishing meant having to sell their property and land,
as reported to EJE
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Quote from a Moroccan fishing captain:

“When we switched to small-scale driftnet fishing,
everyone started using them. A large number of boats
began using them massively, and many people started
selling land and property to acquire and use them.”

The increased incentivisation of driftnet fisheries
targeting swordfish as a result of foreign demand
has coincided with growing economic insecurity

in the north of Morocco. The overall region's
economic decline (with perhaps the exception of
Tangiers-Tetouan) has reduced the number of viable
economic opportunities for local communities,
particularly for young people. The region saw
political and social unrest in 2017,% with demands
for more economic and social investment in the Rif,
aregion situated in northern Morocco, made to the
central authorities.

Coastal communities, like communities in other
regions, have also been severely affected by the
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic® and the energy
crisis following the full-scale Russian invasion of
Ukraine in 2022.%° The depletion of marine resources
due to overfishing and habitat loss and degradation,
climate change, and pollution, among other factors,
are further exacerbating the already precarious
situation for coastal communities in Morocco.”
Moroccan fishers interviewed by EJF reported an
overall decline in catches and the inability to sustain
their incomes, leaving many communities with
limited alternatives to make a living. This, in turn,
drives individuals towards IUU fishing practices as a
means of survival.

Competition with Algerian fishers may also
contribute to the continued use of driftnets by
Moroccan fishers. Fishers interviewed by EJF stated
that Algerian boats also employ driftnets, but EJF
investigators were not able to verify this claim.

Quote from Moroccan fisher 3:

“Nowadays, working at sea doesn’t provide enough to
live on; it’s hard to support your family. In the past,
you could, because there were plenty of fish, and
making money was easy. However, now, the catch is so
scarce that you can’t even cover your expenses for fuel,
bait, fishing gear, and everything else.”




Quote from a Moroccan fishing captain:

“I myself, as the owner of a boat and a captain, still
can’t make ends meet. I’'m forced to find ways to
get by in order to survive. My children, my home,
demand a lot of expenses, and I'm personally
experiencing this crisis. Imagine the situation for
a simple sailor?”

Quote from Moroccan fisher 1:

“People leave their country for various reasons.
There's a lack of jobs, and even when they do work,
what they earn isn't enough to cover their basic
needs. If there is work, it's precarious and not
consistent. From my point of view, I now see that
there is no future in fishing. The sailors themselves
are leaving; they’re all going.”

Swordfish at fish market, Spain. The majority of Morocco's swordfish
exports arrive in Spain, underlining the need for Spain to take action to
stop the products of illegal fishing entering its supply chains. © EJF

Quote from a Moroccan civil society representative:

“I believe the reasons why driftnets are still being
used are clearly economic, as it is the livelihood for
many families living along the country's coasts.”

The difficult economic conditions are also
prompting a significant number of people

to consider migration as a way to seek better
opportunities abroad, despite the risks
involved.?> Moroccan fishers reported that the
lack of opportunities and the precariousness
of existing jobs drive people, especially young
people, to migrate.

Quote from Moroccan fisher 3:

“In the area where I live, everyone is involved in
fishing; it is our local economy. We don't do any
other work besides fishing. There are no other
opportunities to make a living there. The poor
people who emigrate do so out of necessity, due to
the economic crisis and precarious conditions.”

Quote from a Moroccan fishing captain:

“Currently, we are running out of sailors to work
at sea; almost all of them have emigrated, and
those who haven’t are expected to do so soon.
It’s a sad situation; the profession of a sailor
has no future whatsoever. The cost of living is
so high that it’s impossible to convince them to
stay in their country.”




1.Looking forward: the need for
a sustainable transition

Following the 2003 ICCAT ban on the use of
driftnets for large pelagics, Morocco presented a
four-year plan® to phase out the use of driftnets
through public education, buyback schemes,
destruction of gear, and assistance for fishing
communities, including a training program

on other fishing techniques.* To support the
implementation of the plan, Morocco received
limited US funds,® and until 2019 it was receiving
<1.25 million in annual financial contributions
from the EU.°¢ However, how these funds were
used remains unclear. The evidence gathered in
this report suggests that efforts to date to phase
out the driftnet fishing technique in Morocco have
been unsuccessful.

Moroccan fishers and a Moroccan civil

society representative spoke to EJF about the
socioeconomic importance of the swordfish fishery
for the region, as many families rely on it to sustain
their income with few alternatives available. To
address the transition away from a fishery that is
both widespread and deeply embedded in the local
economy, Moroccan fishers shared with EJF their
ideas of what alternatives could look like.

While aware of the negative environmental impacts
and the illegality of the driftnet fishery, Moroccan
fishers employing driftnets stated that, in order to
abandon the practice, they would require support
from the authorities to transition to alternative gear,
such as longlining. This would involve financial aid
to purchase new gear, buy-back schemes to recover
investments made in driftnets, as well as training

in the use of alternative equipment. Additionally,
fishers highlighted fleet overcapacity as a problem
and suggested reconverting part of the fleet to other
activities, such as tourism.

Beyond outlining possible alternatives to driftnet
fishing, Moroccan fishers and a Moroccan civil
society representative interviewed by EJF called for
the establishment of direct dialogue between the
affected fishers and the government so they could
express their concerns and provide the authorities
with the necessary information to find solutions
and facilitate the transition away from driftnets.
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Quote from Moroccan fisher 4:

“I believe we can transition to tourism, taking people for
boat rides on the sea. I think it's the best option. There
are too many of us fishing, and the resources are scarce.
The Mediterranean is a small sea with few fish, and
everyone has a boat; there are already too many of us.”

Quote from a Moroccan civil society representative:

“To eliminate this fishing gear, I believe there should
be significant support from international institutions,
helping the country to reform the artisanal fishing fleet
and provide other alternatives. We've also heard fishers
asking for help to switch to surface longlining, and
they've often expressed their desire, especially during
the summer season, to engage in tourism.”

Quote from Moroccan fisher 4:

“We also need training in new fishing techniques. This
training is necessary so that fishers can learn to fish
with hooks again, as young fishers nowadays don’t
know how.”

Quote from a Moroccan fishing captain:

“I am in favour of its phasing out right now, on the
condition that we are supported with the acquisition of
new gear.”

Quote from Macarena (marine biologist/fisher
PESCARTES):

“There is no species that driftnet provides us with that
we cannot obtain with much more selective fishing gear.
It doesn’t provide anything that we couldn’t achieve in
another more sustainable way.”
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The use of illegal driftnets continues to be a
major threat to marine biodiversity in the
Alboran Sea, decimating populations of marine
megafauna. Populations of sharks,?” turtles®® and
marine mammals,®” many of them endangered,
are disappearing at alarming rates in this critical
region for migratory species.

This practice takes place in full view of the
authorities, with driftnets laid out in ports in

plain sight. Immediate action from authorities is
required to enforce regional rules and Morocco's
own legislation, which prohibits the use of driftnets.
However, this practice is widespread and rooted in
local economies; therefore developing and ensuring
a buy-in and support for a plan for a transition

away from destructive fisheries is a must. For the
long-term and complete eradication of driftnets,
actions must be taken in partnership with fishing
communities and fishers that use driftnets to find

a lasting solution that protects marine ecosystems
while also protecting the livelihoods of coastal
communities in the region.

The Moroccan government must fulfil its
commitment to eradicating driftnets and enforce
relevant national laws and regulations. It should
provide comprehensive resources to the competent
authorities for this purpose and introduce effective
and proportionate sanctions to deter the use of
illegal gear while supporting impacted fishers to
sustainably transition away from the practice.

While the responsibility for ending driftnet fishing
lies primarily with the Moroccan government, the
international community must play a supportive role
in ending the practice. Being the most important
market for swordfish from Morocco, the EU has a
clear interest and responsibility to ensure harvests
are legal and sustainable.
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The findings of this investigation indicate that EU
Member States are at risk of importing seafood
caught illegally by vessels using driftnets, in possible
contravention of the EU legislation on illegal,
unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing (Council
Regulation (EC) No 1005/2008 of 29 September 2008
establishing a Community system to prevent, deter
and eliminate illegal, unreported and unregulated
fishing, also known as EU IUU Fishing Regulation),
which prohibits the import of illegally caught
seafood into the EU.

The Moroccan government'’s failure to enforce its
own laws and ensure compliance with GFCM, ICCAT,
and ACCOBAMS provisions also raises a risk of future
action by the European Commission. Other countries
associated with similar systemic IUU fishing practices
have been subjected to action by the European
Commission under the EU IUU Regulation.**®

If this occurs, it could have significant negative
consequences for the Moroccan economy.

This report has highlighted the need for urgent
action to end driftnet use, as it breaches national
laws, contravenes regionally agreed management
measures aimed at conserving fish populations,

and undermines international conventions to
conserve marine biodiversity, such as the Convention
on Biological Diversity.*** The implications of

failing to act are serious and far-reaching. At stake
are ecosystems of critical significance for local
livelihoods and regional biodiversity.

The following recommendations are directed at the
Moroccan government, the Spanish government,
the GFCM, ICCAT, and the EU. These specific actions
aim to end the use of illegal driftnets, protect the
biologically and economically important coastal
habitats of the Alboran Sea, and safeguard the
livelihoods and viability of coastal communities.




To the government of Morocco, which should:

1. Ensure compliance with its own national
legislation'*? and commit to eradicating the
use of illegal driftnets by 2025 by developing a
strategy to this end in coordination with regional
and local authorities, fishing communities, civil
society, and the seafood industry. This should
include the allocation of adequate financial and
human resources for the effective monitoring,
control, surveillance, and enforcement of
fisheries laws and regulations.

2. Comply with Morocco’s regional and
international obligations, including GFCM
and ICCAT’s conservation and management
measures, as well as ACCOBAMS' provisions.

3. Support fishing communities to sustainably
transition away from the use of driftnets by the
end of 2025, if necessary with the assistance
and support of external partners and funding
sources, such as the EU’s Neighbourhood,
Development and International Cooperation
Instrument (NDICI).
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Promote the exchange of experiences and best
practices between different countries and regions
that have successfully implemented bans and
have transitioned away from driftnets.

Engage with the seafood industry operating in
Morocco on the implementation of traceability
measures to ensure illegally harvested seafood,
including swordfish, does not reach the EU and
other markets.

Adopt the Global Charter for Transparency to
facilitate more effective and cost-effective action
against illegal and unsustainable fishing. 3

Driftnet vessel operating in the Alboran Sea, 2024. The Government of Morocco must
now finally enforce the ban on their use, but will need support to do so. © EJF




To the EU:

The European Commission should engage in
cooperation and dialogue with the Moroccan
government to help end the use of illegal
driftnets. The EU should establish a structured
anti-IUU fishing cooperation with Morocco to
fight against IUU fishing, with an emphasis on
the use of illegal driftnets.

In this context, the EU should propose to
Morocco the establishment of an EU-Morocco
IUU Fishing Working Group, complementary

to cooperation under the future Protocol of the
EU-Morocco Sustainable Fisheries Partnership
Agreement (SFPA), with the aim, among others,
of supporting Morocco in addressing the
definitive phase-out of driftnets.

To support EU Member States in enforcing the
EU IUU Regulation, the European Commission
should highlight the IUU fishing risks identified
in this briefing through appropriate channels,
especially the Mutual Assistance system set out
in Chapter XI of the EU IUU Regulation.

EU Member States, particularly Spain, which
receives the majority of swordfish exports from
Morocco, should increase scrutiny for fisheries
imports from Morocco into the EU market to
ensure their legal origin, in accordance with
Articles 16 and 17 of the EU IUU Regulation,
effectively barring market access to illegally
harvested seafood products.

The European Commission and the European
Fisheries Control Agency (EFCA) should
ensure that the support given to the Moroccan
authorities on fisheries control and inspection
through the EU project “Mediterranean virtual
regional training academy on fisheries control
and inspection (e-FishMed)” addresses gaps in
the implementation of national and regional
(i.e., GFCM) regulations related to driftnets.

The EFCA and Spain should assess the risks
posed by driftnet fisheries, as evidenced by

this report, with a view to reinforcing Joint
Deployment Plans covering the Alboran Sea in
accordance with Articles 5 and 9 of Commission
Implementing Decision (EU) 2018/1986.°*

For the purpose of ensuring a high, uniform

and effective level of control in the EU and to
match the need for increased assistance to the
EU Member States in the Mediterranean,**>s EFCA
should be provided with strengthened resources
and capabilities.

The European Commission, EFCA, and the EU
Member States should, when exploring the
extension of the EFCA Joint Deployment Plan
involving third countries, consider Morocco a
priority partner country.

Driftnet vessel operating in the Alboran Sea, 2024. Sustained action from the EU, RFMOs, and Moroccan government is needed to safeguard marine wildlife
and justly end the use of driftnets. © EJF



To the GFCM and ICCAT:

1. The GFCM should discuss potential non-
compliance of Morocco with GFCM
Recommendations GFCM/29/2005/3 prohibiting
the use of driftnets for fisheries of large pelagic
species and GFCM/22/1997/1 on the limitation
of the use of driftnets in the Mediterranean.

To address this issue, the GFCM should urge
Morocco to strengthen control measures in the
affected areas to stop the illegal use of driftnets.

2. The GFCM and ICCAT should ensure that the
joint workshop for the evaluation of the impact
of driftnets in the Mediterranean, to be organised
in accordance with Resolution GFCM/45/2023/10,
results in clear follow-up actions to ensure
compliance with driftnets bans.

3. Aspart of Morocco’s implementation and
compliance with ICCAT requirements, ICCAT
should also discuss the potential non-compliance
of Morocco with Recommendation 03-04 related
to Mediterranean swordfish.

Swordfish at fish market, Spain, 2023. © EJF
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