
TAXES AND CHARGES 
ON FISHERIES SHOULD 
SUPPORT FISHERFOLK'S 
RIGHT TO FOOD
An interview with Giovanni Occhiali by  
Jones Thomas Spartegus

04

Giovanni Occhiali is 
a research fellow at the 
International Centre for 
Tax and Development, 
working on climate and 
environmental taxation on 
fisheries.

Jones Thomas 
Spartegus is an 
Editorial Board member 
of the Right to Food and 
Nutrition WATCH 

Special thanks to 
Yifang Slot-Tang (FIAN 
International) for 
supporting this interview.

PHOTO |  wd toroMC

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS |

https://www.pexels.com/photo/fisherman-unloading-catch-in-gorontalo-waters-32101445/


PUBL IS H E RS

F UN DE D  BY

Contents of this publication may be quoted or reproduced, 
provided that the source of information is acknowledged.  
The publishers would like to receive a copy of the documents 
 in which this publication is used or quoted. All internet links  
in this publication were last accessed in May 2025.

C. Sathyamala, International Institute of Social Studies (ISS)

Brot für die Welt 
Germany

Brot für die Welt 
Germany

HEKS/EPER (Swiss Church Aid)
Switzerland 

FIAN International 
Germany

FIAN International 
Germany

Rosa Angélica Castañeda Flores, FIAN International

Special thanks to the members of the Global Network for  
the Right to Food and Nutrition and FIAN International  
for their support in compiling this publication. 

Follow us on Facebook: 
www.facebook.com/RtFNWatch

Follow the latest developments via #RtFNWatch
on Bluesky and Instagram

ISSN: 
2749-4292 

www.righttofoodandnutrition.org/watch

Donna Andrews, University of Cape Town

Glory Lueong, FIAN International

Jana Nakhal, World March of Women (WMM) Lebanon

Joshua Lohnes, West Virginia University

Mary Ann Manahan, Ghent University

Rachmi Hertanti, Transnational Institute

Martin Remppis, Brot für die Welt

Marciano Toledo Silva, Movimento dos Pequenos Agricultores 
(Movement of Small Farmers, MPA)

Eva Martina Gamboa, Enlace Continental de Mujeres 
Indígenas de las Américas (Continental Network of Indigenous 
Women of the Americas, ECMIA)

EDITORIAL BOARD E DI TOR I N  CH I E F

Katie Anne Whiddon

btta.creativa

Ewelina Ulita

Sophie Holin

E DI TI N G AN D PROOFRE ADI N G 

ART CO N CE PT 

L AYOUT

CO VE R I L LUSTRATI O N

JUN E  2 02 5

https://www.brot-fuer-die-welt.de/en/bread-for-the-world/
https://www.heks.ch/
https://www.fian.org/en/
https://www.facebook.com/RtFNWatch
https://web-cdn.bsky.app/profile/did:plc:fzh5cvty3ew3gtq6r6h6iyeb
https://www.instagram.com/fianinternational/?hl=en
https://www.righttofoodandnutrition.org/watch
https://sophieholin.weebly.com/


The Right to Food and Nutrition Watch is the flagship publication of the Global Network for the Right to Food
and Nutrition, which comprises the following organizations and social movements:

African Centre for Biodiversity (ACB) 
South Africa

Asian-Pacific Resource and Research 
Centre for Women (ARROW) 
Malaysia

Bilizur-Association for the Cooperation and 
Development of Peoples, 
Spain 

The Flying Aunties Cooperative, 
Lebanon 

The Gaza Urban and Peri-Urban
Agriculture Platform (GUPAP) 
Palestine 

Habitat International Coalition-Housing and 
Land Rights Network (HIC-HLRN) Egypt 

HEKS/EPER (Swiss Church Aid)
Switzerland 

Independent Food Aid Network (IFAN) 
United Kingdom

International Baby Food Action Network 
(IBFAN)
Switzerland 

International Indian Treaty Council (IITC) 
USA

Biowatch South Africa 
South Africa

Brot für die Welt 
Germany 

Center for Food and Adequate Living Rights 
(CEFROHT) 
Uganda

Centre for Social Development (CSD) 
India 

Centro Internazionale Crocevia (Crossroad 
International Centre)
Italy 

CIDSE 
(International Alliance 
of Catholic Development Agencies) 
Belgium 

Coletivo de Entidades Negras 
(Collective of Black Organizations, CEN) Brazil 

Convergence malienne contre l’accaparement 
des terres (Malian Convergence against Land 
Grabbing, CMAT) 
Mali 

Coordinadora Latinoamericana de 
Organizaciones del Campo (CLOC)

Dejusticia 
Colombia 

Ecocene Foundation 
Argentina 

Feminist Dalit Organization (FEDO) 
Nepal 

FIAN International 
Germany 

Focus on the Global South 
Thailand 

FoodShare 
Canada 

Fórum Brasileiro de Soberania 
e Segurança Alimentar e Nutricional 
(Brazilian Forum for Food Sovereignty 
and Food and Nutritional Security, FBSSAN) 
Brazil 

Association Paysanne pour le Développement 
(Peasant Association for Development, 
A.PA.DE) 
Togo

Association pour la protection de la nature au 
Sahel (Association for the Protection of Nature, 
APN Sahel) 
Burkina Faso

T RAN SFOR MING THE GLOBA L ECONOMY  
TO AC H IE VE  THE  RIGHT TO FO O D FOR ALL 

together for global justice

International Union of Food, Agricultural, 
Hotel, Restaurant, Catering, Tobacco and Allied 
Workers’ Association (IUF) 
Switzerland 

https://www.righttofoodandnutrition.org/
https://www.righttofoodandnutrition.org/
https://nextcloud.fian.org/s/fygnR8zrSX9AM8Y
http://arrow.org.my/
http://arrow.org.my/
https://gupap.org/en/
https://gupap.org/en/
https://www.hlrn.org/
https://www.hlrn.org/
https://www.heks.ch/
https://www.foodaidnetwork.org.uk/
https://www.foodaidnetwork.org.uk/
https://www.iitc.org/
http://www.biowatch.org.za/
https://www.brot-fuer-die-welt.de/
https://cefroht.org/
https://csocid.org/index.html
https://www.croceviaterra.it/
https://www.cidse.org/
https://cmatmali.org/
https://cmatmali.org/
https://cloc-viacampesina.net/
https://cloc-viacampesina.net/
https://www.dejusticia.org/
https://fundacionecoceno.org/
https://fedonepal.org/
https://www.fian.org/en/
https://focusweb.org/
https://foodshare.net/
https://fbssan.org.br/
https://fbssan.org.br/
http://apnsahel.org/
http://apnsahel.org/
https://www.iuf.org/
https://www.iuf.org/
https://www.iuf.org/


Justicia Alimentaria (Food Justice) 
Spain 

Solidaritas Perempuan (SP)
Indonesia 	

SOS Faim
Luxembourg

Sustain 
United Kingdom 

Terra Nuova - Centro per il Volontariato 
ONLUS (TN) 
Italy 

URGENCI 
France

Whyhunger 
USA 

World Alliance for Breastfeeding Action 
(WABA) 
Malaysia 

World Alliance of Mobile Indigenous Peoples 
(WAMIP) 
India 

World Council of Churches – Ecumenical  
Advocacy Alliance (WCC-EAA) 
Switzerland

World Forum of Fish Harvesters and Fish 
Workers (WFF) 
Uganda

World Forum of Fisher Peoples (WFFP) 
Sri Lanka

World Organization against Torture (OMCT) 
Switzerland 

WUNRN (Women’s UN Report Network) USA 

Zambia Alliance for Agroecology and 
Biodiversity (ZAAB) 
Zambia

KATARUNGAN (Justice) 
Philippines 

KHANI (Food Security Network) 
Bangladesh 

Maleya Foundation 
Bangladesh  

Réseau des organisations paysannes et de 
producteurs agricoles de l’Afrique de l’Ouest 
(West African Network of Peasant Organizations 
and Agricultural Producers, ROPPA) 
Burkina Faso 

Observatori DESC (Observatory of Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights) 
Spain 

POSCO Pratirodh Sangram Samiti 
(Anti-POSCO People’s Movement, PPSS) India

Rede da Sociedade Civil para a Segurança 
Alimentar e Nutricional na Comunidade de 
Países da Língua Portuguesa (Regional Civil
Society Network for Food and Nutrition Security in 
the Community of Portuguese-Speaking Countries, 
REDSAN-CPLP) 
Portugal 

Réseau africain pour le droit à l’alimentation 
(African Network on the Right to Food, RAPDA) 
Benin 

Pakistan Kissan Rabita Committee (PKRC) 
Pakistan 

Right to Food Campaign 
India 

Right to Food Network – Malawi 
Malawi

Society for International Development (SID) 
Italy 

People’s Health Movement (PHM) 
South Africa 

Plataforma Interamericana de Derechos 
Humanos, Democracia y Desarrollo 
(Inter-American Platform for Human Rights, 
Democracy and Development, PIDHDD) Ecu-
ador 

https://justiciaalimentaria.org/
http://www.solidaritasperempuan.org/
https://www.sosfaim.lu/en/
https://www.sustainweb.org/righttofood/
https://www.terranuova.org/
http://www.urgenci.net/
https://whyhunger.org/
http://www.waba.org.my/
https://www.oikoumene.org/programme-activity/ecumenical-advocacy-alliance
https://www.oikoumene.org/programme-activity/ecumenical-advocacy-alliance
https://www.worldfisher-forum.org/
https://www.worldfisher-forum.org/
http://worldfishers.org/
http://www.omct.org/
https://wunrn.com/
https://zambianagroecology.org/
https://zambianagroecology.org/
https://www.facebook.com/khanibangladesh/
http://www.maleya.org/
http://roppa-afrique.org/?lang=en
http://roppa-afrique.org/?lang=en
http://www.observatoridesc.org/
https://www.redsan-cplp.org/
https://www.redsan-cplp.org/
https://www.redsan-cplp.org/
https://twitter.com/i/flow/login?redirect_after_login=%2Fkissanrabita
https://www.righttofoodcampaign.in/
https://www.sidint.org/
https://www.phmovement.org/


What are the main challenges in the taxation of the fisheries sector?

Allow me to begin with two brief clarifications. I’ll be using the word 
“taxes” in its broadest sense in this interview, understood as a compulsory 
payment by private individuals to government entities. Technically (and 
often theoretically) speaking, much of what is levied on the fisheries sector 
consists of charges or fees, rather than taxes. These payments are made in 
return for a specific service, for example, fisheries management. Secondly, 
my research has focused on Africa, and in particular, on fisheries taxation as 
part of a broader program of environmental taxation.

One key challenge in fisheries taxation is determining the right tax rate to 
achieve the overarching goal of fisheries taxation, which is to contribute 
to the sustainable management of fisheries resources. Fisheries taxation 
as much as environmental taxation, in general, is not applied to generate 
revenues but to change the behaviour of specific actors. Taxation can be 
either on fishing effort (a general term to measure the value of resources 
going to fishing activities, amount of fuel, hours spent on the sea, etc.) or 
the catch itself. Setting the right tax rate requires detailed knowledge of 
actors, fishing techniques, fish stocks, used gears, target species, and market 
species, etc., much of which is uncertain. What’s more, collecting all the 
data is extremely costly Even if determined, it is often politically unfeasible 
to implement because the government would need to charge so much that 
fishing actors cannot or will refuse to pay.

So, the revenues generated by industrial fishing are not taxes per se.  
Can you elaborate a bit on the revenues from industrial fishing?

Industrial fishing fleets generate the bulk of existing revenue from the fisheries 
sector. In the case of Africa, however, most countries have not gained as 

“If those in the fisheries industry are not paying the required 

charges and fees, they are foregoing a contribution that would 

directly support the sustainability of their practices […].  

This makes it more likely that the resource will be 

overharvested, resulting in fewer fish – and implications for 

artisanal fisherfolk’s livelihood and their fish consumption, 

which is an important dietary component for them.”
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much as they could from the agreements they make with foreign nations that 
send industrial fishing fleets into their waters. In fact, their contributions to 
state coffers have been relatively low – only one-eighth of what small Pacific 
Island nations earn from similar agreements. This is because Pacific Island 
nations negotiated as a “block” rather than individually, and also because 
many African fishing agreements do not specify catch limits for particular 
species, and even when they do, African states often lack the surveillance 
capacity to monitor actual catches. In theory, therefore, they could extract 
significantly more revenue from fisheries agreements.

The European Union (EU), for example, is one of those parties with which 
these African countries enter into fishing agreements. Although the EU 
has strict sustainability clauses for fishing in its own waters, when it 
enters into fishing agreements with African countries, all the criteria such 
as sustainability, best practices, fish stock and quotas are overlooked. The 
structure of these fisheries agreements is quite problematic. It is said that 
the EU is considered most transparent in its fishing agreements; with other 
nations, it is harder to verify the exact terms of their agreements.

Now allow me to return to your initial question. Charges from fishing licenses 
and levies are fiscal contributions but they are not technically taxes. When 
we look at taxes ‘proper’, we are examining taxes on profitability. Industrial 
fishing is quite profitable: fleets register with tax authorities, pay VAT, and 
pay corporate income taxes. However, they can avoid significant amounts of 
taxes because of their economic structures, which are often comparable to 
those of multinational companies – they may have a flag of another country, 
making avoidance an issue.

Good distinction between taxes proper and taxes profitability. Can you 
explain taxes “proper” and taxes “profitability” of artisanal fisheries in Africa?
First, one must bear in mind that there is no general definition of exactly who 
qualifies as artisanal fishers. The category tends to be defined in contrast with 
the industrial sector, which is characterized by high-capital investments, 
with boats worth millions of dollars, equipped with significant technology, 
and capable of staying at sea for months at a time if needed. Conversely, 
artisanal fisherfolks rely on more traditional fishing techniques, but are 
themselves very heterogeneous – some use non-motorized dugout canoes, 
others fiberglass vessels with multiple engines and so on. 

Additionally, a crew member and a boat owner may both be classified as 
artisanal, but their power relations are clearly very different. Similarly, 
there is likely to be quite some significant variation from country to country, 
and even within countries. This is because most “taxes” paid by artisanal 
fisherfolks go to subnational governments – city councils, county or state 
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governments each of which can institute their own level of fees and charges. 
While research on this topic is limited, it shows that artisanal actors often 
must obtain licenses from and then pay fees to a plethora of bodies. In Kenya, 
for example, these include beach management units, county governments, 
the Kenya Fisheries Service and the Kenya Maritime Authority. They are, 
however, less likely to be paying taxes “proper” to the central government: 
many are not formally employed, so no taxes are withheld from their salaries; 
raw produce, such as fish, is usually exempt from VAT; and the overall 
level of income, at least of most crew members, is likely to be below the tax 
threshold. 

This is why sector-wide registration campaigns for artisanal fisherfolks do 
not make much sense: many simply will not have much to pay. It is therefore 
better to focus on those actors within the sector that are more likely to have 
some tax potential: boat owners and fish aggregators, which often operate as 
middlemen between the artisanal sector and more formalized entities such 
as hotels and restaurants.

How about subsidies? How do subsidies play a role in the promotion of industrial 
fishing?

Industrial fishing fleets from high-income countries receive disproportionately 
large subsidies, mostly for activities such as high- sea fishing or fuel cost. 
For distant water fishing nations these will eventually change when World 
Trade Organization (WTO) agreements enter into force. Although it is yet to 
take effect, subsidies to Illegal, Unreported, and Unregulated (IUU) fishing, 
to fleets fishing in high seas, and to those targeting overfished stocks, will 
be forbidden. Banning fishing subsidies that contribute to overcapacity – 
which leads to overfishing –is the objective of ongoing negotiations. China 
is the world’s largest provider of industrial fishing subsidies, followed by 
high income countries. However, despite the WTO agreement, countries will 
likely continue to facilitate industrial fishing through bilateral agreements 
and prioritize their operations over the territories of artisanal fisherfolks.

Giovanni, you said initially that fisheries taxation is about changing the behavio-
ur of specific actors. If fishing actors avoid taxes, how does this avoidance affect 
the governments’ ability to uphold human rights, particularly of fisher peoples?

In my view, mostly in an indirect way. Here, the above distinction between 
taxes and charge/fees is useful. If those in the fisheries industry are not 
paying the required charges and fees, they are foregoing a contribution that 
would directly support the sustainability of their practices – there will be less 
funds to assess the status of fish stock, to monitor catches of prevailing fishing 
gears, etc. This makes it more likely that the resource will be overharvested, 
resulting in fewer fish – and implications for artisanal fisherfolk’s livelihood 
and their fish consumption, which is an important dietary component 



for them. I think this is the main channel through which this should be 
analyzed. In theory, these charges should not be used for any other purpose 
than fisheries management, so their impact on government abilities to do 
anything should be viewed only through the lens of their impact on fisheries 
management.

However, in practice this is seldom the case - local governments use this 
revenue to fund other services they should be providing. But it would be odd 
to assess how evasion of management fees impacts the provision of services 
they should not have been directed to in the first place. This issue affects 
both industrial and artisanal players – the latter likely predominate in sheer 
numbers of unlicensed fishers, the former in terms of volume of unreported 
catches. Given the difference in observed fee levels between industrial and 
artisanal fisherfolks, in terms of avoided or evaded contributions, there is 
good ground to believe that industrial players prevail. It takes a small number 
of trawlers to match the catch of many dugout canoes.

On the other hand, if players in the industry don’t pay their general tax 
contributions – whether taxes on their profit, import duties for their gear, 
or VAT for fish filleted on the vessels – they are taking funds away from 
the government purse which could be used for a variety of different uses, 
including social schemes that can be beneficial to the wellbeing and fulfilment 
of the human rights of fisher peoples. As mentioned before, it seems highly 
likely that fisheries are net fiscal receivers across most countries in the world 
– so, if the sector does not contribute its fair share, governments may be 
less inclined to allocate public funds to its management. This could have a 
similar effect to that of not paying sufficient for management fees – poorer 
management makes the sector less sustainable, reducing its viability and 
directly affecting fisherfolk livelihoods. One might argue that in this case the 
effect is broader - taxes are by definition not paid in exchange for a specific 
service, but to support the general working of the country. Thus, less tax 
revenue means fewer well-functioning schools, hospitals etcetera – all of 
which also affects the services accessible to already marginalized fisherfolk. 
But this is the general case against tax evasion; there isn’t much specific 
to fisheries. Here, both artisanal and industrial actors bear responsibility 
– though through different channels: artisanal actors likely straight-out 
evade, industrial actors avoid, as they are often structured in a way akin to a 
multinational company.

Thank you for sharing your insights, Giovanni. 
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