Keeping fishing
vessels visible

Why enforcing AlS is critical
to combat illegal fishing

Overview
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The intentional disabling of Automatic Identification System (AIS) devices installed on fishing vessels is a
widespread problem in global and EU fisheries control. Previous investigations have shown that some fishing
vessels routinely turn off these location transmitters to hide their movements, often in sensitive areas such as
marine protected areas or the waters of third countries. Despite legal obligations to maintain continuous AlS
transmission in the interest of maritime safety, AlS ‘switch-offs’ by EU fishing vessels remain common. However,

few cases to date have ever resulted in sanctions.

Oceana identified 464 Spanish fishing vessels that
systematically switched off their AIS transmissions from
January to December 2024. Together, these vessels
accumulated 88,714 hours without emitting any AlS
signals, with several serious cases in which individual
vessels remained untracked for more than 2,000

hours (83 days) during 2024. These interruptions in
transmission, which must be duly reported and justified
to the competent authorities,! raise serious concerns
about a systematic lack of compliance with existing
regulations.

To facilitate the enforcement of AIS requirements,
Oceana selected a subset of 50 cases to submit to
the Spanish General Directorate of the Merchant
Marine (Direccion General de la Marina Mercante),
along with an official complaint calling for the opening
of an investigation and the initiation of sanctioning
procedures, where appropriate. The selected cases
included vessels with the longest observed periods

of time without signals or the highest number of
interruptions, split between 25 vessels operating in
international waters and 25 fishing in the Exclusive
Economic Zones (EEZs) of Spain, France, and/or
Portugal.

Where do Spanish vessels switch off their AIS?

At the global scale, several main hotspots were visible
where Spanish fishing vessels switched off their AIS
transmissions. These hotspots were concentrated in the
Northeast Atlantic Ocean, particularly around Spain,
Portugal, and France, with additional occurrences
observed off the West African coast, near the Argentine
EEZ, and in the Northwest Atlantic Ocean (Fig. 1). The
highest concentration and longest durations of AlS gaps
occurred in the Northeast Atlantic, indicating that most
switch-off events took place close to European fishing
grounds rather than in distant-water areas.



Total duration of AlS gaps
per 10 000 km?

3600 hours

12 hours

Figure 1. Global density
of AlS switch-off events
by Spanish fishing vessels
between 1 January and 31
December 2024.

The map shows the total
duration of AlIS gaps per
10,000 km?, highlighting areas
where signal interruptions
were most frequent.
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. In the waters around the Iberian Peninsula, AlS switch-offs were most
Some vessels remained frequent along the northwestern coast of Spain (Galicia and the Bay of
Biscay) and off the Portuguese continental shelf (Fig. 2). Additional, smaller

untracked for more than hotspots were visible near the Strait of Gibraltar and in the Alboran Sea.
2,000 hours (83 daVS) These patterns suggest that AlS disconnections are not limited to long-
during 2024" distance operations but also occur extensively within EU waters, including

areas of intense fishing activity and ecological importance.

Figure 2. Density of AIS
switch-off events by Spanish
fishing vessels between 1
January and 31 December
2024 within and around the
EEZs of Spain, France and
Portugal.
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The two boxes examples illustrate the cases of individual vessels that repeatedly switched off their AIS
transmission: one in international waters, and one in Spanish waters.

lllustrative examples

AIS switch-offs in
international waters

All of the AlS positions
recorded for one Spanish
fishing vessel between 1
January and 31 December
2024. A total of six AlS
disconnection events
were identified during
this period. The solid line
represents the trajectory
of the vessel, while each
dotted line shows the
minimum distance between
the last known position
before the AlS signal was
switched off and the first

== Track generated from AlS points
.| @ startofgapinAlS transmission
B Endof gapin AlS transmission

- - Minimum distance of AlS gap

Colombia

J 5]
0 K- Y o
126 days \’\\ h Brazil "
(8,023.57 hours) \
without signal )
transmission
Bolivia
£
‘Parag“ua,y\,k
. Argentina J' o
I 1:25.000.000 N é
0 200 400 800 km
'_'l_rl_'.x_'_l A
0 100 200 400 nm

WOW  135W  130°W  125°W  120°W  115W  LIOW  105°W  100°W  95°W 2 - 75W W W 60W

position when the signal resumed. Gaps vary in duration and geographic
distance, with the longest gap covering a distance of at least 2,670 km
without public available tracking information.

AIS switch-offs
in Spanish waters

All of the AlS positions
recorded for one Spanish
fishing vessel between 1
January and 31 December
2024. Over 120 distinct
AIS signal interruptions
were identified, most
lasting between six and
17 hours and covering
distances of 20-80 km.
Nearly all of these gaps
occurred within Spain’s
EEZ, along the Galician
coast. The recurrent
pattern of AIS deactivation
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when leaving ports and reactivation further offshore may indicate
intentional concealment of fishing activity rather than technical failure.




The importance of AlS for safety at sea and
fisheries transparency

The Automatic Identification System (AlS) is a

public tracking system that automatically transmits

a vessel's identity (vessel name, unique identifier,

and dimensions) as well as its speed, course, and
geographical position. AlS signals can be picked up by
nearby vessels, terrestrial stations, and satellites.

The primary purpose of AlS is to enhance maritime
safety, reduce the risk of collisions, and ensure that
vessels can always be located so that emergency
services can promptly detect potential problems. It
functions as the ‘eyes of the boat’, enabling vessels
to detect one another’s locations and activities. This
is particularly important in situations of low visibility,
such as night-time navigation or adverse weather
conditions.

At the same time, AIS has become an essential

tool for fisheries transparency and marine resource
conservation. By making vessel movements visible,

AlS brings illegal behaviours to light and discourages
harmful fishing practices. Scientists, civil society
organisations, and journalists use AlS data to analyse
and map fishing activities on a global scale, and coastal
authorities use it to monitor foreign vessels operating
near their waters.

While EU fishing vessels are also equipped with other
tracking devices specifically designed for fisheries
control, known as Vessel Monitoring System (VMS), AlS
plays a complementary and essential role. The public
nature and high transmission frequency of AIS - every
few seconds or minutes, compared to every 1-2 hours
for VMS - make it a key tool for identifying fishing
effort patterns and detecting potential irregularities.
For this reason, EU legislation requires Member
States to integrate AlS data into their fisheries control
systems.?
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When a vessel turns off its AlS, only its flag State can
still track it, via VMS. For all other actors, including
coastal authorities and the public, the vessel effectively
disappears or ‘goes dark’. This makes it nearly
impossible to know where such vessels are going or
what they are doing. AlS gaps are especially concerning
and suspicious when they occur near the boundaries

of marine protected areas or another country’s waters,
areas that are often off-limits to fishing.

What are the legal requirements for AIS?

In the EU, all fishing vessels over 15 metres length

are required to continuously transmit AlS data.® In
Spain, this obligation was established under Royal
Decree 210/2004, which mandates that the AlS signal
must always remain active, except in exceptional
circumstances that are duly justified on safety
grounds.*

Switching off AIS without notification or valid
justification constitutes a serious infringement of
maritime traffic regulations.> Since 2024, vessel
masters have been required to notify any AIS switch-
offs to the competent authorities of both the flag State
and, where applicable, the coastal State, if the vessel is
operating near another country’s waters.?

The Spanish maritime safety authorities (the General
Directorate of the Merchant Marine, Ministry of
Transport and Sustainable Mobility) are responsible
for ensuring that AlS of Spanish vessels remains
operational at all times. In parallel, fisheries authorities
(the General Secretariat for Fisheries, Ministry of
Agriculture, Fisheries and Food) must cross-check
AlS data against other activity records, such as catch
declarations, sales notes, or inspection reports,

to identify inconsistencies and detect potential
irregularities.®



While these obligations apply across the EU, few
Member States have imposed effective sanctions for
intentional AIS switch-offs. In Spain, sanctions have

so far been applied only following specific complaints,
such as one filed by Oceana against 25 vessels that had
switched off their geolocation systems while fishing

on the high seas near the coast of Argentina between
2018 and 2021.7

Methodology and analysis of AlS disconnections by the
Spanish fleet in 2024

Oceana reviewed all AIS disconnections by Spanish
fishing vessels between 1 January and 31 December
2024, distinguishing between vessels operating in
international waters and those within the Exclusive
Economic Zones (EEZs) of Spain, Portugal, and France.
The analysis was based on AlS data obtained via Global
Fishing Watch (GFW),® an international non-profit
organisation that promotes ocean transparency by
using satellite technology and big data to map and
publicly share information on human activities at sea.

It should be noted that multiple factors can
occasionally interrupt AlS transmissions (e.g. technical
problems, receiver failures, or signal range limitations).
To avoid errors caused by low satellite coverage or
signal saturation, specific filters were applied according
to the type of operation:

e Fishing within EEZs: only interruptions lasting
6-24 hours were considered, excluding those that
occurred within 3 nautical miles of a fishing port.?

e Fishing in international waters: only interruptions
of 12 hours or more were considered, ensuring
that vessel signals would have been detected by

464 vessels

Detected with repeated or
prolonged AlS disconnections
in 2024.

132,420 nours

without emitting any signals
during 2024.

50 vessels

reported for investigation.

satellites even in low-coverage areas. No maximum
interruption time was set, since these vessels may
operate at sea for several months.

After applying these filters, 464 vessels were
identified as having repeated and/or prolonged AlS
disconnections. From this sample, Oceana selected

50 vessels (25 operating in international waters and
25 operating within EEZs), with either the longest
disconnections or the highest number of interruptions.

To validate the analysis, a manual review of these 50
vessels was carried out using two electronic platforms:
GFW's own online viewer and Lloyd’s List Intelligence
Seasearcher, a specialised maritime intelligence database.
During this review, the timing, location, and duration

of AIS disconnections were verified for each vessel, to
exclude gaps caused by low satellite coverage.

Oceana submitted this analysis, along with a formal
complaint, to the Spanish Directorate-General for
Merchant Shipping to determine whether these
interruptions constitute breaches of applicable
regulations.

2 The minimum of 6 hours is considered sufficient for a receiver to capture an AlS signal from the vessel, even in areas with high fishing
activity. The maximum of 24 hours was selected because these types of vessels typically make daily trips, so a signal loss exceeding 24 hours

may indicate that the vessel was in port.


https://globalfishingwatch.org/map
http://www.seasearcher.com
http://www.seasearcher.com
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Recommendations for Spanish authorities
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Strengthen monitoring and enforcement of AlS
transmission to address the widespread practice
of AlS switch-offs in the Spanish fleet, ensuring
transparency and effective oversight of fishing
activities. Without effective monitoring and
sanctions, these legal obligations do not deter
infringements.

Enforce the rules consistently, rather than relying
solely on specific complaints, which results in
uneven implementation and leaves many cases of
non-compliance unaddressed.

Allocate appropriate resources for enforcement
authorities to ensure they can identify, track,

and sanction cases of non-compliance, including
increasing the number of inspectors monitoring
AlS signals and initiating infringement procedures.

Ensure that masters of fishing vessels
consistently comply with the requirement to
notify the authorities of any AlS disconnection
event.

Improve communication between the Spanish
Directorate-General for Merchant Shipping and
Fisheries Control Authorities to share real-time
information about AlS disconnections, verify
whether they have been legitimately reported,
and issue warnings for unjustified disconnections.
If warnings are not addressed, authorities should
initiate automatic sanctioning procedures.

Recognise the importance of AlS beyond
maritime safety, by encouraging the public use of
AlS data to support transparency, research, and
responsible fisheries management and control.
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estimate of apparent fishing activity, therefore it is possible that some fishing effort is
not identified and conversely, that some fishing effort identified is not fishing. For these
reasons, GFW qualifies all designations of vessel fishing effort, including synonyms of
the term “fishing effort,” such as “fishing” or “fishing activity,” as “apparent,’ rather than
certain. Any/all GFW information about “apparent fishing effort” should be considered
an estimate and must be relied upon solely at your own risk. GFW is taking steps to
make sure fishing effort designations are as accurate as possible.



https://europe.oceana.org/press-releases/spain-sanctions-25-fishing-vessels-for-disabling-tracking-d
https://europe.oceana.org/press-releases/spain-sanctions-25-fishing-vessels-for-disabling-tracking-d
https://europe.oceana.org/press-releases/spain-sanctions-25-fishing-vessels-for-disabling-tracking-d
https://globalfishingwatch.org

OCEANA

European Headquarters:
Madrid, Spain

europe@oceana.org

European Union Office:
Brussels, Belgium
brussels@oceana.org

Baltic and North Sea Office:

Copenhagen, Denmark
copenhagen@oceana.org

europe.oceana.org

QI0IC)

Co-funded by Views and opinions expressed are however those of

the author(s) only and do not necessarily reflect those

i of the European Union or CINEA. Neither the European
the European U nion Union nor CINEA can be held responsible for them.



mailto:europe%40oceana.org?subject=
mailto:brussels%40oceana.org?subject=
mailto:copenhagen%40oceana.org?subject=
http://europe.oceana.org
https://twitter.com/OceanaEurope
https://www.facebook.com/OceanaEurope
https://www.instagram.com/oceanaeurope/

