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1. I am happy to welcome you to this event organized by FAO and the Holy See which we celebrate at the occasion of World Fisheries Day, which was yesterday 21 November. Today’s event is called Stemming the tide: Together we can stop Human Rights violations at sea!
2. As you are aware, World Fisheries Day was established by small-scale fisherfolk associations to celebrate a profession that supports the livelihoods of every 1 in 10 people on the planet. It is therefore fitting that the Holy See and FAO together can deliver a strong message of support for strengthening working conditions in the fisheries sector.
3. Today we convey a joint message urging to improve the working conditions of fisherfolk, consistent with the 2021 COFI Declaration for Sustainable Fisheries and Aquaculture, and with the four aspirations in the new FAO Strategic Framework: better production, better nutrition, better environment and better lives!
4. At FAO we have a long history of working with the millions of women and men around the globe who work in fisheries. And we must never forget that the sector offers important opportunities, particularly in developing countries, to create gainful employment, construct strong and vibrant coastal communities, and provide food security and nutritional values that are key to the diets of vulnerable populations.
5. We should recall that fish and fishery products are among the most widely traded food commodities worldwide, totaling more than 163 billion USD in export revenues in 2019. And developing countries are key players - having increased their share from almost 38% of total value of international fish trade in 1976 to more than 54% in 2019.
6. Sadly, the same industry offering so many opportunities to fishers and fish workers in developing countries, can also victimize the most vulnerable. Often these poorest, most vulnerable people suffer most from the Human Rights violations which we speak about. Through sinister and non-transparent recruitment practices, poor people can be lured into doing work without receiving the remuneration and support they deserve. We need to give a voice to these people and stand behind them in their fight for Decent Work. 
7. In recent years, awareness of the problem has been growing, not the least thanks to the media coverage of labour abuses in the sector, in both developed and developing countries. These include instances of labour abuse, forced labour, trafficking, child labour and slavery. These violations of Human Rights are unacceptable, and today FAO and the Holy See will be calling for collaboration between all partners – including countries, international organizations, fisherfolk associations, industry, companies, retailers, labour unions, civil society organizations, and consumers – to work together in order to stem the tide of human rights violations at sea.
8. Many tools are now in place alongside strong international commitment to halt such abuses. In fact, the FAO Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries, negotiated and adopted by FAO member countries in 1995 to lay forth principles of sustainable fisheries management, has inspired several supporting instruments and guidelines, including the FAO Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and Poverty Eradication and the Port States Measures Agreement. And FAO is also developing new guidance on social responsibility for companies in the sector.
9. The FAO Port State Measures Agreement was adopted in 2009 and entered into force in 2016 as the first international treaty designed to eliminate IUU fishing. Vessels involved in Illegal, Unreported and Unregulated fishing are often linked to instances of trafficking, labour abuses and slavery. The Port State Measures Agreement’s entry into force permits crucial port inspections that will allow for better controls and coordination, including ensuring that the human rights of crews are not violated.
10. The International Labour Organization’s Work in Fishing Convention 188 entered into force in November 2017. This landmark Convention is a powerful instrument to combat unacceptable forms of work in the sector, including forced labour and child labour. We will continue partnering with ILO and member countries to make a true difference in the working and living conditions for fishing communities. However, only 19 countries have ratified the Convention so far and we urge therefore all countries that have not yet ratified the Convention to do so.
11. The COVID-19 pandemic had a devastating impact on the fisheries sector and its people; fishers being stranded without the possibility of getting back to their home country, fishers not being able to market their catch, fishers prevented from going fishing and thereby losing their livelihoods are just a few examples of those impacts. 
12. However, the sector also showed its resilience and adapted to the situation; fishers started to use the internet and social networks to sell their fish, many governments put up social security schemes sustaining the livelihoods of fishers, and fishers were classified as essential workers, allowing them to go back to fishing ensuring that populations continued consuming healthy and nutritious food. At the same time, technological innovation made a huge leap allowing for increased digitalization of processes, both in operations, in fisheries management, in the ports and throughout the supply chain.
13. Fisheries is a complex sector, often with globalized value chains that can be extremely long. We are fully aware of the challenges we face, but we also believe we are uniquely positioned to address these challenges through new instruments now in force and international commitments to guarantee that seafood reaching our plates has been harvested or farmed not only in an environmentally sustainable manner, but also in a manner that supports the socioeconomic well-being of those who harvest, farm and process it. The sector has proven it is resilient and adaptive, and with our help labour abuses can be stopped.
14. I thank the Holy See and you, our member countries and stakeholder partners, for joining us today in these efforts. Through international collaboration across all segments along the seafood value chain and the implementation of internationally-negotiated instruments, I believe we can, must, and will end Human Rights violations in the fisheries sector. 
15. Let us recall that Sustainable Development Goal 8 specifically addresses decent work in all sectors. We cannot accept that fisheries should be an exception.
16. I look forward to our joint activities in making decent work in the fisheries sector a reality.
