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Drifting fish aggregating devices (FADs) deployed by tuna purse 
seine fisheries have been a driving force behind the doubling of 
global tuna catches since the 1990s1. Tuna and other species are 
attracted to FADs as they drift through the ocean, and satellite 
buoys and echo sounders allow fishing vessels to efficiently 
track the precise locations of the largest groups of fish.  
 
Universally, the management of drifting FADs is weak, characterised 
by an absence of responsibility on the part of owners and operators 
for the impacts of their FADs on ocean ecosystems2. Lack of 
transparency around FAD operations means that no one is even 
sure how many drifting FADs are deployed around the world, though 
estimates indicate that the number is well above 100,0003. The most 
recent and reliable data from countries that are Party to the Nauru 
Agreement (PNA) show that in some parts of the Pacific a FAD can 
be found drifting every 12km, giving an indication of the pressure 
that tuna populations are under4.  
 
What is certain is that the enormous scale of FAD operations is 
extracting an unsustainably high price from the ocean. FAD use 
is having an impact on the stock status of the three main tuna 
species caught in the equatorial Pacific5 as well as on tropical 
tuna stocks in the Atlantic and Indian Oceans6, while the fact that 
so many FADs are in the water has led to changes in the migration 
and growth patterns for entire populations of tuna and the other 
pelagic species who are attracted to floating objects7.
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Bycatch mortality of sharks is high8, and even if FADs are never 
set on by a fishing vessel, the entangling nets and ropes they are 
commonly made of act as ghost gear, catching fish, sharks and 
turtles as they drift through the ocean9.  
 
The lack of regulations governing drifting FAD use means that 
there is no penalty for failing to retrieve a FAD. Consequently, 
the loss rate in some fisheries is above 90 per cent10, leaving 
tens of thousands of FADs to sink and litter the seabed, or 
wash up on the coastlines of small island nations. The clean-up 
costs of this debris can be substantial11, and there is currently 
no effective mechanism for obliging the vessel owners and 
their flag states to shoulder the financial burden of their 
polluting behaviour12. 
 
Clearly, an immediate and dramatic overhaul of drifting FAD 
operations is required. Regulations should be adopted globally 
to ensure that FADs are constructed in a fashion that minimises 
their impact on ocean health, and that FAD ownership, 
operations and tracking are completely transparent, with data 
made available to the public. Every effort must be made to 
recover all deployed FADs, and penalties should be paid by 
operators who fail to achieve this.  
 
This document sets out the minimum requirements for the 
construction, use and management of drifting FADs. If fisheries 
and their management organisations are unable to agree to 
their implementation, then the only remaining course of action 
will be a complete moratorium on the use of drifting FADs.

Image far left    Skipjack tuna. Credit: Alex 
Hofford/Greenpeace

Image left   A turtle caught in a FAD
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FA D 
C O N S T R U CT I O N 

–  All FADs should be non-
entangling and constructed 
without using mesh 
materials (such as shade 
cloth or netting).

–  All FADs should be 100% 
biodegradable, with the 
exception of materials used 
for the instrumented buoys.

–  FAD design and materials 
used should be confirmed 
by the vessel observer prior 
to deployment.

Image left   A turtle swimming near a drifting 
FAD. Credit: Alex Hofford/
Greenpeace
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FA D  O P E R AT I O N

–  FADs should be marked and 
ownership of FADs clarified 
by complying with the FAO 
Voluntary Guidelines on the 
Marking of Fishing Gear, 
enabling all FADs to be 
traced back to their owners.

–  The raft and the 
substructure of the FAD 
should have a permanent 
label showing the unique 
vessel identifier (UVI) and 
the unique ID number of the 
satellite buoy attached to it.

–  100% observer coverage 
should be in place on all 
vessels involved in FAD 
fishing, maintenance or 
retrieval. No FAD should 
be deployed or retrieved 
without the presence of  
an observer.

–  FAD owners should be fully 
compliant with international 
marine pollution law 
(MARPOL Annex V, UNCLOS, 
London Convention etc).

–  The implementation of 
management measures 
such as time-area closures, 
limits on FAD deployments 
and avoidance of bycatch 
hotspot areas should be 
supported and adhered to.

–  The use of supply vessels 
and other support vessels 
should be phased out as 
soon as possible.

Image left   A tuna purse seine vessel. Credit: 
Alex Hofford/Greenpeace
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FA D 
OW N E R S H I P  & 

T R A N S PA R E N CY

–  Ownership of a FAD should 
be assigned to the vessel 
that deploys it, must count 
towards its FAD deployment 
limit, and must remain the 
responsibility of that FAD 
owner until it is retrieved and 
suitably disposed of.

–  The practice of buoy 
exchanges, whereby purse 
seiners and their supply 
vessels attach their own 
satellite buoys to FADs 
they encounter belonging 
to other vessels, should be 
prohibited.

–  All FAD ownership data, 
including the unique satellite 
buoy ID, should be part of 
the mandatory information 
collected by the relevant 
RFMO. RFMOs should 
publish FAD ownership 
information to maximise 
transparency and establish 
responsibility for lost and 
abandoned FADs. This could 
ultimately be incorporated 
into a global FAD register.

–  All FAD operational data, 
including positional data, 
unique satellite buoy ID, 

date and time data and 
FAD ownership data (vessel 
name and registration 
number) should be reported 
to the fisheries manager/
RFMO in near real-time.

–  All FAD operational data 
should be independently 
verified, removing reliance 
on self-reporting by satellite 
buoy service providers and 
vessel owners.

–  All FAD operational data 
should also be made 
available on publicly 
accessible platforms.

–  All FAD operational data 
should be made available 
for scientific analysis.

Image top right    A purse seine brailer 
bringing tuna on board. 
Credit: Alex Hofford/
Greenpeace

Image bottom right    A beached FAD 
collected in the 
Seychelles. Credit: 
Nature Seychelles
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FA D  R E T R I E VA L 

–  Abandonment of FADs 
should be strictly prohibited, 
and every effort should 
be made to retrieve FADs 
before they risk beaching.

–  If a FAD becomes lost 
as a result of technical 
failure, its time of loss, last 
known position and the 
circumstances in which it 
was lost should be reported 
immediately to the fishery 
manager/RFMO.

–  If a FAD cannot be retrieved, 
the “polluter pays” principle 
should apply. If such an 
event occurs within the 
exclusive economic zone of 
a coastal state, agreement 
on compensation should be 

reached between the FAD 
owner and coastal state. If 
the event occurs on the high 
seas, FAD owners should 
pay compensation into a 
liability fund established at 
the relevant RFMO.

–  Repeated failure to 
retrieve FADs should 
lead to sanctions against 
vessel operators, including 
potential placement on 
RFMOs’ IUU lists. 

Image left   A drifting FAD with a “sausage” 
of bundled net recovered in the 
Maldives. Credit: IPNLF.
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