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Indian Express Editorial Analysis 

 

Marine Fisheries Bill addresses a regulatory void. It needs cooperative 
federalism 
[GS2:Govt. policies & interventions for development] 
 

• A Marine Fisheries Regulation and Management (MFRM) Bill 2019 transfer’s 
power from the states to the Centre, to provide permits to fishermen in the 
exclusive economic zone between 20 and 200 nautical miles. 

 Background: 
• Under United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), which 

India ratified in 1995, the sea and resources in the water and the seabed are 
classified into three zones —  

1. the internal waters (IW) 
2. the territorial sea (TS)  
3. the exclusive economic zone (EEZ) 
• The IW is on the landward side of the baseline — it includes gulfs and small 

bays. Coastal states treat IW like land.  
• The TS extends outwards to 12 nautical miles from the baseline — coastal 

nations enjoy sovereignty over airspace, sea, all living and non-living resources 
therein.  

 

The sea and resources in the water and the seabed  
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The Background 
 

• The EEZ extends outwards to 200 nautical miles from the baseline. Coastal nations have 
sovereign rights for exploration, exploiting, conserving and managing all the natural 
resources therein. 

• Since fisheries is a state subject, fishing in the IW and TS come within the purview of the 
states concerned.  

• Other activities in the TS and activities, including fishing beyond the TS up to the limit of the 
EEZ, are in the Union list.  

• The annual fishery potential of the country’s EEZ is about 5 million tonnes.  
• To utilise it judiciously, the government formed a new fisheries ministry. 
 

Fishing subsidy issue 
• The Bill is also a response to discussions on fisheries’ subsidies at the WTO since the Doha 

Round of 2001.  
• India has been defending the rights of developing nations for special and differential 

treatment for its subsidy programmes. 
• Developed countries contend that nations without laws to manage fisheries in their respective 

EEZs are not serious about unregulated fishing.  
• WTO members are working on disciplines that prohibit subsidies that contribute to 

overcapacity and overfishing, and eliminate subsidies that contribute to illegal, unreported 
and unregulated (IUU) fishing.  

• While India supports curbing subsidies that lead to over-fishing and depletion of marine 
resources, it has to continue to provide subsidies for boats, gear and fuel essential for its 
small-scale fishers. 

• At the WTO’s Ministerial meeting in Buenos Aires in December 2017, members agreed to 
try and adopt the agreement on fisheries subsidies at the next meeting in 2020. 

 

Features of the bill 
 

• The Bill prohibits fishing by foreign fishing vessels, thus nationalising our EEZ.  
• An Indian fishing vessel desirous of fishing in the EEZ, outside the TS, must obtain a 

permit.  
• This requirement has been contested by the fishing industry — particularly small-scale 

operators. 
• Mostly the catch along the states’ coastline is juvenile fish which is restricting the growth of 

the fish population.  
• The move by the Centre will help regulate overfishing by bottom trawlers.  
• The bill proposes notifying management plans for fishing on a regular basis, related to 

conservation of endangered species and mitigating pollution.  
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• Bigger vessels registered and licenced under state departments,  will need a permit to fish.  
• It proposes social security for fish workers and calls for protection of life at sea during severe 

weather events.  
• The new bill has proposed to consider the fishing sector as a single unit and impose 

regulations for conservation.  
• As per the previous act, the maritime states in the country had rights to manage and regulate 

fishing activities in the territorial waters extending up to 12 nautical miles from the coast.  
• However, the new bill proposes to consider the whole exclusive economic zone (EEZ) of the 

country, which extends up to 200 nautical miles, as territorial waters.  
• The Union Government has the right to regulate and manage activities in territorial waters 
 

Criticism 
 

• The state government considers this bill as an infringement on the federal rights of the 
state. 

• Currently the Marine Enforcement wing and the Coastal Police monitor activities of 
fishermen and impose fine for violations.  

• However, the new bill hands over monitoring of fishing regulations to the Coast Guard and 
even small violations can land fishermen in jail. 

• Under the new act, the state will not have power to issue fishing permit and licence to 
fishing boats.  

• The Centre will snatch the rights, which is against the principles of federalism.  
• There is a faulty assumption in the Bill that only large-scale vessels fish outside the TS.  
• Actually, thousands of small-scale fishing crafts regularly venture into such areas.  
• Their freedom to access fish outside the TS will cease if the Bill becomes law.  
 

SDG14  
• Sustainable Development Goal 14 commits countries to unite over what is a truly global 

responsibility – the protection of our oceans and the lives that depend on it. 
• The target of the SDG14 is primarily meant to conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas 

and marine resources and includes tackling marine pollution, reducing ocean acidification, 
protecting coastal and marine ecosystems, reducing overcapacity in fishing effort, doing 
away with harmful fishing subsidies etc.  

• A report on the website of the NITI Aayog, specific to SDG14, cites the following 
interventions for India to achieve the SDG14:  

• National Plan for Conservation of Aquatic Ecosystems and the Sagarmala Project. 
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The major targets of SDG 14 
• Overfishing (Target 14.4) is one which the government must work towards.  
• The reason for this is that in order to achieve it, all of the other targets will automatically 

need to be addressed.  
• To address overfishing, following SDG targets must be included: 
 managing marine and coastal ecosystems (14.2),  
 conservation of marine areas (14.5),  
 ending harmful subsidies (14.6),  
 increasing economic benefits to least developed communities (14.7),  
 promoting technology transfer (14A),  
 giving access to small-scale fishers (14B) and  
 Implementing international law (14C) must be included. 
•  In addition, to successfully manage marine and coastal ecosystems, marine pollution (14.1) 

and ocean acidification (14.3) will need to be addressed.  
 

Way forward 
• A few exemption clauses to safeguard their livelihoods should be incorporated in the Bill. 
• State governments, fisher associations and the fishing industry representatives should not 

blindly oppose the entire Bill on the basis of their fears of the fishing permit.  
• They should argue for greater “cooperative federalism”. 
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• Cooperative governance between them over different territories (IW, TS and EEZ) is key to 
the sustainable management of marine fisheries, which should now ideally go into the 
Concurrent List.  

• Small-scale fish workers should demand making the entire IW and TS completely free of 
trawling using the FAO/UN Small-Scale Fisheries Guidelines to support their arguments.  

• This will raise their incomes, ensure a steady supply to consumers, heal the coastal areas and 
curb the bane of destructive fishing. 

 

Mains question: 
Discuss how the recently launched department of Fisheries in the union 
government will help in meeting the objectives of Blue Revolution in India? 
What are the challenges being faced by the sector? Suggest a way forward. 
 


