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Non-compliers typically avoid detection by authorities, benefiting from increased
catch and income. While detection-avoidance strategies (e.g., secret compartments
to hide illegal catch) are commonly used in the nature conservation context, they
remain largely unstudied. We address this knowledge gap in three sections. First,
we introduce and hypothesize the likelihood of non-compliers adopting detection-
avoidance strategies in the broader conservation context. Second, we identify
and categorize detection-avoidance strategies used by small-scale fishers. Third,
we provide recommendations for countering detection-avoidance strategies (i.e.,
countermeasures). Because countermeasures are context-specific, they should be
informed through systematic processes such as the intelligence cycle. If used properly,
enforcement activities and countermeasures can help build voluntary compliance,
particularly through procedural justice, or acting in a way that users perceive as fair
and just.

Keywords: fisheries enforcement, compliance, illegal fishing, illegal fishing techniques, poaching and
conservation, intelligence cycle, enforcement chain

INTRODUCTION

More than 90% of the world’s fisheries have been driven to, or beyond, their sustainable limits
(FAO, 2018), threatening ecosystems, livelihoods, and food security. Fishers can mask signals of
exploitation by fishing harder (Cinner, 2011), fishing new grounds (Morato et al., 2006; Roberts,
2010) and fishing illegally (Peterson and Stead, 2011; Brashares et al., 2014). While the solutions
to overexploitation and non-compliance are complex and require context-specific interventions
(Arias et al., 2015; Petrossian, 2015), most approaches need compliance management.

Multiple factors influence compliance, such as livelihoods, norms, and decision-making
(Milner-Gulland and Rowcliffe, 2007; Peterson and Stead, 2011; Arias, 2015; Bergseth and
Roscher, 2018). Therefore, bolstering voluntary compliance, which we define here as people
complying as an act of approval with norms and institutions, should be more successful than
when compliance is only coerced. Enforcement, however, is necessary for managing people who
knowingly or repeatedly break rules. Enforcement demonstrates that non-compliance is punishable
and discourages further non-compliance while signaling administrative competence.

Enforcement, often simplistically and mistakenly equated to patrols, is best described as a
chain of four components: (1) the probability of detection, (2) the probability of arrest/citation
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given detection, (3) the probability of prosecution given
arrest/citation, and (4) the probability of conviction given
prosecution (Figure 1) (Sutinen, 1987; Akella and Cannon, 2004;
Arias et al., 2016). Weakness in any component undermines
effectiveness. Here, we focus on the probability of detection, and
the techniques that small-scale fishers use to avoid detection while
fishing illegally.

The probability of detection has two aspects: perceived and
real probabilities. The perceived probability of detection is that
which actors believe to occur. This can be estimated through
social surveys (King and Sutinen, 2010; Arias and Sutton, 2013;
Arias et al., 2015). The real probability of detection is the
number of illegal acts detected versus the total number of
illegal acts. This is difficult to determine because non-compliance
is clandestine. In terrestrial contexts, the real probability of
detection is estimated to be below 4% (Eliason, 1999). In fisheries,
the real probability of detection is considered to be below 1%
(Sutinen et al., 1990; Kuperan and Sutinen, 1998). Detecting
illegal fishing is complex as it can involve many rules such quotas,
size limits, zoning, and gear regulations. Hence, it is generally
easier to estimate the perceived probability of detection than the
real probability of detection.

A high perceived probability of detection, even if the
real probability is low, can have a strong deterrent effect
(Furlong, 1991; Leader-Williams and Milner-Gulland, 1993).
Methods to influence fishers’ perceived probability of detection
include publicizing enforcement actions such as apprehensions
and sanctions, as well as increasing the real probability of
detection (Bergseth et al., 2017; Bergseth and Roscher, 2018).
However, emphasizing high likelihoods of detection when the
real probability of detection is low can be counter-productive
if fishers notice that the chance of detection is much lower
than that being touted by managers. This would likely decrease
trust between fishers and managers, which is a key component
of voluntary compliance (Stern, 2008). Therefore, increasing
both the perceived and real probabilities of detection are
key for deterrence.

The probability of detection can be maximized through patrol
planning (Plumptre et al., 2014), because illegal fishing does not
occur randomly in space or time (e.g., Bergseth et al., 2017;
Weekers and Zahnow, 2019; Weekers et al., 2020). In Costa
Rica, at Cocos Island National Park, illegal fishing was spatially
clustered over seamounts, around new the moon, and between
July and September (Arias et al., 2016). Ensuring that patrols
follow identified spatial and temporal patterns should increase
the probability of detection and, therefore, the perceived risk
amongst fishers.

Fishers, however, can also employ counter-surveillance
strategies that reduce the probability of being detected by
authorities (hereafter: detection-avoidance strategies). For
instance, fishermen can paint their buoys with low contrast
colors, and fish at night and when moon light is limited (Arias
et al., 2016). Therefore, the effectiveness of patrols, and the
probability of detection, depends not only on allocating patrols
adequately through space and time, but also on knowing and
countering detection-avoidance strategies. Managers can then
use intelligence (i.e., the collation, analysis, and dissemination of

information) (ICCWC, 2012) to inform risk-based compliance
management programs. For instance, if fishers perceive that the
risk of being detected is low at first light, managers can conduct
early patrols. Regardless of the amount of non-compliance
detected during such patrols, the patrol boat’s presence should
alter fishers’ future risk calculation as the perceived probability
of detection increases. Importantly, such an approach relies on
understanding fishers’ actions.

DETECTION-AVOIDANCE STRATEGIES

Detection-avoidance strategies are common in the nature
conservation context, yet they remain largely unstudied. In the
illegal wildlife trade, for instance, smugglers conceal or disguise
wildlife and wildlife by-products as inconspicuous objects (e.g.,
ivory worked to look as wood or marble) (Rosen and Smith,
2010). Detection-avoidance is well-documented in large-scale
fisheries, where non-compliant vessels can avoid detection by
quickly and frequently changing their flags, identities and
ownership structures (High Seas Task Force, 2006). By avoiding
detection, non-compliers evade costs, such as fines and loss
of licenses, therefore maximizing their benefits. The level of
sophistication in detection-avoidance strategies is diverse and
expected to be proportionate to the perceived probability of
detection, and the economic gains realized from evasion; this
determines the costs of each strategy.

Detection-avoidance strategies range from high-cost and
complex to simple and inexpensive (Vira and Ewing, 2014).
For example, an inexpensive strategy could be learning about
patrol movements, whereas a costly strategy could be investing in
technology. Ultimately, the effectiveness of a detection-avoidance
strategy is likely a balance between the investment by authorities
in detection and fishers’ investments in avoidance (Sutinen,
1987). The interaction of these two “investments” determines
the effectiveness of an authority in its search for violations
(Figure 2A). Thus, the profitability of non-compliance, and the
related optimal investment in avoidance by fishers, is affected
by the probability of detection, and the revenue and cost of
non-compliance (Figure 2B). Comparing the expected profit of
fishing illegally under the optimal avoidance strategy to the profit
from fishing legally allows us to estimate the likely response of
fishers to any level of enforcement investment: fish legally, fish
illegally but don’t invest in avoidance, or fish illegally and invest
in avoidance (Figure 2B). If avoidance is costly, the likelihood
of fishers adopting detection-avoidance strategies is expected to
decrease (Figure 2A; Anderson, 1989).

Additional elements can influence the likelihood of fishers
adopting detection-avoidance strategies. The cost of avoidance
would likely be weighed against the profitability expected from
using detection-avoidance strategies: the higher the profits
expected from using detection-avoidance strategies, the higher
the likelihood of adopting these strategies (Figure 2B). The
perceived probability of detection can also affect the likelihood
of adopting detection-avoidance strategies, shifting the perceived
relationships underlying decision-making by fishers (Figure 2A).
Fishers who perceive the detection probability as higher than it is
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FIGURE 1 | The components of the enforcement chain (see Sutinen, 1987; Akella and Cannon, 2004). Directionality of the chain (left to right) is represented using
shading.

FIGURE 2 | A conceptual model for the interaction between investment in avoidance by fishers, detection by enforcement agencies, and the resulting
decision-making by fishers. (A) Shows the relationship between the probability of detecting illegal fishing, conditional on the investment by enforcement agencies in
detection and the investment by fishers in avoiding detection. See the Supplementary Material for the underlying functional relationships and justification.
(B) Shows the optimal investment in avoidance for a fisher, assuming a revenue of 10 and a cost of 5 for illegally fishing, including both the investment in avoidance
as an additional cost and the probability of detection as shown in (A). This investment curve generates a profit curve, based on the difference between revenue,
cost, and the cost of investing in avoidance. Assuming an arbitrary legal profit of one, the orange and blue lines show the investment in the avoidance for the profit
maximizing strategy across the range of investments in detection by the enforcement agency.

would perceive a lower optimal return from detection-avoidance
(Figure 2A), invest less, and would cease fishing illegally at a
lower investment by the authorities (Figure 2B). Similarly, if
fishers underestimate the probability of detection, they would
overinvest in avoidance and continue fishing illegally even as
enforcement investment increased.

Overall, the investment in avoidance strategies could increase
rapidly from low perceived probabilities of detection, to peak
at intermediate to high perceived probabilities of detection, and
then diminish due to a shift to legal fishing with a perception
of very high probabilities of detection (Figure 2B, orange and
blue line). The overall level of illegal fishing would be expected
to decrease as the perceived probabilities of detection increase
(Figure 2A). Therefore, the likelihood of adopting detection-
avoidance strategies could be expected to decrease when: (a) the
marginal benefit expected from using the detection–avoidance
strategy is low, (b) the cost of adopting the detection–avoidance
strategy is high, and (c) the perceived probability of detection is
extremely low or extremely high. The trends shown in Figure 2
derive from a simple model of search behavior. However, these

are theoretical curves: we do not have data to determine the
shapes of the curves, and we are unaware of any empirical
examinations of these relationships in the conservation or
fisheries literature.

In the following sections we identify some detection-
avoidance strategies used by small-scale fishers and offer possible
countermeasures that authorities could employ. The detection-
avoidance strategies discussed here were revealed in the margins
of social surveys in Costa Rica (Arias et al., 2015). The research
was approved by the James Cook University Human Research
Ethics Committee (Code H4804). The primary aim of these
surveys was to examine drivers of compliance, not detection
avoidance strategies. Hence, the strategies we uncovered and
discuss were not systematically investigated and are not
representative of all possible detection avoidance strategies
employed by fishers. Accordingly, we are unable to provide
quantitative analyses that may further explain the prevalence
of these strategies among fishers, and consider the strategies
as personal communications provided by the interviewer (AA).
Importantly, these detection avoidance strategies address a
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knowledge gap in compliance management and research. This
is not intended as an inclusive list of avoidance strategies
but rather as an opportunity to generate information and
discussion on a rarely considered topic of importance for
conservation practitioners and scholars, and as a call for future
systematic research.

DETECTION-AVOIDANCE STRATEGIES
USED IN COSTA RICAN SMALL-SCALE
FISHERIES

Small-scale fishermen can employ two types of detection-
avoidance strategies: concealment, and use of information and
communication (Table 1). Concealment strategies are typically
aimed at modifying boats or gear so that non-compliance
becomes difficult to detect. Information and communication
strategies vary in sophistication, from knowing where and when
patrols occur, to using lookouts and spreading disinformation to
mislead authorities.

Concealment
Concealment strategies aim to hide the presence of fishermen or
gear. Fishing at night and painting boats with low-contrast colors
hinders visual detection. However, most strategies (Table 1) are
directed at concealing illegal gear. For example, if gillnets are
permitted, fishermen can use a legal mesh for the upper portion
of the net—which is the more likely to be checked by authorities
when the net is set—and a smaller, illegal, mesh for a larger
and deeper portion of the net. In this case, the gear appears
to be a legal set.

In cases where non-compliant fishermen seek to avoid the
detection of their entire gear, they can camouflage it by using
inconspicuous floating materials as buoys (e.g., coconuts), or by

completely immersing and later extracting it using a grapnel.
Notably, most of these detection-avoidance strategies involve
a cost—an investment of time, resources, and effort. These
investments in detection-avoidance strategies imply that the
economic gains from non-compliance outweigh their costs
(Figure 2B), and that enforcement exists and warrants these
strategies (Figure 2B).

Information and Communication
The availability of communication technology enables non-
compliant fishermen to share the location of patrol boats and
thereby circumvent detection (King et al., 2009). In addition,
patrol boats can be distinguished at a distance, allowing non-
compliers to cease illegal actions or flee. These strategies have
been reported elsewhere; commercial fishermen can detect patrol
vessels via radar, and then alert other fishers by radio or telephone
(King et al., 2009).

Fishers can also disinform authorities to avoid detection.
For instance, Costa Rican fishers misdirected patrols using
false reports, with negative repercussions. When the coastguard
suspected about the false reports, they began asking for the
identity of the informants. Fishers that were reporting authentic
offenses became alarmed by a lack of anonymity, which
can reduce or eliminate willingness to report, particularly if
retaliation may occur (Mesmer-Magnus and Viswesvaran, 2005).
Indeed, some respondents stated that they often chose not to
report illegal fishing either to avoid potential confrontations
with other fishers, or because of perceived inaction or ineptitude
of the authorities (AA, personal communication). The latter
scenario signifies a lack of confidence in authorities, which can
erode people’s sense of cooperation. Thus, a simple and virtually
cost-free strategy of disinformation likely escalated into an
intricate problem, further emphasizing the need for an adaptive
approach from managers.

TABLE 1 | Detection avoidance strategies and possible countermeasures.

Detection avoidance strategy Countermeasures

Concealment

Replace buoys with inconspicuous floating objects Check that floating objects are unattached (e.g., flow with current, or closely inspect floating
objects). Clear and enforceable standards for buoy use

Fish at night Perform night patrols and use technology (e.g., night-vision devices, radar, and hydrophones).
Undercover patrols

Paint boats with low-contrast colors Use of technology (e.g., binoculars, radar, thermal scopes, and drones). Undercover patrols

Sink gear below water surface and mark
location with GPS

Mandate use of standard buoys. High-definition sonar. Intelligence and covert observation

Use two mesh sizes on single net to subvert mesh-size
regulations

Inspect nets on boats and on the coast. On the water, lift nets from several points and check middle
and bottom sections

Information and communication

Lookouts and mobile phones Perform patrols with multiple vessels. Alter origin, destination, and route of patrols boats if possible.
Undercover or unmarked patrols

Knowledge about activity or inactivity of patrols Introduce a degree of variability in planning patrol. Collaborate with other agencies. Use auxiliary
vehicles. Eliminate possible information leaks

Disinformation (i.e., deliberately false or inaccurate information) Provide incentives for legitimate information. Improve reporting processes. Increase engagement to
build trust and guardianship

Detect patrol boats at a distance (visually or
through radar)

Undercover or unmarked patrols. Use of technology when possible (e.g., Automatic Identification
System and Vessel Monitoring Systems). Land-based patrols
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COUNTERMEASURES TO
DETECTION-AVOIDANCE STRATEGIES

Countermeasures can prevent or neutralize detection-avoidance
strategies by increasing the probability of detection, the effort
required to avoid detection, and the costs associated with non-
compliance (Sutinen, 1987; Table 1). Some countermeasures
can address a particular detection-avoidance strategy (e.g.,
mandating standard buoys), while others can address multiple
strategies (Table 1). For instance, land-based patrols can help
counter concealment (e.g., illegal nets), and information and
communication strategies (e.g., detection of patrol boats at a
distance; Table 1). Additionally, enforcement can be further
strengthened through adequate legislation (Arias, 2015).

Explicitly regulating fishing reduces legal loopholes. For
instance, if the legislation does not describe the buoys that must
be used to mark fishing gear, the use of a coconut as a buoy
(Table 1) would be legal and authorities would not be able to act
against it. In Queensland, Australia, crab traps must be tagged
with the owner’s surname and address, and must have a “light
colored surface float” of “no less than 15 cm in any dimension”
(DAF, 2015). This limits what can be used as buoys and
increases the probability of identifying non-compliers, enabling
enforcement actions. Legislation must give authorities the powers
to fully address non-compliance—clear and enforceable rules are
key for tackling illegal fishing and ensuring that the enforcement
chain is not undermined by loopholes (Arias, 2016).

COUNTERING DETECTION-AVOIDANCE
IN THE FIELD

There are multiple ways of countering detection-avoidance
strategies in the field, namely through technological tools,
and field procedures. Overall, technological advancements are
reshaping enforcement, and their costs are decreasing (Vira and
Ewing, 2014). For example, using drones for surveillance and
monitoring is an underutilized, but emerging area of interest
for fisheries enforcement (Orlowski, 2020), given their ability to
provide regular surveillance presence (e.g., sUAS News, 2019).
If publicized, surveillance technologies can increase both the
actual and perceived likelihoods of detection (Bergseth et al.,
2017). Nevertheless, the availability of some of these technologies
also implies that non-compliers can use it. The use of GPS
devices to mark sunken fishing gear (Table 1) exemplifies this.
In extreme examples, such as rhino and elephant poaching in
Africa, poachers use night-vision, silenced weapons, and even
helicopters (Vira and Ewing, 2014). Authorities need to adapt
their field procedures and technologies to stay abreast of those
made by non-compliers.

Field procedures can also influence both the perceived
probability of detection and fishers’ perceptions of legitimacy
via procedural justice. Procedural justice is the product of how
authorities treat those being regulated, and the quality of the
decisions made by the authorities (Tyler, 2003). People who are
treated justly are more likely to recognize the legitimacy of the
authorities (Mazerolle et al., 2013), and are therefore more likely

to comply. Procedural justice and legitimacy are particularly
relevant in the context of the disinformation strategy discussed
earlier and how it might have eroded cooperation. Reporting and
response systems that are procedurally just can provide benefits,
including increased cooperation and trust between fishers and
management authorities (Bergseth et al., 2018). Technology
can facilitate this cooperation and increase cost-effectiveness;
in this case it could be through communication tools such as
social media and mobile applications. Institutions should allow
closer relationships with the public (ICCWC, 2012), but these
steps must be well-planned to avoid counterproductive actions
(Arias, 2015).

COUNTERING DETECTION-AVOIDANCE
USING AN INTELLIGENCE-LED
APPROACH

Intelligence-led policing is a central feature of contemporary
enforcement and can be defined as the incorporation of
information collection and analysis (intelligence) into the
decision-making process to maximize compliance (Ratcliffe,
2016). Intelligence-driven patrol planning can be a cost neutral
way of enhancing the effectiveness of compliance resources
(Leader-Williams et al., 1990; Hilborn et al., 2006; Moore
et al., 2018). In Australia, compliance management in the Great
Barrier Reef Marine Park uses a risk-based and intelligence-led
framework (Weekers and Zahnow, 2019; Weekers et al., 2020).
For example, to determine operational priorities, managers firstly
consider the risk (likelihood and consequence) of activities such
as illegal fishing. Intelligence is then used to identify patterns and
targets to ensure that resources are allocated in space and time
(Weekers et al., 2020). Regulations that require catch and sales
documentation, can provide additional information to support
intelligence analysis.

The application of an intelligence-led approach to managing
fishery compliance is supported by a conceptual model known
as the “intelligence cycle” (Garner and McGlynn, 2018). The
cycle represents an adaptive management process focused at
decision points of: direction, information collection, data storage,
information analysis (intelligence), intelligence reporting, and
dissemination (Garner and McGlynn, 2018). The use of adaptive
management techniques through conceptual modeling is familiar
to natural resource managers, and the intelligence cycle is well-
designed to address non-compliance and counter detection-
avoidance strategies.

CONCLUSION

The success of compliance management is partly determined
by enforcement. Effective enforcement in turn must successfully
counter detection-avoidance strategies. The likelihood of fishers
using detection-avoidance strategies is expected to depend on
the costs of adopting them, the benefits expected from their
use, and the perceived probability of detection. The latter,
however, is typically the easiest for managers to influence. We
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proposed a series of tools and processes that managers can use
to counter detection-avoidance strategies and ultimately increase
the perceived probability of detection. A key consideration is
the efficiency of these detection innovations: those that shift
detection probabilities the most per implementation cost are
likely to have the greatest effect. An important component is
improving information management, which can be achieved by
using frameworks for intelligence-led planning and practices. In
addition, enforcement will benefit if bolstered by actions that
aim to increase both voluntary compliance and cooperation with
the authorities. In this regard, processes that promote procedural
justice are often successful in increasing the perceived legitimacy
of authorities, normally resulting in higher voluntary compliance
and cooperation.
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