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1 Introduction  

From 25.09. to 02.10.2018, a team of four Citizen Inspectors from three different countries              
gathered in Tunisia. Their aim was to investigate bottom trawling in coastal waters             
practiced with illegal trawls, in the Gulf of Gabès. The nets that are used for this purpose                 
are known locally as “Kiss” (which means “bag” in Arabic). The key focus of the               
investigation was to count the vessels equipped with the prohibited gear to provide a              
realistic estimation of the total number of illegal trawlers operating in the Gulf.  

 
1.1 The Gulf of Gabès  
 
The Gulf of Gabès is located on the South         
Eastern Tunisian coastline and stretches from the       
village of Chebba to the Libyan border. It covers         
an area of around 400 km and holds the largest          
portion of the national fisheries sector. It produces        
around 50,000 tonnes of fish every year (50% of         
the national production), generating 50 million      
Euro (25% of the national income from fisheries        
and 0.6% of the GNP).1 The Gulf of Gabés also          
plays a major role in employment, as the DGPA         
(the Tunisian Fisheries and aquaculture     
directorate) counted 20,537 people employed in      
coastal fisheries in the Gulf of Gabès in 2009         
(73% of the total Tunisian coastal fishing       
community). In terms of industrial fishing      
operations, 5,590 people are known to be       
employed in industrial fisheries in just the two        
ports of Sfax and Chebba, out of the estimated         
11,000 fishermen employed in industrial fisheries      
across the entire country.2 
 
There are no clear figures for the total number of fishermen employed in industrial fishing               
in the remaining ports of the Gulf of Gabès, but it is estimated that fishing activities, either                 
coastal or industrial, support the livelihoods of some 40,000 families around the Gulf of              
Gabès. The region is home to 6,617 registered fishing vessels, of which 264 are registered               
legal bottom trawlers.3 
 
The waters in the gulf of Gabès are shallow, as the 200 m contour line is located 250 km                   
from the coastline, and the area is subject to the strongest tides in Tunisia. The Gulf                

1 Ben Salem et al., 2002 
2 Negroni, 2013 
3  Ben Salem et al., 2002 
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displays an array of special topographic and biological features such as the abundance of              
seagrass meadows, which makes it one of the largest spawning grounds and nurseries for              
numerous species in the Mediterranean Sea, especially demersal species. In fact, the Gulf             
of Gabès, and more precisely the waters around the Kerkennah Islands, are home to the               
largest striped Posidonia oceanica meadows in the Mediterranean Sea.4 The whole           
ecosystem is therefore very sensitive to fishing pressure, especially when it involves the             
use of fishing gear that directly interacts with the seafloor like bottom trawls.  

The main threats to the Gulf of Gabès come from two different sources:  

1. Industrial pollution, e.g. a daily run-off of 6000 tonnes of untreated phosphogypsum,            
a waste product resulting from the production of agricultural phosphorous fertilizers           
in the city of Gabès, that contains various heavy metals, fluoridic acid and small              
amounts of radioactive material, is entering the ocean. 
 

2. IUU fishing and overfishing, mainly by excessive bottom trawling, caused by both            
the legitimate and illegal bottom trawling fleets. 

Due to the loss of more than 30% of the total fish stocks, a closed fishing season from the                   
01.07. to 30.09. has been introduced for trawlers in the gulf of Gabès in 2009 in order to                  
reduce the pressure on the ecosystem and to offer the stocks a chance to somehow               
recover. The stocks are however still in decline and this is partly due to the use of illegal                  
“Kiss” trawls which has not been affected by the introduction of the closed season. 

 
1.2 “Kiss” trawling  
 
“Kiss” trawlers usually display all the features and gear that can be found on regular               
trawlers i.e. a net with a lead line, a float line and a cod end, tied on both sides to otter                     
doors that are usually wooden on “Kiss” trawls (Fig. 2 and 3). “Kiss” trawlers are also                
equipped with a power winch and an iron bar on the stern of the boat to tow the net (Fig.                    
4). The main difference between a “Kiss” trawler and a regular one is the size of the net                  
and the vessel (see the size difference between the vessels in Fig. 2 and 3, and the size                  
difference between the otter doors in Fig. 4 and 5). “Kiss” trawlers are a small version of                 
the regular ones, they rarely reach 10 m in length and are mainly manufactured with wood,                
whereas regular trawlers often exceed 15 m, have IMO numbers and are usually made              
from steel. 

4  Pergent et al., 2010 
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Fig. 2: "Kiss" trawlers on the coast of Mansour, Sfax (27-09-2018)  

Fig. 3: Regular and registered trawler Sidi in the port of Chebba (02-10-2018) 
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Fig. 4: Deck arrangement of a "Kiss" trawler on the coast of Sidi Mansour, Sfax (27-09-2018)  

Fig. 5: Steel otter doors of a regular trawler in the port of Sfax (28-09-2018) 
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“Kiss” trawlers have been present in Tunisian waters for a long time despite being illegal               
under the law N°94-13 31-01-1994 and the Tunisian fisherman’s guide for coastal            
fisheries. It is not clear when exactly the first ones appeared. It was only after the Arab                 
spring that the number of “Kiss” trawlers on the Tunisian coasts exploded and that their               
presence became noticeable everywhere. The circumstances that have led to this situation            
include the continuously growing cost of living due to the economic backlash of the              
revolution, corruption, the lack of law enforcement and the decreasing respect for the law.              
These vessels cause tremendous damage despite their small size, because they can trawl             
in average depths of 5 – 15 m and less. The mesh size of the nets is much smaller than on                     
a regular trawl which makes them less selective, and their use in shallow waters              
contributes heavily to the destruction of sensitive habitats and spawning grounds, for            
example by tearing out the slow growing seagrass meadows at an unsustainable pace.  

It is often very difficult to recognize and separate between individual “Kiss” trawlers, as              
most of them don’t display the identification number required under Tunisian legislation,            
making legal pursuit and law enforcement harder. Fig. 6 shows a dock in the port of Sidi                 
Youssef on the Kerkennah Islands in which not a single vessel had an ID number. 

Fig. 6: Unidentified "Kiss" trawlers in the port of Sidi Youssef, Kerkennah (25-09-2018)  

Furthermore, the government’s plans to equip trawlers longer than 15 m with a             
satellite-based vessel monitoring system (VMS) will not affect “Kiss” trawlers as they don’t             
exceed the 15 m threshold and are not registered as trawlers anyway. In general, the               
owners of these vessels are either not licensed at all or hold a simple coastal fishing                
license. 
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1.3 Campaign road plan 
 
During the eight days of investigation the team conducted undercover inspections in 35             
different ports (Tab. 1). 
 
Tab. 1: Timeline and locations of port inspections 
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Date  Location  Port inspections 

25.09.2018  Kerkennah islands  Port Sidi Yousse 
Port El Kraten 
Marsa Mechani 
Marsa Keblia 

26.09.2018  Kerkennah islands  Port Sidi Youssef 
Marsa Mechani 
Marsa Keblia 
Marsa Ouled Ezzedine 
Marsa Ouled Yaneg 
Marsa Sidi Fraj 
Marsa Sidi Bennkhal 
Marsa El Abbassia 
Marsa El Echrin 
Port El Attaya 
Marsa El Attaya 

27.09.2018  Sfax  Sidi Mansour coastline 
Marsa Sidi Mansour  
Port El Aouabed 
Port Louza Louata 

28.09.2018  Sfax – Skhira  Port Sfax 
Port Mahres 
Port Zabboussa 
Port Skhira 

29.09.2018  Skhira – Gabès  Port Skhira 
Port Zabboussa 
Marsa El Khaouala 
Port Gabes 

30.09.2018  Gabès  Port Gabes 
Port Zarat 



 

 
 

 
2      Findings and results 
2.1 Kerkennah Islands 

The investigation started on the Kerkennah Islands on September 25th. Citizen Inspectors            
conducted an early morning inspection in the port of Sidi Youssef on the same day. They                
were in the port between 7:00 AM and 7:30 AM and witnessed “Kiss” trawlers coming into                
the port and landing their catch, which was sold in the fish stalls at the port entrance. 
 
 

Fig. 7: "Kiss" trawler landing its catch in the port of Sidi Youssef 

Figure 7 and 8 show a “Kiss” trawler that had just unloaded its catch in Port Sidi Youssef.                  
The catch consisted mainly of sea breams, red mullets and an invasive crab species              
Portunus segnis. The minimum landing size of 12 cm for red mullets and 20 cm for sea                 
breams, both measured from the tip of the head to the base of the caudal fin, were not met                   
by the fish landed by the “Kiss” trawlers on that day. 
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01.10.2018  Gabès - Djerba – Zarzis  Port Gabes 
Port Ajim 
Port Houmt Essouk 
Port Aghir 
Port Zarzis 

02.10.2018  Chebba  Port Chebba 



 

Fig. 8: Full view of the vessel 
 
Citizen Inspectors documented the port activity with means of a hidden camera and left              
after 30 minutes in order not to raise too much attention and suspicion and came back in                 
the afternoon when port activity ceased, to count the illegal vessels in the port of Sidi                
Youssef. This procedure was repeated in the same port on September 26th and 27th, and               
the same number of trawlers was found on every occasion. Fishing activity was very low               
on September 25th, and ceased completely during September 26th and 27th, due to a storm               
warning, which made it easier for the Citizen Inspectors to count the illegal “Kiss” trawlers               
on the Kerkennah islands.  

Figures 9, 10 and 11 show the trawlers in the port of Sidi Youssef, photographed on                
September 27th from the ferry when departing the Kerkennah Islands. From this            
perspective it is clear that, despite the presence of the Tunisian national guard, the illegal               
“Kiss” trawlers make up most of the vessels in the port of Sidi Youssef. Moreover, these                
vessels do not have an ID-number, which is equally illegal. 

Besides the ports, there are multitudes of piers, locally referred to as “Marsa“, used by               
fishing boats around the Kerkennah Islands (see Tab. 1), that were inspected. The port of               
El Kraten was inspected in the afternoon of September 25th and the port of El Attaya was                 
inspected in the afternoon of September 26th. The number of illegal “Kiss“ trawlers found in               
each location is summed up in Table 2.  

Fig. 9: "Kiss" trawlers in the port of Sidi Youssef (1) 
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Fig. 10: "Kiss" trawlers in the port of Sidi Youssef (2)  

 

Fig. 11: "Kiss" trawlers in the port of Sidi Youssef (3) 
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Table 2: Illegal "Kiss" trawlers on the Kerkennah Islands 

 

Three locations that contained 99 out of 115 illegal trawlers found on Kerkennah are 
located on Mellita Island (Figure 12). This is clearly the area that should be targeted if 
efforts were made to enforce the fishing regulations on Kerkennah.  

Fig. 12: Map of the Kerkennah Islands  
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Location  # of illegal “Kiss” trawlers 

Port Sidi Youssef   55 

Port el Kraten  1 

Port el Attaya  4 

Marsa Mechani  24 

Marsa Keblia  30 

Marsa Sidi Fraj  0 

Marsa Ouled Yaneg  0 

Marsa Ouled Ezzedine  0 

Marsa Sidi Bennkhal  0 

Marsa El Abbassia  0 

Marsa El Echrin  1 

TOTAL  115 



 

The following figures show some of the illegal “Kiss“ trawlers found in the port of               
Sidi Youssef and its surrounding piers, Marsa Mechani and Marsa Keblia. Most of             
the piers have a nearby workshop where maintenance work is done on the boats.              
However, our team observed a number of new vessels that were being geared up              
and equipped as “Kiss“ trawlers in these workshops, before the beginning of the             
trawling high season in winter. 

 

Fig. 13: "Kiss" trawlers next to a pier on Mellita island (1)  
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Fig. 14: "Kiss" trawlers next to a pier on Mellita island (2) 
 

Fig. 15: "Kiss" trawlers next to a pier on Mellita island (3) 
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Fig. 16: "Kiss" trawlers in a workshop on Mellita island (1) 

 

 

 

Fig. 17: "Kiss" trawlers in a workshop on Mellita island (2) 
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Fig. 18: Deck arrangement of a "Kiss" trawler in Sidi Youssef port 

Fig. 19: Deck arrangement of a "Kiss" trawler in Sidi Youssef port 
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2.2 Sfax 

Citizen Inspectors left the Kerkennah Islands in the morning of September 27th, heading to              
Sfax where inspections were conducted for two days. On the day of arrival, the coast from                
Sidi Mansour up to the port of Louza Louata was inspected. Citizen Inspectors drove along               
the beach coast of Sidi Mansour, stopping every time they saw a pier or “Kiss” trawlers on                 
the beach to count them. 

Fig. 20: Four "Kiss" trawlers on the beach in Sidi 

 

They drove until the northern limit of the Sfax district, stopping in port Aouabed and port                
Louza Louata on their way. The tide was low and there was not much activity in the ports                  
because of the storm warning during the previous days. Most of the illegal “Kiss” trawlers               
observed on that stretch of coastline were found on the Sidi Mansour beach and the               
“Marsa Sidi Mansour” pier that was still under construction. A few others were found in the                
ports of Louza Louata and Aouabed, but their numbers were negligible compared to what              
was found in Sidi Mansour, where Citizen Inspectors documented “Kiss” trawlers in the             
water (Figure 21), in maintenance workshops on dry land (Figure 22) and even being              
transported on the public road (Figure 23). 

Fig. 21: "Kiss" trawlers next to "Marsa Sidi Mansour" pier 
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Fig. 22: New "Kiss" trawler in the making in Sidi Mansour, Sfax  
 
 

 
Fig. 23: "Kiss" trawler during transportation on the public road in Sidi Mansour, Sfax  

 

18 



 

On September 28th, Citizen Inspectors inspected the fishing port of Sfax. It was by far the 
most challenging port to inspect, because of the high level of activity a few days before the 
opening of the trawling season, and the vast area covered by the port and its numerous 
docks. 
 
The port of Sfax contained the largest number of illegal “Kiss” trawlers found in one 
location during the whole investigation. 147 vessels were counted on that morning despite 
the banner hanging at the port entrance (Figure 24), meant to raise awareness about IUU 
fishing, “Kiss” trawling and to promote responsible and non-destructive fishing practices. 
 

Fig. 24: A banner at entrance of the fishing port of Sfax stating: “No to unregulated fishing, 
no to illegal Kiss trawling“ 

 

Fig. 25: Three "Kiss" trawlers in the fishing port of Sfax 
 
 
Compared to the Kerkennah Islands and Sidi Mansour, it was noticed that efforts were              
made by the fishermen in the port of Sfax to hide traces of the “Kiss” trawling gear. For                  
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instance, the nets and the otter doors were not visible on nearly all the “Kiss” trawlers in                 
the port of Sfax (Figure 26). The only identifying features left are the power winch and the                 
stern bar. 

Fig. 26: "Kiss" trawlers in the fishing port of Sfax 
 
 

The numbers of illegal “Kiss” trawlers found in every inspected location in Sfax are 
summed up in Table 3.  

Table 3: Illegal "Kiss" trawlers in Sfax 
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Location # of illegal “Kiss” trawlers 

Sidi Mansour beach coast and pier 89 

Port Aouabed 2 

Port Louza Louata 25 

Sfax fishing port 147 

Port Mahres 0 

TOTAL 263 



 

2.3 Skhira & Zabboussa 

The ports of Skhira and Zabboussa are located on the southern edge of the Sfax district,                
halfway between the cities of Sfax and Gabès, and they are less than 30 km away from                 
each other. The two ports were inspected on September 28th, starting with the port of               
Zabboussa. 
 
At 14:30, Citizen Inspectors arrived at the port and found 10 illegal “Kiss” trawlers in and                
around the port. A local fisherman informed them that most of the trawlers were out at sea,                 
waiting for the high tide to come back into the port and land their catch. Figure 27 shows                  
one of the trawlers found right next to the port. Citizen Inspectors then moved on to inspect                 
the port of Skhira, where they arrived at 16:00 to find 17 illegal “Kiss” trawlers. 

Fig. 27: "Kiss" trawler outside port Zabboussa, 28.09.2018 

Citizen Inspectors were told once more that some trawlers were out at sea fishing, which               
indicates that there are more “Kiss” trawlers based in the ports of Skhira and Zabboussa               
than the ones documented. During this inspection, Citizen Inspectors spoke to another            
fisherman who admitted having used “Kiss” trawls in the past. Citizen Inspectors were told              
that the two ports of Skhira and Zabboussa are used by the same fleet of trawlers,                
consisting of around 50 “Kiss” trawlers according to the local fishermen. The vessels would              
usually land their catch in the port of Zaboussa because it is smaller, remote and free of                 
coast guard presence, and would only come into the port of Skhira empty. A Citizen               
Inspector came back to the port of Skhira on October 9th, finding 28 “Kiss” trawlers, which                
confirms the variation of the number of “Kiss” trawlers in the port of Skhira, pointing               
towards the fact that they might indeed be using both ports of Skhira and Zabboussa on a                 
regular basis. Figures 28, 29 and 30 show some “Kiss” trawlers found in the port of Skhira. 
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Fig. 28: "Kiss" trawler in the port of Skhira, 28.09.2018 (1) 

Fig. 29: "Kiss" trawler in the port of Skhira, 28.09.2018 (2) 

 

  

22 



 

 

Fig. 30 "Kiss" trawler in the port of Skhira, 28.09.2018 (3) 

According to the findings on September 28th, it is certain that there are at least 27 “Kiss”                 
trawlers operating from the ports of Skhira and Zabboussa, because these were directly             
seen and documented by Citizen Inspectors in the two ports on the same day. However, it                
is reasonable to assume that there are more than 27, due to the fact that some trawlers                 
were out at sea when Citizen Inspectors were in the ports, and the confession of the                
fisherman in Skhira who estimated 50 “Kiss” trawlers between Skhira and Zabboussa. The             
number used for the total count is the sum of the biggest numbers of “Kiss” trawlers found                 
at once in the two ports, 10 for Zabboussa and 28 for Skhira. The numbers of “Kiss”                 
trawlers in Skhira and Zabboussa are summed up in Table 4. 

Table 4: Illegal "Kiss" trawlers in the ports of Skhira and Zabboussa 
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Location  # of illegal “Kiss” trawlers 

Port Zabboussa  10 

Port Skhira   
28 

TOTAL  38 



 

2.4 Gabès 

Citizen Inspectors arrived in Gabès on September 29th and inspected the port on the same               
day in the afternoon, and in the morning of the following day. The fishing port of Gabès                 
consists of a long canal harbouring a fleet of small traditional fishing boats (Figure 31), and                
a bigger basin harbouring a pelagic fishing fleet consisting mainly of seiners. There was no               
sign of “Kiss” trawlers, and no clues at all that could indicate the use of trawling gear by                  
any of the vessels in the port of Gabès. The main types of fishing gear found were gillnets                  
and longlines for the artisanal fleet, and purse seines for the fleet in the main basin. 

Fig. 31: Traditional fishing boats in the port of Gabes, 30.09.2018 

On September 30th, Citizen Inspectors inspected the port of Zarat, located 50 km further              
down the coast from Gabès. Here again, the port harboured a pelagic seiner fleet and a                
few small traditional fishing boats (Figure 32). They did not observe any “Kiss” trawlers in               
the port, nor did they stumble upon any indication of the presence of trawlers of any type in                  
the port. 
 

Fig. 32: Purse seiners and smaller fishing boats in the port of Zarat, 30.09.2018 

 

24 



 

2.5 Djerba 

Fig. 33: Fishing boats in the port of Ajim, 01.10.2018 
 
On October 1st, Citizen Inspectors left Gabès heading to the southern tip of the Gulf, where                
they inspected the fishing ports on the island of Djerba, and later in Zarzis. They started in                 
the port of Ajim (Figure 33) where the ferry terminal is located. The small port contains                
only a few fishing docks harbouring a fleet of small wooden traditional fishing boats using               
mainly gillnets. No “Kiss” trawlers were found in the port of Ajim. Driving along the               
coastline of the island, Citizen Inspectors made their second stop in the northern port of               
Houmt Essouk, which is a marina with a few fishing docks harbouring small scale seiners,               
trap setters, longliners and gillnetters. Figure 34 shows one of the fishing docks in the port                
of Houmt Essouk. Here again, there was no sign of “Kiss” trawlers nor evidence or               
indications of their presence. The last location that was inspected on the island of Djerba is                
what remains of the port of Aghir, located on the East coast. There was nothing to see                 
there except for a few small fishing boats. 

Fig. 34: Fishing Dock in the port of Houmt Essouk 01.10.2018 
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2.6 Zarzis 

Citizen Inspectors left the island of Djerba via the bridge connecting it to the town of Zarzis                 
which is home to one of the biggest fishing ports of the gulf of Gabès. While inspecting the                  
port, Citizen Inspectors documented all sorts of vessels and fishing gear, including regular             
and legal bottom trawlers displaying the mandatory IMO numbers, but found no sign of              
illegal “Kiss” trawling, nor did they find any evidence of their presence in the port. Figure                
35 shows a regular bottom trawl found in the port of Zarzis. 
 
 

Fig. 35: Regular bottom trawl in the port of Zarzis, 01.10.2018 
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2.7 Chebba 

On the last day of the investigation, Citizen Inspectors stopped in Chebba on their way               
back to Tunis on October 2nd, as a weather warning forced all vessels to stay in the port on                   
that day. The port of Chebba was one of the largest ones inspected throughout the               
investigation period, and it contained a large number of different vessels, ranging from             
small wooden gillnetters to purse seiners (Figure 36) and regular sized and IMO registered              
bottom trawlers. No “Kiss” trawlers or any signs of their presence were found in the port of                 
Chebba on that day.  

 

     Fig. 36: Purse Seiner in the port of Chebba, 02.10.2018 
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3 Discussion 

The total count of “Kiss” trawlers documented during the campaign is summed up in Table               
5. It is reasonable to consider this number as a minimum number of vessels involved in                
illegal trawling operations in the Gulf of Gabès. On the one hand, the time slots during                
which the different locations were observed were short, which means that there is a high               
probability that some “Kiss” trawlers might not have been documented in individual            
locations simply because they were not in the port during the inspections. On the other               
hand, this investigation took place in early autumn, whereas the high season for trawling is               
in winter: this means that illegal “Kiss” trawlers coming from elsewhere to fish the Gulf of                
Gabès during the high season are also not accounted for in the numbers in Table 5. It is                  
difficult to estimate the error in these numbers. It is however realistic to assume that the                
total number shown below increases by 20 - 50% when the trawling season is in full swing.  

 

Table 5: Total count of "Kiss" trawlers 
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Location  District  Date  # of illegal 
“Kiss” Trawlers 

Kerkennah Island  Sfax  25 - 27.09.2018  115 

Sidi Mansour beach coast  Sfax   27.09.2018  89 

Port Aouabed   Sfax  27.09.2018  2 

Port Louza Louata  Sfax  27.09.2018  25 

Port Sfax  Sfax  28.09.2018  147 

Port Mahres  Sfax  28.09.2018  0 

Port Skhira  Sfax  09.10.2018  28 

Port Zabboussa  Sfax   28.09.2018  10 

Port Gabes  Gabes  29 - 30.09.2018  0 

Port Zarat  Gabes  30.09.2018  0 

Port Ajim  Medenine   01.10.2018  0 

Port Houmt Essouk  Medenine  01.10.2018  0 



 

 

 

The most interesting aspect of the numbers from Table 5 is the fact that all the illegal                 
“Kiss” trawlers documented during this investigation were found in ports that are under the              
jurisdiction of the district of Sfax. In fact, not a single “Kiss” trawler was documented               
outside of the Sfax district. This means that Sfax seems to offer the safest base for this                 
illegal fleet of trawlers in the Gulf of Gabès. The reasons that might have led to this                 
situation are tightly linked to the lack of personnel, training and equipment in coast guard               
and port authorities, as there are only roughly 20 undertrained officers deployed in the              
Sfax district with its 9 fishing ports and countless non-port locations used as a base by                
“Kiss” trawlers, but corruption within the concerned authorities in the district of Sfax             
arguably plays a role as well. Though the Tunisian government and the concerned             
authorities have been working to regain control over the IUU Fishing issue with numerous              
changes in permit delivery and control procedures as well as the late recruitment and              
training of new fishery guard officers for example, it is vital to invest more efforts and                
resources and act more firmly to combat the destructive practice of “Kiss” trawling and              
other IUU fishing operations as it seems that the situation is far from being under control.                
This is also proven by the undisturbed presence of at least 416 illegal trawlers in the area.  

Throughout the investigation, Citizen Inspectors gained detailed insights about the fishing           
industry in the Gulf of Gabès through research and conversations with local fishermen.             
They learned about the challenges, both IUU-Fishing related and non-related, that the            
fishing community of the Gulf of Gabès is facing, as well as the legal loopholes that have                 
recently opened new opportunities to fishermen involved in illegal activities, i.e. “Kiss”            
trawling.  

The appearance of the invasive crab species Portunus segnis (Figure 37), first            
documented in 2014,5 and its expansion in the whole Gulf of Gabès,6 is posing a threat to                 
traditional fisheries. In fact, these invasive crabs reportedly feed on commercially valuable            
species caught in gillnets or traditional “Charfia” traps, thus dramatically reducing the            
efficiency of these traditional low impact fisheries and damage the fishing gear itself while              
doing so. The damage caused by this species in traditional fisheries has earned it the               

5  Rifi et al. 2014 
6 Crocetta et al. 2015 
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Port Aghir  Medenine  01.10.2018   0 

Port Zarzis  Medenine  01.10.201  0 

Port Chebba  Mahdia  02.10.2018  0 

TOTAL    416 



 

nickname “Daech” within the local communities, this name refers to the terrorist            
organisation “Islamic State”. It is noteworthy that “Kiss” trawling is the most efficient fishing              
method for Portunus segnis, a species that is slowly starting to be commercially exploited,              
mostly for exports, in Tunisia. Inlight of this it is reasonable to assume that, if not                
addressed rapidly, the issue of Portunus segnis could become a factor pushing fishermen             
to swap traditional fishing methods for the illegal practice of “Kiss” trawling, thus increasing              
the pressure on the ecosystem and the fish stocks of the Gulf of Gabès.  

While conducting a recorded interview with an artisanal fisherman from the village of             
Kraten on the Kerkennah Islands, Citizen Inspectors learned about the financial damage            
suffered by the coastal fishing community from “Kiss” trawling. 

Fig. 37: A crate of the invasive Portunis segnis crabs in the port of Sidi Youssef, 25.09.2018  

 

On one hand the selective and low impact fishing methods used by these fishermen              
cannot compete with the illegal trawls, and on the other hand the fishing gear in question is                 
often damaged or towed away by passing “Kiss” trawls. This happens most frequently with              
set fisheries like the traditional “Charfia” traps or octopus jars, as well as gillnets and               
trammel-nets. This unfair situation has created a lot of resentment within the coastal             
fishing community who feel isolated since the fleet of “Kiss” trawlers is constantly growing              
despite its illegality. Ultimately, a protest was staged on the Kerkennah Islands in 2012              
and a “cry for help” was sent as a number of coastal fishing boats sailed towards Italy in an                   
attempt to gain the attention of the European community. Some of these fishermen fear for               
their livelihoods and for the future of their craft, wondering if the next generations will have                
the chance to live off the sea.  

It came to the attention of the Citizen Inspectors during a conversation with a fishing guard                
officer based in Skhira, that a number of coastal fishermen from the area of Gabès wish to                 
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quit the fishing business because of the declining catches. They have been taking the              
subsidies offered by the Tunisian state for the renovation or reconstruction of old coastal              
fishing boats, and the poor monitoring and survey that follows the grants offers them a               
loophole. According to him, it is a common practice for these fishermen to apply for the                
subsidies with their old vessels, which are checked by representatives of the concerned             
authorities during the application process. Yet after the granting of the subsidies, and since              
there is nearly no monitoring that follows up the spending of these grants, the old vessels                
often never get rebuilt or replaced. Instead, the coastal fishing licences are often sold to               
other fishermen that would use them on vessels equipped with “Kiss” trawls. This means              
that the number of “Kiss” trawlers is growing in the district of Sfax, as is suggested by the                  
findings of brand new boats in dry docks and workshops, even though the number of               
coastal fishing licences delivered may remain constant.  

  

31 



 

4 The impacts of „Kiss“ Trawling 

4.1 Ecological impacts 

There is very little scientific research that has been conducted on the impacts of illegal               
“Kiss” trawling on the Gulf of Gabès, however Ben Hmida et al. [2014] joined fishermen               
using “Kiss” trawls in an area north of Kerkennah to study the impact of this illegal practice                 
on the Posidonia Oceanica meadows that form the base of the local ecosystems.             
According to this study that examined the content of a “Kiss” trawl after 15 trawling               
operations, there is a huge weight difference between the commercially valuable fraction            
and the bycatch caught with these nets. The average “Kiss” trawling operation produced             
15 kg of commercially valuable fish, and up to 355 kg of bycatch. This is visible in Figure                  
38, where the commercially valuable fraction is depicted in red, and the bycatch fraction in               
blue. On average, 68% of the bycatch weight of a “Kiss” trawling operation accounts for               
Posidonia Oceanica seagrass.7  

 

Fig. 38: Biomass caught during 15 "Kiss" trawling operations north of Kerkennah in April 
2014. Red: commercial valueable catch; Blue: bycatch. [Ben Hmida et al. 2014] 

 

In contrast, a study conducted by Jarboui et al. [2005] on the discards from Tunisian               
industrial bottom trawl fisheries in the Gulf of Gabès during which 81 bottom trawling              
operations with a total of 125 hours of fishing effort from a regular trawler in legal trawling                 
depths were analysed, concluded that Posidonia Oceanica accounts for only 28% of the             
total weight of the discarded bycatch. The damage caused to the Posidonia Oceanica             
meadows in the Gulf of Gabès by illegal “Kiss” trawling operations is therefore bigger than               
the damage caused by regular and legal trawling in depths that are legally accepted.  

7 Ben Hmida et al. 2014 
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Further, it was observed that Posidonia Oceanica is often outcompeted by invasive            
macrophyte species such as Caulerpa racemose var. cylindracea when it tries to grow             
back on areas where the seafloor has been cleared by the otter doors of the “Kiss” trawls.                 
This means that the illegal practice is also supporting the development of invasive             
macrophyte species while damaging and wiping out native species.8 The growing use of             
Illegal “Kiss” trawls could potentially cause long term and irreversible ecological changes in             
the Gulf of Gabès, and the consequences, both ecological as well as economic and social,               
of this have yet to be studied in order to be understood.  

 

4.2 Economic impacts 

An important aspect of “Kiss” trawling is its impact on other fisheries, especially coastal                           
artisanal fisheries. There is a strong interaction and competition due to the fact that “Kiss”                             
trawling is mostly practiced in coastal and shallow waters. The impact on coastal fisheries                           
is mainly the destruction of the coastal artisanal fishing gear by the illicit trawls. The types                               
of fishing gear that are the most affected by these interactions are set gillnets and                             

traditional octopus jars.9 This situation results in a conflict between the traditional coastal                         
fishing community and the illegal “Kiss” trawling fleet, in which artisanal fishermen are                         
outcompeted. The combination of decreasing catches and frequent losses of fishing gear                       
drives more and more fishermen involved in traditional and perfectly legal fishing activities                         
to switch sides and join the illegal “Kiss” trawling fleet. The motivation is simple: more                             

profit and low risk because of the poor law enforcement in the Gulf of Gabès by the                                 
concerned authorities. This results in a vicious circle of circumstances pushing law                       
abiding fishermen from poverty into illegality. 
 
Furthermore, the destruction of the habitat and the nurseries of most of the marine                           

species of the Gulf of Gabès will inevitably result in a further decline of already                             
overexploited fish stocks. In return, this will affect all fisheries on a national and even on a                                 
Mediterranean level since the striped seagrass meadows of the Gulf of Gabès are the                           
most important in the whole Mediterranean Sea.10 This could have tremendous                     
consequences on the 40,000 families whose livelihoods depend on the fishing industry,                       

on the national seafood market and the seafood prices, and the overall Tunisian seafood                           
export capacity. 
 
Most importantly, the lack of action taken from the Tunisian authorities to address the                           
issue of illegal “Kiss” trawling, especially in the Gulf of Gabès, could lead Tunisia to be                               

8 Ben Hmida et al. 2014 
9 Jabeur et al. 2000 
10 Pergent et al. 2010 
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yellow, or red carded on the EU’s IUU-Fishing list,11 resulting in considerable economic                         
losses to the country. 

 
In a worst-case scenario in which the seagrass meadows and the breeding grounds and                           
fish nurseries in the Gulf of Gabès would be totally destroyed by “Kiss” trawling, demersal                             
fish stocks all around the Mediterranean Sea would be affected, and the economic                         
repercussions as well as the ecological ones would be felt all around the Mediterranean                           

basin. This would also mean a failure of the Tunisian state to meet its international                             
commitments to protect “The nursery of the Mediterranean”. 
 

 

  

11 Mundy 2018 
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5 Conclusions and recommendations 
IUU fishing, and especially the use of illegal “Kiss” bottom-trawls, is one of the two               
major threats to the Gulf of Gabès. It is home to the Mediterranean Sea’s biggest               
Posidonia Oceanica striped meadows and nurseries and spawning grounds for          
numerous commercially and ecologically valuable marine species, especially        
benthic ones. The field inspections conducted by Citizen Inspectors around the Gulf            
in early autumn 2018 uncovered the extent of the illegal bottom trawling fleet as              
they documented 416 “Kiss” trawlers, all found within the district of Sfax.  

Despite the government's efforts to regain control over the situation, “Kiss” trawlers            
continue to operate nearly undisturbed, especially in Mellita on the Kerkennah           
Islands where offenders don’t even bother hiding their nets or otter doors in the              
port, leaving all evidence on clear display with no apparent consequences for their             
illegal business. 

The use of “Kiss” trawls causes tremendous damage to the fragile ecosystem in the              
Gulf of Gabès. Besides harvesting organisms at a faster rate than they can             
reproduce, the otter doors and the nets damage the seafloor and clear large             
patches of it from the slow growing Posidonia Oceanica meadows. Invasive           
macrophytes will outcompete the seagrass in its attempt to regrow on the cleared             
patches of seafloor. The shallow depths at which “Kiss” trawling is usually practiced             
makes the impact on the seafloor worse than that of regular bottom trawlers which              
are regulated and only allowed to operate in minimum depths of 30 meters in the               
Gulf of Gabès and 50 meters in the rest of Tunisia’s territorial waters.  

“Kiss” trawling is also impacting the country on an economical level. The damage to              
the coastal and artisanal fishing community of the gulf, could lead Tunisia to be              
yellow or red-carded on the EU´s IUU fishing list if left unchecked. 

This would surely lead to a tremendous financial loss for the country as Tunisian              
seafood would be banned from import in EU member states. 

The coastal and artisanal fishing community of the Gulf of Gabès suffers the             
consequences of the illegal trawling practice as they are clearly outcompeted by the             
offenders. “Kiss” trawls also damage and even retrieve artisanal fishing gear,           
especially in set fisheries, leaving legitimate and low impact fishermen in an unfair             
situation. As a result, a conflicted situation rises between legitimate coastal           
fishermen and those operating illegally. Other factors complicating coastal         
fishermen’s existence include the appearance of an invasive crab species, Portunus           
segnis, which damages the fishing gear and feeds on the catch. As the new species               
gains a growing public attention and commercial interest as an export product,            
numbers of legitimate coastal fishermen are driven to swap their artisanal methods            
with illegal “Kiss” trawls. This being the most effective fishing gear available for             
targeted Portunus segnis fisheries and can’t be damaged by the invasive crabs. 
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In order to improve the application of law enforcement in the fishing sector and              
reinforce the protection of the fish stocks and their natural habitat, especially in the              
Gulf of Gabès, the representatives of both the Tunisian and international civil            
society, the NGOs “FishAct” and “Tunisie Écologie” would like to express the            
following recommendations to the Tunisian authorities. This includes        
recommendations expressed by other non-governmental actors and representatives        
of the coastal and artisanal fishing community e.g. The Tunisian artisanal and            
sustainable fisheries network (RTDAP). 

• Considering the very high occurrence of “Kiss” trawlers in the Gulf of Gabès,             
and the obviously widespread and nearly systemic non-compliance with         
fishing regulations in this area, the Tunisian authorities should make a           
statement by conducting a widespread crackdown on the illegal “Kiss”          
trawlers plundering the Gulf of Gabès. This should send a clear message to             
the actors involved in illegal fishing operations in Tunisia and reinforce the            
country’s position against IUU fishing on an international level. This measure           
would also help to prevent Tunisia from becoming a target of international            
sanctions. 

• The application and granting process of subsidies for the reconstruction or           
replacement of old coastal fishing boats should be improved. Especially the           
monitoring of the fishing licences and the boats/vessels they are assigned to            
after the subsidies are granted. 

• To prevent IUU fishing in the long term, the Tunisian authorities should            
consider investing more resources into the fisheries law enforcement         
network, increasing the number of fishing guard and coast guard officers and            
more importantly increasing their training standards and equipment. 

• Introduce a compulsory satellite-based surveillance program and equip all         
trawlers, especially in the Gulf of Gabès, with a vessel monitoring system            
(VMS) and use the collected data for law enforcement purposes. (RTDAP) 

• Ban all trawlers from an area reserved only for coastal and artisanal            
fisheries, situated west of the line connecting Ras Bourmada in Chaffar and            
Ras Al-Raml in Djerba. This measure could easily be enforced via (VMS)            
technology. (RTDAP) 

• Increase the minimum legal trawling depth from 30 to 50 meters in the Gulf              
of Gabès. (RTDAP) 

• Modify Article 9 of the law N°94-13 of the 31.01.1994, which prohibits the             
possession of illegal fishing gear on board of fishing vessels, on shores and             
coasts and in national waters, to include the actual ports in order to facilitate              
law enforcement. 
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• Modify or extend Article 27 of the law N°94-13 of the 31.01.1994, which only              
enables representatives of the Tunisian authorities to determine offenses         
and illegal practices, to include or to allow a civilian component in the             
surveillance of ports and fishing activities. 
 

 

6 Budget plan 
This budget plan covers all expenses of the eight days of investigations for four              
people, as well as the travel costs to Tunisia and back for the investigation              
coordinator. In addition, two printed hard copies of the report were produced for our              
contacts in the Tunisian authorities and policy. 
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Expenses   

Travel costs for coordinator  412,53 € 

Car rental, fuel and parking  1438,00 € 

Accommodation  267,30 € 

Technical equipment (cameras, phones, etc.)  227,00 € 

Food and water  167,00 € 

Printing  80,85 € 

TOTAL  2592,68 € 



 

7 Acknowledgements 
We would like to thank our funders for their trust, patience and financial support to               
make our work possible. 

 

Special thanks to our Citizen Inspectors, who dedicated their time to join the             
campaign. Your involvement and dedication is the heart of our organisation. 

We would also like to thank our colleagues from Tunisie Écologie, for supporting us              
with their expertise and time. 

 

Finally, we would like to extend our sincere gratitude to all of our supporters who               
helped fund this campaign and continue to help make our work possible by             
spreading the word on our programs and more generally on the need for action to               
preserve our oceans. 

 

 

  

38 



 

8 References 

Ahmed Ben Hmida, Shili A., Sghaier Y.R., Rais C. (2014). Impact de la pêche              
par mini-chalut benthique sur les herbiers à Posidonia oceanica dans le           
secteur nord-est des îles Kerkennah (Tunisie). 5th Mediterranean        
symposium on marine vegetation (Portotoz, Slovenia, 27-28 October 2014). 

Scander Ben Salem, Dr Ramon Franquesa, Pr. Amor El Abed. (2002).           
Indicateurs socioéconomiques pour la pêche au Golfe de Gabès (Tunisie).          
Étude de cas. Institut national des sciences et technologies de la mer. 

Crocetta F. Agius., Bslisteri P., Bariche M., Bayhan Y.K., Cakir M., Ciriaco            
S., Corsini-Foka M., Deidun A., El Zrelli R., Erguden D., Evans J., Ghelia             
M., Giavasi M., Kleitou P., Kondylatos G., Lipej L., Mifsud C., Ozvarol Y.,             
Pagano A., Portelli P., Poursanidis D., Rabaoui L., Schembri P.J.,          
Taskin E., Tiralongo F., Zenetos A. (2015). New Mediterranean         
Biodiversity Records (October 2015). Mediterranean Marine Science 16(3):        
682-702. 

Jabeur, Chedia & Missaoui, Hechmi (2000). Interaction entre les activités de           
pêche dans le golfe de Gabès. 

Jarboui O., Zamouri N., Ben Hadj Hamida N., Missaoui H. (2005). Study of             
the discards of benthic trawl fisheries of Tunisian coast, Institut National des            
Sciences et Technologies de la Mer INSTM. 

Mundy, V. (2018). The impact of the EU IUU Regulation on seafood trade flows:              
Identification of intra-EU shifts in import trends related to the catch           
certification scheme and third country carding process. Environmental        
Justice Foundation, Oceana, The Pew Charitable Trusts, WWF. Brussels,         
Belgium. 

Negroni G. (2013). Description de la pêche en Tunisie avec detail sur le Golfe              
de Gabès, Projet d´appui de ODS en Sud Tunisie. 

Pergent G., Calvos S., Cancemi G., Djellouli A., Dupuy de la Grandrive R.,             
Langar H., Pergent-Martini C., Tomasello A. (2010). Nouvelles        
connaissances sur les herbiers tigrés de Méditerranée. Proceedings in the          
4th Mediterranean symposium on marine vegetation (Hammamet, 2-4        
December 2010). S. El Asmi, H.Langar & W. Belgacem edits., RAC/SPA           
publ., Tunis: 95-98. 

Rifi M., Ounifi Ben Amor K., Ben Soussi J., Zaouali J., (2014). Première             
mention du crabe lessepsien Portunus segnis (Forskål, 1775) (Décapode,         
Brachyoure, Portunidae) dans les eaux marines Tunisiennes, 4ème congrès         
Franco-Maghrébin et 5ème journées Franco-Tunisiennes de Zoologie, Korba –         
Tunisia (13-17 November 2014). 

39 



 

FishAct is an international community united in its aim to end illegal and             
destructive fishing practices and to fight for a future with healthy oceans full of              
life. Voluntary fisheries observers go on undercover missions to document          
and expose illegal fishing activities in European fishing ports, markets and           
coastal areas. 
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