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In the past decades, the Automatic Identification System (AIS) has been employed in
numerous research fields as a valuable tool for, among other things, Maritime Domain
Awareness and Maritime Spatial Planning. In contrast, its use in fisheries management
is hampered by coverage and transmission gaps. Transmission gaps may be due to
technical limitations (e.g., weak signal or interference with other signals) or to deliberate
switching off of the system, to conceal fishing activities. In either case such gaps may
result in underestimating fishing effort and pressure. This study was undertaken to map
and analyze bottom trawler transmission gaps in terms of duration and distance from the
harbor with a view to quantifying unobserved fishing and its effects on overall trawling
pressure. Here we present the first map of bottom trawler AIS transmission gaps in the
Mediterranean Sea and a revised estimate of fishing effort if some gaps are considered
as actual fishing.

Keywords: Automatic Identification System (AIS), data gaps, Maritime Domain Awareness, Monitoring Control
and Surveillance (MCS), fishing activity

INTRODUCTION

The Automatic Identification System (AIS) was originally introduced by the International
Maritime Organization to enhance safety at sea by enabling navigators to view the position,
identity, and direction of other ships in the area. Its characteristics include a considerable accuracy
in providing vessel position (Gioia et al., 2013), high-frequency transmission (James et al., 2018),
and accessibility through several online portals (Le Tixerant et al., 2018). Even though AIS was
initially developed to avoid collisions between vessels (Goerlandt and Kujala, 2011; Wu et al., 2017),
its features make it a useful tool for Maritime Spatial Planning (MSP) and for the management of
a number of maritime activities (Shelmerdine, 2015). Indeed, AIS is now employed in a variety
of research areas (Svanberg et al., 2019) that range from oil spill prevention (Eide et al., 2007;
Schwehr and McGillivary, 2007) to identification of fishing vessel behavior (Natale et al., 2015;
De Souza et al., 2016). Since May 2014, all European fishing vessels exceeding 15 m length overall
are required to carry and operate an AIS device (European Commission [EC], 2011). The system
has been providing valuable Monitoring, Control and Surveillance (MCS) data on a large amount
of European fishing activities. Moreover, its voluntary adoption by several non-European fishing
fleets has been supplying additional information to map the areas exploited by these fleets, such as
the Mediterranean Sea (Ferrà et al., 2018).
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FIGURE 1 | Weekly tracking layer of a trawler. Segments exceeding 30 min were labeled as “unknown”.

Automatic Identification System is the only existing large-
scale system supplying actively transmitted data (Ford et al.,
2018) and provides valuable information to understand maritime
routes and fishing activities. Nonetheless, a major disadvantage
is that it suffers from transmission gaps. Such gaps may be due
either to technical limitations or to deliberate manipulation of
the AIS transponder, which may be switched off (Winward, 2015)
to obscure the vessel’s destination or hide illegal fishing (Ahlberg
and Danielsson, 2015). Manipulation is a cause for concern
for financial and security stakeholders, since it undermines
reliance on the system’s ability to track vessels and monitor areas
(Winward, 2015). For this reason, identifying vessels engaging in
this practice is especially important (Hsu et al., 2019).

The technical limitations of AIS, e.g., incomplete AIS
reception, system saturation in areas with high vessel traffic,
faulty equipment and/or line of sight limits, have been widely
discussed (Harati-Mokhtari et al., 2007; Merchant et al., 2012;
Papi et al., 2014). Some data providers have been developing
solutions to address them, for example by combining land-
based and satellite AIS signals which enable vessel detection
hundreds of miles from any land-based receiver (Høye et al.,
2008; Pallotta et al., 2013a). Some researchers have proposed
a number of approaches that range from statistical models to

anomaly detection algorithms (Guerriero et al., 2010; Mazzarella
et al., 2017; Ford et al., 2018; Fernandes et al., 2019). Automatic
Identification System reception quality maps of fishing vessels in
EU (Vespe et al., 2016) and global waters (Kroodsma et al., 2019)
have recently been published.

Where fishery management is concerned, mapping
transmission gaps – be they accidental or deliberate – and
integrating them with high temporal and spatial resolution data
of fishing position is essential to gain an exhaustive and spatially
explicit knowledge of the fishing grounds exploited by vessels.
Moreover, it is a key requirement for the implementation of
an effective ecosystem approach to fisheries management in
areas under multiple (e.g., local, national and international)
jurisdictions and in those involved by competing activities or
encompassing sensitive habitats.

Based on such considerations, this study was undertaken to
map the AIS transmission gaps of bottom trawlers operating in
the Mediterranean Sea with a view to identifying those that may
represent potential hidden fishing activities and to quantifying
the unobserved fishing effort. The data subset suspected to
conceal potential fishing activities was combined with the known
fishing dataset (Tassetti et al., 2016; Ferrà et al., 2018), to
compute the extent to which the overall trawling activity would
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FIGURE 2 | AIS-based unknown activity map (km) aggregating the unknown tracks.

increase if some of these gaps were considered as actual fishing
activities. Accurate estimation of such increase would provide
valuable information for Mediterranean fisheries, where trawling
is the main fishing activity (Merino et al., 2019) and where in
some areas its footprint exceeds 80% of the continental shelf
(Amoroso et al., 2018).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Terrestrial AIS data at 5-min resolution were purchased from
a private provider1 for all the fishing vessels (AIS type 30)
operating in the Mediterranean Sea in 2014. Gaps in tracking
data were identified by pre-processing the raw dataset with
the statistical software R (R Development Core Team and R
Core Team, 2018). Repeated points and outliers with a speed
>20 knots (kn) or located inland were removed; the remaining
pings were filtered so as to retain only the records of the
bottom trawlers identified in a previous study by our group
(Ferrà et al., 2018).

Subsequently, the Maritime Mobile Service Identity (MMSI)
was used to create a tracking layer by ordering each MMSI
record by datetime. Assuming that vessels travel in a straight
line, track duration and vessel speed were computed for each
segment based on the difference between consecutive pings.
Since the acquired reporting rate was 5 min, tracks with a
duration exceeding a predefined threshold of 30 min were tagged
as “unknown,” retained and considered as transmission gaps
(Figure 1). Computation of the monthly ratio of total unknown
time/total AIS time in the Mediterranean (tests for differences
in monthly patterns of gaps) demonstrated a nearly constant
pattern and allowed subsequent analyses to be performed
on a yearly scale.

1http://www.astrapaging.com/

TABLE 1 | Frequency of unknown tracks (%) in terms of duration (t) and distance
(d) from harbors.

Distance from
harbors (nm)

Frequency of unknown tracks (%)

≤1 h 1 < t ≤ 2 h 2 < t ≤ 24 h >24 h Total

0 < d ≤ 1 2.8 6.8 35.2 58.3 13.7

1 < d ≤ 5 16.7 21.4 23.9 22.7 19.2

d > 5 80.5 71.8 40.9 19.0 67.1

The annual unknown activity was quantified by intersecting all
unknown segments with a 1 km × 1 km grid of the Mediterranean
Sea by spatial joining each cell with overlapping portions of
unknown segments and then summing their relative length (in
km) (Ferrà et al., 2018; Tassetti et al., 2019).

The unknown segments were grouped according to their
duration (t) into four categories (t ≤ 1 h; 1 < t ≤ 2 h;
2 < t ≤ 24 h; > 24 h) and according to distance from the harbor
into four categories (in the harbor, within 1 nautical mile [nm]
of the harbor, between 1and 5 nm, and >5 nm from the harbor).
The percent frequency of each category was then computed.

To establish whether some gaps, identified at the sites
of the main fishing grounds, could conceal fishing activities,
the unknown tracks overlaying the trawl footprint (Ferrà
et al., 2018) hotspots were analyzed for speed and duration.
Those inside harbors were excluded. The most frequent
duration and speed values were extracted to create a subset
of unknown segments. After their validation based on the
common speed of bottom trawlers in the Mediterranean Sea (2–
5 kn), the segments were considered as representing potential
hidden fishing activity. They were then added to the trawling
dataset (Ferrà et al., 2018), to estimate their contribution to
fishing activity.
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FIGURE 3 | Potential (A) and known annual fishing activity (Ferrà et al., 2018, B) in the Mediterranean Sea in 2014.

Finally, the percent potential fishing activities over total
fishing (known fishing plus potential fishing), were mapped and
aggregated in each 30 × 30 min cell of the General Fisheries
Commission for the Mediterranean (GFCM) Statistical Grid.2

The procedure allowed identifying those areas where potential
hidden fishing was more intense. One such area, the Strait of
Sicily, was selected as a case study and analyzed in detailed maps

2http://www.fao.org/gfcm/data/maps/grid

combining known and potential fishing activity (sum and ratio:
potential/[known + potential]).

RESULTS

The initial dataset consisted of 57,029,372 position records of
4,343 vessels tracked in the Mediterranean Sea throughout 2014.
Pre-processing allowed selecting 37,322,648 records broadcast
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FIGURE 4 | Mean percent values of potential hidden fishing out of total fishing activity (2014).

by 2,123 bottom trawlers identified in a previous study (Ferrà
et al., 2018), which accounted for 65% of the initial records.
These records were retained and processed to estimate tracking
gaps. The procedure allowed identifying 733,143 unknown tracks
connecting 1,466,286 pings, corresponding to 4% of the AIS
bottom trawl records.

The AIS data coverage in each month of 2014, expressed as
the ratio of the duration of the unknown tracks to the duration of
total activity, showed an almost constant value that ranged from
a minimum of 65% (May) to a maximum of 72% (September).
Altogether, 68% of the total time recorded by AIS in 2014 was
categorized as unknown.

Unknown tracks were identified in all European, Turkish,
and Israeli coastal areas, and rarely in areas off the coast, at
depths up to 1,000 m (Figure 2). In the Mediterranean Sea they
accounted for 3,954,925.2 km, of which 19% (741,114.47 km)
were concentrated within 3 nm from the coast or up to a
depth of 50 m. The unknown tracks were most numerous in
the Thermaic Gulf, the western Mediterranean, the western
Adriatic, and the Tyrrhenian coast. The southern area of
the basin was largely free of unknown tracks except for the
Strait of Sicily.

Slightly more than 60% of unknown tracks had a duration of
≤2 h (mean, 45.8 min); of these, about 50% lasted ≤1 h (mean,
38.6 min). The mean duration of gaps lasting 1–2 h was 79 min.

With regard to gaps >2 h, those ranging from 2 to 24 h
had a mean duration of 594.7 min and accounted for 29%
of all unknown tracks, whereas those >24 h had a mean
duration of 3 days.

Tracks lying wholly or partially in harbors accounted for 32%
and were excluded from subsequent analyses. Of the unknown
tracks identified outside harbors, 35 and 58% of those lasting
respectively 2–24 h and >24 h were wholly or partially located
within 1 nm of a harbor (Table 1). Notably, the number of tracks
>24 h diminished as the distance from the harbor increased,
whereas those lasting 2–24 h were less numerous 1–5 nm from
the harbor and more numerous at greater distances. In contrast,
the number of gaps lasting up to 2 h increased gradually as vessels
left the coastal waters (within 1 nm of the harbor) and sailed out
to sea. The increment was very large for tracks of up to 1 h and
slightly smaller for tracks whose duration was 1–2 h.

More than 78% of the unknown tracks overlapping trawling
hotspots lasted up to 2 h and the interquartile range of speed
was 2–5 kn. This type of tracks was filtered and mapped as
representing potential hidden fishing (Figure 3). Summation
of this track subset to the known fishing activities involved
an 8% increase in the trawling effort in the Mediterranean
basin as a whole.

A more detailed analysis using the GFCM grid highlighted a
greater increase in the total trawling effort in some areas such as
the Strait of Sicily, the Gulf of Alexandretta, and the waters south
of Crete (Figure 4).

In the Strait of Sicily (black bounding box in Figure 4),
the potential fishing subset added to the known fishing would
increase the total fishing activity by around 20% (Figure 5).
The potential hidden activity in this area showed no distinctive
spatial pattern, even though it was very limited even in the most
extensively exploited fishing grounds (Figure 6).
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FIGURE 5 | Unknown annual activity (A), potential (B), known (C), and total (known + potential) annual fishing activity (D) in the Strait of Sicily (2014).
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FIGURE 6 | Map of unobserved out of total fishing activity in the Strait of Sicily (percent values, 2014).

DISCUSSION

The use of AIS tracking data for Maritime Domain Awareness
involves two major drawbacks: transmission gaps and the
ability of the system to be switched off (McCauley et al.,
2016; Shepperson et al., 2018). These disadvantages are
particularly important in fisheries mapping, since they result
in underestimating the extension of fishing grounds and total
fishing effort and pressure.

Although AIS reception quality in the Mediterranean Sea has
recently been mapped by FAO (Kroodsma et al., 2019), it involves
all fishing activities, whereas maps for specific gears or studies
aimed at interpreting them are not yet available. The aim of
this study was to provide a map of the spatial distribution of
bottom trawler transmission gaps in the Mediterranean in 2014,
to identify any potential unobserved fishing activity and to assess
the extent to which it contributes to the trawling pressure.

Clusters of high values of unknown activity were mostly found
in the northern Mediterranean in correspondence to the hotspots
identified by Ferrà et al. (2018). Even though these gaps were
a small proportion of the total number of AIS records, they
accounted for a large proportion of coverage in terms of duration,

since some lasted more than 30 days. Considering that most
clusters coincided with areas where signal strength is expected to
be high (Vespe et al., 2016), it is reasonable to hypothesize that
the gaps were due either to deliberate manipulation of the device
or to technical problems related to transmission in high-density
traffic areas (ICES, 2015; Plass et al., 2015) or to poor weather
conditions (Pelich et al., 2014; Nguyen et al., 2020), rather than
to inadequate coverage (Mazzarella et al., 2016). In contrast,
the limited known and unknown activity seen in the southern
Mediterranean is likely due to the fact that the area is largely
exploited by trawlers from non-EU Mediterranean countries, few
of which broadcast AIS.

The proportion of unknown tracks having a duration of up to
2 h was limited in harbors, it increased with increasing distance
from the harbor, and it peaked in areas farther than 5 nm from the
home harbor. The large proportion of relatively short unknown
tracks within a 5 nm radius from harbors may be due to illegal
fishing (European Commission [EC], 2006), delayed switching
on of the device after departure, or early switching off at arrival.
In contrast, the unknown tracks exceeding 24 h were more
numerous in harbors and less numerous at a greater distance
from them. These data can be explained by the switching off
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of all electric devices while at mooring. However, part of the
transmission gaps can probably be explained by the fact that,
since vessels can be tracked in real time through free-access AIS
websites, fishermen switch the AIS off when leaving harbor to
prevent competitors from learning which fishing grounds they
will exploit. Finally, the irregular pattern of tracks lasting 2–
24 h probably reflects a greater variability of the duration of this
category of tracks rather than fishermen’s behavior.

A considerable proportion of the unknown tracks overlapping
known fishing hotspots lasted no more than 2 h and their mean
speed was 2–5 kn. Since these values are typical of the fishing
operations of most Mediterranean bottom trawlers (Lucchetti,
2008; Lambert et al., 2012; Keskin et al., 2014; Arjona-Camas
et al., 2019), this subset was felt to represent hidden fishing
and was used to sketch a more realistic picture of the overall
fishing activity.

Although towing duration can last more than 2 h, especially
in the deeper fishing grounds, and although a vessel is unlikely to
spend more than 24 h at sea with its AIS switched off without
fishing, the segments longer than 24 h were not considered as
potential fishing. This may have resulted in underestimating total
fishing pressure; yet such segments were not felt to represent
potential fishing, because vessels are unlikely to keep a straight
course for long periods (Lambert et al., 2012) and because in such
long periods they can fish and sail several times.

When potentially hidden and known fishing activities were
summed, the percent increase of the fishing effort was not
significant in the Mediterranean Sea as a whole. However, use
of the 1 nm × 1 nm reference grid enabled a fine analysis
of the spatial localization of potentially unobserved fishing and
showed that in some areas it was quite large. In the Strait
of Sicily the increase was 20%; yet, in the hotspots of this
area, potential fishing contributed little to total trawling activity
and was randomly distributed. This suggests that the unknown
tracks were largely to be ascribed to system saturation in this
heavily trafficked area rather than to deliberate switching off
of the AIS device.

In conclusion, the present findings confirm that the reasoned
interpretation of tracking gaps in relation to fishing data can
provide more accurate information on fishing ground extension,
fishermen’s behavior and fishing pressure. This information

is useful to implement fisheries management strategies both
on the regional and the local scale, as also required by
EU regulations (European Commission [EC], 2002, 2013; The
European Parliament and the Council of the European Union,
2008; European Parliament and the Council of the European
Union, 2014).

Notably, quantification of the unobserved activity of each
vessel would allow identifying those vessels that consistently
switch the AIS device off, thus increasing transparency at sea
(Malarky and Lowell, 2018) and contributing to curb Illegal
Unreported and Unregulated fishing (Bastani and de Zegher,
2019). This is even more important in regulated areas, where
AIS data gaps could unmask attempts to conceal illegal activities
(Tassetti et al., 2019), and would allow decision-makers to
implement mitigation strategies and MCS plans.

AIS optimization would be of great interest to policymakers
and also to environmental and fisheries scientists (Svanberg et al.,
2019), who are often called upon to help develop management
measures aimed at marine environment preservation and
fisheries regulation. Whereas the tracking gaps are expected to
be overcome by satellite AIS (Pallotta et al., 2013b; Wu et al.,
2017), strengthening policy provisions seems essential to enforce
the proper use of AIS and reduce deliberate switching off of the
device (McCauley et al., 2016).
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