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A REPORTER AT LARGE

DEATH AT SEA

China bas expanded an armada of far—flung fishing vessels. 1his bas come at grave buman cost.

aniel Aritonang graduated from
D high school in May, 2018, hop-

ing to find a job. Short and
lithe, he lived in the coastal village of
Batu Lungun, Indonesia, where his fa-
ther owned an auto shop. Aritonang
spent his free time rebuilding engines
in the shop, occasionally sneaking away
to drag-race his blue Yamaha motorcy-
cle on the village’s back roads. He had
worked hard in school but was a bit of
a class clown, always pranking the girls.
“He was full of laughter and smiles,” his
high-school math teacher, Leni Apri-
yunita, said. His mother brought home-
made bread to his teachers houses, try-
ing to help him get good grades and
secure work; his father’s shop was fail-
ing, and the family needed money. But,
when Aritonang finished high school,
youth unemployment was above sixteen
per cent. He considered joining the po-
lice academy, and applied for positions
at nearby plastics and textile factories,
but never got an offer, disappointing his
parents. He wrote on Instagram, “I know
| failed,but | keep trying to make them
happy.” His childhood friend Hengki
Anhar was also scrambling to find work.
“T'hey asked for my skills,” he said re-
cently, of potential employers. “But, to
be honest, | don't have any.”

At the time, many villagers who had
taken jobs as deckhands on foreign fish-
ing ships were returning with enough
money to buy motorcycles and houses.
Anhar suggested that he and Aritonang
go to sea, too, and Aritonang agreed,
saying, “As long as we're together.” He
intended to use the money to fix up his
parents’ house or maybe to start a bus-
iness. Firmandes Nugraha, another
friend, worried that Aritonang was
not cut out for hard labor. “We took a
running test, and he was too easily ex-
hausted,” he said. But Aritonang wouldn't
be dissuaded. A vear later, in July, he
and Anhar travelled to the port city of
Tegal, and applied for work through a
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manning agency called P'T" Bahtera
Agung Samudra. (The agency seems
not have a license to operate, according
to government records, and did not re-
spond to requests for comment.) They
handed over their passports, copies of
their birth certificates, and bank docu-
ments. At eighteen, Aritonang was still
young enough that the agency required
him to provide a letter of parental con-
sent. He posted a picture of himself and
other recruits, writing, “Just a bunch of
common folk who hope for a success-
ful and bright future.”

For the next two months, Aritonang
and Anhar waited in Tegal for a ship
assignment. Aritonang asked Nugraha
to borrow money for them, saying that
the pair were struggling to buy food.
Nugraha urged him to come home: “You
don't even know how to swim.” Ari-
tonang refused. “There’s no other choice,”
he wrote, in a text. Finally, on Septem-
ber 2, 2019, Aritonang and Anhar were
flown to Busan, South Korea, to board
what they thought would be a Korean
ship. But when they got to the port they
were told to climb aboard a Chinese
vessel—a rusty, white-and-red-keeled
squid ship called the Zhen Fa 7 That
day, the ship set out across the Pacific.

Aritonang had just joined what may
be the largest maritime operation the
world has ever known. In the past few
decades, partly in an effort to project its
influence abroad, China has dramati-
cally expanded its distant-water fishing
fleet. Chinese firms now own or oper-
ate terminals in ninety-five foreign ports.
China estimates that it has twenty-seven
hundred distant-water fishing ships,
though this figure does not include ves-
sels in contested waters; public records
and satellite imaging suggest that the
fleet may be closer to sixty-five hundred
ships. (The U.S. and the E.U., by con-
trast, have fewer than three hundred
distant-water fishing vessels each.) Some
ships that appear to be fishing vessels

press territorial claims in contested wa-
ters, including in the South China Sea
and around Taiwan. “This may look like
a fishing fleet, but, in certain places, it’s
also serving military purposes,” lan
Ralby, who runs [.R. Consilium, a mar-
itime-security firm, told me. China’s
pre€minence at sea has come at a cost.
The country is largely unresponsive to
international laws, and its fleet is the
worst perpetrator of illegal fishing in
the world, helping drive species to the
brink of extinction. Its ships are also rife
with labor trafficking, debt bondage, vi-
olence,criminal neglect,and death. “The
human-rights abuses on these ships are
happening on an industrial and global
scale,” Steve Trent, the C.E.O. of the
Environmental Justice Foundation, said.
It took a little more than three
months for the Zhen Fa 7 to cross the
ocean and anchor near the Galdpagos
Islands. A squid ship isa bustling, bright,
messy place. The scene on deck looks
like a mechanic’s garage where an oil
change has gone terribly wrong. Scores
of fishing lines extend into the water,
each bearing specialized hooks operated
by automated reels. When they pull a
squid on board, it squirts warm, viscous
ink, which coats the walls and floors.
Deep-sea squid have high levels of am-
monia, which they use for buoyancy,
and a smell hangs in the air. The hard-
est labor generally happens at night,
from 5 p.M. until 7 A.M. Hundreds of
bowling-ball-size light bulbs hang on
racks on both sides of the vessel, entic-
ing the squid up from the depths. The
blinding glow of the bulbs, visible more
than a hundred miles away, makes the
surrounding blackness feel otherworldly.
“Our minds got tested,” Anhar said.
The captain’s quarters were on the
uppermost deck; the Chinese officers
slept on the level below him, and the
Chinese deckhands under that. The
Indonesian workers occupied the bow-

els of the ship. Aritonang and Anhar
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lived in cram ped cabins with band: beds,
Clotheslines of doane socks and owr-
als lined the walls, beer bottles lir-
tered the Hoor. The Indonesans wers
paid about three thousand dollars a3 wear,

plus 3 twent-dollar bors tor eveny ton
of squid canght Unee a week, 3 list of
gach moans carch was posted in the mess

hall to encourmge the crew to work

harder Sormetdmes the officers I:-atl:ed
tha Indonesian deckhands on their

heads, as thoueh they were claldren.
When angrj.;uie].r insulted or struck

thern . Thetoraman shpped ard panched
wiorthars tor misales " Its like we don't
hae arr -:].i.gnitg".a'—"..r&m: =1d.

The ship was rardy near -Eru:n:uglh to
land to get cell peception, and, in any
casa most deckhands didn'thave ghones
that wonld worl abroad. Chiness crenr

mernbears were oocasionally allboared 1o
uze 3 mtellite phone on the ships bridee.
Butwhen Artonang and other Indone-
sians asked to call home the captain re-
fused. After a couple of wesks on board,

a deckhand named Fahman Finande
got up the nenze 1o ask whether he conld

o horme. The captain said no. A few
days Bter another deckhand, langdhut
Ilgawat, foumd a g oI of Chinese of-
ficers and deckhands beal:i.n.g Finando,
to prmish hirn for adoing 1o leawa ™ T by

1}/:& W
by '* f"’l"'-"-"'-"l’-":r"f.-"u'ﬁ

B0 .. m zjlm 72

baat bis whiole body and stepped on ham, ™
Mejavwat said. The other deckhands
].rdled for them to stop, and several

urnped into the fray. Evantially the -

Jurm
olence ended, 1:-1.11: the -:lezlrhan-:lz re-

manad tmapped on the ship. Mgavwan
told e It like weTe in a n:age."

lracst 3 hundred vwears betore Co-

larabae, China dominated the seas.
In the fitteenth centung Chinas em-
pemrdispatched alestol “ranre daps”
that included warships, transports for
cavalny horses, and merchant wessals car-
rving slk and porcelam towoimes amund
the Indian Ueean. They ware some of
&Lelarg-ﬁl:v.n:u:-:lﬂl ships arer bt with
bulwarked compartents that pradated
Europan technologr by sentinies The
armadas size was not surpassed untl

the navies of the First Warld YWar Bur
during the IMing dymasty political in-
stability led China 1o turmn inowsrd. By
the mid-simeenth century siling on =
roulti-raasted ship had becore 3 crime
In docking it= flaet, China lost its global
prefminence, A Lonise [ewmthes, the
anthorot’ Whan China Euled the Sas™
told me, “The period of Chinaz grar-
st ontward expansion was followed by
the period of itz gratest isobnon.™

For most of the twentisth century
distant—amatar fishi nch of which
takees place on the high seas—wms dom-
inated by the Soviat Undon, Japan, and
Spain. But thecollbpse of the LTS5 E
coupled with T aToATonrneTtal
and labor nag:laﬂ-:-rns, cansad these Hasts
toshrink. Since the sities, thoweh, theps
hawe bean adwmnees in refrigamtion, st
allite techno engine afficiency and
radar. vﬁidsh%:&m now stay at s.e}; f-:-r
rriora than tano writhcnat

to land. A= aremlr, global seatond con-
surnption has fsen fivetold.

wid fishinge or ITL 1-
W tarionih e Lo i
Untl the sarly seventies, Americans
consumed sqmd in iy armounts, rostly
at niche restaurants on the coasts, But

3z owahshing depleted fish shocks the
tederal povernm ent anc ad fisher-

rovan to shift their focns m wrhiosa
stockes were stll robast. In 1979, 2 bas-
niess-school smdent named Faal Kalik-
stan publiched 3 masta’s thesis assert-
T that Armericans would prader sqmd
it 1t wrere breaded and fned. Fromoters
nggﬁteﬂcaﬂjrgit"calarnaﬁ.,"&ue [tal-
1an wiord, which made it sound more
lilk=a LonTLoet dish. (" 5qmd™is thcuu.ght
to be 3 milors vanant of “squirt ™ 3 pef-
arence to squid ink.) By the nineties,
chain restaurants across the Ilidsaest
were senvng squid. Today Americans
zat 3 hundred thousand ons a wear
China lannched its first distant-

water hishing Haat in 1685 when a state-
owned company called the China [Na-
tional Fishenes Corporation dispatehead
thirheern trawlers to the cozst of Granea-
Biszan Clina had fished it= owm cozstal
watars a.gg_rﬁﬁud}r. Since the sites, it
seatond Hormass has dmopped by ninety
T camt. Zl'ﬁ.tu.g?m}m the gﬂlﬂ?l AT
AgET of the company Eu'gued that join-
ing “the mnks of the world's oftzhore
tisheries powers” would make China
money, creata obes, teed ite population,
and its rnantme richts. The
gﬂ@ﬂﬁf&l{mﬂfﬂ}ﬂd 3 grand fﬁeﬂ Car-

oy T tha Tl it ficiakane
with more than a thousnd atkend e,
including Commmunist Faroe Slites. A
prormotional video deseribed the craw
3z twio hundred and teent-thresbrave
PAOTLeETs It 1:111'-:-1.1.511 the wanes"
b ther, China has inpested hean-
ily in itz Heet The commtry now catches
more than five billion pounds of sea-



food a year from distant-water fishing,
the biggest portion of it squid. China’s
seafood industry, which is estimated to
be worth more than thirty-five billion
dollars, accounts for a fifth of the inter-
national trade, and has helped create
fifteen million jobs. The Chinese state
owns much of the industry—including
some twenty per cent of its squid ships—
and oversees the rest through the Over-
seas Fisheries Association. Today, the
nation consumes more than a third of
the world’s fish.

China’s fleet has also expanded the
government’s international influence. The
country has built scores of ports as part
of its Belt and Road Initiative, a global
infrastructure program that has, at times,
made it the largest financier of develop-
ment in South America,sub-Saharan Af-
rica, and South Asia. These ports allow
it to shirk taxes and avoid meddling in-
spectors. The investments also buy its
government influence. In 2007, China
loaned Sri Lanka more than three hun-
dred million dollars to pay for the con-
struction of a port. (A Chinese state-
owned company built it.) In 2017, Sri
Lanka,on the verge of defaulting on the
loan, was forced to strike a deal grant-
ing China control over the port and its
environs for ninety-nine years.

Military analysts believe that China
uses its fleet for surveillance. In 2017, the
country passed a law requiring private
citizens and businesses to support Chi-
nese intelligence efforts. Ports employ
a digital logistics platform called LOG-
INK, which tracks the movement of ships
and goods in the surrounding area—in-
cluding possibly American military
cargo. Michael Wessel,a member of the
U.5.-China Economic and Security Re-
view Commission, told me, “This is re-
ally dangerous information for the U.S.
to be handing over.” (The Chinese Com-
munist Party has dismissed these con-
cerns, saying, “It is no secret that the
U.S. has become increasingly paranoid
about anything related to China.”)

China also pushes its fleet into con-
tested waters. “China likely believes that,
in time, the presence of its ditant-
water fleet will convert into some de-
gree of sovereign control over those wa-
ters,” Ralby, the maritime-security ex-
pert, told me. Some of its ships are
disguised as fishing vessels but actually

form what experts call a “maritime mi-

litia.” According to research collected
by the Center for Strategic and Inter-
national Studies, the Chinese govern-
ment pays the owners of some of these
ships forty-five hundred dollars a day
to remain in contested areas for most
of the year. Satellite data shows that,
last year, several dozen ships illegally
fished in Taiwanese waters and that
there were two hundred ships in dis-
puted portions of the South China Sea.
The ships help execute what a recent
Congressional Research Service study
called “ ‘gray zone’ operations that use
coercion short of war.” They escort Chi-
nese oil-and-gas survey vessels, deliver
supplies, and obstruct foreign ships.

Sometimes these vessels are called
into action. In December, 2018, the Fil-
1pino government began to repair a run-
way and build a beaching ramp on Thitu
Island, a piece of land claimed by
both the Philippines and China. More
than ninety Chinese ships amassed
along its coast, delaying the construc-
tion. In 2019, a Chinese vessel rammed
and sank a Filipino boat anchored at
Reed Bank, a disputed region in the
South China Sea that is rich in oil re-
serves. Zhou Bo, a retired Chinese se-
nior colonel, recently warned that these
sorts of clashes could spark a war be-
tween the U.S. and China. (The Chi-
nese government declined to comment
on these matters. But Mao Ning, a
spokesperson for its Ministry of For-
eign Affairs, has previously defended
her country’s right to uphold “China’s
territorial sovereignty and maritime
order.”) Greg Poling, a senior fellow at
C.S8.1.5,, noted that taking ownership
of contested waters is part of the same
project as assuming control of Taiwan.
“The goal with these fishing ships is to
reclaim ‘lost territory’and restore Chi-
na’s former glory,” he said.

hina’s distant-water fleet is opaque.

The country divulges little infor-
mation about its vessels, and some stay
at sea for more than a year at a time,
making them difficult to inspect. | spent
the past four years, backed by a team of
investigators working for a journalism
nonprofit | run called the Outlaw Ocean
Project, visiting the fleet’s ships in their
largest fishing grounds: near the Galapa-
gos Islands; near the Falkland Islands;
off the coast of the Gambia; and in the

Sea of Japan, near the Korean penin-
sula. When permitted, | boarded ves-
sels to talk to the crew or pulled along-
side them to interview officers by radio.
In many instances, the Chinese ships
got spooked, pulled up their gear, and
fled. When this happened, | trailed them
in a skiff to get close enough to throw
aboard plastic bottles weighed down
with rice, containing a pen, cigarettes,
hard candy, and interview questions. On
several occasions, deckhands wrote re-
plies, providing phone numbers for fam-
ily back home, and then threw the bot-
tles back into the water. The reporting
included interviews with their family
members, and with two dozen addi-
tional crew members.

China bolsters its fleet with more
than seven billion dollars a year in sub-
sidies, as well as with logistical, security,
and intelligence support. For instance,
it sends vessels updates on the size and
location of the world’s major squid col-
onies, allowing the ships to cooérdinate
their fishing. In 2022, I watched about
two hundred and sixty ships jigging a
patch of sea west of the Galdpagos. The
armada suddenly raised anchor and, in
near simultaneity, moved a hundred
miles to the southeast. Ted Schmitt, the
director of Skylight, a maritime-mon-
itoring program, told me that this is un-
usual: “Fishing vessels from most other
countries wouldn't work together on
this scale.” In July of that year, | pulled
alongside the Zhe Pu Yuan 9§, a squid
ship that doubles as a floating hospital
to treat deckhands without bringing
them to shore. “When workers are sick,
they will come to our ship,” the captain
told me, by radio. The boat typically
carried a doctor, and maintained an op-
erating room, a machine for running
blood tests, and video-conferencing ca-
pabilities for consulting with doctors
back in China. lts predecessor had
treated more than three hundred peo-
ple in the previous five years.

In February, 2022, | went with the
conservation group Sea Shepherd and
a documentary filmmaker named Ed
Ou, who also translated on the trip, to
the high seas near the Falkland Islands,
and boarded a Chinese squid jigger there.
The captain gave permission for me and
a couple of my team members to roam
freely as long as | didn't name his ves-

sel. He remained on the bridge but had
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atl officer shadow me wherever 1 went.
The mood onthe ship felt 1ike that of
awater¥ puratory Lhe o ew wasmade
up of thirty-one tmen, thel teeth were
yellowed from dhain-smeldne, their slin
sallow, thelr hand storn and sponey from
sharp pear and perpetual wethess. The
scenie tecalled an observation of the
seythian philosopher Anacharsis, who
divided people inf o thr ee caterories: the
livitwr, the dead, and those at sea.

When squid latched onto a line, an
autotnated reel flipped them onto a

metal racle Declhands then tossed them
innto plastic basket s for sortine, The bas-
lets often overflowed, and the floor
filled shin-deep with squid. The squid
becamne franslucent in thetr final mo-
metits, somnetines hissing of coughine,
(Their stink and stain are virtually im-
possible towash from dothes Some-
times ot ew members tie thek dirty gar-
ments into a tope, up to twenty feet
lotig, and drag it for hours in the water

behind the ship.) Below deds, aew

metnbers weirhed, sotted, and packed
the squid for freezine, They prepared
Dait by carvitw squid up, separatine the
tongues from inside the besls, In the
rall ey, the cook neted that his ship had

o fresh fruits or vegetables and asked
whether we micht be able to donate

sorne from our ship.

We spoketo two Chinese deddhands
who were weating bricht-oranee life
vests, [Meither wanted his name used,

for fear of refalistion, One man was
twerfty-eight, the other eivhfeen, It was

thet firsttine of ses, and they had signed
two-year contracts. They earned about
ter1 thousatnd dollars ayear, but, for every
day taleen off wotk Decause of sickness
o injury, they wete docked two dayy
pay. The older declhand recounted
watching a fishing welrht injure an-
other arewmember’'s arm, At one point,
the officer foll cwinguswas called away.
The older deckhiand then sid that mary
ofthe ot ew wet e beine hel d there apainst
their will. “It's impossible to be happy,”
he said, " We dotit want to behere, but
we are forced to stay” He estinated that
elvhty per cent of the other men would
leave if they were allowed, "1t like being

isolated from the wotld and far from
modern life”

L ookdne nervous, the yourneer decle-
hand waved us info a dardc hallway, O

passpotts were taken,” he said. “They

HE MESY O IRED, D TDDED 3, 2025

worlt pive them bacds Can we asl you
tohelpuss'Heberan typing onhis cell
phone, ©1 cant disclose too much rivht
now eivert 1 still need to wotk on the
vessel, if ] give too much information

it tnirht potentially aeste ssues on-
board, he wrote. He gave me 2 phone

rumnber for his family and asked me to
confact them, "Can you get us to the
embassy I Arrentina: he asled, Just
then, my minder rounded the cornet,

atid the declhand walled aweay, Ivlin-

utes later,my tesm members snd I were

ushered off the ship.

Wohen I refurned to shote, I con-
tacted his farnily, “Tvly heart reall v achies,”
his clder sister, 2 math teacher in Fu-
jlan, sald, after hearine of her brother’s
situationn Her farnily had disagreed with

hisdedsionto poto sea, but hewas pet -
sistenit, mwhe hadnt known that he was
beine held captive, and felt helpless to
free him, "He's really too young,” she
s3id. “And now there 1s nothing we can

do, because he's 5o far away”

I n June, 2020, the Zhen Fa 7 fravelled
to a pocket of ocean between the
Galaparos snd mainland Ecuador, The
ship was owned by Ronechene Wane-
dao Uceann Aquatic Products, amid-
sk e company based i shandone, On
board, Aritonane had dowly pot used
to his new life. The captain found out
that he had mechanical expetience and

moved hitn to the etwine room, where
the wotle was slichfly less taxine, For

meals, the cook prepared pots of rice
mixed with bits of fish. The Indone-

sians were each issued two boxes of in-
stant noodles 3 weele If they wanted
ary other food—ot coffee, aleohol, ot
clrarettes—the cost could be deducted
from their salaries. Crew photos show

deckhands positw with their catch and
ratheritur for beers to celebrate,

Une of Atitonane’s friends onboard
was named Heri Fnsmoant o " When we
boarded the ship it the fir st weeks, Heri

was 3 lively person,” vl ejawati said. “He
chaffed, sang, and joled with all of us”
Fusmanto's job was o carry hun-
dred-pound baskets of squid down fo
the refrigerated hold. He sometimes
made mistaltes, and that earned him

beatings “He did not dare fight bac”
a deckhand narmed Filaanteold me "He
wolld just stay quiet and stand still”
The ship’s cook often struck Knsmanto,
so heavolded him by eatine plain white

tice inthe kit chen when the cool wastit
around, Kusmanto soon vot sicde He

lost his appetife and stopped speakdng,
cotntnunicating mostly through ges-
fures. “He was like 2 toddler,” vl ejaweati
said. Then Kusmanto's legs and fest

swelled and started to ache,
Fusmanto seetned to be suffering

from beriberi, a disease caused by a de-
ficiency of Vitarnin B1, or thiatnine Its
fiatne detives frotn o ainhalese word,
beri tneaning “weald o "1 cannet, "1t 1s
offery caused by a dief consistine mainly
of white tice, instart noodles, of wheat
flour, Synptoms incude tingline, burn-
ine, rarnbness, dithaidfy breathing, leth-
atey, chest pain, dizziness, confusion,
and severe swelling, Like scurvy, beri-
beri was common smonye nineteerth-
cenfury sallors. It also has a histery in
ptisons, asylums, and migtant camps, 1f
unfreated, i can be fatal,

Beriberi is becoming prevalent on
Chinese vessels in part because ships
stay 5o lotw af sea, 2 frend fadl¥ated by

transshipment, whidy all ows vessels to
offload thelr catch forefriverated car-

tiers without refurning to shore Chi-
nese ships typically stods rice and in-
stant noodles for extended trips, because
they are chesp and slow to spoil. But

the body requites more B1 when cat-
bohydrates are consumed in laree

atnounts snd durine periods of hiterse
exertion, ohip cocks also mix rice o
tioodl eswith taw of fermetrted fidh, and
supplemnent meals with coffee and tes,
all of which are hirh in thiaminase,

whidh destroys B, exacerbat ine the isque,

Beriberi is offen an indicafion of
conditions of captivity, because if is
avoldable and easily reversed. Some
counfries (thourhnot China) mandate

that tice and flow be supplemented
with BL The illness can also be treated

with vitamins and when B1is admin-
istered intravenously patfients typically
recover within twenty-four hours, But



fewwr Chinese ships seem to carry Bl sup-
plements. In many cases, captains re-
hise to bring sick crew metmnbers to shore,
likely because the process would entail
losing time and ineurring labor costs.
owells can malke it dangerous for large
ships to get close to each other in order
to transter crew members. Une video |
reviewed shows 2 man being put inside
2 fishing net and sent hundreds of feet
along a zip line, several stories above
the open ocean, to get on another ship.
By team and [ found two dozen cases
of workers on Chinese ships between
2013 and 2021 who suffered from symp-
toms associated with beriberi; at least
fifteen died. Victor VYWeedn, a forensic
pathologist in Washington, DL, teld
e that allowing workers to die from
beriberi would, in the U5, constitute
critninal neglect."Glow-metion murder
i5 still murder,” he said.

The contract typically used by Kus-
tnantos manning agency stipulated heavy
hnancial penalties tor worlers and their
families it they quit prematurely. It also
allowed the company to take worlers’
identity papers, including their passport,
during the recruitment process, and to
keep the documents if they failed to pay
a fine for leaving early—provisions that
viclate antitrafficking laws in the U5,
and Indonesia. Still, 25 Kusmanto's con-
dition worsened, his Indonesian crew-
tnates asked whether he could go home,
The captain refused. (Rongcheng Wan-
zdao denied wmngdc-iﬂg,g'rhﬂ captains
of Chinese ships in this piece could not
be identified for comment. & spoles-
man for the manning agency blamed
Kusmanto for his illness, writing, "V hen
on the ship, he didn't want to take 2
showet, he didn' want to eat, and he
only ate instant noodles.”)

The ship may have been fishing il-
legally at the time, possibly complicat-
ing Kusmantes situation. During this
period, according to anunpublished in-
telligence report compiled by the UL,
vovernment, the Zhen Fa 7 turned off
its location transponder several times,
in violation of Chinese law. This gen-
erally ocourred when the ship was close
to Ecuaderian and Peruvian waters:
captains often go dark to fish in other
countries waters, like those of Ecuador,
where Chinese ships are typically for-
bidden.”Short of catching thern in the

act, this is 25 close a3 you can get to

AN ART DEGREE Witk NENER
COME (N HaNDY, THey $3id

hrm evidence,” Ivlichael [, Fitzpatricly

the U5, Ambassador to Ecuador, told
me. [Fongeheny Wangdaos vessels have

been known to fish in unauthorized
areas; one of the Zhen Fa 7% sister ships
was ined for unlawhally entering Pe-
nivian waters in 2017, and another was
found illicitly hshing off the coast of
Morth Korea. The company declined
to cotntment on this matter.) Transfer-
ring Busmanto to anethervessel would
have required disclosing the Zhen Fa
7% location, which might have been
incriminating.

By early August, Kusmante had be-
come disoriented. Other deckhands de-
nanded that he be given medical atten-
tion. Eventually, the captain relented,
and transterred him to another ship,
which carried him to port in Lima. He
was taken to 2 hospital, where he recov-
ered: afterward, he was flown home.
(Kusmanto could not be reached for
comment.) IMleanwhile, the rest of the

crew, which had by then been at sea for

Wil SadiNo

3 veat, felt 2 growing sense of isolation.
“They had initially toldus that we would
be sailing for eight months, and then
they would land the ship,” Anhar said.

“The fact was we never lainded anywhere.”

hina is the worst perpetrator of il-

legal ishing on the planet, accord-
ing to the (Global Initiative Against
Transnational Orpanized Crime, Op-
erating on the high seas is expensive,
and there is virtually no law-enforce-
mentpresence—which encourages fish-
ing in terbidden regions and using pro-
hibited techniques to gain 4 comnpetitive
advantage. Agrressive ishing comes at
an environmental cost. A third of the
world's stocks are overfished. Squid
stocks, once robust, have declined dra-
matically. Ilore than thirty countries,
including China, have banned shark
finning, but the practice persists. Chi-
nese ships often catch hammerhead,
oceanic whitetip, and blue sharlks so

that their fins can be used in shark-fin
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soup. In 2017, Ecuadorian authorities
discovered at least six thousand illegally
caught sharks on board a single reefer.
Other marine species are being deci-
mated, too. Vessels fishing for totoaba,
a large fish whose swim bladder is highly
prized in Chinese medicine, use nets
that inadvertently entangle and drown
vaquita porpoises, which live only in
Mexico’s Sea of Cortez. Researchers es-
timate that, as a result, there are now
only some ten vaquitas left in existence.
China has the world’s largest fleet of
bottom trawlers, which drag nets across
the sea floor, levelling coral reefs. Ma-
rine sediment stores large amounts of
carbon,and, according to a recent study
in Nature, bottom trawlers release al-
most a billion and a half tons of car-
bon dioxide each year—as much as that
released by the entire aviation industry.
China’s illicit fishing practices also rob
poorer countries of their own resources.
Off the coast of West Africa, where
China maintains a fleet of hundreds of
ships, illegal fishing has been estimated
to cost the region more than nine bil-
lion dollars a vear.

The world’s largest concentration of
illegal fishing ships may be a fleet of
Chinese squidders in North Korean
waters. In 2017, in response to North
Korea’s nuclear- and ballistic-missile
tests, the United Nations Security
Council, with apparent backing from
China, imposed sanctions intended to
deprive Kim Jong Un’s government of
foreign currency, in part by blocking it
from selling fishing rights, a major
source of income. But, according to the
U.N., Pyongyang has continued to earn
foreign currency—a hundred and twenty
million dollars in 2018 alone—Dby grant-
ing illicit rights, predominantly to Chi-
nese fishermen. An advertisement on
the Web site Zhihu offers permits is-
sued by the North Korean military for
“no risk high yield” fishing with no
catch limits: “Looking forward to a
win-win cooperation.” China seems un-
able or unwilling to enforce sanctions
on its ally.

Chinese boats have contributed to
a decline in the region’s squid stock;
catches are down by roughly seventy
per cent since 2003. Local fishermen
have been unable to compete. “We will
be ruined,” Haesoo Kim, the leader of
an association of South Korean fisher-

THE NEW YORKER, OCTOBER l6, 2023

SPRINGFIELD

Get a room, the dude in the blue Camaro yells.

He’s made of rage and tinted glass, and we're

made of desire and what if and what | want

to say is, Dude, we have a room, but we

got hungry. Every three days we have to eat

or get mimosas or get yelled at by you. Get

a room, he vells again, maybe because he thinks
we're hard of hearing, or because it pains

him to see our affection. Maybe he thinks:

what a waste—two women who could have

loved him instead. Instead, we get sandwiches to

go and go back to the room we call our room, which
could be in any motel near any oft-ramp in any
Springfield, with its anonymous white walls and towels,
with the empty drawers you love, and the flat-screen
TV that seems to keep getting bigger and flatter.
And since we're taking inventory, let’s don't

forget the bedside Bible and the red pen

tucked inside, as if we might be inspired to

make corrections. And come to think of it, I would
like to make some changes in how things turn

out, how they turn on a dime, or over time

crumble. Instead, | listen to you read aloud

from the pamphlets you found in the lobby.

Fun fact: basketball was invented in Springheld, Mass.,
as was vulcanized rubber. T he man who wrote

“T'he Cat in the Hat” was born here, and perhaps

men on Ulleung Island, which | visited
in May, 2019, said. North Korean fish-
ing captains have been forced to head
farther from shore, where their ships
get caught in storms or succumb to en-
gine failure, and crew members face
starvation, freezing temperatures, and
drowning. Roughly a hundred small
North Korean fishing boats wash up
on Japanese shores annually, some of
them carrying the corpses of fishermen.
Chinese boats in these waters are also
known for ramming patrol vessels. In
2016, Chinese fishermen rammed and
sank a South Korean cutter in the Yel-
low Sea. In another incident, the South
Korean Coast Guard opened fire on
more than two dozen Chinese ships
that rushed at its vessels.

In 2019, I went with a South Ko-
rean squid ship to the sea border be-
tween North and South Korea. [t didn't
take us long to find a convoy of Chi-
nese squidders headed into North Ko-
rean waters. We fell in alongside them
and launched a drone to capture their

identification numbers. One of the
Chinese captains blared his horn and
flashed his lights—warning signs in
maritime protocol. Since we were in
South Korean waters and at a legal dis-
tance, our captain stayed his course.
The Chinese captain then abruptly cut
toward us, on a collision trajectory. Our
captain veered away when the Chinese
vessel was only thirty feet off.

A spokesperson for the Chinese Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs told me that
“China has consistently and conscien-
tiously enforced the resolutions of the
Security Council relating to North
Korea,” and added that the country has
“consistently punished” illegal fishing.
But he neither admitted nor denied that
China sends boats into North Korean
waters. [n 2020, the nonprofit (Global
Fishing Watch used satellite data to re-
veal that hundreds of Chinese squid
ships were routinely fishing in North
Korean waters. By 2022, China had cut
down this illegal armada by seventy per
cent from its peak. Still, in unregulated



most importantly, this is the birthplace

of interchangeable parts—or at least where
they first caught on. Think assembly

lines, think mass production. I'm thinking
about the fun fact of you, about how

much | love origin myths, about how people

arent things. We can’t be vulcanized, we

f:an’t, like faulty chains, be replaced. And

I'm thinking about that guy in the Camaro,
how what really drives him is loneliness,
how we see iterations of him in all

the Springfields we find ourselves in,
because that’s your fantasy: you and me

in every Springfield in America, in Nebraska
and Ohio and North Dakota, in townships
in |ersey and Michigan, always in a motel
bar, pretending we’ve never met. And after

a while, after I[daho and Maine, after that
Springfield in Kentucky and the one in [ast
Texas, the myth rings true: it’s old hat, old
cat in the hat: the white walls and small
bars of soap, the falling asleep in the middle
of a life, the waking to one place named

for another—not a fun fact exactly,

just what the Russian novelist not

immune to Springfields knew

about unhappiness.

waters, the hours worked by the fleet
have increased, and the size of its catch
has only grown.

hortly after New Year’s Day, 2021,

the Zhen Fa 7 rounded the tip of
South America and stopped briefly in
Chilean waters, close enough to shore
to get cell-phone reception. Aritonang
went to the bridge and, through pan-
tomime and broken English, asked one
of the officers whether he could bor-
row his phone. The officer indicated
that it would cost him, rubbing his
forefinger and thumb together. Ari-
tonang ran below deck, sold some of
his cigarettes and snacks to other deck-
hands, borrowed whatever money he
could, and came back with the equiv-
alent of about thirteen dollars, which
bought him five minutes. He dialled
his parents’ house, and his mother an-
swered, excited to hear his voice. He
told her that he would be home by
May and asked to speak to his father.
“He’s resting,” she told him. In fact, he

—Andrea Coben

had died of a heart attack several days
earlier, but Aritonang’s mother didn't
want to upset her son while he was at
sea. She later told their pastor that she
was looking forward to Aritonang’s re-
turn. “He wants to build a house for
us,” she said.

Soon after, the ship dropped anchor
in the Blue Hole, an area near the Falk-
land Islands, where ongoing territorial
disputes between the U.K. and Argen-
tina provide a gap in maritime enforce-
ment that ships can exploit. Aritonang
grew homesick, staying in his room
and eating mostly instant noodles. “He
seemed to become sad and tired,” Fikran
said. That January, Aritonang fell ill
with beriberi. The whites of his eyes
turned yellow, his legs became swol-
len, and he couldn’t walk. “Daniel was
in pretty bad shape,” Anhar told me.
The captain refused to get him medi-
cal attention. “There was still a lot of
squid,” Anhar said. “We were in the
middle of an operation.” In February,
the crew unloaded their catch onto a

reefer that carried it to Mauritius. But,
for reasons that remain unclear, the
captain refused to send Aritonang to
shore as well.

Eventually, Aritonang could no lon-
ger walk. The Indonesian crew went to
the bridge again and confronted the
captain, threatening to strike if he didn't
get Aritonang medical help. “We were
all against the captain,” Anhar said. Fi-
nally, the captain acquiesced, and, on
March 2nd, transferred Aritonang to a
fuel tanker, the Marlin, which agreed
to carry him to Montevideo, Uruguay.
The Marlin’s crew brought him to a
service area off the coast, where a skift
picked him up and took him to the port.
A maritime agency representing Rong-
cheng Wangdao in Uruguay called a
local hospital, and ambulance workers
took him there.

Jesica Reyes, who is thirty-six, is one
of the few interpreters of Indonesian
in Montevideo. She taught herself the
language while working at an Internet
café that was popular among Indone-
sian crews; they called her Mbak, mean-
ing “Miss” or “big sister.” From 2013 to
2021, fishing ships, most of them Chi-
nese, have disembarked a dead body in
Montevideo roughly every month and
a half. Over a recent dinner, Reyes told
me about hundreds of deckhands in
need whom she has assisted. She de-
scribed one deckhand who died from
a tooth infection because his captain
wouldn't bring him to shore. She told
me of another ailing deckhand whose
local agency neglected to take him to
a hospital, keeping him in a hotel room
while his condition deteriotated; he
eventually died.

On March, 7, 2021, Reyes was asked
by the maritime agency to go to the
emergency room to help doctors com-
municate with Aritonang; she was told
that he had a stomach ache. When he
arrived at the hospital, however, his
whole body was swollen, and she could
see bruises around his eyes and neck.
He whispered to her that he had been
tied by the neck. (Other deckhands later
told me that they hadn't seen this hap-
pen,and were unsure when he sustained
the injuries.) Reyes called the maritime
agency and said, “If this is a stomach
ache .. . You're not looking at this young
man. He is all messed up!” She took
photographs of his condition, before
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THE 40-MINUTE DAILY C

L

doctors asked her to stop, becaise she
waz dlartned

In the etnergency roomn, phigicians
1dtniniztered intravenos fuids, Ari-
tomang, crving and shaldng, ssked Feyes,
W here are toy friends & He whizpered,
Tt soared.™ Aritonang was proneanced
dead the following morning, T was
anery” Eewes told me, The declthands
I reached were furious, Iejawat s2id,
“Wie really hiope that, ifit's peesible, the
captain and all the supervsors can be
captured,charged, crjailed.” Anhar, Ari-
tenangs best fliend, found out about
hiz death only after diserobarking froemn
the Zhen Fa 7 in Singspore, that Iay
“Wile were dewastated,” he zaid, of the
crew tnetnbers, YWhen we reached hitn,

THE MEW WORKRER, QCTTIGER W2, 2322

OMMVUTE
To THE OFFICE RESUMED AS JF
NOTHING BAD EVER CHANGED

¥

he was still carrying 2 suitcase full of

Arntonanes clothes that held promnised
to takee heene for him

ishing iz one of the worldy deadli-

et jobs—1 recent study estitnates
that tnore than 1 hundred theousand
workers die every yesr—and Chinese
ships are ammong the most brakal, Be-
criters often target desperate tren in
inland Ching and in poor countries, If
youare in debt, wour farnily has shunned
you, you don't want to be looked down
ofy, hurn off your phene and stay far away
froem land,” an online advertizetnent in
China reads. Sotne recriits are lured

with protrises of lucratwe contracts, ac-
cording to court decumnents and inves -

Hgation: by Chinese news outlets, only
to discower that they incur 4 series of
feas—sotnetitnes arnountng to moere
than 1 month’s wages—to cover ex-
perses such a3 travel, job T sining, crew
certific ationg, and protective worlosesr,

Often, werkers pay these fees by taldng
out loans from the manning arencies,
creating 2 form of debt bondage, Corn-
paries confiscate passports and extract
fines for leaving jobe, further trapping
wiolkers, And ewen thosze who are will-
ing to rizsk penalties are sotnetitnes in
ezence held captiwe on ships,

Fer 4 2022 report, the Envronimen-
tal Justice Fonndation interd ewed more
than a hindred Indenesian crews moetn-
bers and found that roughly ninety-
zervent per cent had their dooirnents con-
fiscated or experienced debt bondage,
Occasionally, workers in these condi-
tions tnanage to alert sutheorities, In
2004, twenty-sight SiTican workers dis-
ernbarked from 2 Chinese squidder
called the Jia De 1 that was anchored
in Il ontevideo, and several compl sined
of beatings on board and shewed shackle

marks on their anlkles, Fifteen crew

tnetnbers were heepitalized. [ The cormn-
pany that cwned the ship did not re-

spond to requests for cornenent, ) In
2020, zever 3l Indenesian deckhinds re-
portedly comnplained abot severe beat-
ines at sea and the presence of 2 tnan
bodyin cne of the shiph freezers, An
st opsy revedled that the man had sus-
tained braises, soarring, and 4 sping in-
jry Indenedsn autheorities sentenced
seweral IMANTINY -1 e NCY eXecuives to
tnole than 4 year in prison for labor
tratficking, (The cotnpany did not re-
spond to requests for comtnent, )

In Ching, these laber abises are an
open secret, A diary kept by one Chi-
nese deckhand offers an umeually de-
tailed plitnpse into this world In Iy
2013, the deckhand paid 1 twe -nmndred-
dollar recruitment fee to 2 manning
agency, which dispatched hirn to a ship
called the Jin Han Yu 4870, The crew
were told that their first ten days or o
ofi board would be 2 tial period, after
which they could leawe, but the ship
stayed at seq for 4 hundred and two
days “You are slaves to work anytimne
and amywhere,” the deckhand wrote in
hiz diary Ofhicers were served meat at
rnealfimes, he sqdd, but deckhands got
only bones. “The bell rings, you st



be up, whether it is day, night, early
morning, no matter how strong the wind,
how heavy the rain, there are no Sun-
days and holidays.” (The company that
owns the ship did not respond to re-
quests for comment.)

The broader public in China was
forced to reckon with the conditions on
ships when the crew of a squid jigger
called the Lu Rong Yu 2682 mutinied,
in 2011. The captain, L.i Chengquan,
was a “big, tall,and bad-tempered man”
who, according to a deckhand, gave a
black eye to aworker who angered him.
Rumors began circulating that the seven-
thousand-dollar annual salary that they
had been promised was not guaranteed.
Instead, they would earn about four
cents per pound of squid caught—which
would amount to far less. Nine crew
members took the captain hostage. In
the next five weeks, the ship’s crew de-
volved into warring factions. Men dis-
appeared at night, a crew member was
tied up and tossed overboard, and some-
one sabotaged a valve on the ship, which
started letting water in. The crew even-
tually managed to restore the ships com-
munications system and transmit a dis-
tress signal, drawing two Chinese
fishing vessels to their aid. Only eleven
of the original thirty-three men made
it back to shore. The lead mutineer and
the ship’s captain were sentenced to
death by the Chinese government. (The
company that owns the ship did not re-
spond to requests for comment.)

Labor trafficking has also been doc-
umented on American, South Korean,
and Thai boats. But China’s fleet is argu-
ably the worst offender, and it has done
little to curb violations. Between 2018
and 2022, my team found, China gave
more than seventeen million dollars in
subsidies to companies where at least
fifty ships seem to have engaged in fish-
ing crimes or had deaths or injuries on
board—some of which were likely the
result of unsafe labor conditions. (The
government declined to comment on
this matter, but Wang Wenbin, a spokes-
person for the Ministry of Foreign At
fairs, recently said that the fleet oper-
ates “in accordance with laws and
regulations,”and accused the U.S. of po-
liticizing “issues that are about fisher-
ies in the name of environmental pro-
tection and human rights.”)

In the past few years, China has made

a number of reforms, but they seem
aimed more at quelling dissent than at
holding companies accountable. [n 2017,
after a knife fight between Filipino and
Chinese crew members ended in one
worker dying, the Chinese government
created a Communist Party branch in
Chimbote, Peru—the first for fishing
workers—intended to bolster their “spir-
itual sustenance.” LLocal police in some
coastal cities have begun using satellite
video links to connect to the bridges of
some Chinese vessels. In 2020, when
Chinese crew members on a ship near
Peru went on strike, the company con-
tacted the local police, who explained
to the workers that they could come
ashore in Peru and fly back to China,
but they would have to pay for the plane
tickets. “Wouldn't it feel like losing out
if you resigned now?” a police officer
asked. The men returned to work.

As | reported on these ships, stories
of violence and captivity surfaced
even when | wasn't looking for them.
This vear, [ received a video from 2020
in which two Filipino crew members
said that they were ill but were being
prevented from leaving their ship. “Please
rescue us, one pleaded. “We are already
sick here. The captain won't send us to
the hospital.” T'hree deckhands died that
summer; at least one of their bodies was
thrown overboard. (The manning agency
that placed these workers on the ship,
PT Puncak Jaya Samudra, did not re-
spond to requests for comment. Nor did
the company that owns the ship.) On a
trip to Jakarta, Indonesia, in 2020, | met
a half-dozen young men who told me
that, in 2019, a young deckhand named
Fadhil died on their ship because the of-
ficers had refused to bring him to shore.
“He was begging to return home, but he
was not allowed,” Ramadhan Sugandhi,
adeckhand,said. (The ship-owning com-
pany did not respond to requests for
comment, nor did his manning agency,
PT Shafar Abadi Indonesia.) This past
June, a bottle washed ashore near Mal-
donado, Uruguay, containing what ap-
peared to be a message from a distressed
Chinese deckhand. “Hello, I am a crew
member of the ship Lu Qing Yuan Yu
765, and | was locked up by the com-
pany,”it read. “When you see this paper,
please help me call the police! 5.0.8.

5.0.8.” (The owner of the ship, Qing-

dao Songhai Fishery,said that the claims
were fabricated by crew members.)
Reyes, the Indonesian translator, put
me in touch with Rafly Maulana Sadad,
an Indonesian who, while working on
the Lu Rong Yuan Yu 978 two years ago,
fell down a flight of stairs and broke his
back. He immediately went back to work
pulling nets, then fainted, and woke up
in bed. The captain refused to take him
to shore, and he spent the next five
months on the ship, his condition wors-
ening. Sadad’s friends helped him eat
and bathe, but he was disoriented and
often lay in a pool of his own urine. “|
was having difficulty speaking,” Sadad
told me last vear. “l felt like I'd had a
stroke or something. I couldn't reallyun-
derstand anything.” In August, 2021, the
captain dropped Sadad off in Montevi-
deo, and he spent nine days in the hos-
pital, before being flown home. (Requests
for comment from Rongcheng Rongyuan,
which owns the ship Sadad worked on,
and PT Abadi Mandiri International,
his manning agency, went unanswered. )
Sadad spoke to me from Indonesia, where
he could only walk with crutches. “1t was
a very bitter life experience,” he said.
Like the boats that supply them, Chi-
nese processing plants rely on forced
labor. For the past thirty years, the North
Korean government has required citi-
zens to work in factories in Russia and
China, and to put ninety per cent of their
earnings—amounting to hundreds of
millions of dollars—into accounts con-
trolled by the state. Laborers are often
subjected to heavy monitoring, and
strictly limited in their movements. U.N.
sanctions ban such uses of North Ko-
rean workers, but, according to Chinese
government estimates, last year as many
as eighty thousand North Korean work-
ers were living in one city in northeast-
ernt China alone. According to a report
by the Committee for Human Rights
in North Korea, at least four hundred
and fifty of them were working in sea-
food plants. The Chinese government
has largely scrubbed references to these
workers from the Internet. But, using
the search term “North Korean beau-
ties,” my team and | found several vid-
eos on Douyin, the Chinese version of
TikTok, that appear to show female sea-
food-plant workers, most posted by
gawking male employees. One Chinese
commenter observed that the women
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“have a strone sense of national identity

anid ate self-disdplined!” Ancther ar-
rued, howewer, that the wotlers have no

cholce but to obey orders, o “their fam-

ily memberswill suffer”
In the past decade, China has also

overseen 3 ctackdown on Uyehurs and
other ethnic minorities in Xinjfiang, =

region in northwestern China, setting

up rmass detention centers and fordne
detainees to worls in cotton fields, on

tomato farms, and in pelyslicon facto-
ties. Ivlore recently, in an effort to dis-

rupt Uyelnr cornmunities and find cheap
labor for major industries, the overn-

ment hasrelocated millions of Uyelnrs
towotl for companies acoss the coun-

try. Wiorkers are often supervised by se-
curity emards, in dorms surrounded by
barbed wire. By searching company
newsletters, snnual reports, and state-

mediastories, mytean and I found that,
in the past five years, thousands of

Uyehnrs and othier Ivlusim minorifies

have been sent to worlein seafood-
processineplants Some are subjected to
“pattiotic education”; in a 2021 article,
local Party offidals said that members
of minority eroups wotkdne at one sea-
food plant were a “typical big famnily”

atid were learnine to deepen their “ed-

ucation of ethrdc unity.” Laura IMurphy,

a professor at wheffield Hallam Univer-
styin the UK told me,“Thisis all part
of the project to erase Uy-
choyr culture, identities, re-
ligion, and, most certainly,
theit politics, The goal is the
complete transformation of
the entire community.”

(Chinese offidals did not
respond tomultiple requests

for cotnment on Uyetnr and
Meotth Keotean forced labor

in the nation’s seafood-pro-
cessitir industry.)

The 1.5, has strict laws forbidding
the importaion of poods produced with

Meorth Forean o Uyehur labor The use

of such workersin other industries—for
exatnple, in solat-panel manufachrine—
has been docutnented in recent years,

atid the 115 has confiscated a billion

dollars worth of itnperted products as s

result, Wk found, however, that cotnpa-
nies ernploying Uyehnrs and Meorth Eoo-

reatis have recently exported af least for-

ty-seven thousand tons of seafood,
incuding sorne seventeen per cent of all
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squid sent to the UGS shipments went

to dozens of American importers, in-
duding ones that supply military bases
anid public-school cafeteriag “These revw-

elations pose a very serious problem for
the entire seafood industry,” IMartina

Vandenbere, the founder and president
of the Human Trafficking Leenl Clen-

ter, told me.

China does not welcotne reporfing
on this industry. In 2022, I spent two

weels on beoard the IModoc, 3 former

L5, Mawy boat that the nonprofit

Farthrace Cloniser vation uses as a patrol
vessel, visdting Chinese squid ships off
the coast of bouth America, As we were
sailing backto a Galapagosport, an Ee-
uadorian Mavy ship approached us, and

a1 officer said that our permit toreénter
Ecuadotian waters had been revoleed, "I

youl do not turn around now, we will

board and atrest you,” he said, He told
us to sail to another counfry, We didn't

hawve enough food and water for the jour -
ney. After two days of negotistions, we

wete briefly allowed into the port, where

attned Ealadaian officersboarded; they

clairned that the ship's pertnits had been
filed imnptopetly and that cur ship had

deviated slightly in its approved course

while exitine national waters, Such Wo-

laicns typically result in neothing more
than a written dtation. But, sccording

to Ambassader Fitzpatricl, the expla-

tiaton was a bit more oot -
plicated. He said that the

Chinese government had
confacted several Eouador-

ian lawmalers toraise con-
cerns sbouf the presence of
what they depidted asa qua-
sd-rnilitar v vessel engaging
in covert operafions When
I spoke with Juan Catlos
Heleuin, then the Eaiadet -

ian Foreion Ivlinister, he
denied that China was involwed. But

Fitzpatrick told me that Quito treads

carefully when it comesto Ching, in part
because Bouador isdeeplyin debt to the

country. " Ching didnot Ble the Modog™

he said. " But mostlyit did not want more
media coverage on its squid fleet.”

he day after Aritonang’s death,
Feyes filed areport with the Lhu-

puayan coast puard, and showed offi-

cers her photosraphs, “They seemed
pretty uninterested,” she said, The fol-

lowing day, 2 local coroner conducted
an Autopsy. A situation of phivsical abuse
etnerged,” thelr repott reads. I sent the

repott to Weedn, the forensic patholo-
rist, who told me that the body showed

sdenis of violence snd thatuntreated beri-

beti seetmns to have been the cause of
death, Micolas Potrie, who runs the In-

dotiesian consulate in I ottevideo, re-

metnbers gettiter a call from Mirta Ilo-

tales, the prosecutor who itrvestizated
Aritonang’s case. " We need to contirme

fryitie to fipure out what happened,
ese marks—ever ybody saw them,”

Potrierecalled her saying (A trepresen-
tative for Ronediene Waned ao said that

the company had found no evidence of
misconduct on the ship: “Thete was
nothing regarding your alleged appall-
e incidents sbout abuse, violation, -
altstoone's character, physical viclence

ot withhield salaries."He added that the
company had handed the matter over

to the (Ching Overseas Fisheries Asso-

dation Cuestions subinitted tothe as-
sociation went unanswered.)

Potrie pressed for further inquiry,

but nene seerned fortheomning, orales
decdined to shate any information about
the case with me In March of 2022 1
visited Aldo Braida, the president of
the Chamber of Forelen Fishine Averts,
which represents companies worliing

with forelen vessels in Uruguay, at his
office in Montevideo, He distmissed the

accolnts of mistreatnent on Chinese

ships that dodt in the port as “fake

news,” claimine, “There are a lot of lies
arounid this.,” He told me that, if cew
members whose bodies were disem-

barked in Montevideo had suffered
physical abuse, Uruguayan suthorities

would discover ¥, and that, when you
put men in close quarters, Aghts were

likely to bresk out, “We live in 2 vio-

lenit society,” he said.
Uriuguay haslittle incentive to scau-

tink e (China farther, because the courn-

fr v brings lucrative business to the re-
rion, In 2018, for example, 2 Chinese

cotnpaty that had bought a nearly
seventy-acte plot ofland west of Ilon-
tevideo presented a plan to build 2
mate-than-two-lnndred-million-d ol -
lar “megaport.” Local media teported

that the port would be 2 free-trade
zotie and ncdude half-mile-lone docks,

a shipyard, a fuelling station, and sea-
food storape and processing facilities,



The Uruguayan government had been
pursuing such Chinese investment for
vears. | he then President, Tabaré
Yizquez, attempted to sidestep the
constitution, which requires a two-
thirds vote by both chambers of the
General Assembly and authorze con-
struction of the port by executive order,
“There’s so much money on the table
that politicians start bending the law
to grab at it,” Milke Schvartzman, g
marine researcher based in Argenting,
told me. But, tollowing resistance from
the public and from opposition par-
ties, the plan was called off.

The seafood industry is diffiault to
police. A large portion of fish consumed
in the L5 is caught or processed by
Chinese companies. Several laws exist
te prevent the U5, from importing
products tainted by forced labor, in-
cluding that invelved in the production
of contlict diamonds and sweatshop
goods. But Ching is not ferthcoming
with details about its ships and pro-
cessing plants. Atone point, on 2 Chi-
nese ship, 4 deckhand showed me stacks
of frozen catch in white bags. He ex-
plained that they leave the ship names
off the bags so that they can be easily
transferred between vessels. T his prac-
tice allows seafood companies to hide
their ties to ships with criminal histo-
ries. Un the bridge of another ship,
Chinese captain opened his logbool,
which is supposed to document his
catch. The first two pages had nota-
tions; the rest wereblank. "No one keeps
those,” he said. Company officials could
reverse engineer the information later
Kenneth Kennedy a former manager
of the anti-forced-labor program at Im-
migratien and Customs Enforcement,
s2id that the U5 government should
block seafood imports from China until
American companies can demonstrate
that their supply chains are free of abuse.
“The U5, is awash with criminally
tainted seafood,” he said.

Mothing is likely to change as long
a5 American consumers are willing to
look the other way To document the
gaps in the system, my team tracked
vessels by satellite and watched them
transfer their catch to refrigerated ships.
We tollowed those ships back to their
ports and, with 4 team of investizators
in Ching, filtned the catchesbeing trans-
ferred to tracks, which then delivered

"OLK., DU tell ix, but you fump in and covvect me every feww seconds.”

their carge to processing plants. We
found that the Zhen Fa 7 transshipped
with 2 company that has employved at
least 2 hundred and seventy Ughur or
other minority worlers relocated from
Adnjiang. At least six plants that seem
likkely to have processed the Zhen Fa’s
catch exported large volumes of seafood
to hundreds of American restaurant
chains, procery stores, and food-service
companies, including Costeo, Kroger,
H Mart, Performance Food Group, and
Safeway. (T hese companies did not re-
spond to requests for comment. )

Un April 22nd, Aritonang’s body
was Hown from Montevideo to Jakarta,
then driven, in a wooden casket with a
Jesus figurine on top, to his familyhome
in Batu Lungun. Villagers lined the
road to pay their respects; Aritonang’s
mother wailed and fainted upon see-
ing the casket. & funeralwas soon held,
and Aritonang was buried a few feet
from his father, in 2 cemetery plot not
far from his church. His grave marker
consisted of two slats of wood joined
to make 2 cross. That night, an official
from Aritonang’s manning agency vis-
ited the family at their home to discuss

what locals call 2 "peace agreement.”

Anhar said that the family ended up

qccepting 4 settlement of some two
hundred millien rupiah, or roug hly thir-
teen thousand dollars. Family members
was reluctant to talk about the events

on the ship. Aritonang’s brother Beben
zaid that he didn't want his family to

get in trouble and that talking about
the case might cause problems for his
maother, " We, Dlaniel’s family; have made
peace with the ship people and have let
him go,” he said.

Last year, thirteen months atter Ari-
tonang's death, I speke again to his
family by video chat. His mother, Ee-
ging Sihembing, saton g leopard-print
rug in her living room with her son
Leonardo. The room had noe furniture
and no place to sit other than the foor
The house had undergone repairs with
meoney from the settlement, according
to the village chief; in the end, it seems,
Aritonang had managed to hx up his
parents home after all. When the con-
versation turned to him, his mother
Began to weep.” Tou can see how [ am
now, she said. Leonardo told her, "Don’t
be sad. It was his time" #
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