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Foreword

At 9:30 am, on May 20, 2013, in the Green Room at FAO Headquarters, started the 
Technical Consultation to draft the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable 
Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and Poverty Eradication (SSF 
Guidelines). On that spring morning, in Rome, the tide of the small-scale fisheries 
in the world, hopefully, started to change for the better. A little more than a year 
later, on June 9, 2014, the FAO Committee on Fisheries (COFI) endorsed the first 
internationally negotiated document explicitly devoted to small-scale fisheries. 
Despite its comprehensiveness and density, with more than a hundred paragraphs, 
and a very broad and bold scope, a consensus text was reached after only two 
1-week meetings, in addition to side negotiations during COFI. The building pro-
cess, however, had started much earlier, with several meetings and conferences, 
including the 2008 Global Conference on Securing Sustainable Small-Scale 
Fisheries, co-organized by the FAO and the Royal Government of Thailand. 
Therefore, the so-called zero draft that served as the basis for the negotiations of the 
Technical Consultation was already the result of a very broad, open, transparent and 
participatory consultation with thousands of stakeholders. The same spirit of broad 
participation and openness also guided the entire negotiation of the text during the 
Technical Consultation, with an unprecedented level of engagement and participa-
tion from civil society. It could not have, of course, been different, regarding a 
fisheries sector that accounts for the vast majority of fishworkers worldwide.

From the very early stages of the negotiation, which I had the honour and the 
privilege to chair, it became very clear for all delegations that we were not discuss-
ing the fate of an economic activity, but of livelihoods and communities  – that 
small-scale fisheries are not about an economic sector but they are about families, 
culture and tradition. Considering the importance of small-scale fisheries for food 
security, nutrition, livelihoods, rural development and poverty and hunger eradica-
tion, it becomes clear that the adoption of a human rights-based approach in the SSF 
Guidelines, therefore, was much more a consequence than a choice. Or, as put by 
Chandrika Sharma, the executive secretary of the ICSF – to whom the Guidelines 
were dedicated – to adopt a human rights approach for improving the life and liveli-
hoods of fishing communities was not really a matter of choice, but an obligation.
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Since its official adoption by the FAO Conference, the SSF Guidelines have 
become a beacon to guide national and international policy, aimed at the sustainable 
development of small-scale fisheries and fishing communities, to establish political 
hierarchies and to elevate small-scale fisheries in the agendas of governments and 
international organizations. The document itself, however, is worthless unless the 
words and provisions it contains are able to find their way into the real world. The 
place of the SSF Guidelines is not in the shelves of public offices or ministerial 
departments, but at the beaches, aboard the canoes, in the hands of the fishers, by the 
sea. This is the challenge now lying ahead of us: to make it actually happen and to 
ensure its implementation at the local, national, regional and international levels.

In this context, the role and responsibility of the academic community cannot be 
overestimated. The present book, produced by the global research network ‘Too Big 
To Ignore’ (TBTI), is a very important step into the right direction. Its 37 chapters, 
from authors of so many different countries and regions of the globe, clearly show 
that implementation is already happening. The SSF Guidelines have been born and, 
beyond the talking, they are now already starting to walk by themselves. Let’s hope 
this book will help guide the steps of this young but brave toddler, so that it may 
grow into a strong and energetic adult. To walk through the path ahead, nevertheless, 
it will be very important to understand, and never forget, that ‘science’ cannot pros-
per without ‘experience’ and that we will get nowhere unless scientific knowledge 
walks hand in hand with traditional knowledge. To empower fishing communities is 
not the best way to ensure the sustainability of small-scale fisheries, but the only one. 
And small-scale fisheries are not a problem to be solved, but a solution to be unfolded.

Recife, Brazil Fábio Hissa Vieira Hazin

Foreword
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Preface

Since its inception, the peer-reviewed MARE Publication Series, hosted by Springer, 
has devoted much attention to fisheries. Of the 13 volumes realized at the time of 
writing, nine have actually dealt with fisheries-related issues. Within the fisheries 
realm, we have been particularly interested in the fate of small-scale fishers and 
their communities. This is also a consequence of the cooperation between the Centre 
for Maritime Research (MARE), of which this Series is part, and the Too Big To 
Ignore (TBTI) project, which strives to elevate the profile of small-scale fisheries 
around the world. The first volume dedicated specifically to the condition of this 
subsector was monumental  – Interactive Governance for Small-Scale Fisheries: 
Global Reflections (2015). This book provides an authoritative overview of the 
trends prevailing small-scale fisheries governance around the globe.

The present volume continues where the previous book left off, now focusing on 
the most ambitious international policy instrument ever to have been developed for 
the benefit of this subsector: the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable 
Small-Scale Fisheries (SSF Guidelines). These Guidelines, passed by FAO’s mem-
bership in 2014, offer a holistic perspective on the needs of small-scale fishers and 
their ways forward to address these needs.

While the SSF Guidelines are slowly percolating to national and subnational 
levels, assisted by government agencies and a large number of civil society organi-
zations, this book provides an extra impetus and a contribution from the academic 
and research community. Detailing the experiences and challenges faced during the 
application of sections of the SSF Guidelines in both Southern and Northern 
Hemispheres, the book supplies a relevant baseline for reflection as well as action. 
As one of the Series editors, I am more than proud to be hosting the volume and 
wish it a wide readership. Importantly, it is our hope that the book will help promote 
and support the implementation of the SSF Guidelines, leading therefore to sustain-
able small-scale fisheries around the world.

Amsterdam, The Netherlands Maarten Bavinck 
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Part I
Vision and Ambition

In June 2014, FAO member states endorsed the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing 
Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and Poverty 
Eradication (SSF Guidelines). For millions of small-scale fisheries people around, 
this was a historic event. With their broad agenda founded within a human rights-
based approach, the SSF Guidelines are breaking new ground. However, given that 
the SSF Guidelines address a range of issues that are complex and politically con-
tentious, there are reasons to expect that their implementation will be challenging. 
The first chapter of this book (Chap. 1) by the editors (Svein Jentoft, Ratana 
Chuenpagdee, María José Barragán-Paladines, and Nicole Franz) introduces the 
topic and the contexts for this major endeavor, while also presenting its content in 
broad terms. Chapter 2, by Rolf Willmann, Nicole Franz, Carlos Fuentevilla, 
Thomas McInerney, and Lena Westlund, discusses the human rights-based approach 
and what it implies in the context of the SSF Guidelines. They also examine critical 
views from social scientists on this approach while drawing on concrete examples 
on how human rights advocacy and human rights law have actually supported fish-
ing communities in defending their rights to subsistence, livelihood, and culture. 
Chapter 3, by Nicole Franz and María José Barragán-Paladines, provides an account 
of the developments that have taken place since the SSF Guidelines were endorsed, 
occurring at various levels in countries and regions around the world. The imple-
mentation of the SSF Guidelines is now underway, and the chapter provides exam-
ples of concrete actions being taken to facilitate their uptake.
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http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-55074-9_2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-55074-9_3


3© Springer International Publishing AG 2017 
S. Jentoft et al. (eds.), The Small-Scale Fisheries Guidelines, MARE Publication 
Series 14, DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-55074-9_1

Chapter 1
Implementing the Voluntary Guidelines 
for Securing Small-Scale Fisheries

Svein Jentoft, Ratana Chuenpagdee, Nicole Franz, 
and María José Barragán-Paladines

Abstract On June 9, 2014 the Committee of Fisheries (COFI) of FAO endorsed the 
Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context 
of Food Security and Poverty Eradication (SSF Guidelines). For millions of small- 
scale fisheries people around the world who are poor and marginalized, this was a 
historic moment and a potential turning point. The SSF Guidelines are the first 
instrument of its kind particularly aimed at promoting the sustainability of this sec-
tor. As the SSF Guidelines address a range of issues that are complex and politically 
contentious, there are reasons to expect that their implementation will be challeng-
ing and far from straight forward. In fact, one may assume that the SSF Guidelines 
will meet resistance as they are brought from the international level to local com-
munities where fishing people live and work. This book examines the extent to 
which the SSF Guidelines’ implementation is being initiated around the world and 
the limitations and opportunities involved in their contextualization and operation-
alization. It draws on case studies from more than 30 countries in which small-scale 
fisheries play an important role for food security and community well-being. What 
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can the SSF Guidelines do to promote food security, alleviate poverty, and secure 
human rights, while at the same time empower fishing communities to take control 
of their future?

Keywords FAO • Small-scale fisheries guidelines • Human rights approach • 
Implementation • Empowerment • Governance

 Introduction

No one really knows exactly how many small-scale fishers there are in the world. 
By certain estimates, for instance by the United Nation’s Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO), about half of the world’s 51 million fishers are small-scale and 
that most of them live in developing countries.1 In addition, hundreds of millions of 
people depend on fisheries for their livelihood throughout the value chain. Likewise, 
it is difficult to know how much small-scale fisheries produce in terms of catches. 
According to the Sea Around Us project, about one quarter of the world’s catches 
originate from small-scale fisheries.2 In all likelihood, the majority of small-scale 
fisheries catches is consumed in the fishing household or distributed to local mar-
kets, thus supporting local food security. Despite these estimates, most small-scale 
fisheries and communities are often not recognized or are overlooked in national, 
regional, and global decision- and policy-making processes. Despite the uncertainty 
about the actual figures due to inadequate statistical information, these approxima-
tions certainly imply that the small-scale fisheries sector is ‘too big to ignore’.

Small-scale fisheries are now high on the research agenda, as championed by 
the global research network ‘Too Big To Ignore’ (TBTI),3 which produced this 
book. The TBTI initiative and the work conducted by its members coincides with 
the development and implementation of the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing 
Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and Poverty 
Eradication (SSF Guidelines; http://www.fao.org/fishery/ssf/guidelines/en), 
facilitated by FAO. The SSF Guidelines, which is a consensus document, resulted 
from extensive consultation with governmental bodies, small-scale fisheries 
through their organizations, civil society organizations (CSOs), practitioners, 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and other stakeholders, including the 
research community, culminating in intense negotiations by FAO member states. 
On June 9, 2014, the Committee of Fisheries (COFI) of FAO endorsed the SSF 
Guidelines, marking a historical moment for millions of small- scale fishing peo-
ple around the world. Never before has this sector received such global recogni-
tion. Indeed, what the member states supported was remarkable.

1 For more information refer to http://www.fao.org/fishery/ssf/people/en
2 For more information refer to www.seaaroundus.org
3 For more information refer to www.toobigtoignore.net
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Expectations are now that the SSF Guidelines will make a big difference for 
small-scale fishing people around the world. Positive developments have already 
been observed in some places, but the full impact of the SSF Guidelines will 
undoubtedly take years, if not decades, to unfold. The voluntary nature of the SSF 
Guidelines implies that even if FAO member states have endorsed them, their imple-
mentation is not guaranteed. The SSF Guidelines call for major policy initiatives 
and governance reforms, which may involve legal and social innovation. The SSF 
Guidelines will not always meet fertile ground, as they befall in existing governing 
systems and their human rights and equity-based principles challenge and interfere 
with power relations. The more they challenge the status quo, the greater the likeli-
hood that they will meet resistance, both at the governmental and large-scale indus-
try level, especially when they call for reforms that involve the redistribution of 
resources and preferential treatment of small-scale fisheries. In some instances, 
small-scale fisheries may already be prominent on the political agenda, and the SSF 
Guidelines therefore will reinforce their status. In other instances, small-scale fish-
eries may have been forgotten, and great effort would therefore be needed in order 
to implement the SSF Guidelines.

Neither the worldwide stakeholder consultations nor the negotiations among 
state delegates about the SSF Guidelines were straightforward. Consequently, it 
would be naïve to assume that there will only be tailwind from now on. It would not 
be the first time that international agreements are shelved. The anticipated opposi-
tion on the home front may well have motivated the tough stance of some country 
delegates during the negotiations. Nevertheless, the SSF Guidelines are here to stay 
and it is to everyone’s benefit that the conditions, factors, limitations, and opportuni-
ties for their implementation are closely examined, even on a case-by-case basis.

This book is about what lies ahead as far as the implementation of the SSF 
Guidelines is concerned. It aims to highlight challenges and opportunities as the 
SSF Guidelines land on the ground. How receptive are stakeholders to the SSF 
Guidelines? Will they agree with the many principles and propositions within the 
hundred paragraphs of the document? Will diverse stakeholders see their concerns 
addressed, their interests protected and their rights secured, or will some of them 
feel threatened? The SSF Guidelines stress the need to create a more level playing 
field, where small-scale fishing people have an active role in governance. However, 
as the SSF Guidelines emphasize the need for small-scale fisheries empowerment, 
it is easy to imagine that this will imply a zero-sum game, where empowerment will 
happen at the expense of the powerful stakeholders, who are not likely to remain 
passive.

Since it is too early to expect major changes to have happened on the ground with 
the recent adoption of the SSF Guidelines, it is nevertheless possible to juxtapose 
the SSF Guidelines with policies and governance systems that exist at various 
scales. How do, for instance, the basic principles of the SSF Guidelines match with 
those that already inform fisheries policy and governance in a particular country? In 
other words, is there a gap between the political reality and the social situation in 
small-scale fisheries in a given country in relation to the SSF Guidelines? If so, what 
explains it, and what policy and institutional reform will be needed to fill the gap? 

1 Implementing the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Small-Scale Fisheries
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How ready are governments, CSOs and other stakeholders to recognize and take 
ownership of the principles and perspectives that the SSF Guidelines advocate, such 
as the human rights based approach? These are examples of research questions 
which have inspired authors of this book.

It is premature to evaluate the success or failure of the SSF Guidelines. Such an 
evaluation must come at a later stage. The kind of transformation that the SSF 
Guidelines aspire to does not happen overnight, not only because of the institutional 
changes that must follow, but also because it requires a change of mindset among 
policy-makers and stakeholders. But it is already possible to address what chal-
lenges lie ahead and why they are there. By knowing the small-scale fisheries as 
they exist in a particular community, region, or country, and by knowing the institu-
tional set up and governance mechanisms under which they operate, it is possible to 
perform an ex ante analysis of what the SSF Guidelines would imply in those con-
texts. This is also what the authors of the more than 30 case studies from around the 
world do in this book. In comparing what the SSF Guidelines set out to achieve and 
what it would require in terms of intervention and change in the system, the authors 
contribute their research experience to the implementation process.

The book is a product of the TBTI research cluster devoted to the study of the 
implementation of the SSF Guidelines. Small-scale fisheries have long been a focus 
of several academic disciplines which cover a broad range of issues. The stock of 
research-based knowledge is considerable, with a rich body of literature that has 
also informed the development of the SSF Guidelines. Thus, the SSF Guidelines 
invite researchers with an interest in, and a heart for, small-scale fisheries also to 
become engaged in the very process of realizing the governance principles of the 
SSF Guidelines, by exploring what difference they will make for the people they 
mean to serve, and how. It is hoped that this book will inspire the academic com-
munity to take initiative in studying how the SSF Guidelines will be received, and 
what impacts they will have at all levels of governance.

 The Relevance of the SSF Guidelines

Quoting from the document preface, the SSF Guidelines intend “to support the vis-
ibility, recognition and enhancement of the already important role of small-scale 
fisheries and to contribute to global and national efforts towards the eradication of 
hunger and poverty.”4 The expectation is that they will lead to policy change in the 
interest of current and future generations of small-scale fishers and fish workers and 
related activities. The SSF Guidelines will also:

…be in support of national, regional and international initiatives for poverty alleviation and 
equitable social and economic development, for improving governance of fisheries and 
promoting sustainable resource utilization. Their objective is to provide advice and recom-
mendations on implementation, establish principles and criteria, and information to assist 

4 For more information refer to http://www.fao.org/fishery/ssf/guidelines/en
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States and stakeholders to achieve secure and sustainable small-scale fisheries and related 
livelihoods.5

As the full title indicates, the SSF Guidelines are voluntary. States may therefore 
choose whether to support or ignore them, either partially or entirely. However, the 
SSF Guidelines, as a consensus document resulted from an extensive, participatory, 
and transparent process, where small-scale fishers, their organizations, state govern-
ments and other stakeholders were involved. Even if states and CSOs cannot be held 
legally accountable, they can at least be held morally responsible for their opera-
tionalization. States shall also report to FAO what they have done to implement 
them. Thus, if not legally, they are formally accountable.

A challenge for the SSF Guidelines’ implementation is the enormous diversity 
and complexity that characterize small-scale fisheries globally. They differ ecologi-
cally, organizationally, economically, culturally, and technologically, not just from 
one region to the next but often also from one type of fishery to another. They 
exhibit attributes that are often unique to a particular fishery or locality, and which 
must be taken into account when implementing the SSF Guidelines. Another impor-
tant factor, which explains the broad focus of the SSF Guidelines, is that small-scale 
fisheries are rarely a distinct sector. They do not operate in isolation from the rest of 
the fishing industry, from other sectors or from society as a whole. Rather, small- 
scale fisheries are part of a larger social and ecological system – embedded as a 
‘system within systems’, interwoven with economic, social, and cultural life in local 
communities.

The SSF Guidelines recognize that the well-being of people involved in small- 
scale fisheries relates more broadly to how they live and thrive in communities and 
how they are involved in decision-making on issues that affect them. Securing a 
healthy ecosystem is an important condition but only a step towards sustainable 
livelihoods and the general well-being of communities. This broad perspective is 
essential for the operationalization of the human rights-based approach that the SSF 
Guidelines promote, which includes, but is not limited to, the concept of fishing 
rights or tenure rights. Consequently, the SSF Guidelines also speak to other gov-
ernment departments that do not specialize in fisheries, as well as regional organiza-
tions, the private sector and CSOs, whose work impacts small-scale fisheries.

Small-scale fisheries must be understood in relation to their large-scale counter-
part, as the two often interact. When there is conflict, keeping the two fisheries 
spatially apart is a solution but also a major challenge. The clash is not just between 
different ways of fishing and different economic rationalities; it is also a power 
relationship, where small-scale operators are generally the weaker party.

Small-scale fisheries form a complex system whose boundaries are permeable. 
What is happening inside small-scale fisheries is often due to what happens outside 
of them, which means that the problems that small-scale fisheries are confronted 
with are not necessarily of their own making. Instead, small-scale fisheries actors 
often find themselves at the receiving end of a string of causal factors, as when 

5 Ibid.
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 poverty in other sectors make people take up fishing and thereby contributes to more 
pressure on the resource base.

A prevalent image of small-scale fisheries is that they are traditional and thus lag 
behind in the modernization process. Therefore, in the long run, small-scale fisher-
ies are bound to lose out, and become supplanted by more efficient, capital-intensive 
harvesting technologies of a larger scale. According to this view, the community- 
based owner-operator is a thing of the past; the take-over by big corporations is the 
future. This is regarded as a natural process, which should be left to run its own 
course. When looking at current trends in global fisheries, and in other sectors of 
society, it is easy to deem this as unavoidable. However, it would be erroneous not 
to consider the economic, social, and political drivers behind it. Governments are 
among these drivers, often providing economic incentives, such as subsidies that 
favor large-scale fisheries. Small-scale fisheries never received the same attention or 
support.

Small-scale fisheries technology and practice are often well adapted to the par-
ticular ecological and social circumstances within which they must operate, often 
developed through a long-term learning process of trial and error. One cannot there-
fore deem small-scale fisheries technology as outmoded, just by the look of it. 
Small-scale fisheries can also be sophisticated in the way they communicate, orga-
nize, and serve markets. They often have a complex technological dimension that is 
linked to the development of potential strategies that may help them run a more 
economically efficient fishery without increasing the scale of their operation and 
overexploiting resources. Thus, small-scale fisheries are not necessarily stuck in the 
past, but are part of dynamic value chains, undergoing change that the SSF 
Guidelines may help to spur. This corroborates why the SSF Guidelines emphasize 
the relevance of the contribution of small-scale fisheries to food security and pov-
erty alleviation, and why they deserve attention not just for their problems, but also 
for their capabilities and potentials.

Small-scale fisheries do more than just provide society at large with a ‘service’. 
They are important in and of themselves. Not only do millions of people depend on 
them for food, livelihoods, and well-being, small-scale fisheries also represent cul-
tural heritage, a way of life, social cohesion, identity, and a lifestyle. They are not 
always ‘an occupation of last resort’, as they are frequently perceived, but provide 
an attractive livelihood and a meaningful and preferred lyfestyle.

The lack of a precise definition of what small-scale fisheries are in the SSF 
Guidelines is justified by the extreme diversity of small-scale fisheries globally. 
Their multi-faceted nature makes definitions complex and rich. The only way to 
define them is to employ ‘thick description’, as the case studies reported in this book 
provide. Since definitions of small-scale fisheries refer to particular situations for 
which they apply, they often differ from region to region. For this reason, small- 
scale fisheries go by different names from country to country, with terms such as 
inshore, coastal, artisanal, subsistence, small-boat, municipal, and community- 
based fisheries, to name some. Rather than providing a standard definition, the SSF 
Guidelines leave it to the countries to determine what small-scale fisheries are, in 
accordance with their own context. Thus, the implementation of the SSF Guidelines 
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cannot follow a standard approach. Instead, the approach must be customized to the 
specific traits and circumstances of small-scale fisheries as they exist around the 
world.

Because of the emphasis on human rights and dignity, respect of cultures, non- 
discrimination, social justice, gender equality, and equity, the SSF Guidelines are 
universally applicable. They lead to the principles of ‘good governance,’ such as 
transparency, participation, and rule of law, which are all part of the SSF Guidelines’ 
guiding principles, and therefore can reinforce other instruments and policies that 
governments have already embraced. Although still voluntary, by endorsing the SSF 
Guidelines, FAO member states have confirmed and at least morally committed 
themselves to implement them. How they exactly do that in their particular context 
of small-scale fisheries is a matter of empirical investigation for years to come.

 About This Book

It is always important to understand the context within which social events take 
place, as human life, and the communities and institutions they build, are always 
contextual. The SSF Guidelines are to be implemented in concrete situations, and 
must be sensitive to what limitations and opportunities exist. If not, they are likely 
to be ignored or resisted, as local stakeholders, be they government or fishers and 
fish workers, will not be able to see their relevance. Case studies are a well-suited 
method to illustrate this challenge. It is also important to stress that case studies are 
not simply in-depth, empirical descriptions of small-scale fisheries as they appear in 
concrete locations. They also serve to demonstrate the complexity of the challenges 
of implementing policy reforms, like those promoted by the SSF Guidelines. What 
is essential with case studies is what they are a case of because it allows us to draw 
general lessons from them that are beyond the particular case. Thus, as we learn 
about the case, we also learn about the issue, in this instance, about the implementa-
tion of the SSF Guidelines.

The book has 37 chapters, of which 32 are case studies (see Fig. 1.1). In addition 
to this first chapter, there is a chapter that lays out the human rights-based approach, 
which is foundational to the SSF Guidelines. This perspective is beyond the mere 
‘rights-based approach’, which is basically about fishing and property rights, often 
associated with market-based approaches and privatization, something the SSF 
Guidelines do not promote as they are generally perceived to be detrimental to 
small-scale fisheries’ communities and culture. The SSF Guidelines have a strong 
focus on customary rights and rights of tenure, without which small-scale fishing 
people would be insecure, but the human rights-based approach also includes social 
development and decent work, gender equality, and basic civil and political rights, 
which are as essential to small-scale fishing people as to anyone else. Chapter 3 
summarizes what has been happening around the world since their endorsement in 
2014. Many state governments and civil society organizations are currently in the 
process of actually implementing the SSF Guidelines, whereas others have yet to 
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act on them. The latter group may find inspiration in exploring what other countries 
and organizations are doing, as far as the SSF Guidelines are concerned. Chapters 
that follow will be introduced individually for the ten parts of the book. They all 
report on specific countries or fisheries and explore what challenges and responses 
the SSF Guidelines meet on the ground, and why the implementation process is still 
going slow in some instances. This is particularly the case in the chapters that form 
Part II of the book: Politics of transformation. In this part, the reader is introduced 
to developments in the Solomon Islands, Zanzibar, Greenland and Jamaica as the 
SSF Guidelines are about to be introduced there. The chapters are all about the 
extent to which there is coherence between current fisheries policies and the kind of 
developments that the SSF Guidelines are advocating. In some situations, there is 
considerable overlap, whereas in others the two are in conflict. The greater the dis-
tance between what is and what should be, according to the SSF Guidelines, the 
more fundamental reform will be required. The chapters demonstrate how the SSF 
Guidelines must relate to an existing social and ecological system, already governed 
within an institutional and political framework, which may or may not be conducive 
to their implementation. Integral to the existing institutional framework are rules 
about who has secure access to fisheries resources and how such entitlements are 
governed, and by whom. Therefore, the SSF Guidelines devote a whole section to 
this issue under the heading of ‘Responsible Governance of Tenure’. States are 
encouraged to make sure that tenure rights and customary governance arrangements 
are recognized and respected. In Part III, Securing tenure rights, the four chapters 
all focus on this issue, starting with South Africa, and followed by India and Bay of 
Bengal lagoon, Nicaragua, and finally Malta. In all situations, customary tenure 
rights are under threat, and governments have a way to go in order to make them 
secure, even if there is a statutory or customary legal framework that is supposed to 
back them up. If governments are serious about supporting poor and marginalized 
small-scale fishing communities, securing their tenure rights would be an obvious 
entry point.

Appropriate management systems and practices would be required to make 
small-scale fisheries sustainable, as the resource base must remain healthy. In some 
instances, that effort would imply the restoration of damaged marine and inland 
ecosystems and fisheries, while in other instances mechanisms must be installed to 
safeguard their productivity. This is a challenge discussed by authors in Part IV: 
Strengthening the resource base, which takes the reader to Australia and Southeast 
Asia, Japan, India, and Norway. What kind of management institutions and 
approaches would serve small-scale fisheries? All authors have something to say 
about what would be needed to make small-scale fisheries sustainable while making 
sure that marine and inland ecosystems remain healthy and productive.

There are obvious reasons why small-scale fisheries are marginalized and vul-
nerable: small-scale fishing people often lack the capacities and capabilities for 
bringing them out of the trap they are in. For tenure rights to be secure, and manage-
ment systems to work for small-scale fisheries, collective action and the empower-
ment of people are essential. Those two priorities are interlinked, but they do not 
always happen spontaneously. Sometimes they need initiatives led by actors who 
are centrally or externally situated, like CSOs. These issues are explored and 
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 illustrated in Part V of the book: Empowerment and collective action. Again, there 
are great geographical leaps being made, from Madagascar to Costa Rica to Sri 
Lanka to Spain. The chapters are all good illustrations of the importance of focusing 
on existing power-relations and how they can be rearranged through institutional 
value chain reforms, to benefit small-scale fisheries more than they currently do and 
as the SSF Guidelines suggest should be done.

Part VI, Broadening participation, is largely a follow-up on the previous theme. 
All chapters are situated in the Western hemisphere - Mexico, the Caribbean region, 
Brazil, and Canada - but could have included case studies from other parts of the 
world, as the issue is the same: how to involve people in decision-making that 
affects their lives and livelihoods. This is simply a good governance principle. As 
the SSF Guidelines emphasize, small-scale fisheries actors have a right to be heard, 
and their voices are just as important as other voices that are often louder and can be 
heard more easily by government. Yet participation also has functional merits. 
Organizations of fishers and other stakeholders within or outside the fishing indus-
try may bring concerns, knowledge and interests into the decision-making process 
which could help to produce better and more legitimate outcomes. In this part of the 
book, the reader can obtain insights about what this can mean in practice.

Participation is also about building capacity for self-governance that makes 
small-scale fisheries communities more robust, resilient, and capable of pursuing 
both proactive and reactive strategies. This is the theme of Part VII, Managing 
threats, which speaks to the mitigation of risks to small-scale fisheries, which may 
be both internal and external to the community. Case studies from Bangladesh, Iran, 
Tanzania, and Colombia show that these risks can be different, ranging from natural 
hazards and climate change, the dissolution of the moral fabric of the community 
which erodes the ability to enforce locally observed rules, incompatible values lead-
ing to non-compliance of rules and regulations, to armed conflict and violence, 
which are all topics covered by the SSF Guidelines.

The SSF Guidelines stress the need to mobilize the capacity of small-scale fish-
eries by drawing on the local social and ecological knowledge that people possess, 
but which scientists and managers often regard as unreliable and anecdotal. 
However, it is obvious that treating people with respect, which is one of the guiding 
principles of the SSF Guidelines, is about acknowledging the relevance of people’s 
experiences and knowledge. Research may help to support the capacities for self- 
governance, as data are usually in demand, but this research should be developed 
along with the integration of the knowledge that local people already have. Notably, 
it must not be introduced in a top-down fashion, as argued in chapters that are 
included in Part VIII of the book: Building capacity. This part makes similar visits 
around the world, from the Bahamas, to Senegal, Nigeria, and back to the Caribbean 
and their many island states, where CSOs and the academic community played an 
import role in the development of the SSF Guidelines.

As mentioned, one of the remarkable features of the SSF Guidelines is their solid 
foundation on human rights and other governance principles. They illustrate that 
poverty reduction and the end of marginalization require more than technical 
 remedies. They also need sound ethical and normative underpinnings, which must be 
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thought through and deliberated in public discourse, also by involving small-scale 
fishers and fishworkers. When this does not happen, small-scale fisheries actors feel 
alienated and excluded. People have their own values, norms, and principles that 
should inform the way fisheries governance is carried out and how the SSF Guidelines 
are implemented. This is the topic of Part IX, Governing from principles, which deals 
with the visions behind legislative reforms and policy paradigms in Thailand and 
Ecuador and Sweden, and the issue of gender relations and women rights in small-
scale fisheries and the SSF Guidelines, as exemplified from multiple locations around 
the world.

The final section, Moving forward, again picks up the discussion about the 
human rights-based approach. Given its broad application and multiple dimensions, 
human rights thinking runs through the entire SSF Guidelines document. This 
approach requires implementing the SSF Guidelines in the full, which should also 
be the ambition and the test against which their effect should eventually be evalu-
ated. It is also in this perspective that this book should be read. The final chapter 
summarizes how collectively we, the editors and authors of this book, see the chal-
lenges of implementing the SSF Guidelines and what futures lies ahead for people 
and communities who not only base their existence on these resources, but also 
form identity and relationships around them.

1 Implementing the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Small-Scale Fisheries
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 Introduction

Since the mid-2000s, fishers, fishworker organizations, and supporting civil soci-
ety organizations have demanded the strengthening of human rights principles and 
the adoption of a human rights based framework in small-scale fisheries develop-
ment (Jaffner and Sunde 2006; ICSF 2007; FAO 2009; Sharma 2008, 2011; Allison 
2011; Allison et al. 2011, 2012). They have played a leading role in shaping an 
agreement by the international community of an international soft-law instrument 
that explicitly calls for the adoption of a human rights-based approach (HRBA) in 
small-scale fisheries development: the Voluntary Guidelines on Securing 
Sustainable Small- Scale Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and Poverty 
Eradication (SSF Guidelines) (FAO 2015). Jentoft (2014), Franz et al. (2015), and 
Willmann et al. (2017, this volume Chap. 36), have highlighted the substantial new 
opportunities as well as challenges of implementing the SSF Guidelines. In this 
chapter, we review some of the reservations that have been expressed by social 
scientists about pursuing a HRBA. Critics make a number of points. First, they 
argue that human rights reflect Western ethical values that could undermine valu-
able traditional norms, cultural practices, and collective customary arrangements 
for resource management and benefit sharing. Second, they suggest that the empha-
sis on rights in a HRBA can be misused to promote the privatization of the com-
mons as part of a neoliberal fisheries policy. Third, critics have pointed to the lack 
of empirical evidence supporting the efficacy of a HRBA in fisheries. We argue in 
this chapter that the SSF Guidelines are grounded in human rights principles that 
are universally shared and in a human development approach that seeks to expand 
fundamental freedoms.

Since the adoption of the Universal Declaration on Human Rights (UDHR) in 
1948, a large body of international human rights law has been developed. The inclu-
sion of human rights into international law and many national constitutions has been 
heralded as one of the greatest moral achievements of humanity. Since the turn of 
the millennium, international policy commitments and Plans of Action expressly 
include commitments to upholding international human rights (e.g. 2000 Millennium 
Declaration and Development Goals (UN General Assembly 2000), 2005 World 
Summit Outcome (UN General Assembly 2005), Rio+20 The Future We Want (UN 
General Assembly 2012), 2015 Sustainable Development Goals (UN General 
Assembly 2015)).
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The widespread support for these policy statements at the highest level of global 
governance stands in contrast to the continued failure to implement them at the 
national level and the continuation of widespread abuses of human rights in many 
of the states that have formally ratified all or most international human rights con-
ventions (Posner 2014). This discrepancy between words and deeds is one of the 
reasons why a number of legal, political and social scientists have expressed doubts 
about the reach and effectiveness of human rights. Another reason for a reserved, if 
not opposing position, is that some scholars argue that – intentionally or inadver-
tently – human rights rooted in Western moral philosophy constitute a form of cul-
tural imperialism over nations and communities whose ethical values, culture, and 
political systems and institutions are not of Western origin (e.g. Brown 1997; 
Kennedy 2004; Uvin 2007; Mutua 2008; Langlois 2012; Golder 2014).

Whether there can be universality of human rights given the great diversity of 
human existences, traditions, cultures, and political settings continues to be the sub-
ject of academic and political debate (e.g. Donnelly 2007, 2013; Sen 2004; Ignatieff 
2001). Controversies include the compatibility of universal human rights with cul-
tural and religious traditions and values and the relative importance of individual 
versus societal well-being. Leaders of authoritarian regimes often argue that indi-
vidual sacrifices for the common good and restrictions on political freedoms are 
needed in order to maintain societal peace and accelerate economic progress. This 
view has been challenged by economist, philosopher, and Nobel Laureate Amartya 
Sen in his widely cited article on ‘Human Rights and Asian Values’ (Sen 1997). He 
argues strongly that values underpinning fundamental freedoms have universal 
roots which can be traced through any culture. He also points out the great varia-
tions in culture within nations, across nations, and overtime. During long historical 
periods Western nations acted quite differently from their current ethical values 
(Sen 1997, 2004).

According to Donnelly “…human rights ideas and practices arose not from any 
deep Western cultural roots but from the social, economic, and political transforma-
tions of modernity” such as the French and American revolutions (Donnelly 2007, 
287). Universal human rights, when properly understood, “…leave considerable 
space for national, regional, cultural particularity and other forms of diversity and 
relativity” (Donnelly 2007, 281).

The critique of the body of international human rights having a Western bias has 
been expressed from the time of the drafting of the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (UDHR). According to Glendon this is due to one of the most common and 
unfortunate misunderstandings of the UDHR. She emphasizes that the UDHR did not 
seek to impose a single model of right conduct but rather “…provide a common stan-
dard that can be brought to life in different cultures in a legitimate variety of ways 
(Glendon 2002, xviii).” The members of the drafting group had Chinese, Middle 
Eastern Christian, Marxist, Hindu, South and North American, and Islamic back-
grounds and “… saw their task not as a simple ratification of Western convictions but 
as an attempt to delimit a range of moral universals from within their very different 
religious, political, ethnic, and philosophical backgrounds (Ignatieff 2001, 106).”

2 A Human Rights-Based Approach to Securing Small-Scale Fisheries: A Quest…
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The 1993 Vienna Declaration on Human Rights states that the universal nature of 
human rights is ‘beyond question’ (UN General Assembly 1993). Notable are the 
large, and still increasing, number of ratifications of international human rights con-
ventions. The ICESCR has been ratified by 164 states and the ICCPR by 168 states 
while the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), has been ratified by 196 
states (April 2016). Therefore, a large body of human rights has become interna-
tional law and been incorporated into national law by many countries.

 Human Rights and Development

Human rights are not only consistent with economic development objectives but 
serve to facilitate their achievement. Human rights seek to guarantee freedoms that 
are fundamental for human development in procedural and outcome terms. Political 
freedoms in the form of free speech and democratic processes and institutions help 
to promote economic security. The rights to food, health, and education enhance 
human capabilities and economic participation. Human development in a human 
rights-based framework is a process of expanding the real freedoms that people 
enjoy, with economic growth constituting a means and not an end in itself (Sen 
1999, 2009). The concern with the well-being of all people emphasizes equity as a 
major policy objective, requiring monitoring not only through national averages, but 
also via measures of deprivation and distribution (UNDP 2000; Fukuda-Parr 2003). 
The SSF Guidelines themselves recognize this HRBA emphasis on removing ineq-
uity and focusing development efforts on vulnerable and marginalized people. In 
contrast, neoliberal policy focuses on free market-led economic growth and 
efficiency.1

A HRBA is sensitive in several ways to the process of how certain human devel-
opment outcomes can be achieved. Human rights establish limits to the losses that 
individuals can be made to bear, even where noble social goals are at stake. In fish-
eries, for example, fisheries management and conservation measures may be needed 
to restore depleted fish stocks and conserve ecosystems for the benefit of current 
and future generations. Such measures would often entail reduced fish harvesting 
opportunities in the short and medium term and could lead, if taken in isolation and 
without adequate consultation and safeguards, to a further marginalization and 
deprivation of small-scale fishing communities. A HRBA would help ensure that the 

1 The critique of neoliberal policy is not confined to its tendency to heighten maldistribution of 
incomes and wealth. Even in terms of strengthening economic growth, the view of Harvard econo-
mist Dani Rodrik is increasingly recognized among policy-makers. Based on thorough research he 
concluded that economic growth is not so much triggered by a long list of reforms as expressed in 
the so-called ‘Washington Consensus’ but often happens as a result of ‘eclectic solutions’ that 
combine the roles of the market and government and is often triggered by one or a few changes. 
Thus, there are many pathways to growth, not a single set of institutions and reforms that are neces-
sary for growth (Loungani 2016).
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burden of effort reduction does not fall disproportionately on poor and marginalized 
people. Fisheries management and conservation measures that have an impact on 
the livelihoods of fishery-dependent communities thus would need to be accompa-
nied by adequate social safety measures and ensure that those communities have a 
say in developing diversified livelihoods.

A HRBA does not mean that the evaluative instruments of alternative develop-
ment options are being ignored. On the contrary solid analyses remain of utmost 
importance to assess possible trade-offs such as, for example, between economic 
efficiency and employment or between resource conservation and the protection of 
the livelihoods of vulnerable sections of the population. A HRBA is not about an 
ideological battle but about development that prioritizes the betterment of marginal-
ized and vulnerable people, those whose human rights remain denied or unfulfilled. 
It should be informed, inter alia, by practical approaches such as rigorous experi-
mental methods that have recently been advanced in the struggle against poverty 
(e.g. Banerjee and Duflo 2011).

Assessments of human rights fulfillment should not only capture progress made 
but also assess the vulnerability and security of rights against potential threats 
(UNDP 2000). In the context of small-scale fisheries, social protection, occupa-
tional safety, and disaster risk management measures, for example, are critical 
because of the high vulnerability of the fishing occupation to accidents, disasters, 
and climate change impacts.

Human development in a human rights framework seeks to enhance certain func-
tionings2 and capabilities – i.e. the range of things a person can do and be in leading 
a life. Capabilities encompass basic freedoms such as the ability to avoid starvation 
and undernourishment, or to escape preventable morbidity or premature mortality. 
They also include the enabling opportunities provided by schooling or the liberty 
and the economic means to move freely and choose one’s abode. Included are also 
important ‘social’ freedoms, such as the capability to participate in the life of the 
community, join in public discussion, participate in political decision making, and 
even the elementary ability ‘to appear in public without shame,’ a freedom whose 
importance was discussed by Adam Smith in The Wealth of Nations (quoted in Sen 
1999; UNDP 2000). All these freedoms rarely apply as a matter of course in small- 
scale fisheries. Fishing communities are often ‘outliers’ of development with lower 
than average indicators of well-being, even in situations where pro-poor policies 
have had notable success, such as in the Indian state of Kerala (Kurien 1995).

When effectively applied to marginalized small-scale fishing communities, a 
HRBA strengthens a community’s awareness of their rights and allows members to 
demand and claim these rights. However, awareness is not enough to ensure suc-
cess. The ability to assert their rights and participate in decision-making is often 
compromised by weak organizations and representation of small-scale fishers and 

2 In Sen’s capability approach, functionings are the states and activities constitutive of a person’s 
being, i.e. being healthy, working in a good job, having self-respect, and being happy. Capability 
entails the freedom to achieve valuable functionings (Sen 1999).
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fishworkers, frequently reinforced by low access to education in fishing 
communities.

A HRBA also enhances the ability and accountability of human rights duty- 
bearers. The main duty-bearer is the state and its institutions and agents, including 
all parts of government (e.g. ministries and departments, local authorities, courts, 
police, public health staff, and all those delivering a service on behalf of the state). 
In the case of small-scale fishing communities, duty-bearers are in the main fisher-
ies agencies and entities such as ministries of education, health, public works, and 
the environment. While fisheries agencies might argue that human rights are beyond 
their scope of work, they maintain a critical responsibility because they are most 
knowledgeable about the sector and have, or should have, close day to day interac-
tion with fishing communities (Sharma 2011). However, fisheries agencies them-
selves are not always able to influence policies in areas such as education, health, 
and public security given that they often have limited access and/or capacity to 
engage in intersectoral coordination and are generally weak in cabinet-level 
decision- making. As a consequence, fishery sector interests rarely receive the atten-
tion they deserve in national development policies.

This attention vacuum requires special efforts to enhance participation of fishing 
communities in the decision-making processes that impact their lives. These efforts 
might include targeted advocacy to increase fishing community political assertive-
ness and continued strengthening of sectoral organizations. On the other side, those 
with responsibility for fulfilling rights -including fisheries agencies – must recog-
nize and learn how to respect those rights, and make sure they can satisfactorily 
exercise their duties as rights duty-bearers.

The duty to respect human rights is universal and not confined to the state and its 
agents: “All non-state actors including business enterprises related to or affecting 
small-scale fisheries have a responsibility to respect human rights. States should, 
however, regulate the scope of activities in relation to small-scale fisheries of non- 
state actors to ensure their compliance with international human rights standards” 
(FAO 2015, paragraph 3.1.1).3

Invoking of duties raises a bundle of related concerns, such as accountability, 
culpability, and responsibility. Accountability can be a powerful tool in seeking 
remedies. Accountability leads to an analysis of responsibilities of different actors 
when rights are violated or go unfulfilled (UNDP 2000). It will seek to establish, for 
example, why a certain government service such as basic health care or primary 
education is inadequate or not available at all in a fishing community, and who car-
ries responsibility for such neglect.

3 The UN Human Rights Council has endorsed in June 2011 the Guiding Principles on Business 
and Human Rights which should be implemented in a non-discriminatory manner, with particular 
attention to the rights and needs of … individuals from groups or populations that may be at 
heightened risk of becoming vulnerable or marginalized, and with due regard to the different risks 
that may be faced by women and men (UN 2011).
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 Neoliberalism and Small-Scale Fisheries

Davis and Ruddle (2012) and Ruddle and Davis (2013) argue that co-management 
discourses and governance and human rights literature in respect to small-scale fish-
eries (e.g. Jentoft 1989; Pomeroy and Berkes 1997; Charles 2011; Chuenpagdee 
2011; Allison 2011; Allison et al. 2011, 2012) ignore class structures, presuppose a 
benevolent state, and project a neoliberal market-dominated agenda onto small- 
scale fisheries thereby “betray[ing] resource harvesters by undermining family life 
and cultural systems and destroying the local social organization of production 
(Davis and Ruddle 2012, 244).” They hold that “… most new governance proposals 
would deepen the penetration of neoliberal values and, by so doing, further define 
and advance social class formation and differentiation in families and local societies 
(Davis and Ruddle 2012, 251).” They also argue that conventional co-management 
and human rights options rarely examine the concrete conditions on the ground, and 
therefore apply a generic or ideological approach that ignores “…the need for, the 
requirements of, and the methods by which to empower “voice” so as to achieve real 
and substantial powers enabling key aspects of the “fit” between local priorities and 
the attributes of resource governance (Ibid).”

In an attempt to accommodate the critique by Ruddle and Davis and shield small- 
scale fishing communities from a potentially damaging neoliberal approach and 
agenda, Song (2015) proposes human dignity as a nuanced alternative to a 
HRBA. Human dignity would be a less Europe-centric concept than a HRBA and 
could accommodate a wider spectrum of existing cultural norms and traditions with 
less emphasis on individual liberties and self-realization.

However, replacing the HRBA with the broader conception of human dignity 
would come with a significant drawback. The term human dignity does not provide 
a universalistic, principled basis for judicial decision-making because there is little 
common understanding of what human dignity requires substantively within or 
across jurisdictions (McCrudden 2008). Human rights, on the other hand, are con-
ceptualized and defined in a number of international and national instruments. 
McCrudden acknowledges, however, that the context-specific meaning of dignity 
“…plays an important role in the development of human rights adjudication, not in 
providing an agreed content to human rights but in contributing to particular meth-
ods of human rights interpretation and adjudication (McCrudden 2008, 655 [empha-
sis added]).”

Rather than promoting neoliberalism, a HRBA can be seen as a tool to stem the 
potentially negative influence of neoliberal policies.4 Because of undesirable social 

4 Neoliberalism commonly refers to market-oriented reform policies such as removing price con-
trols, deregulating capital markets, lowering trade barriers, and curtailing state influence on the 
economy, especially through privatization and austerity policies. In fisheries, neoliberal policies 
are often associated with the introduction of individual transferable quota management systems 
that establish quasi private property rights which can have a number of adverse impacts such as 
concentrating ownership, transfer of ownership to outsiders and investors or processing compa-
nies, blocking the entry of young fishers because of high quota prices, and others. A detailed 
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impacts that neoliberal policies can have (for example, growing income disparity or 
reduced social services), some scholars have argued that the parallel spread of neo-
liberalism and the discourse of human rights are antagonistic processes. This is due 
to a response to increasing needs as the welfare state is left behind (Speed 2007; 
Donnelly 2013) and to growing resistance by civil society organizations to the 
effects of economic globalization grounded in human rights discourse and doctrine. 
“Human rights has gone global not because it serves the interests of the powerful 
but primarily because it has advanced the interests of the powerless (Ignatieff 2001, 
290).”

The use of advocacy and legal recourse to struggle for human rights realization 
has also been observed in small-scale fisheries. Individual fishers, fishworkers’ 
organizations, and supporting NGOs have invoked human rights for food and liveli-
hood claims and the human right of non-discrimination to defend their traditional 
access and use of fishery resources. In South Africa, for example, with the help of 
NGOs such as Masifundise Development Trust, a group of about 5000 small-scale 
fishers launched a class action in the High Court and in the Equality Court in Cape 
Town claiming that the Fisheries Minister had failed to provide them with just 
access to fishing rights, and sought an order giving them equitable access to marine 
resources. Fishers argued that the implementation of the Marine Living Resources 
Act (MLRA) of 1998 violated their right to food, a right that is protected in the 
South African Constitution of 1996. In 2007, the Minister issued a decision, grant-
ing traditional fishers the right to catch and sell West Coast Rock Lobster for com-
mercial purposes. This decision followed an order by the Equality Court in May 
2007-issued after an agreement among the parties-that small-scale fishers were 
entitled to some form of interim relief through fishing until the government had 
finalized its new subsistence fishing policy. Although the decision was not compat-
ible with the long-term sustainable use of the resource, the Minister still authorized 
the interim relief, based on the argument that the fishers depended on the resource 
for their survival (Jaffer and Sunde 2006; Skonhoft and Gobena 2009).

Livelihood issues also figured in the case of Erlingur Sveinn Haraldsson and Irn 
Snaevar Sveinsson v. Iceland. Submitted to the UN Human Rights Committee under 
the Optional Protocol to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
(ICCPR), the case involved a challenge to the Icelandic fisheries management sys-
tem which was based on individual transferable quotas.5 Under this system, quotas 
were issued to regulate the catch of a variety of fish and shellfish. A portion of the 
permits were issued gratis to persons who had previously fished specified types of 
fish during a specified period. However, not all fishers received quotas and the  
 petitioners did not receive that original quota. Those who received quotas were entitled 

review of the influence of neoliberal policies in North American small-scale fisheries is provided 
by Pinkerton and Davis (2015) and other authors in the same issue of Marine Policy.
5 Einarsson (2011) discusses in detail how the Icelandic ITQ policy allocated collective wealth 
unfairly to individuals and violated basic principles of human rights. According to him the de facto 
privatization of fishery resources in Iceland through the ITQ management regime was an important 
factor of exposing Iceland to the vagaries of international financial markets and the 2008 financial 
crisis that took a heavy toll on its economy.
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to trade or sell them, whereby they effectively became private property. The basis of 
the petitioners’ challenge was thus that the permit and quota system essentially gave 
the quota recipients public property for free and therefore discriminated against 
non-recipients, who would need to pay their fellow citizens to obtain quotas. In rul-
ing in favor of the petitioners, the Committee found that the quota system consti-
tuted discrimination in violation of Article 26 of the ICCPR.  Although the case 
turned particularly on the peculiarities of the quota system in question, the 
Committee implicitly recognized that practices which discriminate against persons’ 
abilities to earn livelihoods are violations of human rights (U.N.  Doc. CCPR/
C/91/D/1306/2004 (2004)).

These two examples show the interplay and mutually supporting relationship 
between human rights protection and livelihood concerns, as contemplated in Sen’s 
perspective of human development as freedom. In the South African case, the con-
stitutional protection of the human right to food was instrumental in securing fish-
ers’ livelihoods on an interim basis and subsequently to the development of a 
dedicated policy for small-scale fisheries. In the Icelandic case, the design of the 
management system discriminated against people’s abilities to earn livelihoods.

We argue that both the process by which the SSF Guidelines were developed and 
their contents are antithetical to the promotion of neoliberal policies in small-scale 
fisheries. The SSF Guidelines were developed through a wide-spread bottom-up 
process of consultation encompassing many different cultural, regional, and social 
settings. The HRBA was by no means imposed by governments or corporate entities 
onto fishing communities and their organizations. On the contrary, the small-scale 
fishers and fishworkers who participated in this process demanded it, recognizing its 
importance for safeguarding their livelihoods, securing their access to resources and 
services, promoting their values, and protecting their identity and culture.

Free or weakly regulated markets, expanding trade and the rapid penetration of 
IT and the internet into all spheres of life mark today’s globalized world. Fisheries, 
both large-scale and small-scale, are caught in the midst of this increasingly inter-
connected and interdependent world and influenced by its ramifications in positive 
and negative ways. Among the positive sides of globalization are the ease of access 
to various kinds of valuable information on market and weather conditions, 
improved market access, the ability to network and organize for advocacy and col-
lective action purposes, and to lobby for and benefit from greater transparency and 
accountability in policy-making at local and national levels.

Being a highly perishable food item that by its own is insufficient for a balanced 
diet (although highly nutritious and providing essential protein and micro- nutrients), 
fish has been a highly traded commodity for centuries if not millennia. With 
improved preservation and transportation methods, the variety of products and 
range of trade have greatly expanded during the last half century. In value terms, 
fish6 has become the most internationally traded food item and is the leading foreign 
exchange earner among agricultural products. Expansion of international fish trade 
has given rise to concerns about whether fish exports might undermine local and 

6 For this chapter ‘fish’ includes all non-mammalian aquatic living organisms.
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national food security and violate the human right to food. While available evidence 
does not allow for a definite statement on the impact of fish trade on food security 
and the right to food (FAO 2003; Kurien 2005; HLPE 2014; Béné et al. 2015), this 
concern is reflected in the SSF Guidelines: “States should ensure that promotion of 
international fish trade and export production do not adversely affect the nutritional 
needs of people for whom fish is critical to a nutritious diet, their health and well- 
being and for whom other comparable sources of food are not readily available or 
affordable (FAO 2015, paragraph 7.7).” Another concern is that fish trade may 
encourage overfishing which is also addressed in the SSF Guidelines: “States should 
ensure that effective fisheries management systems are in place to prevent overex-
ploitation driven by market demand that can threaten the sustainability of fisheries 
resources, food security and nutrition. Such fisheries management systems should 
include responsible post-harvest practices, policies and actions to enable export 
income to benefit small-scale fishers and others in an equitable manner throughout 
the value chain (FAO 2015, paragraph 7.8).”

The SSF Guidelines thus explicitly support market-oriented – but not unfettered 
market-led – small-scale fisheries development. The state, private sector, and civil 
society organizations (CSOs) are called upon to avoid negative consequences for 
food security, nutrition, and resource sustainability so that small-scale fishers ben-
efit from fish trade in an equitable and fair manner. This requires an active state to 
put in place safeguards against potentially damaging trade impacts and establish 
effective fisheries management and conservation systems. In case adverse impacts 
of international fish trade arise on the environment, small-scale fisheries culture, 
livelihoods and special needs related to food security, the SSF Guidelines call on 
states to adopt policies and procedures in consultation with concerned stakeholders 
to equitably address them (FAO 2015, paragraph 7.9) This provision is arguably 
fairly vague and could open the possibility of the state responding too late and in a 
manner that does not promptly curtail adverse trade impacts on small-scale fisher-
ies. An active and vocal civil society is important in this regard.

The SSF Guidelines recognize that fishing and its associated activities in pre- 
and post-harvest are more than merely economic production activities. For many 
fishers and their communities they are a way of life characterized by a unique cul-
tural richness comprising of traditions and norms anchored in  local communities 
and supporting social cohesion (FAO 2015, 4). Where fishing becomes a dominant 
livelihood it usually extends to market-oriented production. As the fishery becomes 
more commercialized, market power may set in that make fishers dependent on 
merchants and their ability to advance credits on the requirement of the fisher to sell 
her/his fish at lower than the prevailing market price. The credit – indebtedness – 
price-taker mechanism so often observed in small-scale fisheries may then make the 
fisher perpetually dependent on the merchant and lead to a corresponding loss of 
autonomy and freedom to act.

Regarding markets and trade, Section 7 of the SSF Guidelines recognizes that 
market interactions are not necessarily equitable. In this regard, they require support 
for vulnerable and marginalized groups whose development is stunted due to 
unequal power relationships between value chain actors (FAO 2015, paragraph 7.1). 
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However, The SSF Guidelines stay silent on how such unequal power can be 
addressed. There are several successful examples of fishers getting collectively 
organized in cooperatives to ensure, for example, that auctions are run transparently 
and fairly. Examples include the South Indian Federation of Fisheries Societies 
(SIFFS) and the Japanese Fisheries Cooperatives. The experiences of fishworkers’ 
organizations including fishery cooperatives from other parts of the world have been 
reviewed recently in a FAO workshop (FAO 2016).

 Sustainable Fisheries and Tenure Arrangements

Nowhere is the controversy among fisheries scientists as divided as on the question 
of the right course of action to achieve sustainable, efficient, and equitable fisheries. 
According to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), a fishery would qualify 
as sustainable only if it is concurrently considered sustainable in environmental, 
economic, and social terms. To be economically sustainable in a market economy 
requires a minimum level of economic efficiency but not necessarily the maximiza-
tion of economic rent which a fishery economist might postulate as the superior 
objective of a well-managed fishery. In environmental terms, if fisheries are consid-
ered purely in a fish stock specific manner, maintaining the size of the fish stock at 
a level that produces the maximum sustainable yield could be considered the most 
appropriate objective. Properly done, fishing at up to maximum sustainable yield 
allows nature to adjust to a new steady state, without compromising future har-
vests.7 Not so, says Hilborn (2005), who considers this view as naive, because con-
stancy is not an attribute of marine ecosystems. Instead, he argues for a sustainability 
concept that seeks to preserve intergenerational equity. This would acknowledge 
natural fluctuations and regard as unsustainable only practices which damage the 
genetic structure, destroy habitats, or deplete stock levels to an extent where rebuild-
ing requires more than a single generation.

While there is no universally accepted definition of social sustainability, it is 
commonly associated with themes such as social justice and equity, community 
well-being and diversity, social security and support, human and labor rights, and 
social responsibility. The principles of the SSF Guidelines explicitly refer to eco-
nomic, social, and environmental sustainability and to social responsibility. The 
Guidelines promote the application of the precautionary approach and risk manage-
ment, encourage community solidarity and collective and corporate responsibility, 
and the fostering of an environment that promotes collaboration among 
stakeholders.

An alternative sustainability approach is to consider a biological, social, and eco-
nomic system as a whole and assess concurrently the health of the human ecosystem 

7 To marry economic and environmental sustainability fishing at maximum economic yield is 
where fishery resource rent is maximized and where, theoretically in most cases, stock size is kept 
at a level above that which produces maximum sustainable yield.
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as well as the marine ecosystem. The SSF Guidelines promote holistic and inte-
grated approaches and recognize the ecosystem approach to fisheries (EAF) as a 
guiding principle (FAO 2015, paragraph 3.1). EAF is “to plan, develop and manage 
fisheries in a manner that addresses the multiple needs and desires of societies, 
without jeopardizing the options for future generations to benefit from the full range 
of goods and services provided by marine ecosystems (FAO 2003, 14).” It “strives 
to balance diverse societal objectives, by taking account of the knowledge and 
uncertainties of biotic, abiotic and human components of ecosystems and their 
interactions and applying an integrated approach to fisheries within ecologically 
meaningful boundaries” (Ibid).

Views differ about the primacy of environmental, economic, and social objec-
tives in fisheries development and management. While ideally these should be 
attained concurrently and in a balanced fashion, environmental activists emphasize 
conservation of natural resources and biodiversity, economists economic efficiency 
and growth, and social scientists employment, equitable income distribution, and 
maintenance of cultural identity and diversity.

Well-developed and functioning democratic institutions and structures and 
market- based economies and social support systems that give effect to an extensive 
system of economic and social rights that remedy and compensate for inequitable 
outcomes of market transactions are the characteristics of societal arrangements that 
Donnelly calls liberalism, which is compatible with the model of the UDHR and 
whose leading practical example is the European welfare state (Donnelly 2013).

The tenor of the SSF Guidelines comprising the guiding principles and the thematic 
and procedural sections resonate well with this kind of UDHR compatible liberalism. 
They do not promote the privatization of fishing rights, reduction of state interference, 
or abolishment of customary rules. Instead, emphasis is given to the need to combine 
fisheries management with social and economic development, and promote equity and 
gender equality. The SSF Guidelines explicitly call on states to adopt measures to facili-
tate equitable access to fishery resources by small-scale fisheries operators, including, as 
appropriate, redistributive reform (FAO 2015, paragraph 5.8). Where gender equality 
would come in conflict with custom, the SSF Guidelines draw on the provision of the 
Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries and 
Forests in the Context of National Food Security (VG Tenure) (FAO 2012, paragraph 
9.6): “Where constitutional or legal reforms strengthen the rights of women and place 
them in conflict with custom, all parties should cooperate to accommodate such changes 
in the customary tenure systems (FAO 2015, paragraph 5.4).” Thus the objective of 
equity and equitable resource access is central to the SSF Guidelines. Equity is also part 
of the SSF Guidelines’ principles and thus in line with HRBA.

The SSF Guidelines envision the state as playing the main role in ensuring equi-
table and socially and culturally appropriate tenure rights to fishery resources (marine 
and inland) and small-scale fishing areas and adjacent land (5.1), granting of prefer-
ential access to fishery resources by small-scale fishers (paragraph 5.7), recognizing 
the role of small-scale fishing communities and indigenous peoples to restore, con-
serve, protect, and co-manage local aquatic and coastal ecosystems (5.5), recognizing 
and safeguarding publically owned resources that are collectively used and managed, 
in particular by small-scale fishing communities (5.6), facilitating, training, and 
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 supporting small-scale fishing communities to participate in and take responsibility 
for, …, the management of resources on which they depend for their well-being and 
that are traditionally used for their livelihoods (5.15), and many other things.

 Collective and Communal Approaches to Tenure Rights

The SSF Guidelines promote co-management as one of several participatory man-
agement systems (para 5.15) but not as a neoliberal means of rationalizing fisheries. 
The roles and responsibilities within co-management arrangements should be clari-
fied and agreed through participatory and legally supported processes. The institu-
tional arrangements should be such that “small-scale fisheries are represented in 
relevant local and national professional associations and fisheries bodies and 
actively take part in relevant decision-making and fisheries policy-making processes 
(FAO 2015, paragraph 5.17).” These provisions of the SSF Guidelines do not appear 
to leave much space for neoliberal policies.8

Widely dispersed and numerous small-scale fisheries are generally unsuited to 
management by centralized governance structures. This rules out a command and 
control based governance framework for the management of small-scale fisheries. 
More sensible are the various forms of co-management encompassing all spaces 
between a purely state-based management approach and a purely community-based 
self-governance approach. The conditions under which self-governance by resource 
users themselves can successfully and sustainably manage common pool resources 
such as fisheries have been well-researched and identified by various scholars 
(National Research Council 1986; Berkes et  al. 1989; Ostrom 1990; Baland and 
Platteau 1996; Christy 2000; Kurien 2007).

Since the 1980s, there has been an upsurge of demands from small-scale fishing 
communities and their organizations and supporters worldwide for recognition of 
their customary and traditional fishing rights (Kurien and Willmann 2009; ICSF 
2007). Community and group rights to inshore fisheries, often based on customary 
tenure rights, have led to successful systems of group and community-based man-
agement regimes (e.g. Berkes 1986; FAO 1993; Ruddle 1994; Christy 2000; Kurien 
2000; Willmann 2000; Platteau and Seki 2001; Kuemlangan 2004; Platteau and 
Gaspart 2007; Townsend et al. 2008). A still significant impediment for such self- 
governance regimes is that current laws give little scope for conferring exclusive 
rights to communities. But with the increasing trend in decentralization of gover-
nance to local entities in many developing countries the scope for resource manage-
ment by village groups is increasing.

Co-management systems rather than pure forms of self-governance are more 
typically found in small-scale fisheries. In these arrangements, the state (as well as 

8 Parallels can be drawn between the SSF Guidelines and the Rochdale Principles, a set of ideals 
for the operation of cooperatives first laid down in 1844 and on which, with two revisions in 1966 
and 1995, co-operatives around the world continue to operate.
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support organizations from civil society) and communities or groups of fishers 
come together in ‘partnering’ for fisheries management – taking a share of both the 
rights and responsibilities in these efforts (Jentoft 1989; Pinkerton 1989; Pomeroy 
and Williams 1994). These arrangements can often be more readily accommodated 
within existing legal frameworks and take into account customary norms and rules 
which may exist, and which have considerable social legitimacy (Wilson et al. 2003; 
Kurien and Willmann 2009). Co-management in combination with a HRBA that 
allows for meaningful and active participation by resource users and which is based 
on secure, equitable, and culturally appropriate tenure arrangements seems to be the 
best bet to avoid sacrificing the interests of small-scale fishers in favor of neoliberal 
agendas purely focused on economic efficiencies.

The notion of collective tenure rights is perfectly coherent and a valid legal prop-
osition in a human rights-based conception. This is amply reflected in the frequent 
references to traditional and customary tenure systems – many of which are collec-
tive arrangements – in the VG Tenure and the SSF Guidelines. In the section on 
nature and scope, the VG Tenure explicitly include “… the governance of all forms 
of tenure, including public, private, communal, collective, indigenous and custom-
ary (VG Tenure para. 2.4).”

As is shown in cases involving natural resources and human rights, courts and 
international tribunals have shown consistent willingness to accept collective 
notions of tenure rights. A case decided by the Constitutional Court of Indonesia 
involved a challenge to the 2007 Management of Coastal Areas and Small Islands 
Act by a group of CSOs. Among other things, the law had authorized the granting 
of concessions for aquaculture, tourism, and mining in coastal waters and small 
islands. Among the concerns these concessions raised was the threat of privatizing 
existing customary rights of fishers, indigenous, and coastal communities. The 
coalition that brought the action included CSOs, leaders of fishworkers’ organiza-
tions, academic experts, and representatives of artisanal fishers and indigenous 
communities. The Constitutional Court found the law to violate the rights of tradi-
tional communities. Specifically, it found that the state was required to consider 
pre-existing rights of traditional groups, whether collective or individual in nature. 
Such rights could not be revoked as long as the community existed. The Court also 
found the permitting process to impinge on the government’s duty to promote the 
general welfare of all citizens because the procedures established were burdensome 
to traditional communities, which lacked working capital, technology, and knowl-
edge of private sector actors. Coastal development strategies had only included the 
regional governments and the private sector, thus treating traditional communities 
unequally (Damanik 2013).

A number of indigenous peoples have used international human rights treaties to 
secure access to aquatic resources. Of these, perhaps the most successful and one 
that established international human rights law interpretative precedent was the 
decision of the Human Rights Committee on Apirana Mahuika v. New Zealand. The 
suitors, a group of Maori communities, claimed that the 1992 Treaty of Waitangi 
Settlement Act denied them their right to freely pursue their economic, social, and 
cultural development. In its decision, the Human Rights Committee established that 
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the Treaty violated Article 27 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights given that fisheries were an essential element of Maori culture. The 
Committee did not find the authorities in breach of the Convention given the large 
participatory process prior to the signing of the Treaty and the substantial support 
from the majority of Maori representatives. Nevertheless, the decision firmly estab-
lished that fishing, when considered an essential element of the culture of the com-
munity, must be a guaranteed economic activity under the ICCPR (Smith and 
Dodson 2010).9

In the case of Pueblo Indigena Kichwa de Sarayaku vs. Ecuador,10 a case that 
concerned land issues not fisheries, the Inter-American Court of Human Rights 
found that the Government of Ecuador had violated the rights of the Sarayaku indig-
enous community when it granted an oil concession without having consulted with 
or obtained their consent.11 The significance of this case in the context of the SSF 
Guidelines is because in explaining the grounds of its decision the Court elaborated 
standards for proper consultations. These included the requirement that they be: (1) 
undertaken in good faith, (2) through culturally adequate procedures, (3) with the 
aim of reaching an agreement, and (4) prior, informed, and culturally appropriate. 
Further it held that such processes must be carried out by the state and not be dele-
gated to third parties. The Court ruled that Ecuador had violated the right to prior 
informed consultation, community property rights, and the right to cultural 
identity.

Other indigenous peoples have also benefited from the application of human 
rights to achieve better security over fishing based livelihoods. The Canadian 
Mi’kmaq and Norwegian Saami (Davis and Jentoft 2001) as well as the Tagbanua 
peoples of the Philippines (Capistrano 2010) have made significant progress in 
terms of rights due to the national fisheries policy frameworks in their countries. 
While the cases and national policies cited vary in their specifics, they are all based 
on the recognition of fisheries as both an economic and social activity that should be 
protected on the basis of community and cultural identity. This is reflected in the 
UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) which provides 
that indigenous peoples are entitled to own, use, develop, and control the lands, ter-
ritories, and resources that they possess by reason of traditional ownership, occupa-
tion, or use (UN General Assembly 2007). The UNDRIP principle of free, prior, and 
informed consent requires that any changes in use and access rights need the con-
sent of the concerned indigenous peoples.

What these cases illustrate in particular is that judicial institutions in developed 
and developing countries and international and regional tribunals have come to see 
the rights of traditional and indigenous communities as deserving of particular 
attention. This is also recognized in the SSF Guidelines which specifically refer to 
the UNDRIP. On this emerging understanding, the relationship between basic legal-
ity, equality, and due process rights, considerations of livelihoods and traditional 

9 Text taken from Franz et al. 2015.
10 Inter-American Court of Human Rights, 2012-6-27.
11 Summary available at: http://www.escr-net.org/node/364959
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cultural practices and development must be approached in a holistic fashion 
(McInerney 2013).

 Conclusions

The SSF Guidelines are based on internationally accepted human rights standards 
and are to be implemented in accordance with those standards. Their objectives are 
to be met through the promotion of a HRBA which offers an integrated, participa-
tory, and holistic framework to securing sustainable small-scale fisheries. It does not 
replace other approaches to fisheries management and development but comple-
ments approaches such as EAF by adding a human rights perspective to the many 
challenges that small-scale fisheries face around the world including gradual loss of 
access to fisheries and land resources, environmental degradation, inadequate access 
to markets, social services and infrastructure, and persistent poverty of vulnerable 
and marginalized sections of fishing communities. A HRBA is about empowerment, 
recognition of rights and duties, accountability, transparency, and human dignity. It 
is not about privatization and fisheries reform efforts on the back of vulnerable fish-
ing communities.

While there have already been successful cases of the use of human rights law 
and advocacy by fishers and their communities, especially in relation to resource 
access and the protection of their right to food and livelihoods, there is still very 
little documented experience in applying a HRBA to the sustainable development of 
small-scale fisheries. This innovative feature of the SSF Guidelines is an opportu-
nity and a challenge. The opportunity is not just given by the now much greater 
global recognition of the economic, social, and cultural importance of small-scale 
fisheries and their critical roles in nutrition, food security, and poverty eradication, 
especially in developing countries. It is also given by the highly participatory way 
in which the SSF Guidelines have been developed. The participatory approach taken 
to the SSF Guidelines has given them legitimacy among fishers and their organiza-
tions and supporters and established them as an instrument of mobilization, advo-
cacy, and policy guidance both globally and at national and local levels.

The challenge is to implement the SSF Guidelines and give practical meaning to 
their grounding in a human rights-based development perspective. This places 
demands on the way small-scale fisheries management and development is being 
planned, decisions are taken and implemented, and outcomes will be evaluated. 
These demands are generically spelled out in the SSF Guidelines’ guiding princi-
ples and thematic areas. While their concrete requirements may vary with the 
 specific context and situation of small-scale fisheries in a country or locality, they 
would improve not reduce access to social services such as education and health, 
respect cultures, traditional knowledge and practices, and existing forms of organi-
zation, and not undermine them, give special attention to marginalized and vulner-
able sections of small-scale fishing communities, and not worsen inequity and 
inequality, and provide more secure rights to access and use of natural resources that 
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fishing communities depend on, and not dispossess them of their means of liveli-
hoods and cultural identity. Staff in governments, regional and international organi-
zations, CSOs, fishworkers’ organizations and others concerned with small-scale 
fisheries are called upon to prioritize the implementation of the SSF Guidelines in 
their work plans and activities and actively pursue a HRBA as this is the best way to 
expand fundamental freedoms of fishing communities, secure sustainable small- 
scale fisheries, and enhance their contribution to food security and poverty 
eradication.
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Chapter 3
The Small-Scale Fisheries Guidelines: A First 
Account of Developments Since Their 
Endorsement in 2014

Nicole Franz and María José Barragán-Paladines

Abstract The process for the implementation of the Voluntary Guidelines for 
Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and 
Poverty Eradication (SSF Guidelines) has unfolded since the very early stages if their 
development, even before their endorsement by the FAO Committee on Fisheries in 
June 2014. Their implementation, however, cannot be described as a linear-unidirec-
tional process. On the contrary, there is abundant evidence for multi- directional, 
multi-scalar, and multi-temporal processes where individual and collective actions 
have been taken in order to achieve aims that are aligned with the SSF Guidelines. 
Globally, the process of implementing the SSF Guidelines has been discussed at vari-
ous events which have detailed actions that should be taken towards their execution. 
Regionally and nationally, there have been various concrete illustrations about where 
and how the implementation process has started. The chapter is informed by an over-
view of key events and developments in relation to the implementation of the SSF 
Guidelines worldwide since 2014. It also draws on published and gray literature that 
has been made available, and that document events taking place globally, regionally 
or nationally, which are directly linked to the implementation of the SSF Guidelines. 
Examples are provided to illustrate concrete actions being taken to raise awareness 
about the existence and opportunities that the SSF Guidelines have to offer. Examples 
are also provided to demonstrate the importance of the institutionalization of their 
implementation as the active pull-and-push agent that can support this process in the 
long-term. Some key observations that emerged at the national, regional, and global 
scale are summarized as critical aspects to be taken into account, and to be further 
explored when addressing implementation in the future.
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 The Committee on Fisheries (COFI) and the SSF Guidelines

The year of 2014 marked a milestone event for small-scale fisheries worldwide. In 
June of that year, the 31st Session of the Committee on Fisheries (COFI) (FAO 
2015a) of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) 
endorsed the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries 
in the Context of Food Security and Poverty Eradication (SSF Guidelines).

COFI is the only global inter-governmental forum dealing specifically with fish-
eries and aquaculture. In addition to reviewing FAO’s work on fisheries and aqua-
culture, COFI has the capacity to negotiate globally binding and voluntary 
instruments addressing governments, regional fisheries bodies, producer organiza-
tions, civil society organizations (CSOs), non-governmental organizations (NGOs), 
and the international community, as such. COFI membership is open to any FAO 
Member or non-Member State eligible to be an observer of the Organization. In 
fact, COFI observers include other representatives of the United Nations (UN) at 
large, including UN bodies and UN specialized agencies, regional fisheries bodies, 
CSOs, national and international NGOs who take part in the debate, but do not have 
the right to vote (FAO 2016c).

Despite the voluntary nature of the SSF Guidelines, the global scale of action at 
which COFI operates grants a special weight to the endorsement of this instrument. 
It confers a certain level of legitimacy and a moral obligation for compliance. The 
SSF Guidelines are the result of a long and participatory development process that 
took place between 2011 and 2014, which directly involved over 4000 stakeholders 
from 120 countries. The entire process generated a high degree of stakeholder own-
ership, in particular within the CSO community, as well as related expectations for 
action.

 2014: Not an End, But a New Beginning for the SSF 
Guidelines

There is increasing recognition that a purely sectoral approach to small-scale fisher-
ies has proven to be insufficient in addressing challenges which often lie outside the 
sector itself. The SSF Guidelines are the expression of this paradigm shift in how 
small-scale fisheries governance and development are addressed. The SSF 
Guidelines go beyond fisheries-specific issues, recognizing that small-scale fisher-
ies do not exist in isolation. Indeed, they belong to highly complex systems embed-
ded in specific historic, socio-economic, and institutional contexts that influence the 
behavior and capabilities of small-scale fisheries actors. In 2014, COFI ‘noted the 
critical role of the adopted SSF Guidelines in improving the social, economic and 
cultural status of small-scale fisheries. It also reiterated the importance of the guid-
ing principles of the SSF Guidelines, in particular the human-rights based approach’ 
(FAO 2015j, 2).
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The endorsement of the SSF Guidelines in 2014 was the end of the SSF 
Guidelines development phase, and represented at the same time the formal starting 
point of the even more important phase of implementation (Metzner and Franz 
2015). This phase must be seen as a continuous process which began de facto even 
before the official endorsement of the SSF Guidelines. We claim that only when 
applied on the ground will the SSF Guidelines become an effective tool for change 
towards securing small-scale fisheries sustainability and viability.

As stressed during an FAO expert workshop in 2014, the SSF Guidelines are 
characterized by their holistic scope. This wide framework requires cross-sectoral 
collaboration and a balanced and equitable partnership approach to support their 
implementation. Throughout the SSF Guidelines development process, and in the 
2014 FAO expert workshop, the following key actors were identified as critical for 
the implementation process (FAO 2015b):

Governments, who have a key responsibility for implementation at the national, 
local, and even regional level, including the incorporation of the SSF Guidelines 
principles into relevant policies, strategies, and actions – not only for fisheries 
but for overall socio-economic development. Political engagement at the highest 
level, together with investments in capacity and participatory decision-making 
processes, will be required in order to realize the new vision for small-scale 
fisheries.

Fishers and fish workers, through their organizations, are the main drivers of change 
and play a major role in ‘bottom-up’ processes. Collective action from the grass 
roots level is needed to ensure that small-scale fisheries are mainstreamed into 
relevant policies, strategies, and actions at the local, national, and regional level, 
and to ensure the implementation of these policies, strategies, and actions.

Academia and research bodies, regional organizations, NGOs and other CSOs 
should be at the interface of this dual ‘top-down- bottom-up’ strategy, with a 
function of connecting, supplementing, documenting, and strengthening the 
above-mentioned efforts.

During the SSF Guidelines development process itself, a number of key actions 
for implementation emerged as particularly relevant (FAO 2015c):

Raising awareness Efforts must be taken to raise awareness about the relevance of 
the small-scale fisheries sector: The SSF Guidelines can only be implemented if 
parties with the possibility to make a difference are aware of their existence and 
perceive that they relate to their area of interest and responsibility. Thus, there is 
a need for targeted communication materials, including implementation guides, 
translations into local languages, and promotion and awareness-raising 
activities.

Strengthening the science-policy interface There is need for a strengthened knowl-
edge base that informs policy reforms and leads to increased integration of sus-
tainable resource management with social and economic development within a 
human rights context. Good practices need to be identified and shared. Improved 
collaboration and exchange of experiences between relevant research initiatives 
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is needed. Case studies, technical support, and assistance for reviews and revi-
sions of policy and legal frameworks creating an enabling environment for SSF 
Guidelines implementation are also required.

Empowering stakeholders Organizational structures which ensure effective partici-
pation and fair representation in local, national, and regional processes, as well 
as effective public institutions, represent the key building blocks for continuous 
improvement towards secure and sustainable small-scale fisheries governance 
and development. Accordingly, capacity development should be the backbone of 
the implementation of the SSF Guidelines and is required at different levels, for 
different stakeholders, and with respect to different abilities (e.g. technical skills, 
organizations skills, and business development).

Collaboration and monitoring New and strengthened partnerships and experience 
sharing, as well as a monitoring system to track progress of the SSF implementa-
tion at the national, regional, and international levels, contribute to a more effec-
tive and coherent implementation of the SSF Guidelines.

FAO has been confirmed as a natural custodian of the SSF Guidelines implemen-
tation process. In that light, in 2015 FAO established an Umbrella Programme for 
the Promotion and Application of the SSF Guidelines based on the before- mentioned 
four key areas through which it collaborates with resource partners. In addition, the 
need for broader participation within facilitating mechanisms to guide the SSF 
Guidelines implementation has been confirmed by further consultations. In 2016, 
COFI recognized this need and welcomed the development by FAO of a global 
strategic framework on small-scale fisheries. This framework will serve as a mecha-
nism that will further strengthen collaboration among the various stakeholders, 
facilitate sharing of experiences, and support monitoring, to the benefit of small- 
scale fishing communities all over the world, including in the Global North.

In fact, the strong sense of ownership developed by stakeholders during the SSF 
Guidelines development process has already borne fruit. During the 32nd session of 
the FAO COFI held in June 2016, the first signs of progress were reported of initial 
implementation of the SSF Guidelines at international, regional, and national scales. 
The main milestones of implementation are summarized in the following sections 
and a summary overview of the main recommendations from various events dis-
cussing the implementation of the SSF Guidelines is provided in Table 3.1.

 Mainstreaming the SSF Guidelines at the International Level

While small-scale fisheries are a sector that is mainly rooted in the local and national 
scales, there is a need to ensure an enabling policy environment and political will for 
small-scale fisheries at the highest international level as well. This requires that 
various relevant policy debates and stakeholders organize around broader thematic 
issues, from fisheries-specific issues to social development, post-harvest issues, 
food security and nutrition, poverty, and climate change.

N. Franz and M.J. Barragán-Paladines



39

Table 3.1 Main recommendations from workshops and meetings discussing the implementation 
of the SSF Guidelines (varied sources)

Issue addressed Challenges/Strategies Source

Governance of 
tenure in SSF and 
resources 
management 
(chapter 5 of SSF 
Guidelines)

Improve current arrangements for access to 
fishery resources for SSF

FAO (2015f) Summary 
conclusions and 
recommendations of the 
South East Asia 
Regional Consultation 
Workshop on the 
Implementation of the 
Voluntary Guidelines for 
Securing Sustainable 
Small-Scale Fisheries in 
the Context of Food 
Security and Poverty 
Eradication. Bali, 
Indonesia, 24–27 August 
2015

Review existing tenure rights systems (for 
fisheries and land) to protect SSF
Follow an ecosystem approach to fisheries (EAF) 
and apply a human rights based approach 
(HRBA)
Ensure equitable participation of SSF in 
co-management and other initiatives and 
frameworks
Ensure that appropriate fora, including regional 
human rights and legal mechanisms, exist to 
address transboundary issues
Include SSF – and not only fisheries in general – 
in national and regional climate change 
adaptation and disaster risk management 
legislation and plans

Social 
development, 
employment and 
decent work and 
gender equality 
(chapter 6 + 8 of 
SSF Guidelines)

Empower small-scale fishing communities 
through an integrated ecosystem/holistic 
approach for small-scale fisheries development
Address tensions generated by transboundary 
and trans-border issues to support an 
environment for small- scale fisheries 
communities that have decent work and living 
conditions
Enable access to education for all to achieve 
informed and educated coastal communities
Improve living and working conditions and 
social protection in small-scale fisheries to 
contribute to ensuring decent work in the region
Actively promote and realize gender equality and 
equity in small-scale fisheries through the 
development and implementation of gender- 
sensitive legal, regulatory and policy 
frameworks.
Ensure effective climate change adaptation, 
emergency response and disaster risk 
management in small-scale fisheries by including 
fisheries and fishing communities, including 
indigenous people, in related national policies 
and plans at all levels

(continued)
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Table 3.1 (continued)

Issue addressed Challenges/Strategies Source

Value chains, 
post-harvest and 
trade (chapter 7 of 
the SSF 
Guidelines)

SSF meeting local food security and human 
development needs, participate as partners in 
domestic, regional and global value chains and 
get a fair share of the benefits
Reduction of fish losses and ensure quality of the 
product to increase fishers’ income and support 
sustainable fisheries management
Develop a conducive policy and business 
environment to encourage investment in 
infrastructure appropriate to SSF:
Establish transparent market information systems 
for local and international market and trade, 
facilitate networking between SSF and end users, 
and promote better access to information
Organize SSF associations, facilitate their 
evolution and strengthening to encourage fair 
and inclusive environment, improve their 
bargaining positions through an inclusive legal 
framework, and promote community- based 
resource management combining local wisdom 
and scientific knowledge

Governance of 
tenure in SSF and 
resources 
management 
(Chapter 5 of the 
SSF Guidelines)

Strength representation of small-scale fisheries 
actors, including women and marginalized 
groups, in decision making needs

FAO (2015h) Summary 
conclusions and 
recommendations of the 
South Asia FAO-
BOBLME Regional 
Consultation on the 
Implementation of the 
Voluntary Guidelines for 
Securing Sustainable 
Small-Scale Fisheries
in the Context of Food 
Security
Colombo, Sri Lanka, 
November 2015

Initiate multi-tier platforms for joint management 
at the regional level for management of shared 
resources
Implement mechanisms for effective and 
meaningful consultations with communities, 
including consultative Committees
Promote the legalization of legitimate customary 
tenure rights, both to fishery resources and land
Identify, document and address Human Rights 
violations through collaboration including 
fisheries sector stakeholders and national human 
rights commissions

Social 
development, 
employment and 
decent work and 
gender equality 
(Chapters 6 + 8 of 
the SSF
Guidelines)

Develop capacities of small-scale fisheries 
stakeholders at all levels
Improve welfare schemes to address the high 
level of vulnerability of fishing communities 
often aggravated by the lack of (sector- specific) 
structures
Strength of effective community and/or 
fisherfolk organizations empowered for 
responsible fisheries Management
Promote equal access to opportunities and a safe 
and fair source of income, in particular for 
women and in inland fisheries

(continued)
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Table 3.1 (continued)

Issue addressed Challenges/Strategies Source

Value chains, 
post-harvest and 
trade (Chapter 7 of 
the SSF 
Guidelines)

Raise awareness and enhance technical support 
programmes to assist women in setting up 
women’s cooperatives/societies
Ensure fair distribution of benefits from fish 
trade
Searching for better return from fish and fishery 
products through support to post harvest 
infrastructures, processing technology and 
capacity development
Promote safety at sea to ensure the safety of 
small- scale fishers, the efficiency of their 
operations and the likeliness of fish to reach the 
market

Governance of 
tenure in 
small- scale 
fisheries and 
resources 
management 
(Chapter 5 of the 
SSF Guidelines)

Provide regulatory framework to small-scale 
fisheries who lacks of specific small-scale 
fisheries areas, about preferential access rights

FAO (2015g) Summary 
conclusions and 
recommendations of the
Near East and North 
Africa Regional 
Consultation Workshop: 
Towards the 
implementation of the 
Voluntary Guidelines for 
Securing Sustainable 
Small-Scale Fisheries in 
the context of Food 
Security and Poverty 
Eradication. Muscat, 
Oman, December 2015

Enhance participation of all relevant small-scale 
fisheries actors through the existing institutional 
frameworks which do not always enable their 
enhancement towards the achieve sustainable 
management
Provide/generate data and information necessary 
to support sustainable management of small-
scale fisheries

Social 
development, 
employment and 
decent work and 
gender equality 
(Chapters 6 + 8 of 
the SSF 
Guidelines)

Strength the organization of small-scale fisheries 
actors in the region, particularly of deprived 
categories, women and migrants, who lack of 
structures to actively participate in fisheries 
management and policies.
Provide access to social security protection to 
small-scale fishers and fish workers, in particular 
women and deprived groups
Promote safety at sea and other decent working 
conditions, including for women, which are 
currently insufficient in small-scale fisheries
Contribute with integrated approaches that 
reconcile environmental, social and economic 
development in order to enable small-scale 
fisheries to be a driver for development
Provide/improve access to education and 
professional development opportunities, in 
particular for children/women within the 
small-scale fisheries sector

(continued)
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Table 3.1 (continued)

Issue addressed Challenges/Strategies Source

Value chains, 
post-harvest and 
trade (Chapter 7 of 
the SSF 
Guidelines)
Climate change 
and disaster risks

Empower small-scale fishers actors to ripe more 
of the benefits of and income from the sales of 
their produce
Better understand and consideration of the links 
between trade (demand) and production
Strength the organizational structures of 
small-scale fisheries actors along the value chain 
to enhance their negotiating power
Improve the availability of trade related 
information facilitating the access to domestic, 
regional and international markets
Provide adequate conditions and controls to 
ensure the quality and prices of fishery products
Enhance investments for small-scale fisheries in 
appropriate infrastructures and equipment, 
marketing facilities, financial support
Include the context of food security and poverty 
eradication as essential
Consider the negative effects of climate change 
and disasters over the small-scale fisheries in the 
region

Governance of 
Tenure in SSF and 
resources 
management 
(chapter 5 of the 
SSF Guidelines)

Secure tenure for small- scale fishing 
communities with regard to fishery resources and 
land needs to be ensured

(2015i) Conclusions of 
the East Africa 
Consultation Workshop 
on improving small-
scale fisheries in the 
context of food security 
and poverty eradication 
FAO Sub-Regional 
Office for Eastern 
Africa, Addis Ababa, 
Ethiopia 15–18 
September 2015

Protect existing zones and preferential access 
arrangements for small-scale fisheries need to be 
protected
Strength the capacity and organizations of 
small-scale fisheries actors
Harmonize policy frameworks and fishery 
regulations on shared water bodies and for 
shared fishery resources
Promote inter-ministerial collaboration – as well 
as coordination with other actors –on small-scale 
fisheries governance and development
Promote the usage of the ecosystem approach to 
fisheries (EAF) as a model for developing 
small-scale fisheries management

(continued)
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Table 3.1 (continued)

Issue addressed Challenges/Strategies Source

Social 
development, 
employment and 
decent work and 
gender equality 
(chapter 6 + 8 of 
the SSF 
Guidelines)

Increase the access to amenities, facilities and 
services for small-scale fishing communities
Shift the current focus of fisheries management 
on the resource to a more people- focused 
approach to small-scale fisheries governance
Enhance the availability of financial services and 
insurance schemes for small-scale fisheries 
actors
Address the poor standard of living, lack of 
decent working conditions and discriminatory 
policies in small-scale fisheries
Efforts should be made to build entrepreneurial 
capacity for alternative and complementary 
livelihood opportunities to help reduce the 
vulnerability of small- scale fisheries actors

Value chains, 
post-harvest and 
trade (chapter 7 of 
the SSF 
Guidelines)

Improve landing, processing and marketing 
infrastructures (including access roads) and 
enhanced data collection and information 
systems
Active involvement of fish value chain actors at 
decision making processes and representative 
fora
Fully engagement of women, vulnerable and 
marginalized groups in a dignified and respected 
manner
Improve infrastructures for small-scale fisheries, 
reduce post-harvest losses to a minimum and 
enhance added value.
Enabling regulations, guidelines and harmonized 
fish product quality standards

Disaster risks and 
climate change 
(chapter 9 of the 
SSF Guidelines)

Leverage existing strategies to address climate 
change by small-scale fisheries actors within 
their countries, improve ability to access to funds 
and to insurance coverage for climate change 
adaptation

2nd World 
Congress for 
Small-Scale 
Fisheries (TBTI)

Consider SSF Guidelines as voluntary and 
necessary self-regulatory instrument which must 
be built on values and principles. Ensure their 
accessibility at national scale and within different 
cultural and indigenous settings

TBTI (2015). Too Big 
To Ignore Congress 
Report Number 
08.1/2015 http://
toobigtoignore.net/
wp-content/
uploads/2015/01/
GAP-recommendations- 
on-SSF-Guidelines_
Report-from-the- 
2WSFC- session.pdf

(continued)
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Table 3.1 (continued)

Issue addressed Challenges/Strategies Source

Policy 
communication

Improve information channels through National 
Workshops, legislation, policies and notifications 
about national and
subnational fisheries, biodiversity, labour, 
coastal, marine and inland resource use as well 
as human development and rights in benefit of 
fishers, fishworkers and fishing communities.

ICSF (2016) National 
Workshop on
Capacity-building for the 
Implementation of the 
Voluntary Guidelines
for Securing Sustainable 
Small-scale
Fisheries, March 2016, 
New Delhi

Implementing the 
FAO Voluntary 
Guidelines for 
Securing 
Sustainable 
Small-scale 
Fisheries in the 
Context of Food 
Security and 
Poverty 
Eradication (SSF 
Guidelines)

Improve resources governance by effectively 
implementing / providing appropriate laws.
Recognize practical strategies as means to 
improve the fisheries performance (e.g., freezer 
on fishing vessels, monitoring of motors and fuel 
usage, etc.).
Identify existing gaps in policy and action and 
bring them to the notice of his Ministry.
Governance is a continuous process and the 
responsibility of drawing out the road map must 
also lay with the communities, and CSOs.
Ensure the active participation of the government 
in the strategic paths

Report of the 
International Collective 
in Support of 
Fishworkers (ICSF)-Bay 
of Bengal Large Marine 
Ecosystem (BOBLME) 
India (East Coast) 
Workshop. Report 
prepared by Seema 
Shenoy International 
Collective in Support of 
Fishworkers
www.icsf.net

The SSF Guidelines have already been successfully mainstreamed into a number 
of instruments covering a wide range of topics developed through the Committee on 
World Food Security (CFS). These include the Security Framework for Action for 
Food Security and Nutrition in Protracted Crises (CFS-FFA) adopted in 2016, the 
Principles for Responsible Investment in Agriculture and Food Systems adopted in 
2014, and policy recommendation on Water for Food Security and Nutrition. In 
addition, the debate spurred by the development of the SSF Guidelines also influ-
enced the formulation of Target 14b of the United Nations Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs): “provide access for small-scale artisanal fishers to marine resources 
and markets” (SDG 2015).

The uptake of the SSF Guidelines is equally important within the fisheries sector 
itself. One encouraging development has been the production of The Rome 
Declaration: Ten Steps to Responsible Inland Fisheries document that was derived 
from contributions and interventions at the Global Conference on Inland Fisheries: 
Freshwater, Fish, and the Future, convened at FAO Headquarters in Rome, Italy, on 
26–28 January 2015. This declaration specifically builds on the principles of the 
SSF Guidelines. Given that inland fisheries are almost entirely small-scale, this is an 
important signal to support the mainstreaming the SSF Guidelines in inland- fisheries 
related developments.
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In addition to awareness-raising about and mainstreaming of the SSF Guidelines 
in global policy process, the empowerment of small-scale fisheries actors is another 
key aspect of implementation. In this context, the International Fund for Agricultural 
Development (IFAD) is an important player. The Fifth and Sixth Global Farmers’ 
Forum, convened by IFAD in 2014 and 2016, respectively, included sessions dedi-
cated to small-scale fisheries issues. IFAD has also initiated mainstreaming the SSF 
Guidelines in its fisheries projects and is providing funding support to the 
International Planning Committee (IPC) Fisheries Working Group1 with a focus on 
facilitating the engagement and strengthening of small-scale fisheries actors and 
their organizations (NFF and ICSF 2011). This is an important contribution to 
enable CSOs to continue playing a major role also in the implementation of the SSF 
Guidelines. In fact, the commitment of CSOs, including fish worker organizations 
in particular, remains critical in order to ensure the uptake of the SSF Guidelines at 
all levels. Only if small-scale fishing communities themselves recognize the value 
of the SSF Guidelines and use them as a tool to call for and initiate positive change 
their goals can be achieved. The empowerment of small-scale fishing communities 
to know and realize their rights is at the heart of the SSF Guidelines themselves to 
enable them to contribute to food security and nutrition, poverty reduction, and 
sustainable resource use.

Shortly after the endorsement of the SSF Guidelines in June 2014, the 
International Collective in Support of Fish Workers (ICSF) organized a workshop 
for CSOs and fish worker organizations entitled ‘Towards Socially Just and 
Sustainable Fisheries: Workshop on implementing the FAO Voluntary Guidelines 
for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and 
Poverty Eradication (SSF Guidelines)’ in July 2014  in Puducherry, India (ICSF 
2014). This CSO event was followed by discussions on the SSF Guidelines imple-
mentation during the 6th General Assembly of World Forum of Fisher Peoples 
(WFFP) in South Africa in September 2014 (FFFP 2014). On that occasion, the 
General Assembly decided to further strengthen the cooperation between the WFFP 
and FAO and to strengthen the work of WFFP and WFFP members in regards to the 
SSF Guidelines.

Other stakeholder groups have also taken action to promote the application of the 
principles of the SSF Guidelines. Focusing on the research community, but with the 
declared intention to bridge the research community, fishing communities and pol-
icy makers, the 2nd World Small-Scale Fisheries Congress organized in Mérida, 
Mexico in October 2014, organized by the Too Big To Ignore (TBTI) global partner-
ship network for small-scale fisheries research, discussed the implementation of the 
SSF Guidelines (TBTI 2015). The Congress confirmed that, even if the SSF 
Guidelines are voluntary, small-scale fishing communities consider them necessary 
regulations. The discussions confirmed that research can play a role in enabling 

1 The International Planning Committee for Food Sovereignty (IPC) Fisheries Working Group is 
composed of the World Forum of Fishers People (WFFP), the World Forum of Fish Harvesters and 
Fish Workers (WFF) and the International Collective in Support of Fishworkers (ICSF). Crocevia 
operates the Rome based IPC secretariat.
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access to the SSF Guidelines in various cultural and national contexts to support 
implementation. Additional initiatives have been taking place under the TBTI 
umbrella. One of them is the TBTI-monthly webinar series, which focuses on spe-
cific topics about small-scale fisheries worldwide, addressed from different per-
spectives. The webinar conducted on March 1st, 2016 was specifically dedicated to 
the SSF Guidelines implementation. Another interesting initiative is the Learning 
Circles for small-scale fisheries, a virtual venue where specialists in small-scale 
fisheries-related issues have participated in a discussion panel, covering a diverse 
scope of thematic disciplines.2

In addition to the above mentioned events aiming at raising awareness about the 
SSF Guidelines and initiating discussions about implementation, a number of events 
with a more thematic focus have taken place. For example, as reported to COFI in 
June 2016 (FAO 2016a), the meeting of FAO and indigenous peoples on Indigenous 
Food Systems, Agroecology and the Voluntary Guidelines on Tenure held in Rome, 
Italy, in February 2015, developed recommendations in relation to the implementa-
tion of the SSF Guidelines, including on the need for capacity development for 
indigenous peoples and dissemination of materials at the local level (FAO 2015e). 
As a follow-up, FAO is currently collaborating with the Fondo para el Desarrollo 
de los Pueblos Indígenas de América Latina y El Caribe to deliver a capacity devel-
opment training on the use of the SSF Guidelines to fisheries-dependent Indigenous 
Peoples representatives in Central America in April 2017.

At the IUCN World Parks Congress in Sydney, Australia, held in November 
2014, a side event was held entitled ‘Connecting the dots: Marine Protected Areas 
(MPAs) and sustainable small-scale fisheries’, which explored the importance of the 
SSF Guidelines in the context of MPAs. This discussion allowed to highlight the 
importance of involving small-scale fishing communities in the design and manage-
ment of such areas to ensure their sustainability without compromising the liveli-
hoods of coastal communities which depend on aquatic resources.

In addition, the SSF Guidelines are complementary to, and supportive of, 
national, regional, and international initiatives that address human rights, responsi-
ble fisheries, and sustainable development. These initiatives include the Code of 
Conduct for Responsible Fisheries, the Voluntary Guidelines to support the 
Progressive Realization of the Right to Adequate Food in the Context of National 
Food Security, and the Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of 
Tenure of Land, Fisheries, and Forests in the Context of National Food Security 
(Tenure Guidelines). While these linkages are usually pointed out at awareness- 
raising events, the complementary nature of these instruments and their concurrent 
implementation, where and whenever possible and appropriate, remains an impor-
tant operational dimension to develop to enhance their implementation. One exam-
ple for awareness raising efforts in this direction are given by a side event on ‘Human 
rights, food security and nutrition and small-scale fisheries’ organized during the 
43rd Session of the Committee on Global Food Security in October 20163 in which 

2 http://www.marineresourcecentre.ca/small-scale-fisheries-learning-circles-project/
3 For more information: www.fao.org/cfs/cfs-home/plenary/cfs43/side-events/15/en/
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the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights joined forces with 
FAO, the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), and the 
International Planning Committee (IPC)- Fisheries Working Group to explain the 
fundamental links between these issues.

Within the context of the before-mentioned Umbrella Programme, FAO orga-
nized a multi-stakeholder workshop in October 2016 on exploring the human rights- 
based approach in the context of implementation and monitoring of the SSF 
Guidelines. The purpose of the event was to explore what the human rights-based 
approach (HRBA) means within the context of small-scale fisheries in general and 
the thematic areas covered by the SSF Guidelines in particular; to discuss what 
HRBA entails in terms of the conduct of the various state and non-state actors to 
whom the SSF Guidelines are addressed; and to better understand the needs of dif-
ferent stakeholders in various policy areas with a view to develop guidance materi-
als for the application of HRBA in implementing and monitoring the SSF Guidelines. 
The workshop confirmed that this approach still has to be further understood in the 
context of small-scale fisheries, including through the collection and documentation 
of more evidence and good practices. Related to this, in November 2016, FAO will 
hold an expert workshop on gender-equitable small-scale fisheries which will 
inform the preparation of a practical guide on the subject in support of the SSF 
Guidelines implementation.

 Taking the SSF Guidelines to the Regional Level

Many fisheries, both in marine and inland waters, cope with boundaries, borders, 
and frontiers which conflate different scales of complexity. At a regional scale, the 
management organizations and institutions operating at this level therefore play a 
crucial role in fisheries management and development. Many regional organizations 
that have actively participated in the SSF Guidelines development continue to 
engage in the implementation process. In fact, their early involvement in the process 
greatly facilitated the integration of this instrument into regional policies, strategies, 
and initiatives, as illustrated by the following examples.

In November 2013, the General Fisheries Commission for the Mediterranean 
(GFCM) together with partners organized the First Regional Symposium on 
Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the Mediterranean and Black Sea in Malta. 
This symposium included a session on ‘Setting up a regional platform to promote 
the implementation of SSF Guidelines’. During this session, members of the 
Maghreb Platform of Artisanal Fishing – established with FAO support – joined 
forces with MedArtNet–a small-scale fisheries platform established with support 
from the World Wildlife Fund in order to enhance their collaboration regarding 
small-scale fisheries development in the Mediterranean region. The symposium also 
informed the development of the first regional program on small-scale fisheries for 
the GFCM region (FAO 2015d).
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As a follow-up to this symposium, the GFCM co-organized a Regional 
Conference on ‘Building a future for sustainable small-scale fisheries in the 
Mediterranean and the Black Sea’ in Algeria in March 2016 in collaboration with 
partners. One of the outputs of this conference was the recommendation to the 
GFCM to establish a permanent GFCM working group on small-scale fisheries in 
order to facilitate the implementation of the SSF Guidelines in this region. This 
recommendation was taken up during the 40th Session of the GFCM (FAO 2016f) 
held in Malta in May/June 2016. In the same session, a resolution in support of 
small-scale fisheries and a proposal for General Fisheries Commission for the 
Mediterranean (GFCM 2016) mid-term strategy towards the fisheries’ sustainability 
of the Mediterranean and the Black Sea were also adopted. Both refer specifically 
to the support of the implementation of the SSF Guidelines in the GFCM region.

A second example of the early integration of the SSF Guidelines into regional 
strategies is the African Union Commission and NEPAD Planning and Coordinating 
Agency Policy Framework and Reform Strategy for Fisheries and Aquaculture in 
Africa (AUC-NEPAD 2014) which was adopted at ministerial level in May 2014. It 
could be argued that this effort at integration even preceded the final endorsement of 
the SSF Guidelines. The expected outcomes of this regional strategy include that 
“Provisions of the FAO led International Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small- 
scale Fisheries be widely applied across Member States”.

In this context, a consultative Think Tank meeting on enhancing the governance 
of small-scale fisheries in Africa was jointly organized by the African Union-Inter- 
African Bureau for Animal Resources (AU-IBAR), the New Partnership for Africa’s 
Development (NEPAD)-Planning and Coordinating Agency (NPCA), and the 
Government of Senegal in Senegal in January 2016. This consultative meeting pro-
duced important results to support the implementation of this pan-African Policy 
Framework and Reform Strategy, including the collection and promotion of lessons 
and best practices on governance of small-scale fisheries in Africa, the identification 
of practical constraints (institutional and technical) and possible solutions for 
ecosystem- based approaches and co-management in small-scale fisheries in Africa, 
as well as related priority actions to improve/enhance the contribution of small- scale 
fisheries to the agricultural transformation agenda of the African Union. Another 
significant African event was the meeting of the Fishery Committee for the Eastern 
Central Atlantic (CECAF) held in Tenerife in October 2015, which revived its arti-
sanal fisheries working group through the adoption of revised terms of reference 
where the SSF Guidelines are explicitly mentioned (FAO 2016b). Another example 
for ‘earlier adopters’ include the Western Central Atlantic Fishery Commission 
(WECAFC) resolution WECAFC/15/2014/8 on Promoting the implementation of 
the SSF Guidelines and the Tenure Guidelines which was adopted in 2014.

In Central America, the Central America Fisheries and Aquaculture Organization 
(OSPESCA) adopted a new strategy for 2015–25 which explicitly refers to the SSF 
Guidelines (OSPESCA 2015). In June 2016, OSPESCA, along with the regional 
fish workers’ organization CONFEPESCA, organized a regional workshop on the 
implementation of the SSF Guidelines in Nicaragua. During that event, OSPESCA 
agreed to establish a working group to support the implementation of the SSF 
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Guidelines in the Central American context and to establish a protocol of intent with 
FAO to collaborate on the SSF Guidelines’ implementation in this region.

In the Pacific, the 9th Heads of Fisheries Meeting of the Secretariat of the Pacific 
Community (SPC), which took place in New Caledonia in March 2015, welcomed 
the endorsement by COFI of the SSF Guidelines and recognized the high degree of 
concordance with ‘A New Song for coastal fisheries – pathways to change’, also 
known as the Noumea Strategy (SPC 2015).

In Asia, the Southeast Asian Fisheries Development Center (SEAFDEC) supported 
the organization of the Southeast Asia Regional Consultation Workshop on the 
Implementation of the SSF Guidelines in Bali, Indonesia, in August 2015 (FAO 2015f). 
Following this workshop, SEAFDEC organized a Regional Technical Consultation on 
a Regional Approach to the Implementation of the SSF Guidelines in June 2016  in 
Bangkok. Ultimately, this process will be integrated into the related initiatives of the 
Association of South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN). The Consultation developed spe-
cific recommendations for both marine and inland fisheries, including provisions in 
relation to the thematic issues included in Part 2 of the SSF Guidelines. The recommen-
dations included, among others, the establishment of regional CSO networks and inven-
tories of fishers and fish worker organizations, gender-sensitive policy planning, and 
capacity-building for the adaptation to climate change and disaster preparedness.

In 2015 and 2016, together with partners, FAO organized four other regional work-
shops to discuss the implementation of the SSF Guidelines, namely for Eastern Africa 
(in Ethiopia in September 2015), Latin America (in Peru in September 2015), South 
Asia (in Sri Lanka in November 2015), and the Near East and North Africa region (in 
Oman in December 2015). Key summary recommendations of these workshops are 
provided in Table 3.1. Another regional workshop for the Southern Africa Development 
Community (SADC) countries is planned for December 2016 in Mauritius.

In relation to CSO-led events it is worth mentioning World Fisheries Day on 21 
November. In Africa it was celebrated in 2015 in Morocco (ICSF 2016), and it will 
take place in Togo in 2016 under the lead of the African Confederation of Artisanal 
Fisheries Professional Organizations (CAOPA). In both cases, the SSF Guidelines 
implementation is part of the celebrations agenda. In relation to regional research 
community initiatives, TBTI organized the First Symposium for Small-Scale 
Fisheries and Global Linkages at the European scale through its Europe-based 
Working Group in Tenerife, Canary Islands, in June–July 2016. One of the main 
aspects addressed by the different panels and round tables was the SSF Guidelines’ 
implementation at the national and regional scale.

Furthermore, the TBTI symposium on small-scale fisheries in the Asia-Pacific 
region, held on 7–9 August 2016 in Thailand, focused on inland fisheries and on fish as 
food, with the stated intention to provide an opportunity to develop a research agenda 
and capacity development program for promoting sustainable small-scale fisheries and 
for the implementation of the SFF Guidelines in the region and elsewhere. The sympo-
sium identified a few issues to follow up on in this regard: (1) hidden or under-valued 
fisheries; (2) privatization of the commons in inland fisheries; (3) ecosystem indicators; 
(4) comparison of marginalization in inland and marine fisheries; (5) migration; and 
(6) how to include inland fisheries into water management discussions.
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 Implementing the SSF Guidelines Nationally: Back 
to the Roots to Achieve Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries

The national level is the most crucial level for the implementation of the SSF 
Guidelines. This scale is where change will ultimately have to take place. A number 
of countries have taken steps to implement the SSF Guidelines. The following sec-
tions provide some examples of these initiatives.

• Since 2012, FAO has been assisting the fisheries administration in Cambodia in 
relation to small-scale fisheries development. This support includes the assess-
ment of the legal realm, the policy instruments, and the institutional framework 
as well as the strengthening of the community fisheries in the context of the 
implementation of the SSF Guidelines.

• In Algeria, the national fisheries sector strategy launched in 2014 includes a 
‘Chartre’ for sustainable fisheries and aquaculture which specifically refers to 
the SSF Guidelines. Steps have been taken since to advance the implementation 
of this instrument through the implementation of the national strategy.

• In Mauritania, the NGO Mauritania 2000 organized a national workshop to dis-
cuss the implementation of the SSF Guidelines in March 2015.

• In August 2015, Costa Rica enacted an executive decree about the official appli-
cation of the SSF Guidelines, which is being operationalized in the country with 
FAO support.

• Since 2015, Indonesia has been developing a national plan of action for small- 
scale fisheries.

• In Sierra Leone in 2015, FAO provided support regarding governance of tenure 
within the context of the Voluntary Guidelines for the Responsible Governance 
of Tenure of Land, Fisheries and Forests in the Context of National Food Security 
(VGGT), including for small-scale fisheries, as called for under Chapter 5 of the 
SSF Guidelines (FAO 2016d, 2016e; ICSF et al. 2016).

• South Africa has requested FAO collaboration on, among other things, the imple-
mentation of a national small-scale fisheries policy with a view to ensure its 
consistency with the SSF Guidelines principles and provisions. This initiative 
will be supported in 2016.

• Members of the IPC Fisheries Working Group have organized workshops on the 
implementation of the SSF Guidelines in India, Thailand, and Myanmar in the 
context of the Bay of Bengal Large Marine Ecosystem (BOBLME) project in 
2015. This working group has continued this process of taking back the SSF 
Guidelines to the national level by developing national workshops supported 
through an IFAD grant in: Brazil (June 2016), India (March 2015 and 2016), 
Pakistan (August 2016), Tanzania (August/September 2016), and Ecuador 
(September 2016) (MAGAP 2016). A workshop in Myanmar has also been 
planned (ICSF 2014, 2015; ICSF et al. 2016).
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 Conclusion

Translating the principles of the SSF Guidelines into concrete action is critical in 
securing sustainable small-scale fisheries. Progress made in this regard since 2014 
is encouraging, but much more remains to be done. As illustrated in this chapter, 
efforts thus far have concentrated primarily on raising awareness and bringing dif-
ferent players together to initiate discussions on how to apply the SSF Guidelines in 
various contexts. In some cases, these efforts also included the identification of 
priorities, potential actions, and related roles and responsibilities.

There are two types of key actors in this context: governments and small-scale 
fishing communities and their representations at various levels. The latter have dem-
onstrated their role as a driving force in the promotion of the SSF Guidelines. 
Without the commitment, active engagement, and collaboration of these two groups, 
the implementation of the SSF Guidelines in their true spirit is impossible. On the 
other hand, other actors, including FAO and other UN organizations, regional 
 organizations, and academia/research, continue to play a key role in catalyzing, sup-
porting, and connecting the efforts of the two main actors. The further strengthening 
of the collaboration among the different actors in full respect of the guiding princi-
ples of the SSF Guidelines is therefore crucial to ensure that the awareness and 
implementation planning processes will bear fruits in the form of concrete change 
at national level in the future. This will require further opportunities for dialogue 
and exchange to follow up on the implementation processes which have started, 
while also initiating others.

The importance of institutions in implementation is also a major need empha-
sized in this chapter, illustrated through the examples of initiatives at global, 
national, and regional levels. Thus, the institutionalization of the SSF Guidelines’ 
implementation in national, regional, and international policies, initiatives, and, ide-
ally, legal frameworks is thus critical as a pull-and-push agent to support this pro-
cess in the long-term. Institutions can also serve as the engine that mobilizes the 
actors towards the successful achievement of the common aim of small-scale fisher-
ies sustainability.

The uptake of the SSF Guidelines in a number of global and regional policy 
processes, initiatives, and strategies is a key achievement which contributes towards 
an enabling environment for their implementation. Regional organizations have a 
catalytic role to play in this regard, in particular in the challenging task of applying 
those policies, initiatives, and strategies in their respective areas of competency. 
Small-scale fisheries organizations, through their regional and international net-
works, also need to remain key actors in these developments, and have already 
demonstrated their ability to convene and constructively discuss the SSF Guidelines 
at both regional and national levels.

Interesting questions that arise from the experiences thus far, which should be 
explored in the future, include exploring what has enabled or hindered implementa-
tion from an institutional perspective at national and regional levels. It appears that 
the self-organization, self-awareness, empowerment, and capacity development of 
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small-scale fishing communities have played in favor of initiating implementation 
efforts. Another interesting aspect to explore further is the potential of connecting 
small-scale fisheries to other policy issues to foster the institutionalization of the 
SSF Guidelines. Food security, for example, is receiving increased attention, in 
large part due to the newly agreed-upon United Nations Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs). The uptake of the SSF Guidelines in a number of products of the 
CFS seems to illustrate that there is an openness to recognize the contribution of 
small-scale fisheries to food security and nutrition, a key SDG. Other entry points 
could be for example processes in relation to indigenous peoples or gender.

Finally, the human rights-based approach upon which the SSF Guidelines are 
founded is often still controversial, in particular regarding the rights-based approach 
to fisheries in a narrower sense, which focus on access and user rights. Often related 
to this controversy is the question of the role of the private sector, in the sense of 
large-scale enterprises within and beyond the fisheries sector, in relation to small- 
scale fisheries. More often, scepticism to the human rights-based approach stems 
from the lack of a common understanding and practical evidence of application of 
this approach in small-scale fisheries. An important task for both academia as well 
as international organizations like FAO and the UNOHCHR is to fill this gap, for 
example through the collection, documentation, and analysis of cases where the 
human rights-based approach has resulted in improved small-scale fisheries 
sustainability.

In conclusion, it is essential to build on the initial awareness-raising and imple-
mentation planning efforts which have taken place so far surrounding the SSF 
Guidelines. This effort requires serious political will, the full participation of small- 
scale fisheries representatives, and support from all other relevant actors in order to 
generate tangible change at the local and national level. This process also requires 
tools to facilitate planning and action, as well as a monitoring framework to assess 
progress and capture lessons learned from these early adapter experiences, which in 
turn could contribute to an inspiring global learning process. This will ultimately 
enable the small-scale fisheries sector to contribute fully to food security and pov-
erty eradication.
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Part II
Politics of Transformation

Even if it is premature to measure the success or failure of the implementation of the 
SSF Guidelines, it is possible to say something about the distance that the imple-
mentation would need to go. This is what the chapters in this section do, given that 
they compare what the SSF Guidelines advocate with the current fisheries policies 
and practices in different countries and regions. It is fair to assume that the greater 
the distance is between what is and what should be from the perspective of the SSF 
Guidelines, the more cumbersome their implementation will be. In Chap. 4, Philippa 
Cohen, Andrew Song, and Tiffany Morrison take us to the Pacific Solomon Islands. 
They argue that here the SSF Guidelines are entering a very complex situation, 
where small-scale fisheries policy has already been established. Although they iden-
tify large overlaps between existing policies and the SSF Guidelines, they also find 
gaps. The implementation of the SSF Guidelines would therefore largely be about 
filling these gaps. In Chap. 5, Lars Lindström and Maricela de la Torre-Castro 
observe a similar situation in Zanzibar, an archipelago off the coast of Tanzania. 
Here, the authorities were not aware of the new Guidelines until the authors brought 
them to their attention. When comparing the SSF Guidelines with the existing pol-
icy framework, they not only find gaps, but also contradictions between a new fish-
eries policy which is underpinned by a market-liberal paradigm and that of the 
Guidelines, which they think will complicate the implementation. They argue that 
conflicts between the two may possibly hinder the SSF Guidelines from being 
implemented. Whereas the SSF Guidelines do not come with donor funding, the 
new fisheries policy does. In Chap. 6, Hunter T. Snyder, Rikke Jacobsen, and Alyne 
Delaney observe that Greenland is well positioned to implement the SSF Guidelines, 
given existing policies on human rights, food security, gender equity, and a political 
history of supporting small-scale fisheries. They argue, however, that implementing 
the SSF Guidelines requires re-harmonizing Greenland’s small-scale fisheries pol-
icy design together with local, national, and international objectives. Chapter 7 
takes us to the Caribbean for a case study in Jamaica. Here, Lisa Soares discusses to 
what extent the SSF Guidelines can take root, and whether or not there is an enabling 
environment for them to do so. She argues that the implementation of the SSF 
Guidelines would need to be coherent with national and local specificities, with an 
eye for nuances that exist at various levels.
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Chapter 4
Policy Coherence with the Small-Scale 
Fisheries Guidelines: Analysing Across Scales 
of Governance in Pacific Small-Scale Fisheries

Philippa J. Cohen, Andrew M. Song, and Tiffany H. Morrison

Abstract Concerns about the sustainability of small-scale fisheries, and the equi-
table distribution of fisheries benefits, are wide-spread within government agencies, 
non-government organizations, and rural fishing communities throughout Pacific 
Island Countries and Territories. Addressing these concerns was given renewed 
impetus in recent years with the completion and adoption of the Voluntary Guidelines 
for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries (SSF Guidelines). This global docu-
ment enters a complex policy landscape within the Pacific region. In anticipation of 
its region-wide implementation, this chapter focuses on policy coherence; using 
Solomon Islands as a case we investigate the potential interplay of the SSF 
Guidelines with priority policies at the regional, national, and sub-national levels. 
We first examine the SSF Guidelines to identify 22 dominant themes, including 
human rights, adaptive capacity, and tenure rights. We then focus in on 11 on policy 
instruments known to directly influence small-scale fisheries governance; we exam-
ine to what extent and in which direction the small-scale fisheries themes are repre-
sented in these 11 regional, national, and sub-national policies. We find areas of 
incoherence in addition to nine themes that are relatively poorly represented (‘gaps’) 
in the current policy landscape. More positively, however, we also observe a large- 
scale overlap on many of the key themes. While our analysis is specific in its appli-
cation to Solomon Islands, our approach to diagnose areas of incoherence and gaps 
is easily applicable to other countries. This type of policy-based analysis is a useful 
first step to understanding priorities and strategies for implementation, and in 
 particular opportunities for the SSF Guidelines to prompt adjustment and transfor-
mation of existing policies.
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 Introduction

Small-scale fisheries provide food, income, and a way of life for a high proportion of 
the largely coastal dwelling populations of the 22 Pacific Island Countries and 
Territories.1 Although cash-based economies are expanding, in many Pacific Island 
countries where human development is low, the subsistence economy plays an 
important role in maintaining self-sufficiency and human well-being (Bell et  al. 
2009; Gillett 2009; Adams 2012). Coastal marine resource use, including small- scale 
fisheries are a major contributor to many national economies. Small-scale fisheries 
are typically diverse, but particularly so in the Pacific due to the region’s exception-
ally high political and cultural diversity and marine biodiversity (Veron et al. 2009).

Concerns about the sustainability of the Pacific’s marine resource use arise in 
light of rapid population growth, increased connectedness to global markets, inten-
sifying interactions with commercial enterprise, and projected effects of climate 
change (Gillett and Cartwright 2010). These concerns have generated policy 
responses at higher scales, such as the emergence of the Coral Triangle Initiative on 
Coral Reefs, Fisheries, and Food Security (CTI) which defines a region that includes 
Pacific countries. The CTI subsequently pushed for the development of national 
plans of action within each of the six member states (Malaysia, Philippines, 
Indonesia, Timor-Leste, Papua New Guinea, and Solomon Islands) that intended to 
consolidate and increase efforts of fisheries and environmentally focussed govern-
ment agencies and NGOs (CTI Secretariat 2009). More recently the governments of 
Pacific Island countries convened to discuss the future of inshore and coastal fisher-
ies. The deliberations led to the formation and commitment to a series of recom-
mendations related to coastal fisheries captured in a policy document referred to as 
“A new song for coastal fisheries – pathways to change” (Secretariat of the Pacific 
Community 2015). In sum, the commitment made in this document was to increase 
regional and national level focus on improving coastal fisheries governance.

Pacific nation states are responsible for the management of small-scale fisheries, 
but most fishing activities occur hundreds to thousands of kilometers away from 
urban centers, beyond the reach of management and enforcement capacity of cen-
tralized governments. In many countries, there have been calls for devolution and 
decentralization of governance authority, for example to the provincial governments 

1 22 Pacific Island Countries and Territories commonly considered to comprise the Pacific region 
and are served by the Secretariat of the Pacific Community, http://www.spc.int/en/about-spc/mem-
bers.html; American Samoa, Cook Islands, Federated States of Micronesia, Fiji, French Polynesia, 
Guam, Kiribati, Marshall Islands, Nauru, New Caledonia, Niue, Northern Mariana Islands, Palau, 
Papua New Guinea, Pitcairn Islands, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tokelau, Tonga, Tuvalu, Vanuatu, 
Wallis and Futuna.
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in Solomon Islands (Lane 2006). In many cases, provincial governments have 
responded with the formation of their own development strategies and fisheries leg-
islation. In parallel, in many Pacific Island countries (including Solomon Islands) 
there are legally recognized systems of customary tenure and traditional manage-
ment that are commonly promoted in policy, and invoked in practice, for the gover-
nance of small-scale fisheries (Ruddle 1998; Govan et al. 2009). The small-scale 
fisheries attributes of diversity, complexity, dynamism, interactions across scales 
and sub-systems of governance, all offer substantial challenges and opportunities 
for securing the benefits of small-scale fisheries.

Adding to the varied policy backdrop of the region are the recently published 
Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries (SSF 
Guidelines). The SSF Guidelines are a global document whose formulation was led 
by the Food and Agriculture Organization and adopted by its 143 member states. In 
support of national implementation of the SSF Guidelines, policy coherence has 
been identified as one of the main themes to be pursued by all relevant governance 
actors. The SSF Guidelines document itself lays the framework for this by high-
lighting the need for policy coherence in the multi-level structure of policy instru-
ments, inter alia: national legislation and international documents, including those 
relating to the fields of human rights, economic development, environmental protec-
tion, and other fisheries sectors (Part 3, Chapter 10.1). In addition, the SSF 
Guidelines highlight the importance of integrating and harmonizing policies (10.2 
and 10.3), basing the coherence on a long-term vision set out for sustainable small- 
scale fisheries and poverty eradication (10.4) as well as promoting institutional link-
ages (local-national-regional-global) necessary for achieving policy coherence and 
cross-sectoral collaboration (10.5).

Policy coherence is, in fact, a long enduring policy challenge. Across all policy 
fields, the aspiration to coherence has been widespread (Jordan and Harpin 2006). 
It is generally believed that increased coherence is associated with greater policy 
stability and more substantive policy delivery. Likewise, incoherence can engender 
fragmentation, coordination problems, and implementation gaps (Jordan and Harpin 
2006; May et al. 2006). Policy coherence has thus been referred to as “the synergic 
and systematic support towards the achievement of common objectives within and 
across individual policies” (den Hertog and Stroß 2013, 377) or, in a more straight-
forward sense, an “overall state of mutual consistency among different policies” (di 
Francesco 2001, 8; OECD 1996). In essence, coherence is about eliminating con-
flict and promoting synergy (Nilsson et al. 2012).

Initially a concern at the nation-state level, in which two or more domestic poli-
cies may push in different directions, Carbone (2008, 325) reports that “with global-
ization, not only has the distinction between internal and external policies become 
blurred, but the interplay between different policies also involves the regional and 
global level”. The recognition of an increasingly dense policy arena and the need to 
understand the degree of coordination between instruments has seen international 
organizations in the environmental and natural resource field, such as the 
International Institute for Sustainable Development (IISD) and the Food and 
Agriculture Organization  of the United Nations (FAO), taking on the goals of 
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“development and environment policy coherence at the international level” and 
“coherence between agriculture and trade policies” (Nilsson et al. 2012, 396).

Likewise, the newly promoted SSF Guidelines do not enter a policy vacuum. In 
the multiple policy framings that pervade the Pacific Islands small-scale fisheries, 
the SSF Guidelines may be competing for political attention vis-à-vis existing poli-
cies at the national, regional, and global levels. The policy goals might also be at 
odds with the dominant governing visions, thus stalling the acceptance of its key 
messages and ultimately hindering implementation. On the other hand, the imple-
mentation of the SSF Guidelines may prove more immediately governable than 
expected if high consistency with existing policy objectives is observed. It follows 
that understanding and exploring policy coherence as we anticipate the implementa-
tion of the SSF Guidelines could be a useful undertaking that provides an early 
outlook into implementation hurdles and synergies, and a chance to strategize prac-
tical actions. In this regard, this chapter aims to understand coherence of the SSF 
Guidelines with the current policy landscape into which the SSF Guidelines will 
enter. We focus on Solomon Islands as a case study within the Pacific region. 
Specifically, three research questions are pursued.

 1. What is the policy state of play for implementing the SSF Guidelines in Solomon 
Islands?

 2. Where are the areas of coherence, incoherence, and gaps between the SSF 
Guidelines and policies in Solomon Islands?

 3. What mechanisms and arenas are appropriate for resolving incoherence? Do 
these currently function in Solomon Islands?

 Methods

Our assessment of policy coherence was informed by a three-step framework used 
in Nilsson et al. (2012). We first created an inventory of key policies relevant to 
small-scale fisheries in Solomon Islands; second proceeded with a ‘screening’ com-
parison matrix, and, third, conducted an in-depth analysis of key interactions.

We constructed an inventory of legal and policy instruments that relate directly 
to coastal resource management and conservation in Solomon Islands from three 
sources: (1) an analysis of regional and national instruments that influence 
community- based management (Govan et al. 2009); (2) data from interviews where 
respondents were asked to free-list policies and legislation that influence their activ-
ities on coastal resource related food security, biological conservation, and climate 
change adaptation within Solomon Islands (unpublished data); and (3) a Solomon 
Islands fisheries, marine, and coastal policy gap analysis (Healy and Hauirae 2006). 
Once this list was established, we categorized each instrument as global, regional 
(Pacific-wide), sub-regional (Coral Triangle Region, or Melanesia), national, or 
sub-national (provincial). We selected a subset of 11 documents which, for the pur-
pose of this analysis, included policies whose scope or responsible agency was most 
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directly related to the governance and management of small-scale fisheries (see 
Table 4.1). We consider our analysis to be illustrative, but preliminary, and note that 
there would be also value in an analysis of a larger sample of policy instruments.

The second step involved the thematic comparison of these policy documents 
with the SSF Guidelines by way of coding. We used this method of comparing the 
frequency and extent to which different themes were detailed within policy docu-
ments as an indicator of policy coherence. We commenced by using a general 
inductive approach to coding Part 2 of the SSF Guidelines given its focus on what 
was to be implemented. NVivo 11 was used to facilitate coding and comparison of 
the codes. Coding was independently carried out by two of the authors. Codes were 
then compared using the NVivo coding comparison function. Amendments to codes 
or their definition and discrepancies were discussed and resolved between the two 
authors; from this, 22 dominant themes and their definitions were agreed upon (see 
Table 4.2). We then used these themes for coding the content of other policy docu-
ments and Part 3 of the Guidelines. We coded according to interpretation of the text 
against the definitions the 22 themes (Table 4.2).

Finally, an in-depth reading of key comparisons was sought to understand the 
degree and details of coherence or incoherence between the SSF Guidelines and the 
reviewed policy documents. This step focused on a subset of codes that our analysis 
had indicated to be a high priority within the SSF Guidelines, and simultaneously 
demonstrated high coherence or major gaps with other policies, thus warranting a 
more detailed examination.

 Results and Discussion

 What Is the Policy State of Play for Implementing the SSF 
Guidelines?

We identified a total of 45 policies, conventions, and strategies from the (a) analysis 
of national and regional instruments that influence community-based management, 
(b) fisheries, marine and coastal gap analysis review, and (c) interview data on influ-
ential policies on coastal resource related food security, climate change, and conser-
vation. These policies spanned themes of biodiversity conservation, climate change 
development, environmental (e.g., marine pollution), national and rural community 
development, and those directly related to the management and development of 
fisheries. Of those related to fisheries, 13 were primarily concerned with larger 
scale, commercial pelagic fisheries (e.g., including international access agreements 
for migratory stocks); we did not examine these given that, in Solomon Islands, 
these were only indirectly related to the majority of small-scale fisheries activities. 
Table 4.1 contains a brief profile of each of the 11 policy instruments that we con-
sidered, based on their descriptions from the three sources from which they were 
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Table 4.2 Dominant themes in Part 2 of the SSF Guidelines

Thematic code Description

Adaptive  
capacity

Refers to adaptive capacity of small-scale fisheries communities (to unspecified 
or specified drivers of change or shocks), but also adaptive management

Capacity  
building

Refers to specific training activities or capacities to general calls for investments 
in building capacity of communities, NGO or government managers

Climate change Any specific mention of climate change
Co-management Includes specific mention of community-based approaches to management, and 

co-management and also general references to State, fishers and communities 
working collaboratively to address management. Includes some mentions of 
specific management measures implemented under these approaches

Compliance Refers to enforcement and compliance strategies, and also sanctions
Equitable access  
and distribution

Refers to the distribution of benefits within fishing communities, but also 
include distribution of “project” geographically

Fisher  
participation

Include participation and representation of fishers in management efforts to 
policy forums

Gender Calls for special attention and differentiated strategies for women and men
Human rights Direct references to human rights, or references to respecting freedom, social 

justice etc
Human social 
development

Calls for local to higher level social development efforts i.e., simultaneous to 
management efforts, or as a specific objective of fisheries reform/management etc

Institutional 
coordination and 
strengthening

Includes general calls for institutional coordination and also details specific 
mechanisms to achieve coordination or coherence – includes building legal 
institutions to back co-management and community- based management for 
example. Also includes cross-sectoral and cross-scale interactions – see also 
integrated approaches

Integrated  
approaches

Includes inter-sectoral community development efforts (i.e., addressing health, 
education alongside fisheries), but also ecosystem approach to fisheries management

International fish  
trade

Specific reference to trade across national borders

Management for 
sustainability

Refers to the objectives of ecological sustainability or sustainability in broader 
sense. May include term conservation. May refer to specific measures 
(reduction of efforts, catch limits) where they are applied to promote 
ecological sustainability

Migration Reference to migrants (rights etc.) or migration
Monitoring,  
research,  
information

Includes calls for improved data management, data collection and research. Also 
includes calls for integration of multiple knowledge sources (e.g., contemporary 
science and local knowledge). Also includes calls for “awareness raising”

Political  
recognition and  
will

Calls to increase the profile and recognition of small-scale fisheries and fishers 
and associated concerns

Post-harvest 
economic 
development

Specific calls for investment in post-harvest developments, including food 
safety

Resource 
competition

Mentions of competition for resources between small-scale fishers, with 
commercial fisheries and with other sectors

Safety at sea Investments or concerns about safety at sea
Tenure rights Specific mention of tenure as an instrument, tenure rights, and the 

interpretation of tenure rights
Transboundary 
fishing

Includes reference to fishing or fisheries that span international borders
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identified, to most directly relate to the governance of small-scale fisheries in 
Solomon Islands.

An insight into the policy state of play was initiated through a comparison of the 
SSF Guidelines with the other 11 documents. A comparison matrix (Table 4.3) dis-
plays the presence or absence of each key theme from the SSF Guidelines in the 
existing policy documents. First, we can observe nine themes with reasonably good 
representation over the 11 policy documents. They are reiterated here in decreasing 
order of frequency of mention in the Guidelines:

• Monitoring research information / awareness raising
• Fisher participation
• Institutional cooperation and strengthening
• Tenure rights
• Human and social development
• Management for sustainability
• Co-management
• Integrated approaches
• Compliance

The presence of these themes in most of the policies we examined should not 
come as a surprise since they are, arguably, among some of the most salient and 
widely-discussed topics in the contemporary fisheries governance literature. A 
description of the themes in the context of small-scale fisheries is provided in 
Table 4.2. What begs greater attention is perhaps the themes that are poorly repre-
sented, relatively speaking, in the existing regional, national, or sub-national policy 
documents, nine of which are listed below:

• Gender
• Human rights
• Post-harvest economic development
• International fish trade
• Equitable access and distribution
• Resource competition
• Safety at sea
• Transboundary fishing
• Migration

Some topics (e.g., post-harvest economic development, safety at sea, transbound-
ary fishing, and migration) are arguably more specific in scope to commercial, off-
shore fisheries. Therefore, the fact that they received little attention is more a 
reflection of the sub-sample of policies we analyzed. However, the relatively light 
treatment given to gender, human rights, and equitable access and distribution, for 
example, suggests that these issues have, to date, been viewed as of relatively low 
pertinence or urgency. Despite commitments to these themes appearing in more 
global policy instruments, e.g., the Convention for Human Rights, the global fisher-
ies community has perceived that their importance warrants reiteration in fisheries 
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specific commitments (i.e., the SSF Guidelines). As part of the in-depth analysis of 
key comparisons, we discuss them in greater detail in the following section.

Based on the observed patterns of thematic coverage (Table 4.3), we anticipate 
that the degree of coherence between the SSF Guidelines and the 11 policy docu-
ments that we analyzed is at least moderate. If we were to expand our analysis to 
policies that primarily dealt with economic growth, economic development, and/or 
trade, we may find higher degrees or more fundamental inconsistencies. We limit 
the scope of our analysis to understand the points of incoherence that are faced most 
directly by small-scale fisheries managers as they seek to navigate their commit-
ments within the existing policy landscape, and in terms of implementing the SSF 
Guidelines. Only two policy instruments  – the New Song, and the Fisheries 
Management Act  – were endorsed subsequent to the endorsement of the SSF 
Guidelines and, unsurprisingly, we find only one direct reference to the SSF 
Guidelines themselves within the policies we analyze. Therefore, we would suggest 
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*coding frequency; ^political recognition theme is consistently expressed throughout the SSF Guidelines making frequency redundant (in urging States to
recognize all these themes and take action in favour of small-scale fisheries).

Table 4.3 The 22 most cited SSF Guidelines themes (arranged from the most frequently cited on 
the left, and in descending order towards the right), and their presence (indicated by shaded areas) 
in the 11 policy instruments (see abbreviated names in Table 4.2 for full description) impacting 
upon small-scale fisheries governance in Solomon Islands
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that the ‘implementation of the SSF Guidelines’ involves, for the most part, continu-
ing and strengthening the implementation of existing policies, conventions, and 
strategies. The gaps and points of incoherence we identify highlight where policy 
reform may be necessary or desirable to aid implementation of the commitments as 
they are laid out in the SSF Guidelines.

 Where Are the Areas of Coherence, Incoherence, and Gaps 
Between the SSF Guidelines and Policies in Solomon Islands?

 Areas Indicative of Coherence

The SSF Guidelines place particular emphasis on promoting participatory manage-
ment approaches such as co-management. Fisheries co-management is defined by 
relationships between a resource-user group (e.g., local fishers) and another entity 
(e.g., a government agency or non-government organization) in which management 
responsibilities and authority are shared (Pomeroy and Berkes 1997; Evans et al. 
2011). In practice, co-management arrangements vary according to the degree of 
authority and influence the resource users have over management, relative to part-
ners, with some arrangements relatively tokenistic and others truly empowering 
(Sen and Nielsen 1996). The SSF Guidelines are not specific about what point on 
this spectrum small-scale fisheries co-management should take. In contrast, regional 
(the New Song), sub-regional (the MSG Roadmap, CTI NPOA), national (the 
Corporate Plan and Fisheries Management Act) and sub-national (Provincial ordi-
nances) settings are very specific and almost exclusively promote collaborative, 
community-based forms of co-management (CBRM). A common view expressed 
within these policies is that communities hold the rights and responsibilities for 
management largely through customary tenure and governance systems. For exam-
ple, the CTI NPOA (p.  18) states: “Solomon Islands focuses on people-centred 
approaches where communities will be the primary drivers, as well as beneficiaries, 
of sustainable resource management”.

Policies assert that communities will be responsible for ensuring their manage-
ment plans are coherent with provincial and national law. In a similar vein, non- 
government organizations working with communities to implement CBRM are 
instructed to consult with the government “to ensure their activities align with cur-
rent national strategies” (CBRM principles, 8) and a ‘minimum standard’ manage-
ment model (SI NPOA, 17). Regional policies indicate that the government supports 
community-based efforts and that fisheries agencies will be “transparent, account-
able, and adequately resourced, supporting coastal fisheries management and sus-
tainable development, underpinned by CBR” (Secretariat of the Pacific Community 
2015, 10) and “conducting effective CBRM activities” (p. 13). These prescriptions 
for the role of government remain quite broad. The commonly articulated specific 
role was that the national and provincial government responsibilities were to ‘raise 
awareness’ and to provide information to community managers. Further specifics 
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include “establishment of, and strengthening of the CBRM unit within the Ministry 
of Fisheries and Marine Resources” (MFMR Corp Plan, 12) and that the National 
government must prepare and enforce laws and regulations. In sum, the policies we 
examine tend to place substantial management responsibility, for dealing with a 
range of issues (i.e., food security, adaptive capacity to climate change and other 
pressures, conservation of target or threatened species and habitats), onto communi-
ties. Whilst the values and ‘empowerment’ potential of community-based approaches 
are promoted in the region, there are also clear critiques of devolving the burden of 
management responsibility and risk to communities (e.g., Davis and Ruddle 2012). 
In contrast, the SSF Guidelines place substantial responsibilities onto the state, with 
64 of the 89 commitments laid out in Part 2 and 3 directed firstly to states. The bal-
ance of roles, responsibility, and authority is one that requires careful negotiation 
and open discussion, as it would have a major bearing on how the CBRM-based 
activities play out in implementation.

The SSF Guidelines provide nuanced and multiple recommendations for fisher 
representation and participation along multiple points of the value chain. For exam-
ple, calling for small-scale fisheries to be “represented in relevant local and national 
professional associations and fisheries bodies and actively take part in relevant 
decision- making and fisheries policymaking processes” and “[states] and small- 
scale fisheries actors should encourage and support the role and involvement of both 
men and women, whether engaged in pre-harvest, harvest or post-harvest opera-
tions” (p.  7). Solomon Islands’ higher level policies (the Constitution and the 
Fisheries Management Act, respectively) call broadly for fisher participation and 
representation, too, with language to “ensure that participation of our people in the 
governance of their affairs and provide within the framework of our national unity 
for the decentralisation of power” (p. 12), and “the interests of artisanal and subsis-
tence fishers shall be taken into account, including their participation in manage-
ment of their respective fisheries” (p. 31). Whereas the more operational national 
fisheries and environment policies have an explicit and relatively limited emphasis 
on ‘participation’ at the level of ‘community’, within Solomon Islands policies, 
there are relatively few calls to address the participation of women or vulnerable and 
marginalized groups explicitly. Further, we found no mention of professional asso-
ciations, fisheries bodies, or equivalents; although the intent to establish a ‘Fisheries 
Advisory Council’ may be such a forum where this is potentially addressed (although 
details are not provided). In sum, the policies we examined had a much narrower 
view of participation and representation than that articulated in the SSF Guidelines 
and related consultations (e.g., Food and Agrictulture Organisation 2013).

The SSF Guidelines demonstrate a strong call for institutional coordination 
where states specifically “should establish and promote the institutional structures 
and linkages  – including local–national–regional–global linkages and networks  – 
necessary for achieving policy coherence, cross-sectoral collaboration and the 
implementation of holistic and inclusive ecosystem approach” (p. 15). The require-
ment for between-organization, cross-sector, and cross-level institutional coordina-
tion is echoed in Pacific and Solomon Islands policies, and is perhaps one of the most 
dominant themes. Within these policies, the objectives of institutional coordination 
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were stated as to align levels of fisheries governance, to implement integrated man-
agement and development approaches, and to foster capacity building and learning 
between organizations. The policies we examined do not yet reflect details about the 
national-level platforms that states will utilise and facilitate “with cross- sectoral rep-
resentation and with strong representation of civil society organizations, to oversee 
implementation of the Guidelines” (p.  18). Three multi-stakeholder forums are 
briefly mentioned in Solomon Islands policy: the National Coordinating Committee 
for the Coral Triangle Initiative (described as the mechanism designated to coordi-
nate and promote implementation of the CTI Plan of Action, specifically), the 
Solomon Islands Locally Managed Marine Area network (policies call for support of 
this network, and for the network to provide reports to the Ministry of Fisheries and 
Marine Resources), and ‘a functioning Fisheries Advisory Council’ (the intent to 
form this council is expressed). In contrast to the degree of value and importance 
given to institutional coordination, there is in fact very little treatment of how this 
will be achieved in practice and through which forums. We discuss this further later 
on in this chapter.

 Areas Indicative of Incoherence

Prospects for policy incoherence are observed in two themes: equitable access and 
distribution and tenure rights. First, the SSF Guidelines places a considerable 
emphasis on equitable access to resources and just distribution of fishery benefits. It 
states: “States should where appropriate grant preferential access of small-scale 
fisheries to fish in waters under national jurisdiction, with a view to achieving equi-
table outcomes for different groups of people, in particular vulnerable groups… 
States should adopt measures to facilitate equitable access to fishery resources for 
small-scale fishing communities” (p.  6). These recommendations converge on 
ensuring an equitable outcome for small-scale fisheries and their vulnerable sub- 
groups as a whole in recognition of the lop-sided political economy that has histori-
cally disadvantaged the small-scale sector (Bailey 1988; Pinkerton and Davis 2015). 
Ensuing marginalization of small-scale fisheries as implicated in the ‘sectoral poli-
tics’ has been identified a key problem around the world (Jacquet and Pauly 2008; 
Chuenpagdee 2011; Song and Chuenpagdee 2015). This, unfortunately, is reflected 
in Solomon Islands, and in much of the Pacific as well, in that coastal and small- 
scale fishers receive little policy attention and resources for management, develop-
ment, and research relative to commercial tuna fisheries, in particular.

While equitable access and distribution has received relatively scarce attention 
in the existing policy field, appearing in only three out of 11 documents (see 
Table 4.3), when it is mentioned, it is shown to highlight another important aspect 
about equity. For example, the New Song includes phrases such as: “More equitable 
access to benefits and decision making within communities, including women, 
youth and marginalised groups” (p. 10), “equitable access to the resource and ben-
efits from coastal fisheries within communities” (p. 14), and “[management] plans 
take account of equity issues, especially those involving gender and youth” (p. 14). 
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In these instances, emphasis is placed in the equity issues that arise within commu-
nities among different individuals or sub-groups (i.e., local-level interactions). This 
is indeed a highly pertinent issue in everyday fisheries management affairs upon 
which community functioning and individual well-being hinge, for instance, 
through elite capture (Béné et al. 2009; Cohen and Steenbergen 2015). However, 
what is missing here is the equity considerations of coastal small-scale fisheries in 
relation to larger-scale industrial fleets. Hence, we see that the SSF Guidelines and 
the New Song are, in fact, discussing two different dimensions of small-scale fisher-
ies equity issues. Without fully recognizing and integrating these two perspectives, 
what may transpire is the prioritization of small-scale fisheries over large-scale fish-
eries, leading to the persistence of inequitable relations in the community (a bigger 
pie but unfairly split pieces), or achieving just mechanisms to share resource wealth 
but with few resources to distribute in the first place (fair splitting of a pie that 
remains small). As competition for coastal resources intensify and as global markets 
reach further into Solomon Islands marine resources, the potential for both forms of 
inequity may well increase.

Secondly, policy incoherence may also surface from the tenure rights theme. 
Tenure rights are a popular and well-circulated notion recently elevated through the 
Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries 
and Forests in the Context of National Food Security (Food and Agrictulture 
Organisation 2012). In it, tenure systems are defined as formal law or informal 
arrangements that regulate who gains access to natural resources, for how long and 
under what conditions. Its significance in relation to vulnerability, food security, and 
poverty is deservedly reflected in the SSF Guidelines. Customary tenure is also 
referred to in most policy documents we reviewed (see Table 4.3). While this con-
sistency should be regarded as a positive step towards securing tenure rights for 
those working in the small-scale fishery, upon an in-depth look, there may be impor-
tant discrepancies that could erode any perceived policy coherence.

Customary marine tenure in Solomon Islands (and many other Pacific Island 
Countries) has a long history ingrained in the cultural and socio-economic makeup 
of inshore fishing communities (Ruddle et al. 1992). It is effectively inseparable 
from community functioning and coastal villagers’ life-world (Siriwardane-de 
Zoysa and Hornidge 2016). Still forming the backbone of rural governance struc-
tures, the emphasis on customary tenure is evident in policy documents. For 
instance, the Fisheries Management Act of Solomon Islands defines customary fish-
ing as “fishing by indigenous Solomon Islanders, in waters where they are entitled 
by custom to fish, where – the fish are taken in a manner that, having regard to the 
boat, the equipment and the method used, is substantially in accordance with the 
indigenous Solomon Islanders’ customary traditions…” (p. 16), and refers to the 
‘customary rights area’ as “the areas within Solomon Islands waters that communi-
ties of indigenous Solomon Islanders own, use or occupy according to current cus-
tomary usage” (p. 42). Similarly, the Western Province Fisheries Ordinance specifies 
that “Customary Fishing Rights refers to the rights that certain indigenous groups of 
people from the Western Province are able to establish over certain fishing areas by 
virtue of historical use and association with such areas of water and through 
acknowledgement of such rights by traditional leaders” (p. 7).
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The difference is that the SSF Guidelines offer a view of tenure rights that is 
broader, that is to include also the rights of non-indigenous and non-traditional peo-
ple insofar as they form a part of a small-scale fishing community, as it states “Local 
norms and practices, as well as customary or otherwise preferential access to fishery 
resources and land by small-scale fishing communities including indigenous peo-
ples and ethnic minorities, should be recognized, respected and protected in ways 
that are consistent with international human rights law” (FAO 105, 5). While this 
subtle variation in the scope of how tenure holders are perceived may not appear 
particularly contradictory, incoherence becomes apparent if one traces its economic 
ramifications. The SSF Guidelines are unequivocal that “Small-scale fishing com-
munities need to have secure tenure rights to the resources that form the basis for 
their social and cultural well-being, their livelihoods and their sustainable develop-
ment” (FAO 2015, 5). In other words, tenure rights are central to the realization of 
food security, sustainable livelihoods, and economic growth (also see 5.2 of the SSF 
Guidelines). On the contrary, customary tenure as stipulated by the Fisheries 
Management Act encompasses only those activities regarded to be consistent with 
the emblematic image of customary fishing in Solomon Islands. For example, it 
declares that customary fishing is only recognizable where “any boat used is small 
scale, individually operated and if motorised does not have more than one motor; 
the fish are taken primarily for household consumption, barter or customary social 
or ceremonial purposes; and the fish are not taken or used for commercial purposes” 
(p. 16). What this means, however, is that such a view (if applied in practice) would 
restrict the full range of potential economic benefits derived from a tenure-protected 
fishery including fishing for commercial exchanges, thereby placing the idea and 
practice of tenure rights in contradiction with what is envisioned in the SSF 
Guidelines. Broadly, it seems that tenure rights are, in Solomon Islands, seen as 
instrumental for protecting the cultural and subsistence functions of small-scale 
fisheries, but (at least in these policy documents) not as an instrument to enable 
profit and economic growth.

 Gaps

Gender and Human rights themes are conspicuously featured in the SSF Guidelines. 
They appear to hold an important position as a normative and deep-seated founda-
tion that can enable an expression of other concerns (such as those expressed by the 
themes of human and social development, fisher participation, tenure rights, capac-
ity building, and post-harvest economic development). We deal firstly with gender. 
The low frequency with which gender (as shown in Table 4.3) is mentioned in the 
policy documents we analyzed is therefore a noteworthy outcome. Does the current 
absence mean that gender is to be overlooked and policy incoherence is unavoid-
able? We cannot be certain. Despite the relative lack of attention to the gender 
aspect, when gender sensitivities are expressed, they appear quite consistent with 
the provisions in the SSF Guidelines. For example, the 2015 completed New Song 
is unequivocal in promoting gender balance: ‘Gender relations have a significant 
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effect on the course of development and so the voice of women and youth must be 
heard and acted upon effectively in all future CBRM strategies. In addition to play-
ing a greater role in decision-making, women and youth must have more equitable 
access to the benefits flowing from coastal fisheries’ (p. 6). Nonetheless, to be in 
line with the high emphasis placed on gender equity in the SSF Guidelines, there is 
a need for wider inclusion of gender priorities in the existing and any newly- forming 
policies.

Secondly, the SSF Guidelines have clearly stipulated that small-scale fisheries 
are to be treated with international human rights standards such as universality and 
inalienability, non-discrimination and equality, participation and inclusion, account-
ability, and the rule of law. Despite being inscribed in the Solomon Islands’ national 
constitution, we find that the high-level ideals of human rights have yet to percolate 
down to domestic and regional policy documents. This deficit may be because it has 
so far lacked a superior policy impetus for this translation to occur, which the SSF 
Guidelines are poised to provide, or because their reiteration is seen as unnecessary. 
This likely represents the biggest and most significant gap between the Guidelines 
and the existing instruments (together with the gender aspect). There is ample room 
that formulation of implementation strategies for themes such as human social 
development, tenure rights and capacity building explicitly incorporates the idea of 
human rights. At minimum, there would need to be a re-examination of the existing 
plans to ensure their compliance with such principles.

 What Mechanisms and Arenas Are Appropriate to Promote 
Policy Coherence? Do These Currently Function in Solomon 
Islands?

Based on this initial look at the potential interplay of policies that pertain to coastal, 
small-scale fisheries in Solomon Islands, we can be reasonably confident that policy 
coherence would generally prevail across scales when the SSF Guidelines enters the 
implementation phase. Many key policy documents already contain provisions that 
delve into the themes championed in the SSF Guidelines, as shown in Table 4.3. 
There were themes that were yet to be adequately elaborated, such as gender and 
human rights. In addition, important themes such as equitable access and tenure 
rights, upon closer reading, may incite potential inconsistencies as we observed 
some contradictory elements. This is no reason to be discouraged, however, as a 
certain degree of incoherence is deemed inevitable in all pluralist societies (Carbone 
2008). But to increase the chances of successful implementation we can, and should, 
strive to achieve greater coherence. The findings of this study highlight some differ-
ences and discrepancies between policies that could be initial points of focus to 
move the SSF Guidelines from intentions to implementation.

One way that even a very crowded policy field can still cohere is through ‘inte-
grative properties’ or ‘policy glue’ that connect issues and interests, such as a clear 
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set of goals, a compelling policy image, and the strong involvement of the institu-
tions that perform as the executive agency (May et  al. 2006; Jordan and Harpin 
2006, 23; Carbone 2008, 327). Who controls the governing vision or images that 
form the basis of policy formulation and how to administer them to influence other 
actors and sustain their interests are key meta-concerns. For instance, Forster and 
Stokke (1999) submits that coherence depends on the capacity and commitment of 
the political and administrative leadership at the centre, whether the national gov-
ernment at the domestic level or a supra-national organization at the regional or 
global level. In this sense, the SSF Guidelines (along with their explicitly articulated 
guiding principles) can be understood as serving a meta-governance function, pro-
viding the high-order rationale to the lower-scale policies that can help align various 
policy objectives (Song et al. 2013; Morrison 2014). The meta-governance approach 
(Kooiman 2003) of the SSF Guidelines would be an indication of both the political 
importance and cross-cutting nature of small-scale fisheries, and an acknowledg-
ment of the national sovereignty of the FAO member states as well as the semi- 
autonomous interests of regional institutions. Meta-governance thus represents this 
tacit and often behind-the-scenes steering of policies. Similarly, within these 
 nation- states, adoption of the SSF Guidelines provides a strong political signal that 
small- scale fisheries functions and governance in the context of food security and 
poverty eradication needs to be integrated and taken seriously across all sectors 
(Morrison and Lane 2005). At the same time, local champions are needed to main-
stream the SSF Guidelines at the on-the-ground level (Cuevas et al. 2015).

Practically, multiple cross-agency, cross-scale, and cross-sector learning and 
governance networks could act as mechanisms or arenas to negotiate and promote 
policy coherence. In Solomon Islands governance networks with concerns over 
coastal (including fisheries) resources include a national branch of the Asia-Pacific 
‘LMMA’ network (Cohen et al. 2012) and the National Coordinating Committee for 
the CTI (unpublished data). These networks bring together government and non- 
government organizations, with mandates spanning social and economic develop-
ment, environmental management, and human health and well-being. They provide 
a forum for deliberation between multiple objectives and actors, as well as a point 
at which the design of actions (to address regional to national policies) can be tai-
lored to fit the Solomon Islands context. In some cases, they also promote represen-
tation of small-scale fishers and managers in higher level policy forums. Most 
directly, they offer an avenue through which to pursue the ‘institutional coordina-
tion and strengthening’ objectives, and it has also been suggested that these net-
works may be logical candidates to mainstream and implement the SSF Guidelines 
(Nisa 2014). Whilst these networks have had successes in improving local level 
representation and increasing coordination between agencies, they also face sub-
stantial logistical, financial, and political challenges in effectively acting as arenas 
and mechanisms for multi-stakeholder dialogue and coordination (e.g., Ratner et al. 
2013). Improving policy coherence, addressing policy gaps, and continually 
strengthening institutional coordination will require time and resources, the distri-
bution of which may affect more grounded efforts of implementation such as man-
aging resources or building the capacity of managers.
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 Conclusion

The SSF Guidelines explicitly call for policy coherence to promote substantive 
policy delivery; conversely, incoherence will likely engender coordination prob-
lems, implementation gaps, and conflicts between regimes (May et al. 2006; Jordan 
and Harpin 2006). The policies we examined are guiding the way in which marine 
resource conservation, coastal and rural development, and small-scale fisheries gov-
ernance are tackled within Solomon Islands. Amid the dense small-scale fisheries 
policy field observed in Solomon Islands, we found numerous areas of coherence, 
which suggest that the SSF Guidelines enter a policy and implementation landscape 
that is relatively consistent with the intentions laid out in the Guidelines. As a result, 
we submit that the implementation of the SSF Guidelines will largely be a case of 
continuing to strengthen the implementation of these policies. Yet, the policy gaps 
and more nuanced areas of incoherence we identify suggest early hurdles for imple-
mentation, and these gaps in fact highlight areas in which the SSF Guidelines can 
potentially have the greatest impact on the current policy landscape within Solomon 
Islands.

It is important to recognize that the policies we examined sit within a political 
landscape that has the potential to be more influential on small-scale fisheries than 
the intensions formally laid out in policy. Within the sector priorities may shift 
between supporting the welfare function of small-scale fisheries (Béné et al. 2010), 
to promoting economic goals and the wealth generating functions of small-scale 
fisheries (sensu Cunningham et al. 2009). The relative weight given to these priori-
ties, or indeed any of the themes that are analyzed, will be heavily influenced by the 
dominant development vision of the nation which can shift, for instance, with 
changing political cycles or international donor policies. For example, emphasis on 
commercial industry and economic growth would impact upon small-scale fisheries 
resources and fishers differently to emphasis on improving access to services in 
rural areas. Understanding the influence of this broader political landscape on the 
implementation of the SSF Guidelines is beyond the scope of this analysis, but is an 
important area for future research.

While our analysis has been specific in its application to a Solomon Islands case 
situated in the Pacific regional setting, our approach is easily applicable to other 
countries and provides a way to diagnose areas of incoherence and gaps, and also 
opportunities for the SSF Guidelines to prompt adjustment and transformation of 
existing policies. We suggest that this type of policy-based analysis is a useful first 
step to understanding priorities and strategies for implementation. Further, we hope 
that our findings are illustrative of how and why policy coherence can be an influen-
tial concept for informing multi-scalar implementation of the SSF Guidelines. 
Nonetheless, our analysis and findings remain restricted to the policy level. A suite 
of further challenges exist in the space between policy intent and actual implemen-
tation; while this is beyond the scope of this study, the challenges and opportunities 
that rest in this space are expected to be substantial. As the national governments 
begin to take on this massive implementation task, coherent policy aims across 
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scales should, however, give us renewed optimism that the small-scale fisheries 
policy interplay can be a governable process, providing a sensible platform for orga-
nizing implementation efforts and ultimately boosting our chance of realizing the 
noble visions laid out in the SSF Guidelines.
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Chapter 5
Tuna or Tasi? Fishing for Policy Coherence 
in Zanzibar’s Small-Scale Fisheries Sector

Lars Lindström and Maricela de la Torre-Castro

Abstract Zanzibar in 1964 merged with Tanganyika to become the United Republic 
of Tanzania (URT). Zanzibar enjoys autonomy in the governance of marine 
resources having adverse effects on the implementation of the Voluntary Guidelines 
for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and 
Poverty Eradication (SSF Guidelines) as Zanzibar is not a member of the FAO as a 
unit on its own, but only as a part of the URT.  While the Guidelines were still 
unknown to Zanzibar a new fisheries policy was formulated complicating their 
implementation, as the Guidelines clashes with the new fisheries policy. We exam-
ine this clash using the concept policy coherence defined as the coherence between 
(a) development and other policies, and (b) development policies of different donors. 
We downscale it to apply to policies within one sector, small-scale fisheries, by 
comparing the fisheries policy which is grounded in liberal ideas like commercial-
ization and capitalization, with the SSF Guidelines which ideationally are based in 
human rights and a view of fishing as also culture and not just any economic activity 
subject to economic laws. We argue that conflicts between the two may result in 
failure to implement the SSF Guidelines as they do not come with World Bank and 
other external funding as the new fishery policy does. Choosing between conflicting 
policy elements the choice will likely be the fishery policy if the implementation of 
SSF Guidelines comes with a cost.
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 Introduction

In June 2014, a historical event in the advancement of the valuation of global fisher-
ies took place: the endorsement of the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable 
Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and Poverty Eradication 
(hereafter SSF Guidelines) by 147 FAO member countries. This document repre-
sents the first real acknowledgement of the important role of small-scale fisheries 
for not only food but also income security for the world population, contributing as 
it does to about half of global fish catches (FAO 2015, ix).

More importantly, though, they are targeted at the equitable development of 
small-scale fishing communities and consider its contribution to poverty eradica-
tion. The SSF Guidelines do so by emphasizing participatory policies and the rule 
of law, as well as by raising public awareness of the broader cultural and social role 
played by small-scale fisheries.

What remains now for those countries that have adopted the SSF Guidelines is to 
implement them, or to ‘walk the talk’ (Jentoft 2014). The implementation gap - the 
distance between stated goals and objectives and the realization of them - is often 
wide, particularly in developing countries. Corruption, lack of human and material 
resources, and unstable political environments are only a few of the factors that 
impede implementation in these contexts.

However, we will analyze a different implementation problem: the one of ‘dou-
ble talk’, or when policies are not coherent, which can create synergies, but rather 
are in conflict with one another, which turns the walk into limping. The concept of 
‘policy coherence’ has gained increasing weight ever since the Paris Declaration on 
Aid Effectiveness in 2005, and is now part of Organization for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (OECD) and European Union aid frameworks. It is also part of 
the SSF Guidelines’ instruments.

In this chapter, we turn our attention to the case study of Zanzibar. The former 
sultanate of Zanzibar is an archipelago off Tanzania’s coast that merged with for-
mer Tanganyika in 1964 to become the United Republic of Tanzania (URT). 
Zanzibar enjoys autonomy in non-union matters, one of which is the governance of 
marine resources. Thus, the URT and Zanzibar have their own institutions, both 
political and administrative, for the governance of small-scale fisheries. As a conse-
quence of the peculiar institutional design of the URT, which resembles a federa-
tion without a federal level, Zanzibar is not a member of the FAO as a unit of its 
own, but through its inclusion within the URT state. Zanzibar was, therefore, not 
invited to the FAO negotiation process that began in 2010 and ended in the adoption 
of the SSF Guidelines in 2014. Zanzibar neither participated on its own terms nor 
was invited to the Tanzanian representation. Thus, the talk was unheard by 
Zanzibar’s government! Zanzibar authorities had no previous knowledge, or oppor-
tunities to be part, of the negotiations, consultation process, or the drafting of the 
final document.
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It seems unlikely, though, that the architects behind the new fisheries policy (FP), 
SWIOfish and SMARTfish (see below), were unaware of this process, which started 
in 2010 and involved more than 4000 representatives of governments, small-scale 
fishers, fish workers and their organizations, researchers, development partners, and 
other relevant stakeholders from more than 120 countries in six regions and more 
than 20 civil society organization-led national consultative meetings, leading up to 
the endorsement of the SSF Guidelines in June 2014 (FAO 2015, v).

The Zanzibar elections in October 2015 were annulled because of alleged viola-
tions of the electoral laws and the political situation remained in limbo until new 
elections were held in March 2016. It was not until early summer 2016 that the new 
administration had taken over.

In addition to the lack of knowledge about the FAO negotiations by key authori-
ties involved in marine resources, the SSF Guidelines were also unknown to other 
members of Zanzibar society. Interviews with representatives of civil society orga-
nizations and individual fishers in July–August 2016 showed a complete unaware-
ness of even the existence of the SSF Guidelines.

As we will demonstrate below, these factors will have adverse effects on the 
prospects for the effective implementation of the SSF Guidelines in Zanzibar. 
Furthermore, since a new FP was being developed while negotiations in the context 
of FAO were taking place, policy coherence with the new Guidelines under develop-
ment was not on the agenda in creation of the new FP.

In what follows, we will present Zanzibar’s small-scale fisheries context, then 
present the policy framework and, finally, examine the inherent conflicts between 
the new FP and the SSF Guidelines. At the end of the chapter, we interpret our find-
ings against the broad key objectives in the SSF Guidelines.

 Small-Scale Fisheries in Zanzibar

Small-scale fisheries in Zanzibar are de facto operated as an open access system, 
mainly taking place inshore in intertidal areas with less than 20–30 m depth around 
both major islands, Pemba and Unguja. The fishers use traditional vessels like small 
wooden boats, canoes, and outrigger canoes chiseled out from huge tree trunks, and 
use a variety of fishing gears including different types of nets (drag-nets, gill nets, 
ring nets, beach-seines, etc.), basket traps (demas), longlines, as well as hook and 
line. Fishing takes place along the whole seascape comprising different ecosys-
tems - coral reefs, mangroves, sandbanks, and seagrass beds - while a few fishers 
reach deeper waters (de la Torre-Castro et al. 2014). A large variety of fin-fish and 
invertebrate species is targeted, and it has been considered that the fishery in 
Tanzania (including Zanzibar) is in decline and in urgent need of management 
reform (Jiddawi and Öhman 2002; Eriksson et al. 2010). There are about 35,000 
fishers using approximately 8500 vessels, of which 10–15% are equipped with out-
board engines (ZFC 2007, 2010; RGZ 2016).
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It is difficult to estimate the importance of fish production and related activities 
to the national economy, since large parts of the sector are predominantly unregu-
lated. Although monitoring agents (Bwana dikos) take catch data, the statistics are 
error prone (de la Torre-Castro 2006). In addition, the coastal population depends 
almost entirely on small-scale fisheries for income and food security. With a popula-
tion of about 1.3 million and an average family size of seven persons – a staggering 
250,000 persons, or about 20% of Zanzibar’s total population – are directly depen-
dent on small-scale fisheries.

Moreover, small-scale fisheries are by and large the most important livelihood 
sector in the coastal villages in Unguja. Based on information in diaries, the small- 
scale fisheries sector (including not only harvest, but 21 different livelihood activi-
ties) is the most important for the coastal people. It provides both the highest income 
and the highest frequency of performed activities. Although male-dominated, small- 
scale fisheries in Zanzibar are performed by, and are important for, both men and 
women. There is a gendered differentiation of activities, ecosystems used, and spe-
cies targeted, but the importance of small-scale fisheries are high for all coastal 
inhabitants. In this context, even small children at pre-school age fish in their vil-
lages and start interacting with markets, active fishers, and traders as early as before 
five years of age.

Markets are mainly local, but some valuable products, such as sea cucumbers, 
have IUU (Illegal, Unregulated, and Unreported) characteristics and reach interna-
tional markets through clandestine commercialization that takes place parallel to the 
established legal market (Eriksson et al. 2012). The local markets present a high 
degree of complexity, with a myriad of actors varying from auctioneers, middlemen, 
credit providers, sidewalk fishers, women fish traders, fish cleaning children, and 
many other actors. The market chains are also complex, with distribution of fish 
products to local people, restaurants, hotels, and larger markets in Zanzibar town 
(e.g. Darajani and Mwanakwerekwe). Market dynamics are not thoroughly studied, 
but it is clear that the inclusion of female fish traders in management would be a 
positive management action, as well as a deeper understanding of the ecological 
effects of market exploitation which targets different functional groups and all 
maturity stages of fish (Fröcklin et al. 2013; Thyresson et al. 2013). The high fishing 
pressure, as well as the complex market in which the diverse array of market agents 
currently buys up all that is offered, seem to create a situation in which there is no 
refuge for fish (and invertebrates) to complete their life-history undisturbed.

Small-scale fisheries in Zanzibar have a management history similar to many 
other sites in developing countries. They have passed through periods of local tradi-
tional management marked by sustainable practices and robust local institutions. 
Like in many other countries in post-war and/or post-colonial periods, fisheries in 
Zanzibar experienced radical systemic changes characterized by external manage-
ment interventions and the disruption of historical well-functioning management 
practices by donor-funded projects (de la Torre-Castro and Lindström 2010; de la 
Torre-Castro 2012). The introduction of extensive Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) 
with the support of the World Bank between 2005 and 2011 has radically changed 
the national management path, moving Zanzibar’s fisheries into traditional Western 
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management. Small-scale fisheries in Zanzibar are clearly in need of better gover-
nance. Catch decline, destruction of ecosystems, inadequate fishing gears, gender 
inequality, and lack of proper policy and management are major problems threaten-
ing the sustainability of the overall fisheries governance system. The problem of 
destructive gear use and the unsuccessful gear exchange programs are particularly 
important negative factors (Wallner-Hahn et al. 2016). Also, the selective fishing of 
key species, such as sea-urchin predators, contributes to cascade effects which are 
detrimental to both coral and seagrass ecosystems (Wallner-Hahn et al. 2015).

 The Institutional Setup

Zanzibar is a semi-autonomous part of the URT, and RGZ and its Ministry of 
Agriculture, Natural Resources, Livestock, and Fisheries (MANLF) enjoy full 
rights to regulate marine resource use. Thus, RGZ exercises sovereignty over fisher-
ies governance. Fisheries are formally regulated by mainly the Fisheries Law of 
1993 and the Fisheries Act of 2010, but also informally by the daily praxis of fishers 
and other stakeholders (RGZ 1993, 2010a).

In addition to the legislative assembly, the government agencies engaged in the 
governance of fisheries are MANLF at the central level, a number of District 
Fisheries Offices at the regional level, and Bwana Diko (fishing monitoring agents), 
who operate at the majority of landing sites. At the local level, there is a variety of 
informal institutions established by fishers themselves, as well as the fishers’ com-
mittees that were formalized by the previously called Department of Fisheries dur-
ing the last decade (Lindström and de la Torre-Castro 2015).

The Bwana Dikos have a key role at the local level as they record catches on a 
regular basis and report these to higher levels of government, as well as issue fishing 
licenses and are supposed to report law breakers. They are, however, caught in a 
number of dilemmas. Their remuneration is low and issues related to kinship, mul-
titasking, poverty, and control complicate their monitoring and sanctioning roles (de 
la Torre-Castro 2006).

 Policy Coherence

In the following analysis, we will make use of the concept of policy coherence that 
has become one of the pillars in OECD and EU development policy, as well as in 
FAO documents like the one on trade and agricultural policy and as a policy objec-
tive in the SSF Guidelines (FAO 2006, 2015, 10.1; EC 2013; OECD 2016). The 
concept refers to the reduction of conflicts and the promotion of synergies between, 
both vertically and horizontally, and within different policy areas to achieve the 
desired outcomes (Nilsson et al. 2012). We apply the concept to Zanzibar’s fisheries 
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sector by analyzing horizontal conflicts within the fisheries sector, showcased in the 
comparison of the new FP announced in 2014 and the SSF Guidelines (RGZ 2014, 
2016; FAO 2015). More precisely, we will conduct a policy analysis by comparing 
the policy objectives and instruments in the two policies in terms of conflicting and 
incompatible objectives and instruments.

We argue that the less coherence between the two policies, the more difficult it 
will be for government agencies to implement the SSF Guidelines. This challenge 
is heightened by the fact that the new FP comes with international donor funding. 
Struggling with meagre finances makes it tempting to choose that the policy option 
which comes with funding.

 Policy Framework

Tanzania has been a major recipient of foreign aid for decades and the coastal man-
agement sector, including fisheries, are no exemption. The World Bank has been a 
major actor in shaping the governance and management trajectories of small-scale 
fisheries. Since the early 1980s, there have been efforts and donations directed at 
commercialization and the increase of fish catches (World Bank 1984). In addition, 
from the early 2000s, the Bank’s presence has been critical in changing the manage-
ment system through the Marine and Coastal Environment Management Project 
(MACEMP) (World Bank 2012). The project was made possible with an approxi-
mate $63 million USD World Bank loan and a grant from the Global Environment 
Facility (World Bank 2013). It was designed and implemented in cooperation with 
the Union Government and the RGZ. The purpose of MACEMP was to ‘improve 
management of coastal and marine resources, to enhance the contribution of these 
resources to economic growth, to reduce poverty, and to develop the scientific 
understanding of the marine and coastal resources and major threats to them’ (World 
Bank 2012). However, during the period of intervention (2005–2011), the project 
mainly focused on creating a series of MPAs and, although the objective was to 
achieve conservation and development at the same time, the positive results of the 
project are limited and difficult to see by the local people, especially since many 
issues of procedural and distributive injustices have been reported (Gustavsson et al. 
2014). A new project supported by the World Bank after MACEMP is now in effect, 
the ‘First South West Indian Ocean Fisheries Governance and Shared Project 
Growth’ (SWIOFish). This project comprises a larger geographical area, targeting 
South West Indian Ocean countries and addressing fisheries as a key sector in which 
regional collaboration, improved management, and governance, as well as eco-
nomic benefits, are needed. The investment for this project consists $75.5 million 
USD from the International Development Association (IDA) and $15.5 USD from 
the Global Environmental Facility. Each country included in the project elaborates 
its own fisheries policy. Tanzania will receive a sum of $36 million USD to continue 
the work for better governance and management, improve livelihoods, and increase 
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private sector participation in fishing industry activities. This new World Bank proj-
ect is projected to operate until 2021 (World Bank 2016).

Other guiding policy documents are The Zanzibar Vision 2020 (RGZ 2002) and 
The Zanzibar Strategy for Growth and Reduction of Poverty, MKUZAII (RGZ 
2010b). The former articulates the overall development goals for Zanzibar as the 
eradication of absolute poverty and the attainment of sustainable human  development. 
The Vision’s policy on fisheries is to strengthen the management of marine and 
coastal resources to support sustainable tourism development while conserving the 
richness of the environment. The Vision also recognizes the key role played by the 
fisheries sector in the social and economic development of the country.

The Zanzibar Strategy for Growth and Reduction of Poverty, MKUZAII, recog-
nizes that fisheries are of great importance to the economy of Zanzibar. It also 
stresses that recent government efforts have been directed towards the conservation 
of marine and coastal environments and that this has largely contributed to signifi-
cant increases in fish catch (however, there are no scientific catch data to substanti-
ate this assertion). Despite this positive performance, MKUZAII highlights that 
marine resources further offshore in deeper waters are still underutilized, as most 
fisheries activities are done in inshore waters which are unsustainably over- 
exploited. It also emphasizes that there is a great potential on the part of domestic 
fishers for offshore fishery expansion in Zanzibar.

 Double Talk

The new FP was announced on December 1, 2014, with a first draft published in 
June 2014 (RGZ 2014) and a second draft in July 2016 (RGZ 2016). The first draft 
had as its main objective the protection of coral reef ecosystems in order to promote 
tourism, a clearly non-fishing and non-ecological objective. This was removed from 
the second draft. Both drafts have been developed within the context of SWIOfish, 
financed by the World Bank, and SmartFish, funded by the EU. The second draft has 
three main objectives, namely to:

 (i) Enhance sustainability of fishery resources through preserving biodiversity of 
marine ecosystems

 (ii) Enhance the social and economic performances of the fishery sector through 
improvement fisheries management

 (iii) Increase fish production and improve quality of fish and fish products in line 
with food security and safety requirements in compliance to international stan-
dards (RGZ 2016, 14).

These objectives are indicated to be achieved through a set of guiding principles: 
sustainability, conservation, research, equity, poverty reduction, gender equity, and 
good governance principles like participation, transparency, and accountability, as 
well as a number of policy instruments (RGZ 2016, 14–15). In the following sec-
tion, we will analyze the policy objectives and instruments with bearing on small- 
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scale fisheries, or artisanal which is the term used in the policy documents, in a 
comparison with the SSF Guidelines.

 From Tasi1 to Tuna

A main objective in the second draft of the new FP is to ‘promote responsible and 
sustainable development of artisanal fisheries further offshore in deeper waters with 
an aim to increase the contribution of the fishery sector to economic growth and 
food security. Meanwhile to facilitate the removal of fishing capacity in shallow 
waters for improved fisheries management in coastal zones’ (RGZ 2016, 21).2

This goal, however, depends upon the replacement of simple wooden inshore 
vessels with large fiberglass ones equipped with engines which would enable fishers 
to go offshore. Through the MACEMP program, a few vessels like these, along with 
sizeable gill nets, were distributed freely among the villages to be controlled by the 
Village Fisheries Committees. However, our study shows that this introduction of 
technology contributed to distributional injustices, as only a few fishers were 
granted access to these vessels, predominantly the upper ranks of the Committees 

1 Tasi is the Kiswahili word for the predominantly seagrass-associated Rabbit fish Siganus spp. (see 
Fig.  5.1). Tasi is mainly fished inshore and  is a  valuable species particularly for  food security 
and often targeted using basket traps (demas).
2 Emphasis added by authors.

Fig. 5.1 Tasi, rabbit fish (Siganus sutor), at the local fish market. Tasi is key for small-scale fisher-
ies in Zanzibar providing animal protein and monetary income (Photo credit: M. de la 
Torre-Castro)
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(Gustavsson et al. 2014). In the new FP, fishers are expected to buy fiberglass boats, 
engines, and fishing nets by taking up loans on the commercial market (RGZ 2016, 
22). Given that most fishers have an income slightly above the poverty line the 
policy will likely contribute to a segregation of the fishery into a few ‘haves’ and the 
many ‘have nots’. Those that cannot afford the technical upgrading will be forced to 
remain inshore and intertidal areas, where they most probably will be squeezed by 
the extension and establishment of MPAs and other Marine Conservation Areas 
(MCAs). There are also risks that the poorest fishers may enter disadvantageous 
relationships with market traders, seeking loans and pressed by their wish to retain 
their livelihoods and fishing as a cultural life style.

This kind of stratification runs contrary to what the SSF Guidelines state: “States 
should also adopt measures to facilitate equitable access to fishery resources for 
small-scale fishing communities” (FAO 2015, 6).3 Those remaining inshore will 
also struggle to compete on the market with their less valuable species (there are 
signs that intertidal invertebrates are decreasing and fish juveniles fetch lower value 
in the market). Thus, the policy may contribute to Zanzibar’s export earnings but it 
is difficult to perceive how it will secure or improve food and income security of 
small-scale fishers or communities outside of a small elite group.

In addition, offshore fisheries will benefit from “technological (fishing and navi-
gation techniques, type and localization of Fish Aggregating Devices, etc.” (RGZ 
2016, 22), as well as value addition like fish preservation on-board, fish storage, 
processing and marketing, further aggravating the situation for those left to remain 
inshore. It also implies that the vessels required will be far larger than, for example, 
simple 25 ft. fibreglass boats with outboard engines, thus requiring an even larger 
investment that few small-scale fishers can afford. Wallner-Hanh et  al. (2016) 
 demonstrated that the economic constraints to change gears among Zanzibarian 
fishers are huge and difficult to overcome. It is expected that, when it comes to 
investments in boats and all extra inputs needed for such a radical change in the way 
of fishing, the economic constraints will increase disproportionally for lower-
income harvesters. The strategy of fishing offshore, rather, privileges large com-
mercial vessels owned by pavement fishers employing a captain and a small crew 
manning 25 ft. wooden boats mainly engaged in inshore fishing, an already fairly 
common arrangement.

However, these changes are all in line with the objective of removing fishing 
capacity in shallow waters, which stands in conflict with the SSF Guidelines’ prin-
ciples of poverty reduction and equity (FAO 2015; RGZ 2016). The equity princi-
ple, as formulated in the new FP, is restricted to encouraging “local and international 
researchers into the equitable use, distribution, and conservation of marine resources 
in sustainable ways that limits in transboundary oceanic fisheries. Meanwhile, the 
Government will establish transparent and equitable rules and frameworks for 
assessing and distributing conservation burdens for all fisheries stakeholders” (RGZ 
2016, 15). Indeed, this is a strange conceptualization of equity. That rules and 

3 Emphasis added by authors.
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frameworks are transparent and equitable is far from the same as the burdens of 
conservation being equitable distributed.

The SSF Guidelines speak differently. While the draft of the FP refers to regula-
tion being equitable, the SSF Guidelines discusses equitable distribution of “the 
benefits yielded from responsible management of fisheries and ecosystems” (FAO 
2015, 5).

The new FP puts much emphasis on leaving inshore fishing and instead develop 
an industrial tuna fleet together with “Zanzibar potential investors” (RGZ 2016: xx). 
It is interesting to note the emphasis given to include private actors in the new FP. In 
addition, the development of aquaculture activities in the form of seaweed, pearls, 
and fish is promoted (RGZ 2016, 19–25). Some of these priorities are, at least is on 
the surface, in line with the SSF Guidelines, which also looks to the creation of 
complementary and alternative income generating activities (FAO 2015, 9). What is 
problematic, however, is that fishers cannot realistically turn to seaweed aquaculture 
as this is predominantly, at least in Zanzibar, is a business of women and is one of 
the already existing complementary livelihoods for coastal families (Fröcklin et al. 
2012). Men in the household are engaged in fin fishing, and women in seaweed 
farming (Fig. 5.2).

It is also questionable if seaweed farming is a sustainable venture, with common 
occurrences of declining crop yields and falling prices. The price of Euchema den-

Fig. 5.2 Back from work after one tidal cycle in the ocean, small-scale fishers leave their catch to 
particular ‘assistants’ to sell through auction (Photo credit: M. de la Torre-Castro)
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ticulatum, locally known as spinosum seaweed, was previously around 700 
Tanzanian shillings per kg, but is now selling at 300 shillings per kg, while the price 
for Kappaphycus alvarezii, locally known as cottonii, the high-quality variety of 
seaweed, has plummeted from around 1100 shillings per kg to 700 (Daily Mail, 1 
May 2016). Seaweed farming is a major livelihood only for a few, while it is com-
plementary activity for the overwhelming majority of the female farmers. Most of 
the seaweed farmers report that working with seaweed alone is not sufficient for a 
decent income and, thus, women seaweed farmers are forced to perform other 
 activities. In fact, during the last 10–15 years an abandonment of the activity has 
been reported and observed. The new FP’s push to cement a poor income generating 
activity such as seaweed farming will result in the reduction of income security, 
running contrary to one of the main objectives of the SSF Guidelines.

Together with the economic problems faced by the activity, climate change poses 
a larger threat to seaweed farming. Increasing sea surface temperature in the inter-
tidal zone, where seaweed is grown, has negative effects and diseases have been 
reported, causing a substantial decrease in production (Lindström and de la Torre 
Castro 2016). The production of seaweed also shows several negative health effects 
for women (Fröcklin et al. 2012). Another concern related to climate change is shift-
ing distribution patterns of target species in the overall fishery. Increasing sea tem-
peratures in the wake of climate change result in the migration towards the poles of 
many fish species, as is also stated in the new FP (RGZ 2016, 26). This change will, 
however, also affect fish cultivations whether in ponds or in the sea itself and how 
this in the long run affects income and food security is not properly addressed.

When introduced, seaweed farming was targeted as an alternative livelihood for 
men to decrease fishing pressure. However, as soon as men realized the lack of 
profits, they abandoned the activity and women took over. Why do women perform 
such an activity which negatively affects their health and provides so little income? 
It has been argued that the advantage of seaweed farming is that it allows women to 
continue with activities of production and reproduction since they are able to take 
care of the household duties while earning some cash (de la Torre-Castro et al. in 
press). Given the historical context, the new proposition of male fishers turning to 
seaweed farming may completely fail and, if it succeeds, the shift will force women 
out from the business, effectively violating gender equity principles in an already 
patriarchal division of labour.

 Which Talk to Walk: Coherent Policies?

The ideas expressed in the different fisheries policy documents in Zanzibar clearly 
expose the wish to solve a perceived problem of an overcrowded and overexploited 
fishery in near coastal waters. The ideas are explicit and there is no doubt about the 
wish to promote radical changes. Two key policy objectives from this policy are 
troubling in particular:
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 1. “The Government will play a catalytic role in the gradual development of arti-
sanal fisheries further offshore in deeper waters through promoting the formula-
tion and the implementation of an Integrated FAD Fisheries Development and 
Management Programme and through improving efficiency and safety at sea” 
(RGZ 2016, 22).

 2. “To promote the development of a domestic offshore industrial fishing fleet tar-
geting tuna and tuna-like species in Tanzania EEZ thorough examining all pos-
sibilities that could provide incentives for potential local investors” (RGZ 2016, 
22).

The offshore solution is portrayed as a viable alternative since this part of the 
Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) is perceived as low or non-exploited by national 
Tanzanians, while foreign vessels are harvesting the economic benefits by landing 
in neighboring countries (RGZ 2016). Our analysis. as well as our previous research, 
show that the idea of making the proposed radical changes to the way of fishing in 
the area, and in the coastal activities to be supported, are both in direct contradiction 
to the SSF Guidelines and are highly prone to failure.

We have identified incoherencies between small-scale fishers’ activities and 
strong conservation approaches; between small-scale fishers and the economic 
capacity needed to change their fishing techniques; between small-scale fishers and 
spatial issues (by removing them from inshore areas and promoting fishing off-
shore); between small-scale fishers’ production and new activities, mainly aquacul-
ture, that have their own social and economic repercussions.

The proposed new FP does not convincingly provide for a secure situation for 
small-scale fishers in Zanzibar. To the contrary, their livelihoods, lifestyle, and way 
of fishing will be jeopardized and face the threat of either disappearing or experi-
encing radically change. Due to these implications, the proposed new FP is in inco-
herent with the SSF Guidelines. Livelihood security including economic security, 
gender equity, minimum rights to design one’s own management regimes and long 
term sustainability, and tenure rights over the fishing resources and ecosystems are 
all weak. A tailored and already decided solution is presented at hand. The follow-
ing table (Table 5.1) illustrates our findings regarding the governance implications 
of the proposed new FP in reference to the general objectives stated in the SSF 
Guidelines.

If these incoherencies remain, it is not difficult to foresee that the new FP has the 
winning hand, given its attachment to extensive donor funding. The SSF Guidelines 
are not confined to responsible fisheries governance, but also to furthering social 
development and decent work, gender equality, and basic civil and political rights, 
which implies costs without funding. In the context of poor budgetary resources, 
Zanzibar, like most other developing nations, will find it difficult to implement the 
bulk of the principles in the SSF Guidelines. While the new FP seems founded in 
common ideas of expansion, capitalization, and commercialization as problem solv-
ers, the SSF Guidelines’ ideational foundation is in human rights. This forms the 
most fundamental conflict between the two.
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Table 5.1 Policy Incoherence between the SSF Guidelines (FAO 2015) and the new Zanzibar 
Fisheries Policy (RGZ 2016)

SSF guidelines’ broad objectives Incoherencies with the draft new fisheries policy

To enhance the contribution of small-scale 
fisheries to global food security and 
nutrition and to support the progressive 
realization of the right to adequate food

Radical changes in fishing ways and techniques 
that promote export and commercialization rather 
than enhancement of production for local 
consumption. Relocation of SSF and promotion of 
industrial fleet which jeopardizes lifestyle and 
might reduce access to fish protein for locals

To contribute to the equitable development 
of small-scale fishing communities and 
poverty eradication and to improve the 
socio-economic situation of fishers and 
fish workers within the context of 
sustainable fisheries management

Low gender equity as men and women activities 
are put in competition
Key actors in the fishery system such as women 
fish traders are not addressed in the FP
Low overall economic equity as actors which are 
economically strong will be able to fish offshore 
while poor ones are not
Poor conditions on coastal people health as 
promotion of aquaculture activities with detrimental 
health effects are encouraged and proposed
No convincing efforts to manage near coastal 
fisheries in a sustainable way, since much 
emphasis is put on ‘Western solutions’ such as 
strengthening MPAs, MCAs, and a regulations and 
control approach. Emphasis to ‘move’ the problem 
to offshore waters

To achieve the sustainable utilization, 
prudent and responsible management and 
conservation of fisheries resources 
consistent with the Code of Conduct for 
responsible Fisheries (the Code) and 
related instruments

No explicit synergies between the new proposed 
FP and this FAO code

To promote the contribution of small-scale 
fisheries to an economically, socially and 
environmentally sustainable future for the 
planet and its people

In the new FP, there is an aspiration towards this 
broad objective, however, the proposed policy 
oversees the complexity of the SSF situation, the 
local ecological knowledge of the fishers and the 
scientific research produced in the area

To provide guidance that could be 
considered by States and stakeholders for 
the development and implementation of 
ecosystem friendly and participatory 
policies, strategies and legal frameworks 
for the enhancement of responsible and 
sustainable small-scale fisheries

Although well-functioning and healthy ecosystems 
are named a number of times in the policy 
document, it is unclear how this will be achieved 
in practical terms and how fishers will contribute

To enhance public awareness and promote 
the advancement of knowledge on the 
culture, role, contribution and potential of 
small-scale fisheries, considering ancestral 
and traditional knowledge, and their 
related constraints and opportunities

Weak, vague and with a discourse towards 
“technological advancements and improvements” 
rather than supporting ancestral and traditional aspects
Traditional knowledge and traditional fisheries 
management practices are used sometimes in the 
policy document but mainly linked to complement 
conservation approaches, e.g. traditional 
knowledge is useful when it informs for example 
closed fishing seasons or can be part of the Marine 
Conservation initiatives
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It is interesting to note how the Zanzibar management path differs from the 
global patterns of fishery management history. While an emphasis on industrial fish-
eries and offshore exploitation was increased globally during the 1950–1970s, 
small-scale fisheries were seen as backwards and underdeveloped. However, over-
capitalization and extensive fishery collapse has turned attention worldwide to 
potential solutions, including traditional management and small-scale fisheries 
(Carvalho et al. 2011). In contrast, Zanzibar goes the other way, probably since they 
have not reached the degree of industrialization of other fishing nations. The ques-
tion here is if they necessarily have to embrace and experience that phase, and the 
harmful mistakes that come with it, or learn from world experiences and jump 
directly into a fisheries governance regime that emphasizes and protects the sustain-
ability of small-scale fisheries.

Another aspect worth mentioning is that other cases which address tuna fisheries 
dynamics have shown that competition between industrial fleets and small-scale 
fishers is present and can exacerbate conflicts and resource depletion (SPC 2013; 
Leroy et  al. 2016); in contrast, this dynamic has so far been unforeseen by 
Zanzibarian policy makers. Industrial fishing is not necessarily deemed to constitute 
unsustainable practices. When the industry is responsible, supportive of ecosystem- 
based management, have working systems for resource allocation and conflict reso-
lution as well as real commitment to long-term work, they can be a positive and 
viable economic alternative (Bodal 2013). However, it is difficult to see that the 
proposed offshore tuna fleet adheres to those conditions. The potential for conflict 
is especially high considering the sensitive issue of potential conflicts between for-
eign vessels already fishing, small-scale fishers, and new actors entering the system 
financed by private capital.

It is apparent that authorities in Zanzibar are struggling to write the Fisheries 
Policy drafts from a position in which they are squeezed between differing interests, 
economic constraints, and strong global actors. The SSF Guidelines were adopted 
in 2014, implying that a very short period of time for reflection on the implementa-
tion and the previous lack of knowledge about this new policy instrument have 
without a doubt been important factors contributing to their lack of consideration in 
the proposed new FP. What we may hope for is that an eventual third draft of the 
new FP will be released which pays close attention to this and address coherence 
issues. Hopefully, in doing so, most of the principles and objectives in the SSF 
Guidelines will be included and reinforced in the ultimate final fisheries policy, and 
hopefully also implemented in practice.
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Chapter 6
Pernicious Harmony: Greenland 
and the Small-Scale Fisheries Guidelines

Hunter T. Snyder, Rikke Becker Jacobsen, and Alyne Delaney

Abstract Greenland appears well-positioned to implement the Voluntary 
Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries (SSF Guidelines). Its 
existing national policies focused on human rights, food security, gender equity, and 
fisheries align with the objectives of the SSF Guidelines. Further, Greenland’s his-
tory of political support for small-scale fisheries gives reason that implementation is 
feasible. However, Greenland’s economic growth objectives via natural resource 
exploitation are in opposition to the SSF Guidelines and Greenland’s history of 
political support of small-scale fishers and fish workers. We show that small-scale 
fishers and fish workers in Qeqertarsuatsiaat, Greenland are in pernicious harmony 
with large-scale buyers. Through a representative survey among small-scale fishers 
and fish workers (N = 21), we find that small-scale fishers do not recognize large- 
scale buyers as resource competitors. Beyond recognition, such a configuration 
between government, small-scale fishers and the large–scale sector underestimates 
the small-scale sector’s capacity for innovation, hinders profit margin growth and 
market diversification, and perpetuates inequality between the large- and small- 
scale stakeholders. Our results demonstrate that, while Greenland may have a track 
record of implementing progressive human rights policy, implementing the SSF 
Guidelines requires reconciling competitiveness and understandings thereof, in 
Greenland’s fisheries. By highlighting blind spots in Greenland’s small-scale fisher-
ies governance and management, we anticipate our study will help serve as a start-
ing point for re-harmonizing Greenland’s small-scale fisheries policy design 
together with local, national and international objectives.
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 Introduction

Greenland, a former colony of Denmark, appears well-positioned to implement the 
Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries (SSF 
Guidelines) put forward by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations, or FAO (FAO 2015). A country with progressive human rights policy and 
an historic national emphasis on small-scale fishers and fish workers’ livelihoods, 
there is reason to expect it to be feasible if not straightforward to implement the SSF 
Guidelines. However, Greenland’s growth objectives through natural resource 
exploitation are in partial opposition to the historical, harmonious, and interdepen-
dent relationship that small-scale fishers have maintained with a critical economic 
engine: Greenland’s large-scale fisheries sector. Growing opportunities on the world 
market call the viability of this relationship into question and test the resilience of 
the country’s small-scale fishing livelihoods (Stockholm Resilience Center 2014).1

The introduction of select neoliberal fisheries management throughout the Arctic 
is not new and Greenland’s growth ambitions are not singular; it is a Northern coun-
try whose movements stage an array of regionally particular but globally parallel 
concerns for the recognition and development of small-scale fisheries (Thornton 
and Hebert 2015). Drastic, global shifts in small-scale fisheries are precisely what 
FAO seeks to address by Member States implementing the SSF Guidelines. Our 
study shows that implementation, even in politically progressive scenarios, is not 
without its challenges. Importantly, we also show that considering the readiness to 
implement highlights tenuous relationships between fisheries stakeholders. While 
such relationships facilitate harmony in a host of contexts, they can limit the over-
arching objectives of fisheries policy and national economic development.

As Greenland has not formally endorsed the SSF Guidelines, we demonstrate 
how Greenland should be well-poised to implement them. With empirical evidence, 
we illustrate a common relationship between small-scale fishers and large-scale 
fishing and industrial operations. Our findings show how the SSF Guidelines may 
secure not just political recognition for small-scale fisheries, but may also call into 
question what we describe as a state of pernicious harmony between the three 
actors: government, small-scale fishers and fish workers, and the large-scale fishing 
sector.

Our study investigates the political economy of Greenland’s small-scale fisheries 
in advance of implementing the SSF Guidelines (Forsyth 2003). Focusing on one 
settlement with economic, cultural, and infrastructural characteristics akin to others 
in Greenland in isolated regions and throughout the Arctic, we marshal empirical 
evidence of how Greenland’s small-scale fisheries function and how the SSF 
Guidelines may highlight the relational complexities between government, 

1 Our study draws upon the Stockholm Resilience Centre’s definition of resilience, which is ‘the 
capacity of a system, be it an individual, a forest, a city or an economy, to deal with change and 
continue to develop’ (Stockholm Resilience Center 2014, 3).
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 small- scale fishers and fish workers, and the large-scale sector. As such, we estab-
lish two basic hypotheses:

H1: If Greenland’s economy has historically integrated small-scale fishing traditions into 
the national economy and designs policy that upholds human rights, gender equality and 
small-scale fisheries, then implementing the SSF Guidelines in Greenland will be program-
matic and feasible.

H2: If the SSF Guidelines implore member states to recognize and improve the competi-
tive capacity of small-scale fishers and Greenland’s small-scale fishers have historically 
worked harmoniously with the large-scale sector and national government, then Greenland 
will not struggle with the power inequalities that are common among small-scale fishers 
and large-scale actors.

We test our hypotheses successively, initially focusing on how small-scale fisheries 
governance in Greenland is legislated nationally and situated globally. Our empiri-
cal study of small-scale fisheries in Qeqertarsuatsiaat, Greenland grounds national 
and international fisheries governance and questions the extent and complexity of 
harmony between government, small-scale fishers and fish workers, and the large- 
scale fishing sector. We intend to stir discussion on how Member States could 
implement the SSF Guidelines as they reconcile competing political, cultural and 
economic interests. If the Guidelines are designed to recognize and support small- 
scale fisheries globally, then we find it necessary to understand how they are cur-
rently situated, how they function in relation to other actors and, ultimately, of what 
utility the SSF Guidelines may be not just for small-scale fishers, but for govern-
ment and the large-scale sector within and outside of Greenland.

 Greenland’s Small-Scale Fisheries

From an economic and cultural standpoint, fishing has become significantly impor-
tant in the colonial and post-colonial era. In addition to the $570 million block grant 
from Denmark, fishing helps to underpin Greenland’s economy, accounting for 
more than half of the total value of the country’s traded commodities (FAO 2014). 
In addition to the employment base of the public sector, small-scale fishing is also 
the economic mainstay of several settlements throughout the country, with few 
exceptions, such as limited agriculture in South Greenland as well as hunting in 
North and East Greenland (Nielsen 2010; Dzik 2014). As the SSF Guidelines reaf-
firm, fishing is of social and cultural significance for many worldwide, and the same 
holds true in Greenland and throughout the Arctic (Condon et  al. 1995; Nuttall 
2009; Poppel and Kruse 2009). A fundamental basis for fishing and other liveli-
hoods in Greenland is the health and wellbeing of the country’s aquatic ecosystem 
biodiversity, which is heavily emphasized in both the SSF Guidelines and in 
Greenland’s natural resources policy.

In addition to a weak labor market, Greenland’s limited but expanding coastal 
infrastructure sets the backdrop for Greenland’s economic growth challenges. 
Greenland’s shipping monopoly, Royal Arctic Line (RAL), ensures that settlements 
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have access to shipped goods. However, the responsibility to serve all settlements 
places extraordinary pressure on the government-owned company’s bottom line 
and, in turn, bars external shipping companies from transporting goods between 
Greenland and nearby ports in Iceland, Maine, Newfoundland, and elsewhere in 
Western Europe.

Another government-owned entity, Greenland’s largest seafood supplier, Royal 
Greenland, also has lifeline significance as a direct and indirect employer in several 
settlements. As we test in the case study of Qeqertarsuatsisaat, their longstanding 
interdependence blurs the relational complexities between small and large-scale 
fishers and buyers.

 Small-Scale Fisheries Governance in Greenland

The SSF Guidelines are comprehensive and deeply ambitious. Set in the context of 
human rights, poverty alleviation, and hunger eradication, and emphasizing the 
importance and recognition of women, the SSF Guidelines are attracting interest 
from several UN Member States, research consortia, and the public. Greenland is a 
country that is technically listed as ‘developed’, due to its position under the realm 
of the Kingdom of Denmark. However, Greenland has conditions often seen in 
countries that are typically defined as ‘developing countries’. It receives an annual 
block grant from Denmark worth USD $570 million and has a nascent self-rule 
government, limited economic growth, and poor but improving infrastructure. 
Despite its controversial status as a developed country, the SSF Guidelines appear 
to be a possible mechanism for achieving the country’s goals of economic growth 
that would aid the current ruling political party’s hopes of eventual independence 
from Denmark.

Greenland is included in the United Nations as a member of the Kingdom of 
Denmark. In 2009, Greenlanders voted in a national referendum in favor of further 
independence in the form of Greenlandic Self-Government. This new arrangement 
transferred to Greenland the full rights to its underground resources as well as the 
possibility to ‘take home’, whenever the Greenland Self-Government decide, some 
of the remaining fields of responsibility that are currently administered by the 
Danish state. Other fields of responsibility can only be transferred when Greenland 
decides to be an autonomous state (Civilstyrelsen 2009).

The relationship between Denmark and Greenland concerning Greenland’s rati-
fication and implementation of international agreements is defined by the Self- 
Government Act of 2009. When Denmark ratifies a treaty or convention, as a general 
rule it includes all of the territories within the Kingdom, which includes Greenland 
and the Faroe Islands. However, Denmark can decide to include a territorial reserva-
tion whereby the treaty will not include Greenland. The Self-Rule Act stipulates that 
the Danish Government shall inform the Government of Greenland (Nalakkersuisut) 
before initiating negotiations about international agreements relevant to Greenland. 
Deference to Greenland is given so that Nalakkersuisut can express its views. Before 
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any agreement is ratified or cancelled, it is submitted to Nalakkersuisut for com-
ments (H. R. C. O. Greenland 2014).

Concerning the most recent FAO agreements, in 2012, the Greenland Parliament 
(Inatsisartut) discussed and ratified the FAO Port State Measures Agreement of 
2009 and subsequently sent their comments to Denmark to ratify the agreement on 
behalf of Greenland (G. O. Greenland 2012b).2 Before the establishment of the Self- 
Rule Government of Greenland in 2009, the practice of ratifying FAO agreements 
was similar, inasmuch as the Home-Rule Government of Greenland would debate 
and formulate its own comments. For example, the Home-Rule Government of 
Greenland debated its comments to the FAO Compliance Agreement (1993) and the 
FAO Code of Conduct (1995) in 1999 (G. O. Greenland 1999). As of 2016, the Self- 
Rule Government of Greenland has not endorsed the SSF Guidelines. Furthermore, 
there is no evidence at all that the SSF Guidelines have entered the ministerial 
agenda in Greenland. A first and critical step for implementation may so far be miss-
ing: that they first be identified and considered relevant by at least some of the actors 
involved in Greenland’s fisheries policy design. The researchers note that a range of 
pertinent fishery issues (e.g. general quota and license management, climate change, 
and the development of new pelagic fisheries) compete for the limited resources of 
the Ministry of Fishing, Hunting, and Agriculture. Furthermore, we note that there 
are already a range of other political mechanisms in place to address the concerns 
of small-scale fisheries and coastal communities within Greenland’s Self- 
Government decision-making (Jacobsen and Raakjær 2012; Delaney 2016). For the 
SSF Guidelines to be implemented in Greenland, they first need to be brought to the 
decision-making table by those who find them to be a relevant means to achieve 
their political goals.

The design of the SSF Guidelines are to ‘spur new legislation’ among Member 
States (Jentoft 2014). But who is the relevant Member State to spur or approve leg-
islation, considering Greenland’s position as part of the Kingdom of Denmark? The 
SSF Guidelines cover an array of policy areas, particularly fisheries policy, but also 
issues such as gender equality and equity. However some concerns, most notably 
those over human rights, are the shared responsibility of Denmark and Greenland 
(H.  R. C.  O. Greenland 2014). Regarding fisheries policy and, in particular, the 
coastal fishery within Greenland’s exclusive economic zone (EEZ), Greenland is 
best described as a sovereign state and its history of protecting its EEZ is especially 
telling of the national importance of fishing.

The entrance of Greenland into the European Union (EU) in 1973 strengthened 
the emerging push for Greenlandic independence from Denmark. Greenland 
achieved Home-Rule in 1979 and decided to withdraw from the EU after a 1985 
national referendum. Since then, Greenland has managed its fisheries independent 
of both Denmark and the EU. That Greenland explicitly withdrew from the EU to 
gain total control of fishing activities within its EEZ demonstrates the national, his-
torical, and economic importance of fishing. The country’s departure from the EU 

2 Greenland has had a home-rule government since 1979, and a self-rule government 
(Nalakkersuisut) and Parliament (Inatsisartut) since 2009.

6 Pernicious Harmony: Greenland and the Small-Scale Fisheries Guidelines



100

occurred when the Greenlandic fishery was small to medium in scale and in the 
wake of the intense international cod fishery battle from 1950 to 1975, which was 
followed by the stock’s collapse in West Greenland (Hovgård and Wieland 2008; 
Lilly et al. 2008).

Although not part of the EU, Greenland can in practice be represented by 
Denmark from within EU fisheries policy should Denmark decide to act on behalf 
of the entire Kingdom of Denmark.3 Continuing its long-term interest in Greenland, 
the EU made a financing agreement that focuses on improving education in country 
(including vocational training) for 2014–2020 (Commission 2014). The program 
highlights the need to improve educational quality and opportunities, including lan-
guage skills in particular, which are a critical part of a developing country’s integra-
tion with global markets.

Greenland has since developed a state-of-the-art, extremely efficient offshore 
fishery and large-scale seafood companies that operate internationally with supply 
chains in both developed and developing countries. Today, Greenland has its own 
national ‘Institute of Natural Resources’, Pinngortitaleriffik, and represents itself 
independently in all relevant international and bilateral fishery organizations, 
including ICES, NAFO, NEAFC, and NASCO.4

The SSF Guidelines align well with Greenland’s fisheries governance frame-
work, though some of the principle themes, such as gender equity and labor condi-
tions, are more appropriately addressed outside of the Ministry of Fishing, Hunting, 
and Agriculture on account of those policies being under the remit of other minis-
tries. Because the SSF Guidelines’ themes may be best distributed throughout the 
nine ministries, implementing the Guidelines would need parliamentary support 
and would require coordination across departments. Other aspects of the SSF 
Guidelines would require resources from Denmark, in particular the themes that 
concern human rights.5The most pernicious policy-induced challenges for small- 
scale fisheries stem from domestic fisheries management and domestic develop-
ment policies, as opposed to bilateral policy (Delaney et al. 2012; Jacobsen n.d.; 
Jacobsen and Raakjær 2014; Delaney 2016). The assessment of the SSF Guidelines 
and their suitability for implementation would take place through policymaking at 
the Government of Greenland, preferably with ‘an eye to the interactive governance 
processes’ as suggested by Jentoft including, in particular, the diverse interests and 
influences of different Greenlandic stakeholders (Jentoft 2014, 8). Against this gov-
ernmental backdrop, we stage our first hypothesis:

3 Recently, in the context of mackerel disputes, Denmark found itself in a dilemma of this sort in 
relation to EU sanctions against another territory with a similar status, namely the Faroese Islands. 
http://www.dr.dk/nyheder/penge/faeroesk-makrel-krig-saetter-danmark-i-penibel-situation
4 International Council for the Exploration of the Sea (ICES); Northwest Atlantic Fisheries 
Organization (NAFO); North East Atlantic Fisheries Commission (NEAFC); The North Atlantic 
Salmon Conservation Organization (NASCO).
5 Justice and law enforcement are two of the most prominent and expensive fields of responsibility 
that can be transferred whenever Greenland self-government decides. Military and defense and a 
couple of other key fields of responsibility can only be transferred if Greenland decides to become 
an autonomous state.
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H1: If Greenland’s economy has historically integrated small-scale fishing traditions into 
the national economy and designs policy that upholds human rights, gender equality and 
small-scale fisheries, then implementing the SSF Guidelines in Greenland will be program-
matic and feasible.

The hypothesis is supported by the fact that small-scale fishing traditions have 
remained an integrated part the national economy so far. Whether this has occurred 
due to or in spite of the chosen fisheiesy policies is a relevant question. Greenlands’s 
fisheries policy is balancing a range of competing concerns for regional and national 
development and there have been moments where the chosen policy has, intention-
ally as well as unintentionally, impeded the development of small-scale fisheries as 
a viable economic sector (Rasmussen 1998; Jacobsen 2013). Considering the 
changing political agendas for the fishery, one cannot expect that small-scale fisher-
ies will also be immediately prioritized. On the other hand, human well-being in the 
Arctic region is greatly tied to land-based activities like fishing, hunting, and gather-
ing. However, such perspectives are not explicitly included in the management of 
the commercial fisheries. Due to the broad scope of the SSF Guidelines, they could 
serve to mainstream issues of human well-being into Greenland’s fisheries 
governance.

Stemming from an understanding of the political institutions that shape fisheries 
policies on a local, national and international level, we turn our attention to how 
small-scale fisheries stakeholders organize themselves in practice through a case 
study of the small-scale Atlantic cod (Gadus morhua) fishery of Qeqertarsuatsiaat, 
Greenland.

Since commercial fishing began in Greenland in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, customary fishing practices in small dinghies have persisted. In 
fact, there are estimated to be five times more small-scale fishing vessels than there 
are registered, large-scale vessels (FAO 2004). Small-scale fishers are not only too 
big to ignore in Greenland (Chuenpagdee 2011); they also grapple with several 
principle concerns set forth in the SSF Guidelines, including: the transfer of tradi-
tional ecological knowledge and local management (Point 2, 5.18 and 11.4); remote-
ness and disadvantaged access to markets (Point 7.3); limited alternative livelihoods 
(Point 6.7); and competition from large-scale fishing and industrialization (Points 
5.9, 5.10) (FAO 2015).

Beyond a focus of several of the key areas of SSF Guidelines, our study builds 
upon studies that detail the conditions and challenges in which small-scale fishers 
exist, several of which we find relevant to Greenland. We espouse Jentoft (2014)’s 
definition of small-scale fishing, especially his conjecture that they exhibit attributes 
that are ‘unique to localities, that they are often family enterprises that include 
women and children, and that they are not stuck in the past but instead undergo 
constant change’ (Jentoft 2014, 3). We audit these and other conjectures, including 
the argument that fishing is not always an occupation of last resort (Onyango and 
Jentoft 2011) and that privatization merely tends to lead to the exclusion of poor and 
vulnerable small-scale fisher groups (Jentoft 2014).
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 Qeqertarsuatsiaat

Qeqertarsuatsiaat is a settlement that was initially founded in the mid-eighteenth 
century as a trading post during the Danish colonial era. It has historically been a 
place of special significance for the cod fishing industry, owing in part to its rela-
tively close proximity to Nuuk, the capital of Greenland, and cod fishing grounds 
that are once again thriving in the wake of the stock collapse in the middle of the 
twentieth century. Qeqertarsuatsiaat’s population has remained more or less static 
over the last 5 years (2010–2015), with a 2015 population of 213 residents. The 
overwhelming majority of residents are Kalaallit Inuit who primarily speak 
Kalallisut and, to a lesser extent, Danish. The settlement has limited infrastructure, 
including a school, municipal office, general store, kiosk, a fish factory that pro-
vides additional employment opportunities on an as-needed basis, an elder’s home, 
recreation center, church, medical outpost, diesel power plant, incinerator, a munici-
pal workshop, and a small port.

Regarding life in the settlement, findings from the 2015 Survey of Living 
Conditions in the Arctic (SLiCA) indicate that when comparing the general satisfac-
tion of living conditions between 2005 and 2015, residents are as happy as they 
were then and furthermore that they engage in more fishing and hunting activities 
than they did a decade ago (Snyder and Poppel, in press). Among all residents, there 
has also been a steady increase in the percentage of residents who own fishing gear, 
including fishing nets (which rose from 45% in 2005 to 71% in 2015) and outboard 
engines (from 49% to 65%), which is more than those who have personal computers 
(41.7%).

While Qeqertarsuatsiaat has received attention for the study of Arctic living con-
ditions (and we will discuss this in more detail below), the settlement has also 
received unprecedented interest in both national and international geopolitical 
stages because of its sub-soil resource potential. Qeqertarsuatsiaat and nearby areas 
are geologically diverse and have for decades been regularly combed for gem- 
quality precious stones. Rubies are the most commonly sought after stone and can 
be found with relative ease in brittle ores common to the area’s geology. Just under 
an hour sail from the settlement transports one to a high-concentration deposit of 
rubies. Although the country has had a tumultuous history of mineral exploration 
and exploitation, Qeqertarsuatsiaat is currently the only settlement in Greenland 
that hosts a nearby ruby mine. The commercial production of rubies began only 4 
months after the completion of this study and 2 weeks after the SLiCA reassess-
ment. Policymakers and the public alike are watching the development of the ruby 
mine in relation to the settlement with great attention to detail, particularly as the 
track record of their relationship could serve as a harbinger for hopes of forthcom-
ing expansion of Greenland’s industrial sector in relative close proximity to other 
settlements. Industrialization on this scale also bears relevance for small-scale fish-
eries. The impact benefit agreement that sets out the goals of this ruby mine men-
tions not only an additional buyer of fish, but also the potential for alternative 
livelihoods. There is also the potential to increase shipping, access new markets and 
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in turn augment the flow of goods and services to the otherwise remote region. 
Initial findings indicate that nearly three quarters (74%) of local residents were not 
employed or involved in the construction activities of the mine and that only one 
fisher supplied fish to the mine (Snyder and Poppel, in press).

Greenlandic fisheries are managed by the Greenland Self-Government in consul-
tation with the formal and well-established associations of Greenlandic Fishers and 
Hunters (KNAPK) as well as the larger-scale fishing industry, represented by 
Greenlandic Employers (GE). The commercial coastal fisheries of Greenland, in 
order of greatest marine capture production, include Greenland halibut (Reinhardtius 
hippoglossoides), Atlantic cod (Gadus morhua), capelin (Mallotus villosus), 
Atlantic herring (Clupea harengus), lumpfish (Cyclopterus lumpus), Redfish 
(Sebastes marinus) Queen crab (Chionoecetes opilio) and Iceland scallops (Chlamys 
islandica) (FAO 2017). Qeqertasuatsiaat’s fisheries, which consist primarily of cod, 
are managed by a total allowable catch (TAC) quota system. Recreational or subsis-
tence fishing is generally not subjected to formal management by the Greenlandic 
Self-Government. Regulation for Atlantic salmon (Salmo salar) is, however, robust, 
stringent and enforced. Further, Arctic char (Salvelinus alpinus) and Atlantic salmon 
fishing areas are often retained over generations, negotiated informally and respected 
by others who fish for these and other finfishes. Both commercial and subsistence 
hunting for terrestrial and marine mammals is governed by Greenland Self- 
government, though decisions on quota distribution are also transferred to the 
municipal level and municipal hunting committees (Jacobsen and Raakjær 2012).

Beyond Qeqertarsuatsiaat’s geopolitical relevance for Greenland’s mineral 
resource future, the settlement bears similar demographic, infrastructural, labor 
market conditions and social-ecological characteristics to not just other settlements 
in Greenland, but to other Arctic communities. By extension and for the purposes of 
discussing the SSF Guidelines, Qeqertarsuatsiaat may also bring to bear observa-
tions relevant to small coastal communities below the Arctic circle. We find 
Qeqertarsuatsiaat an ideal site, not just because it circumscribes the challenges of 
implementing the SSF Guidelines, but also due to its larger political economy of 
marine and sub-soil resources, both of which play an important part in how we 
understand Greenland’s social-ecological systems.

 Methods

In August 2015, the lead author and a small research support team carried out field-
work that focused on several key themes of the SSF Guidelines. In addition to par-
ticipant observation and unstructured interviews, a brief questionnaire was issued 
among stakeholders in the small-scale fishing sector. Stakeholders are defined as 
fishers, fish workers, and fish buyers who reside in Qeqertarsuatsiaat. Several 
themes from the SSF Guidelines guided the design and organization of the question-
naire. Questions concerned:
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 1. the transfer of traditional ecological knowledge and local management (Point 2, 
5.18 and 11.4)

 2. remoteness and disadvantaged access to markets (Point 7.3)
 3. limited alternative livelihoods (Point 6.7)
 4. competition from large-scale fishing and industrialization (Points 5.9, 5.10)

Although the questionnaire was drafted independently, it is informed by conversa-
tions with section heads of the Ministry of Fishing, Hunting, and Agriculture in the 
Government of Greenland, the Hunters and Fishers Association of Greenland 
(KNAPK), and other small-scale fisheries stakeholders. In addition to the 12 months 
of ethnographic fieldwork on Greenlandic small-scale fisheries that preceded this 
study, these conversations helped to isolate key concerns, gauge interest and to 
ensure transparency before carrying out fieldwork in Qeqertarsuatsiaat. The ques-
tionnaire, which consists of possible categorical responses, was drafted in English 
and translated to Kalaallisut, after which the translation was verified to be clear and 
accurate through two audits undertaken by multilingual (Kalaallisut and English) 
project research assistants. The questionnaire was issued in Kalaallisut to respon-
dents in confidence and the results were anonymized to protect identities.

Of the 213 residents, 29 work as either fishers, fish workers or fish buyers, and 
the team sought to elicit responses from all (defined hereon as SSF stakeholders). 
Caribou hunting and summer travel are common when temperatures and ocean con-
ditions permit safer travel, which left 21 SSF stakeholders available for participa-
tion. The research team attained a 72% participation rate among all SSF stakeholders 
and 100% among those who were not hunting or travelling. The remaining eight 
stakeholders did not participate for a variety of reasons, including but not limited to 
illness, travel or conflicting participation in the caribou hunting season. Because we 
met with all available SSF stakeholders who comprise a wide variety of sub- 
categories (i.e. fish workers, buyers, including junior, senior and retired fishers) and 
none refused to participate, we assert that our sample is representative of the stake-
holders of the small-scale fishing sector in Qeqertarsuatsiaat.

Of those who participated, 24% of the sample were fish workers or buyers and 
76% were small-scale fishers. All SSF stakeholders who participated were male.6 
The research team interviewed respondents at home, over lunch breaks in the fish 
factory with management approval but without their oversight, in the municipal 
workshop or assembly hall, and when necessary, aboard fishing boats. The results 
that follow are described in frequencies. Because the responses are categorical in 
nature and the sample size small, regressions and/or more detailed descriptive sta-
tistics are not available.

6 We recognize that women play a significant role in the household economies of small-scale fisher-
ies. Please see Chap.35 for a case study of the significance of women within the small-scale fish-
ing sector.
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 Results

To establish a baseline understanding of respondents’ commitment to the sector, we 
asked if stakeholders were interested in small-scale fishing, which yielded a 90% 
positive response. To establish whether the SSF Guidelines had been introduced 
formally or informally to Qeqertarsuatsiaat’s small-scale fishers, we asked if they 
were familiar with them, to which we received a two-thirds response of no. Those 
who said otherwise admitted confusion with other national or international fisheries 
management initiatives or chose not to the answer the question. This result empha-
sizes the need for disseminating and explaining the SSF Guidelines to the stake-
holders for whom they are intended to benefit.

 Local Management (Points 2, 5.18 and 11.4)

Despite confusion over ongoing fisheries management plans in effect, more than 
70% indicated that there was no resistance to the management of fishing activities 
within and around the community. Our informal conversations with fishers and 
community members corroborate approval but also the practical limitations of 
enforcing management measures. Although small-scale fishers are part of a com-
mercial fishery, fishers and community members regularly engaged in hunting, fish-
ing, and gathering activities for subsistence purposes. Through an informal 
subsistence economy, they enact locally-understood and respected norms of envi-
ronmental stewardship, the results of which are akin to the kind of marine cultiva-
tion strategies seen elsewhere (Thornton et al. 2015). In one example, a community 
member cited community-wide disagreement with the ban on the hunting of eider 
ducks, but remarked that the community had refrained from hunting them, despite 
the community referring to them as both delicious and observing their abundance. 
The same can also be said in the case of the Atlantic salmon season, to which resi-
dents abide by the regulated season and, among other conservation measures, limit 
catches to projected need for the following year.

According to residents, waterfowl, terrestrial species, some plants and especially 
fish are a cornerstone of year-round food security. While most fish that are caught in 
Qeqertarsuatsiaat are sold, much remains shared. Food sharing is a staple activity in 
both town and particularly settlement life in Greenland and Qeqertarsuatsiaat is no 
exception. More than half of small-scale fishers (57%) share fish that they catch, 
primarily among friends and family and through informal social networks (43% and 
43% respectively). Regularly engagement by the majority of residents in hunting, 
fishing and gathering activities is related to not just the utilization of natural 
resources, but also an interest in their management. More than 80% of respondents 
indicated that they wanted to be more involved in small-scale fisheries management, 
and more than 70% wanted to learn more about the SSF Guidelines. Access to sev-
eral common-pool resources (CPRs) not only affirms the existence of  environmental 
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stewardship in Qeqertarsuatsiaat. It also goes hand-in-hand with a concerted interest 
and a track record of stakeholder involvement in the local, but not national, manage-
ment of living marine natural resources. In accordance with H1, we recognize that 
even though national policies recognize small-scale fisheries, Qeqertarsuatsiaat 
illustrates that small-scale fishers do not directly engage in the formal governance 
of the resources upon which they depend. Our findings begin to suggest there to be 
reason to implement the SSF Guidelines on these grounds.

While access to CPRs, particularly fish, are important for all SSF stakeholders, 
so too is their access to markets. Because the Arctic cod stock upon which the settle-
ment’s economy is based is plentiful, fishers sail only several hundred meters from 
the harbor to fish, and do so in very close proximity to each other. Longline and jig 
fishers alike in the Disko Bay and the Nuuk Fjord of Greenland also fish in close 
proximity with little conflict over access to fishing grounds. Fishers with small din-
ghy boats less than 9 m length overall (or LOA) comprise the largest fleet category 
in Qeqertarsuatsiaat. Local fishers with larger boats (10–24 m LOA) that are capa-
ble of landing larger catches and hiring a small crew of one-to-three sail further 
from the settlement and typically return within 24–36 h. Because Nuuk is an area 
where buyers compete with each other to offer a premium to fishers, fishers receive 
a higher price per kilo of landed Atlantic cod, which compels larger vessels to land 
most fish in Nuuk instead of in Qeqertarsuatsiaat.7

 Remoteness and Disadvantaged Access to Markets (Point 7.3)

Remote locations are directly linked to small-scale fishers’ disadvantaged access to 
markets. While the SSF Guidelines set out to highlight and call for lessening disad-
vantaged access to markets, it is important to highlight how small-scale fishers are 
mutually dependent on the large-scale seafood buyers who are offer low prices for 
fish. In a form remarkably similar to colonial systems of trade and market access 
that were and still are common in Greenland, fishers in settlements have limited 
options as to whom and for how much they can sell fish. As a result of the regular 
presence and reliability of a buyer located in the settlement, small-scale fishers in 
Qeqertarsuatsiaat indicate that they can always bring their product to market. More 
than two-thirds of respondents indicated that they can always sell fish. Furthermore, 
fishers clarified that they sell fish every day, especially in season, and if not every 
day then every other day. Such market conditions create harmony between sellers 
and buyers.

The current buyer located in Qeqertarsuatsiaat is responsible for the trading of 
the majority of Greenlandic seafood within national and international export mar-
kets. The buyer, Royal Greenland, is a descendant of the Danish colonial trade (Den 

7 A landing obligation is in effect in Greenland to promote employment in settlements. Large-scale 
vessels must land at least 25% of their catch in Greenland, and coastal vessels are obliged to land 
100% of their catches on land.

H.T. Snyder et al.



107

Kongelige Grønlandske Handel) and is now the government-owned seafood com-
pany with headquarters in Nuuk and international offices worldwide.

Despite remoteness, Qeqertarsuatsiaat small-scale fishers are part of a global 
supply chain. Cod caught in the waters at Qeqertarsuatsiaat are cleaned, landed with 
the heads off and block frozen, after which they travel by ship to Denmark and ulti-
mately to China where they are then thawed and filleted. In fact, filleted Atlantic cod 
that travel to China can be purchased in the settlement grocery store. Though they 
have access to a global market, they do not wield any control over the price of their 
products nor possess the capacity or timing to singularly satisfy supply. Market 
access is global, but narrow.

The introduction of competition is obstructed by Greenland’s limited infrastruc-
ture. Also a colonial byproduct like Royal Greenland, Royal Arctic Line is a 
government- owned shipping monopoly built upon a history of serving the country’s 
most remote locations, however much it may cost. While subsidized shipping rates 
allow goods to enter the market where and when they would not otherwise, restric-
tions on competitors limits the ability to assess how small-scale fishers could 
respond to alternative supply chains. In an attempt to maintain harmony in settle-
ments by stabilizing fish prices and employment, Greenland has hitherto staged a 
fight-or-flight opportunity for increasing access to the markets and competition in 
the fishing sector.

That small-scale fishers’ access to the market is disadvantaged is not, however, 
by sole virtue of the sole presence and leverage of a single-operating fish buyer in 
Qeqertarsuatsiaat. The settlement’s small-scale fishing activities take place within a 
complex system of regulatory, infrastructural, and post-colonial institutions that 
shape market access, competition and, in this first instance, the readiness to imple-
ment the SSF Guidelines.

 Limited Alternative Livelihoods (Point 6.8)

Although Greenland’s economy is bolstered by the block grant (Auchet 2011; 
Commission 2014), a vision put forth by the Government of Greenland focuses on 
expanding three main areas of the economy and the labor market: fishing, tourism, 
and resource exploitation (G. O. Greenland 2011). While all three pillars of eco-
nomic activity take place in and around Qeqertarsuatsiaat, employment within those 
specific sectors remains limited. Jentoft’s argument that small-scale fishing is a fam-
ily enterprise holds true in Qeqertarsuatsiaat (Jentoft 2014). Over 81% of respon-
dents described their fishing activities as built around the family. Small-scale fishers 
indicated that they fished with their sons, daughters, extended family, wives and 
siblings. When asked whether they felt as if fishing was an occupation of last resort, 
only 14% agreed. Instead, the majority felt it was better to describe fishing as a way 
of life, a heritage activity and/or in support of cultural cohesion (43%, 26%, and 
17%, respectively). Concerning employment opportunities elsewhere, the majority 
felt that the nearby mine would offer more jobs and income opportunities (54%). 
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Reforms in the coastal halibut fishery have shifted the expectations of new entrants, 
especially among young men (Delaney et al. 2012). Historically, young men who 
leave school at the age of 16 plan to enter the coastal fishery. However, when the 
new regulation entered into force in 2012, fewer were able to join the commercial 
fishery, which led to a paradigm shift in what a proportion of young men expect to 
pursue for employment (G. O. Greenland 2012a). However, the reform took place 
amid optimism that Greenlandic economy would soon prosper from mineral exploi-
tation and mega projects that would in turn reduce deficits in national employment. 
Thus, the fishery would be free to function on free market conditions without subsi-
dies and employment priorities (G. O. Greenland 2009). However, extractive indus-
try employment has been non-existent, due in part to the 2014 commodities crash, 
which wiped several prospective mining projects off of Greenland’s drawing board. 
In July of 2014, the limitation on new entrants was rescinded, enabling anyone, 
including young men, to join the fishery.

Some in Greenland derive hope for a subsoil resource future based upon its his-
torical significance. Mines have opened and closed over the past 120 years and 
several new exploration projects are ongoing (Auchet 2011). However, while 
Greenland has the geological capacity for numerous mining projects, it lacks the 
robust management and regulatory know-how, as well as an historical track record 
of successful projects necessary for investor support and experience sharing of the 
benefits of such projects (Hansen 2014). Of importance for Qeqertarsuatisiaat and 
its labor market is how the Government of Greenland could build off the progress 
that the nearby ruby mine project has had in satisfying the employment goals of its 
IBA by ensuring that nearby residents have equitable, if not preferential, access to 
job opportunities in the mine.

 Competition from Large-Scale Fishing and Industrialization 
(Paragraphs 5.9, 5.10)

Competition is prominently featured in the SSF Guidelines. We observed competi-
tive behavior is conceptualized with a degree of peculiarity in Qeqertarsuatsiaat. 
Indeed, it forms the basis of what we refer to as pernicious harmony. As the SSF 
Guidelines outline, one of the challenges that face small-scale fishers is the presence 
of competition from large-scale fishing operations and other large-scale industrial 
projects. The SSF Guidelines recognize that unequal power relations are found in 
small-scale fisheries and that communities often suffer as a result. Qeqertarsuatsiaat’s 
nearby waters support large-scale fishing as well as the nearby industrial project. 
However, small-scale fishers do not directly compete with large-scale fishers on 
spatial grounds (i.e. there is no overlap of fishing grounds). For some species, how-
ever, such as West Greenland halibut (Reinhardtius hippoglossoides) and Atlantic 
cod, both small and large-scale fishers supply the market, even if they do not fish in 
the same areas. One common scenario for indirect competition is when large-scale 
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fishers land large quantities and augment supply, which drives down the prices for 
all sellers, including for small-scale fishers. High volumes of landed fish push out 
small-scale fishers first, for they do not benefit from the efficiencies that large-scale 
fishing boats possess.

Although competition between sectors appears a non-issue, one area of concern 
that also sits at the core of the readiness to implement the SSF Guidelines is how 
competition has hitherto been conceptualized and enacted among both small and 
large-scale fishers. In this section, we seek to test our second hypothesis:

H2: If the SSF Guidelines implore member states to recognize and improve the competitive 
capacity of small-scale fishers and Greenland’s small-scale fishers have historically worked 
harmoniously with the large-scale sector and national government, then Greenland will not 
struggle with the power inequalities that are common among small-scale fishers and large- 
scale actors.

With the insignificant exception of the nearby ruby mine, Royal Greenland is the 
sole commercial buyer and offers fishers of all vessel sizes the minimum price per 
kilo for cod when landing cod at the fish factory in Qeqertarsuatsiaat. Small- and 
medium-scale fishers’ landings keep the fish factory operating and offers limited 
seasonal employment for fish workers. Small-scale fishers earn their income from 
their sales to Royal Greenland. Because Royal Greenland’s large-scale fishing ves-
sels both buy and fish for cod, they are both a buyer and a competitor.

However, our findings show that a majority of small-scale fishers in 
Qeqertarsuatsiaat consider competitors differently from how they are. Although all 
are competitors, the category indicated with the greatest frequency as a competitor 
was large-scale fishers (38%), followed by vessels from outside of Qeqertarsuatsiaat 
(32%), Royal Greenland (14%) and fellow fishers (10%). The fact that small-scale 
fishers do not think of the sole seafood buyer as a competitor is a paradox, insofar 
as they not only compete for the same resource, but that the economic fate of small- 
scale fishers is directly dependent upon the purchasing capacity of Royal Greenland. 
Concerns over competition are therefore shrouded within the relative stability and 
dependability of the sole seafood buyer. How small-scale fishers interact with small- 
scale providers not only highlights the utility of Point 5.9 of the SSF Guidelines, but 
it also shows the danger of development that is akin to the status quo. For these 
reasons, the status quo furthers a pernicious harmony between buyers and sellers 
that would have to be reformed if Greenland were to implement the SSF Guidelines.

 Analysis

Our findings raise uncertainties about the fate of small-scale fishing activities not 
just in Qeqertarsuatsiaat, but within localities above and below the Arctic circle with 
similar characteristics. In the first instance, fishing is not always an occupation of 
last resort (Onyango and Jentoft 2011). Instead, it is part of a diverse livelihood 
portfolio that people in Qeqertarsuatsiaat maintain. The SFF Guidelines would 
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fortify the viability of small-scale fishing as a livelihood option. Alternative liveli-
hoods can be expected if market access improves, particularly vis-à-vis shipping. 
Such an opening up could lead to the diversification of fishing activities and other 
ancillary industries. Fishing is more than just a means to an end; it is a way of life – 
a heritage activity – and remains important for cultural cohesion.

In our investigation of the relationships between small-scale fishers and Royal 
Greenland, the government-owned seafood company, we find that small-scale fish-
ers work interdependently and harmoniously with Royal Greenland and are not 
excluded from income-generating activities. Small-scale fishers buy and sell prod-
uct to Royal Greenland in a way that is not manipulative, though not as mutually 
beneficial as it could be. Although a paucity of competition benefits some, it comes 
at the cost of lower-tier stakeholders, who, in this case, are the small-scale fishers of 
Qeqertarsuatsiaat. The harmony produced through this relationship is pernicious 
because: firstly, it underestimates the small-scale sector’s capacity for innovation; 
secondly, it hinders profit margin growth and market diversification; and, thirdly, 
because it perpetuates inequality between large- and small-scale stakeholders. It is 
also a relationship that stands in opposition to the principles set forth in the SSF 
Guidelines. Above all, it is a relationship that could be reconfigured to achieve 
Greenland’s national fisheries objectives and to uphold a notable history of support 
for small-scale fishers and fish workers.

Even though Greenland’s national policies emphasize indigenous peoples’ rights 
and human rights as well as gender equity and equality principles, they are not 
spelled out in relation to management of the fishery sector. Nor do Greenland’s 
fisheries policies explicitly include UNDRIP or other international human rights 
declarations. The SSF Guidelines could provide Greenland’s fisheries stakeholders 
with an instrument to govern, respect, and fortify small-scale fishing activities amid 
trends toward ultra-efficient, large-scale fishing activity. While our findings indicate 
that implementing the SSF Guidelines in Greenland may be feasible, it will require 
policy makers to reconcile the power and position of government-owned and sup-
ported companies in relation to available living marine resources, tradition and 
national economic ambitions. If supporting small-scale fisheries comes at the cost 
of the current development of the large-scale sector, then we may see the strength of 
the small-scale sector falter.

Competition is an indicator of any healthy economy and the absence of it can 
have deleterious effects on the productivity and resilience of social-ecological sys-
tems. Because large-scale companies such as Royal Greenland are moving away 
from small-scale fisheries, future work should scrutinize interdependences and 
assess the risk that would come to small-scale fishers, fish workers, and communi-
ties in the event of the dissolution of this single market. There is, however, promise 
to build upon the pre-existing strengths between small- and large-scale fishers and 
buyers. Doing so could improve the economic productivity of the two sectors and 
achieve national growth agendas. We also expect that implementing the SSF 
Guidelines would recognize the net contributions that small-scale fishing activities 
make to society, including but not limited to local food security, stable, independent, 
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and flexible employment, and the mixed cash and subsistence economies that have 
hitherto thrived in Greenland.

 Closing Remarks

Despite adversity, Greenland’s small-scale fisheries are well-positioned to imple-
ment the SSF Guidelines. It stands ahead of other countries on several key issues 
facing small-scale fisheries globally. For example, Greenland does not have chronic 
issues with unhealthy or unsafe working conditions, nor with forced labor. As a 
signatory to the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women (CEDAW) in 1983 and in ratifying its own Gender Equality Act in 
2013, Greenland’s gender policies are advanced and aligned with the SSF 
Guidelines’ emphasis on gender equality.8 Despite Greenland’s social welfare state 
supporting tuition-free education at all levels and other mechanisms that would oth-
erwise support upward labor mobility, Greenlanders, especially among those who 
fish and/or who are in settlements, have limited but improving livelihood alterna-
tives. These and other factors serve as a legitimate basis for not only considering 
implementation of the SSF Guidelines, but for also having the political velocity to 
adopt them.

Although our findings are particular to Qeqertarsuatsiaat, they are not total. What 
we outline here does, however, highlight stark disparities between the aims of the 
SSF Guidelines and the realities in which they would be implemented not just in 
Qeqertarsuatsiaat or Greenland, but elsewhere as well. These data also suggest that 
how small-scale fishers think about and act on several key concerns circumscribes 
the organization and behavior of the social-ecological system.9 They also point to 
how the SSF Guidelines would demand reconfiguring the relationships between 
government, small-scale fishers and fish workers, and large-scale fishers. Current 
relations between small-scale fisheries actors in Qeqertarsuatsiaat and in other set-
tlements are dubious, particularly when the option exists to implement a novel man-
agement instrument like the SSF Guidelines. When small-scale fishers and fish 
workers do not recognize their lack of control, all small-scale stakeholders and first- 
order beneficiaries lose out. Though it is in large part up to the people who call 
Qeqertarsuatsiaat home to decide, it is necessary to highlight where blind spots 
could become political sticking points as well as the areas of promise if or when 
Greenland implements the SSF Guidelines.

8 Please refer to Chap. 35, which includes a case study by Snyder on Greenland’s Gender and 
Fisheries Policy.
9 Key concerns include: (1) the transfer of traditional ecological knowledge and local management 
(Point 2, 5.18 and 11.4); (2) remoteness and disadvantaged access to markets (Point 7.3); (3) lim-
ited alternative livelihoods (Point 6.7); (4) competition from large-scale fishing and industrializa-
tion (Points 5.9, 5.10).
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Chapter 7
Walking the Talk of the Small-Scale Fisheries 
Guidelines in Jamaica

Lisa K. Soares

Abstract Conventional rights based regimes designed to streamline small-scale 
fisheries governance have slowly moved towards embedding policy considerations 
that aim to bridge fishing rights and human rights (including social and economic 
rights). This chapter discusses the extent to which the Voluntary Guidelines for 
Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the context of Food Security and 
Poverty Eradication (SSF Guidelines) can take root within the Commonwealth 
Caribbean state of Jamaica. Particularly, this chapter explores to what extent 
Jamaica’s enabling environment facilitates the implementation of Section 10(7) of 
the SSF Guidelines: Policy Coherence, Institutional Coordination and Collaboration. 
In order to implement the current SSF Guidelines effectively, they should be in tune 
with national and local specificities and nuances.

Keywords Jamaica • Small-scale fisheries • SSF Guidelines • Fisheries politics • 
Fisheries policy • Governance

 Introduction

Jamaica’s small-scale fisheries historically represent one of if not the most socio- 
economically and politically undervalued of the island’s natural resources. Recently 
this oversight has been addressed with the endorsement of the Voluntary Guidelines 
for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the context of Food Security and 
Poverty Eradication (hereafter the ‘SSF Guidelines’) in 2014. The SSF Guidelines 
are considered to be the most recent normative packaging designed to influence 
global fisheries governance dynamics, particularly the rights of small-scale fisheries 
and fisherfolk in developing countries (see also Jentoft 2014).

Jamaica was as host in 2012 at the center of the the Caribbean consultations of 
the SSF Guidelines (FAO 2013). Given the island’s centrality in the region (i.e. it is 
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the third largest of the Greater Antillean islands, and the largest English-speaking 
island – see Fig. 7.1), it is important to contextualize whether or not the country has 
a sound enabling environment to implement Section 10(7) of the SSF Guidelines. 
Section 10(7) emphasizes that

States should recognize, and promote as appropriate, that local governance structures may 
contribute to an effective management of small-scale fisheries, taking into account the eco-
system approach and in accordance with national law (FAO 2015).

Section 10 of the Guidelines highlights three important concepts that should be 
defined, as they are integral to successfully implementing the Guidelines: Policy 
Coherence, Institutional Coordination, and Collaboration. The OECD (2003, 2) 
defines policy coherence as the “systematic promotion of mutually reinforcing pol-
icy actions across government departments and agencies creating synergies towards 
achieving the agreed objectives.” Mattessich et al. (2001, 39) explain that institu-
tional coordination ‘involves a low level of joint planning, sharing of resources, 
defining of compatible roles, and interdependent communication channels,’ and that 
collaboration involves “a mutually beneficial and well-defined relationship entered 
into by two or more organizations to achieve common goals.”

The SSF Guidelines clearly call for a stable enabling environment embedded 
in  local governance structures that ought to be constructed in accordance with 
national law. Therefore, the role of the state is emphasized in promoting policy 
coherence, institutional coordination, and collaboration. Equally important are the 
roles and capacities of non-state actors, who alongside local government, are part of 
the local governance structures needed to implement the Guidelines. The aim of this 
chapter is to identify and evaluate how state and non-state actors interact with the 

Fig. 7.1 Map of Caribbean (Source: The World Atlas 2016)
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socio-economic, political, legal and regulatory factors, which might make possible 
or prohibit the production of a stable enabling environment for implementation of 
the Guidelines. By stable enabling environment, I mean an environment that 
achieves synergy between: (a) the state and status of Jamaica’s small-scale fisheries 
and (b) the political, legal, and regulatory frameworks, i.e. fisheries laws, policies, 
and management actions which define and govern Jamaica’s fisheries as well as the 
environment in which Jamaica’s small-scale fisheries ought to function. The issues 
under consideration therefore, aim to explore the viability of synergies existing 
between local governance and national law, structures ultimately needed to shore up 
implementation of the SSF Guidelines in Jamaica.

The conclusions I offer are based upon a review of secondary data and reports, as 
well as insights gained from key informants (KIs) in the course of fieldwork between 
December 2015 and January 2016. The chapter is divided into five sections. Section 
“Conceptual and analytical groundings” describes the conceptual and analytical 
groundings that underpin the analysis. Section “The state and status of Jamaica’s 
small-scale fisheries and the SSF guidelines” provides an overview of the state and 
status of Jamaica’s small-scale fisheries and fishers. In Section “The enabling envi-
ronment for the SSF guidelines in Jamaica: political, legal, and regulatory frame-
works and management actions”, I chart out the political, legal, and regulatory 
frameworks that govern Jamaica’s small-scale fisheries, and consequently influence 
the enabling environment for the SSF Guidelines in Jamaica. Section “An enabling 
environment for the SSF guidelines in Jamaica: the existence of synergies?” evalu-
ates the extent to which synergies exist between Jamaica’s small-scale fisheries and 
the political, legal, and regulatory frameworks needed to produce a stable enabling 
environment. Finally, Section “Policy recommendations: how can the SSF guide-
lines be implemented in Jamaica?” offers policy recommendations that might influ-
ence or constructively shape the enabling environment needed to harmonize efforts 
to implement the SSF Guidelines in Jamaica with the needs of actors who have an 
interest in Jamaica’s fisheries.

 Conceptual and Analytical Groundings

 Conceptual Groundings

Similar to a majority of Commonwealth Caribbean nations, Jamaica perpetually 
struggles with finding adequate capacity, resources, and political will at both 
national and local scales to implement evolving global and regional normative 
directives (Bravo 2006; Commonwealth Fisheries 2009). Indeed, modelling frame-
works for fisheries governance also suffer from a lack of contextual and material 
translatability (Espeut 1993). The SSF Guidelines represent a call to engage in such 
policy transfer from global to local scales. Dolowtiz (2003, 103) suggests that when 
examining what motivates an individual or the state to engage in the policy transfer 
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process, it is important to acknowledge that the power to authorize and legitimize a 
policy is not necessarily located within the domestic political system. Often the 
pressure to adopt a policy position results from decisions made at the international 
level or emerges out of treaty or multi-lateral membership obligations. Of course, 
this raises questions with regard to the feasibility of the trickle down/bottom up 
framework successfully structuring the SSF Guidelines policy transfer process from 
the global to local and vice-versa, as was agreed to by state representatives at the 
31st Session of the FAO Committee on Fisheries (COFI 2014).

 Analytical Groundings

Some practitioners contend that the SSF Guidelines ought to be implemented in 
accordance with country-specific legal systems and their institutions, i.e. small- 
scale fisheries should have access to justice and effective remedies guaranteed by 
both national and international law. This new ‘norm’ has been met with both sup-
port and criticism because of the perception that the SSF Guidelines are linked to 
hard international law such as the United Nations Declaration on Human Rights, 
and therefore are not as voluntary as they seem (Jentoft 2014). While the question 
of voluntariness remains debatable, the more relevant challenge revealed by the 
research conducted is adherence. Even if one concedes that the new global norms 
posed by the SSF Guidelines are inevitably going to be influenced by more powerful 
governing bodies, compliance and efficacy become extremely tricky when the via-
bility of the enabling environment for local governance structures are not taken into 
account.

So, can Jamaica walk the talk of the SSF Guidelines (Jentoft 2014)?

 The State and Status of Jamaica’s Small-Scale Fisheries 
and the SSF Guidelines

In order to explore the viability of the enabling environment for the SSF Guidelines 
in Jamaica, it is important to first understand the Jamaican fishing industry and as 
such, the benefactors of the Guidelines.

 The Jamaican Small-Scale Fishing Industry

The Government of Jamaica (GOJ) classifies the Jamaican fishing industry into five 
operational categories: industrial fisheries, offshore artisanal, mainland artisanal, 
inland aquaculture and sports fisheries (Government of Jamaica 2008). Here the 
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subject of focus is the island’s marine capture small-scale fisheries. The island’s 
main marine capture fisheries comprise: coral reef fishes, spiny lobsters, queen 
conch, small coastal pelagic finfish, and large offshore pelagic finfish (Aiken and 
Kong 2000, 31).

Fish is a staple in the Jamaican diet (Espeut 1993). Fish consumption in the 
island is estimated at 14.74 kg per capita, close to the global average of over 20 kg 
per capita (Fisheries Division and STATIN 2011a; FAO 2016). Two major fleet 
components exist: (1) the small-scale fisheries that harvest mostly coral reef fishes 
for domestic consumption and (2) the queen conch and lobster industrial fisheries 
(ECOST 2007). The latter are dominated by a handful of private entities with sig-
nificant capital investments. Here, labor inputs provided by Jamaica’s small-scale 
fisheries normally feed harvesting efforts centralized around larger ‘mother-ship’ 
vessels (Grant and Lewis, personal communication, 17, December, 2015). With the 
exception of the industrial conch and lobster fisheries, all other fisheries operate on 
an open-access basis (Espeut 1992; Kong 2003; Fisheries Division 2016).

Sustaining Jamaica’s valuable fisheries has not been without its pressures. 
Jamaica’s coastal waters are classed among the most overfished in the Caribbean 
and the world as a whole (Aiken and Kong 2000; Figueroa 2009a; Waite et al. 2011; 
P. Espeut, personal communication, 15, March, 2016). Dating as far back as 1945, 
Jamaica’s fisheries were deemed to be a case of “…too many men trying to catch 
too few fish” (Thompson 1945). In reality, many of Jamaica’s small-scale fishers 
have few alternative sources of income, creating a high level of dependence on 
Jamaica’s near-shore reef fisheries (Fisheries Division 1997; Aiken and Kong 2000). 
With Jamaica’s near-shore fishing grounds depleted, fishing pressure has increased 
in Jamaica’s offshore fisheries, mainly in the Pedro Bank located 80 km off the 
mainland (Haughton and Kong 2006).

 Economic and Livelihoods Contributions

Considering the economic importance of fisheries in Jamaica is especially para-
mount, given that between 1998 and 2007, the industry contributed an average of 
0.6% to the island’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) (Fisheries Division and STATIN 
2011a). The livelihoods contributions of Jamaica’s small-scale fisheries are equally 
important to consider as they provide Jamaican coastal communities with an impor-
tant ‘safety net’ for food and employment (ECOST 2007). Although there are con-
flicting data on the ultimate contribution of fisheries to the island, fisheries activities 
are estimated to support the livelihoods of more than 200,000 Jamaicans (Van Riel 
and Wijkstrom 2005; ECOST 2007; Waite et al. 2011). Fish is a vital protein source 
that is available all year round and which occurs in sufficiently diverse forms to be 
available both to the rich and poor. There is the view (see for example, Kong 2003; 
Waite et al. 2011) that many who participate in the sector are the poorest, most vul-
nerable, and marginalized in Jamaican society. Indeed, the perception exists that 
small-scale fisheries throughout the world are frequently characterized as ‘the 
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occupation of last resort’ and fishers as the ‘poorest of the poor.’ This characteriza-
tion, however, often leads to inaccurate development approaches for small-scale 
fisheries (see Allison and Ellis 2001). International agencies and development direc-
tives throughout the world tend to overemphasize the concepts and extent of pov-
erty, marginalization, and vulnerability in the fishing industry. In the context of the 
SSF Guidelines securing the rights of small-scale fishers, it is important to highlight 
that many small-scale fishers in Jamaica depend on the fishing industry to establish 
a viable means of income to ensure the future for their second and third generations. 
For most coastal dwellers who reside on small-island developing nations like 
Jamaica, fishing is the occupation of ‘first resort’—as a cultural and social stand-
ing—on which generations are able to support self and family, thereby casting a net 
to secure well-being with otherwise limited means.

It is important to mention also that small-scale fishers who participate in the fish-
ing industry are a large part of the informal economy. Secondary data indicates a 
significant number of unlicensed fishers, up to 10,000 unlicensed fishers at one time 
(Kong 1990; Espeut 1992; Halcrow 1998). This undoubtedly affects the accuracy of 
the fishing industry’s contributions to the island’s overall GDP. Despite these pres-
sures, Jamaica’s fisheries continue to provide valuable jobs and revenue for the coun-
try (Waite et al. 2011). There is also significant foreign exchange revenue generated 
through the export of mostly conch and lobster (Kong 2003). It is true that due to 
inadequate formal education, Jamaican small-scale fishers often have limited alter-
nate opportunities for income. Moreover, given Jamaica’s harsh and unpredictable 
economic environment, many people from other sectors often turn to fisheries sea-
sonally, temporarily, or permanently when faced with unemployment and poverty. 
The most recent public data available indicates that, in 2008, there were approxi-
mately 18,000 registered fishers (Fisheries Division 2011b). It is important to clarify 
here who can register as a fisher. According to the Fisheries Division, only boat own-
ers/operators and harvest-fishers—the latter otherwise referenced as ‘fishermen’—
are required to register (Fisheries Division 2011f). Although the data indicates that a 
mere 6% of those actively involved in the fishing industry are women (Fisheries 
Division 2011b), it is a fact that the inputs of women in Caribbean fisheries have 
largely been ignored in both the policy and academic literature (Grant 2004; Centre 
for Resource Management and Environmental Studies 2016). Fishmongers, vendors, 
and ‘higglers’ or informal traders are not required to register as active participants in 
Jamaica’s fishing industry (Fisheries Division 2011c)— post-harvest marketing and 
distribution roles dominated by women (Grant 2004). In other words, women occupy 
critical positions in Jamaica’s small-scale fisheries (see Kong 2003)—potentially 
giving them considerable yet undocumented power in the industry.

 Current Realities

Jamaica’s small-scale fisheries and its fishers are in trouble. The island’s waters are 
severely over-fished. In fact, due in large part to decreasing Jamaican fish stocks, the 
country now has to import most of the fish eaten on the island (Waite et al. 2011, 7, 
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emphasis mine). This is evidenced from the most recent public data available that 
points out that total fishery imports in 2007 were of the value of $USD 63.1 million 
as compared to $USD 667,000 worth of exports (Fisheries Division 2011d). Equally 
staggering for the state and status of Jamaica’s small-scale fisheries are threats 
borne by the gross underestimation of their economic and livelihood contributions 
to the island. As mentioned, these underestimations include small-scale fisheries 
contributions to GDP, social welfare, value-add components through the informal 
economy, as well as women’s employment. If the state and status of Jamaica’s 
small-scale fisheries continue to be largely un-acknowledged, it may be difficult to 
establish synergy with the political, legal, and regulatory frameworks needed to cre-
ate a stable enabling environment for the Guidelines. There are reports, however, of 
positive steps taken by the Government of Jamaica to improve the enabling environ-
ment for local governance structures in accordance with national law (see for exam-
ple, Waite et al. 2011). These provisions include:

• Jamaica’s Charter of Rights;
• the establishment of the 1975 Fisheries Act;
• the 2008 Draft Fisheries Policy;
• the application of the ecosystem approach to fisheries (EAF); and
• EAF management through the introduction of special fishing conservation areas 

in 2009.

Equally important to consider are the contributions of fisher’s organizations and 
non-governmental organizations in influencing, implementing, and facilitating 
efforts to sustain Jamaica’s small-scale fisheries. The next section explores these 
developments and assesses their alignment to the SSF Guidelines to help determine 
efficacy.

 The Enabling Environment for the SSF Guidelines 
in Jamaica: Political, Legal, and Regulatory Frameworks 
and Management Actions

Jamaica has authorized more than 50 pieces of legislation that deal with the man-
agement of the environment including fisheries. The key pieces of national legisla-
tion are: The Morant and Pedro Cays Act (1945), aspects of the Wildlife Protection 
Act (1945), The Fishing Industry Act (1975), The Natural Resources Conservation 
Agency Act (1991), the Beach Control Act (1956), the Exclusive Economic Zone 
Act (1996), and the Maritime Areas Act (1997) (NEPA 2003). Jamaica has also 
endorsed and is signatory to several regional and international agreements as well 
as mechanisms that deal specifically with fisheries ecosystems and resources. Some 
of the most significant agreements Jamaica is party to include: the Caribbean 
Regional Fisheries Mechanism (2003), the United Nations Convention on the Law 
of the Sea (UNCLOS III) (1982), the Convention on Biological Diversity (1992), 
and the FAO Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries (1995) (Fisheries Division 
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2011g). Jamaica also served as host for the Caribbean regional consultation on the 
SSF Guidelines in 2012 (FAO 2013). Jamaica’s apparent commitment to seeing the 
implementation of the Guidelines go through was supported by the Caribbean 
Regional Fisheries Mechanism’s endorsement of the Guidelines by COFI Member 
States at its 31st session in June 2014. So, what is Jamaica’s capacity to facilitate a 
stable enabling environment for local governance structures in accordance with 
national law and in support of the implementation of the SSF Guidelines?

 Jamaica’s Charter of Rights and the SSF Guidelines

There are some practitioners (see for example, Espeut 1992; D. McCaulay, personal 
communication, 15, December, 2015) who suggest that the role of the state in fish-
eries governance is establishing policy coherence, institutional coordination, and 
collaboration. The state is the trustee of the natural environment and has the duty to 
ensure that resources are not exploited beyond the limits of sustainability. The state, 
however, should respect the rights of resource users to have a say in how resources 
are exploited and utilized. It is noteworthy that Article (13,1) of Jamaica’s ‘Charter 
of Fundamental Rights and Freedoms’ aligns to the SSF Guidelines’ focus on 
people- centered perspectives. This is through specific provisions for patrons of the 
state regarding “the right to enjoy a healthy and productive environment free from 
the threat of injury or damage from environmental abuse and degradation of eco-
logical heritage.” Moreover, the Charter stipulates that the “state has an obligation 
to promote universal respect for, and observance of, human rights and freedoms” 
(Government of Jamaica 2011; Jamaica Environment Trust 2013). Given that the 
underlying aims of the SSF Guidelines are explicitly upheld in Jamaica’s Charter of 
Rights, it is even more critical to contextualise their efficacy alongside national and 
local political, legal, and regulatory engagement with the fishing industry.

 An Institutional Framework for the SSF Guidelines: 
The Fisheries Division, Fisheries Act, and Policy

The primary fisheries legislation in Jamaica is the Fishing Industry Act (1975). The 
‘Act’ came into effect in 1976, and made the Fisheries Division of the Ministry of 
Agriculture the primary agency responsible for fishing. The Division is responsible 
for enforcing the 1975 Fisheries Act, which includes regulating closed areas and 
closed seasons, and the banning of destructive gears, licensing, etc. (CARICOM 
Fisheries Unit 2000).

Like in many other fisheries throughout the world, Jamaica’s approach to fisher-
ies can be characterized as utilizing conventional top-down fisheries governance 
and management policies (see Allison and Ellis 2001). However, since 2003, the 
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GOJ has been developing a new draft National Fisheries and Aquaculture Policy 
(Waite et al. 2011) based on a co-management approach. The development of the 
Policy, first conceived in 2008, was followed by the development of a ‘new’ 
Fisheries Act in 2009 (Jamaica Observer 2012). In 2008, the GOJ also founded the 
National Fisheries Advisory Board (FAB), comprised of stakeholder representatives 
from the commercial fishing industry, sport fishers, small-scale fishers, and marine 
ecologists (Jamaica Gleaner 2008). According to the Fisheries Division, extensive 
public consultations on the new Fisheries Policy and Act were held within the sector 
as the result of these developments—signalling a change in the Division’s ethos to 
one reflecting a more consultative and participatory approach to fisheries gover-
nance (Jamaica Information Service 2008).

These developments have indeed mirrored the call for people-centered approaches 
to global fisheries governance like those called for in the SSF Guidelines. For the 
GOJ, this represented a distinct move away from the largely failed top-down gover-
nance and managerial approaches towards approaches that emphasized local gover-
nance guided by co-management and community-based fisheries resource 
management (Waite et al. 2011). Despite a direct reference to the SSF Guidelines, 
the drafts of Jamaica’s new Fisheries Act and Fisheries Policy also replicate con-
cepts found in the SSF Guidelines—namely co-management approaches to fisheries 
governance. Moreover, key informants (KIs) reported that since their first drafts 
both the Fisheries Act and Policy have undergone several revisions to enhance the 
state’s consultative and participatory apparatuses in theory, the most recent revision 
being in 2015 (Government of Jamaica 2015a, b).

 The SSF Guidelines and an Eco-System Approach to Fisheries 
Management via Special Fishing Conservation Areas

Section 10(7) of the SSF Guidelines also emphasizes the need to adopt an ecosys-
tem approach to fisheries (EAF) (FAO 2003). It is important to highlight, therefore, 
that the GOJ has attempted to incorporate the EAF into its fisheries governance 
agenda. This was accomplished with the development and expansion of the coun-
try’s fish sanctuaries and marine protected areas (MPAs), now classified as special 
fishing conservation areas (SFCAs), from two to eleven between 2009 and 2010 
(Waite et al. 2011; D. Newell, personal communication, 10, December, 2015). A 
few of these areas are the Oracabessa (St. Mary), Bluefields (Westmoreland), and 
Galleon (St. Elizabeth) fishing sanctuaries (CaribSave 2015).

As a matter of national and local policy transfer, the emphasis on EAF through 
the provisioning of SFCAs also suggests the GOJ’s intention to align policy with the 
SSF Guidelines (Aiken and Kong 2000; Waite et  al. 2011). According to the 
Fisheries Division (2011a), SFCAs are managed through a cooperative arrangement 
between the government and community organizations. A memorandum of agreement  
(MOA) formalizes each partnership between the ministry and the collaborating 

7 Walking the Talk of the Small-Scale Fisheries Guidelines in Jamaica



124

organization. Under the MOA, the GOJ provides the resources for partner NGOs to 
undertake day-to-day operations. Earnings from taxes on the exports of Jamaica’s 
queen conch, also known as the ‘conch-cess’ largely funds these efforts.

 Fishers’ Organizations, NGOs and the SSF Guidelines

Boding well for the SSF Guidelines in Jamaica is the fact that there is a great deal 
of community cohesion among fishers, especially in rural areas. ‘Jamaican fishers 
do belong to organizations and those organizations are part of a country wide net-
work’ (E. Figueroa, personal communication, 9 January, 2016). Despite their exis-
tence, however, Jamaican fishers’ organizations often struggle to unite as a strong 
political unit that pursues and establishes consensus positions—bringing into focus 
the importance of fishers’ organizational capacity and attitudes towards working 
together. As Figueroa (personal communication, 9 January, 2016) explains, ulti-
mately Jamaican fishers, though willing to come together for a particular reason or 
cause, prefer to operate within their own respective agencies and not be subsumed 
under someone else’s control, or a larger umbrella structure. They prefer freedom 
over functionality.

It is true that globalization has weakened wholly state-reliant traditional gover-
nance structures. NGOS and other civil society groups have become not only criti-
cal stakeholders in governance, but also the driving force behind greater cooperation 
through their active mobilization of public support for evolving normative global 
directives (Gemmill and Bamidele-Izu 2002). With regard to mobilizing public sup-
port, there are several conservation NGOs, local and international, that have also 
attempted to play a role in small-scale fisheries governance in Jamaica. Some of the 
more active include: CaribSave (now defunct), The Nature Conservancy, Jamaica 
Environment Trust, Yardie Conserve, and the Caribbean Coastal Area Management 
Foundation (C-CAM). Although their efforts have led to varied levels of success 
(Waite et  al. 2011; E.  Figueroa, personal communication, 7, December 2015; 
L. Meggs, personal communication, 15, December, 2015; McCaulay, personal com-
munication, 15, December, 2015; P. Espeut, personal communication, 15, March, 
2016), these NGOs too could be strategic partners in working towards the streamlin-
ing of the SSF Guidelines across national and local spheres. They could be partners 
through the promotion of collaboration and dialogue between different actors who 
have interest in Jamaica’s small-scale fisheries. Consequently, NGOs and other civil 
society actors should continue to seek out ways to engage all those with a stake in 
Jamaica’s fisheries in matters pertaining to:

• information dissemination;
• policy development consultations;
• policy implementation and training;
• assessment and monitoring; and
• advocacy for environmental justice (see Gemmill and Bamidele-Izu 2002).
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 Current Realities

There have been concerns (see for example, Espeut 1992; P. Espeut, personal com-
munication, 15, March, 2016), that existing governance structures view fishers as 
‘part of the problem’ rather than integral to the solution. This perception often leads 
to conflict between fishers, lawmakers, and environmentalists. “The latter tend to 
enforce the laws they have engendered, while the former fight for survival against 
those they perceive trying to erode their traditional rights. What these approaches 
lack is an appreciation of the political and cultural dynamics of fishing and the 
socio-economic parameters within which fisherfolk operate” (Espeut 1992, 3). 
Treating fisheries solely in biological/positivist terms means that governance 
approaches focus on the idea of managing fish rather than fishers. Espeut (1992, 2) 
points out that such a dehumanized approach fails to adequately acknowledge power 
relations and structures of dominance that influence notions of empowerment and 
community democracy. The embedded lack of emphasis on power relations and 
structures of dominance are long-standing concerns with fisheries governance that 
the SSF Guidelines attempt to address. Empowerment and community democracy 
are certainly integral concepts of governance and development, and arguably, the 
underlying tenets needed to enable the synergistic conditions between local gover-
nance structures and national law to implement the SSF Guidelines in Jamaica.

 An Enabling Environment for the SSF Guidelines in Jamaica: 
The Existence of Synergies?

It may be worth exploring at this point, if the statement proffered by Victor and 
Raustiala (1989, 660) that “often, a country adopts an international accord without 
a clear plan for putting commitments into practice’ has merit.” Given Jamaica’s high 
dependence on fish and the predominance of small-scale fisheries within the indus-
trial landscape (Halcrow 1998; Aiken and Kong 2000), it is plausible to conclude 
that a loose and protracted enabling environment will affect the island’s small-scale 
fishers and thus the implementation of the SSF Guidelines. Documented in detail 
below are a number of critical observations.

 Institutional Capacity for Policy Coherence: The Fisheries 
Division

It is a fact that the need for improved fisheries governance and management is criti-
cal to Jamaica. Jamaica’s small-scale fishers have to contend with competition with 
both small-scale and industrial commercial counterparts, as well as conflicting 
development interests and perennial maritime boundary disputes.
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However, research indicates that the GOJ’s Fisheries Division, the agency in 
charge of managing such mandates, is severely handicapped by limited capacity and 
funding (see for example, Waite et al. 2011). Recent interviews with KIs, as well as 
the review of the literature undertaken, suggest that this lack of institutional capac-
ity is on-going and long standing. Consequently, the Division suffers from a limited 
presence and effectiveness in the field (Espeut 1993; Halcrow 1998).

To mitigate these pressures, in 2008, under the leadership of the then Minister of 
Agriculture and Fisheries, the GOJ underwent a restructuring from a regulatory 
division to an executive agency to be headed by a Chief Executive Officer. This was 
done to ensure increased effectiveness and “promote transparency, accountability, 
and efficiency and involvement of all stakeholders in the management of the sector” 
(Jamaica Information Service 2008). As mentioned earlier, in 2008, the GOJ also 
founded the National Fisheries Advisory Board (Jamaica Gleaner 2008), signaling 
its commitment to move towards more participatory and people-centered gover-
nance approaches like the SSF Guidelines. However, KIs indicate and secondary 
data suggests that these developments have stalled, creating further frustration 
within the Fisheries Division, and among its partners (see for example, Waite et al. 
2011, 12–13). KIs also question whether the restructuring of the Fisheries Division 
into an executive agency with much power vested in the Minister and ministerial 
appointees, is a real departure from top-down management and governance—an 
approach that the SSF Guidelines strives to correct.

Furthermore, if one conceives of the importance of situating a viable enabling 
environment for local governance structures to implement the SSF Guidelines, it is 
certainly concerning studies indicate that the GOJ’s Fisheries Division lacks the 
capacity to implement initiatives that would influence or affect the island’s widely 
dispersed, small-scale fisheries (Halcrow 1998). Efforts regarding Jamaica’s small- 
scale fisheries have been mainly in the area of collecting data on landings (Grant 
et al. 1996). This situation has not altered in the recent past, and despite several 
efforts at restructuring, the Fisheries Division still lacks the capacity to interact 
viably with Jamaica’s small-scale fisheries (Auditor General’s Department 2009). 
However, what of the legislative and regulatory framework needed to implement the 
SSF Guidelines?

 Institutional Collaboration and Coordination: The Fisheries Act 
and Policy

Historically, the development and enforcement of Jamaica’s fisheries laws and regu-
lations have been long, tedious, and weak (Waite et al. 2011). Arguably, this has also 
resulted in a poor enabling environment for local governance structures to imple-
ment the SSF Guidelines.
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Several KIs reported being frustrated that both the new Fisheries Policy is yet to 
be adopted by the Government of Jamaica. Moreover, despite changing times, cur-
rent and up to date legislation, i.e. the new Fisheries Act, has still not been passed or 
implemented (twenty-five plus years—1975 and on-going) (see also, Jamaica 
Observer 2012). KIs also raised concerns that the development of the Policy is lead-
ing the development of the law, i.e. the Act, as opposed to vice versa. They see this 
inversion as a problem because history illustrates the necessity of having a cogent 
and established legislative environment from which you can then develop and apply 
policy (Dolowitz 2003). The concerns put forward by the KIs with regard to the 
development of the new Fisheries Act on the back of the new Fisheries Policy are 
certainly critical; especially when one considers that, the development of a cohesive 
enabling policy environment which emphasizes ‘Policy Coherence, Institutional 
Collaboration and Coordination’ is what is needed to implement the SSF Guidelines.

One of the primary problems with the Fishing Industry Act is that the fines for 
breaches to provisions in the Act are too low to constitute a deterrent (see Jamaica 
Gleaner 2015). KIs report that the sanction for an infringement, no matter how large 
or damaging (for e.g. a restaurateur harvesting over 200 lbs. of lobster during closed 
season), is $1200 JMD (less than $10 USD). For a large restaurateur, such a fine 
surely holds little to no disincentive to break the law, and thus fails miserably to 
address overfishing—one of many issues that the Act seeks to rectify. KIs also 
lamented that the process to develop the ‘Act’ and ‘Policy’ was not as consultative 
and inclusive as the GOJ had claimed. Environmental perspectives tended not to be 
included, or were buried in the GOJ’s development initiatives. Consequently, there 
is a perception of “environment at the mercy of development.” Indeed, there are 
studies (for example, Waite et al. 2011, 7) which indicate that there is currently little 
political will to tackle environmental issues in Jamaica, as the environment is per-
ceived to be of lower importance than economic priorities such as job creation, GDP 
growth, and public debt. Levels of funding for coastal and fisheries management are 
likewise low. A clear signal was sent when the newly elected (January 2016) 
Government of Jamaica did not include a dedicated Ministry of the Environment 
among its ministry portfolios, and also put the once dedicated Ministry of Agriculture 
and Fisheries under the Ministry of Industry and Commerce (Mundle 2016; RJR 
News On-line 2016).

The concerns expressed by several KIs that after twenty-five plus years the 
Fisheries Policy had yet to be reconstituted and the new fisheries legislation (i.e. the 
Act) was still just on the books seem justifiable and warranted. To present the legis-
lation for official authorization and not pass it was taken as an indication of  failure—
that the GOJ was either not serious about the environment, its fisheries, or simply 
did not see the importance of the resource for livelihoods and food security in the 
country. The lack of genuine interest to create a sound legislative and regulatory 
environment for the industry certainly has dire implications for the enabling envi-
ronment needed to shore up the implementation of the SSF Guidelines in Jamaica.
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 Local Capacity: Fishers’ Organizations and NGOs

As NGOs and fishers’ organizations are required to implement the SSF Guidelines, 
it is necessary to take stock of them. According to the Jamaican Fishermen’s 
Cooperative Union (JFCU’s) website, JFCU consists of 17 registered member orga-
nizations (JFCU 2009). It is not clear how many of JFCU’s member organizations 
are active. KIs reported that some fishing cooperatives appear to be struggling and 
do not see themselves as being empowered to play a significant role in small-scale 
fisheries management and governance. This may be because conventional manage-
ment and governance models used for fisheries position fishers as socially atomistic 
actors who often are in conflict with each other. The result has been a continued 
dependence on the state to oversee fishery management and decision making (see 
Jentoft 1989; McConney 1995).

Notwithstanding the state’s dominant role, the fact that there is union representa-
tion indicates that there is a national platform of local governance structures for 
Jamaica’s small-scale fisheries (Gardner 2016). However, KIs reported that the 
capacity of fishers’ organizations and NGOs to assist in crafting an enabling policy 
environment for the SSF Guidelines is severely hampered by an ‘us’ vs. ‘them’ 
mentality; “the big man will always get more than the little man,” and, “money 
talks.” The SSF Guidelines addresses this problem of how to synergize the compet-
ing interests of the state and fishers—politics will be key, particularly on national 
and local scales.

 The Loss of Traditional Fishing and Foreign and Domestic 
Poaching

Due to the GOJ pursuing large development plans, a stable enabling environment 
for the SSF Guidelines in Jamaica has not been there. In recent years, it has been 
common for Jamaican coastal dwellers to perceive themselves to be at a disadvan-
tage concerning their access to beaches and thus fish (Figueroa 2009b; McCaulay, 
personal communication, 15, December 2015). Even though the island’s small- 
scale fisheries are mostly classified as open access and hence, in theory, open to 
small-scale fishers as well, in practice there is no such space for them (CVM TV 
2014).

Another problem that has prevented achieving synergy between Jamaica’s small- 
scale fisheries and the existing political, legal, and regulatory frameworks is foreign 
and domestic poaching, also known as illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU) 
fishing. Negotiations surrounding the delimitation of Jamaica’s maritime boundar-
ies are ongoing. The island currently has only two delimited maritime boundaries 
with Columbia and Cuba (US Bureau of Oceans and International Environmental 
and Scientific Affairs 2004). Given Jamaica’s large exclusive economic zone (EEZ) 
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of 263,283 km2, it is easy to see why poaching is so prevalent. Aiken et al. (2006) 
document how the threat of foreign poaching is highest during the closed seasons 
for lobster and conch, Jamaica’s only regulated yet most lucrative fisheries. Further, 
they suggest that this is the norm not the exception.

The former Minister of Agriculture and Fisheries’ proclamations regarding 
Jamaica’s poaching problem are noteworthy. Referencing an event where two regis-
tered Jamaican vessels had been caught fishing illegally in Nicaraguan waters, the 
Minister noted that ‘the deviants were instructed to pay US$35,000 each in fines to 
the Nicaraguan authorities to retrieve their vessels. Contrast this with a maximum 
fine of US $2.30 if Nicaraguan vessels were caught in Jamaican waters.’ The 
Minister thus acknowledged that the existing fines were not a deterrent. Despite the 
Minister’s proclamation, he somewhat contradicted his stand about the incident 
when speaking to fishers. He said that ‘as government, we can create all the laws 
necessary, but it will never be enough if you do not abide by these rules and help to 
enforce them as necessary’ (Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries 2011). Perhaps 
the question is how can the SSF Guidelines be implemented within structures of 
local governance where fishers are tapped to be self-appointed guardians of 
Jamaica’s marine space, considering that, the Minister himself, has acknowledged 
the weak state of the enabling environment?

KIs also reported incidents of domestic poaching of reef and other finfish in the 
special fishery conservation areas (SCFAs). Moreover, there have been recent legis-
lative reforms to reduce the tax on exports of conch, i.e. the conch-cess used to fund 
sanctuaries has been drastically lowered (Bryan 2016). These events are lessening 
the legitimacy of existing regulations and, in fact weakening local governance struc-
tures needed to shore up the SSF Guidelines.

 Current Realities

The above observations bear serious considerations, particularly while assessing the 
viability of achieving synergy between the state and status of Jamaica’s small-scale 
fisheries and the political, legal, and regulatory frameworks that ought to shore them 
up. The binding elements of Section 10(7) of the SSF Guidelines are grounded on 
people-centered perspectives that depend on a sound enabling environment for local 
governance structures facilitated by national law. However, if the perceptions of 
several of the KIs are true—namely that Jamaican small-scale fishers often prove to 
be individualistic, apathetic, and not worth the capital outlay they receive from the 
government due to not achieving optimal outcomes; and, if there is indeed a weak 
enabling environment in place for local governance structures to be shored up by 
national law, Jamaica’s small-scale fisheries will continue to be marginalized. The 
question then remains will Jamaica walk the talk of the Guidelines? Based on the 
findings put forward, concrete policy recommendations are offered in the conclud-
ing section to answer this question.
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 Policy Recommendations: How Can the SSF Guidelines 
Be Implemented in Jamaica?

Demerrit (1996) contends that norms are crafted as scientific knowledge based on 
local construction(s) that are dependent upon local practices. Seen like this, norms 
and values cannot be generalized into laws and theories as the deductive method 
would suggest. Perhaps this is the problem with the applicability of the SSF 
Guidelines to Jamaica. The grounded realities that could facilitate a stable enabling 
environment for Jamaica’s small-scale fisheries are nuanced and highly complex 
and seem to be disconnected from the Guidelines. If the SSF Guidelines are to be 
viably implemented, there remains a considerable amount of work to be done to 
overcome the challenges related to creating and sustaining a stable enabling envi-
ronment for local governance structures that is supported by national law. Having 
said that perhaps the time is right to synergize efforts between state and non-state 
actors to achieve the policy coherence and institutional coordination and collabora-
tion needed to create an enabling environment for Jamaica’s small-scale fisheries 
and implement the Guidelines.

It is with this hope that I offer the following recommendations to improve: (1) the 
state and status of Jamaica’s small-scale fisheries and (2) the political, legal, and 
regulatory frameworks that shore up Jamaica’s small-scale fisheries (Table  7.1). 
These recommendations are meant as policy advice to decision makers, Jamaica’s 
fishers, and other actors with an interest in Jamaica’s fisheries, including NGOs and 
civil society. They are in tune with the SSF Guidelines.

It is true that the state and its agents both have significant roles to play in securing 
the future of Jamaica’s small-scale fisheries and the implementation of the 
Guidelines. However, on both sea and land, industrial interests and community 
commerce can clash with small-scale fisheries. This means that leadership within 
the highest levels of the Jamaican government, as well as the environmental and 
business communities—in consultation with fishers, need to push for a viable 
enabling environment through sound legislation, regulations, and capacity building 
in the private and public sectors as well as at the local level. This will be critical to 
the success of implementing the Guidelines. Furthermore, political will is also nec-
essary if these institutions and regulations are to serve their function of improving 
the condition of Jamaica’s small-scale fisheries, and therefore creating the stable 
enabling environment needed to secure the implementation of the SSF Guidelines. 
If there is indeed a proper balancing of the socio-political, legal, regulatory and 
cultural dimensions that shape fisheries governance in Jamaica, then the SSF 
Guidelines can have a real impact on fisheries in the future. It will also ensure that 
Jamaica’s small-scale fisheries make an even greater contribution toward the coun-
try’s economy and to the well-being of its people than it does at present.

L.K. Soares



131

Table 7.1 Policy advice to improve the political, legal and regulatory frameworks for Jamaica’s 
small-scale fisheries for implementation of the SSF guidelines

Policy advice to improve the state and status of Jamaica’s small-scale fisheries for 
implementation of the SSF guidelines:
Issue How achieved?
(a) Promote greater 
awareness of the 
contributions and roles of 
small-scale fisheries and 
fisherfolk to the fabric of 
Jamaican society

The state should work in conjunction with the private sector, 
and established fisher organizations, NGOs and civil society to 
promote the contributions and efforts of Jamaica’s SSF through 
joint public awareness campaigns. These campaigns could 
focus on small-scale fisheries contributions to economic 
stability, livelihoods, social welfare, food security, and, the role 
of women. Funding for this initiative should be provided by the 
private sector as well as the state.

(b) Establish greater capacity 
for fisherfolk organizations

Fishers should seek to work together around common political 
issues to ensure the credibility and legitimacy of their collective 
voice. This will mean that fisherfolk have to discard the cloak of 
social atomism. Efforts may include: building greater 
institutional capacity within their national and local 
organizations; gaining better recognition with regional and 
international partners, as well as improving external 
relationships with key policy partners. Regional networks such 
as the Caribbean Network of Fisherfolk Organizations and the 
Caribbean Regional Fisheries Mechanism of which Jamaica is a 
part may prove useful partners in these efforts.

(c) Improve the institutional 
capacity of the Fisheries 
Division

The powers that be in the state ought to acknowledge the 
importance of a having a sound institutional unit for the island’s 
fisheries and small-scale fishers.

(d) Promote the eco-system 
approach to fisheries 
management

The state should continue its efforts to implement the eco- 
system approach to fisheries management as evidenced with the 
establishment of several special fisheries conservation areas 
(SCFA’s). The state should also make a concerted effort to 
ensure that the mediums for participatory and consultative 
co-management exist between them, fisher organizations, 
NGO’s and civil society. This includes ensuring sustainable 
funding mechanisms for these efforts, for e.g. the conch-cess 
(i.e. the tax on exports of conch used to fund SCFAs).

Policy Advice to Improve the Political, Legal and Regulatory Frameworks for Jamaica’s 
Small-Scale Fisheries for Implementation of the SSF Guidelines:
Issue How achieved?
(a) Promote greater 
awareness of the SSF 
Guidelines

The majority of the KIs interviewed had either not heard of the 
Guidelines or if they had heard of the Guidelines they had not 
read them. It is perhaps incumbent upon surrogates of the 
Guidelines to find ways to disseminate the value of the 
Guidelines from a grassroots perspective. This might include a 
targeted strategic partnership with private sector actors, as well 
as NGOs and civil society actors that promote the welfare of 
Jamaica’s fisheries. The state should also play a role in this 
campaign, by facilitating participatory consultations with key 
stakeholders around the implementation of the Guidelines.

(continued)
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(b) Update and implement 
the dated 1975 Fisheries Act 
and the 2008 Draft Fisheries 
Policy

Government and private sector stakeholders need to get serious 
about their political will to implement the legal and regulatory 
mechanisms for Jamaica’s fisheries. NGO and civil society 
actors need to continue to hold the government accountable to 
these matters. The Fisheries Advisory Board should also 
reinstate itself as a political conduit representing, as best 
possible, all stakeholder interests, but especially small-scale 
fishers. The Act and Policy cannot be seen as laying the 
groundwork for the SSF Guidelines or seen as a example of the 
SSF Guidelines at work, if these implementation issues are not 
addressed. There should therefore be a focus on shared 
governance.

(c) Improve the political, 
legal, and regulatory capacity 
of the Fisheries Division

The powers that be in the State ought to acknowledge the 
importance of a having a sound institutional and regulatory 
government unit for the island’s fisheries. This includes 
positioning the Division with: (1) proper management 
capacity – staff; (2) adequate funding for monitoring and 
oversight to address issues related to – domestic poaching, 
illegal unregulated fishing; and (3) adequate enforcement 
mechanisms for: special fisheries conservation areas and 
breaches to fisheries regulations. The Fisheries Division should 
also improve mechanisms of engaging with Jamaica’s 
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include the facilitation of training workshops with Jamaica’s 
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fisheries, as well as the 
improved welfare of 
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coastal dwellers and others 
whose livelihoods depend on 
Jamaica’s small-scale 
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The state in partnership with the private sector, fisherfolk 
organizations and fisherfolk, NGOS, civil society as well as the 
community at large should work together to promote the 
general management of Jamaica’s fisheries. There is evidence of 
such efforts existing, e.g. the parrot fish ambassador program – 
which strives to discourage the harvesting of over-exploited 
Jamaican parrot fish. Moreover, all stakeholders in Jamaica’s 
fisheries need to hold each other accountable on efforts to 
institute a stable enabling environment for Jamaica’s small- 
scale fisheries. This could be accomplished with participatory 
and consultative stakeholder and community meetings to 
address issues that are affecting Jamaica’s small-scale fisheries 
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Part III
Securing Tenure Rights

Respect for human rights and dignity constitutes a foundational principle, with 
broad application throughout the SSF Guidelines. Consistent with this principle, the 
Guidelines devote a whole section on the rights to tenure as a way to secure sustain-
able livelihoods. Without their secure access to, and control over, the resources on 
which small-scale fishing people rely, these resources and the people that use them 
are both vulnerable. In Chap. 8, Jackie Sunde discusses the experiences of custom-
ary communities and expressions of the tenure of indigenous peoples in South 
Africa. She argues that it is essential to understand the plurality of tenure systems 
based on different legal concepts and norms that exist, because they create a chal-
lenging and potentially conflictual context for the implementation of the SSF 
Guidelines. Sunde issues a warning that a particular interpretation of tenure may 
contravene the implementation of the SSF Guidelines. In Chap. 9, Prateep Kumar 
Nayak takes us to the Bay of Bengal, India, to look at tenure issues related to small-
scale lagoon fisheries. Like Sunde, he emphasizes the need for small-scale fishing 
communities to have secure tenure rights to resources that form the basis for their 
social, economic, and cultural well-being, something the state should recognize, as 
instructed by the SSF Guidelines. His chapter offer lessons for responsible gover-
nance of lagoon tenure, including insights on possible institutional arrangements. In 
Chap. 10, Miguel González describes policy actions taken by the government of 
Nicaragua that interfere with indigenous peoples’ titled customary lands and aquatic 
tenure systems in relation to the planned Interoceanic Canal. He identifies gaps in 
the process of implementation and explores the implications for the human rights of 
indigenous and Afro-descendant peoples. Chapter 11 moves the focus to the 
Mediterranean, with a case study in Malta by Alicia Said. Due to a number or rea-
sons, including the industrialization of the Bluefin tuna fisheries, small-scale fisher-
ies have become marginalized to a point where leaving the fishery has become a 
necessary livelihood strategy. As explained in the chapter, the provision of tenure 
rights would be needed as an empowerment strategy in the neoliberal era.
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Chapter 8
Expressions of Tenure in South Africa 
in the Context of the Small-Scale Fisheries 
Guidelines

Jackie Sunde

Abstract Tenure relations lie at the heart of the livelihoods of small-scale fishing 
communities who depend on their access to and control of fisheries and other natu-
ral resources in order to realise their right to food as well as a range of other human 
rights. In recognition of this, the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable 
Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and Poverty Eradication (SSF 
Guidelines) identify the responsible governance of tenure as central to the realiza-
tion of the human rights of small-scale fishers. Drawing on the experience of cus-
tomary communities in South Africa, this chapter explores expressions of tenure 
and their implications for the implementation of the SSF Guidelines. An exploration 
of tenure relations within the customary systems of indigenous peoples and local 
communities suggests that these forms of tenure are embedded in epistemologies 
and ontologies that are foundationally different to most statutory tenure systems. 
Contrary to the individual, market-orientated conception of rights within the neolib-
eral property rights paradigm dominating state fisheries management, these tenure 
systems reference an alternative conception of rights and tenure governance. This 
plurality of tenure systems, embodied in different systems of law, creates a chal-
lenging, potentially conflictual context in which the objective of the SSF Guidelines 
to develop responsible governance of tenure will be achieved. Recognition and 
accommodation of the plurality of tenure systems is imperative if the transformative 
potential of the SSF Guidelines to achieve equitable and sustainable fisheries is to 
be realized.
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 Introduction

Tenure in fisheries refers to the relationships between people, either individuals or 
groups of people, that determine who has the power to decide who may access what 
fisheries resources and under what conditions (FAO 2016). Tenure thus plays a criti-
cal role in the lives of small-scale fishing communities who depend on their access 
to and control of fisheries and other natural resources for their livelihoods.

In recognition of this link between tenure and issues such as food security and 
poverty, the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in 
the context of Food Security and Poverty Eradication (SSF Guidelines) identify the 
responsible governance of tenure as central to the realization of the human rights of 
small-scale fishers (FAO 2015, 5). The Guidelines urge all parties to ensure that 
small-scale fishers, fish workers and their communities have “secure, equitable, and 
socially and culturally appropriate tenure rights to fishery resources (marine and 
inland) and small-scale fishing areas and adjacent land, with a special attention paid 
to women with respect to tenure rights” (FAO 2015, 55).1 In addition, states and all 
other parties, in line with their national legislation, should “recognize, respect and 
protect all forms of legitimate tenure rights, taking into account, where appropriate, 
customary rights” (FAO 2015, 5).

This focus on tenure in fisheries reflects a global strengthening of interest in 
tenure across natural resource governance over the past decade as states and other 
actors seek to develop mechanisms to secure the sustainable use of the earth’s natu-
ral resources (FAO 2016). This has received impetus through the adoption of the 
Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries 
and Forests in the Context of National Food Security (Tenure Guidelines) (FAO 
2012). These Guidelines have been supported by the G20, Rio+20 and the United 
Nations General Assembly (FAO 2016). The Tenure Guidelines establish the prin-
ciple that tenure systems include statutory systems which may be written down, as 
well as those that have their source in local law but might not be recorded but are 
considered legitimate by the customary communities who observe them (FAO 
2016). The SSF Guidelines draw extensively on the Tenure Guidelines on issues 
related to tenure governance.

Whilst the need for ‘secure tenure’ is being propounded across diverse stake-
holders, from small-scale fishing communities to large multi-national institutions 
involved in small-scale fisheries governance, the interpretation of ‘secure tenure’ 
and the arguments motivating the need to promote secure tenure appear to differ. A 
narrow, neoliberal conceptualization of tenure predominates amongst certain fisher-
ies actors, proposing the introduction of various forms of property ‘rights-based’ 
tenure mechanisms, largely divorced from the human rights-based approach 

1 The SSF Guidelines use the terms “all parties” and ‘small-scale fisheries actors” to refer to the 
broad range of government and non-government stakeholders and rights holders working in small-
scale fisheries to whom the Guidelines apply. This includes the business sector.

J. Sunde



141

 underpinning the SSF Guidelines.2 The concept of ‘secure tenure’ envisaged in 
these instances focuses predominantly on user rights and assumes a market-orien-
tated rationality, underpinned by a distinctive neoliberal conception of individual 
rights, a significant role for the private sector and its handmaiden, the enabling state. 
It neglects the social relations and the multiplicity of meaning and values that are 
woven into tenure relations in different legal systems and across diverse cultural and 
socio-ecological systems.

This approach towards tenure in policy on natural resource governance is con-
tested however and international social movements have raised the alarm with 
regard to how tenure is framed in neoliberal, multinational governance policies and 
programmes (IDI 2015; Baarbesgaard 2016; FAO 2016). In contrast to this neolib-
eral perspective, indigenous peoples and local communities have advocated for rec-
ognition of their collective rights to natural resources, including fisheries, 
inextricably linked to their cultures, their knowledge systems and their governance 
systems, in the context of their right to self-development.3 Scholarship on tenure 
relations within the customary systems of indigenous peoples and local communi-
ties supports the claim that their tenure relations are, in many instances, embedded 
in epistemologies and ontologies that are foundationally different to statutory tenure 
systems (Davis and Ruddle 2012; Sunde 2014; Almeida et al. 2015). Contrary to 
interpretations of ownership and property within the property rights-orientated par-
adigm informing state policy and management in many Western industrialized 
nations and post-colonial contexts, these customary tenure systems reference an 
alternative conception of rights and responsibilities in the governance of tenure. 
This plurality of tenure systems, embodied in different systems of law, creates a 
challenging, potentially conflictual context in which the objective of developing 
responsible governance of tenure in the SSF Guidelines must be implemented.

Based on evidence from the expressions of tenure in two customary communities 
in South Africa, coupled with a review of the submissions to FAO made by indige-
nous and local small-scale fishing communities during the development of the SSF 
Guidelines, this chapter explores implications of interpretations of tenure for 
responsible governance of tenure.4 The chapter concludes that recognition and 
accommodation of the plurality of tenure systems is imperative if the transformative 
potential of the SSF Guidelines to achieve equitable and sustainable fisheries is to 
be realized.

2 See the Global Partnership for Oceans (GPO), (2014) and Environmental Defence Fund (EDF) 
et al. (2012) as key examples of this approach.
This submission was developed in the form of a synthesis document for the CSO (Sowman et al. 
2012).
3 The right to self-development is recognised explicitly in the UN Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples but draws on existing human rights instruments that recognise this right.
4 This submission was developed in the form of a synthesis document for the CSO Co-ordinating 
Committee by Sowman et al. (2012) but is referred to as ‘CSO Submission on SSF Guidelines’ for 
the purposes of this document.
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The following section introduces and explores the concept of tenure in fisheries 
and how this concept has evolved in fisheries governance. It highlights the  distinctive 
interpretation of tenure rights that indigenous peoples and small-scale fishing com-
munities expressed through the Civil Society Organisation (CSO) submissions on 
the development of the SSF Guidelines (Sowman et al. 2012; CSO 2013).

Section “International human rights standards guiding the interpretation of ten-
ure and ‘responsible governance’ in the SSF Guidelines” identifies the approach and 
principles shaping the SSF Guidelines. It explores the international human rights 
instruments underpinning the provisions on collective tenure and customary gover-
nance of tenure.

Section “Customary expressions of tenure along the coastline of South Africa” 
identifies the distinctive characteristics of customary tenure systems in South Africa. 
These systems challenge dominant interpretations of the nature and scope of tenure 
relations and tenure rights. In line with the concept of tenure articulated by the inter-
national fisher social movements, they offer an alternative interpretation of respon-
sible governance of tenure.

Section “Interpreting and implementing the SSF Guidelines” analyzes and dis-
cusses the implications of an interpretation of tenure through the small-scale fisher-
ies policy in South Africa. It links this to a neo-liberal interpretation of the SSF 
Guidelines, made possible through the current political economy dominating fisher-
ies not only in South Africa, but worldwide. It concludes with a discussion on the 
need for all actors to be vigilant in the process of implementing the Guidelines to 
ensure that implementation reflects the original vision of responsible governance of 
tenure that inspired the Guidelines.

 Changing Tenure Narratives Over Time

The term ‘tenure’ is derived from the Classical Latin verb tĕnĕo and refers to the 
‘holding’ of land and other natural resources. During the Classical period, this verb 
expressed not only the action of ‘holding’, but also that of ‘directing’, ‘attaining’ 
‘understanding, knowing’, ‘occupying, dwelling’ and ‘conserving’.5

It is recognized that, in many parts of the world, communities have devised local 
practices and rules to manage their interactions with nature and with each other 
(Almeida et al. 2015). This includes how they hold, use, and manage terrestrial and 
marine resources and who has the right to do so. The term ‘customary marine ten-
ure’ is now used regularly in fisheries governance and management to refer to a 
broad range of customary practices and systems of access, use, and management 
that have persisted whereby communities “perceive, define, delimit, own and defend 
their rights” (Ruddle and Akimichi 1984, cited in Aswani 2005, 289).

These customary marine resource use and governance practices and the spiritual, 
cultural and livelihood values embedded in them are evidenced in a range of spatial, 

5 These terms are translated from the Latin (Gaffiot and Flobert 2000, 1579–1582).
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temporal, technical, social, and legal norms and rules. In most instances, these prac-
tices are embedded in local systems of customary law (Bavinck and Gupta 2014; 
Jentoft and Bavinck 2014). These systems of customary law reflect particular com-
munities’ cosmologies and cultural identities, expressing the unique interplay of the 
ecological, social, and cultural aspects of their lives and livelihoods. They are 
informed by finely tuned systems of indigenous and local ecological knowledge. 
These customary systems thus play an important role in the maintenance of bio- 
cultural diversity, itself inseparable from the protection of biodiversity (UNEP 
2009; Almeida et al. 2015). It is estimated that communities own, control, or other-
wise claim under customary ownership up to 6.8 billion hectares or about 52% of 
the global land area and collective customary tenure systems covering land and 
marine areas regulate the lives of at least 1.5 billion people around the world 
(Almeida et al. 2015, 3).

Customary marine tenure has been impacted in many parts of the world when 
statutory laws and related fisheries management regimes have been introduced and 
enforced with varying strength in different localities, alongside existing customary 
law (Bavinck and Gupta 2014). As a result, in these contexts a situation of legal 
pluralism exists in fisheries governance to varying degrees, “leaving layers of differ-
ent legal systems intact” (Bavinck and Gupta 2014, 80). Legal pluralism exists 
where “different legal systems apply to identical situations” (Bavinck and Gupta 
2014, 80).

The imposition of statutory systems of law and management has been most 
keenly felt in colonial contexts where the most common approach of colonizing 
regimes was to subject indigenous communities to the law of the conquering power 
(Bennett 2006, cited in Sunde 2014, 26). In many of these contexts the dominance 
of the colonial state-centric approach to law held sway over the local law of indig-
enous communities. One consequence of this is that the interpretation of ownership 
of marine resources has been influenced by colonial interpretations of property and 
ownership, particularly those embedded in Western law, in which marine resources 
are considered res nullius, or property that is not owned by any person. In many 
such jurisdictions, state law has therefore affirmed the authority of the state over 
these resources, ignoring communities who have lived according to customary law 
and who regard marine and coastal resources as being collectively owned by the 
community (FAO 2013). This situation has been exacerbated by the dominance of 
neo-classical economic theories influenced by Scott Gordon’s theory of common 
property resources (Gordon 1954), which led to calls for the introduction of prop-
erty rights as a means addressing fisheries over-exploitation. It is now recognized 
that the theoretical basis of neo-classical economics emerging in the late 1950s, 
with its emphasis on economic growth, contributed towards the subsequent rise of 
neoliberalism in the 1980s and, more specifically with regard to fisheries, to the 
influence of neoliberalism in fisheries discourse (Mansfield 2007, cited in Pinkerton 
and Davis 2015).

Drawing on these earlier influences but developing in response to post-war shifts, 
neoliberalism has emerged as a dominant global economic ideology since the 1980s 
(Harvey 2005). It refers to a range of political and economic policies that centre on 
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the core belief that development, freedom, and prosperity are best fostered through 
“the optimizing efforts of self-interested entrepreneurs efficiently coordinated by 
self-regulating markets” (Hartwick and Peet 2003, cited in Pinkerton and Davis 
2015, 304). It is characterized by ‘principles privileging narrow conceptions of indi-
vidual self-interest and economic efficiency’ (Foley et al. 2015, 391). Most impor-
tantly, Pinkerton and Davis (2015) note that it is important to recognize that 
‘neoliberalism is not a singular, monolithic entity. The form that policies inspired by 
neoliberal ideals take in practice can vary widely from place to place in response to 
any number of local factors’ (Pinkerton and Davis 2015, 308).6 Mansfield (2004, 
315) argues that neo-liberalism has taken a particular historical turn in ocean gover-
nance due to the centrality accorded notions of property rights in debates about 
common property resources, environmental degradation and economic efficiency. 
Notwithstanding localized expressions of neoliberalism, trends have been docu-
mented across a range of socio-ecological and geographical contexts that highlight 
the distinctive tendencies of neoliberal fisheries management policies to emphasise 
privatised conceptions of property and ownership, strengthen the power of the mar-
ket and facilitate an expansion of individual rights, responsibilities and risks to the 
private sector (Ruddle and Davis 2013; Pinkerton and Davis 2015). The tendency of 
neoliberalism to support class formation (Harvey 2005) is reflected in the way in 
which power operates in neoliberal fisheries contexts to reinforce class priorities 
(Ruddle and Davis 2013, 89).

Despite evidence of the existence of elaborate customary tenure systems based 
on collective governance of common-property regimes in many jurisdictions, fish-
eries management approaches involving the statutory introduction of neo-liberal 
regimes in these contexts has continued (Ruddle and Davis 2013). Policy approaches 
have been orientated towards supporting commercial fisheries at the expense of 
near-shore artisanal and small-scale fisheries. The introduction of Individual 
Transferable Quotas (ITQs) as a key private property management tool, together 
with other individual rights-orientated management measures reflecting various 
degrees of privatization and commodification of fisheries rights became popular in 
the late 1970s and garnered the term ‘rights-based’ measures due to their emphasis 
on property rights. A wide range of formal, or statutory, rights-based measures now 
exist ranging from quotas which allocate harvesting rights, effort-based rights which 
regulate the effort that might be used, and a range of additional specific licensing 
measures that include various effort or catch regulations. These can all include indi-
vidual rights as well as community-based rights such as spatial or area-based sys-
tems based on a local communities’ territory. One such example is the territorial 
user rights in fisheries system (TURFS) (FAO 2013, 13). A distinction is usually 
made in statutory tenure management measures between ‘use rights’, also referred 
to as ‘access rights’, and ‘management rights’ (Charles 2011; FAO 2013). In this 
interpretation of rights, ‘use rights’ are conceptualized as separate from but parallel 
to ‘management rights’ (Charles 2011). Use rights do not automatically confer 

6 See the Special Edition of Marine Policy (2015) in which the impact of neoliberalism on a range 
of fisheries governance and management issues in North America are explored.

J. Sunde



145

management rights. As will be discussed below, in contrast, in many customary 
systems of law, use or access rights are indivisible from the right and responsibility 
to collectively manage resources.

 Claiming Tenure Rights

In response to the emphasis on individual, market-orientated property rights con-
ceptualized within a neoliberal paradigm of ownership and control, small-scale fish-
ing communities and their supporters have advocated internationally for recognition 
of their collective tenure systems and the interdependence of their tenure rights and 
other rights such as the right to their own culture and, most importantly, their right 
to determine their own systems of management (WFFP et al. 2008). At the first FAO 
Small-Scale Fisheries Conference held in Bangkok in 2008, the international small- 
scale fishers’ organizations released the Bangkok Statement, in which they articu-
lated the indivisibility of their tenure rights and their broader human rights. The 
fishers’ movement demanded that States should, amongst several other actions:

• Guarantee access rights of small-scale and indigenous fishing communities to 
territories, lands, and waters on which they have traditionally depended for their 
lives and livelihoods

• Protect the cultural identities, dignity, and traditional rights of fishing communi-
ties and indigenous peoples

• Ensure the integration of traditional and indigenous knowledge and customary 
law in fisheries management decision making (WFFP et al. 2008)

In 2011, these fishers’ organizations established a CSO platform for the purpose 
of advocating for the development of the SSF Guidelines.7 They organized and 
coordinated 22 consultative national level and two regional level workshops, col-
lectively enabling over 2300 representatives of fisher communities to participate in 
the development of the SSF Guidelines. In these workshops, small-scale fisher com-
munities from around the world articulated the distinctive nature of their tenure 
systems, the fact that these systems formed the material basis of their culture and 
their systems of traditional and local knowledge. Their claims to their right to man-
age their own fisheries as part of their right to self-determination were clear. These 
demands were synthesized into a common document which was submitted to the 
FAO and which was used as the basis for the CSO submission on the Zero Draft of 
the SSF Guidelines (Sowman et  al. 2012).8 An extensive range of very strong 

7 The CSO coordination group included the World Forum of Fishworkers and Fish Harvesters 
(WFF), the World Forum of Fisher Peoples (WFFP), the International Collective in Support of 
Fishworkers (ICSF), and the International Planning Committee on Food Sovereignty (IPC).
8 See CSO Submission Document (Sowman et al. 2012) and CSO submission on the Zero Draft 
(CSO 2013).
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demands in reference to tenure rights was included. These included, among others, 
the following:

2.1.1. All parties must recognize, respect, and promote the exercise and enjoyment 
by small-scale fishers, fishworkers, and fishing communities of their human 
rights: most notably their right to dignity, to freedom, to civil and political 
rights…. with respect for the cultural and territorial rights of such fishing com-
munities and their right to choose their own path of development. Their right to 
manage fisheries resources is inherent in these related rights.

2.1.2. States and other institutions and organizations should take into account the 
heterogeneity, diversity, and complexity of artisanal and small-scale fisheries 
from a human rights perspective. The distinctive cultural, customary, and ances-
tral rights and legal systems of native, indigenous, and customary communities 
should be respected insofar as they are compliant with international human rights 
principles.

2.1.3. States should consider the rights of small-scale fishing communities to terri-
tory, on land and water, as a collective human right (Sowman et al. 2012, 9–20).

A considerable portion of this text proposed by the CSO platform (CSO 2013) 
was incorporated into the final text of the Guidelines, albeit with slightly different 
language. Most significantly from the perspective of the CSO platform, the 
Guidelines affirmed a human rights-based approach and are based on international 
human rights standards (FAO 2015, 2). However, some subtle references in the pro-
posed CSO text were not included. The above demands echo the right to self- 
development and self-governance inherent in the international recognition of 
customary law, but these were not supported by States in the negotiations and were 
not included in the final text. Indeed the term ‘territories’ was removed entirely 
from the final text. Reference to ‘customary law’ in the section on responsible gov-
ernance of tenure proposed by the CSO negotiating team and initially incorporated 
into the first draft was subsequently also removed. The implicit references to cus-
tomary law in the SSF Guidelines are now reliant on detailed knowledge and inter-
pretation of ‘international human rights standards’ in order to be visible.9

 International Human Rights Standards Guiding 
the Interpretation of Tenure and ‘Responsible Governance’ 
in the SSF Guidelines

The SSF Guidelines include the principles upon which ‘responsible governance of 
tenure’ is based and can be assessed. These principles resonate closely with the 
principles of the Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries, but elaborate on 

9 In particular, Canada and the United States lobbied successfully for the weakening of language on 
Free, Prior Informed Consent which replaced consent with consultation (C. Sharma, February 7, 
2014, personal communication).
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principles that have become internationally accepted as principles of ‘responsible 
governance’ since the development of the Code (FAO 1995). In the FAO context, 
governance includes ‘the formal and informal rules, organisations, and processes 
through which public and private actors articulate their interests, frame and priori-
tise issues; make, implement, monitor and enforce decisions’ (FAO 2016, 6). These 
principles apply to both state and non-state actors, as shown in Table 8.1 above.

As noted in section “Changing tenure narratives over time”, the SSF Guidelines 
urge all parties to recognize all legitimate forms of tenure, taking into consideration, 
“where appropriate, customary rights” (FAO 2015, 5). Significantly, the Tenure 
Guidelines have stronger language than the SSF Guidelines, recognizing customary 
tenure systems. Articles 4, 8, and 9 specifically advise States to recognize to the 
“legitimate tenure rights of indigenous peoples and other communities with custom-
ary tenure systems” (FAO 2012, 6–14).

Section 17 (1) of the UN Declaration of Human Rights recognizes that “[every-
one] has the right to own property alone as well as in association with others” (UN 
General Assembly 1948). In addition to this general protection of the right to collec-
tive ownership, the legal protection in international law addressing customary tenure 
specifically is derived from human rights instruments such as the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), the Convention on Biological 
Diversity (CBD), the International Labour Organization (ILO) Convention concern-
ing Indigenous and Tribal Peoples in Independent Countries (No. 169), and the 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) (UN General Assembly 
2007). Most importantly, UNDRIP recognizes and affirms that “indigenous individu-
als are entitled without discrimination to all human rights recognized in international 
law, and that indigenous peoples possess collective rights which are indispensable for 
their existence, well-being and integral development as people” (Preambular para-
graph 21, UN General Assembly 2007). UNDRIP Article 26 recognizes indigenous 

Table 8.1 The Principles of responsible governance in the SSF Guidelines

1. Respect for human rights and dignity
2. Respect of cultures
3. Non-discrimination
4. Gender equality and equity
5. Equity and equality
6. Consultation and participation which should be based on human rights standards including 
the UN Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples
7. Rule of law
8. Transparency
9. Accountability
10. Economic, social, and environmental sustainability
11. Holistic and integrated practices
12. Social responsibility
13. Feasibility and social and economic viability (FAO 2015, 2–3).

8 Expressions of Tenure in South Africa in the Context of the Small-Scale…



148

peoples’ right ‘to own, use, develop and control the lands, territories and resources 
that they possess’ and this approach recognising the centrality of their access to and 
control over their natural resources permeates the declaration (UN General Assembly 
2007, 10). The importance of customary systems of natural resource use and tradi-
tional knowledge in securing sustainable use and protecting biodiversity is recog-
nized in CBD Article 8 (j) and 10 (c) (UNEP CBD 2009).

Although some states may not have ratified the above mentioned instruments, the 
collective body of international human rights law and regional laws ‘create an 
extensive body of state practice recognising Indigenous peoples’ rights to apply 
their own customary laws to protect their resource and knowledge rights’ and “[sup-
port] claims that these rights of indigenous peoples and state obligations have 
become norms of customary international law, which are applicable to all states 
whether or not they are parties to relevant international human rights instruments” 
(Tobin 2013, 155–156). Emerging jurisprudence on international law and general 
tenets of African customary law point to the inclusion of other principles and proce-
dural rights such as recognition and integration of indigenous and local knowledge, 
recognition of customary institutions and practices, and free and prior informed 
consent (FIPC) when changes to tenure rights are being proposed (Sunde et  al. 
2013; Tobin 2013; Almeida et al. 2015). Wicomb and Smith (2011), drawing on the 
2010 Endorois decision of the African Human Rights Court, argue that this judge-
ment provides a basis which affirms custom as culture when considered in the con-
text of Constitutional jurisprudence in South Africa which recognizes that customary 
tenure is often the central expression of a community’s culture. Significantly, this 
judgement paved the way for local communities that have customary tenure systems 
and depend on access to natural resources to then assert their right to culture and 
protect their customary tenure rights without having to do so in terms of their 
aboriginality or indigeneity (Wicomb and Smith 2011, 446).

 Customary Expressions of Tenure Along the Coastline 
of South Africa

The very clear requirements in the SSF Guidelines for “secure, equitable, and 
socially and culturally appropriate tenure rights to fishery resources” (FAO 2015, 
5), coupled with the provisions in international human rights law, provide the back-
drop to the recognition of the SSF Guidelines in South Africa and the standards 
upon which the reform of the small-scale fisheries policy in South Africa is accord-
ingly considered.

As a result of its history of colonialism and apartheid, South Africa has inherited 
an extremely complex legacy of interacting systems of law and governance. From 
the late 1890s onwards the capital intensive, commercial fisheries on the Western 
seaboard of the country have influenced the governance of fisheries resources. 
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Initially managed at the provincial level, the authority to manage fisheries shifted 
from the provinces to the federal government in 1930 in the state’s efforts to gain a 
measure of control over the lucrative and rapidly expanding commercial fishing sec-
tor. The state embarked on the progressive introduction of legislative and policy 
mechanisms that favored white industrial fishing interests (van Sittert 1992). A 
series of regulations placed increasing restrictions on African and colored subsis-
tence and artisanal fishers and brought them under the control of the industrial sec-
tor, steadily eroding the customary access and use rights of local fishers (van Sittert 
2002).

Over the course of the past century and a half, the imposition of a statutory sys-
tem of fisheries governance by the colonial authorities and then the apartheid state 
has over-shadowed customary systems of governance along the coast in South 
Africa (Sunde et al. 2013; Bavinck et al. 2014; Sunde 2014). These customary sys-
tems of tenure have continued, despite the state implementing various restrictions 
on small-scale fishing. This is most evident in the former apartheid homelands, 
known as the Bantustan areas of the country on the eastern seaboard, where many 
African communities live on communally owned land, according to customary law 
and varying levels of traditional authority (see Fig. 8.1).10

10 Bantustan is the term used to refer to the homeland areas established by the Apartheid regime for 
the settlement of African peoples.

Fig. 8.1 Case study sites located within the former apartheid homelands
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During the Apartheid regime, these areas were set aside for the separate develop-
ment of African residents. Following the first democratic elections in 1994, these 
areas were then reincorporated into the Republic of South Africa. The governance 
of all marine resources became a national mandate for the state department respon-
sible for environmental affairs and tourism. Subsequently, in 2009, this mandate 
was transferred to the Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry (DAFF).

Despite the introduction of a suite of legislative reforms aimed at transforming 
the racially based, discriminatory nature of access to and control of marine resources 
post-apartheid, artisanal and small-scale fishers were excluded from the new 
reforms. The new legislation introduced in 1998 favored the allocation of fishing 
rights to commercial fisheries, making no provision for the allocation of fishing 
rights to small-scale fishers. The Marine Living Resources Act of 1998 was silent on 
the pre-existing customary tenure rights of small-scale fishers and on the restitution 
of any tenure rights lost during colonialism or apartheid. In 2005, a group of small- 
scale fishers embarked on legal action arguing that the failure of the new legislation 
to recognize them was unconstitutional. In 2007, the Equality Court ordered the 
then Minister responsible for fisheries to develop a new policy that would accom-
modate the socio-economic rights of traditional fishers (EC 1/2005). Following a 
process of consultation that included the provinces of Eastern Cape and KwaZulu 
Natal, where customary systems of tenure predominated, a new Policy for Small- 
scale Fisheries was gazetted in 2012 (DAFF 2012). This policy recognized that 
many indigenous and local communities had been dispossessed of their customary 
tenure systems, however in some instances these customary systems have continued 
(DAFF 2012).

The governance arrangements in these areas where customary systems of tenure 
continue to exist are generally extremely complex, with multiple layers of law and 
authority. This is particularly so in areas where marine protected areas (MPAs) and 
adjacent terrestrial reserves were declared by the Apartheid state on what was com-
munally owned land. In many of these areas, African residents were dispossessed of 
their land and access to natural resources, forced to relocate beyond the borders of 
the reserve or MPA. Post-apartheid, these communities have launched restitution 
claims to these areas. In most instances the communities’ land claims have been 
recognized but the conservation status of the area has been retained and the com-
munity has not been permitted to resettle the land. Instead, settlement agreements 
include the right to co-manage the area, to benefit from the protected area through 
eco-tourism and regulated, sustainable use of resources. A very complex, plural 
system of tenure governance thus exists in reality, shaping the context in which the 
SSF Guidelines and the national Policy on SFF will be implemented. The tenure 
system of the Tembe-Thonga peoples of Kosi Bay Lakes and that of the Dwesa- 
Cwebe communities are illustrative of this tenure complexity.
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 The Tembe-Thonga People of the Kosi Bay Lakes Region11

In the far Northeast of the country (Fig. 8.1), the Tembe-Thonga people of the Kosi 
Bay Lakes region have practiced a customary system of fisheries tenure for over 600 
years. They depend on fish and the harvesting of inter-tidal resources as a key com-
ponent of their source of food.

The Tembe-Thonga recall that their ancestors who settled along the coastal pen-
insula between the lake and the sea harvested both marine and fresh water species 
in the lakes. Kosi fishers report that their ancestors initially used grass woven fish 
funnels in the estuary and lakes. Subsequently fish traps, known locally as utshway-
elo, were developed (see Fig. 8.2).

11 The information on  the  Tembe-Thonga community is drawn from  research conducted by 
the author (Sunde 2013).

Fig. 8.2 A Tembe-Thonga fisherman in his fish trap in Kosi Bay
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The communities using the lake describe a number of shared norms and rules 
relating to access, ownership, use, and management of utshwayelo. They have a 
customary system of decision-making and dispute resolution as well as shared cul-
tural rituals that reinforce their distinctive culture and customary system. Rights to 
access, own, and/or use a portion of the lake for utshwayelo are derived from mem-
bership of a system of customary law that is common to the families descended 
from Tembe-Thonga clans. The following customary norms and rules are evident 
(Table 8.2).

As can be seen from the above norms and rules, the tenure system reflects a com-
plex set of social relations and governance arrangements. The Tembe-Thonga 

Table 8.2 Customary norms and rules of the trap fishing communities of Kosi Bay

The larger community, comprising all of the Thembe-Thonga clans, holds communal 
ownership of the total area of the lakes
Families that are members of these clans hold family rights to the lake within this communal 
system
These rights are transferred within families from one generation to another through the male 
line. The community is aware of this gender discrimination and this practice is changing slowly 
with a few women being allocated traps in recent years
Individuals (usually male) within these families have individual rights, nested within a family 
right that in turn is part of the communal right
Only members of the families that comprise the community are permitted to own a trap
No outsiders may own or use a trap however, under certain circumstances, where someone 
moves into the community, permission may be granted from the community committee and the 
local headman is then informed
The construction of a new utshwayelo must be done after discussion with the owner of the 
neighbouring utshwayelo

No rights to any area or utshwayelo may be sold
Rights may be leased but the original individual and his or her family retain ownership of the 
right
Where there is no male within a family to inherit the ownership of the utshwayelo, use of the 
utshwayelo may be given to another male member of the clan or extended family but the original 
family retains ownership
In the above instance, the female partner of the original owner may assume the role of 
‘supervisor’ of the trap and the new user may be required to provide fish to the family owning 
the trap
Where the male owner of a trap is deceased his wife may assume control over the trap in certain 
circumstances and this trap may be inherited by her sons rather than the passing back to the 
brothers of her deceased husband
Decisions-making is managed by a local customary committee. All households are members of 
this committee. This committee is male dominated but this is changing as men increasingly 
recognise the Constitutional requirement that women must be allowed to participate
A dispute is first managed at the level of the individuals impacted by the dispute. If this is not 
resolved it is referred to the committee and then, in turn, to the local headman
There is a social obligation to share one’s catch with neighbours or others in the community if 
they are in need. This is a custom that continues to the present time (Sunde 2013)
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believe that the source of their tenure is located in their relationship with their 
ancestors and is transferable to the next generation.

Both the land and the sea, we own. We grew up here – it is a God given asset. You know 
where your ancestors lived and it’s your heritage…this is our isiko (custom). The right is 
conferred from generation to generation and it is a thing that is known in the village…it is 
injalo (on-going) (KB 1 in Sunde 2013).

In the words of another informant “it is part of our estate…it is our heritage, our 
‘lifa’…. It is our property… so its automatically transferred from one to another – 
we regard it as property. It is like a cow is part of a kraal. If someone comes in and 
confiscates your kraal with your cattle in it …Your kraal is your right that you have 
enjoyed for ages and comes from your grandparents – it is lefa lethu – (our heri-
tage) – and that’s why we say “ungateki lifa dranga’ (do not take my heritage)” (KB 
2 in Sunde 2013).

 The Dwesa-Cwebe Communities of the Eastern Cape12

The Dwesa-Cwebe communities live adjacent to the Dwesa-Cwebe coastal forest 
reserve and marine protected area (MPA), situated on the Eastern Cape coast of 
South Africa (Fig. 8.1). Like the Thembe-Thonga peoples, the residents of Dwesa- 
Cwebe trace the source of their land and marine tenure rights to their ancestors. The 
land comprising the reserve was settled by the ancestors of the current residents 
several centuries ago. The seven communities who lived on this land regard the 
land, the forest and the coastline and associated natural resources as their common 
property, upon which they depend for their livelihoods. Their relationship with this 
land and the sea, derived through their relationship with their ancestors, is reflected 
in their culture and their customary tenure system. Over the course of the past cen-
tury these communities were dispossessed of their land, their forest and marine 
resources in the name of nature conservation (Fay et al. 2002; Sunde 2014).

As with the residents of Kosi Bay, the entitlement to use resources derives from 
one’s ancestors and from having been born in this space and hence belonging there.

Participant: “It was a norm that the land does not belong to the chief, it belongs to 
the people who are the first inhabitants. We grew up with this nature, we love this 
nature. The nature was created by God for us, and you cannot deny us what is 
rightfully ours.”

Researcher: “Is there a word for this entitlement, this sense of what is ‘rightfully’ 
yours…?”

Participant: “I don’t really remember the isiXhosa word but what I know, people say 
this is our land….umhlaba wethu (our land), imithi, (our forest), nezihlanzi (our 
fish), nezimbaza (our mussels)’…When a person grows up we grow together 
with these things… How can you divorce us now? We were born together with 

12 This case study is based on the author’s PhD research (Sunde 2014).
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these things… we grow up, we are born as if you are one with the same mother. 
The mussel or fish is a brother to a human being that was born and grew up next 
to the sea. (When I was born) the first thing to see was my mother, the second 
thing to see was my father, then the sea with the mussels to eat as well as what-
ever was our tradition … imveli yethu (our tradition), we were born with these 
things.” (H 41 in Sunde 2014).

Common to both the Tembe-Thonga of Kosi Bay and the Dwesa-Cwebe com-
munities is the expression of a relational ontology that cites a distinctive relation-
ship with nature that has shaped the development of their customary law and 
traditional knowledge system and, within this, the source of their rights to use natu-
ral resources.

There are several local idioms to describe this social-ecological connectivity. 
However, when translated into English these terms lose their meaning. The English 
word ‘belonging’ is used by several Dwesa-Cwebe respondents when describing 
their relationship to the land and resources. In addition to indalo yethu (our nature), 
residents frequently use the phrase ‘umhlaba wethu’. While ‘umhlaba wethu’ liter-
ally means ‘our land’, according to local isiXhosa speakers, it refers to their collec-
tive relationship of belonging to their land, not just their land belonging to them. 
Umhlaba wethu signifies the on-going relationship of the ancestors to that land and 
to the community. It gives expression to the belief in the continuing presence of the 
ancestors and their on-going interactions with members of the community (Sunde 
2014). It has a metaphysical, temporal and spatial component that transcends the 
meaning usually ascribed to it in English. This embedded notion of belonging to the 
land is very different to the relationship of ownership inherent in dominant interpre-
tations of property ownership in statutory rights-based tenure systems (Fig. 8.3).

Viewed through the lens of customary tenure, tenure rights might be held indi-
vidually or by families but these rights are nested within communal rights. In both 
of these systems, the layered nature of rights gives rise to a similarly layered system 
of institutions for decision-making and dispute resolution. Dispute resolution 
 processes are vested at the local village level. They are deliberative and create an 
opportunity for the socio-cultural logic in the context of the conflict to be under-
stood in order to make decisions or facilitate restoration of relationship between 
parties in dispute (Sunde 2014). Outcomes are guided by an ethic that prioritizes the 
restoration of social relationships.

In both the Kosi and Dwesa-Cwebe customary tenure systems, rights to resources 
are linked to responsibilities to feed one’s family and those who are in need in one’s 
community. Bennett has observed that in African customary law, in general, ‘rights’ 
are largely expressed as duties or obligations rather than as rights. This sense of duty 
to one’s family is so strong in African customary law that it has been incorporated 
into Article 27 of the African Charter on Human Rights (Bennett 2012, 32).

This sense of duty in the customary systems of law of both these cases can be 
traced to the foundational philosophical principle of interconnectedness between 
humans, and between humans and nature underpinning these two systems (Sunde 
2013, 2014). The ontological mode of being interconnected to nature and each other 
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shapes the subsequent symbolic ordering of structures and rules in the customary 
system of law. This foundational principle of interconnectedness, as expressed 
through the ethic of uBuntu, shape how access to and use of marine resources is 
ordered and shapes interaction between members of the group. Translated literally, 
uBuntu means “a human being is a human being because of other human beings” 
(Mokgoro 2012, 317). UBuntu is simultaneously referred to as a foundational 
African value and legal principle (Mokgoro 2011, 1) and “an ancient principle of 
traditional African methods of government” (Froneman 2010, cited in Bennett 
2011, 6). It is interpreted as “a web of values that informs conduct, and fosters group 
solidarity – the knit between an individual and his or her community; and the inter-
connectedness of individuals within their communities” (Mokgoro 2011, 1).

These distinctive ethical expressions inherent in these examples of customary 
law call for an approach to the responsible governance of tenure that is able to 
accommodate this alternative, more collectively-orientated, relational logic within 
which tenure is embedded.

In South Africa detractors of customary systems are quick to point out the exam-
ples where power relations within customary systems have skewed resources in 
favor of elites, or have not achieved environmental sustainability. In some contexts, 
the very patriarchal nature of customary systems is in direct violation of human 
rights standards. Evidence from elsewhere suggests that in many contexts custom-

Fig. 8.3 Dwesa-Cwebe customary fishing community shares local knowledge with conservation 
officials
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ary marine tenure systems have struggled to adapt to demographic changes, techno-
logical developments, and market penetration, amongst other changes (Cinner and 
Aswani 2007). Customary systems may lack the capacity to respond to increasingly 
complex governance challenges that are present on a broader scale (Cinner et al. 
2012). Whilst these governance challenges are real, they are not peculiar to custom-
ary tenure systems but have to be managed by all community-based tenure systems. 
As in the case of South Africa, these governance challenges are often exacerbated 
by the manner in which customary systems are undermined by statutory systems. In 
Dwesa-Cwebe and Kosi Bay, the colonial and then apartheid regimes imposed an 
interpretation of chiefly power onto the customary system, distorting the authority 
of the chiefs. Subsequently the dispossession of these two communities from their 
land and the imposition of strict restrictions imposed on their access to resources 
have meant that these customary governance systems have not been able to flourish, 
adapt to external changes and achieve ideals like Ubuntu ‘in an ideal way’. 
Nonetheless, these principles have been persistent and remain integral to the cus-
tomary systems of governance in these communities and hence retain the potential 
to be reinvigorated if their rights to practice their customary systems of tenure gov-
ernance are recognized.

 Legislative and Policy Frameworks for the Recognition 
of Customary Marine Tenure in South Africa

The South African Constitution recognizes and protects customary law as an inde-
pendent source of law that must be recognized and respected alongside common 
law and statutory law (Constitution of South Africa 1996). This means that where a 
community has had occupation, use, and/or access to coastal lands and marine 
resources according to the customary laws of their community, this customary sys-
tem must be recognized as valid as long as its practice conforms to the Bill of 
Rights. Customary systems can be regulated however, and their regulation is subject 
to the balancing of these rights with other human rights according to the provisions 
of the Constitution (Sunde 2014). The Constitution recognizes the right to culture 
and the right of communities dispossessed of their property rights due to racial dis-
crimination to restitution or equitable redress (Constitution of South Africa).13

Despite a strong human rights-based Constitutional framework, post-apartheid 
policy reforms adopted in 1998 failed to recognize small-scale fishing communities 
in South Africa (Isaacs 2011; Sowman et al. 2014). As noted above, in 2007 the 
Equality Court ordered the Minister responsible for fisheries to develop a new pol-
icy that would recognize the socio-economic rights of traditional, small-scale fish-
ing communities (Kenneth George EC/105). Through a participatory policy 
development process, a new Policy for Small-scale Fisheries was finally gazetted in 

13 Section 26 of the Constitution states that property is not limited to land.
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2012 (DAFF 2012). This policy, developed alongside the international negotiations 
on the Tenure Guidelines and the SSF Guidelines, incorporates the principles and 
human rights based standards of the SSF Guidelines.

Yet, notwithstanding this human rights-based framework and the South African 
government’s commitment to the SSF Guidelines, DAFF continues to ignore cus-
tomary tenure by imposing a statutory regulatory system onto these communities 
(Sunde 2014, 2016). The communities are required to apply for individual fishing 
exemptions, their customary institutions of governance are not recognized, and 
there is no co-management system. Instead, they are regulated top-down through a 
state-centric system that devises permit conditions based on an individual permit. 
The DAFF continues to do this despite a court ruling in which the Magistrate con-
firmed that the Dwesa-Cwebe community had a system of customary fishing rights 
(State vs. Gongqose and Others E382/10).14

In early 2016, DAFF released a set of regulations to give effect to the new Policy 
on Small-Scale Fisheries (DAFF 2016). In line with the policy, these regulations 
make provision for a community-based system of tenure. However, contrary to the 
provision in the Guidelines that states should ‘identify, record and respect legitimate 
tenure right holders and their rights” including customary rights and ensure “secure, 
equitable and socially and culturally appropriate tenure rights to fisheries’ (FAO 
2015, 5), the DAFF regulations propose a neoliberal ‘one size fits all’ approach to 
tenure that is firmly orientated towards promoting market-based relations. All small- 
scale fishing communities will be required to establish and register a cooperative in 
order to qualify for fishing rights for which they must apply to the Minister (DAFF 
2016). The market orientation of the regulations is evident in the way in which the 
regulations give the authority to decide which species will be harvested for com-
mercial purposes and which for own consumption to the Minister. Although he or 
she is obliged to consult communities in making such a determination, the regula-
tions prohibit the use of species identified for commercial purposes being used for 
personal consumption (DAFF 2016). In this way, the department is able to ensure 
that high value species are available for commercial purposes. This is significant in 
the South African political economy of fisheries where the existing large industrial 
companies control the segment of the value chain that processes and markets 
resources. As the bulk of the value adding benefits come from the export of most 
high value species, control over the sale of commercial species benefits these 
companies.

The state has refused to give specific recognition to customary systems of tenure 
(C. Smith, June 10 2015, personal communication). No steps have been taken to 
identify communities living according to customary law. Contrary to the Constitution 
and the SSF Guidelines, the regulations make no provision for redress and restitu-
tion of the territories and tenure rights dispossessed under colonialism or Apartheid 
(FAO 2015, 6). There is no means of accommodating the bundle of different rights 

14 Subsequently this was also confirmed by the High Court in 2016 (State v Gongqose and 
others).
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within systems such as Kosi Bay and Dwesa-Cwebe communities. The regulations 
do not make provision for the customary management rights of indigenous and local 
communities or for their right to self-governance. Despite the SSF Guidelines urg-
ing states to take “existing power imbalances between different parties into consid-
eration” (FAO 2015, 3) and to “recognise and safeguard publicly owned resources 
that are collectively used and managed by small-scale fishing communities” (FAO 
2015, 5–6), small-scale fishers in South Africa report increasing inequities in the 
sector and accuse the state of continuing to give preferential treatment to the com-
mercial sector (Sunde 2016). Long-term rights allocations to the commercial sector 
continue with no reference to the needs and rights of the small-scale fishers. Whilst 
the proposed reforms and new regulations aim to introduce a community-based 
rights system, this new model of tenure is also conceptualized within the same neo-
liberal property rights-based paradigm as earlier reforms and fails to address the 
underlying political economy of the fisheries governance model which favors the 
industrial fisheries sector’s access to and control over the means of production.

 Interpreting and Implementing the SSF Guidelines

An analysis of the interpretation of ‘tenure’ in the context of customary communi-
ties in South Africa highlights the disjuncture between this meaning and the under-
standing of tenure being used to inform state policy. It is clear that tenure in the 
context of state policy fails to accommodate the values, ethics, and norms and social 
relations embedded in the customary systems of the Kosi Bay and Dwesa-Cwebe 
communities. It fails to respond to their right to self-determination of their norms 
and ethics of social responsibility, and to their right to control the resources they 
own collectively. In this regard, it discriminates against these communities and fails 
the standards of ‘responsible governance’ in the SSF Guidelines. Awareness of this 
mismatch between the approach to tenure reform in South Africa and the SSF 
Guidelines prompts a re-examination of the CSO submission on tenure rights in the 
development of the SSF Guidelines. As in the case studies cited above, the CSO 
submission included the articulation of a very particular concept of tenure. It linked 
tenure to the demand for a perspective that recognized the distinctive customary 
laws, cultures, and territories of indigenous peoples and local communities, in the 
context of UNDRIP.  It was based on their right to control the natural resources 
which are the material basis of their culture and of their production systems. This 
has been recognized in the UNDRIP and in the subsequent development of human 
rights jurisprudence (Perry 2011; Tobin 2013).

At the time of developing these demands, activists within the movement were 
aware of the dangers of supporting a normative human rights framework which, in 
the context of the dominance of neoliberalism, might interpret human rights as indi-
vidual rights. This did not resonate closely with communities’ expression of their 
collective rights and the interpretation of their rights in the UNDRIP. The reliance 
on the human rights-based approach in fisheries advocacy was critiqued for enabling 
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neoliberal tendencies that promote a market-based, individualized notion of prop-
erty rights and neglect socially embedded collective rights (Ruddle and Davis 2013). 
However, this approach was defended at the time of the development of the SSF 
Guidelines text by key actors involved in the SSF Guidelines process (Jentoft 2014). 
Whilst considerable scholarship is now emerging on this issue of both the possible 
contradictions and synergies between human rights standards and ethics and prin-
ciples underlying indigenous peoples and local communities’ systems of law, this 
issue has yet to receive more detailed discussion amongst the international fish-
workers movement itself (Engle 2011; Ruddle and Davis 2013; Song 2015). At the 
time of the negotiations, the attraction of a common set of international governance 
norms that reached beyond the national experience of many fisher communities was 
compelling. The shared demand for the human rights of fishers’ to be recognized 
provided a common platform upon which the alliance across international fisher 
movements was developed and could be articulated in international fora with donors 
and the UN agencies amongst whom the human rights-based approach was recog-
nized. It is significant to note that the synthesis document observed that CSO 
national level workshop reports “emphasise the need for all parties to recognise, 
respect and promote a human-rights based approach whilst simultaneously having 
respect for indigenous peoples and customary fishing communities” own systems of 
law and governance’ (Sowman et al. 2012, 8). This indicates that CSOs were not 
unaware of the dangers that a universalizing, individualized, potentially neoliberal 
interpretation of the human rights framework would subsume the interpretation of 
collective rights arising from their customary systems of law and governance.

Perhaps a naïve, untested faith in the ability of the human rights standards emerg-
ing internationally and in several jurisdictions that recognize collective rights 
resulted in fisher leaders hoping their customary law would be protected by the fact 
that the SSF Guidelines were underpinned by these evolving and developing inter-
national human rights standards and instruments? It is now apparent that the stand-
point and world view of indigenous peoples and local communities on their 
territories was rendered largely invisible in the text, despite the reference to the 
UNDRIP. As a consequence, and contrary to international human rights standards, 
there is a risk that whilst legal pluralism and the presence of customary practices 
may be acknowledged in a particular national jurisdiction, such as is the case in 
South Africa, customary law will not recognized as a legitimate system of law in the 
de facto tenure governance reforms that flow from the SSF Guidelines.

Fears concerning the appropriation and misuse of human rights language in the 
text of the Tenure Guidelines have now been voiced at the FAO User Rights 15 
Conference in Cambodia and by an international coalition of CSOs who partici-
pated in the development of these Guidelines (International Alliance Statement on 
Tenure Guidelines 2015; FAO 2016). It would appear that as implementation pro-
cesses gather momentum around the world, states and other governance actors will 
be forced to confront the contradiction inherent in their professed support for the 
SSF Guidelines and yet their concomitant discrimination against indigenous fisher 
peoples and local communities with customary systems of tenure.

8 Expressions of Tenure in South Africa in the Context of the Small-Scale…



160

 Conclusion

It is increasingly apparent that a gap exists between the concept of tenure as 
expressed by the two customary communities in South Africa presented above, the 
Constitution of South Africa and the SSF Guidelines. This gap has become visible 
through the way in which the SSF Guidelines are being interpreted and implemented 
through regulations and national policy in South Africa. As is evident in this con-
text, the exclusion of subtle but important terms that framed the interpretation of 
tenure by the social movements in their submission on the development of the SSF 
Guidelines may render collective tenure and customary governance in general vul-
nerable to neoliberal tendencies, and powerless in many contexts. In commentating 
on conflicting positions during the negotiations of the text, Jentoft observed that ‘the 
most controversial issues tend to be phrased in ways that allow interpretation flexi-
bility’ (Jentoft 2014, 7). This flexibility may prove to be a useful weapon of power 
for all actors across the spectrum of interests represented in fisheries. However, for 
small-scale fishing communities the litmus test will surely be the extent to which 
professed supporters work with them to secure their tenure governance rights in the 
context of their expression of their rights and not just ‘secure tenure’. This will 
require vigilance to ensure that implementation programs recognize indigenous 
people and local customary communities’ customary law with all that this implies 
in terms of respect for their distinctive ontologies and world views. Most impor-
tantly, implicit in this interpretation of ‘responsible’ tenure is recognition of their 
rights to their systems of customary governance and collective tenure. It does not 
exempt them from the responsibility of ensuring sustainability and equity in the 
governance of their resources, but it enables them to determine their own pathway 
to achieving the objectives of the Guidelines. This recognition and accommodation 
of the customary law and associated customary tenure systems of indigenous peo-
ples and local communities is imperative in order that implementation remains true 
to the letter and spirit of the full spectrum of rights underpinning the SSF Guidelines.
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Chapter 9
Conditions for Governance of Tenure 
in Lagoon-Based Small-Scale Fisheries, India

Prateep Kumar Nayak

Abstract This chapter begins by confirming that issues around tenure within 
lagoon-based small-scale fisheries context have largely been neglected. Despite a 
growing body of literature on lagoon commons and property rights systems, exist-
ing literature on marine and terrestrial tenure tend to subsume tenure issues of 
coastal lagoons. Lack of specific attention to lagoon tenure can potentially affect 
their long-term sustainability and further marginalize small-scale fishers that have 
depended on them for generations. This chapter identifies important challenges 
associated with lagoon tenure in relation to the implementation of the Voluntary 
Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context of Food 
Security and Poverty Eradication (SSF Guidelines), particularly focusing on its pro-
visions for responsible governance of tenure. The tenure provisions in the SSF 
Guidelines highlight that small-scale fishing communities need to have secure ten-
ure rights to resources that form the basis for their social, economic, and cultural 
wellbeing, and that the state should recognize and ensure such rights. To this effect, 
the chapter sets forth some of the key conditions for governance of tenure in the 
context of lagoon small-scale fisheries social-ecological systems through an exten-
sive treatment of a broad range of fishers’ rights and multi actor responsibilities. 
Fisher experiences with the impacts of ongoing rapid social-ecological changes on 
lagoon tenure and community responses in Chilika Lagoon, Bay of Bengal, India 
region is used as a case. Data analyzed in this chapter comes from a series of work-
shops, meetings, and consultations with small-scale fishers and other stakeholders 
in Chilika. The chapter offers important lessons for governance of lagoon tenure by 
highlighting its key connections with resource systems, resource sectors, and user- 
level dynamics, to offer insights on possible institutional and governance arrange-
ments around secure lagoon tenure. Further, it provides suggestions and reflections 
on the specific characteristics of lagoon small-scale fisheries tenure and possible 
future directions for governance. Despite its specific focus on lagoon systems, the 
main learnings about the key conditions, characteristics, and governance directions 
of small-scale fisheries tenure provides crucial insights on successful implementa-
tion of the SSF Guidelines, especially its tenure provisions.
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 Introduction

Small-scale fisheries are a large rural sector in many parts of the world, especially 
Asia and India. It provides jobs, livelihoods, food security, and cultural identity to a 
significant number of people (Béné et  al. 2007; Kurien and Willmann 2009). 
However, the small-scale fisheries sector throughout the world is experiencing rapid 
changes because of impacts from both environmental and human drivers (e.g. cli-
mate change and globalization along with local, national, regional development, 
and policy processes), resulting in large-scale dispossession of fishers from their 
livelihoods, property rights, and cultural identity (MEA 2005; Allison et al. 2009; 
Nayak and Berkes 2010). This is particularly true in the case of coastal lagoons1 
which constitute about 13 % of the world’s shoreline (Barnes 1980) and host mil-
lions of small-scale fishers by supporting their livelihoods, and offering essential 
habitat for a range of coastal, marine, and lagoon species. However, many lagoon 
systems of the world are undergoing a peculiar ‘identity’ crisis, partly because of 
the ongoing processes of change in their social-ecological attributes, but particu-
larly because of a lack of recognition of their unique position (Coulthard 2008; 
Nayak 2011). In many parts of the world lagoons are considered neither ‘marine’ 
nor ‘inland,’ but a mixture of both and, as such, risk being overlooked by fisheries, 
and other, policies. Lagoons have been referred to as ‘grey zones’ with regard to 
policy making and implementation (Rana et al. 1998). In this context, this chapter 
looks at conditions for lagoon tenure with a view that tenure within a lagoon small- 
scale fishery social-ecological context has largely remained a neglected area (See 
introduction chapter of the book for tenure related definitions). Existing work on 
tenure almost entirely directs its attention to the discussion of sea/marine and land/
forest tenure. Even though there is a growing body of literature concerning lagoon 
property rights systems with attention to commons’ arrangements, existing litera-
ture on marine and terrestrial tenure tend to subsume tenure issues of coastal lagoons 
(Seixas 2002; Almudi and Kalikoski 2010; Coulthard 2011; Huong and Berkes 
2011; Nayak and Berkes 2011; Benessaiah and Sengupta 2014). Lack of specific 
attention to lagoon tenure can potentially affect their long-term sustainability and 
further marginalize fishers that have depended on them for generations.

1 Lagoons are shallow coastal bodies of water separated from the ocean by a series of barrier 
islands which lie parallel to the shoreline. Inlets, either natural or man-made, cut through barrier 
islands and permit tidal currents to transport water into and out of the lagoons. Because lagoons are 
characteristically shallow, they are strongly influenced by precipitation and evaporation, which 
results in fluctuating water temperature and salinity. Lagoons can also be fragile ecosystems sus-
ceptible to pollution effects from municipal, industrial, and agricultural runoff (Hill 2001).
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This chapter identifies important challenges associated with lagoon tenure in 
relation to the implementation of the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable 
Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and Poverty Eradication 
(FAO 2015) (SSF Guidelines, particularly focusing on its provisions for responsible 
governance of tenure (See the introduction chapter in this volume). The tenure pro-
visions in the SSF Guidelines highlight that small-scale fishing communities need 
to have secure tenure rights to resources that form the basis for their social, eco-
nomic, and cultural wellbeing, and the state should recognize and ensure such 
rights. To this effect, the chapter sets forth some key conditions for governance of 
tenure in the context of lagoon small-scale fisheries social-ecological systems 
through an extensive treatment of a broad range of fishers’ rights and multi actor 
responsibilities. Despite the chapter’s specific focus on lagoon tenure systems, the 
main learnings (e.g. key conditions of tenure, characteristics of small-scale fisheries 
tenure, important challenges and issues shaping tenure, and possible future direc-
tions for governance) will provide crucial insights into successful implementation 
of the SSF Guidelines, especially its tenure provisions.

Fisher experiences with the impacts of ongoing rapid social-ecological changes 
in lagoon tenure and community responses in the Chilika Lagoon, Bay of Bengal, 
India region is used as a case. Data analyzed in this chapter comes from a series of 
workshops, meetings, and consolations with fishers including: (1) a 2009 commu-
nity workshop on fishers’ rights to Chilika lagoon (17 participants from fisher vil-
lages and their regional network); (2) a 2013 policy workshop on the topic of 
‘human-environment relationship in Chilika Lagoon, India’ (35 participants from 
fishing communities of Chilika, state, and national level NGOs); (3) a 2015 regional 
consultation on the SSF Guidelines with small-scale fishers of the Bay of Bengal, 
Odisha coast, India (45 participants from lagoon and marine fishing communities, 
NGOs, regional fisheries research institute, and government representatives); (4) a 
2016 state level fisher workshop on the ‘future of Chilika Lagoon’ (37 fisher com-
munity and Regional Fisher Federation representatives).

The section following the introduction describes the context and overarching 
conditions for framing and implementing lagoon tenure, and offers an understand-
ing of the key conceptual underpinnings around governance of lagoon-based small- 
scale fisheries tenure. I then turn to local perceptions of tenure in lagoon-based 
small-scale fisheries systems, analysing various rights, responsibilities, and enabling 
conditions as articulated by fishers themselves. Based on the findings reported in 
this section, important lessons for governance of lagoon tenure are distilled in the 
discussion section to highlight key connections of tenure with resource systems, 
resource sectors, and user-level dynamics, to offer insights on possible institutional 
and governance arrangements around secure lagoon tenure. The chapter concludes 
with some suggestions and reflections on the specific characteristics of lagoon 
small-scale fisheries tenure and possible future directions for governance.
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 Conceptual Orientation: Defining Context and Overarching 
Conditions for Tenure

Conceptually, success in implementing governance of tenure in lagoon small-scale 
fisheries systems largely depends on three key conditions. First, lagoon-based fish-
eries systems are unique and different than other fisheries despite many similarities. 
Coastal lagoons are distinctively located at the interface of the sea and the land 
(includes freshwater systems). They not only epitomize both marine and terrestrial 
systems but also maintain their unique disposition by acting as a link between the 
two. Here, both tenure and its governance become somewhat tricky. While laws and 
practices of the sea apply on one side cultures, norms, and regulations associated 
with the terrestrial resource systems offer influence from the other (Nayak 2011). 
Thus, the ‘in-betweenness’ character of the lagoons becomes a determinant factor 
for understanding governance of tenure. It suggests, as a starting point, that lagoon 
tenure is not the same as land or forest tenure, nor the same as marine or sea tenure. 
Thus, the unique character of coastal lagoons, in relation to marine-terrestrial sys-
tems, becomes a fundamental basis for a discussion on lagoon tenure and its 
governance.

Second, there is a need to understand coastal lagoons as complex social- 
ecological systems. Social-ecological systems are systems that recognize the inte-
gration of humans in nature and stress that the delineation between social and 
ecological is artificial and arbitrary (Berkes and Folke 1998). Addressing only the 
social dimension of resource management without an understanding of resource and 
ecosystem dynamics will not be sufficient to guide society towards sustainable out-
comes (Folke et al. 2005). This understanding implies that both social and ecologi-
cal processes define and shape the nature of coastal lagoons where social outcomes 
remain contingent upon ecological dynamics and vice-versa. Similar to other coastal 
systems, coastal lagoons have many drivers, an array of impacts, unpredictable 
ways in which drivers act, uncertain system dynamics, and two-way feedback inter-
action between human and biophysical systems, all of which make them complex 
(Nayak 2014). Characterizing costal lagoons as complex social-ecological systems 
has important implications for how tenure can be defined and governed.

Third, using the social-ecological system context, it is possible to extend our 
understanding of coastal lagoons as highly interconnected systems of humans and 
environment and see them also as coupled human-environment systems (Turner 
et al. 2003). The term human-environment system emphasizes that the two parts 
(human system and environmental/biophysical system) are equally important, and 
that they function as a coupled, interdependent, and co-evolutionary system. Human 
actions affect biophysical systems, biophysical factors affect human well-being, 
and humans in turn respond to these factors (Berkes 2011). This understanding 
helps to explore how governance of tenure in coastal lagoons can be studied within 
an understanding of these areas being complex human-environment systems, with 
particular attention to interactions, relationships, and connections between the two 
(Kates et  al. 2001; MEA 2005; Nayak and Berkes 2014). Consequently, any 
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 disconnect in the interaction and relationship between people and their lagoon envi-
ronments may adversely impact tenurial arrangements, and this could be seen as a 
two-way process.

 Governance of Tenure in Lagoon-Based Small-Scale Fisheries

 The Chilika Case

Connected to the Bay of Bengal on the south, with the Eastern Ghats Mountain 
ranges forming most of its catchment on the north and the west, Chilika is a Ramsar 
site of international conservation importance and a biodiversity hotspot in India 
(Fig. 9.1). Rare, vulnerable, and endangered species inhabit the lagoon. It is the larg-
est wintering ground for migratory waterfowl found anywhere on the Indian subcon-
tinent and home to Irrawaddy dolphins and the Barkudia limbless skink. The total 
number of fish species is reported to be more than 225. According to a survey by the 
Zoological Survey of India in 1985–87, in addition to a variety of phytoplankton, 
algae, and aquatic plants, the lagoon region also supports over 350 species of 

Fig. 9.1 Map of Chilika Lagoon, India – The site of the case study
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nonaquatic plants and over 800 fauna species. This represents the ecological subsys-
tem of the lagoon and offers a solid ecological foundation to the lagoon small-scale 
fisheries system. Chilika’s biodiversity is an integral part of sustaining the culture and 
livelihoods of the roughly 400,000 fishers and their families, who live in more than 
150 villages. People in these villages have been engaging in customary fishing occu-
pations for generations. The fisheries consist of traditional fisher groups whose voca-
tion is identified by their membership in certain Hindu castes: there are seven different 
types of fisher castes and five sub-castes in Chilika (Nayak and Berkes 2011). The 
lagoon ecosystem also indirectly supports 0.8 million non- fisher higher caste villag-
ers (e.g. Brahmins, Karans, Khandayat, and Khetriyas) in the watershed areas, who 
traditionally engaged in farming, forestry, and other livelihood occupations.

The lagoon historically provided multi-species and small-scale capture fisheries. 
However, in the 1980s, the sudden boost in the international shrimp markets and 
increase in export prices made shrimp aquaculture a major driver of change in the 
lagoon. Powerful local elites encroached customary capture fishery sources to use 
as aquaculture farms which led to resource conflicts. In 2001 a second important 
driver emerged. The state government created an artificial sea mouth with the Bay 
of Bengal through a hydrological intervention to deal with persisting siltation prob-
lems in the lagoon. The creation of an artificial sea mouth backfired as it furthered 
the ecological crisis by increasing the intensity of daily water inflow and outflow, 
and altering the saltwater-freshwater balance. The social-ecological system of the 
lagoon came under stress from the adverse impacts of the two drivers acting syner-
gistically. Ecologically, habitats of most key species of fish, crab, and shrimps, 
along with associated species such as Irrawaddy dolphins (Orcaella brevirostris) 
and migratory birds, were reportedly damaged. Fluctuations in the main biophysical 
processes led to a change in species composition and altered food webs in Chilika 
Lagoon, indicating an ecological crisis gradually pushing the system towards a 
major crisis. There were corresponding impacts on the social subsystem as well. 
Fish production plunged dramatically and the small-scale fish economy including 
its management and institutional structures began to collapse. There have been cor-
responding changes in the rights of fishers to the fisheries resources of Chilika and 
the customary tenure arrangements that were recognized through annual leases by 
government to village fisheries cooperatives. Policy and civil society responses to 
the ongoing crisis have not yielded desired results and there are unresolved issues 
and complex uncertainties looming large.

 Fisher Perceptions About Tenure: Rights, Responsibilities, 
and Enabling Conditions

This section presents findings obtained from a series of community workshops, 
conducted over a number of years, involving Chilika lagoon fishers and representa-
tives from marine fisheries, NGOs, government, and fisheries research institutions. 
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The emphasis is on three related aspects of tenure as it applies to small-scale fisher-
ies in the context of coastal lagoons, but with ample relevance to other types of 
fisheries systems. The three aspects of tenure include: tenure as a set of rights, key 
responsibilities in relation to tenure, and enabling conditions that facilitate gover-
nance of tenure.

 Rights Define the Nature of Tenure

Small-scale fishers of Chilika Lagoon speak about issues around tenure using the 
lens of rights. In other words, tenure is understood as the combination of a set of 
specific rights that connect the fishers with various aspects of the fisheries and puts 
the control of their own tenure in their hands (through fisher institutions). These 
rights, as expressed by the fishers, span social, ecological, economic, and political 
aspects of tenure, and help provide directions to moving toward effective gover-
nance. Several rights were listed in three community/state level workshops (2009, 
2013, and 2016) and one regional consultation meeting on the SSF Guidelines 
(2015) that helped gain a fuller understanding of the small-scale fisheries tenure 
system in Chilika and its governance challenges (Table 9.1).

The list of rights outlined by fishers clarifies two important aspects of tenure in 
Chilika Lagoon’s small-scale fisheries system. First, tenure can be characterized by 
numerous rights, the status of which indicate the robustness of the tenure system. In 
ascribing meanings to each of the rights (Table 9.1, column 2) fishers chose to elab-
orate upon some of the major deficiencies by which these rights have been affected 
with ultimate impact on the status of tenure security (Table 9.1, column 3). Fishers 
argued that a simple approach to strengthen tenure in the small-scale fisheries sys-
tem of Chilika is to repair the various rights that govern their relationship with the 
Lagoon. A subgroup at the regional consultation on SSF Guidelines stated, “there is 
no effective tenure without a basket of rights that are active and, in return, a strong 
tenure system will provide basic protection to the same rights.” Second, the diver-
sity of rights signify key aspects of small-scale fisheries related tenure that span 
economic/livelihood, political/legal, environmental, and social/cultural boundaries 
(Table 9.1, column 1) Explaining tenure using the lens of rights helps to understand 
the multifaceted nature of tenure. It further suggests that no one aspect will be 
enough to achieve tenure security without simultaneous emphasis on all other 
aspects as identified by the fishers through the enlisting of various rights. It is perti-
nent to highlight that an understanding of tenure through the lens of rights positively 
informs the implementation of tenure provisions of the SSF Guidelines.

Based on the explanations of various rights provided by fishers (Table 9.1), rights 
can be grouped into five categories (as below). It is important to note that these 
categories are not exclusive in nature but open to inclusion of other rights depending 
on the small-scale fisheries context under consideration. Moreover, these categories 
do not attempt to list completely new rights; instead they combine various rights 
from Table 9.1 to create the five categories.
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Table 9.1 Fisher perceptions of rights and their contribution to tenure security

Nature of rights Meaning Link to tenure

Right to proper 
demarcation of 
fishing areas

No survey to demarcate and 
recognize fishing area boundaries 
after the 1950s (early- independence 
period), resulting in conflicting 
claims, lack of clarity on fishing 
rights, and increased number of 
legal disputes in courts.

Proper demarcation of fishing area 
boundary necessary to settle issues of 
fishing rights and allocate tenure to 
fishing villages.

Right to 
livelihoods

Fishers strongly believe that 
alternate livelihood is a misnomer: 
‘Once you have displaced a group 
of people from their original source 
of living there is nothing that could 
replace it as an alternative. Rather, it 
leads to a situation of fishers’ 
livelihood being compromised.’

Since fishing alone is not sufficient for 
many fisher households there should 
be ‘additional’ livelihood support 
provided to supplement fishing-based 
incomes, which form the basis of the 
rights to livelihoods.

Right to fishing 
related loans

In the absence of fishing related 
loan provisions from the 
government or the banks, fishers 
become vulnerable to being 
exploited by fish traders or 
middlemen often paying interest 
rates of about 200% per annum.

Right to fishing related loans will 
make fishers financially self-sufficient, 
provide protection from exploitation, 
and make them better able to exercise 
their tenure rights.

Right to proper 
price

In the absence of any arrangement 
for government regulation of price 
and provision of minimum support 
price, fishers are left to the mercy of 
traders who control the price of fish 
in Chilika. It is important to mention 
that there are district level price 
fixation committees and minimum 
support prices for agricultural and 
forest products already in place.

Right to proper price will ensure the 
economic value of fish, protect fishers 
from artificial market price 
fluctuations, and ensure steady 
income.

Right to 
institution

Dissolution of the Central 
Fishermen Cooperative Marketing 
Society (CFCMS) and the 
imposition of a state level institution 
like the FISHFED in 1991 was a 
gross violation of fishers’ rights to 
have their own institutions. In 
addition, other state institutions (e.g. 
Chilika Development Authority) 
have worked to suppress the voices 
of community fishery institutions.

Institutions provide continuity to 
tenure rights, which are primarily 
vested in the village level fisheries 
cooperatives. Rights to institutions are 
seen as a basic protection to the 
collective rights of fishers and their 
political voice.

Right to 
manage Chilika

Management of the lagoon through 
institutional and biophysical means 
must rest primarily with fishers. 
Additional management provisions 
to work collaboratively and within a 
respectful partnership  
arrangement for lagoon 
management need to be created.

Management rights put fishers in the 
forefront of deciding what is good for 
the lagoon. It provides an opportunity 
to make management interventions 
appropriate to ensure ecosystem 
services and fisher wellbeing.

(continued)
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Table 9.1 (continued)

Nature of rights Meaning Link to tenure

Right to speech Implementing tenure requires 
deliberative, collaborative, and 
cooperative processes with ample 
freedom for fishers to engage in the 
governance system. Without the 
right to speak, fishers will be 
voiceless and less able to influence 
decision-making around lagoon 
management.

Right to speak provides the 
opportunity for fishers to add 
meaning/expressions to tenure. It 
makes them capable of advocating for 
their tenure rights.

Right to decide 
ones’ own 
occupation 
(‘Bruti’)

Various government interventions in 
recent years have forced many 
fishers out of their customary 
occupation of fishing. One key 
example is the artificial sea mouth 
which has resulted in low fish 
production, leading to loss of 
customary occupation by fishers. 
Ecotourism is another example 
which has the potential of 
displacing traditional fishers from 
fishing occupations and converting 
them into petty service providers in 
tourism industry or pushing them to 
out-migrate.

Right to decide one’s own occupation 
will ensure that the decision to be or 
not to be a fisher is left to the fishers 
alone without any interference. It will 
also include the state ensuring the 
right to one’s occupation.

Right to make 
decisions

‘What kind of boats will run, where 
should the sea mouth have been 
created, when, how much and what 
type of fish to catch, how much 
should the lease fee be, and who 
should be the leaders are important 
decisions pertaining to fisheries and 
they should be left mainly to the 
fishers,’ fisher leaders said.

Right to make decisions is crucial in 
putting the fishers at the center of 
fishery decision-making and can be a 
crucial step in successfully 
operationalizing tenure arrangements.

Right to 
information

Currently there are no formal 
arrangements for providing 
information on policies and markets 
to the fishers of Chilika. The only 
network through which information, 
mostly on markets, reaches the 
fishers is that of the fish traders and 
their agents. The absence of formal 
channels of information makes 
fishers exceptionally prone to 
exploitation.

Right to information will ensure 
government provides information on 
not only policies, regulations, 
domestic fish market, fish prices, etc. 
but also on regional and international 
market trends, including shrimp price 
fluctuations, and timely analyzed data 
on the merits and demerits of various 
fishing related practices.

Right to the 
rule of law 
(right to have a 
fishery – 
Chilika – law)

Absence of a law to govern Chilika 
exposes the lagoon and its fishers to 
multiple threats and the often 
contradictory policies of numerous 
government departments. Overall, it 
creates barriers to the full 
realization of fishing tenure.

Right to the rule of law will provide 
legal protection to tenure 
arrangements and other rights of 
fishers, and strengthen the legal and 
political environment influencing 
fisheries.
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 1. Rights that ensure the physical integrity of the resource to which tenure is 
allocated. The foremost right in this category is the right to proper demarcation 
of the fisheries area boundary in order to avoid growing instances of resource 
conflict and many legal disputes over tenure in courts. “A better clarity on what 
area belongs to whom will provide long-term security to hold and implement 
tenure rights,” explained Krushna Jena, fisher leader from Berhampur village.

 2. Rights that safeguard the economic (e.g. livelihood and subsistence) aspects 
of fishers’ engagement in small-scale fishing and ensure that fishing occupa-
tions provide adequate economic incentives and becomes financially reward-
ing. In this category, fishers talk about their right to have a fishing-based 
livelihood and putting in place response mechanisms to avoid situations in which 
their livelihoods may be compromised. A related right is to ensure that each 
fisher and fisher cooperatives receive appropriate remunerations for their fish and 
fish products in a fair manner. One of the ways proposed by fishers to ensure this 
is for the government to set minimum support prices for fish and fish products. 
This could be done through the formation of a district/state level price fixation 
committee comprising of private, public, and community representatives (a 
model that already exists in the case of pricing forest and agricultural products). 
Making available institutional loans to fishers will enhance their entrepreneurial 
capacity and financial stability to engage in a seasonally fluctuating and highly 
variable occupation like fishing.

 3. Rights that build and strengthen the institutional foundation of secure tenure 
and help create opportunities for better governance of tenurial arrangements. 
Fishers in Chilika have experienced the loss of many community fisheries related 
institutions in the recent past. Prominent among the lost institutions are the Central 
Fishermen Cooperative Marketing Society (CFCMS), many Primary Fishermen 
Cooperative Societies (PFCS) at village level, and the weakening of the caste 
assembly (Jati panchayats) that have contributed to serious weakening of fishers 
control over fish resources. The right to have their own institution is a demand that 
results from this particular experience. Moreover, fisher institutions often create 
necessary rules and mechanisms for fishers to engage in fisheries management.

 4. Rights that strengthen the voices of the fishers, both individual fishers as 
well as their communities, and strengthen their political standing and 
decision- making capacity. Fishers of Chilika, like elsewhere, are politically 
powerless and voiceless. Their subordinate position in the hierarchical Indian 
caste system adds to this disadvantage. “Right to speak will allow us to voice our 
concerns against the atrocities we face from the government as well as the non- 
fisher caste elites, and seek appropriate protection when necessary, in order to 
freely express our freedom and rights,” some fishers said in a fisher sub-group at 
the 2015 regional consultation. Such a right will lead to fisheries related decision- 
making powers resting with community institutions. Since, information is power, 
fishers recommended that regular flow of information on market prices and fluc-
tuations, policies and laws, rules and procedures, and knowledge and skills must 
be made available as a basic right. The most important right in this category is 
the right to decide one’s own occupation which the fishers think has integral 
links with them being fishers by caste. A number of fishers think that “being a 
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fisher by occupation is our caste identity, and if we are not fishers (and/or not 
fishing for a living) then we are not complete humans.” In recent years, signifi-
cant occupational displacement has taken place in Chilika, resulting in caste- 
based fishers shifting towards non-fishing jobs or even outmigrating (Nayak and 
Berkes 2010). Fishers demanded that their right to have a fishing occupation 
needs to be fully protected by the state.

 5. Rights that provide a stronger legal basis and policy recognition to current 
and future tenure arrangements. This is suggested by the fishers as an over-
arching right that protects all other rights listed in the above categories. A fishers’ 
sub-group at the regional consultation (2015) emphasized that “there is chaos 
and foul play in the absence of the rule of law, and Chilika continues to suffer 
from the lack of a Lagoon law made to protect it and the fishers”. Other fishers 
complained that “Asia’s largest lagoon does not have a law to govern it and that 
violates our right to have the rule (protection) of law.” Fishers further assert that 
without the rule of law tenure arrangements are bound to fail with serious adverse 
consequences for the small-scale fisheries and fishing people.

 Rights Come with Responsibilities

In the views of fishers, rights are always connected with responsibilities (Table 9.2). 
Fisher expressions about responsibilities ranged from their own duties to the lagoon 
to duties to be performed by the government/state. There were also areas identified 

Table 9.2 Various responsibilities articulated by fishers

Responsibilities Details

Fishers Maintain a clear channel for navigation by not blocking it
Do not catch juvenile fish
Maintain seasonality of fishing
Do not fish in breeding areas
Follow catch and release principle

Government Create awareness about all aspects of the lagoon
Provide quality and timely information
Catch the spun mafia instead of engaging in corruption (e.g. bribes)
Monitor ecological conditions of the lagoon
Take steps for increasing fish productivity
Keep Chilika free from shrimp farming/aquaculture

Joint (fisher and 
government)

Find out why fish production has reduced and take immediate steps 
to address the problem
Policy making with regard to the lagoon
Management responsibilities for the bird sanctuary, dolphin census, 
and ecotourism
Share enforcement responsibilities and power to deliver it.
Enforcement should be carried out in consultation between fishers’ 
institutions and government.
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which require joint responsibilities to be taken by fishers and the government. Main 
responsibilities of the fishers include their role in maintaining the ecological integ-
rity of the lagoon by facilitating and not disrupting some of the natural processes 
associated with lagoon fisheries (e.g. keeping the numerous lagoon channels clear 
to allow regular flow of water and movement of fish, tracking fishing seasonality to 
aid breeding during the season, not interfering with fish breeding areas or fish habi-
tats, and following village institution rules such as the policy of catch and release to 
ensure long-term sustainability of the lagoon).

If all these responsibilities are taken seriously, it would positively to governance 
of tenure. Further, fisher level responsibilities are not enough if the government 
does not adhere to its own responsibilities with regard to the lagoon. Table 9.2 lists 
a number of the government’s responsibilities including its role in providing timely 
information to raise awareness involving both fishers and visitors (such as tourists), 
providing scientific support through knowledge and management interventions, 
regulating illegal interventions in the lagoon to minimize threats such as shrimp 
aquaculture and collection of larval fish/juveniles, and implementing programs for 
increasing productivity in the lagoon.

Fishers identified a number of areas where interventions are required as a col-
laborative venture between themselves and the government (Table 9.2). Such col-
laborative ventures are particularly important because it might be too challenging 
for fishers alone to handle some of the issues given the political and power dynam-
ics prevalent in the lagoon (e.g. providing local level protection from threats of 
encroachment by higher caste non-fishers). Similarly, the government also requires 
support from the community in dealing with certain priorities (e.g. enforcement and 
management). Fishers asked, “why should the government only have responsibility 
of enforcement? Why not local enforcement by fishers themselves in which the 
government joins in as a partner?”

 Enabling Conditions for Tenure Rights

The exercise of tenure rights can only be possible if certain conditions are meaning-
fully met. These conditions offer the much required social, ecological, and political 
environment for the operationalization of tenure rights, and necessary security and 
protection against tenure rights violations. According to fishers (Table 9.1), some 
rights are better positioned to create enabling conditions for small-scale fisheries 
tenure. For example, fishers’ right to have their own institutions creates a collective 
platform for everyone to work together to protect tenure and engage in advocacy 
efforts and negotiations with the government if and when tenure is under threat. 
Similarly, right to rule of law will ensure basic legal conditions for unhindered 
implementation of tenure. It will also recognize fishers’ tenure of fisheries as a legal 
right and help see them as integral to the rule of law. Therefore, tenure rights have 
the ability to function both as specific rights pertaining to the use, access, and man-
agement of small-scale fisheries systems as well as provide enabling conditions 
under which these rights can thrive.

P.K. Nayak



177

Based on views expressed by fishers, Table 9.3 outlines a number of enabling con-
ditions and how they might contribute to the governance of tenure in small-scale fish-
eries. Key enabling conditions can be categorized as environmental, economic/rate of 
production, legal and policy instruments and physical and social dimensions. 
Maintaining the ecological health of the lagoon is a top priority for tenure. Fishers said 
that “Our rights to the lagoon and its fish will make sense only if the natural conditions 
of Chilika are good. It is hard to imagine what we will do with the secure tenure being 
granted to us by the government if there is no fish left.” This concern clarifies that 
tenure is contingent upon healthy biophysical and resource conditions in a small-scale 
fishery system, and, therefore, acts as a key determinant of secure tenure.

There is a general agreement amongst fishers that there has been significant loss 
of fish stock in the lagoon primarily due to the impacts of the artificial sea mouth 
and intensive aquaculture. While this view has been substantiated by recent studies 
(Pattanaik 2007; Nayak 2014), the state government continues to deny it. Urgent 
strategies are required to increase fish production that in turn will strengthen fishers’ 
tenure rights. As Sadashiv Jena, President of Eastern Chilika Fishers’ Federation, 
explained: “An increase in fish production will automatically bring solutions to 
most of the problems we face in the lagoon today.” Other fishers added: “We will 
benefit from having enough fish in Chilika only if they are protected from illegal 
capture along with the Lagoon areas that act as home to the fish.” Obviously, the 
reference here is to the large customary fishing areas of the Lagoon that are already 
under elite capture for tiger shrimp aquaculture. Unofficial estimates highlight that 
over 60% of customary fishing areas are encroached in Chilika (Nayak and Berkes 
2010 quoting Sea Food News 2005). Fishers strongly believe that without continu-
ous protection of the Lagoon and its resources (including fish) it will not be possible 
to create a conducive environment for successful implementation of tenure rights.

Fishers of Chilika have witnessed many undue restrictions on their fishing rights 
and activities in the last three decades and more. These restrictions have curtailed 
their rights and put existing customary tenure arrangements into disarray. Some of 
the main restrictions reported by fishers include: (1) denial of access to customary 
fishing grounds as more than 60% of the Lagoon is currently under direct and indi-
rect control of aquaculture owners (e.g. social caste and economic elites), (2) 
adverse impacts of new sea mouth (e.g. barnacle and sand infestation, excessive 
shallowing or deepening of fishing areas, speed of water inflow and outflow with 
high and low tides, and excessive salinity levels) that make fishing in the Lagoon 
waters risky, (3) changes in fishing area lease policy (e.g. imposition of a 27% 

Table 9.3 Key enabling 
conditions for secure tenure 
rights

Enabling conditions

Maintain ecological condition
Increase fish production
Continuous protection of the lagoon
Rights without unhealthy restrictions
Timely survey and demarcation
Active peoples’ movement
Priority to village institutions
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annual increase in lease fees, hassle of applying for annual leases instead of three- 
year leases as was earlier the case, (4) shifting the locus of institutional control from 
the village fisher cooperatives and regional fishers’ organizations to district and 
state level statutory institutions (e.g. gradual weakening of the Primary Fishermen 
Cooperative Society (PFCS), dissolution of the Central Fishermen Cooperative 
Marketing Society (CFCMS), creation of FISHFED - a state level apex institution - 
which now controls fishing area leases in Chilika, and setting up of Chilika 
Development Authority (CDA) as a centralized state body to regulate lagoon 
management).

Our Chilika-wide village-level survey (2008–2009) showed that the number of 
past and ongoing resource conflicts in Chilika exceeded 100, more than 80% of 
which were fishing area boundary disputes. At a state level consultation (2015), 
fishers called for conducting up-to-date surveys and demarcating of fishing areas in 
Chilika as important steps to ensure tenure security. The last survey of fishing area 
boundaries and rights was done in the late 1800s, followed by another survey in the 
early 1950s. However, these surveys have not been fully used by the state govern-
ment to legally settle fisher rights and boundaries of customary fishing areas despite 
prolonged demand by the fishers. There has also been significant blurring of the 
customary boundaries over the past decades. The old surveys have become some-
what dated leading to several conflicting boundary claims, resulting in court cases 
and fierce fights in Chilika. Boundary conflicts, along with the absence of proper 
boundary survey and settlement of fishery rights, have resulted in adverse impacts 
on tenure governance.

Chilika has been known in the past for its strong social and environmental move-
ments. These movements have been organised by various fisher institutions 
(Pattanaik 2003a). The Chilika Bachao Andolan (Save the Chilika) movement was 
effective in uprooting the giant Tata company which initiated industrial shrimp 
aquaculture in Chilika after the state government signed a MOU and transferred 
6000 hectares of lagoon area to the company in the 1990s (Mishra 1996; Pattanaik 
2003b). Another movement has been ongoing since 2001 against the Chilika Bill, 
which, if passed into law, promises to reserve 30% of the lagoon area for non-fishers 
(which the fishers fear might also include industries and corporate houses engaging 
in large-scale aquaculture). This area might include significant customary fishing 
areas currently with caste-based fishers and involve them being transferred to non- 
fishers. “If that happens then it will be a final blow to us in terms of our ability to 
fish in the lagoon, and violate our identity as caste-based fishers,” Biranchi Behera, 
a fisher participant in the regional consultation (2015), stated. Another fisher partici-
pant, Tapana Behera added, ‘it is because of these protests and movements we have 
been able to hang on to our rights in Chilika. We will all die if the movement dies.’ 
Nayak (2011) has used fishers’ metaphors, such as “for the poor, when hunger 
becomes unbearable, movement becomes our last resort” to discuss the importance 
of fisher social movements in protecting their rights. In both the community work-
shop on rights to Chilika (2009) and the regional consultation (2015), fisher repre-
sentatives emphasized the role of social movements as key to ensuring governance 
of tenure rights.
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 Lessons for Governance of Tenure in Lagoon Social-Ecological 
Systems

In the above section I discussed the views of fishers regarding tenure in Chilika. I 
address them further in this section in relation to lessons that could be applied at the 
broader level, especially in the context of implementing the SSF Guidelines. 
Discussion on fishers’ rights (Table 9.1), responsibilities (Table 9.2), and enabling 
conditions (Table 9.3) for successful small-scale fisheries tenure, and analysis of 
relevant published work offer a number of key leanings for governance of lagoon 
small-scale fisheries tenure. I discuss the main learnings in four categories that pro-
vide key insights for effective operationalization of the tenure provisions in the SSF 
Guidelines.

 Attention to the Resource System

Given the complexity of lagoon social-ecological systems, the starting point for 
establishing and recognising tenure should be the resource system (i.e. the lagoon 
itself). This is particularly important because resource system traits vary given their 
ecological construct, functions, and services, and their implications for related 
social and economic aspects. Even though there are system interconnectivities that 
exist, attention to a particular resource system within the web of interconnected 
resource systems (e.g. lagoon, marine, terrestrial) is the foremost basis for deter-
mining tenure arrangements. Keeping this in mind, I have already highlighted that 
lagoons are different from land (including forests) and sea, and, therefore, need to 
be considered as a distinct resource system for the purpose of administering tenure. 
This view was further confirmed through the articulation of tenure rights, responsi-
bilities, and enabling conditions by fishers who chose to use their specific experi-
ences with the lagoon as a basis of their explanations.

Within a lagoon, different resource sectors (e.g. capture fisheries, aquaculture, 
ecotourism, sand mining, and salt pans) need different tenure arrangements and 
specific attention to their governance. The context defines which resource sector 
gets priority (and which ones should not be allowed at all) and how to maintain links 
between sectors from a tenure point of view. In other words, stronger tenure in one 
particular resource sector may adversely affect tenure security in another sector 
within the same resource system. For example, the government effort in 1991 to 
legalise shrimp aquaculture at the expense of existing traditions of customary cap-
ture fisheries in Chilika Lagoon caused serious conflicts between fishers and non- 
fishers, and led to a gross violation of fishers’ access and use rights. Here, the history 
of property rights, nature of user dependence, and ecological threshold levels of the 
lagoon are key considerations in the determination of tenure. An important function 
of tenure in the context of multi-resource sector social-ecological systems, such as 
coastal lagoons, is to create spaces and conditions for positive interactions between 
resource sectors, between people (users) who depend on those sectors, and between 
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resource sectors and its users. As pointed out earlier, tenure is not only about rela-
tionships between people who are users (and non-users) but also about interactions 
between those users and their respective resources.

The overall size of the resource system matters as it clarifies the extent to which 
allocation of tenure rights can be accommodated given the number of resource sec-
tors and resource users, and the general scope of governance requirements. 
Boundaries of both resource systems and resource sectors are useful. Resource sys-
tem boundaries are important for clarity of use and management and, as in the case 
of Chilika, interdepartmental coordination. Specific attention to demarcating 
 customary fishing boundaries is a top priority and a foremost activity in tenure 
arrangements. Experiences in Chilika suggest that demarcation does not necessarily 
entail a physical boundary as long as it is properly defined and contains some ele-
ments of tangibility. Absence of clarity of resource boundaries leads to tenurial 
confusion and may result in prolonged conflicts and legal disputes. While boundar-
ies of the lagoon resource system are often defined naturally, boundaries of resource 
sectors are based on the history of lagoon use, customary and emerging resources 
practices and rights, and ecological and biophysical composition of the resource. 
For tenure, clear and recognized boundaries are preferred to fluctuating and con-
tested boundaries. Detailed surveys and settlement of customary rights to fisheries 
have been suggested as mechanisms to address issues around boundaries in Chilika.

Resource system productivity helps maintain human-environment connections 
because it takes care of livelihood and food security concerns (Nayak et al. 2014). 
When productivity goes down, tenure including institutional arrangements tends to 
break. This happens partly because of economic and livelihood concerns but also 
because it leads to contestations and conflicts over resource extraction that may 
involve violation of agreed upon tenure rules. Moreover, when one type of produc-
tivity is lost other stakeholders, including the government, are often forthcoming to 
convert the resource system or parts of it into distinctly different resource sectors 
using loss of productivity as the reason for making such shifts. Similar situations 
were recorded in Chilika where a decrease in fish production was used as a plea to 
justify the opening of an artificial sea mouth that caused ecological and economic 
disaster (Pattanaik 2007; Dujovny 2009; Nayak et al. 2016). Tam Giang lagoon in 
Vietnam had a comparable experience where official promotion of aquaculture 
replaced several resource sectors (e.g. capture fisheries and mangroves) on similar 
grounds. Relevant to this analysis is the consequence of those government actions 
which worked against existing tenurial arrangements, mostly related to customary 
tenure of capture fishery sources. The productivity logic is also used by many econ-
omists and fisheries scientists who see subsistence and local fish production systems 
as not contributing to increasing global food demands. They, therefore, argue in 
favour of converting these systems into intensive production units. Such views, and 
any actions resulting from them, bear significant adverse consequences for tenure 
rights of small-scale fishers.
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 Understanding Resource Unit Dynamics

A resource unit (e.g. fish) can be seen as one of the central bases for allocation of 
tenure as it helps to answer ‘tenure of what?’ It links a unit of specific resource area 
to a unit of defined users, both of which are essential components of any tenurial 
arrangement. It signifies a unit of physical resource area (i.e. village fishing ground) 
that is stationary and a unit of resource (i.e. fish) contained within it which may be 
highly mobile. In a lagoon situation this combination of ‘mobile fish on stationary 
fishing grounds’ creates an extremely dynamic and complex situation with signifi-
cant implications for governance of tenure. Fishing behaviour of users at one loca-
tion can potentially influence the availability of the mobile resource units at another 
location. Questions regarding tenure then would include: who (users) catches what 
(type of mobile resource unit), where (location) and how much (volume), when 
(seasonality), and how (fishing methods and practice). Governance of tenure will 
face the challenge of ‘how to manage mobile resources as mobile and stationary 
resource units as stationary’ requiring complex negotiations and conflict resolution 
on a constant basis. Similar questions on tenure and its governance may arise at 
places where open water fishing systems are in practice as ‘mobile fishers (users) 
chasing mobile resource units (fish)’ can become a source of resource conflict and 
threat to existing lagoon tenure.

The dynamics related to mobile and stationary resource units lead to unsustain-
able levels of resource extraction, a factor that underscores the importance of 
resource unit health from the perspective of tenure, among other things. Related 
aspects include interaction among resource units which is critical for sustenance of 
the lagoon social-ecological system. Healthy interaction among lagoon resource 
units has a foundational role in the sustenance of many biophysical processes within 
a lagoon. For example, larval shrimp hibernates in one resource unit (habitat), 
moves out to other resource units soon after reaching post-larval stage, and often 
gets caught in yet another resource unit when mature. Resource unit interaction 
related problems are prominent in the case of aquaculture and capture fishery link-
ages, as in the case of Chilika. Even in marine ecosystems of Atlantic Canada, there 
is growing tension between the lobster industry and salmon aquaculture as two lead-
ing resource sectors (Wiber et  al. 2012). Can the governance of lagoon tenure 
address these critical interactions among resource units? Improper tenure can create 
gaps between resource units and block channels of interaction among them.

 Users: Who Gets Tenure and Why

A well demarcated lagoon resource unit in isolation is not of much use without an 
equally defined and recognized user unit in whose favor tenure will be allocated. 
Tenure defines and distinguishes between “who is a user and, therefore, has rights 
in the resource, and who does not.” A tourist or an urban consumer of lagoon fish 
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may be a ‘user’ but may not qualify for tenure. In spite of best efforts there would 
always be a few ‘latecomers’ (people who are late to join fishing), ‘incomers’ (peo-
ple who come into fishing from outside) and ‘out goers’ (people who move out of 
fishing to other occupations or even migrate elsewhere) so far as allocation of tenure 
rights is concerned. Thus, governance of tenure needs to be flexible to allow the user 
units to define and redefine themselves as they develop and mature over time (Nayak 
2003).

The number, location, and socio-economic attributes of users are important req-
uisites. For tenure, both the total number of users in the whole resource system and 
specific number of users in the local resource unit matters (Meinzen-Dick 2007). 
While a comparatively small, defined, and regulated size of the user unit (homoge-
nous) is preferred over a large, undefined and unregulated (heterogeneous) number 
of users, what matters most is whether the user unit is manageable or unmanageable 
with regard to tenure. Additionally, location in terms of proximity of the users to the 
resource unit or their residence relative to the lagoon can have significant bearing on 
long-term security of tenure. A large number of fisher villages on the north-west end 
of Chilika Lagoon have lost their customary fishing grounds through encroachment 
mainly because of their distant location on the south-east end of the lagoon. Socio- 
economic- cultural attributes, such as wealth, heterogeneity, land tenure, stability 
(Meinzen-Dick 2007), class, and caste (Nayak 2011), of the group impacts resource 
use and practices. For example, in Chilika, groups of refugee fishers have a record of 
engaging in invasive fishing practices; Nolias (sea going fishers who also fish in the 
lagoon) are known for using fishing gears that are not lagoon friendly; seasonal out-
migration is a growing phenomenon, all of which are affecting the fishing behaviour 
in local communities. A related factor is the history of resource use by the group 
which allows distinguishing between customary users vs. new users in deciding ten-
ure. This is particularly important in lagoons where new resource sectors are emerg-
ing that introduce groups of users without a history of involvement in the lagoon.

 Governance System: An Institutional Basis for Tenure

Institutions are vehicles of tenure and it is not a surprise that rights to institutions 
emerged as one of the important tenure rights in fisher workshops. Building stronger 
institutions can be seen as a precursor (Berkes 2004; Ostrom 2005) to successful 
governance of tenure. Institutions connect the resource to the people (users) and 
formulate norms and rules to regulate their behaviour vis-a-vis the resource. They 
provide means to the users to exercise their tenure rights and responsibilities as a 
collective rather than as individuals. Institutions that can create, hold, and govern 
tenure arrangements are necessary. The strength of institutions lies in their ability 
for renewal and reorganization, learning and adaptation, and in dealing with change 
(Holling 2001; Berkes et al. 2003). The 2009 community workshop on tenure rights 
and 2016 regional consultation on SSF Guidelines brought up several considerations 
with regard to an institutional basis for governance of lagoon tenure (Table 9.1). 
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Existing literature on the commons, institutions, and community-based conserva-
tion/resource management support the insights provided by fishers.

First, user institutions (e.g. village fish cooperatives in Chilika), not users (e.g. 
fishers) themselves, create conditions for successful governance of tenure (in the 
sense that Berkes et al. 2003 define it). Thus, institutions, not users, should hold 
tenure. Of course, there may be exceptions to this such as individual transferable 
quota systems and other forms of customary individual or family-based tenure 
arrangements as prevalent in many places (Johannes 1978; Coulthard 2011; Nayak 
and Berkes 2011).

Second, institutions at all levels are required but the local (user) level is impor-
tant as a starting point (Berkes 2007) for better tenure governance. Higher level 
institutions are necessary but not at the cost of the local level. In Chilika, fishers’ 
experiences with the removal of community institutions through creation of state 
level government institutions (i.e. replacing CFCMS with FISHFED) is a good 
example in this regard. Failure to recognize local level institutions along with bot-
tom- up arrangements, and giving them the political space to continue may lead to 
collapse of tenure governance (Agrawal 2002; Nayak and Berkes 2008).

Third, the extent to which institutions are able to connect to each other tran-
scending multiple geographical, administrative, political, and social-ethnic bound-
aries determines tenure success. For example, fishers in Chilika think that tenure 
rights are reciprocal in nature, whereby success of tenure in one particular village 
fishery system depends on the tenure arrangement in neighbouring villages, and 
such linkages are crucial for stronger tenure. Tenure governance should recognize 
the need to consider multiple levels of management (Ostrom et  al. 1999; Young 
2002; Adger 2003; MEA 2003) with appropriate cross-scale linkages among insti-
tutions (Adger 2001; Cash et  al. 2006). Recent work in this area has identified 
‘missing institutions’ and ‘missing linkages’ as factors for looming multi-scale gov-
ernance failures (Walker et al. 2009; Almudi and Berkes 2010) which applies to 
tenure and related institutions (Nayak 2015).

Fourth, from a tenure perspective, multi-level institutional linkages are important 
in a globalized world (Lebel et  al. 2005; Adger et  al. 2006; Berkes 2007) but it 
requires significant attention to cooptation (Lele 2000; Gelcich et al. 2006; Nayak 
and Berkes 2008). In practice, better linkages to global shrimp markets may bring 
short-term economic gains to Chilika fishers, but may lead to large-scale changes in 
the lagoon ecosystem and jeopardize existing livelihood systems. Therefore, there 
is a need to have institutional linkages that help avoid cooptation.

Fifth, problems of cross-scale governance and cooptation can be addressed 
through institutional arrangements that provide an arena for trust building, sense 
making, learning, knowledge co-production, vertical and horizontal collaboration, 
and conflict resolution (Hahn et al. 2006; Berkes 2009), roles that can be taken up 
by ‘bridging organizations’ (Brown 1991; Cash 2001; Folke et al. 2005) or ‘bound-
ary organizations’ (Guston 1999; Cash and Moser 2000; Berkes 2009). The role of 
bridging organizations in effective governance of tenure includes creating effective 
local institutions, horizontal linkages across sectors, and vertical linkages that 
enable grassroots influence on national policy-making (Brown 1991).
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Sixth, there is a need to recognize the challenges to governance of tenure from 
the perspective of institutional plurality, i.e. influence from different institutions 
with overlapping jurisdictions and capabilities (Ostrom 2005; Andersson and 
Ostrom 2008). The cross-influence of multiple hierarchical institutions can be effec-
tively managed through polycentric governance arrangements that helps build rela-
tionships among these multiple authorities with overlapping jurisdictions (Oakerson 
1999; McGinnis 2000; Ostrom 2005; Andersson and Ostrom 2008; Brewer 2010). 
This has the ability to create inclusive foundations for effective implementation and 
governance of tenure in small-scale fishery systems.

Seventh, the nature of property rights determines the extent of tenure security. 
Tenure may be ambiguous if property rights are not appropriately considered. In 
recent decades, Chilika Lagoon has witnessed diversification of property types (e.g. 
privatization for aquaculture, declaration of wildlife sanctuaries as state property, 
customary commons and some open access resources) leading to multiple or mixed 
property rights regimes which mutually contradict each other (Huong and Berkes 
2011). Existing commons are being decommonized (Nayak and Berkes 2011) 
through state interventions with protected areas and even by private interests (such 
as aquaculture owners in Chilika) encroaching upon customary fishing grounds. 
Governance of tenure in a mix or multiple property rights scenario becomes compli-
cated. Moreover, policies for actual implementation of property rights to stationary 
and mobile resource units require progressive negotiations on a constant basis.

 Conclusions

The chapter considered fisher perspectives to shed light on issues of rights, respon-
sibilities, and enabling conditions for governance of tenure with specific reference 
to lagoon small-scale fishery systems. A key focus was on linking the information 
and analysis in the chapter with questions around successful implementation of the 
2015 SSF Guidelines, especially the section on successful governance of tenure. 
Three broad conditions are emphasized as a precursor to lagoon tenure and its gov-
ernance. First, the distinctive location of coastal lagoons at the interface of marine- 
terrestrial systems (in-between sea and land) puts them in a unique position (Nayak 
2011, 2014). This in itself constitutes a fundamental basis for lagoon tenure and a 
reminder that lagoon tenure is not the same as land or sea tenure. Second, lagoons 
are complex social-ecological systems which imply that social (human) and eco-
logical (biophysical) processes, interconnections and cross-influences among 
social-ecological system attributes, and the extent of system complexity influence 
how tenure is defined and governed. Third, lagoons can be seen as coupled, interde-
pendent, and co-evolutionary human-environment systems (Turner et  al. 2003; 
Berkes 2011) that stress on relationships (MEA 2005), interactions (Kates et  al. 
2001), and connections (Nayak 2014) between people and their environment, and 
each of these has implications for tenure. Thus, disconnect between fishers and the 
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lagoon environment is detrimental to tenurial arrangements. This, moreover, is a 
two-way process.

The use of these three conditions extends our understanding of tenure as a ‘rela-
tionship between people’ (see FAO work on governance of tenure) and leads to a 
more inclusive definition that values ‘relationships (also interactions and connec-
tions) between people and the environment (includes resource)’ to which tenure is 
being sought. Governance of tenure is then about the manner in which the host of 
relationships, interactions, and connections are addressed and promoted. 
Additionally, dealing with complexity is a key task of tenure and its related gover-
nance system.

Given this understanding, analysis of various perspectives provided by fishers 
through a series of workshops and interactions highlighted specific rights, responsi-
bilities, and enabling conditions that either promote or hinder tenurial security and 
related governance arrangements. Analysis of fisher perspectives of lagoon small- 
scale fishery tenure rights indicates that change is a common phenomenon, which 
not only offers an overall context for understanding and implementing lagoon ten-
ure but also signifies specific conditions and challenges for governance success. 
However, they do not constitute a ‘blue-print’ for success and, therefore, should not 
be considered as panaceas (in the way that Ostrom et al. 2007 sees them) to deal 
with tenure related problems. Success and failure are inherent to lagoon social- 
ecological dynamics.

This analysis calls for a relook at the existing definitions of lagoon tenure, both 
legal and otherwise. The possibility of going beyond a legal definition of lagoon 
tenure is yet to be completely explored. There are several examples of customary 
lagoon tenure, property rights arrangements, and traditional knowledge in different 
parts of the world that precede legal tenurial arrangements and could potentially 
provide some directions (Johannes 1978, 1981). “Who should define tenure” and 
“whose realities count” for designing appropriate institutional and governance 
arrangements could be an important consideration in this regard? Exploring “how 
people define or what do people understand by tenure” (in the sense of Narayan 
et al. 2000; Nayak and Berkes 2010; Andrachuk and Armitage 2015) in different 
lagoon contexts can be a starting point. In Chilika, fishers verbalized their relation-
ships with the lagoon using four metaphors (Nayak and Berkes 2010), each of which 
is significant for defining tenure in that specific context. Exploring similar illustra-
tions elsewhere can only further this understanding.

Tenure in the context of complex lagoon small-scale fisheries social-ecological 
systems is not a static concept and, therefore, can be best understood as a process 
(see Nayak and Berkes 2011, in the context of lagoon commons) and its governance 
as continuous. Such a perspective, along with the three broad conceptual consider-
ations and a host of specific rights, responsibilities, and enabling conditions (based 
on fisher perspectives), has the potential to further our understanding of good prac-
tices in governance of lagoon tenure and help sustain appropriate tenurial arrange-
ments in the face of multilevel challenges.
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Chapter 10
Beyond the Small-Scale Fisheries Guidelines: 
Tenure Rights and Informed Consent 
in Indigenous Fisheries of Nicaragua

Miguel González

Abstract This contribution seeks to provide an overview of policy actions taken by 
the government of Nicaragua in relation to critical aspects of the Voluntary 
Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Tenure (FAO 2012) as well as the 
Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries (SSF 
Guidelines) (FAO 2015), which are concerned with the governance of Indigenous 
peoples’ customary tenure systems, including the rights to aquatic resources. The 
chapter devotes attention to the relationship between provisions to land and aquatic 
rights, assesses the impact of recent programs of land titling on Indigenous collec-
tive property rights and access to fisheries, and identifies gaps in the process of 
implementation in the Rama-Kriol territory. It also explores the implications for the 
human rights of Indigenous and Afro-descendant peoples emerging from the pro-
spective construction of an Interoceanic Canal, a large-scale infrastructure project 
vigorously endorsed by the Nicaraguan government. This chapter suggests that, in 
this context, the SSF Guidelines alone hold little practical value in shifting the bal-
ance towards protecting the rights of Indigenous fisheries. Therefore, the implemen-
tation of the Guidelines should consider their potential synergies in tandem with 
other instruments in national and international law.
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 Introduction

We are not against development or the Grand Canal. However, we would like to see that 
things are done in good faith. We would like to see the government putting in our hands 
every single information related to the Canal, including the possible impact on fisheries, 
and under this basis our communities shall freely decide without pressure. (Alison May, 
Kriol leader of Monkey Point, Bluefields, July 7 2016)

Local norms and practices, as well as customary or otherwise preferential access to fishery 
resources and land by small-scale fishing communities including Indigenous peoples and 
ethnic minorities, should be recognized, respected and protected in ways that are consistent 
with international human rights law. (SSF Guidelines, Section 5.4)

In June 2013, after with minimal consultation or debate, the Nicaraguan National 
Assembly passed a law which granted a multibillion, 50-years concession to a 
Chinese consortium (the Hong Kong Nicaraguan Development Corporation, HKND 
Group) to build an Interoceanic Canal linking both the Pacific and the Caribbean 
coasts of the country (Huete-Pérez et al. 2016). Its proponents have presented the 
megaproject as a unique opportunity for Nicaragua – the second poorest country in 
the Western hemisphere – to be lifted up from endemic poverty and underdevelop-
ment. The Canal project was received with optimism by the country’s private sector, 
while peasants and Indigenous Afro-descendant peoples whose lands might be 
affected by the proposed route have expressed their opposition by actively mobiliz-
ing against the Canal (Wade 2016).

The Canal project is particularly troubling for the sustainability of small-scale 
fisheries in the country, particularly through its potential negative impact on Lake 
Nicaragua, which is the largest freshwater tropical lake in Americas (Campos 2013; 
Huete-Pérez et al. 2015). Researchers have commented on the possible impact of 
the megaproject on unique species of freshwater fish that inhabit Lake Nicaragua 
and its tributaries (Meyer and Huete-Pérez 2014). In addition, Indigenous and Afro- 
descendant peoples on the Eastern Coast – also known as the Caribbean Coast – 
whose collectively-held lands are located in the proposed Canal route, have been 
very active in expressing their concerns about the potential impact of the project on 
their tenure rights and access to aquatic resources (Goett 2016).

This chapter devotes attention to the contested dynamic that ensued once the 
Canal project was first launched by the Nicaraguan government in 2013, the local 
responses the initiative elicited from the Rama-Kriol Territorial Government 
(GTRK), the legal governing body of the Afro-Indigenous territory on the Caribbean 
Coast, and the mounting tensions that exist on the Eastern Coast of Nicaragua. I 
explore the above case study through the normative lenses of the Voluntary 
Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries (SSF Guidelines), which 
were endorsed by FAO member states in 2014 and provide substantial directives for 
states to ‘contribute to equitable development of small-scale fishing communities 
and poverty eradication and to improve the socio-economic situation of fishers and 
fish workers within the context of sustainable fisheries management’ (FAO 2015, 1). 
The Guidelines also state that “Small-scale fishing communities need to have secure 
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tenure rights to the resources that form the basis for their social and cultural well- 
being, their livelihoods and their sustainable development.” In addition, “states, in 
accordance with their national legislation should ensure that small-scale fishers, fish 
workers and their communities have secure, equitable, and socially and culturally 
appropriate tenure rights to fishery resources (marine and inland) and small-fishing 
areas and adjacent land” (FAO 2015, 5, sections 5.1, 5.3).

I contend that the Canal project in Nicaragua illustrates some of the most press-
ing challenges regarding the country’s efforts in securing customary tenure rights 
for Indigenous peoples. It appears that Nicaragua is now pursuing a large-scale 
infrastructure project that threatens to dismantle the accomplishments of progres-
sive legislation passed to protect Indigenous and Afro-descendant collective rights 
to land and aquatic resources that were realized in the last two decades. Therefore, 
this chapter examines the complex relationships in which the SSF Guidelines are 
embedded in the case of Nicaragua and, more particularly, in a context where the 
collective rights of Indigenous peoples constitute a fundamental avenue for the pro-
tection of small-scale fisheries and the promotion of tenure rights. From a more 
general analytical point of view, this case illustrates the complicated relationships 
and dilemmas of small-scale fisheries governance from where lessons on the norma-
tive utility of the SSF Guidelines can be drawn. Due to their voluntary nature, the 
SSF Guidelines have had a very limited practical value in halting the progress of the 
Canal project (which is still in its preparatory phase) in a context in which both the 
government and global investors have decided – almost at any cost – to carry out 
their vision of development. In light of these circumstances, I contend that the SSF 
Guidelines can play a role in challenging the asymmetries of power involved in 
large-scale infrastructure project as long as they become embodied along with other 
legally binding instruments which, as a whole, would help protect the fundamental 
human rights of Indigenous peoples.

The chapter also identifies important challenges to policy coherence with regard 
to the implementation of the SSF Guidelines. In the case of Indigenous tenure 
rights, these challenges constitute a critical barrier to better governance. Policy 
coherence, in this case, involves the interaction of multiple jurisdictions (local, 
regional, and national) which are responsible for providing a supportive and 
enabling environment for the development of small-scale fisheries.

The research that informs this chapter was conducted over a period of 3 months 
in the summer of 2016. It involved multiple ethnographic techniques such as a field 
visit to the Rama – Kriol territory, participant observation, in-depth and group inter-
views with 25 Indigenous and Afro-descendant community members of the terri-
tory, including authorities, leaders, fishers, and their legal and political representatives 
in regional governing bodies. Research participants were selected through purpo-
sive sampling on the basis of their roles within these communities, leadership and 
authority positions, and overall knowledge on small-scale fisheries, tenure rights, 
and the negotiation process with government authorities on the Canal project. 
Interviews were conducted both in English and Spanish. The author also partici-
pated in one assembly in the community of Suumu Kaat, a Rama village that belongs 
to the wider Rama-Kriol territory. Access to the communities and research 
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 participants was granted by members of the Rama-Kriol Territorial Government, 
who invited me to participate in a field trip to Rama Cay and other communities in 
the territory. They also allowed me to participate in communal assemblies and intro-
duced me to individuals I was interested in interviewing in Bluefields. The method-
ology also included literature review and face-to-face interviews with regional and 
national authorities, including senior officials in the Ministry of Fisheries, the 
Regional Council, and its executive branch. All interviewees have been given pseud-
onyms to protect their anonymity.

 The Context of the Eastern Coast

The Eastern (Caribbean) Coast of Nicaragua is populated by Indigenous peoples 
(Miskitu, Ramas, and Sumu-Mayangnas) as well as non-Indigenous peoples (Afro- 
descendants and mestizos), who inhabit diverse ecosystems and reside in approxi-
mately 250 scattered and impoverished communities along the Coast and inland 
(PNUD 2005).1 The fishers amongst them target several species such as shrimp, 
lobster, and various finfish, but they also capture sea turtles, mainly for subsistence 
(Christie 2000; Hostetler 2005).

Information about small-scale fisheries in Nicaragua is dated and few systematic 
efforts have been made to fully assess the contribution of SSF to economic growth 
and food security. Current Nicaraguan fisheries policies are aimed largely at the 
industrial fishing sector, virtually ignoring small-scale fisheries, while international 
development initiatives targeted toward small-scale fisheries have often lacked con-
tinuity (Salas et al. 2011; Hostetler 2005). This situation contrasts with the substan-
tial contribution of small-scale fisheries – particularly Indigenous-fisheries – to the 
conservation of natural resources, food security, and global seafood exports (Béné 
2003; Jentoft and Chuenpagdee 2009; Jentoft and Eide 2011). This is also true for 
Nicaragua, where Indigenous artisanal lobster fisheries, for example, which is con-
ducted mostly through diving, contributed 37% of the 5.5-million-pound total catch 
registered on the Caribbean Coast in 2015 (INPESCA 2015). The contribution of 
artisanal Indigenous fisheries is also substantial with regard to other species, which 
have an important commercial value, such as the sea cucumber (INPESCA 2015).

Indigenous coastal and inland fisheries have also been recognized as one of the 
key factors which positively impacts the region’s food security and overall human 
development (PNUD 2005; United Nations Development Program 2011; Williamson 
2016). However, researchers have also pointed out the marginalizing conditions 
under which Indigenous fishers operate due to precarious labour conditions, lack of 
social security, and inadequate health services (Acosta et  al. 2002; Daw 2008). 

1 According to the most recent census the population of the Coast is comprised by 79% mestizo, 
17% Miskitu, 1.06% Mayangna, 0.02% Ulwa, 0.22% Rama; 2.8% Kriol and 0.2% Garifuna. See 
Williamson and Fonseca (2007).
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Globally, small-scale fisheries are for the most part marginalized from policy mak-
ing, which tends to favour large scale, industrial fisheries (Chuenpagdee 2011a, b).

This state of affairs is of particular relevance in the Nicaraguan case, given that 
94% of historically claimed Indigenous territorial areas in Nicaragua have been 
titled to coastal and inland communities (CONADETI 2013). This tenure system 
leaves Indigenous rights to aquatic resources for the most part unaddressed. 
Consequently, outstanding claims over who controls ownership over and access to 
fishing areas in coastal and inland communities have not received proper attention 
in policy-making or in national development plans (Fig. 10.1).

Furthermore, national authorities have issued programs to protect endangered 
species, establish coastal and marine protected areas, and expand seasonal closures 
for overexploited species. However, these initiatives have met with scepticism, 
while enforcement has been inconsistent (Lagueux and Campbell 2005). The dis-
connect in public policy between collective rights granted over communal lands and 
aquatic rights to secure a sustainable resource base for Indigenous communities, the 
limited functionality of established marine protected areas, and an overall disregard 
or inadequacy of policies aimed at poverty reduction, are widespread along the 
Eastern Coast (González and Jentoft 2010; González 2011). This has resulted in 
weak governance and a lax regulatory environment for Indigenous small-scale 
fisheries.

Fig. 10.1 Indigenous Territories of the Nicaraguan Caribbean Coast (Source: Mendoza 2016)
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 The Rama-Kriol Territory: Emerging Governance of Tenure 
Rights to Land

The Rama-Kriol – an Indigenous and Afro-descendant territory – was granted a full 
ownership title in 2009. The territory comprises 406,849 ha of terrestrial lands and 
44,308 ha of marine areas, including 22 cays, for the purpose of “development of 
artisanal fisheries” (Asamblea Nacional de Nicaragua 2016). Comparatively speak-
ing, the Rama-Kriol Territory is the second largest territory that has been granted 
under collective ownership to the Indigenous and Afro-descendant peoples of the 
Eastern Coast of Nicaragua, after Prinzu Awala, with 4149.5  km2. The territory 
consists of six Rama Indigenous communities: Rama Cay, Wiring Cay, Bang Kukuk 
Tai, Tiktik Kaanu, Suumu Kaat, and Indian River; and three Kriol (mostly coastal) 
communities – Monkey Point, Corn River, and Greytown. The Rama is the second 
smallest Indigenous people on the coast, with three thousand inhabitants. The 
Kriols, an Afro-descendant people that has deep historical and cultural relationship 
with the Rama, including inter-marriage, have lived in coastal communities along 
the Rama territory, particularly Monkey Point and Greytown (see Fig. 10.2 below).

The multi-communal territorial government (GTRK) comprises six representa-
tives of each community and is a relatively new governing body, inaugurated in 
2004  in the context of Law 445 for the Demarcation of Indigenous Territories 
(Acosta 2007).

Indigenous fisheries for the Rama and Kriols are diverse, targeting multiple spe-
cies, as well as seasonal and highly adaptive to coastal, marine, and inland ecosys-
tems (Roe 2006). For all nine communities in the Rama-Kriol territory, fishing and 
subsistence agriculture equally play a fundamental role in their social, cultural, and 
economic well-being. Fishing activities also rely on a deep-rooted local traditional 
knowledge of coastal and inland ecosystems, a dimension that has also been 
observed for Indigenous fisheries more generally (Neiland et al. 2005; Tress et al. 
2005; Deepananda et al. 2015). The Rama and Kriol fish both at sea and in inland 
waters, as well as in brackish lagoons in the surrounding coastal and marine ecosys-
tems. They target multiple species, both for subsistence and for commercial pur-
poses. Subsistence fisheries in particular are highly adaptive, as they are mostly 
dependent on the availability of target species in lagoons and inland rivers 
(Nietschmann 1973). A few species are targeted for commercial purposes, particu-
larly oysters and fish that are traded in the regional capital city of Bluefields.

The Kriols living in the coastal communities of Greytown and Monkey Point 
have been actively involved in subsistence, commercial, and recreational fishing 
(for tourism), which are conducted in relatively small boats at sea and inland. Over 
the last 5 years, government incentives in the form of equipment and stock centers 
have been provided to small-scale fishers organized in cooperatives in Monkey 
Point and Greytown. However, access to regional markets has been a bottleneck 
issue for the capitalization of cooperatives, while fluctuation in prices for fish has 
discouraged fishers to make a living off the sea (G. Enriquez, personal communica-
tion, 4 July 2016).
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Fig. 10.2 Territorio Rama y Kriol (Source: Gobierno Territorial Rama y Kriol, GRT-K 2017)
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The current state of Indigenous fisheries in the Rama-Kriol territory cannot be 
fully appreciated without considering the significance of the struggle for land and 
access to aquatic rights in which they have engaged in recent history. Struggles for 
collective land have been a defining element in the relationship between the 
Nicaraguan state and the multiethnic society of the Coast (Frühling et al. 2007). 
Outstanding disputes over who maintains ultimate control and ownership of land 
and natural resources have resulted in conflict, including a military confrontation in 
the early 1980s (Hale 1994).

In 1987, after 5 years of civil and military unrest on the Coast, the Nicaraguan 
government granted an Autonomy Statute (Law 28) to the Coastal region, inaugu-
rating the first experience of a multiethnic territorial autonomy in Latin America. 
The legislation also ensured constitutional protection of ancestral lands historically 
held by Indigenous and Afro-descendant peoples, as well as the cultural protection 
of languages and political and social participation in regional governing institutions. 
Nonetheless, it was not until 2002 that the Nicaraguan state passed legislation spe-
cifically to survey and title Indigenous lands. This process began in 2006 when a 
second administration of the Sandinista Front of National Liberation (Spanish acro-
nym FSLN) endorsed a new program to advance land demarcation. Until November 
2016, 23 Indigenous territories have been titled on the Coast, which represents 
31.16% of the national territory and approximately 54% of the autonomous regions 
(Larson and Soto 2012; Procuraduría General de la República 2016).

Ownership and control over aquatic rights – sea and coastal tenure rights – are 
one of the most ambiguous aspects of the Indigenous and Afro-descendant land 
titling process in Nicaragua. Although title deeds include both maritime as well as 
terrestrial areas, the overall process has been biased toward surveying terrestrial 
areas while defining and delimiting spaces on maritime areas have not received the 
same degree of attention by national or regional authorities (J. Lewis, personal com-
munication, 18 August 2016). One of the implicit reasons for this is that disputes 
about overlapping tenure rights in coastal or marine areas are relatively less pressing 
compared to the ones experienced in most inland areas where the illegal occupation 
of lands by a new wave of colonist peasants have produced violent conflicts in 
Indigenous territories (Finley-Brooks 2011).

In fact, access to fishing grounds in recently established maritime, coastal, and 
inland areas within Indigenous territories has remained for the most part under an 
open access system for non-holder of tenure rights (both Indigenous and non- 
Indigenous peoples who live within or in neighboring areas). Thus, de facto open 
access regimes in a context of emerging and overlapping claims to land and aquatic 
resources by multiple users have, in turn, resulted in frequent conflicts, particularly 
during the last decade. This situation is deeply felt in the Rama-Kriol territory and 
has been manifested through new colonist occupations (including into a protected 
area, the Indio-Maiz Reserve), encroachment by illegal fishing, and state-sponsored 
agribusiness and infrastructure initiatives in various communal areas that are legally 
owned by the GTRK.
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 The Canal Project

The Interoceanic Canal project – although still in the planning stage – has a long 
history in the nationalist narratives of the Nicaraguan governing elites (López 2014). 
In the early twentieth century, the Canal project – which was considered in Nicaragua 
but later built in Panama – was a critical part of US-Nicaragua relations, involving 
tense negotiations and the meddling of the US in Nicaraguan politics. Similarly, 
multiple plans for building transoceanic infrastructure have been part of the history 
of the Rama and Kriol communities, given that initiatives to build infrastructure 
were often authorized by the national governments without consultation of the 
inhabitants of Coastal territories (González et  al. 2006). Some of these projects 
were started but never completed, including a railway, a pipeline, as well as others.

Once Nicaragua approved progressive legislation protecting Indigenous rights to 
land and aquatic resources in mid 1980s, communities on the Coast could invoke 
constitutional rights to preserve the integrity of the ancestral territories and tenure 
rights to land and marine areas. However, the Nicaraguan courts, for the most part, 
have not been supportive of upholding Indigenous rights, resulting in two ground- 
breaking cases brought by Indigenous peoples of Nicaragua to the Inter-American 
human rights system over the last two decades. In these two cases – Awastingni Vs. 
Nicaragua (2001) which related to Indigenous collective rights to land, and YATAMA 
Vs. Nicaragua (2005) that centered around political participation of Indigenous 
peoples – the rulings favoured Indigenous claimants and demanded that the state of 
Nicaragua institute protections and reparations of violated Indigenous rights to land 
tenure systems and political participation (Anaya and Grossman 2002).

Interestingly, the Interoceanic Canal project was proposed by a national admin-
istration that – until 2013 – had been politically committed to supporting Indigenous 
land titling and demarcation on the Coast (González 2016). From the perspective of 
dissenting members of the Rama-Kriol Territorial Government (GTRK) the official 
endorsement of the Grand Canal Project means “granting the land to the weakest of 
the Indigenous peoples of the Coast, just to disguise the official dispossession of the 
same recognized land” (T. Bill, personal communication, 5 July 2016).

There are legitimate reasons why the Rama and Kriol are hesitant about the ulti-
mate goal the FSLN administration is pursuing with its endorsement of the Canal 
project. Article 12 of the Canal legislation (Law 840), states that it “is in the public 
interest of the Republic of Nicaragua to expropriate any property or right that is 
reasonably necessary to complete all or part of the project, therein the ‘required 
property’ whether private property, communal lands of the autonomous regions, or 
those belonging to the Indigenous communities, or property in control of govern-
ment entities” (Asamblea Nacional de Nicaragua 2013).2 This section of Law 840 
was perceived as especially troubling for the integrity of Indigenous territories, as 
existing norms – in particular Laws 28 on Autonomy, and Law 445 on Communal 
Land Rights – state that communal lands cannot be sold, they are imprescriptible 

2 Translation by the author.
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and cannot be used as collateral. Moreover, article 89 of the Nicaraguan Political 
Constitution mandates that “the state recognizes the communal forms of property of 
the land that belong to the communities of the Caribbean Coast” (Corte Suprema de 
Justicia 2016).

Intuitively, members of the GTRK have interpreted article 12 of Law 840 as a 
threat to their tenure rights to land and inland fisheries. They responded to Law 840 
by demanding that the Nicaraguan Supreme Court repeal the legislation, a petition 
that was denied on the basis of the government not knowing whether the final route 
of the Canal would affect Indigenous lands. The Court ruling required the govern-
ment to “initiate the consultations with the aboriginal peoples of the Caribbean 
Coast until the final route has been defined; this is, until is known which authorities 
must be consulted” (Corte Suprema de Justicia 2013).

 Stakeholder Perspectives on Tenure Rights

The conditions above  – uncertainties about the capacity of legal mechanisms to 
protect Indigenous tenure rights to fisheries, and safeguards against state-sponsored 
development initiatives that threaten Indigenous peoples’ access to fisheries liveli-
hoods  – speak directly to the kind of critical issues the SSF Guidelines seek to 
address. In fact, the Guidelines provides a policy-relevant framework with regard to 
the governance of tenure rights of small-scale fisheries as it is linked to states’ 
responsibilities in providing the enabling environment under which Indigenous 
rights can be protected. Of particular importance is Article 5.9, which states: “States 
should ensure that small-scale fishing communities are not arbitrarily evicted and 
that their legitimate tenure rights are not otherwise extinguished or infringed.” 
Moreover, Article 5.4 emphasizes that:

[states], in accordance with their legislation, and all other parties should recognize, respect 
and protect all forms of legitimate tenure rights, taking into account, where appropriate, 
customary rights to aquatic resources and land and small-scale fishing areas enjoyed by 
small-scale fishing communities. When necessary, in order to protect various forms of legit-
imate tenure rights, legislation to this effect should be provided. States should take appro-
priate measures to identify, record and respect legitimate tenure right holders and their 
rights. (FAO 2015, 5)

In an interview about the seeming contradiction between SSF Guidelines and 
domestic and international legally binding norms, the executive director of the 
South Caribbean Autonomous Government, which is the main governing authority 
in the region, claimed that:

The Canal project should be seen as the only possible protection that might be available to 
the Ramas and Kriols in order to protect their lands and fisheries. Colonist invasion to com-
munal lands is so prominent that only an infrastructure of this scale can deter more colonists 
from entering into Indigenous lands. A beneficial effect of the Canal is to ensure the sur-
vival of the Rama people. (Carlos Moni, personal communication, Bluefields, July 10)
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This same view resonated at the national ministerial level on issues related to 
small-scale fisheries. Currently, the government is gathering data to launch a 
national strategy to promote the small-scale fisheries sector. Some of the priorities 
include: diversifying fishery activities through the promotion of a value change 
approach; strengthening fishers’ associations and collective agency; contributing to 
innovation in fishing techniques; processing of marine products; and encouraging 
domestic consumption (ProNicaragua 2016, 7). In an interview about this plan and 
its relationship to the SSF Guidelines, a senior officer within Ministry of Fisheries 
(INPESCA) pondered that:

…the FAO SSF Guidelines should not be regarded as being more important than national 
development plans with regard to promotion of small-scale fisheries. This point of view, 
which is sometimes promoted within international organizations including FAO, does not 
allow for a better appropriation of the FAO’s principles into national priorities – as defined 
by the current FSLN administration. The FAO Guidelines are not an overarching suprana-
tional scheme to do things in relation to fisheries. If anything, it should complement national 
efforts. (C. Trico, personal communication, 15 July 2016)

This same government official suggested that the governance of tenure rights – 
as relevant to the concerned Indigenous communities of the Rama-Kriol territory 
with regard to the Canal project – fell outside of the jurisdiction of the Ministry of 
Fisheries. Contradictorily, the Ministry of Fisheries is very much involved in grant-
ing fishing permissions to the industrial fleet that fish on the marine areas that right-
fully belong to the Rama-Kriol Territory (M. Queens, personal communication, 16 
July 2016). The GTRK is not usually informed about the amount of licences being 
granted every year, but it does receive monthly cash transfers from the Ministry of 
Finance originating from annual licences as per provisions included in Law 445. 
The fact that this practice exists does not mean that the GTRK is content with its 
continuation. A GTRK member – representing one the Coastal communities com-
prising the territory–explained that:

We would like to see more transparency and inclusion in the way decisions are made at the 
level of the Ministry of Fisheries. We don’t know how many ships are authorized to fish in 
our waters. We get to know because we see them [fishing boats] coming close to the shore-
line, sometimes fishing all-night long. These are our territorial waters, the government 
should respect that. (G. Enriquez, personal communication, 4 July 2016)

Thus, both overlapping spatial and environmental conflicts exist within the ten-
ure rights being granted to the Rama and Kriol Territory. These conflicts highlight 
critical gaps in regulatory mechanisms involving competing governing jurisdictions 
that claim various degrees of authority with regard to the management of natural 
resources of the territory, particularly over Indigenous fisheries. These competing 
actors include the Indigenous territorial government, the regional autonomous 
council, and the national government, through is various ministerial agencies. The 
interests of the investors have now being added to these complex relationships of 
contending forces and interests.
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 Summary of Governance Issues

In synthesis, the Canal Project has been envisioned by official authorities as a matter 
of public national interest and, therefore, its realization seems to stand over and 
above any precedent constitutional rights recognized to Indigenous and Afro- 
descendant communities, particularly with regard to tenure rights to lands and 
marine areas. Therefore, legally binding domestic and international norms  – 
although formally invoked – as a matter of fact are considered as secondary princi-
ples to be observed in light of a project of ‘national interests.’ With regard to the 
SSF Guidelines, the perception amongst some government officials is that they con-
stitute a referential normative framework that could support national priorities, but 
they are not to determine the country’s primary goals with respect to promoting 
small-scale fisheries. These views should not be taken as representing the official 
position of the Nicaraguan government as a whole with regard to the SSF Guidelines. 
On the contrary, it may well be the case – as some of my interviewees cautiously 
articulated  – that difference in opinion exists within the various branches of the 
Nicaraguan government (regional and national) with regard to the prospects of the 
Canal project and its overall impact on Indigenous collective rights. For instance, 
when questioned about the possibility for dispossessing Indigenous peoples from 
their lands contained in chapter 12 of Law 840, Carlos Moni, the Executive Director 
of the Regional Government, said:

I do not know how that chapter was passed in the National Assembly. It might have been an 
oversight. But what I can tell you is that confiscation of Indigenous property wouldn’t work. 
We went through confiscation in the past [during the first FSLN administration in the 
1980s]. It will not happen again. Our regional government will be the first one to step in and 
oppose the possibility that Indigenous people are confiscated. (C. Moni, personal commu-
nication, 10 July 2016).

Another prominent view is that the SSF Guidelines do not recognize the institu-
tional diversity under which overlapping jurisdictions interact with regard to the 
governance of tenure rights in terrestrial and marine areas. The consequence of this 
is that governance of tenure rights – which is a fundamental piece for the gover-
nance of the entire system due to its stabilizing effects – are dealt with at different 
governing scales (local, regional, and national), competing jurisdictions (the justice 
system, the national government), and the influence of international processes and 
dynamics (such as the HKND group).

A much richer understandings of the complexities entailing the interaction of 
multiple and often conflicting governing logics (and decision-making processes) 
under which small-scale fisheries operate require a scalar, interactive governance 
approach. Interactive governance theory has suggested the need for a comprehen-
sive understanding of small-scale fisheries to better design policies which able to 
respond to the interaction of complex social systems (Kooiman et al. 2005). The 
Nicaraguan Canal project and its potential to undermine Indigenous tenure rights to 
fisheries makes this question of complexity and the interactions of multi-scalar net-
works of governance particularly evident, given that decision-making processes 
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related to the project are not confined within domestic actors, norms, or national 
institutions. Key global actors – such as international investors – are also playing a 
role, which may override legal and policy instruments that protect the rights of 
Indigenous peoples. The same might be said about the Inter-American Human 
Rights System, which has been instrumental in upholding Indigenous rights in light 
of reluctant governments that have sought to undermine these rights in the name of 
national development. Therefore, this chapter makes the case that in Nicaragua 
securing tenure rights has not been and end in itself but the initiation of a more 
complicated process in which the applicability of domestic and international 
norms – both binding and non-biding – aimed at protecting the rights of Indigenous 
peoples are being tested.

 Malicious Consent

Early in May 2016, the government of Nicaragua announced it had secured ‘prior, 
free and informed consent’ from the GTRK for the “due implementation of the 
[Interoceanic Canal] Project in approximately 263 square kilometers of its territory, 
which includes both terrestrial and marine areas” (Asamblea Nacional de Nicaragua 
2016). Acknowledging the inalienable status of communal lands, the “Covenant of 
prior, free and informed consent for the Implementation of the Development Project 
of the Grand Interoceanic Canal’ subscribed by both parties state that they will sign 
an ‘indefinite contract lease, which will determine the annual royalties, payable in 
American dollars due at the time when the lease is signed by the parties” (Asamblea 
Nacional de Nicaragua 2016).3 The ‘Covenant’ was signed into law and published 
by the official newsletter of the National Assembly (Asamblea Nacional de 
Nicaragua 2016).

Hector Thomas, the president of the GTRK, was quoted by the official media as 
saying:

On behalf of the nine communities that make up the Rama and Kriol territory, we give our 
vote of confidence to the National Commission of the Grand Interoceanic Canal of 
Nicaragua because we are sure that the construction of this project will contribute to the 
human development of all nations. For this reason, we will continue to move forward with 
faith in God and the hope that our peoples will eventually be able to achieve their longed 
desire for development and out of poverty. (El 19 Digital, May 3 2016)

Almost immediately, dissenting members of the GTRK who were also elected 
authorities to the territorial government, demanded in national courts the Covenant 
should be declared illegal, claiming that the government had crafted it out of pres-
sure of participating community representatives to the GTRK. In fact, the claimants 
argued, Communal Assemblies – the ultimate decision-making bodies within each 
of the nine communities that comprise the Rama-Kriol Territory – were not ade-
quately and timely informed about the consent the government claimed it had 

3 Emphasis added by author.
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secured. The dissenting members of the GTRK pointed out the Government did not 
follow the Lineamientos (Guidelines) the GTRK had especially designed in 
December 2014 for the consultation of the Rama and Kriol communities in relation 
to the Interoceanic Canal (Gobierno Territorial Rama y Kriol, GRT-K 2014) 
(Fig. 10.3).

The purpose of the interviews conducted in this study was to find out whether 
community members were informed about the possible consequences and impact of 
the Canal Project over their tenure rights, particularly rights to inland and marine 
fisheries. Almost unanimously important gaps of information were noticeable in 
two main areas: the possible impact of the project over communal lands in general, 
and on the prospective effects over marine and inland fisheries. Particularly telling 
was the intervention of an elderly woman from the community of Suumu Kaat who 
posed the following question to the community assembly:

I don’t understand how our land will be leased for eternity to the Canal. I have asked the 
government if our land can be returned at some point, later in time, for instance if the proj-
ect is never completed. But they did not respond. (M. Clair, personal communication, 7 July 
2016)4

Similarly, Carlos Brigg, a community leader to the GTRK representing Greytown 
who decided not to sign the government-sponsored Covenant, posed the same 
concern:

We’ve been pressured to sign the consent for the whole project, not only for the Canal. This 
means, I believe, if the Canal is never built, we will still be dispossessed from our land. This 
is a point of no return. (C. Brigg, personal communication, 18 July 2016)

The same concern was expressed by another representative from Rama Cay, a 
Rama community, with regard to marine and inland fisheries:

4 Marina Clair is a member of the Sumu Kaat community assembly.

Fig. 10.3 The Proposed Grand Canal Route (Source: Johnson 2015)
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We do seasonal fisheries all the way down from Rama Cay to Punta de Aguila [also known 
as Bang Kukuk). With the Canal crossing over our land and going out to the sea, we don’t 
know if we will be able to continue this traditional practice which we’ve been doing for 
years and years. (L. Carlos, personal communication, 4 July 2016)

For the vast majority of people interviewed and those who participated in com-
munal assemblies the notion of ‘indefinite’ lease was completely unknown as there 
is no precedent for the GTRK to lease communal lands beyond a 10-year term, as 
specified in the national Civil Code (Asamblea Nacional de Nicaragua 1904, Código 
Civil, article 2820). It should also be noticed that the initial draft of the Covenant 
between the Government and the GTRK proposed the notion of ‘perpetual lease’, 
but the Rama-Kriol found that to lease something in ‘perpetuity’ was a subject mat-
ter which “only God could decide upon”, not a decision that could be taken by 
human beings. The final document introduced the term ‘indefinite’, which for dis-
agreeing members of the Rama and Kriol communities was synonymous with legal-
izing the dispossession of their lands.

More importantly, I discovered, was the ambiguous and contradictory informa-
tion available to community members of the Rama-Kriol Territory with regard to 
the proposed route of the Canal in the marine area included in the 263 square kilo-
meters granted under the indefinite lease. The proponents of the Canal have not 
clearly identified the area, while community members remained uninformed about 
potential changes in fishing practices and access to their traditional fishing grounds. 
It is unlikely that the proposed Canal route will not conflict with customary fishing 
grounds of the Rama and Kriol coastal communities. The Environmental and Social 
Impact Assessment (ESIA) identifies substantial consequences resulting from the 
construction of the access channel on both coasts (the Pacific and the Caribbean). 
More concretely, the ESIA foresees that a 14.1  km channel in length on the 
Caribbean, as well as the construction of port infrastructure, would “remove or dis-
turb nearshore marine habitats and beaches that are used by five species of globally 
vulnerable, endangered, or critically endangered marine turtles” (HKND and ERM 
2015, 47). With regard to inland (riparian) ecosystems, the ESIA indicates that 
“roughly, 1650 km of riverine habitat would be lost by Project construction and 
flows in many portions of the remaining channels would be severely reduced or 
eliminated entirely especially in the remnant portions of the main river channels” 
(HKND and ERM 2015, 48). The highly technical information contained the ESIA 
is not fully known or accessible to the Rama and Kriol communities. Accessibility 
to these documents has been an issue, considering the fact that the ESIA executive 
summary alone is 123 pages, while the full report including appendices totals 7000 
pages. When the government held community meetings in order to seek consent, 
these documents were not studied in full detail (M. Queens, personal communica-
tion, 16 July 2016).

Therefore, there are legitimate concerns arising from various communities com-
prising the Rama-Kriol Territory: timely information was not delivered by the pro-
ponents of the Canal; specific data about the prospective route of the Canal over 
marine areas was not openly shared; and pressure to sign off the Covenant was 
exerted by government representatives under the promise that signing the ‘Consent’ 
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would mean a rainfall of American dollars for the Rama people (Centro de Asistencia 
Legal a los Pueblos Indígena de la Costa Atlántica 2016). Surprisingly for many 
community members was the fact that according to Provision 9.2 of the agreement, 
the full presentation of the Socio-Economic Impact Assessment of the Canal project 
(completed in 2015) would only be delivered to communities once the Covenant 
had been signed. For one community member, this ‘after-the-fact manoeuvre’ was 
manufactured by the government for seeking consent, and threw the legitimacy of 
the consent itself into question:

If we have not been given the chance to get to know in detail how this project will affect our 
ways of life and culture, our economic activities including fisheries, what have been given 
consent to? We can only give true consent until we consent to the project, and after all the 
information has been brought and discuss with us. (M. Lister, personal communication, 5 
July 2016)

 Conflicting Demands: Land and Aquatic Tenure System

The implementation of the SSF Guidelines in the context of Indigenous fisheries on 
the Nicaraguan Eastern Coast is complicated by the conflicting demands that exist 
between users and legitimated holders of land and aquatic rights, and competing 
actors – both individuals and large infrastructure corporations that seek to ascertain 
control over Indigenous lands. On the other hand, present perceptions of Nicaraguan 
officials, both at the local and at national levels, are often informed by the main-
stream development narrative that superimposes the ‘public interest’ over legitimate 
demands appealing for free, prior, and informed consent. This was evident as infor-
mation gathered among research participants about the potential impact of the Canal 
project on marine and inland fisheries was scattered, incomplete, and often 
contradictory.

On the other hand, the Covenant signed by the Nicaraguan government and 
members of the GTRK for the ‘implementation’ of the Interoceanic Canal is espe-
cially problematic due to its lack of critical provisions to guarantee protections for 
Indigenous livelihoods, particularly with regard to securing tenure rights and on the 
possibility of reverting possible adverse effects over the sustainability of resources. 
This failing is highlighted by Article 5.11 of the SSF Guidelines, which states that:

States should provide small-scale fishing communities and individuals, including vulnera-
ble and marginalized people, access through impartial and competent judicial and adminis-
trative bodies to timely, affordable and effective means of resolving disputes over tenure 
rights in accordance with national legislation, including alternative means of resolving such 
disputes, and should provide effective remedies, which may include an entitlement to 
appeal, as appropriate. (FAO 2015, 6)

In fact, the Covenant has prevented the possibility of modifying the terms of the 
agreement for 20 years, thus leaving the GTRK with limited options to appeal a 
massive infrastructure project. Such a project, for example the Interoceanic Canal 
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project, if built, would likely have a detrimental impact on the survival of Indigenous 
peoples in the region.

In June 2016, lacking trust in the Nicaraguan justice system, legal representa-
tives of the GTRK brought their case to the Inter-American Human Rights 
Commission, which is now following proceedings with the Nicaraguan govern-
ment. It is worth mentioning that the dissenting members of the GTRK have not 
publicly opposed the Interoceanic Canal project, but instead have demanded that the 
consultation be completely legitimately under internationally recognized standards 
(including the 169 ILO Convention) and according to their especially-designed 
Guidelines for informed consent (Gobierno Territorial Rama y Kriol, GRT-K 2014). 
This document, as stated earlier, was overlooked during the state-sanctioned consul-
tation process for securing consent, which instead opted to gain approval from 
selective and supportive representatives of the Rama and Kriol communities.

 Conclusions

The SSF Guidelines represent an important milestone in the global effort towards 
recognizing the contribution of small-scale fisheries and its long-term sustainability, 
particularly in developing countries. Of critical importance is the recognition that 
the Guidelines make with regard to the tenure rights of Indigenous peoples to ter-
restrial and marine areas, especially in the context of the implementation of large- 
scale development projects. Article 5.10 of the Guidelines stipulate that “States and 
other parties should, prior to the implementation of large-scale development proj-
ects that might impact small-scale fishing communities, consider the social, eco-
nomic and environmental impacts through impact studies, and hold effective and 
meaningful consultations with these communities, in accordance with national leg-
islation” (p. 6).

The discussion I have presented in this chapter illustrate some of the challenges 
for the implementation of the SSF Guidelines with respect to Indigenous and Afro- 
descendants’ tenure rights to land and marine areas in the context in which a large- 
scale infrastructure project has been endorsed by Nicaraguan national authorities. 
From their initial enthusiastic support of advancing land titling and Indigenous 
rights, the Nicaraguan government has transitioned to actively crafting a question-
able consent from the GTRK for securing support for the Interoceanic Canal proj-
ect. This consent involves the ‘indefinite lease’ of a significant territorial and marine 
swath that would eventually be used for the Canal and its associated projects. In 
manufacturing this dubious consultative process, the Nicaraguan state has shown 
little consideration to observing domestic and international standards pertaining to 
the rights of Indigenous peoples with regard to the free, prior, and informed 
consent.

In fact, Indigenous tenure rights over marine and inland fishery resources, which 
have long been ancestral practices of the Rama and Kriol communities, are now 
being threatened by the proposed Canal route through a disguised form of a state- 
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sponsored, land privatization scheme (Mansfield 2004). Particularly troubling is the 
fact that limited information exists among community members on the possible 
changes to fishing practices and access to traditional fishing grounds as a conse-
quence of building the Interoceanic Canal over Indigenous lands. On the other hand, 
regional and national authorities see ‘public interest’ development priorities as pre- 
eminent to minority rights, thus this narrative has overshadowed the legitimate con-
cerns expressed by the Rama and Kriol communities. I suggest that these views are 
not unanimously held across the all branches of government, which in fact reflect 
different perspectives and interests of the various actors at play relative to the Canal 
project, its perceived potential benefits compared to its negative consequences.

Moreover, the scenario is very much complex due to the dilemmas and contra-
dictory relations involved in the plans to build the Canal vis-à-vis the protection of 
Indigenous rights and the overall governance of small-scale fisheries. These dilem-
mas emerged out of the conflicting relations and interplay that exist between the 
following actors and processes: firstly, the interests of the global investors, the 
HKND Group; secondly, the constitutional obligation of the Nicaraguan state to 
safeguard the rights of Indigenous peoples, particularly the ownership to collective 
property to land and maritime areas; thirdly, the objectives of the current FSLN 
administration that has championed the Canal as a matter of strategic ‘public’ inter-
est; fourthly, the views and interest of regional authorities, as elected, representative 
bodies of the autonomous regions; and fifthly, the concerns and interests of the 
GTRK at the legitimate body representing the Rama and Kriols communities, whose 
members are also deeply divided regarding the consent given to the Canal project.

The SSF Guidelines should be evaluated against the above-mentioned dynamics 
to determine what their practical effect could be in implementation. If the SSF 
Guidelines are to have a substantive impact – and any other progressive legislation 
on Indigenous rights at the domestic or international level, for that matter – then a 
clearer and more explicit political commitment to implementation must be demanded 
from member states. One way of moving forward is for policy makers to better 
integrate the principles of the Guidelines as guiding mechanisms for the promotion 
of small-scale fisheries, particularly with regard to decisions that may have an irre-
versible impact on Indigenous human rights. From the perspective of Indigenous 
peoples, the GTRK – which has been torn apart due to the divisive political dynam-
ics involved in the government’s efforts to seek consent – the SSF Guidelines as a 
stand-alone instrument seem to hold little practical value in reversing the imbalance 
of power that threaten the livelihoods of these groups. The relative importance of the 
SSF Guidelines arise from their normative embeddeness in other norms – norms 
which are supranational and legally binding – related to the rights of Indigenous 
peoples. These are also norms against which states and global investors can be held 
accountable.

With respect to tenure rights to terrestrial and marine areas, both the Tenure 
Guidelines and the SSF Guidelines provide substantial policy-pertinent guidance to 
states in their effort to produce better outcomes with regard to sustainable Indigenous 
fisheries. The Rama-Kriol experience in securing the integrity of their ancestral 
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lands, even after being granted full ownership, has been further complicated by the 
state’s vested interest in dispossessing collective ownership for building the 
Interoceanic Canal through dubious legal means, therefore potentially privatizing a 
significant portion of Indigenous lands and aquatic resources. It is then evident that 
the only possible deterrent for states and other external and powerful actors from 
encroaching into Indigenous tenure rights relies upon a combination of legal actions, 
political mobilization, and social support at multiple scales.

In light of this reality, the SSF Guidelines still constitute an important moral sup-
port for the causes of Indigenous peoples in securing sustainable fisheries. Most 
importantly, the Nicaraguan case shows that these efforts must be done through the 
strategic articulation with domestic and international legally binding norms and 
standards for the protection of the rights of Indigenous peoples (Fig. 10.4).
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Chapter 11
Are the Small-Scale Fisheries Guidelines 
Sufficient to Halt the Fisheries Decline 
in Malta?

Alicia Said

Abstract The fishing sector in Malta has always been one of a small-scale nature 
with a long history of fishers engaging in traditional small-scale fishing practices. 
However, this image has undergone a radical shift in the past decade since Malta’s 
accession to the EU in 2004. With the industrialization of the Bluefin tuna fishery 
and the increase in the number of industrial trawlers, small-scale fishers are facing 
multi-faceted deprivation to a point where exiting is the only option, a reality evi-
dent by the declining number of small-scale fishers engaged in the sector. This case 
study demonstrates that the problems small-scale fishers are facing are the result of 
ineffective governance systems which do not cater to the needs of the small-scale 
fisheries sector and thus the establishment of imminent protective strategies for 
small-scale fishers are needed. I argue that the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing 
Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries (SSF Guidelines) should be the starting point for 
the regeneration of the small-scale fisheries sector in Malta. In line with the scope 
of the SSF Guidelines, fishers can benefit from enriched stability through the provi-
sion of tenure rights and the formation of fisheries local action groups (FLAGs). 
This way, small-scale fishers, who represent the relics of sustainable fishing in 
Malta, can become empowered and proactively get involved in designing a long- 
term vision that restores the image of the small-scale fisheries sector in the neolib-
eral era.
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 Introduction

The geographical location of Malta – an island with high accessibility to the sea – 
has always been a crucial element to human beings’ link to fish resources. The 
small-scale fisheries sector, more than any other, represents this link, one that dates 
back hundreds of years. The legacy of fishing has been sustained for centuries with 
traditional know-how and fishing vessels being passed from one generation to the 
next. These fisheries have always been characterized by small family enterprises 
engaging in traditional low-impact small-scale fishing methods to produce small 
volumes of high-value products (Dimech et al. 2009).

Altogether small-scale fishers represent around 1% of the Maltese working pop-
ulation, and their catches comprise just around 0.2% of the national GDP (Dimech 
et al. 2009). Due to this insignificant direct contribution to the national economy, the 
small-scale fisheries sector is less important economically than it is socially and 
culturally (Dimech et al. 2009). It is important socially and culturally for a number 
of reasons: these include the supply of local and fresh fish to authentic fish markets 
and traditional restaurants; the reproduction of the social fabric that solidifies com-
munity networks and stability; and the creation of an emblematic cultural represen-
tation of fishing sought by tourists, especially in the main fishing villages of 
Marsaxlokk (Fig. 11.1) and Mġarr (Gozo) (Fig. 11.2) where local craftsmanship of 
vessel-and-gear making is still vibrant.

The sustainability of small-scale fisheries is questionable, however, since, as this 
chapter will show, the small-scale fisheries sector has been in constant decline for the 
past 10 years. The disintegration of the small-scale fisheries sector is mostly due to 
major changes in traditional fishing norms and values which were heavily changed-
with the advent of new supranational regimes of policy and trade, and the concomi-
tant modus operandi of the governing system at the national level. This case study 
borrows important concepts from the governance theory to illustrate how Maltese 
small-scale fisheries have become increasingly vulnerable as a result of socio-polit-
ical governance processes that favoured the endurance of a small but powerful group 
of large-scale, predominantly industrial, fishing companies, which managed to strive 
and prosper at the expense of the small-scale fisheries sector (Said et  al. 2016). 

Fig. 11.1 Known as Malta’s largest fishing village, Marsaxlokk hosts the largest number of arti-
sanal fishermen. The multi-coloured vessels in the picture are the Maltese traditional luzzu (Source: 
Author, 15th May, 2015)

A. Said



215

We show how these developments are diluting the importance of small- scale fisher-
ies to the extent that they have become marginal.

Following an assessment of the main changes and challenges faced by small- 
scale fisheries, in Section ‘The End of the Small-Scale Fishing Sector: A Governance 
Problem’, I argue that the small-scale fisheries sector would benefit from a gover-
nance structure that truly represents the realities and needs of the sector through 
policy frameworks that promote the sustainability of small-scale fishing  communities. 

Fig. 11.2 An artisanal fisherman from the island of Gozo making a traditional bogue trap. This 
authentic local craftsmanship is slowly dying out (Source: Author, 25th April, 2015)
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By drawing on the framework of the SSF Guidelines, I provide recommendations 
that aim at highlighting trajectories for the renaissance of the Maltese small-scale 
fisheries sector. The SSF Guidelines, which are the first international instrument 
dedicated entirely to the “often-neglected” small-scale fisheries sector (FAO 2015, 
v), were adopted by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 
(FAO) in 2014 with the aim of providing guidance to promote secure and sustain-
able small-scale fisheries across the world. The guidelines provide a resourceful 
roadmap in situations, such as that in Malta, where the small-scale fisheries sector is 
sinking under the pressure of multi-faceted challenges emanating from policy 
shocks, processes of elite capture as well as ineffective governance structures.

Being an international tool that applies to various contexts, the SSF Guidelines 
provide pragmatic routes that can be enacted to support the sustainability of small- 
scale fisheries through good governance principles based on “equality and non- 
discrimination, participation and inclusion, accountability and the rule of law” 
(FAO 2015, xi). In this chapter, I suggest that the SSF Guidelines may in fact “spur 
new legislation” (Jentoft 2014, 7) that could improve the fisheries’ social, economic 
and ecological pillars, for the benefit of current and future generations. As an exam-
ple, I discuss the potential advancements that small-scale fisheries can obtain 
through the establishment of fisheries local action groups (FLAGs), supported by an 
EU-funded scheme aimed at promoting endogenous community-based manage-
ment. Ultimately, I argue, however, that although the SSF Guidelines provide prom-
ising guidance on the future of small-scale fisheries, their voluntary nature might be 
the main challenge especially in cases such as Malta, where herculean efforts are 
needed to overhaul the status quo that favours the large-scale sector.

As a case study, this chapter seeks to explain the main drivers that have entrapped 
small-scale fisheries in a cycle of vulnerability by providing a detailed description 
of the state of affairs at the local level as gauged through 15-months of fieldwork 
between May 2014 and August 2015 within the main fishing villages. The narrative, 
which details the pressures faced by fishers in the context of dynamic changes that 
are constantly occurring in the fishing landscape, seeks to provide recommenda-
tions based on the SSF Guidelines. Recommendations are given around two main 
research questions, namely:

 1. What are the main challenges faced by the small-scale fisheries sector?
 2. How can the implementation of the SSF Guidelines halt the decline of the 

sector?

 Methodology

A mixed-method approach was implemented and encompassed various qualitative 
data collection techniques including in-depth interviews (n = 50), participant obser-
vation including fishing trips (n ≈ 100) and opportunistic conversations (n ≈ 150) 
with various fishers, their families, and other social actors from the community. 
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Ethical considerations were taken into account throughout the data collection pro-
cess, especially during happenstance encounters that elicited rather tacit and sensi-
tive information.1 The use of gatekeepers was essential for accessing different 
networks of fishers through purposeful snowballing. Rapport with the fishers was 
well-established to an extent that they themselves made direct requests to be inter-
viewed towards the end of the first quarter of fieldwork. The primary data was trian-
gulated with other sources including online forums, media articles, local and 
regional legislations, and formal national statements, including ministerial speeches. 
Detailed information about the fleet vessel registry and the métier-based (fishing 
gear) data were kindly provided by the Department of Fisheries and Aquaculture 
(DFA), within the Ministry for Sustainable Development, the Environment and 
Climate Change (MSDEC). Following the compilation of the various datasets, an 
open-ended comparative technique was implemented to triangulate the data so as to 
ensure that the findings were consistent, valid, and reliable.

 The Fishing Sector in Malta

Fishing in the Maltese islands has always formed an important socio-economic 
component for a number of coastal communities (Camilleri 2002), and along with 
agriculture, in the past it played a central role in rural household economies. With 
the increase of job opportunities in manufacturing and tertiary industries, depen-
dency on fishing started decreasing. However, up until the beginning of the 2000s, 
Malta still had a full-fledged fleet consisting of 1850 commercial fishing vessels. 
These included 314 full-time fisher vessels which represented family-based entities 
whose livelihood was predominantly dependent on fishing; 266 market-fisher ves-
sels, which represented part-time fishers who were obligated to register their fish 
catches at the main fish market; and 1270 part-time fisher vessels which represented 
fishers who fish on part-time basis but were not required to declare their landings at 
the fish market (Grupetta 2002).

This fleet classification system was phased out in 2004 and commercial fishing 
vessels are now divided into two main segments, namely: full-time and part-time. It 
is generally considered that full-time vessels encompass fishers whose main income 
is earned from fishing whilst part-time vessels include fishers who engage in com-
mercial fishing for a supplementary income, however in reality, the fishing fleet 
system is much more complex. In terms of catches, part-time vessels produce land-
ings that amount to approximately 10% of what full-time vessels produce by weight 
and value, and in terms of fishing activity, part-timers conduct fewer and shorter 
trips than the commercial counterpart (Dimech et al. 2009). At the time of writing, 
the total number of vessels in the part-time cohort was 601, whilst the full-time 
counterpart hosts 401 vessels. The vessels differ by type, and some of the most 

1 The data collection process was aligned to the code of ethics of the American Anthropological 
Association (AAA).
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 traditional ones have their origins in the early nineteenth century when the most 
traditional boats were manually operated by wooden oars. Some traditional names 
of these vessels are ‘kajjiek’,‘luzzu’, ‘bimbu’, ‘firilla’, and ‘frejgatina’ (NSO 2011).2 
All the vessels today are operated by motorized propellers, and the traditional 
wooden vessels are gradually giving way to fiber-based vessels.

Over time and through technological advancement, the small-scale fleet has 
become better equipped with navigation systems and fish finding equipment that 
facilitate the search for good fishing grounds, as well as with motorized winches 
that make fishing relatively less strenuous. Despite becoming more efficient in 
terms of fishing activity, small-scale fisheries have retained their artisanal and low- 
impact fishing practices. The small-scale fisheries sector has, however, as a segment 
started co-existing and competing for resources with a number of small trawlers 
since the 1980s when the government issued a number of trawling permits as a 
response to greater local demand for fish to feed the local population (Camilleri 
2002). After 2004, increased access to larger trawlers as well as the introduction of 
purse seine licenses has seen the rise of industrial operations within the Maltese 
fleet. Nonetheless, in terms of number of vessels the small-scale fleet has always 
outnumbered its industrial counterpart. In 2015, small-scale vessels accounted for 
98% of the commercial sector. Multi-purpose vessels comprise the largest number 
within the small-scale cohort, followed by the ‘kajjiek’ and the ‘luzzu’. In terms of 
vessel length (LOA), 50% of the vessels are smaller than 6 m, and overall, 93% of 
the fleet is composed of vessels which are smaller than 12 m (Table 11.1). Hence in 
line with the European Union (EU) definition of small-scale fisheries, 93% of 
Maltese commercial vessels are small-scale in nature.

The Maltese small-scale fishing fleet is engaged in different types of fishing 
activities throughout the year which range from offshore to coastal fisheries. 
Offshore fisheries, which mostly take place within the high seas (outside the 
12-mile-territorial-waters), and at times extend as far out as 120 miles from the 
coast, include fishing for offshore pelagic species such as Bluefin tuna (Thunnus 
thynnus), swordfish (Xiphias gladius), and dolphinfish/mahi-mahi (Coryphaena 
hippurus) (Gatt et al. 2015). On average, offshore trips last between two to ten days 
depending on the fishery, the weather, and the catches. Fisheries are seasonal: 
Bluefin tuna long-line fishing takes place between April and June until the allowable 

2 The difference in the vessels is mainly a structural one as their operational purpose in terms of 
fishing is relatively similar.

Table 11.1 This data, which was supplied by the DFA in 2015, shows that the commercial fleet is 
majorly composed of vessels smaller than 12 m, and thus the Maltese fleet is predominantly of a 
small-scale nature

The Maltese commercial fleet

Size of vessel (meters) <6 6–<12 12–<18 18–<24 24–<40 Total
Total Number of Vessels 504 431 24 33 10 1002
Percentage of fleet 50.3% 43% 2.4% 3.3% 1% 100%

Source: Data supplied by DFA 2014
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quotas are caught as stipulated in the EU Bluefin tuna recovery plan (EC 302/2009); 
swordfish long-lining is open all year except for the months of March, October and 
November in line with EU law; and dolphinfish fishing, which is practised through 
the use of floating aggregate devices and surrounding nets, is permitted from 15th 
August up until the end of December (EC 1967/2006 Art. 27).

Coastal small-scale demersal fishing is a widely-practised activity that can take 
place throughout the year since there are no specific seasonal regulations other than 
for the use of the hand-held seine targeting white bait, which according to national 
law is permitted only between 25th June and 15th August (GOM 2013a). Fishing 
with small-scale fishing gear is very versatile and dynamic since fishers might fish 
with a trammel net one day and deploy a bottom long-line the next day. Basically, 
this multi-gear system which includes the use of trammel nets, gillnets, pots, traps, 
hand-held seines, bottom and surface long-lines, trolling, and pole lines, is very 
typical both in Malta and in other Mediterranean countries (Leiva et  al. 1998; 
Tzanatos et al. 2006; Battaglia et al. 2010). Locally, these fishing gears are majorly 
deployed within the 12 nautical mile zone, although fishing within the 25 nautical 
mile zone, especially with set bottom long-lines is very common also. Fishing 
grounds closer to the mainland within the 3 nautical mile circumference are also 
popular amongst small-scale fishers (Stelzenmüller et al. 2008).

On average, the coastal demersal trips with small-scale fishing gear within the 3, 
12 or 25 nautical mile zones take between half-a-day to two days maximum, and the 
actual geographical location of the fishing is mostly determined by the richness of 
the fishing grounds. Fishers explain that demersal fisheries depend on the depth of 
the water and the sea bathymetry, and that there are different fishing grounds which 
are good for specific fish during different seasons. This type of traditional ecological 
knowledge about Maltese fisheries exists across small-scale fishers as they have 
gained it through years of experience; however, no records of such knowledge is 
available, mainly because no research has actually been carried out on the ethnoich-
thyology of Maltese small-scale fishers to date.3 The only data that is collected 
about traditional fishing activities is in line with the EU Data Collection Framework. 
As an annual dataset it provides information on the small-scale fisher fleet in terms 
of usage of gear vis-a-vis the number of days at sea, the total catches made, and the 
value of the catches. Interestingly, this data shows that small-scale fisheries account 
for the dominant fishing activity in terms of days at sea (MSDEC 2013c), indicating 
that they encompass the largest chunk of operations of the Maltese fishing sector, 
mostly because there are no restrictions on them.

The use of trammel nets, gillnets, pots and traps, bottom long-lines and trolling 
lines is open to all commercial fishers with no restrictions on fishing effort within 
these fisheries. In other words, those owning a commercial fishing license (full-time 
and part-time) can utilize these fishing gears without specific permits. On the other 
hand, offshore fisheries do not host a large number of fishers since the Bluefin tuna 
fishery is restricted by a fishing quota and a permit system that recognizes only 63 

3 This is a field within anthropology that examines the knowledge that humans have about fish, 
their use and their importance in different societies.
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vessels (Said et al. 2016) whilst the dolphinfish fishery is restricted to 130 vessels 
(EC 1967/2006 Art. 27). In fact it is not uncommon to find small-scale fishers who 
only work with coastal fishing gear and do not target offshore fisheries for they do 
not hold the necessary permits to do so. In contrast, most small-scale fishers who 
target offshore fisheries with vessels larger than 12 m, also own a small-scale vessel 
so as to be able to use coastal small-scale fisheries gear especially in the winter 
season (Grupetta 2002; Dimech et al. 2009).

In terms of fish marketing, the majority of the catches of the small-scale fisheries 
sector was, and still is, sold mainly through the central fish marketplace (pixkerija) 
and are destined to the local market through middlemen, although some fishers sell 
their catches to the consumer themselves. Consumers consist of hotels, restaurants 
and individuals who buy fish at the famous fish market in Marsaxlokk on Sundays. 
Some of the catches, especially of large pelagic fish, are also exported. The export 
of Bluefin tuna and swordfish to foreign lucrative markets has been taking place for 
around 30 years (Farrugia et al. 2004) and has always been considered as necessary 
because the small-and-fragile local market gets saturated.4 The fluctuating fish 
prices in the local and foreign markets, along with other challenges that fishermen 
are confronted with on an everyday basis during their fishing activity, shape the 
nature of fishers’ livelihoods.

Small-scale fishers pointed out that it is not unusual to not catch a single fish in 
a day, or to lose gear at sea and incur losses as opposed to make profits. When fish-
ing in the high seas, clashes with foreign vessels have become the norm, and at 
times these fights have escalated to ‘wars’, especially during the tuna (Vella 2002) 
and dolphinfish season (Bilocca 2006). Fishing comes with a lot of challenges but 
fishers narrated that despite these challenges, they still continued to fish as they 
consider fishing a way of life. It seems then that fishers are resilient and persist 
through various cycles of changes. What is less understood, however, is how fishers 
have experienced changes as a result of Malta becoming part of the EU. Prior to 
accession to the EU Malta, as an island state, had sole jurisdiction over fisheries.

 The Major Drivers of Change

As already mentioned, Maltese fishers have endured various patterns of change 
throughout their fishing lives, which have strengthened their endogenous ability to 
respond to ecological variability. In his work on small-scale fisheries in Europe, 
Symes (2014) explains that fishers are more predisposed to adjust to changes which 
they understand and can make sense of. On the other hand, when changes occur that 
test their local systems of knowledge and are detached from their realities, these can 
potentially erode the fishers’ resilience (Coulthard 2012; Hadjimichael et al. 2013). 

4 In fact, before Malta joined the EU a ‘tuna fish importation restriction order’ to control the amount 
of tuna entering the Maltese market was also in place to curb economic impacts on local fishers 
(Cap 425.03).
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Exogenous processes that have been noted to threaten the functional endogenous 
systems of small-scale fishers include globalization in the form of trade networks 
(Frank et al. 2007), as well as supranational policy formulations which deregulate 
patterns of local norms and traditions (Symes et al. 2015).

In the Maltese case, various changes have happened within the fishing sector, the 
most notable of them since 2004. The period 2004–2014 was the first 10 years after 
EU accession and the period in which the fishing sector was exposed to suprana-
tional processes that now shape most fisheries management and market trajectories. 
These include the ratification of the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) with regard to 
internal policy, fleet restructuring, fisheries management, monitoring and controls, 
fleet regulations, fishing opportunities; and the integration into the EU Common 
Market Organization which brought major changes in fish marketing standards, and 
the import and export policy (European Commission 2003).

I argue that these changes, some of which are listed in Table 11.2, have had dif-
ferent levels of negative impact on small-scale fisheries due to a transformation of 
traditional patterns of fishing; and in the market case, due to the overhauling of the 
national legislation that had previously shielded small-scale fishers from adverse 
economic impacts of fish imports (S.L.425.03 1965). The main impacts dealt with 
in detail in this chapter include EU fisheries management policies that have been 
framed around the concept of sustainable exploitation of fisheries through reduced 
fishing effort and capacity at the Member State level. As highlighted in Table 11.2, 
these include the restriction on national fishing capacity, the legislations pertaining 
to trawling that deal with circumnavigating the 25 nautical mile zone open-access 
demersal fisheries, and the Bluefin tuna fishery policy that has developed in line 
with the EU Bluefin tuna recovery plan (EC 302/2009).

These policies were aimed at reducing the overall fishing capacity and effort at 
the Member State level. The EU, by introducing specific capping in the Maltese 
fishing industry, ensured that the fisheries did not remain open-access in nature. By 
placing a cap on total fishing capacity and by reducing the total allowable catch of 
Bluefin tuna at the national level, the EU has created a situation of regulated scarcity 
at the Member State level. Regulated scarcity refers to a situation where a resource 
is scarce due to a regulation, and one in which its distribution is controlled by those 
in power. In Gezelius’ (2002, 64) words, regulated scarcity is “a political decision 
which limits the citizens’ access to a good”. Thus, in this case, the government, fol-
lowing EU restrictions, became the entity, at the national-level, responsible for 
determining who gets what in terms of access to fishing quotas and licenses. So 
whereas the open-access nature of the fleet prior to EU accession enabled fishers to 
partake freely within the fleet, top-down restrictions imposed by the EU have over-
hauled this ‘flexibility’ and empowered the national government to distribute 
‘scarce’ resources as deemed ‘proper’. I show that this ‘proper’ way of distribution 
was mostly aimed at rationalizing the fleet to make it more competitive in the global 
market; however, this has triggered a series of derailing consequences in terms of 
the stability of the small-scale fisheries sector.

One example of this is the Bluefin tuna fishery, which was a profitable niche for 
small-scale fishers, but which is increasingly becoming the property of industrial 
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fleets as a result of government providing the latter with enabling policies (Said 
et  al. 2016). This has happened primarily through the introduction of a national 
purse seine tuna license system in 2005. This national policy overhauled a long- 
standing precautionary policy that had prohibited the licensing of purse seiners for 
catching large pelagic species and avoiding monopolization of catch at the expense 
of small-scale fishers fishing with Bluefin tuna long-lines (Vella 2002). Added to 
this, with the introduction of the EU Bluefin tuna recovery plan (EC 302/2009), 
which brought drastic reductions to national total allowable catch (TAC), specific 
clauses within the policy have enabled industrial purse seine fleets and concomitant 
tuna ranching industries to take over the fishery. Specifically, the introduction of 
individual transferable quotas (ITQs), which shifted fishing rights into a set of mar-
ketable property rights, enabled a gradual system of accumulation by dispossession 

Table 11.2 This table represents the various legislative changes in the Maltese fisheries policy 
since EU accession in 2004

Fisheries legislative changes following EU accession

Fishing and 
Marketing

PRE-EU POST-EU Post-EU National 
Implementation

Implication on 
Small-Scale 
Fisheries sector

Vessel Register Open-access Closed Fleet restructuration 
through capping 
system

Concentration of 
capacity in 
large-scale vessels

25 NM 
Fisheries 
Management 
Zone (FMZ)

Maltese 
Territorial 
Waters since 
1971

Territoriality 
reduced to 12 
NM and 
retained as FMZ

Implementation of 
FMZ measures on 
flag vessels

Increased 
competition by 
foreign vessels 
outside 12NMZ.

Demersal 
Fishery

Open-access 
for artisanal 
vessels and 
restriction on 
trawlers

Restriction on 
12m boats 
within FMZ & 
Derogation for 
Trawlers

Artisanal Vessels 
larger than 12m 
relocated to outsize 
FMZ and trawlers 
operating within

Discrimination of 
artisanal vessels vs 
trawlers operating 
in 25NMZ.

Bluefin Tuna 
Fishery

Open-access 
in an ICCAT 
national 
quota

Drastic 
reduction of 
national TAC

Implementation of 
Individual 
Transferable Quotas

Concentration of 
quotas amongst 
large-scale 
operations mainly 
fish farms

Swordfish 
Fishery

No 
regulation

Swordfish 
Conservation 
Policy

Implementation of 
technical measures 
and minimum size

Reduced ability to 
catch swordfish

Trawling Zones Prohibited 
fishing 
within the 
3NMZ 
(since 
1990s)

Re-opening of 
coastal zones 
for trawling

Increase in the 
number of trawlers 
and relocation of 
the activity

Increased fishing 
competition and 
reduced fishing 
grounds for 
artisanal segment

Fish Imports 
Regulation

Restriction 
on imports 
of fish

Single market Ratified local law 
on restrictions

Increased 
competition from 
imported products
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which has undermined the continued sustainability of the small-scale fishing fleet 
engaged in the Bluefin tuna fishery (Said et al. 2016).

Another example that illustrates how supranational policies have been imple-
mented to rationalize the fleet was the restructuration of the Maltese fleet in 2005. 
This restructuration, as illustrated in national statistics (NSO 2004, 2005) reduced 
the small-scale fleet by half and enabled the expansion in the number of larger-scale 
vessels. The number of trawling vessels between 2002 and 2010 increased by 43% 
(from 16 to 23 trawlers) (NSO 2010). This increase, in the name of rationalization, 
means that more trawlers are now able to operate within what has become, after EU 
accession, ‘the 25 nautical mile fisheries management zone (FMZ)’. The main aim 
of the FMZ was to protect marine resources by limiting fishing effort to a minimum; 
however, this has worked against, rather than in favor of the artisanal fleet. Fishermen 
owning vessels larger-than-12-m engaging in artisanal long-lining and trammel net-
ting were displaced from this zone (Dimech et al. 2009), whilst trawlers, since 2004, 
have been benefitting from a derogation that allows them to operate within the 
FMZ. Moreover, a number of trawlers are allowed to trawl within the inshore 3 
nautical mile zone. These relaxation of rules for the trawling sector, which were 
primarily aimed at making the Maltese fleet (or powerful businesses) more competi-
tive in the EU single market, overhauled pre-EU legislations that had restricted the 
number of trawlers that could operate in the 25 FMZ, and which had prohibited all 
forms of trawling within the 3 nautical mile zone due to the presence of spawning 
grounds and small-scale fishers in the coastal zone (Camilleri 2002). Hence, with 
these changes, small-scale fishers have become subjected to heightened competition 
with industrial fleets targeting demersal fisheries within the coastal waters (Dimech 
et al. 2009).

Simultaneous to this development in the demersal fisheries, there has been a 
parallel growth in trammel and gillnetting operations which too are now dominated 
by fishing companies who engage in relatively higher ‘small-scale’ fishing effort 
than the independent small-scale fishers. The latter are able to deploy 12–15 tram-
mel nets per day due to human capital and time constraints (i.e. they need to ensure 
that they get their fish to the market in time) and as a result are in a constant compe-
tition with the companies that employ multiple foreign hands “to work around the 
clock” and deploy between 50 and 80 nets per day (Caruana 2015; Said et al. 2016). 
The engagement of companies in intensive small-scale fishing is also a sign of the 
growth of a capitalist fishing sector. Since there are no supranational policies that 
limit the use of trammel nets, the government has been enabling the expansion of 
such operations, even though these are being done at the detriment of the 
independently- owned small-scale fisher sector, and might be causing overexploita-
tion of such fisheries – as argued by fishers (Said et al. 2016).

The aforementioned situation that characterizes the trammel net fishery, the 
trawling industry, and the Bluefin tuna fishery policy all demonstrate that the gov-
ernment has been pushing the fishing fleet towards increased rationalization so that 
decision-making has become narrowly founded on neoliberal modernization within 
the ambit of supranational policy compliance (Said et  al. 2016). Neoliberalism, 
which has favored the expansion of capitalist operations through aggregation and 

11 Are the Small-Scale Fisheries Guidelines Sufficient to Halt the Fisheries Decline…



224

ownership schemes, is creating a series of obstacles for the small-scale fishing com-
munity. For example, most small-scale fishers, who do not hold sufficient social, 
economic and political power, have been facing different forms of marginalization 
with regard to the allocation of fishing rights, access to fishing grounds, and other 
forms of restricted growth (e.g. vessel enlargement) (Said et al. 2016). In fact, only 
a few fishers have advanced within the sector. My fieldwork showed that these indi-
viduals were either more financially equipped or politically connected than most 
others in the fleet, and as a result have been able to benefit from different opportuni-
ties such as licenses, permits and quotas. With these distributive injustices, the 
majority of small-scale fishers have been unable to compete on a level playing field 
with the burgeoning capitalist class, which is now dominating the different fisheries 
that were once communally shared by the small-scale fisheries sector.

As a result, small-scale fisheries are threatened. One can observe that since EU 
accession there has been a gradual ongoing phasing out of small-scale fishers who 
have become less able to adapt to neoliberalism. Since 2004, the number of com-
mercial vessels has decreased by 45%. There has also been a parallel decrease in the 
number of fishers. Moreover, the fishing community is not being rejuvenated as was 
the case in the past, since different exogenous forces have been pushing fishers out 
and simultaneously restricting the entrance of new fishers. This is leading to a situ-
ation where the fishing fleet will dissipate in numbers, especially if the present pat-
tern of intra-generational deficit in the fleet persists, as indicated in Fig.  11.3. 
Overall, the age cohorts of the full-time Maltese fishers who own a vessel illustrate 
that there is not an equivalent inter-generational increase to cater for the socio- 
economic renewal of the fleet and this is leading to the greying of the sector.

The number of owners within the youngest age cohort (20–29), as shown in 
Fig. 11.3, is less than half of what it was in earlier generations. This is the outcome 
of two main drivers. First, in the past, it was the norm that sons inherited the boat 
from their fathers, and this legacy kept the sector somewhat sustainable. In contrast, 
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Fig. 11.3 This data, provided by the DFA, shows the age distribution of full-time vessel owners, 
and illustrate that there is an inter-generational deficit which might be threatening the socio- 
economic renewal of the Maltese fishing sector (Source: Compiled by author)
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nowadays families are discouraging their sons/daughters from taking over the busi-
ness as they do not see fishing as a desirable livelihood any longer due to the uncer-
tainties that it holds. Second, newcomers find it difficult to enter fishing as vessel 
permits have become scarce due to the closure of the fleet, and any available fishing 
licenses/rights are mostly bought by and affordable to corporate fishing companies 
which are expanding their operations through the ownership of multiple small-scale 
and large-scale vessels (Said et al. 2016).

With these changes, family-based enterprises have been on the decline, and 
while a few still remain they are mainly supported by foreign labor which has been 
on the rise over the past 8 years. Foreign employees have been gradually replacing 
family members and local deckhands who in the past were employed for most of the 
peak fishing seasons including that of the Bluefin tuna, swordfish and dolphinfish. 
The change of the vessel crew dimension has also changed the mode of production 
from a share-based system to one which is now mostly based on wage labor. The 
profits used to be shared amongst the crew according to a share-based ranking sys-
tem, whereas now the foreign deckhands are on a payroll and paid wages. In the 
case of large companies who own multiple small-scale fishing vessels, the employ-
ment of three to four foreigners as deckhands has been part of their capitalist cycli-
cal performance of expansion. On the other hand, independent small-scale fishers 
who employ one to two foreigners explained that foreign wage labor is their last 
resort to remain a fully-operational ‘family-based’ entity. Moreover, some 
independently- owned fishers who own a full-time fishing vessel but do not afford to 
pay foreigners, also have a part-time job on land since, as a fisherman explained, 
“fishing alone is not enough to feed the family these days”, and they are aware that 
their situation cannot improve within the current policies.

These cases have shown how different policies have favored the most powerful 
interest groups, perhaps because they are likely to be more influential in steering 
national policy trajectories in their favour. However, we have noticed how these 
processes, especially those related to questions of distribution, have been justified 
on lines of rationalization, i.e. the allocation of resources and opportunities to the 
most efficient cohorts within a system (Davis 2015). In this regard, I argue that 
although most of these changes have their origin in EU supranational policies of 
sustainable resource use, the way they have been implemented at the national level 
within the ambit of conservation, efficiency and rationalization, has been under-
pinned by an implicit motive of accommodating specific interests of powerful/
politically- connected groups that foster capitalist growth at the expense of small- 
scale entrepreneurship. The governance of the small-scale sector, therefore, has 
inevitably become enmeshed in a system of interplaying forces that favour the 
large-scale operators, and thus it became difficult for the small-scale sector to have 
their say.
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 The End of the Small-Scale Fishing Sector: A Governance 
Problem

The realities of the Maltese small-scale fishing sector demonstrate that although 
fishers are subject to challenges emanating from policies that favored capitalist 
growth at the expense of their own existence, they are unable to challenge these 
policies since governance structures are controlled by capitalist enterprises. In the 
SSF Guidelines, this problem of unequal power relations has been highlighted as a 
shared phenomenon amongst many small-scale fishing communities who are unable 
to secure their rights mainly due to the lack of effective governance structures. 
Malta’s case shows how fishers, who pre-2004 benefitted from relatively transparent 
governance systems that responded to the requirements of small-scale fisheries, are 
now victims of a governance structure that is not aligned to meeting the needs of the 
sector.

One of the major roots of the problem is the way fisheries co-operatives, which 
are the local governing institutions that ought to “work for the sustainable develop-
ment of their communities through policies approved by their members” (CAP442 
2001), have not been fulfilling their roles. Instead, co-operative representatives have 
used their legally-enshrined socio-political powers to make selfish decisions that 
have adversely affected the majority of small-scale fishers. As indicated in the study 
by Said et  al. (2016), “politically-connected representatives within the Fisheries 
Co-operative allegedly used their legitimate power to benefit from the investment 
opportunities of tuna ranching” without the knowledge of small-scale fishers. The 
latter indicated that “they were unaware of the decisions that were being agreed on 
their behalf behind closed doors and perceive the institutional process to be high- 
handed and lacking transparency.”

Having the ‘ministers’ ear’, these representatives engage in various processes of 
elite capture such as opportunistic pursuits of licenses, permits, and financial aid. 
By investing in capitalist corporations, they have progressively shifted their opera-
tions from small-scale to capitalist frameworks, and thus have been unable to con-
tinue representing the real needs of small-scale fishers. Despite being rather 
insensitive to the realities of the small-scale fisheries sector, these individuals were 
still perceived by fishers as the ‘bridge’ to ministers. In other words, if fishers 
wished to speak to the Minister responsible for fisheries affairs, to obtain ‘favours’, 
their chance of doing so improved if cooperative leaders helped. As a result, the 
same leaders are continuously elected to power by small-scale fishers.

Another problem related to governance is the functioning of the national govern-
ment which seems to be rather detached from fishers. Decisions are mainly taken in 
consultation with the co-operatives who are considered to be the spokespersons of 
fishers, and with large-scale operators (including foreign companies) who have 
invested in industrialized fisheries. In other words, the sector is now ruled by a sys-
tem of plutocracy, wherein the power to take decisions and steer national trajecto-
ries lies in the hands of the wealthy. This could partly explain why the agenda of 
successive national governments in power since EU accession has not addressed the 
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resilience of the sector. Catering for the survival of small-scale fisheries does not 
seem to have been a priority of governments. Rather, the neo-liberal urge to ratio-
nalize the sector so as to promote the interests of a few powerful agents in order to 
increase the foreign exchange earnings of Malta has been the main aim of succes-
sive governments. (Galea 2011; Said et al. 2016).

Indeed, it transpires how the government has hidden behind science and pilot 
scientific studies to, for example, legitimize the purse seiner segment within the 
fleet, in the process masking the fact that it is supporting the interests of powerful 
actors (Said et al. 2016). In doing so, it has simultaneously disempowered and dis-
integrated local communities from their livelihoods (Said et al. 2016). Rationalization 
of fisheries management is used to magnify the prospects of rapid-uptake entrepre-
neurs at the expense of ‘less efficient’ small-scale fishers (Gibbs 2009) who are 
unable to challenge the overarching structures that disempower them. Unlike the 
powerful few within the fishing sector, most small-scale fishers are unable to influ-
ence nationally-enacted policy trajectories, and hence have become subject to mul-
tiple stresses which have made them less resilient.

Against this backdrop, it is safe to assume that leading powers within the afore-
mentioned national authorities are aggravating the powerlessness of small-scale 
fishers to maintain the hegemony of dominant groups within the sector. Through 
this process, small-scale fishers remain detached from the forces that are shaping 
their fishing landscape and livelihoods. Although participatory governance systems 
exist – such as political meetings at national clubs – they seem to be more tokenistic 
than inclusive. This is because most of these meetings, which are predominantly 
and purposely organized by the politicians close to the national elections, only serve 
as an avenue within which the politicians can fish for votes by promising fishermen 
a better future. History has shown how politicians also commit to do the impossible, 
and after the election, they state that such commitments cannot be fulfilled as they 
are, for example, not in line with the EU laws (Muscat 2015).

So, in other words, the government’s pledge to protect and safeguard the sustain-
ability of small-scale fisheries is largely rhetorical. Phrases such as ‘safeguarding of 
small-scale fisheries’ (Schembri 2010), and fisheries management plans for the 
‘sustainability of fishing fleets’ (MSDEC 2013a, b) often do not translate into prac-
tice. Sustainability as a concept has become more of a dogma to justify the distribu-
tion of resources to the ‘efficient’ segments of the sector and legitimize the political 
and elite capture of opportunities, rather than a vision to truly implement sustain-
able pathways for small-scale fisheries. A ray of hope for small-scale fisheries sur-
faced in 2013 when the Labour party, through its electoral manifesto, promised a 
future of ‘equality for all’, and was consequently elected to power. Most fishers 
were optimistic for a better future. However, their hope faded away and in 2015 
fishers publicly contended that the Labour government ‘broke pre-electoral prom-
ises’ with regard to policies aimed at the wider distribution of fishing opportunities 
(Muscat 2015). The future does not look bright given the fact that the government 
has also not fulfilled another promise regarding the establishment of better consulta-
tive platforms for fishers, a promise it said it would enact before 2018 in the form of 
a Fisheries Consultative Council (Barry 2013).
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To date there has been no news about the formation of the Fisheries Consultative 
Council while an Agriculture Consultative Council has been formed and is operat-
ing in line with electoral pledges. By the look of things, it is likely the Fisheries 
Consultative Council will not be established and the pledge will not be fulfilled 
within the current political legislature which ends in 2018. Nonetheless, even if the 
Council is established and the fishers get to have their say within the new frame-
work, the prospects of a redistribution of resources with a fair share for small-scale 
fishers seems near to impossible. This is because the neoliberal framework has 
established patterns of ownership, and it transpired that the government has a lim-
ited say over transactions that are now in the ‘invisible’ hands of the market. Thus, 
the establishment of the Consultative Council, and its embeddedness in the current 
governance framework, is likely to be an extension of the failing systems that are 
already in place.

Along with the disempowerment and oppression that small-scale fishers are fac-
ing at the local and national level, they are also detached from regional bodies that 
are meant to be the voice of fishers for the Mediterranean region as a whole. Most 
of the interviewed small-scale fishers are unaware of the existence of the Regional 
Advisory Council for the Mediterranean (MEDAC) and have never been able to 
partake in these forums. Rather, the Maltese representatives within MEDAC are co- 
operative representatives whose interests are, as argued above, more in line with 
large-scale fleets. Furthermore, unlike most small-scale fishers from other 
Mediterranean countries (within the EU), such as Spain, Greece, and France, 
Maltese small-scale fishers to date are not partners to the Low Impact Fishers of 
Europe (LIFE) organization.5 They are thus not in a position to benefit from the 
recognition that this body gives in providing “a clear and coherent voice at EU level 
for the previously mainly silent majority of European fishermen, who are smaller 
scale and who use low impact fishing gears and methods, but have historically 
lacked dedicated and effective representation in Brussels and at Member State 
level.”6 This illustrates that Maltese small-scale fishers are being isolated from 
multi-scalar governance structures, making their prospects of changing their situa-
tion of powerlessness bleak.

This section has illustrated how small-scale fishers in Malta have remained 
underrepresented and their problems camouflaged by the actual policies of succes-
sive governments. It shows how policies have revolved around the neoliberal growth 
of the sector with the aim of making the fleet more efficient (and the wealthy wealth-
ier). Rhetoric, on the other hand, has kept small-scale fishers hopeful of a secure and 
stable future through political promises (especially close to national elections). The 
actual and rhetorical appear to be at loggerheads with each other and reconciling 
them appears near to impossible, since it is the ideology of neoliberal growth that 
suffocates the adaptive capacity of the small-scale fisheries sector. The small-scale 
fisheries sector has become overly alienated and oppressed by the governing 

5 There are ongoing discussions on the potential membership of the Maltese small-scale fishing 
sector.
6 http://lifeplatform.eu/
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 structures that restrict small-scale fishers’ agency to the extent that they are unable 
to change their pathways. The recently-formulated SSF Guidelines seem to provide 
hope for a new dawn; however, their voluntary nature might make them rhetorical 
rather than real.

 SSF Guidelines as a New Dawn for the Small-Scale Fisheries 
Sector?

As illustrated in the preceding sections, it can be concluded that the fisheries gover-
nance framework in Malta has consistently disempowered small-scale fishers who 
in turn have been unable to challenge existing systems, which have reiteratively 
failed them. As a tool that serves for the protection and sustainability of fishing 
communities, the SSF Guidelines can potentially be the new dawn for the develop-
ment of good governance based on principles of transparency, equity, and inclusiv-
ity. The SSF Guidelines provide straightforward recommendations for the 
implementation of ‘governance of tenure in small-scale fisheries and resource man-
agement’, such as legitimate tenure in the allocation of fishing rights (5.4) and in the 
recognition of territorial fishing grounds (5.7) that ought to enable small-scale fish-
ers to practice fishing and maintain livelihoods, rather than be arbitrarily evicted 
from their fishing grounds to make space for new marine users/sectors (5.9). 
Furthermore, the SSF Guidelines give a direction to how the state may work towards 
empowering small-scale fishers to engage in the restoration, conservation, and pro-
tection of coastal ecosystems, which form the basis of fishers’ livelihoods (5.5). 
Moreover, the SSF Guidelines provide guidance on how the sector could be given 
the necessary support so that small-scale fishers can participate in decision-making 
through participatory management systems (5.15) that enable them to be repre-
sented within various multi-scalar decision-making bodies (5.17).

To survive, small-scale fishers should be given the opportunity to benefit from 
transparent and effective governance which enables inclusivity that can improve the 
future of small-scale fisheries management and the resilience of small-scale fishers. 
Rather than remaining alienated from policy-frameworks which have jeopardized 
their livelihoods throughout the past decade, small-scale fishers should become 
empowered, as the SSF Guidelines attempt to do, so they can shape management 
frameworks that impact upon their traditional legacy of fishing. The possibility of 
reverting to the pre-2004 scenario is near to impossible, as globalizing forces have 
had significant influence in giving a new shape to the sector. Hence, the hope for the 
small-scale fisheries sector lies in the possibility of bridging the divide between 
small-scale fishing and the globalized future through feasible management strate-
gies that enable the sector to flourish.

The establishment of a national Fisheries Local Action Group (FLAG), which as 
a social structure, is embedded within the principle of community-based gover-
nance could potentially be a step in this direction. The FLAG is a relatively recent 
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development recognized through the EU CFP and funded through Axis 4 of EU 
funds (the European Fisheries Fund [EFF 2007–2013]) and the European Maritime 
and Fisheries Fund [EMFF 2014–2020]) to encourage “sustainable development 
and the improvement of the quality of life in areas with activities in the fisheries 
sector”7 so as to promote “a balanced and inclusive territorial development of fisher-
ies and aquaculture areas.”8 The establishment of FLAGs across Europe is the 
potential ground where seeds of resilience needed by small-scale fishing communi-
ties may take root (Symes 2014). Since 2007, in 80% of European Member States, 
a number of FLAGs have been established (Budzich-Tabor 2014). Malta remains an 
exception since EU funding for 2007–2013 has been more focused on other pillars 
of the sector such as reduction of fishing capacity through permanent demolition of 
fishing vessels and other modernization and infrastructural investments related to 
fishing ports, landing sites and the central fish market (GOM 2013b); and in the 
plans for EU funding for 2014–2020 FLAGs have not been recognized, even though, 
as I have explained, they are much needed for small-scale fishers.

As a concept, FLAGs merge well with the substance of the SSF Guidelines, and 
in the Maltese context its implementation ought to be considered as the “new solu-
tion to address local needs” (Budzich-Tabor 2014). Through it, fishers would be 
able to work collectively to seek opportunities and prospects that support small- 
scale fisheries and the local community. Fishers can, for example, pool in their 
indigenous, practical, and ecological knowledge to support grass-root development 
of robust and localised frameworks along with NGOs and other local entities. 
FLAGs can be used to provide the platform for partnership projects at both regional 
and national levels, and can empower fishers to participate within fisheries manage-
ment, including in the implementation of marine protected areas and NATURA 
2000 sites which are presently being implemented by the government (MEPA 
2010). Fishers can then potentially explicate their needs through the development of 
marine and fisheries conservation strategies, and become stewards of the marine 
environment on which their livelihoods depend.

Furthermore, through FLAGs, small-scale fishers would be able to seek new 
ventures for diversification and alternative livelihoods that would boost the local 
economy and entice new entrants through job creation, such as for example, tourism- 
related activities. Fishing tourism has proved to be a very popular diversification 
strategy for coastal communities across the Mediterranean, including in Italy and 
Spain [2]. Malta, as a tourist hub with an annual influx of tourists that exceeds 1.5 
million (MTA 2015), could exploit this lucrative economic niche. The eco-cultural 
product of colourful wooden boats and fish-gear mending is already a highly sought 
trademark that entices thousands of tourists annually to experience the craftsman-
ship and folklore that lies in fishing villages; however, at present, fishermen do not 
earn any additional income from the tourism industry. Thus, the establishment of a 
fishing-tourism market wherein fishers can take tourists onboard their vessels, show 
them the actual fishing activity and enable them to engage in the activity itself could 

7 Council Regulation 1198/2006, Article 4(f).
8 Council Regulation 508/2014, Article 5(c).
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be a valuable FLAG target since fishers can earn extra cash by tapping on the 
already-existing tourist visitation rates.

By using the FLAG framework, fishers can potentially invest in initial training to 
upgrade their capacity and become better equipped to undertake fishing-tourism 
ventures. Learning how to speak English and equipping their vessels with safety kits 
for tourist passengers would be very necessary, for example. In its full-fledged form, 
fishing tourism would reduce small-scale fishers’ sole dependence on fish catches, 
maintain their link with the sea and fishing, and most importantly heighten their 
resilience within the fishing sector. Ultimately, through FLAGs, fishers can overturn 
the current image of the small-scale fisheries sector and convert a sector in terminal 
decline into a highly vibrant niche so as to regain the community’s sense of social, 
economic and cultural identity. The question remains, however, are ‘voluntary’ 
guidelines sufficient to see these opportunities materialize?

 Voluntary Guidelines Might Not Work

The previous section demonstrated that there are possibilities and avenues for 
change and that the SSF Guidelines provide tangible targets that can be imple-
mented to halt the decline of small-scale fisheries in Malta. However, the realities 
that currently shape the Maltese governance system trigger major questions of 
whether these opportunities can be actually mobilized and targets achieved. This is 
because the priorities of the governance system have been majorly embedded in the 
ideology of economic efficiency, and since the low-capital based nature of the 
small-scale fisheries sector is implicitly considered an obstacle to its rationalization, 
there have been no defined pathways aimed at making it resilient. In this regard, 
even though the SSF Guidelines provide the foundations for the development of 
new opportunities, the danger exists that securing the livelihoods of the sector 
remains at the level of rhetoric. To date, the Maltese authorities have not responded 
to these Guidelines and their implementation are not part of the Maltese Fisheries 
Strategy for upcoming years, probably because they are not of a binding nature, 
unlike the array of EU obligations that determine the political and administrative 
lines of action at the national level. Unless a governance overhaul takes place, there-
fore, it is unlikely that one will ever witness the country taking the path of ‘walking 
the talk’ of the Guidelines (Jentoft 2014).

Furthermore, the provisions for the empowerment of small-scale fisheries that lie 
within the Guidelines are not served well by the current governance system that is 
orchestrated by the powerful few who determine most paths of decision-making at 
the national level. Hence, the possibility of a top-down overhauling of the current 
governance system in a way that fits the SSF Guidelines is illusionary, to say the 
least. Rather, the ideal way forward is to dismantle current politically-biased gover-
nance structures that are suffocating the regeneration of the small-scale fleet, and 
make way for a framework that truly supports the small-scale fisheries sector. It 
seems that the only hope for marginalized fishers to benefit from the SSF Guidelines 
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is through a bottom-up approach in which communities join forces and work to 
establish an association that represents the needs of the small-scale fisheries sector.

A representative body, that breaks away from current co-operative structures 
could result in more representativeness and counter the inequalities that have frag-
mented the sector over the past many years (Said et al. 2016). This neo-endogenous 
formation requires the mobilization of small-scale fisher agency. To get it started, 
fishers might benefit from the assistance of non-governmental organizations such as 
‘Friends of the Earth’9 and ‘Fish For Tomorrow’10, which are two national bodies 
that both call for the protection of sustainable fishing livelihoods. At the regional 
level, fishers can benefit from the support of organizations such as the ‘Low Impact 
Fishers of Europe’ organization and the ‘Too Big To Ignore’11 since these bodies 
both have significant power vis-a-vis small-scale fisher concerns. With such sup-
port, fishers can become empowered, realize their potential, and gradually re- 
establish themselves within the fishing sector.

 Conclusion

This case study has highlighted how, in the past 10 years, the governing systems of 
Maltese fisheries have pushed the small-scale fisheries sector into a globalized sce-
nario without providing sufficient ways for it to adapt to the new context. By pro-
moting a neoliberal agenda of rationalization and focusing on efficiency-based 
distribution, the governing systems have implicitly renounced small-scale fishers’ 
rights to important fisheries such as Bluefin tuna. Simultaneously, benign pathways 
have been created for those who had the ability to invest in industrial fishing. The 
industrialization of fisheries has adversely affected the resilience of small-scale 
fishers who are subject to constant struggles to retain their livelihoods as fishers. 
Many small-scale fishers have left the fleet altogether.

Evidently, the small-scale fisheries sector in Malta is in troubled waters. It is 
foreseen given the current circumstances that it will not be long before the small- 
scale fishing community will totally dissolve. A threat to the small-scale fisheries 
sector has both direct employment implications for fishers and their families and 
indirect repercussions for other socio-economic systems that are dependent on the 
small-scale fisheries sector, such as the local market economy and tourism. Adverse 
consequences are also there for the social fabric of the sector, namely a breakdown 
in social cohesion, community networks, and social stability. There are thus various 
reasons why the small-scale fisheries sector in Malta should be supported rather 
than neglected. It is time that a commitment is given and effort pooled to overturn 
the trajectories that are perpetuating the demise of the small-scale fisheries sector. 

9 http://www.foemalta.org/about.html
10 http://fish4tomorrow.com/
11 http://toobigtoignore.net/
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The starting point for this could be the SSF Guidelines for these provide the right 
direction upon which the rebuilding of the small-scale fisheries can take shape.

In line with the SSF Guidelines, this case study highlights the need for incentives 
that raise human capital and empower small-scale fishers in decision-making pro-
cesses in ways that promise a better and more resilient future for fishing communi-
ties. Recognition and investment in existing local communities through the concept 
of community-led local development should create the right platform for inclusive 
fisheries management, something that is not possible through existing co-operative 
structures. The challenge remains, however, to actually operationalize the SSF 
Guidelines as this is not yet foreseen in the Maltese context. Hence, real efforts need 
to be invested in doing so. This would be the way forward as it would acknowledge 
the significance, heterogeneity, and socio-cultural richness of the small-scale fisher-
ies sector and allow it to rejuvenate.
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Part IV
Strengthening the Resource Base

The authors of the chapters included in this section address the SSF Guidelines from 
the viewpoint of viable management mechanisms for the small-scale fisheries sector. In 
Chap. 12, James Prescott and Dirk Steenbergen focus on the ecosystem- based approach 
to fisheries management, which are also proposed in SSF Guidelines. Writing from 
Australia and Southeast Asia, they argue that small-scale fisheries still lack the institu-
tional and scientific foundation for implementing this approach. Instead they suffer the 
consequences of operating with little or no effective management. There seems to be 
too little capacity to manage the complexity associated with ecosystem-based 
approaches. They present six case studies where comparatively simple management 
models were applied, and suggest that management should primarily strive for better 
grounding and more realistic targets. Chapter 13 takes the reader far north, to the small-
scale fisheries as practiced by the indigenous Sami inhabiting northern Norway. The 
authors, Svein Jentoft and Siri Ulfsdatter Søreng, discuss what inspiration the SSF 
Guidelines represent in establishing management institutions that operate in accor-
dance with the rights that indigenous peoples have for sustainable livelihoods and self-
governance. They demonstrate how the need for special treatment of small-scale 
fisheries may trigger controversy when implemented. They argue that the institutional 
management reforms that have been recently introduced go a long way to accommo-
date the livelihood and cultural rights that indigenous, small-scale fishing people have. 
Chapter 14, by Gunakar Surathkal, Adam Jadhav and Ramachandra Bhatta, is a case 
study of India’s monsoon fishing ban. They posit that a critical perspective on Indian 
fisheries governance reveals a lack of compliance with the SSF Guidelines. Instead, the 
existing governance regime has generally benefitted large-scale, industrial, and semi-
industrial fisheries. However, they see potential in the seasonal fishing ban in effect 
during the monsoon period, which could aid in implementation if framed as safeguard 
for small-scale fisheries as part of dynamic fisheries management to privilege and pro-
tect India’s small- scale fisher communities. In Chap. 15, Alyne Delaney and Nobuyuki 
Yagi take the reader to Japan. Given the observation that Japan is an industrialized 
nation with a relatively low poverty rate and secure food supply, how can they benefit 
from the SSF Guidelines, and what lessons could Japan provide to other countries? 
Despite industrialization, Japanese fisheries are overwhelmingly small-scale and based 
in local communities with historic and strong cultural links to nearby coastal resources.
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Chapter 12
Laying Foundations for Ecosystem-Based 
Fisheries Management with Small-Scale 
Fisheries Guidelines: Lessons from Australia 
and Southeast Asia

James Prescott and Dirk J. Steenbergen

Abstract Ecosystem approaches are increasingly mainstreamed in contemporary 
debate on small-scale fisheries management, however many small-scale fisheries 
lack solid institutional and scientific foundations on which to build such holistic and 
inherently more complex management systems. Most small-scale fisheries still 
operate with little or no effective management. Proponents of ecosystem approaches 
frequently malign single-species management models that placed less emphasis on 
wider ecosystem effects. However these ‘simpler’ approaches are responsible for 
significant management successes, even in contexts where fisheries were not strictly 
single species. We argue for incremental development of fisheries management 
more deeply rooted in successful past management systems. At this stage, there 
appears too little capacity to manage the complexity associated with a complete 
paradigm overhaul towards ecosystem-based approaches. The multi-dimensional 
importance of small-scale fisheries is highlighted in the Voluntary Guidelines for 
Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries, where ecosystem approaches are iden-
tified to guide holistic, integrated management, and facilitate cross institutional 
interactions. Its application is nuanced and connected with practical measures to 
ensure that principles of decency, equity, and responsibility, define management’s 
fabric. We draw from this in problematizing the adoption of ecosystem approaches 
and examine the implications for small-scale fisheries management. We present six 
small-scale fisheries case studies; two in Australia where comparatively simple 
management models were applied, two operating in trans-boundary contexts with 
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Australia and two operating under very different social, political and economic 
 conditions in the wider region of Indonesia. We suggest initial management 
approaches should primarily strive for better grounding and more realistic targets.

Keywords Ecosystem Approach to Fisheries (EAF) • Governance • Small-scale 
fisheries • Transboundary fisheries • Australia • Indonesia

 Introduction

Small-scale fisheries are recognized globally as important sources of food and 
employment, and frequently identified as viable channels for socio-economic devel-
opment, or poverty alleviation (Barkin and DeSombre 2013; FAO 2015). With an 
estimated 90% of fishers and 50% of fisheries production globally accounted for 
through small-scale fisheries (FAO and WFC 2008; FAO 2015), it comes as no sur-
prise that many small-scale fisheries attract substantial subsidies. These are often 
‘bad’ or ‘ugly’ subsidies (see Khan et al. 2006), that bolster capacity through assist-
ing access to fuel and fishing gear or, in some circumstances, providing complete 
fishing units (e.g. vessel and gear) (Prescott et al. 2015). In contrast, however, few 
small-scale fisheries attract equivalent government support to establish and main-
tain effective governance and management that industrial fisheries draw, for exam-
ple. With such inconsistency, the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable 
Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and Poverty Eradication (SSF 
Guidelines) form a timely response and potentially provides an international mech-
anism to address governance needs and human-ecology management of small-scale 
fisheries in the context poverty and food security (FAO 2015).

The ecosystem approach to fisheries (EAF) features strongly in these SSF 
Guidelines and has been widely embraced as the most appropriate vehicle to achieve 
goals of improving food security and alleviating poverty (FAO 2003; Pikitch et al. 
2004; Murawski 2007). As in many parts of the world, in the Australasian region 
EAF has attracted strong support from international donors, particularly where 
small-scale fisheries approaches are embedded in broader marine conservation ini-
tiatives seeking also to address the human dimensions of fisheries management. In 
such contexts, financial and technical support tend to frame the urgency for small- 
scale fisheries management primarily to safeguard globally significant biological 
diversity, and secondarily because of small-scale fisheries’ value in improving food 
security and alleviating poverty (Clifton 2009). Fisheries management experiences 
in the Australasian region, however, show diverse approaches to small-scale fisher-
ies management being applied to comparable ecosystems, ranging from single- 
species management to holistic EAF approaches. This provides an important 
opportunity to critically examine experiences of contemporary fisheries under EAF 
approaches and other relevant fishery management approaches to assess whether 
investments to reform small-scale fisheries management towards EAF approaches is 
the most appropriate near-term strategy for all fisheries.
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First, we discuss how and why the EAF is by default the standard approach for 
many influential actors, as evident from its prominent feature in the SSF Guidelines, 
but also from its role in guiding fisheries management under the auspices of regional 
marine conservation programs like the Coral Triangle Initiative (CTI) across insular 
Southeast Asia and the Western Pacific. We proceed to examine how this approach 
has thus far performed. Next, we set out six case studies of fisheries management 
involving small-scale fisheries in the region. Two Australian case studies are dis-
cussed first. These enterprises are typically family-owned and operated but have 
larger cash flows than would be expected in most small-scale fisheries in the nearby 
developing country contexts. We consider the important junctures in the manage-
ment history of these fisheries and how these align or contrast with the EAF. We 
then describe two trans-boundary fisheries with Australia; one with Papua New 
Guinea and the other with Indonesia. Finally, we examine two fisheries from nearby 
eastern Indonesia. We make comparisons between the Australian management 
experience and regional fishery management to explore what can be learned and 
what lessons may be transferable across fisheries in different development and gov-
ernance contexts. We draw on the SSF Guidelines in our analysis to maintain con-
sistency in language and understanding to that developed in the SSF Guidelines.

 Ecosystem Approach to Fisheries (EAF)

EAF is defined by FAO as an approach to fisheries that:

strives to balance diverse societal objectives, by taking into account the knowledge and 
uncertainties about biotic, abiotic and human components of ecosystems and their interac-
tions and applying an integrated approach to fisheries within ecologically meaningful 
boundaries (FAO 2003, 6).

Related variants, like the ecosystem based fisheries management (EBFM), eco-
system based management (EBM) or the ecosystem approach to fisheries manage-
ment (EAFM), follow the same principles but implement fisheries management 
with greater or less emphasis on addressing ecological scale and complexity (Patrick 
and Link 2015). EAF attempts to manage the interactions between the fishery and 
the ecosystem in which it operates while integrating current and future human 
interests.

Despite widespread recognition of the merits of EAF, there are few empirical 
examples that demonstrate its successful application as the complete holistic frame 
in which it is often theoretically conceptualized, particularly in less developed 
countries. In some jurisdictions, such as Australia, incrementally adaptive processes 
have moved numerous fisheries towards systems that might be recognizable as EAF, 
well before EAF was identified as an end goal. As elsewhere, for much of the twen-
tieth century Australia sought to develop, rather than restrict, its fisheries. In the 
latter part of the century, however, Australia controlled its harvests by introducing 
limited entry licensing, gear limits, and seasonal access (Harris 1991). While these 
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measures were partially successful, overcapacity necessitated further interventions 
in many fisheries. Fisheries data gradually accumulated and stock assessments pro-
gressively yielded better information to support science-based management, but 
generally at the species level, though there have been notable exceptions (see Smith 
et al. 2007). Reducing interactions with threatened, endangered and protected spe-
cies and reducing by-catch became another management focus. Sensitive areas 
associated with the life history stages of target species and vulnerable marine eco-
systems, including certain sea mounts, were protected. Large spatial scale marine 
biodiversity conservation zoning in national and state jurisdictions is the most recent 
overlay to which fisheries must adapt.

Given the importance of small-scale fisheries to millions of people while also 
understanding the excessive pressures that many small-scale fisheries put on 
resource bases, and thereby the sustainability of the associated human-ecological 
systems, implementing the SSF Guidelines successfully has tremendous signifi-
cance. Inherently implied transitions to EAF management, however, require several 
considerations. For example, we find it unlikely that suggestions that EAF is no 
more complex than single-species management approaches (Patrick and Link 
2015), given that one has to deal more fully with the human-ecological interactions 
next to the complexity of ecosystems’ natural elements. More importantly, regard-
less of any differences in complexity, it is not necessarily the actual degree of com-
plexity that is relevant in the context of ‘doing management’ but rather the 
complexity that is constructed by the broad range of actors implicit in EAF. Moreover, 
the human and financial resources required to create the operational platform for 
EAF to function are too often critically insufficient. This emphasizes the need for 
management efficiency, and urges the consideration of how limited resources are 
best utilized. This, we argue, may require interventions to apply scarce resources to 
address the most pressing and critical issues first in order to secure a system, from 
which point progressive processes of building adaptive and long-term management 
capacity towards effective EAF reform can be initiated.

 Results

The six fisheries case studies fall into three categories. The Queensland Reef-line 
Fishery (QRLF) and the Northern Demersal Scalefish Fishery (NDSF) are entirely 
Australian fisheries.1 Of the trans-boundary fishery case studies, the Torres Strait 
Lobster Fishery is exploited by Papua New Guinea (PNG) and Australia, while the 
Scott Reef Sea Cucumber Fishery is exploited by Indonesian fishers in the Australian 
Fishing Zone. The final two fisheries case studies are Indonesian fisheries, represen-
tative of small-scale fisheries found in the broader Southeast Asian region: the Purse 
Seine Fishery around the island of Rote and the Flying Fish Roe Fishery around 
Tanimbar Kei Island (Table 12.1).

1 The NDSF shares its northern boundary with Indonesian fisheries.
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 Australian Case Studies

The Australian case studies (Table 12.1 and Fig. 12.1) involve small-scale fisheries 
in the Australian context. They operate in tropical northern Australia where the 
environmental conditions are similar to other parts of the Indo-Pacific region and 
the same species are targeted as throughout the Asian-Pacific region.

 Queensland Reef-Line Fishery (Multispecies Tropical Fish)

The Queensland reef-line fishery (QRLF) targets coral trout (Plectropomus spp.) 
and redthroat emperor (Lethrinus miniatus) but also takes other ‘mixed’ tropical 
reef fish species. The QRLF handline fishery operates within the Great Barrier Reef 
Marine Park (GBRMP), which is managed by a commonwealth authority while the 
QRLF is managed by the state of Queensland under state legislation. A feature of 
this fishery is the rezoned GBRMP that expanded no-take zones to about 33% of the 
park. Minimum size limits were introduced for three species in 1976 and increased 
in 2003 when a maximum size for coral trout was also introduced. Quota manage-
ment was introduced a year later with the total allowable catch (TAC) allocated as 
individual transferable quota (ITQ) for coral trout, red throat emperors, and a third 
ITQ for ‘other species’ (Andersen et al. 2005). Fishery closures to protect spawning 

Fig. 12.1 Locations of the six fisheries case studies (Note that the defined area of the Australia 
fisheries is much greater than the area actually exploited by them. Moreover, the PNG lobster 
fishery adjoins the Australian fishery in Torres Strait but is not shown)

J. Prescott and D.J. Steenbergen



247

aggregations were introduced at the same time as quotas. Since all fishing is done 
by handline, the fishery is not considered to cause serious ‘collateral’ environmental 
damage (Queensland Government 2012).

Like many Australian fisheries, multiple sectors harvest reef fish in the GBRMP, 
including commercial, recreational, tourists aboard charter boats, and indigenous 
fishers. Multiple sectors require a multi-part data collection system including com-
mercial catch and effort logbooks, charter boat records, recreational surveys, and 
fishery independent transect surveys.

Coral trout catches are comprised of four species that are stock-assessed as a 
single group, while red-throat emperor undergo periodic, stand-alone assessments. 
Many other species are monitored but not formally stock-assessed. The QRLF’s 
effects were assessed at specific experimental reefs by The Effects of Line Fishing 
project (Mapstone et al. 2004) and long-term monitoring programmes are carried 
out by Queensland and the Australian Institute of Marine Science. Standardized 
catch rates of the 20 years since 1993 are a crude, but ready indicator of the sustain-
ability of the fishery and are presented in Fig. 12.2.

 Northern Demersal Scalefish Fishery (NDSF) (Multispecies Tropical Fish)

The Western Australian-managed NDSF off north-western Australia overlapped 
with but eventually replaced a large foreign trawl fishery. Australia declared its 200 
mile exclusive economic zone in 1979, which eventually led to cessation of all for-
eign fishing in 1990 (Nowara and Newman 2001). The NDSF fishery traps gold-
band snapper (Pristipomoides multidens), red emperor (Lutjanus sebae), other 
snapper species (Lutjanidae spp.), emperors (Lethrinus spp.) and cod (Epinephelus 
spp.). There are 11 licensees and their fishing effort (in units of standard fishing 

Fig. 12.2 Catch rates (coral trout) and catches (NDSF and TSTRLF) are presented as deviations 
from the mean standardised catch rate or mean catches, respectively
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days) is tightly regulated through individual allocations of Total Allowable Effort 
(TAE) via a vessel monitoring system (VMS). The TAE is adjusted as necessary to 
meet fishery reference points. Because this fishery operates well offshore from the 
very sparsely populated Kimberley coastline (Fig. 12.1) there is little or no recre-
ational fishing and almost no reported illegal fishing. This indicates that there are no 
other significant anthropogenic sources of fishing mortality (Western Australian 
Department of Fisheries 2009). The passive trap fishing methods are relatively 
benign in terms of disturbance to the benthic habitat (ICES 2006, 2013) and fish can 
exit lost traps (Newman et al. 2012).

Two Commonwealth no-take marine protected areas exist within the NDSF 
boundaries and several recently proclaimed areas that have yet to be implemented. 
The current designated no-take zones have little bearing on the fishery because their 
habitats are little exploited. Fishery data are collected through logbooks, voluntary 
fishery-dependent sampling, and observer trips. The science program, delivered by 
the Western Australian Department of Fisheries, provides biological research (e.g. 
stock structure) and periodic stock assessments. This information supports a strong 
management framework that includes well developed and interactive governance 
through the NDSF Management Committee (Personal communication, S. Hinge, 
April 2016), although management decisions are ultimately made by the Minister of 
Fisheries.2 Total annual catches from the NDSF are shown in Fig. 12.2 and demon-
strate, if anything, increasing production from the fishery over the past two decades.

 Summary of Australian Case Studies

Both fisheries are assessed as ecologically sustainable through independent ‘strate-
gic assessment’ against Guidelines for the Ecologically Sustainable Management of 
Fisheries by the Commonwealth Department of the Environment. Two critical ele-
ments are the capacity to control harvests using input and/or output controls and the 
means to enforce the management arrangements. Further, there must be a capability 
to assess, monitor, avoid, remedy, or mitigate adverse impacts on the wider marine 
ecosystem in which the fishery operates. These measures move these fisheries 
towards EAF in respect of the environmental attributes of the fishery.

Management success in these fisheries is arguably attributable to ‘single-species’ 
approaches, despite multiple species being harvested. Although each fishery inter-
acts with the whole ecosystem, the management objectives are narrower than a 
fully-fledged EAF approach would be. While potentially less precautionary than the 
EAF prescription, provided precautionary decisions are made regarding the man-
aged species and they are similarly vulnerable to the other unassessed species in the 
catch, it is reasonable to expect that the unassessed species will also remain sustain-
ably exploited (see Hilborn et al. 2015). Trophic interactions are implicitly expected 
to be within acceptable bounds while stocks of the exploited species are maintained 
at ‘sustainable levels’. Management is simplified because under this model fewer 

2 Steve Hinge, former licence holder in NDSF, discussion held January 2016.
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stock assessments and management decisions are needed. Moreover, governance 
performance can be evaluated against fewer criteria than would be necessary under 
full-fledged EAF.

Both fisheries catch high-value fish and the fisheries are generally profitable (or 
very profitable) for the fishers engaged in them. This may reduce incentives for 
illegal fishing found in fisheries with marginal economics. Monitoring, Control, and 
Surveillance (MCS) is effective and non-compliance, when detected, is penalized 
appropriately. Access tenure, while not granted in perpetuity, is effectively ongoing, 
tradeable, and valuable.

Independent processes spanning several decades have gradually transitioned 
these fisheries from having little management control to operating effective quotas 
on effort or catch. Through this process, governance, management, and research 
have to varying degrees become more inclusive and interactive. When the GBRMP 
was rezoned for example, affected fishers (and other affected businesses) in the 
QRLF were eligible for compensation. While this process stopped short of officially 
recognizing historical tenure rights these were implicit in the process. Although 
often cited as a flawed process from the fishers’ perspective (Lédée et al. 2012), it 
seems probable that it reinforced tenure in this fishery and more broadly in Australian 
fisheries.

 Trans-Boundary Case Studies

 Torres Strait Tropical Rock Lobster (Single-Species Tropical Lobster)

The Torres Strait Tropical Rock Lobster Fishery (TSTRLF) (Fig. 12.1) exclusively 
targets the ornate tropical rock lobster (Panulirus ornatus). The resource is shared 
by three jurisdictions: Australia’s Torres Strait Protected Zone (TSPZ), PNG’s area 
of the TSPZ and Gulf of Papua, and the State of Queensland (south of TSPZ). 
Within the Australian TSPZ, lobsters are fished by small-scale indigenous fishers 
operating from 5 m dinghies who generally return home after fishing each day, and 
non-indigenous fishers who also fish from dinghies but generally return to a mother 
vessel (Table 12.1). Operations are similar in PNG.

Management of the fishery began during the 1970s when, in PNG, it was demon-
strated that lobsters migrated from Torres Strait across the Gulf of Papua to spawn 
and were exposed to intensive trawling during this important life-history phase 
(Moore and MacFarlane 1984). A trial quota constrained trawling in 1978 and 
trawling was temporarily banned in 1979. Australian prawn trawlers later targeted 
the migration before it entered PNG waters for several seasons. Trawling was 
banned permanently in both countries in 1984 which demonstrated early manage-
ment cooperation in this trans-boundary fishery. The TSTRLF has remained a dive 
fishery since 1984 in which lobsters must be taken by hand or spear.

The Torres Strait Treaty, ratified in 1985, officially created the TSPZ, put in place 
catch sharing arrangements, and fostered small-scale fishing. Non-indigenous fishing 
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licences were capped in Australia; however, licences for indigenous ‘Islanders’ 
remained uncapped. Minimum size limits, seasons, and periodic closures for diving 
with surface supplied air were introduced later. PNG’s management plan constrains 
the number of mother boats and tenders, and creates complementary closed seasons, 
as is the case in Queensland. Latent (inactive) non-indigenous licences were removed 
by the Australian government to prevent expansion of fishing effort in 2003 and oth-
ers were bought back to allow expansion of the indigenous sector in 2006. The fishery 
has effectively been managed by input controls without fishing effort being system-
atically controlled in either the indigenous Australian or PNG sectors. There are no 
closed areas in the Torres Strait fishery; however, waters beyond diving depth provide 
some refuge for breeding lobsters (Pitcher and Prescott 1991) in addition to the exten-
sive closed areas in the adjacent Queensland fishery.

Annual fishery-independent visual transect surveys have provided estimates of 
pre-recruit and legal size lobster abundance since 1989. Logbooks are mandatory on 
all mother boats in both Australia and PNG and systems are in place to record land-
ings in both countries. The history of catches in the fishery (Fig. 12.2) is displayed 
as deviations from the mean combined catch of PNG and Australia and suggests that 
the fishery has sustained production over several decades.

Fishery management and governance arrangements are well established in 
Australia where stakeholders engage through management and research committees 
and PNG representatives routinely participate in meetings by invitation. Decision 
making power is vested in the ‘Protected Zone Joint Authority’.

While the stock has been sustained, meeting ‘diverse societal objectives’ has 
probably been less successful because of the disparity in indigenous and non- 
indigenous objectives, which has only recently been investigated by Plagányi et al. 
(2013). Aware of the differences, current management continues to work towards a 
solution.

 Traditional Fishery at Scott Reef (Multispecies Sea  
Cucumber and Reef Fish)

The trans-boundary Indonesian fishery at Scott Reef (Fig. 12.1), like the TSTRLF, 
is conducted under a formal bilateral arrangement (DFAT-Australia and Republic of 
Indonesia 1974), between Australia and Indonesia. It targets sea cucumbers and 
opportunistically exploits many other species of economic or nutritional value, 
including several vulnerable fish species like the humphead Maori wrasse (Cheilinus 
undulatus) and ecologically important bumphead parrotfish (Bolbometapon muri-
catum) (Bellwood et al. 2003). The 1974 Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) 
and 1989 ‘Practical Guidelines’ require fishers to sail to and from Scott Reef and 
use only non-motorized equipment. The fishery is otherwise unregulated and, while 
only fishers with sailing vessels and skills access the fishery, with many such vessels 
and crews in Indonesia, the fishery is over-exploited.

Ashmore Reef, once the fishery’s focal point, became a no-take marine reserve 
in 1988. Aside from reducing the fishing area and the exploitable biomass of sea 
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cucumbers it is unknown what impact this reserve had on the fishery. Given the 
remoteness from the exploited reefs (> 100 nautical miles) it is unlikely that it con-
tributes ‘spill-over’ recruits.

Prices paid to the fishers for their dried sea cucumbers have risen about 30% per 
year over a decade (Prescott et al. In Review) and the fishery remains profitable. 
Despite the fishery’s profitability, it bears the hallmarks of unregulated fishing with 
severely depleted stocks of the valuable species and extraordinarily high exploita-
tion rates in some years, and very low catch rates (Skewes et al. 1999; Prescott et al. 
2013). The ecosystem effect of removing such a high proportion of the sea cucum-
ber biomass from Scott Reef is unknown (Prescott et al. 2013). Governance arrange-
ments for the fishery were undefined by the MOU. Moreover, the remoteness of the 
fishery from central authorities in Canberra and Jakarta means that governance 
interaction is practically difficult and costly. Fishers infrequently see fisheries staff 
and would scarcely be aware of their existence aside from the strong MCS presence 
in the fishery which exists as part of Australia’s border protection program.

In the past, loans were made by the District of Rote Fisheries Department to 
some Rotenese crews to assist them meeting the financial burden of voyaging to 
Scott Reef. This was discontinued when loans were not repaid (Personal communi-
cation, J. Riwu, October 2015),3 but in effect was a temporary government subsidy 
for the over-fished fishery. Subsidized safety and fishing equipment, provided 
respectively by Australia and Indonesia, and safety equipment from the FAO 
Regional Fisheries Livelihoods Program have promoted safety, which is positive in 
terms of safe work conditions but may have also encouraged greater participation. 
Research has been funded by the Australian government with contributions from 
Indonesia, while Australia entirely funds the compliance program, which costs 
many times the value of the fishery, but ensures compliance with requirements for 
non-mechanized propulsion and fishing equipment.

 Summary of Trans-Boundary Fisheries

Both of the trans-boundary case study fisheries operate under a bilateral treaty or 
MOU. Both fisheries target high-value species which are predominantly exported to 
China. Both fisheries have also remained small-scale amid measures that have 
strictly limited the vessels’ size (Torres Strait) or propulsion (Scott Reef). There are 
also similarities between the fisheries in terms of many fishers working on boats 
owned by others who also often purchase and on-sell the products (patron-client). 
However, this is where the similarities end. Poverty is a feature of fishers’ commu-
nities in Indonesia and PNG, but not in the indigenous Torres Strait communities of 
Australia. The Torres Strait Treaty explicitly has the objective of ‘optimum sustain-
able yields’ and formulas for sharing that yield that the MOU does not. By adopting 
an optimum sustainable yield management objective, the Treaty created a need for 
the science necessary to estimate it. This led to research programs and a time series 

3 James Riwu, District of Rote Department of Fisheries.
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of fishery independent surveys and catch and effort data that never existed for the 
poorly documented Scott Reef fishery.

The TSTRLF compliance program, while less robust than some others in 
Australia because of the compromises made to protect traditional fishing rights, has 
integrity in terms of licensing, seasons, and size limits and has been adequate to 
prevent overfishing under the present fishing capacity constraints. Indigenous fish-
ers in the Australian TSPZ have strong cultural and economic ties to the fishery, 
however, economic dependence is moderated through Australia’s social welfare 
program(s). Indonesian fishers have no equivalent access to comparable programs 
and therefore may have a higher dependence on fishing which is likely to challenge 
management.

Governance in the TSTRLF is demonstrably interactive. Over the past three 
decades, stakeholders have become progressively more engaged in management 
through stakeholder advisory groups, and may have direct access to the decision 
making PZJA. Through this process, PNG, though not formally part of the Australian 
fisheries governance regime, has also been drawn into that system. In contrast the 
Scott Reef fishery governance is poorly defined and interaction is almost non- 
existent. Despite some similarities, the differences have left the sea cucumber fish-
ery severely depleted while the TSTRLF continues to enjoy high catch rates, albeit 
fluctuating inter-annually.

 Case Studies from Fisheries Adjacent to Australia

 The Rotinese Purse Seine Fishery (Multispecies Fish and Squid)

The small-scale purse seine fishery around the island of Rote Ndao (Rote) in Nusa 
Tenggara Timur province is comparable to many small pelagic purse seine fisheries 
in eastern Indonesia. It is estimated that the catch of this fishery supplies as much as 
90% of the fresh fish sold on the island (Personal communication, J. Riwu, April 
2014), making it an important source of food and income. All purse seine vessels 
must be licensed, but licences are uncapped and fishing licence fees are a ‘lucrative’ 
source of revenue for the District as they are in other maritime districts, municipali-
ties and provinces (Resosudarmo et al. 2009). However, subsidies, as fishing equip-
ment including entire fishing units (e.g. hulls, engines, and nets) (Prescott et  al. 
2015), and national fuel subsidies which moderate fuel costs exceed the licensing 
revenue from the fishery.

Fishing effort is influenced by the seasonal winds. However, there are no formal 
closed seasons to limit effort or potentially protect fish stocks at spawning times. 
Fishers and fisheries officials anecdotally note that catch rates in the fishery have 
fallen precipitously despite the fishery using only manual labour.

Catch landing data are incomplete and there is no robust statistical procedure to 
estimate the uninspected catches. It is also likely that some catches leave the district 
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waters without being first landed there. These conditions leave the fishery without a 
robust monitoring program.

Fisheries governance in Rote is strongly hierarchical and lacks mechanisms and 
intent to facilitate interaction between the decision makers and stakeholders, thus 
limiting opportunities for interactive governance. Importantly, there are no clear 
management objectives for the fishery which could assist governors to formulate 
policy and enact laws to sustain the stocks. MCS is weakened by the lack of precise 
laws, infrastructure with which to control fishing in the District, and trained fisher-
ies compliance officers. The jurisdiction has porous borders thereby leaving small- 
pelagic stocks exposed to exploitation by external as well as internal actors. Complex 
jurisdictional arrangements further complicate the fishery with vessels notionally 
licensed by size to particular district, provincial, and national governments, often 
operating well beyond their jurisdiction for which they are licensed (Resosudarmo 
et al. 2009).

Waters around Rote have become part of the Savu Sea marine protected area 
(MPA) which is Indonesia’s largest. However, the comparatively small no-take 
areas of the MPA appear unlikely to have any measurable impacts on the abundance 
and productivity of small-pelagic species harvested by the fishery since individual 
small protected areas are less effective than large areas because of boundary fish-
ing (Walters 2000), and particularly so given the life history of small pelagic fishes 
(Fréon et al. 2005).

 The Kei Flying Fish-Roe Fishery (Multispecies Tropical Fish)

In eastern Indonesia, seafaring ethnic groups, particularly the Bugis and Butonese 
from south and southeast Sulawesi, have for generations collected flying-fish roe 
(Zerner 1987). In recent decades, the fishery has progressively moved to Indonesia’s 
more eastern waters following the collapse of former fishing grounds under pres-
sures from growing market demands and expanding per capita fishing capacity. 
Consequently, a dramatic increase in exploitation of what are thought to be rela-
tively intact flying-fish stocks in the Kei Islands (Maluku province) has occurred 
over the last decade, primarily by external fishers. Localized response is evident in 
the establishment of a community-based roe fishery management regime around a 
small island community, Tanimbar Kei.

Since 2009, Tanimbar Kei has experienced intensive annual influxes of Bugis 
and Butonese fishers targeting spawning schools of flying fish between the months 
of April and October. The initial nine recorded vessels in 2009 expanded to the cur-
rent 90–120 vessels that consistently return in season. Since 2012, local manage-
ment and control interventions are being applied as part of a community fisheries 
management regime, which functions under a co-management arrangement with an 
NGO.

Fishing vessels, ranging between 10 and 15 m with crews of three to five men, 
operate around the island. On average, crews spend 6–14 h daily harvesting roe, 
involving deployment of locally made fishing aggregation devices (FADs) on which 
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the flying fish deposit their roe. Crews operate from makeshift island bases where 
they prepare FADs for deployment and dry harvests of fish eggs. After drying, a 
majority of the roe is packed and sent to ‘bosses’, boat owners or middlemen in 
export collection centres (e.g. Galesong, South Sulawesi) where it is processed and 
shipped to overseas markets. Crews from time to time sell portions of harvest to 
local middlemen to cover immediate operating costs. Although roe of several spe-
cies of flying fish (Exocoetidae) is collected, we treat this fishery as a single-species 
fishery since fishing effort is not geared towards one species over another. The col-
lection of eggs is from a group of species that have similar ecology, behaviour and 
for which the market is relatively uniform.4

The Tanimbar Kei community has exclusive management and traditional owner-
ship rights over their defined marine territory, which has allowed the establishment 
of the island’s management regime. The national decentralization of government 
following Indonesia’s political reform in 1999 devolved political and resource man-
agement authority to lower administrative levels. The passing of a national village 
autonomy act, first declared in 2004 and later refined and amended under Law No. 
6/2014 concerning villages, allowed village level claims to territory to be passed 
based on proven traditional access. Such rights are furthermore echoed in context of 
fisheries under Law 31/2004 concerning fisheries, where Article 6 (2) states that 
“fisheries management for capture fisheries and fish culture must take into account 
any existing customary laws and local wisdom including the community participa-
tion”. Law No. 27/2007 of Coastal and Small Islands Management, later revised by 
Law No. 1/2014, also acknowledges the traditional rights of communities to man-
age their own coastal waters. Building on these legislative opportunities, the island’s 
management regime allows a defined number of boats to operate in the waters 
throughout the roe season, all of which must register and pay the seasonal retribu-
tion which gives fishers access to fresh water and storage space on the island, and 
provides them with mooring sites. Furthermore, fishing effort is monitored and 
basic catch data is collected throughout the season from a sample of fishing 
vessels.

Without comprehensive fisheries data available, management arrangements are 
designed to be broadly restrictive. Spatial management is achieved through an 
annual cycle whereby no take zones are allocated in Tanimbar Kei’s territory. 
Fishing effort is controlled through setting seasonal quotas on how many vessels 
may operate. Although such restrictions are noted in the island fishery management 
plan, the capacity to enforce compliance with these measures is limited. External 
fishers’ knowledge of these management measures appeared limited. Moreover, 
many crew claimed that they fished well beyond the defined island territory, thus 
arguing that their presence in Tanimbar Kei waters is only a mere fraction of their 
total coverage.

The management regime has arguably produced positive fisheries outcomes, 
including monitoring and control measures preventing complete open access to the 

4 Fishers identified different ‘size classes’ of eggs, which in turn have different value. Size variation 
is likely indication of different subspecies.
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resource, societal benefits in the form of communal income, formulation of local 
enforceable fishery rules and regulations, and a sense of value and ownership over 
resources amongst recognized custodians. Benefits of the management thus feed 
largely back to the Tanimbar Kei community. However, critical assessments show 
lack of consistent control and inconsistent application of sanctioning and penalties 
due in part to socio-cultural relationships and accountabilities. Moreover, the lack 
of comprehensive serial data prevents robust fishery management measures from 
being developed and their performance from being evaluated. Although long term, 
annual catch monitoring and technically intensive stock assessments might help 
rectify this data gap, these are improbable in the context of this fishery. Therefore, 
responsive management is most applicable and manageable in this case.

Although the roe fishery management forms one component of a larger and more 
holistic resource management program (including various other aquaculture and 
fisheries components, like seaweed farming, coral reef fishing, etc.), the specific 
management interventions applied to the fishery are strongly focused on the species 
rather than the broader ecosystem. Since restrictive measures were generally per-
ceived undesirable, seeing clear links between directed action and resulting outputs 
were highly important for ‘new’ locally unfamiliar management tools to gain sup-
port amongst local managers. As a result, consensus on which control and manage-
ment measures were to be applied depended on how visible the direct connection to 
the fishery was and how intrusive the secondary effects would be on the broader 
community. Fisheries management therefore remains firmly focused on the particu-
lar fish stock in question rather than the broader ecosystem.

 Summary of Fisheries Adjacent to Australia

The adjacent fisheries case studies are characterized by weak engagement of state 
institutions in governance and weak control of trans-jurisdictional fishing capacity. 
The comparatively open access circumstances in these fisheries suggest that they 
are likely to be exploited to the point that they are no longer profitable, which almost 
always corresponds to stocks at lower than optimal ecological levels (Bjørndal and 
Conrad 1987). Fishers may respond by resorting to lower cost methods of fishing to 
maintain profitability, which often having higher destructive impacts, leading to 
what is sometimes referred to as Malthusian overfishing (McManus 1997). Various 
subsidies in these fisheries further reduce fishing costs and thereby encourage even 
more fishing. Although there are formal tenure arrangements in the Kei case, in 
neither case is the access tenure of participants effectively controlled. Informal ten-
ure is moreover threatened by erosion of the resource base.

The fishery baselines are poorly defined in terms of catches, catch rates, or abun-
dance of the stocks. Combined with the fact that the current data from the fisheries 
are not collected comprehensively and the future prospect for assessing the fisheries 
is remote, important management issues may go undetected and promoting better 
management is made more difficult. Under these circumstances, considering 
broader, ecosystem aspects of EAF appears overly ambitious.
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 Discussion

In reviewing all six objectives formulated under the SSF Guidelines, it appears that 
giving effect to five of them arguably depends on the third objective being met first, 
namely “(c) to achieve sustainable utilisation, prudent and responsible management 
and conservation of fisheries resources consistent with the Code of Conduct for 
Responsible Fisheries” (FAO 2015, 1). Maintaining the productivity of the fishery 
resource base, or restoring it as necessary, is the foundation on which each of the 
other Guideline objectives rest. While multiple strategies may meet this critical 
objective, they are not all equal in terms of their efficiency. Technical attractiveness 
aside, each small-scale fishery requires practical and efficient strategies to reach 
sustainability – giving each the best chance to ‘beat the odds’, which empirical evi-
dence suggests is stacked against them. This is effectively captured in the SSF 
Guidelines’ 13th guiding principle, that notes how “policies, strategies, plans and 
actions for improving small-scale fisheries governance and development [need to 
be] socially and economically sound and rational” (Ibid, 3).

Although the two Australian fisheries case studies may not be viewed as equally 
ecologically sustainable by every stakeholder, both did meet the sustainability crite-
ria specified in the Australian “guidelines for the ecologically sustainable manage-
ment of fisheries”. Yet it is hard to argue that these Australian fisheries have overtly 
taken an ecosystem approach to reach their respective sustainability goals. Robust 
data collection and research programs supported stock assessments carried out on 
single species or congeners. The stock assessments were then used to set TACs in 
the QRLF, or TAE in the NDSF. Fishing capacity was, by and large, matched with 
the stock to be caught. In the NDSF this was partially achieved by eliminating a 
large foreign industrial trawl sector.

Most harvested species are monitored but not formally stock assessed. The inter-
actions of target and non-target species with the wider ecosystem (e.g. as predators, 
prey, or competitors) are not formally assessed or taken into account when setting 
TACs/TAE other than by ecological risk assessment. It is also hard to demonstrate 
that many Australian fisheries are managed by balancing ‘diverse societal objec-
tives’. In the TSTRLF the objectives of indigenous and non-indigenous sectors 
remain highly polarized. Plagányi et al. (2013), however, have more recently under-
taken research to better understand social objectives, which is a step towards this 
goal.

MPAs are often a priority in EAF programs, particularly under conservation- 
oriented programs, however they have little importance in the management of two 
of the Australian fisheries while in the QRLF they have had importance in some 
heavily fished areas (Mapstone et  al. 2004). Buxton et  al. (2014) demonstrated, 
using a relatively simple model, that MPAs can have positive spill-over effects, 
particularly when fisheries are seriously overfished and when spill-over species 
have low rates of movement and high growth rates. The first of these conditions is 
probably met where most MPAs are proposed in conservation framed regions like 
the Coral Triangle. However, even if this and the other conditions are met, MPAs 
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must still contend with ineffective governance, compliance, monitoring, and excess 
fishing capacity  – the reasons why fisheries management failed and MPAs are 
needed.

We argue that the key factor in the sustainability of Australian fisheries were the 
effective systems of governance through which ‘single-species’ fisheries manage-
ment was applied. Facilitating this was fisheries legislation with clear and coherent 
objectives written using precise language for administrative clarity which assists 
both the application of the laws as well as providing certainty for stakeholders 
(Winter 2009). However, we acknowledge that governing Australian fisheries has 
generally benefited from the favourable human conditions that exist in Australia. 
Against the World Bank governance indicators including ‘control of corruption’, 
‘rule of law’, and ‘regulatory quality’ Australia ranks among the highest in the 
world and is clearly different from neighbouring states in the Asia-Pacific region 
(World Bank 2016). This contributes to Australian fishers’ confidence that their 
tenure to the resources is secure and there are precedents for compensation for par-
tial or complete loss of tenure where spatial management removes resources from 
their access (e.g. through the GBRMP rezoning exercise). Fishers’ livelihoods are 
not threatened by serious, subtractable, unregulated, or non-compliant fishing by 
others because compliance programs, grounded on rule-of-law, are effective and 
compliance with the laws by fishers is generally high. Low population densities, 
low unemployment, and greater per capita wealth found in Australia also foster 
governability. Most, but not all, Australian fishers seem to perceive that they have 
benefited from the governance and management systems. In other fisheries where 
this is not the case attitudes towards exploiting the resource to get what one can 
before it is appropriated by someone else are a natural outcome.

In other contexts, such as those in our adjacent fisheries case studies, achieving 
sustainable fisheries may meet insurmountable obstacles and setting goals of more 
complex EAF will almost certainly compound the challenges. The case of the flying 
fish roe fishery indicates the importance of visibly consequential management, in 
order to gain legitimacy among local stakeholders for potentially restrictive inter-
ventions. Where a national system’s governing infrastructure is weak and commu-
nicable law and legislation rarely functions well on the ground, immediate 
management interventions that have clear and favourable objectives have greater 
currency. In such contexts, single-species management may form a more logical 
departure point that local fishers and dependent households comprehend while other 
seemingly unrelated interventions that fit within broad complex EAF ambit but have 
imperceptible outcomes are unlikely to be similarly perceived. With the legislative 
arena in which the fishery operated (i.e. Tanimbar Kei territorial waters) being 
small, meant governability improved, at least locally. Although, the fishery’s spatial 
domain is far larger than the ‘local’ area, suggesting that Tanimbar Kei’s measures 
do not determine the state of health of the whole system. Nevertheless, if fisheries 
stakeholders are to comply and support management, outcomes such as at Kei 
emphasise the need for governance that is comprehensible and legitimate.
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 Recommendations to Promote Sustainability and Lay 
the Foundations for Progressive Improvement

Successful adoption of the SSF Guidelines across a wide spectrum of small-scale 
fisheries will ultimately rest on their compatibility and proven utility under varying 
contexts. With this in mind we revisit our fisheries case studies in and near Australia, 
build on relevant lessons from the Australian fisheries and draw on the Guidelines 
to suggest practical ways to achieve more sustainable outcomes.

 Appropriate Modes of Governance

In many fisheries management discourses, addressing governance shortfalls appears 
secondary to achieving ‘technical’ management outcomes. For example, imple-
menting a total allowable catch (TAC) may be seen as a high priority and an 
extremely important outcome. However, in many fisheries across the developing 
country context of the Asia-Pacific where this has been attempted, ineffective gov-
ernance has hampered capacity to control the catch. Fisheries experts drawing from 
successful experiences in implementing a TAC often do so from cases where appro-
priate and effective governance systems are in place to support such fisheries man-
agement. In taking appropriate governance conditions for granted, small-scale 
fisheries management discourses are driven across broader contexts with insuffi-
cient acknowledgement of its importance. Alternatively, governance issues may 
simply be deemed too overwhelming. Either way, weak fisheries governance, which 
is “expressed in terms of biological overuse, loss of economic productivity, costly 
management, and inequitable processes and outcomes” (Hanna 1999, 284), seems 
consistent with, and a likely explanation for, the state of many fisheries in the Asia- 
Pacific. It thus remains the central problem for achieving sustainability.

Jentoft and Chuenpagdee (2009) argued that fisheries governance faces particu-
larly ‘wicked’ problems, on the basis that they are complex and difficult merely to 
specify. Despite their wickedness, our Australian case studies indicate that opportu-
nities to resolve wicked problems do exist, though solutions for wicked problems in 
other contexts are unlikely to be found as easily. Jentoft and Chuenpagdee (2015) 
suggested that moving from the typical hierarchal governance approach to co- or 
self-governance to enhance governability in small-scale fisheries may be necessary 
in certain contexts and this suggestion is consistent with the SSF Guidelines.

Among our case studies are examples which likely would do better under differ-
ent modes of governance. The traditional fishery at Scott Reef may benefit most by 
drawing on Australia’s existing system of governance even though the fishery is 
effectively Indonesian. Given Australia’s experience in interactive governance and 
the fact that the fishery is trans-boundary in nature, takes place in Australian waters, 
and involves different ethnic groups competing for access, there are multiple advan-
tages for this governance path. Such an approach would, however, require consider-
able commitment of resources to support as well as to learn from such an 
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‘experiment’. Complementary governance arrangements in fishing communities, 
where decisions about who could participate and when, would be also needed since 
there is an imbalance between the number of fishers and the resource that requires 
less fishing to resolve.

The Rote purse seine fishery would seem to benefit from enhanced and more 
interactive governance at the level of the district which controls licensing and there-
fore fishing capacity, however it may benefit equally from more traditional comple-
mentary community governance. Given the nature of movements by small pelagic 
fish there is also a need for governance at a higher level with broader geographic 
reach.

The flying fish fishery relies on a mode of co-governance where local aspects of 
the fishery are governed by the community while the district and province must 
govern at broader geographic scales given the connectivity between the Kei fishery 
and those around it. Mediating stakeholders in the form of, for example co- 
management partners, becomes critical in facilitating a form of interactive gover-
nance between formal governing agencies and those on the ground (Cohen and 
Steenbergen 2015).

 Governance of Tenure

There is strong evidence from around the world that some form of tenure provided 
to fishery participants is essential (Allison et al. 2012), regardless of the prevailing 
mode of governance. This is verified in the flying fish roe fishery case in Kei. The 
SSF Guidelines similarly emphasize that secure tenure of access is “central for the 
realisation of human rights, food security, poverty eradication” (FAO 2015, 5). 
However, it is also clear that not all conventional wisdom on property rights resolv-
ing the problems of sustainability and, in particular, promoting economic efficiency 
in fisheries, is directly applicable to many small-scale fisheries contexts. As Allison 
et al. (2012) point out, possible casualties of ill-conceived property rights include 
people’s fulfilment of the right to fish for food security and for distributive justice.

Creating secure tenure in fisheries suffering the effects of overfishing, where the 
levels of participation and fishing capacity exceed sustainable limits, is a particu-
larly wicked problem, but nevertheless a critical one to overcome to achieve a satis-
factory end. In such situations, catch and capacity must be reduced but, where there 
are high levels of dependency, support must be provided for any realistic prospect 
of meeting the governance, social, economic, and nutritional imperatives. Where 
fishing effort is too high but dependence is relatively lower, it may be possible to 
assign tenure through a rotational system which fairly re-distributes a reduced level 
of access. The beginnings of this are seen in the Kei flying fish fishery. It is likely 
that the traditional fishery at Scott Reef may also fit into this category.

Regardless of how tenure of access is created it is important that excess capacity 
is not displaced to other fisheries where access is more open. Promoting alternative 
livelihoods is a common approach to manage human capital to limit displacement 
by improving its (labour) mobility. However, much more effort needs to also be 
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applied to managing capital tied up in vessels and fishing gear. After all, many 
small-scale fishers will be unable to rationalize limiting their fishing effort if it 
means their vessel sits idle, particularly given that is likely to be their single most 
valuable capital asset. However, even this entails risk as Clark et  al. (2005) also 
demonstrated that buyback subsidies can have severe disadvantages in the longer 
term where they are anticipated.

 The Right to Share Knowledge

Fisheries governance and even single-species management are complex processes 
that require knowledge of them and of the social, economic, and other technical 
matters to which they apply. Traditionally, most ‘accepted’ knowledge resided with 
certain actors or groups of actors forming, to varying degrees, hierarchies of power. 
Governors and managers had knowledge of these systems while scientists had 
knowledge, usually far from complete, of the resources. Fishers have always had 
knowledge of the aspects of the human and natural systems that were relevant to 
them which today may or may not conflict with the dominant Western knowledge 
system that pervades EAF.

Open systems for knowledge exchange and information sharing are critical for 
interactive governance. In the Australian fisheries, we highlighted processes 
(granted imperfect ones) that promote information exchange and facilitate partici-
pation in the science and management of the fisheries, and effort to improve these 
continues including the broadening of stakeholders’ inclusion. The SSF Guidelines 
state in 12.1 that “states and other parties should enhance the capacity of small-scale 
fishing communities in order to enable them to participate in decision making pro-
cesses” (FAO 2015, 17). In addition, in 12.3 the SSF Guidelines go on to state that 
“all parties should recognize that capacity development should build on existing 
knowledge and skills and be a two way process of knowledge transfer”, (Ibid, 17).

These are fundamental principles and the likelihood of achieving sustainable 
fisheries without giving effect to them is remote. We are confident that it is possible 
to build local capacity by employing a pedagogy relevant to small-scale fisheries 
and investing additional resources to build the capacity of institutional actors to be 
better ‘teachers’ and listeners. It is equally important and productive to create 
opportunities for fishers (and other stakeholders) to participate in the collection of 
the data as they have in the sea cucumber fishery at Scott Reef (Prescott et al. 2016), 
and which forms the basis for small-scale fisheries co-management in Tanimbar Kei 
(Steenbergen 2013, 2016). Fishers can inform assessments about observed patterns 
of abundance, stock movements, or other observable factors which, if not accounted 
for, usually bring the credibility of assessments into question. Among our case stud-
ies, fishers are contributing their knowledge in several assessments; however, this 
process is still poorly developed and poorly utilized, which goes back to capacity 
building of all actors as well as formally adopting institutional processes to support 
this.
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 Creating Opportunities for Success

Jentoft and Buanes (2005) identified that avoiding ‘negative’ rather than meeting 
‘positive’ goals that are unfamiliar to fishers may be a more productive discourse to 
develop. Although the cognitive baseline in fisheries is constantly shifting (Pauly 
1995; Ainsworth et  al. 2008) which makes it difficult for many fishers to fully 
accord with the resource losses, most small-scale fishers are likely to recall times 
when fisheries conditions were better and it is likely that they are concerned about 
further losses. There is anecdotal evidence for this in Rote, Scott Reef, and Kei. It is 
much less likely that fishers have experienced a stock recovering so a discourse 
based on improving sustainability may be completely unfamiliar and abstract. It is 
better to open discourses with familiar experiences and over time introduce con-
cepts of improving sustainability and demonstrating this (as far as possible) through 
experiential capacity building.

With a few exceptions, fishing capacity is poorly controlled in Indonesian waters, 
which contributes to the serious levels of illegal fishing. However, the Indonesian 
Ministry of Marine Affairs and Fisheries, under the leadership of Minister Susi 
Pudjiastuti, has made significant progress in removing illegal foreign fishing vessels 
from its waters. This is tremendously important because unless illegal fishing is 
eliminated there is little prospect to control legal fishing capacity since it is unlikely 
legal fishers (at all scales) could reconcile reducing their capacity while witnessing 
illegal activities.

However, rather than economic incentives to control and reduce fishing capacity, 
many governments continue to subsidize fishing directly or indirectly. While the 
SSF Guidelines are silent on subsidies, as they are often applied, many subsidies 
remain a threat to long-term sustainability. Re-directing ‘bad subsidies’ (Khan et al. 
2006) may be possible and could produce immediate impacts on both sustainability 
and providing new financial resources needed to implement many of the SSF 
Guidelines’ recommendations. Unlike many aspects of fisheries, subsidies are one 
of the few institutionally controllable factors and, political objectives aside, could 
be readily adjusted.

We have sought to identify the most effective mode(s) of governance, under-
stand and deal with the factors underlying governability, and then to apply simple 
management approaches to build a solid foundation which can be later improved 
rather than taking an immediate EAF path to sustainability. Others, like Patrick and 
Link (2015) have counter-argued that EAF is no more complex than the simple 
single- species management approaches we advocate. However, we find it unlikely 
that a system of management committed to dealing not only more fully with the 
complexity of ecosystems’ natural elements but also with the human ecological 
interactions, is less or equally complex to one that focuses purely on the catch man-
agement of a single species. Regardless of any differences in complexity, it is not 
necessarily the actual degree of complexity that is relevant in the context of ‘doing 
management’ but rather the complexity that is constructed by the broad range of 
actors implicit in EAF. Applying fisheries management is usually painful for all 
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actors and each additional issue becomes an opportunity to remain fixed in a rela-
tively more  comfortable position of stasis while the issues are debated and delay in 
making hard choices is legitimized. This trend is termed ‘rational inaction’ by 
Walters and Martell (2004). We therefore urge those engaged in implementing the 
SSF Guidelines to look beyond the technical differences between the various man-
agement approaches and consider what human constructions may be made of them.

The noble objective to ‘balance diverse societal objectives’ is one aspect of EAF 
that is likely to consume many resources and remain most challenging. Sumaila 
(2005) presents a view of societal objectives in the context of discount rates which, 
as he notes, reflect societies’ relative weighting of benefits received versus at some 
time in the future, for example as a stream of sustainable catches. Poverty and 
indebtedness are conditions endemic in many parts of the world, including in the 
Asia-Pacific and are identified as two major factors shaping societies’ views of the 
future. Furthermore, pursuit of EAF at wide geographic scales means that societies 
with very different wealth, health, and livelihood opportunity characteristics are 
likely to collide in programs attempting to operationalize EAF. For example, private 
and public donors, ENGOs, and aid agencies in wealthy countries fund EAF in less 
wealthy parts of the world. Aligning the objectives and implicit expectations of the 
donors with the objectives of the primary stakeholders under circumstances of 
extreme diversity effectively becomes a mathematical impossibility (Sumaila 2005). 
This situation emphasizes the need to create more fertile conditions for inter- societal 
communication and knowledge sharing which will assist implementation of the SSF 
Guidelines. However, this effort will always require walking a fine line between 
many competing and often conflicting objectives.

 Conclusions

Many ‘sustainable’ fisheries achieved this status through relatively simple single- 
species management approaches. However, reaching a sustainable level of harvest 
alone in a fishery falls well short of achieving all the objectives of the ecosystem 
approach to fisheries championed by the SSF Guidelines. In light of management 
experience and more information about fisheries’ interactions with their ecosys-
tems, there will be opportunities to adaptively and incrementally improve manage-
ment and governance. Progress must be made soon, as it is likely that management 
of natural resources will become more difficult as human populations grow. For 
example, based on World Bank (2016) data, a growth rate 1.14% per year is implied, 
suggesting a corresponding 24 million additional people in coastal areas adding to 
the current population of 130 million people living in the Coral Triangle who derive 
their livelihoods directly from marine ecosystems (CTI-CFF 2013). Further, as fish-
eries resources diminish, they become less likely to recover (Neubauer et al. 2013). 
In addition, this recovery is even less likely to occur at time scales that matter to 
dependent and often marginalized fishing communities.
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In the Australian context, and undoubtedly every other context where fisheries 
have been sustainably managed, the process has been enabled through effective 
governance and the promotion of local social, economic, and other factors that 
enhance governability. In Australia, governance has been interactive, with the result 
that governing systems have been better informed while also creating a sense of 
participation and ownership among stakeholders. These are both essential out-
comes. Australia has also been assisted in managing its fisheries by precise manage-
ment objectives and implementing laws. Nevertheless, agreeing on measures and 
applying them was not easy. Ray Hilborn5 made the observation that in Australia’s 
commonwealth fisheries, ‘there was a lot of blood on the floor’ when more restric-
tive measures were introduced, which was a reference to the many heated manage-
ment meetings between governments and fishers. Escaping this confronting process 
is unlikely when ‘doing fisheries management’.

The contexts in which fisheries are managed in the region adjacent to Australia 
are very different and we do not suggest Australia’s approach can produce equiva-
lent outcomes. However, some factors seem to be directly relevant and include: 
starting with the application of appropriate single-species approaches; developing 
an interactive governance system; and applying suitable management measures. 
The modes of governance through which these interventions are delivered may be 
very different than in Australia but must be inclusive, interactive, and adaptable as 
experience grows. Sustainability may be substantially and quickly improved by 
finding the most appropriate mode of governance whereby rule of law is strength-
ened because, for instance, communities still have strong affiliation to traditional 
law. Therefore, the means to implement the SSF Guidelines needs to be chosen 
carefully and the success of implementation judged within the full context in which 
they are implemented, which includes the multiple dimensions of space, time, cul-
ture, starting points, and capacity. The SSF Guidelines are there to help small-scale 
fisheries precisely because help is needed. We advocate that the help provided must 
be rooted in these contextual realities and not in theory.
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Chapter 13
Securing Sustainable Sami Small-Scale 
Fisheries in Norway: Implementing 
the Guidelines
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Abstract Emboldened by the UN’s Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples and other international human rights instruments, the Sami of Norway have 
been criticizing fisheries authorities for being blind to their particular rights, inter-
ests, and concerns. With the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small- 
Scale Fisheries (SSF Guidelines), they have yet another opportunity to raise their 
concerns, as the rights of indigenous peoples are addressed in many chapters and 
paragraphs throughout the SSF Guidelines. Sami claims to fishing rights have, how-
ever, been met with resistance from Norwegian fisheries authorities and non-Sami 
fisher organizations. The institutional reforms initiated in recent years to accom-
modate Sami demands have been limited and not eased tensions. If this experience 
of institutional reforms is anything to go by, there is reason to believe that the imple-
mentation of the SSF Guidelines will be far from smooth. This chapter addresses the 
obstacles that implementation is likely to meet and also what opportunities exist as 
far as Sami fisheries management and tenure rights are concerned. More particu-
larly, the chapter describes the functioning of a new governing institution, the Fjord 
Fisheries Board (FFB), established in 2014 as a vehicle for securing the sustainabil-
ity of Sami small-scale fisheries in the fjords of northern Norway. It is argued that 
any positive outcome as a result of the FFB’s formation will depend on the its ability 
to integrate indigenous values, norms, and principles in its work and on the 
Norwegian government’s willingness to back the FFB not just in principle but also 
in practice. For the Norwegian government, the FFB may become an important 
instrument to help Norway fulfill its commitment to the SSF Guidelines. The chap-
ter also explores what lessons can be learned from the FFB experience as far as the 
implementation of the SSF Guidelines is concerned.
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 Introduction1

In December 2013 a new institution, the Fjord Fishing Board (FFB), saw the light 
of day in Norway. The FFB was to play an advisory role in matters of particular 
interest to the indigenous Sami fishers who are mostly small-scale fishers and lim-
ited to the fjords of northern Norway. The FFB was the result of a long lasting 
struggle by the indigenous Sami to have their fishing rights acknowledged. This 
chapter explores the possibilities of the FFB succeeding in securing Sami small- 
scale fishing tenure in the fjord areas as a part of ensuring the future implementation 
of the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries (SSF 
Guidelines) in Norway. Whether the FFB represents the endpoint or is just a step on 
the way remains to be seen. What is clear is that Sami ambitions clearly go beyond 
this particular institution. The Norwegian government seems, however, unwilling to 
acknowledge fully Sami’s rights claims. For instance, the government has rejected 
the idea that the Sami have historical rights to fish in the north.

In principle, Sami fishers have the same fishing rights as other small-scale fishers 
in Norway because the state has not traditionally differentiated between Sami and 
ethnic Norwegian fishers. In fact, the latter often lived side by side with the Sami the 
northern fjords. As long as Sami fishing practices and interests were not in direct 
conflict with the state’s fisheries management system, there was no problem. 
However, a problem arose when a new quota system for cod was introduced in 
1990.2 It turned out that almost none of the Sami small-scale fishers qualified for a 
guaranteed vessel quota. The newly established Sami Parliament reacted to what 
they perceived was discrimination against Sami fishers (Davis and Jentoft 2001; 
Eythórsson 2008). Since that time, and emboldened by the UN Declaration for the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples and other international human rights instruments, the 
Sami have put fishing rights issues on their political agenda. With the passing of the 
SSF Guidelines, which also talk about indigenous peoples, the Sami have yet 
another impetus and opportunity to advance their cause.

In response to legitimate Sami claims of common property rights and self- 
government, (and in conformity with the SSF Guidelines), Norway has modified its 

1 This chapter can be read as a follow-up to Søreng’s (2013a) article ‘Legal Pluralism in Norwegian 
Inshore Fisheries: Perceptions on Sami fishing Rights.’ (Maritime Studies 12: 9 doi: 10.1186/2212-
9790-12-9) and Jentoft’s article: ‘Governing Tenure in Norwegian/Sami Fisheries: From Common 
Pool to Common Property?” (Land Tenure, No.1, pp. 91–115 (2013).
2 The cod quotas for individual fishing vessels, which replaced a total quota for all cod fishers north 
of the 62nd parallel, was introduced in response to a rapidly declining cod stock. Many small-scale 
fishers in northern Norway felt they were on the losing side of the policy, because the highest 
quotas seemed to be reserved for the biggest, most capital-intensive vessels (Eythórsson 2008).
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fisheries governance system – with the FFB as the most conspicuous new institu-
tion. However, as we shall argue in this chapter, Norwegian fisheries authorities 
remain hesitant to recognize fully Sami historical tenure rights. Although estab-
lished to support Sami small-scale fisheries, the FFB is an institutional compromise 
between Sami rights claims and Norwegian national interests, born in a context of 
ethno-political strife. The FFB may therefore be seen as a test case for what the 
implementation of the SSF Guidelines may involve, and what to expect when the 
SSF Guidelines meet practical and political realities on the ground. As would typi-
cally be the situation, new governing institutions for small-scale fisheries such as 
the FFB, are introduced into an already established governance structure, where 
power structures and paradigms are entrenched in a way that tend to work against 
small-scale fisheries and in favor of the status quo. Given the Norwegian fishing 
industry’s outright opposition to make established rules more in tune with the needs 
of Sami fisheries, the FFB is likely to experience resistance.

The FFB could potentially be an important instrument for the Norwegian gov-
ernment to address the rights of indigenous Sami small-scale fisheries and commu-
nities in the context of the SSF Guidelines. It is likely that when the Norwegian 
government reports to the FAO (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations) what it has done in terms of implementing the SSF Guidelines, the FFB 
will be mentioned. However, the FFB would not be alone in implementing the SSF 
Guidelines. The SSF Guidelines are not included in the FFB mandate although there 
is a clear overlap between the SSF Guidelines and the FFB mandate. The FFB could 
therefore also serve as a watchdog, monitoring what the Norwegian government is 
doing to fulfill its promises as far as the SSF Guidelines are concerned. The SSF 
Guidelines can also help ensure that the FFB gets the needed support and room of 
maneuver to fulfil its task.

The chapter draws on documents, public media reports, meeting attendances, 
and interviews with key actors associated with the FFB. It also uses information 
gathered by the authors over many years of following, and writing about, the gover-
nance of Sami small-scale fisheries and the political discourse surrounding it. The 
next section gives an account of the origin of the FFB, as well as why and how it was 
established. Thereafter, Section “Institutionalizing legal pluralism” outlines some 
analytical perspectives through which to interpret and reflect upon the SSF 
Guidelines. Section “The Fjord Fisheries Board (FFB)” summarizes the mandate, 
organizational design, and issues related to the working process during the first year 
of the FFB’s existence. The discussion section focuses on the challenges and poten-
tial pitfalls that may determine the success of the FFB in securing Sami fisheries 
tenure and participatory decision making in Norway, while the conclusion summa-
rizes some general lessons with regard to the implementation of the SSF Guidelines.
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 Prelude: The Position of Sami Fisheries Rights

For the Sami settled along the coast and fjords of northern Norway, small-scale fish-
ing has been a way of life and a source of subsistence and income for centuries 
(Paine 1965). Although the number of Sami fishers has declined in recent decades, 
as have the numbers of those employed in small-scale fisheries in Norway as a 
whole, small-scale fisheries are still important, but in need of institutional and eco-
nomic support. Overall, the total population and number of Sami fishing communi-
ties have decreased significantly over the years (Broderstad et al. 2014). In 1990, in 
a report to the government, Smith characterized Sami fisheries as being in a ‘five- 
to- twelve’ situation, suggesting that time is running out for Sami small-scale fishing 
(Smith 1990). Between 2008 and 2013, the number of Sami employed in the fisher-
ies sector dropped by 18% and today the future of the small-scale, indigenous Sami 
fjord fisheries looks uncertain (Brattland 2014). The FFB is considered an instru-
ment to help secure what is left of Sami fisheries and their distinct indigenous cul-
ture. However, the task ahead is formidable.

The FFB resulted from a 2-year (2006–2008) investigation into Sami fisheries 
rights in Finnmark, the northernmost county of Norway. Finnmark is Norway’s big-
gest county, with a land mass of the size of Denmark, and is home to the majority of 
the Sami population in the country. The Sami are better known for their reindeer 
pastoralism than for their fisheries. Traditionally, however, the Sami fjord economy 
comprised both small-scale fishing and small-scale agriculture (Paine 1965; Nilsen 
2003; Eythórsson 2008).

By signing ILO (International Labor Organization) 169 Convention on 
Indigenous and Tribal Peoples, the UN Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and 
the UN’s Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, Norway committed her-
self to respecting the human rights of the Sami as an indigenous people, and secur-
ing the material basis for Sami culture, including fisheries. These commitments are 
also there in Norwegian law, most prominently in Paragraph 108 of Norway’s 
Constitution, which says: “It is the responsibility of the authorities of the State to 
create conditions enabling the Sami people to preserve and develop their language, 
culture and way of life.” This so-called ‘Sami paragraph’ was added in 1988, 
whereas the Constitution was enacted in 1814. An important incident that instigated 
the amendment of this paragraph was the damming of the Alta River in Finnmark, 
which triggered heated demonstrations and even hunger strikes in front of Norway’s 
parliament in Oslo in 1979 and 1981. As a follow-up to the constitutional amend-
ment, the Sami Parliament was established in 1989.3 The government also initiated 

3 The Norwegian Sami Parliament (in Sami ‘Samediggi’) is the main political institution for 
strengthening the Sami’s political, social, and cultural position. It is a democratically elected body 
comprised of 39 representatives elected from seven districts every 4 years. Only those listed in the 
Sami Electoral Register have the right to vote. The central government has transferred authority to 
the Sami Parliament in some areas, primarily those concerning preservation of Sami cultural heri-
tage, education, language, and culture. The Sami Parliament is a mandatory body that has to be 
consulted on matters of special concern to the Sami population (www.samediggi.no).
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an investigation into Sami indigenous land rights (Svensson 2002; Minde 2005) 
which eventually, in 2005, resulted in the so-called Finnmark Act that recognized 
Sami rights to ancestral land and terrestrial resources. It also transferred former 
state land in Finnmark to a new regional institution named the ‘Finnmark Estate’, 
for which the Sami Parliament and the County Assembly appoint the Board of 
Directors. However, what remained to be done after this new institution was estab-
lished, was to investigate whether similar historical rights pertained to ocean space 
and marine resources. An inquiry into this started when the Coastal Fisheries 
Committee (CFC) was appointed in 2006, with a mandate to clarify “Sami and oth-
ers [non-Sami residents’] rights to fish in the sea in Finnmark” (Brattland 2010; 
Jentoft 2013; Søreng 2013a).

In a series of local hearings (eighteen in total) in Finnmark that the second author 
monitored, the CFC made an effort to document historical usage and people’s per-
ceptions of traditional and inherited fishing rights (Søreng 2013a). Based on the 
documented information, and with reference to Norwegian and international law, 
the CFC concluded that fishers living in Finnmark indeed have a historical right to 
fish and that the Norwegian government should legally recognize and formally 
implement this right. The CFC’s report included a complete proposal for a fisheries 
law for Finnmark (NOU 2008: 5) that also outlined how the regional management 
system should look.

For 3 years, the Ministry of Fisheries and Coastal Affairs4 remained silent about 
the report while the media intensely debated the report’s findings and recommenda-
tions. However, when the Ministry finally responded, it appeared to be largely nega-
tive towards the proposals. Indeed, the government argued that the existing 
Norwegian fisheries management system already sufficiently addressed indigenous 
rights. After consulting the Ministry of Law, the Ministry of Fisheries and Coastal 
Affairs decided not to support the idea of historical Sami fishing rights. Nor did it 
agree with the recommendation to create an autonomous co-management institution 
for Sami fisheries in Finnmark (Prop. 70 L (2011–2012).

As could be expected, the government’s reaction met with criticism. The Sami 
Parliament and the chair of CFC (Prof. Carsten Smith) conveyed disappointment. 
The media was flooded with letters from angry small-scale fishers in Finnmark. 
However, the condemnation was not unanimous. The Norwegian Fishers’ 
Association (NFA), which had been highly critical of the CFC report was, as could 
be expected, supportive of the government’s conclusion. When the Sami Parliament, 
after passionate debate, finally voted on the Ministry’s alternative proposal, which 
included an advisory function for the FFB plus a number of other measures pertain-
ing to fishing and fish processing, a small majority of delegates of the Sami 
Parliament supported it. Those who voted for the Ministry’s proposal argued that it 
was the best they could hope for now (Jentoft 2013).

4 When the current government took office in 2012, it merged this ministry with another ministry. 
The new ministry is the Ministry of Trade, Industry, and Fisheries (https://www.regjeringen.no/en/
dep/nfd/id709/). To simplify the term, ministry is used hereafter.
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In 2013, the Norwegian Parliament passed a reformed version of the Marine 
Resource Act,5 which confirmed the government’s position on the Sami rights issue. 
The amendment included a new management institution, the FFB. As mentioned at 
the outset, this chapter aims to explore what this new creation may involve in prac-
tice, and the conditions under which it will advance. Will the FFB be able to live up 
to expectations, despite its limitations? In the context of the SSF Guidelines, how 
relevant is the FFB? Is it the answer to what the SSF Guidelines envisage and the 
way through which the Sami’s aspiration for tenure rights can be met? After 2 years 
of operation, it is worth reflecting upon the experience of the FFB.

 Institutionalizing Legal Pluralism

In Norway, Sami use and property rights have traditionally been interpreted from a 
Norwegian rather than Sami perspective. This is partly due to ‘translations prob-
lems’ that have occurred between experts who investigated Sami rights and local 
Sami informants (Ween 2006). Legal experts, overwhelmingly ethnic Norwegians, 
lacked the cultural competence needed to identify and conceptualize the Sami’s own 
justice principles. Sami is a language that few Norwegians speak. In fact, not even 
all Sami due to assimilation know the Sami language. This is particularly the case 
for Sami living in coastal areas where the assimilation process was harsher than in 
the inland (Minde 2005). Cultural barriers and geographical distance continue to 
hinder mutual communication and understanding between the Sami and the non- 
Sami. Consequently, Sami rights and the culture that underpin them have been 
underdeveloped in Norwegian courts and within the political establishment, includ-
ing with regard to fisheries management.

In this respect, the situation for the Sami in Norway is not very different from 
that which exists in other post-colonial settings. The SSF Guidelines result from the 
recognition that small-scale fish workers are a marginalized group, politically, 
legally, and economically. This is even more the case for small-scale fishing people 
who are indigenous. Therefore, the SSF Guidelines document refers frequently to 
indigenous small-scale people and to the UN Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples. In Norway too, there is a need for legal empowerment of indigenous fish-
ing people.

The legal pluralism literature argues for legal ‘decolonization’, meaning that 
established law should undergo reform by recognizing and integrating indigenous 
legal norms and principles or being replaced by them (Woodman 1995; Zips 2003). 
The Norwegian CFC investigations arrive at the same conclusion. Likewise, the 
new Sami paragraph in The Marine Resources Act of 2008 and the consequent 
establishment of the FFB are important steps in the same direction. In fact, one may 
see this as a de facto acknowledgement of the existence of ‘legal pluralism’ 
(Vanderlinden 1989) in small-scale fisheries in Norway, which involves the Sami. 

5 In Norwegian, it is ‘Lov om forvaltning av viltlevande marine ressursar (havressurslova).’
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Josefsen (2014) sees it as an opportunity for the indigenous Sami community more 
generally and the Sami Parliament particularly, not to ‘break out’ of the national 
governing system but to ‘break in’, i.e. gain formal access to fisheries governance 
decision-making in a way that was previously not possible. With a foot in the door, 
institutional innovation can happen, as was the case with the FFB. The following 
describes what this new institution is, what its mandate is, and how it is organized.

 The Fjord Fisheries Board (FFB)

Organization Although fisheries management institutions have existed at local and 
regional levels with considerable stakeholder involvement in Norway for a long 
time and have undergone reforms (Jentoft 1989; Jentoft and Mikalsen 1994; Søreng 
2006, 2013b), never before has an institution like the FFB with a specific Sami 
mandate been established. The FFB covers the three northernmost counties in 
Norway: Finnmark, Troms, and Nordland, where most of the Sami fishers reside 
(Fig. 13.1). The FFB has a vast and heterogeneous area to look after, which includes 
numerous unique fjord ecosystems and fisheries.

Fig. 13.1 Small-scale fishing vessels anchored up in Smørfjord (Smiervuotna), Porsanger, 
Finnmark (Photo credit: Svanhild Andersen)
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The FFB board has six members appointed for 2 years. The Sami Parliament 
appoints three members and the three county administrations one each. The three 
county administrations and the Sami Parliament must consult each other when 
appointing new members. Members must have knowledge about coastal and fjord 
fisheries, and have experience of public affairs in general. Moreover, at least some 
of the members should be active coastal and fjord fishers. The FFB leader is chosen 
from the six members and serves for 2 years. If two members get an equal share of 
votes, they split the time between them. During the first year, the appointee of the 
Sami Parliament led the FFB. He regularly spoke to the press either to inform the 
public about the FFB, or to announce or defend decisions made. He also spoke out 
against the Ministry for not following the FFB’s recommendations. After 1 year, due 
to the parity of votes, the member appointed by one of the county councils took over 
as leader. When taking the position, the new leader declared that the FFB represents 
a different fisheries management paradigm, one that privileges small-scale fishers.

Mandate According to the mandate (§ 1), formally given by the Ministry, FFB’s 
goal is to strengthen fjord fisheries management in the three counties where Sami 
fisher communities are most prevalent.6 More specifically, the FFB shall:

• Evaluate the situation and development of particularly (but not exclusively) Sami 
resource use, and recommend locally adapted measures, including those of the 
Sami, in order to support coastal communities. The measures should aim at 
securing new recruitment to the industry and building necessary infrastructure 
such as fish landing facilities. The FFB shall exhaust scientific and local/tradi-
tional knowledge about important spawning and nursery areas in the fjords, and 
consider regulatory methods (including gear use) in order to secure sustainable 
yield and local resource exploitation.

• Evaluate the positioning of the fjord lines within which vessels over 15 m are not 
allowed, and if necessary, recommend acceptable exemptions from the 
regulations.

• Evaluate the need for an annual additional cod quota for the open access (small- 
scale) group, and decide how to distribute it to strengthen the local fjord fisher-
ies, particularly those of the Sami.

• Evaluate which municipalities/Sami areas should be included in the specific reg-
ulations concerning rights, cod quotas, and quota additions, as well as in the 
fisher census.7

The FFBs mandate is not clear in terms of its role, namely whether it shall serve in 
an advisory capacity or autonomous capacity, i.e., decide and enforce its own rules 
and functions. The mandate only instructs the FFB to assess the situation in fjord 
fisheries with a particular focus on the Sami. The Marine Resources Act, in which 
the FFB is embedded, also says nothing definite in this regard, but mentions that the 

6 http://www.regjeringen.no/nb/dep/nfd/aktuelt/nyheter/nyheter-2013/fjordfiskenemnda-blir-
oppretta/mandat-for-fjordfiskenemnda-.html?id=748027. Accessed 26 June 2015.
7 Cf. Lov om forvaltning av viltlevande marine ressursar (havressurslova) § 11.
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Ministry may establish tasks that are more specific for the FFB. This indicates that 
there is legal room for flexible interpretation of the FFB’s status. However, the 
Norwegian Parliament, which is a legislative body, describes the FFB as an advisory 
organization (Prop. 70 L (2011–2012). In principle, the Ministry would therefore be 
of the same opinion. In a press release in 2012, the Ministry stated that the FFB 
“shall not have decision-making powers, but that it could become an important 
advisory body for the central authorities”.8 Although this would suggest that the 
FFB is not a co-management agency based on power sharing, it does not relegate the 
FFB to a merely reactive position. The mandate does not prohibit the FFB from 
being proactive in taking initiatives on matters that are within its mandate. 
Nonetheless, government consent is required for any of the FFB’s suggestions.

The Sami Parliament has a somewhat different idea of the FFB’s status; it has 
stressed that the FFB should be given decision-making power over certain issues, 
for instance with regard to gear restrictions, allocation of quotas, setting of fjord 
lines, and dispensation of rules that exclude bigger vessels fishing within these 
lines.9 The Sami Parliament has repeatedly pointed out that local management 
arrangements that do not entail decision-making powers for the Sami are in conflict 
with international law on such matters, most notably with the ILO Convention 169, 
which Norway was the first to ratify.

Given this difference of opinion as to what role the FFB shall play, one may 
assume that the status of the FFB remains unsettled. The relationship between legal 
status and actual practice must be dealt with on a day-to-day basis within the FFB 
itself. One may imagine that practice eventually overrules principle rather than the 
other way around. The government might decide, however, to intervene if the gap 
between principle and practice becomes too wide. This has not happened thus far.

First 2 Years of Operation From the beginning, the fjord lines were the main issue. 
These lines decide how far into the fjord basin a vessel type can go and particular 
gear used (see Fig. 13.2). They are meant to avoid further resource degradation, help 
rebuild the coastal cod stocks by protecting their spawning grounds, and protect the 
small-scale fjord fishery from intrusion of large vessels that use trawl nets or 
long-lines.

The fjord lines were introduced in 2004, a decade before the FFB was estab-
lished. Their calibration is now a task for the FFB. Even though the Ministry did not 
support the suggestion of a separate fishing act for Finnmark or acknowledge local 

8 Press release from the Ministry, March 16, 2012 (https://www.regjeringen.no/no/aktuelt/lov-
forslag-om-oppfolging-av-kystfiskeutv/id675338/. Accessed 30 March 2014). In her speech on the 
25th anniversary of the Sami Parliament in 2014, the fisheries minister Aspaker stated: The Fjord 
Fisheries Board shall be an important advisor to the fisheries authorities. The board shall help to 
ensure that Sami marine interests, local knowledge and practical concerns related to fjord fisheries 
are dealt with when regulations are determined. (Our translation) http://www.samedigge.no/
Sammedikke-birra/Duogasj/Samediggi-25-jagi/Hilsningstale-av-fiskeriminister-Elisabeth-
Aspaker. Accessed 19 January 2016).
9 Cf. the Sami Parliament’s resolution included as Appendix 5 to Proposition to the Parliament 
(Prop. 70 L 2011–2012).
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fishing rights for fjord fishers, the Ministry deemed it necessary to ensure that the 
smallest vessels were able to harvest their quotas that were allocated within the 
annual quota regulation. Vessels over 15 m were banned from fishing inside the 
fjord lines, although exceptions to the rule could be made in particular circum-
stances (Prop. 70 L (2011–2012)). As of January 2013, this regulation is imple-
mented in all Norwegian fjords.

As one could imagine, the positioning of the fjord lines has been a hot issue in 
fisheries circles. The NFA criticized the regulations and requested the Ministry to 
make them as lax as possible. The Ministry, in the first year of the FFB’s existence 
itself, gave in and allowed for several exemptions vis-à-vis larger vessels fishing 
inside the fjord lines. This led to protests from fjord fishers as well as from the Sami 
Parliament.

The constitutional meeting of March 17th 2014 put the subject of the fjord lines 
on the agenda. A Ministry representative highlighted the challenges the fjord lines 
posed from the governments’ point of view. At all the following meetings during the 
FFB’s first 2 years of functioning, fjord lines were on the agenda (Table 13.1).

At their second meeting, the FFB agreed that until it has gathered sufficient 
information to consider adjusting the fjord lines, only vessels smaller than 15 m 
could harvest inside these lines. However, while the FFB accepted the exemptions 
made by the Ministry, it decided that it should not apply for vessels over 27 m (90 
feet). The FFB’s compromise met mixed reactions. Fjord and Sami fishers sup-
ported the compromise, even though some hoped for stricter recommendations 

Fig. 13.2 Fjord lines
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Table 13.1 The Fjord Fisheries board’s meeting agenda

FFB’s meeting agenda

1st meeting: 
17.3.2014

Formal constitution of the FFB.
Election of leader: Due to parity of votes, the leader sat for 1 year 
(2014–2015), and then switched roles with the deputy
The fjord lines: proposal to prolong temporary exceptions until May 2014.

2nd meeting: 
14.5.2014

Internal work: Discussing the mandate, scheduling meetings in 2014, 
information channels/media, knowledge collection, and budget
The fjord lines: In general, vessels less than 15 m allowed to harvest within 
the fjord lines. The FFB advices exceptions for saith seine/ herring seine/ 
mackerel fisheries vessels <=28 m

3rd meeting: 
11–12.9.2014

Internal work: Setting of action plan, meetings open for the public when 
resolutions on single issues are taken, and closed during working sessions. 
Economy/budget: Request more money for 2014 in order to be able to 
attend to its work
The fjord lines: Starts in Finnmark and ends in Nordland with the work of 
setting permanent fjord lines, discussing what information is necessary for 
conducting this work (experience based- and scientific knowledge), 
mapping fishing grounds
Additional quantity of cod accessible to Open group; discusses the effect of 
this regulation
The spread of mackerel in the north; need for scientific input before making 
decisions

4th meeting: 
6–7.11.2014

Budget proposal 2015: 805.000 NOK (= ca.87500 EUR)
The fjord lines: Request the secretariat to prepare a progress plan for the 
work on the fjord lines, including the work methodology
Decision on advising the Ministry that the FFB become an observer at 
national regulation meetings
Resolutions concerning mackerel fisheries: Concern expressed regarding 
the northward spreading of mackerel and the effect on the fjord ecosystems
Resolutions: Requests a review of whether the fisheries reform proposal 
from the Ministry will affect coastal and fjord fisheries

5th meeting: 
26–27.1.2015

The fjord lines: Agree on the progress of gathering information concerning 
the fjord lines. Decision on arranging a public meeting in East-Finnmark
Resolution concerning additional quantity of cod to open group: Advice to 
increase the quota from 12 to 18 tons
Resolution concerning fisheries task force (NOU 2014: 16). Recommends 
that consequences for Sami fisheries, including Sami/local communities are 
investigated

(continued)
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Table 13.1 (continued)

FFB’s meeting agenda

6th meeting: 
5–6.03.2015

Changing leader: According to the rules, the new leader sits for the next 
year
The budget for 2015: Not set as the Ministry requests a detailed budget 
plan. Resolution: Decides to prepare a revised budget
The fjord lines: Discusses the progress of making decisions for placing 
permanent fjord lines in Varangerfjord. Emphasizes need for experience- 
based data from fishers. For the next meeting, members requested to 
evaluate what data are needed to decide on the fjord line. Considers 
arranging public meetings on the fjord line issue
Resolution: the FFB invites tender for a report on the consequences of the 
NOU 2014: 16 proposals received, under presumption that the FFB is 
allocated the necessary economic resources
Discusses a concrete infrastructure case in Troms that may have negative 
consequences for local fisheries. Resolution: The FFB sends a statement to 
the Troms county authority that particularly stressed the effects on local 
Sami conditions

7th meeting: 
29.05.2015

The fjord lines: The Varangerfjord case. Wants to avoid user conflicts 
between vessels using mobile and stationary gears, in which the drawing of 
the fjord lines is taken into consideration. Preliminary resolution: The FFB 
advices drawing a new fjord line in Varangerfjord
Resolution on Red King Crab fisheries

8th meeting: 
26–27.08.2015

The fjord lines: Preliminary resolution concerning Finnmark based on data 
collection
Additional quantity of cod to open group: Resolution on the recruitment of 
fishers younger than 30 years
Budget: Resolution to apply for increased funding to carry out the FFB 
through 2015
Resolution to prepare a note about the development of auto line fisheries 
within the fjord lines for vessels >15 m, and to increase tourist fisheries in 
Northern Norway

9th meeting: 
4–5.11.2015

The fjord lines: Preliminary resolution that the fjord lines in Troms County 
remain unaltered
Tourist fisheries: Resolution to request the Ministry to regulate tourist 
fisheries. Point to the difficulties related to lack of knowledge about tourist 
fisheries harvests
Resolution to postpone the setting of a fjord line in Finnmark as the 
collection of local information is still in progress
Requests a note about the salmon marine fisheries.

10th meeting: 
20–21. 01.2016

The fjord lines: What are the FFB and fisheries authorities’ responsibilities?
Discussions about the FFB’s role; internal-external perception
Discuss its mandate; focus on securing Sami fisheries, or small-scale 
fisheries independent of ethnicity
The budget-situation; need for more money to fulfill its mandate

Source: http://www.fiskeridir.no/Yrkesfiske/Regelverk-og-reguleringer/Lokale-reguleringer/
Fjordfiskenemnda/Protokoller
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regarding restrictions on bigger vessels. The NFA was, and still is, negative about 
the exclusion of vessels over 90 feet, as it feels this will result in the neglect of other 
fisheries such as mackerel and saithe-seine fisheries. In protest, some within the 
NFA also said that members of the FFB who held membership in the NFA should 
resign from the NFA. The Ministry was slow to follow up on the FFB’s advice to 
ban vessels over 90 feet from fishing inside the fjord line. For this, the Ministry 
received criticism from both the FFB leader and the Sami Parliament. After some 
hesitation, however, the Ministry decided to side with the FFB.

As would be expected of a new organization, the FFB has deliberated about how 
it should work, what kind of knowledge it needs to generate to fulfil the mandate, 
and how data ought to be collected. The division of labor between the FFB and the 
FFB’s secretariat (The Directorate of Fisheries, Region Finnmark) appears to be 
blurred. The FFB’s members complained that the data that the secretariat provided 
on the fjord lines delayed their work during the first year. The FFB planned to 
undertake investigations about the fjord areas throughout 2015, and decided to start 
with public hearings in four municipalities in the Varangerfjord (east Finnmark – 
adjacent to Russia). The position of the line proposed for this fjord was based on 
interviews with fishers who harvest both within and outside the prevailing fjord 
lines. As of January 2016, the evaluation of fjord lines as part of the FFB’s mandate 
continues.

After spending time and effort on collecting relevant information on the fjord 
lines, the FFB’s members soon realized that they needed to broaden their focus. A 
new task force (in Norway known as the ‘Tveterås committee’, after its leader), 
established in 2014, submitted its recommendations to the Fisheries Minister in 
2014. In the report, it argued for restructuring the Norwegian seafood industry 
(NOU 2014: 16). The FFB focused much of its time in 2015 on the report and its 
findings. The report suggested a rather drastic liberalization of the overall manage-
ment system, with privatization of quota rights into individual transferable quotas 
(ITQs) as a central component. One issue of concern was its silence on issues per-
taining to the Sami. At the task force’s 5th meeting, FFB members demanded that 
attention be given to how the reports’ proposals would affect the situation and the 
general terms for fjord and coastal fisheries in northern Norway, with an emphasis 
on Sami use, including consequences for coastal communities and Sami communi-
ties (ref. minutes). The Ministry never responded. While the FFB could have initi-
ated its own investigation because, as its chairperson commented in the press 
(‘Ságat’ 28 February 2015), it has a right to initiate examination of “all the issues 
we want within our mandate”, the fact that the FFB only has been provided half of 
the needed budget, made it impossible for it to do so. The broad responsibility of the 
FFB and the challenges it faces to fulfil those responsibilities given restricted 
resources, amongst other things, has been a topic of internal discussion among the 
FFB members during the first 2 years of its existence.
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 Discussion

Indigenous Peoples in the SSF Guidelines The SSF Guidelines emphasize the need 
to address the concerns of indigenous peoples by focusing on their impoverished 
situation and vulnerability. The Guiding Principles “emphasize “respect for cul-
tures”, which involves recognizing existing forms or organization, traditional and 
local knowledge and practices of small-scale fishing communities, including indig-
enous peoples…”’. Section 3.6 talks about consultation and participation and the 
need to take into account the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
in the whole decision-making process related to fisheries resources and areas where 
small-scale fisheries operate, and taking existing power imbalances between differ-
ent practices into consideration”. Paragraph 5.4 says that states should protect all 
forms of legitimate tenure rights…, including those of indigenous peoples. States 
should recognize the role of small-scale fisheries communities and indigenous peo-
ples to restore, conserve, protect and co-manage local aquatic and coastal ecosys-
tems.” In paragraph 6.2, the need for preferential treatment of indigenous peoples is 
emphasized to ensure equitable benefits”. Paragraphs 11.6 says that “All parties 
should ensure that the knowledge, culture, traditions and practices of small-scale 
fishing communities, including indigenous peoples, are recognized and, as appro-
priate, supported and that they inform responsible local governance and sustainable 
development processes”. These are among the paragraphs that talk specifically 
about indigenous peoples. The SSF Guidelines as a whole are also relevant to the 
Sami.

The Sami fishing population, being part of a wealthy country and a functioning 
welfare state, do not experience the poverty and food insecurity that their indige-
nous counterparts in many other countries face, particularly in the south. Still, the 
same forces of globalization and political marginalization that make their liveli-
hoods and culture insecure confront them. Their communities and customary insti-
tutions are not sufficiently robust to withstand the current trends of neoliberalization, 
where their traditional rights of land and water are up for grabs. These concerns, as 
the SSF Guidelines stress, are not just about fisheries management but about human 
rights. From such a perspective, the Sami are also struggling for recognition of their 
historical rights to fish in Norway. They are broadening the discourse about fisheries 
rights in the manner that the SFF Guidelines have done. Their struggle has been 
evolving over time, and was well underway when the SSF Guidelines were endorsed, 
but it is the SSF Guidelines that might bring a new momentum as they speak to 
issues that have been on the Sami political agenda for decades.

Post-colonialism The situation of the Sami in Norway, Sweden, Finland, and 
Russia is not very different from that which exists in post-colonial settings. The 
need for legal reform that empowers indigenous fishing people through institution 
building and other measures is essential to decolonization (Woodman 1995; Zips 
2003). This requires that indigenous legal norms and principles somehow be inte-
grated in existing law, as the SSF Guidelines say should happen when appropriate. 
These legal norms should, however, not be compromised. The Norwegian Sami 

S. Jentoft and S.U. Søreng



281

land and fisheries rights investigations initiated by the Norwegian government 
aimed to correct the problem of legal colonization, as opposed to the more prag-
matic approach of the Norwegian authorities. In other words, the Ministry now 
thinks that the existing order goes far enough in accommodating Sami claims. 
However, the Sami Parliament seems united in thinking that much still remains to 
be done to recognize Sami historical rights and self-governance and meet Norway’s 
obligations with regard to international law. There is reason to believe, therefore, 
that the issue will linger on into the future.

The Sami Parliament had put forth a subsidiarity principle similar to those of the 
SSF Guidelines before the latter came into existence when it proposed that those liv-
ing in an area and who are dependent on local resources to maintain culture, industry 
and language should have the first right to use the [natural] resources (Sametinget 
2004, 47). This principle takes issue with the existing Norwegian fisheries gover-
nance order – which works from the premise that fish in the ocean are a common 
pool resource (Davis and Jentoft 2001; Jentoft 2013). It is important to point out that 
this principle may also find support amongst Norwegian small-scale fishers in gen-
eral, as it does not apply exclusively to Sami fisheries (Søreng 2008, 2013a). 
Moreover, it would fundamentally change the working conditions of the FFB.

The FFB is exposed to competing political positions, having to maneuver 
between Sami and Norwegian expectations and legal perceptions that do not always 
correspond and easily mix, for instance, on the question of access and preferential 
treatment of resident fjord fishers. Given the mandate to strengthen Sami fisheries 
dependent communities, Sami customary practices and Sami rights perceptions 
should be recognized not just in principle but also in management practice. However, 
any preference or privilege to Sami fisheries to correct for previous neglect, as the 
SSF Guidelines indicate may be needed, can easily trigger opposition within the 
ethnic Norwegian fishing community, which does not always distinguish between 
equality and equity, i.e., between equal and fair treatment. Likewise, for the Sami, 
any compromise may be seen as surrender. This is, however, ‘realpolitik’ since the 
FFB is now an integral part of the national fisheries governing system and hence 
must be able to balance between Norwegian and Sami political and institutional 
demands. At the 11th meeting of the FFB, the former FFB leader, Mr. Pedersen, 
summed up the first 2 years of the institution’s existence: “We have had a process, 
which has not been easy, to locate ourselves within the system.”

The FFB must know how to address normative diversity and complexity. It must 
also be able to deal with dynamism and with ‘living law’, where legal perceptions 
are changing as the problems living law tries to address are also changing (Svensson 
2005). In a natural resource-based industry like fisheries, nothing is stable. Legal 
perceptions are no exception to this rule. The crisis in the cod fishery that triggered 
the quota system in 1990 and the political process among the Sami that subse-
quently led to the FFB is now largely gone, while new challenges have appeared 
such as the growth of salmon aquaculture in the fjords of northern Norway and the 
migration north of mackerel due to rising sea temperatures. Thus, the FFB finds 
itself in a difficult situation. On the one hand, it must adhere to the rules and 
 regulations of the Norwegian fisheries governance system. On the other hand, the 
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FFB must deliver on the expectations of the Sami community, including those of the 
Sami Parliament. Unless it performs well in this balancing act, the FFB’s legitimacy 
is likely to be challenged.

Positive Discrimination The FFB is criticized, often in hostile ways, particularly 
by the NFA and parts of the fisheries political establishment who would like to see 
it removed. The NFA was also very negative about the Coastal Fisheries Committee 
(CFC) report in 2008 and strongly opposed its recommendations. With reference to 
the FFB, the leader of the NFA has stated that Norway is one kingdom, and all areas 
ought to have the same rules. “No one should be given special treatment” (NRK 
Sami, 21 March 2014). There is reason to assume that the same opinion will be 
voiced against the SSF Guidelines once they become better known.10 (Now that the 
FFB is a reality, the NFA demands representation in the board).11 The opposition to 
special treatment – or positive discrimination – has also been articulated by parts of 
the political right in Norway, who currently control government. Being against ‘spe-
cial treatment’ as a governance principle translates into opposing the very existence 
of the FFB as an institution and consequently its practical management proposals 
regardless of the content (Søreng 2007, 2008, 2013b; Jentoft and Mikalsen 2014).

It is probably helpful that the FFB’s mandate arose from a series of consultations 
between the Sami Parliament and the Ministry. The mandate accommodates the dif-
ferent normative perceptions of both parties. Despite its shortcomings, the legal 
reform that resulted in the FFB is, as Josefsen (2014) notes, an opportunity for the 
Sami community more generally and the Sami Parliament in particular to gain for-
mal access to the country’s fisheries governance decision-making in a way that it was 
previously not possible. With a foot in the door, it might be able to advance its agenda.

The Ministry does not share the idea that the FFB has broken in to the decision- 
making process. More likely, it takes the view that FFB has been co-opted (Selle and 
Falch 2015). Whatever the case might be, the government may want to bring the FFB 
on board and thereby ensure a less boisterous Sami Parliament. From a governability 
perspective (Bavinck et al. 2013), this may well be a win-win situation, but only to 
the extent that the FFB can maintain its support base amongst Sami fishing commu-
nities and the fishing industry as a whole. The contradictions are numerous and the 
challenges complicated, which for the FFB means a slippery slope. For instance, 
Sami-Norwegian ethnic fisheries conflicts overlap with other conflicts, such as those 
regarding gear use and space (Søreng 2013a). Likewise, fisheries communities often 
have a mixed population of Sami and non-Sami, which makes ‘positive discrimina-
tion’ complicated. This is why the FFB’s mandate relates to geographical communi-

10 Similarly, in a letter dated December 12, 2015, to the Ministry and copied to the FFB, the FFA 
and FFA Nordland, Ministry, the NFA and the Nordland Herring Fisher’s Association expressed 
the view that it is ‘highly discriminatory that ethnicity should decide which fisheries regulations 
should apply’. The association also disagreed with the idea that residence should have any signifi-
cance, as ‘it is also discriminatory to fishers who do not live in the municipalities which are cov-
ered by this arrangement’. (Our translation).
11 http://www.fiskarlaget.no/~fiskabhe/index.php/tariffseksjoner/bateierseksjonen/bateierseks-
jonen-virksomheten/details/104/731-vil-med-i-fjordfiskenemnd
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ties in northern Norway rather than to the Sami as an ethnic group distinct from 
fishing residents of Norwegian heritage. The FFB’s mandate also extends to areas 
where Sami presence is scant or non-existent, most notably in Nordland, which is 
the southernmost of the three counties that the FFB is covering.

The advisory role of the FFB, and the fact it is integrated into the overall 
Norwegian fisheries governance system, means that confusion may arise as to which 
side of the table the FFB occupies. Such confusion may emerge when advice 
involves conflicting viewpoints and dialogue takes the form of negotiation. The FFB 
can perhaps play the ethnic card with the government, but this is not possible to the 
same degree with local fisher communities in Finnmark, where there will be a pres-
sure on the FFB to be ethnically neutral. Even if its mandate says that it should 
especially consider Sami interests, doing so in practice on a daily basis is likely to 
meet criticism among non-Sami fisheries stakeholders who may feel that they are 
being discriminated against, like for instance when gear groups have mixed ethnic 
representation. One could easily imagine that the FFB ends up being criticized in 
the same way as The Finnmark Estate was (see above), namely by being accused on 
the one hand of favoring Sami interests and on the other for being too passive in 
representing Sami interests (Broderstad et al. 2015).

The FFB, like the Finnmark Estate, carries the history of Sami discrimination, 
marginalization, and assimilation. This adds symbolic value to the FFB as it high-
lights the indigenous rights base of Sami small-scale fishers. The FFB represents a 
normative order of its own, which is not only circumscribed by the fisheries gover-
nance system of Norway but is also embedded in a legal system that is beyond 
Norway, expressed in the UN Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples and 
codified in international human rights law (Jentoft et al. 2007). The FFB is therefore 
a manifestation of ‘legal pluralism’ (von Benda-Beckmann 2002; Jentoft 2011).

Governing Orders ‘Interactive governance’ theory (Kooiman 2003; Kooiman et al. 
2005; Kooiman and Jentoft 2009) perceives governance as happening at three dis-
tinct but related ‘orders’. At the ‘meta-order’ basic values, norms, and principles are 
the focus. The SSF Guidelines belong to this order, whereas its implementation 
would occur at lower orders. ‘Second order governing’ is about the formation of 
institutions, including law, whereas ‘first order governing’ is about the day-to-day 
process of implementation, stakeholder participation, and decision-making.

The exact relationship between Sami and Norwegian fisheries governance is still 
being negotiated at all ‘orders’. There are on-going controversies regarding the 
basic normative principles at the ‘meta-order’. There are those who would dispute 
that indigenous Sami rights have any role to play in fisheries management. The idea 
of positive discrimination for Sami small-scale fishers is controversial. The govern-
ment’s rejection of CFC regarding Sami historical rights to fishing may end up in 
court, as its chairperson (Carsten Smith) has suggested. It would be up to the Sami 
Parliament or perhaps some other Sami organization to push it through the justice 
system.

The FFB is not yet consolidated at the ‘second order’, i.e., as an institution. The 
mandate is formalized, and the rules of representation are settled, but opinions differ 
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as to what should be its status, especially in terms of its autonomy. In its fourth 
meeting, the FFB expressed interest in obtaining observer status at the national 
regulatory meeting. This would be unusual for an agency that assumes public func-
tions and is an integral part of Norwegian fisheries governance. Observers are usu-
ally affected outsiders. At the 11th meeting, FFB members expressed frustration 
over the fact that hostile stakeholders think that the FFB has more power than it 
actually has according to their mandate as an advisory body. The Sami Parliament 
is of the view that it should not play only an advisory role, as the Norwegian govern-
ment wants and current legislation defines. Rather the Sami Parliament believes it 
should have the opportunity to make its own rules pertaining to fishing practice: 
quotas, gear, fjord lines etc. This, undoubtedly, challenges the principles of the cur-
rent Norwegian fisheries governance system, which is based on ‘centralized consul-
tation’, with the NFA in a privileged position and in a rather cozy relationship with 
the Ministry. Both parties therefore have a history of opposing governance reforms 
that involve decentralization and delegation of fisheries decision-making powers, 
regardless of whether indigenous Sami interests and rights are implicated in it or not 
(Jentoft and Mikalsen 2014). It should therefore be of no surprise that the FFB is at 
best getting reluctant support and at worst is facing opposition from other fisheries 
stakeholders.

The developments occurring now are at the “first order” of governance, i.e., with 
regard to the operation of the FFB, how it goes about delivering its mandate, what 
happens when the board meets to discuss and vote on concrete issues, and how the 
Ministry addresses the FFB’s concerns. Of course, the question remains as to what 
happens if there is a disjuncture between meta-order norms and values reflected in 
the advice given and those of government and non-Sami stakeholders. Over time, 
the pragmatism of FFB decision-making may have a bearing on the institution. 
Eventually meta-order principles may even change.

The NFA has more power in fisheries governance affairs than its formal advisory 
status would suggest. This is a result of a long process of mutual adaptation and trust 
building. In many instances, the Ministry just confirms what the NFA says and does 
(Hernes et al. 2005; Jentoft and Mikalsen 2014). The same may also occur with the 
FFB.  Informal power is still power. In its first 2 years of existence, much of the 
FFB’s effort has been concentrated on the fjord lines, which is no doubt important 
from a Sami small-scale fisheries perspective. It is also important from a non-Sami 
perspective in areas where Sami and non-Sami challenges overlap. The better the 
FFB does its job of investigating issues and the more balanced its advice, the more 
likely this advice will become the rule. If this is the case, we may see a situation of 
‘interlegality’ (Svensson 2005) arise where Norwegian statutory and Sami custom-
ary law undergo mutual adaptation as opposed to them existing side by side in a 
case of legal pluralism. This may also help legitimize the institution in the eyes of 
critical stakeholders. The recent Norwegian fisheries law reforms that accommodate 
Sami interests is possibly an example of interlegality that also falls in line with the 
SSF Guidelines which talk a lot about recognition of customary and indigenous law.

The FFB may not get the space it wants even within the framework of its man-
date. The positioning of the fjord lines continues to be contested as they involve the 
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exclusion of fishing interests that are usually more powerful than those they are 
there to protect. The FFB’s advice on this and other matters can also be challenged 
in the hearing process following the giving of advice and before it eventually 
becomes a formal regulation. On several occasions, criticism of the FFB’s advice 
has been highlighted in the news media. However, there is reason to believe that 
once decisions are settled, for instance concerning fjord lines, over time they will be 
less controversial and taken as given, as often happen with institutions and regula-
tions (Jentoft 2004). The fjords were not open access and free of spatial demarcation 
to begin with, and although rules were routinely negotiated they eventually became 
an ‘objective reality’ that fishers learned to live with.

Legal Pluralism Vanderlinden (1989, 151) points out that the individual “is the 
converging point of the multiple regulatory orders which each social network neces-
sarily includes …”. Although this is undeniably true for Sami small-scale fishers (as 
individuals) in the fjords of northern Norway, it is also true for the FFB as an orga-
nization, as it must maneuver between Norwegian and Sami legal perceptions. The 
conflicts it must handle are, therefore, not just economic but also normative, i.e., 
about orders (Bavinck 2005). This adds complexity to Sami small-scale fisheries 
governance, which means that most decisions have multiple contexts and dimen-
sions. By asserting local indigenous norms, values, and principles, which is what 
the Sami community expect of it, the FFB is operating in a political and institutional 
landscape where Sami values and principles are not generally shared, regardless of 
existing international and domestic law. The implementation of the SSF Guidelines 
in multi-ethnic communities would therefore require a balancing act.

To succeed, the FFB must be a link between the conflicting normative orders. 
The FFB has a vertical function in terms of integrating national and local normative 
systems. The FFB also has a horizontal function, which means bridging between 
conflicting interests and governance principles that exist at the local level. The 
FFB’s ability to function as a horizontal integrating body depends on its vertical 
function, i.e. how it finds its place in the overall and long established fisheries gov-
erning system that it is a part of, and vice versa. While allowing local variation in 
rules and regulation, the FFB must ensure that what is allowed in one fjord cannot 
be forbidden in another fjord unless there are very good reasons for it. There are also 
limitations to how many exceptions to the rule can occur, like those pertaining to 
fjord lines. It would also be impossible to discriminate between small-scale fjord 
fisheries on ethnic grounds, as the CFC has also advised against (NOU 2008: 5). 
Still each fjord system has its own particularities. The governability of small-scale 
fisheries in northern fjords requires dexterity and attention to detail and context. 
This calls for the use of local knowledge (Eythórsson 1993), which is also some-
thing the SSF Guidelines talk about in Chapter 3.1. The FFB has a big geographical 
area to cover and it remains to be seen how it will manage to integrate such 
knowledge.

Whether the FFB succeeds in realizing Sami fishing rights and fulfils the expec-
tations that rest upon it, even more so with the SSF Guidelines now in place, depends 
partly on how the FFB organizes its internal work and how its members operate as 
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a team, given that they are divided ethnically. With an expectant and critical stake-
holder audience, the FFB can hardly afford internal conflicts which, given the equal 
representation of Sami and non-Sami stakeholders, is a risk. Success also depends 
on how perceptions over local fishing rights are translated into practical regulations, 
as in the case of fjord lines. Sami small-scale fishers must deem these regulations 
legitimate. In the end, these regulations must also be accepted within Norwegian 
fishing communities and authorities, the latter having the final word.

 Conclusion

By endorsing the SSF Guidelines, FAO member states like Norway committed 
themselves to recognize and support the role of small-scale fishing communities 
and indigenous peoples, and help them become more sustainable and secure. 
Whether these marginal legislative reforms and the establishment of the FFB are 
sufficient to accommodate this commitment is questionable. There will obviously 
be different views about whether these mechanisms go far enough. It is too early to 
know but it is clearly not sufficient to show only good intent. The Norwegian gov-
ernment must also prove that things work to safeguard Sami livelihoods and 
culture.

This case study provides an illustration of what implementing the SSF Guidelines 
may involve as far as indigenous peoples are concerned, what solutions one might 
think of, and what challenges and obstacles one should be prepared for. It has, there-
fore, value beyond Norway and the Sami. There is also reason to assume that the 
SSF Guidelines when implemented may encounter similar challenges elsewhere. If 
modest, inadequate steps are contested, a more comprehensive, progressive reform, 
as envisioned in the SSF Guidelines, will be contested even more. The FFB has met 
opposition at all ‘governing orders’; the basic principles that pertain to the rights of 
indigenous peoples in Norway with the Sami are still disputed both among the pub-
lic and Norwegian authorities, particularly with regard to fishing rights. In Norway 
there are even voices questioning the legitimacy of the Sami Parliament. Those who 
disagree that the Sami are an indigenous people that deserve secure rights and jus-
tice through positive discrimination also dispute the need for the FFB (and thereby 
the SSF Guidelines).

If a case is lost at one governing order, it can be brought to another order. One 
may also be able to live with a disconnect between orders. One may, for instance, be 
willing to accept governing principles as long as they remain symbolic only. If one 
has to unwillingly accept that human rights principles are relevant and that the FFB 
is here to stay, it is still possible to oppose the existence (second order) of the FFB 
and raise concerns regarding the functioning (first order) of the FFB. It is likely that 
negotiations over conflict will involve movement along the governing ladder, from 
the ‘meta’ to the ‘second’ to the ‘first governing order,’ or in the opposite direction. 
Thus, the implementation of the SSF Guidelines is likely to be challenged in practice 
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by those who oppose it in principle. Now that Norway has endorsed the SSF 
Guidelines, there is still a possibility to obstruct their operationalization and imple-
mentation in Sami small-scale fisheries. Implementation involves a process of con-
textualization at lower governing orders. In the process of doing so, it is possible to 
be pragmatic at first order and flexible at second order, while being firm at meta- 
order without compromising the principles.

The future will tell how this new governance system will work. Although Sami 
small-scale fjord fisheries have diminished in number, they have also transformed, 
and in local communities even grown, thereby proving resilient through adaptability 
(Brattland 2014; Broderstad and Eythórsson 2014). One hypothesis is that once the 
FFB has been in operation for a while, controversies will fade away or be isolated at 
first order. When things at the first order of governing calm down, it is possible that 
higher order conflicts also will subside. Thus, it is safe to conclude that even if the 
FFB is inadequate to secure a sustainable future for Sami fisheries, it is still a valu-
able contribution to the fisheries governing system and a useful instrument for 
implementing the SSF Guidelines.
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Chapter 14
Protections for Small-Scale Fisheries in India: 
A Study of India’s Monsoon Fishing Ban

Surathkal Gunakar, Adam Jadhav, and Ramachandra Bhatta

Abstract In India, fisheries governance suffers from weak regulation and poor 
compliance, with a primary exception – a collection of coastal seasonal fishing bans 
or closures. Much other fisheries policy (e.g., fuel subsidies or incentives for deep- 
sea fishing) promotes increasing production over conservation. The benefits of such 
measures have generally accrued to owners of industrial and semi-industrial opera-
tions, often at the expense of the small-scale fisheries sector. Viewed critically, 
Indian fisheries governance can be described as out of compliance with the FAO’s 
new Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries (the SSF 
Guidelines). In this chapter, we analyze the coastal seasonal fishing bans in light of 
the SSF Guidelines and, in particular, the provisions for sustainable resource man-
agement (Section 5b of the Guidelines). Details of the monsoon bans have varied by 
time and place, but a diverse group of stakeholders have generally accepted the 
principle of a seasonal ban. However, there remains a complicated history of policy, 
legal, and social contestations – in short, politics – around the particulars of the 
bans, which we review. We also consider the specific case of Karnataka state. We 
find that weak scientific arguments generate a contested ecological justification and 
reduced support for seasonal closures. We suggest the monsoon bans are better jus-
tified when framed as safeguards for the small-scale fisheries sector. The SSF 
Guidelines provide a normative foundation for strengthening the monsoon fishing 
bans as part of dynamic fisheries management to privilege and protect India’s small- 
scale fisher communities.
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 Introduction

The fishing harbor at Mangalore, on the southwest coast of Karnataka, India, 
stretches for nearly a kilometer. During most of the year, the flat, narrow dock 
grounds are packed with gear to be loaded, baskets of catch, raucous auctions, the 
come-and-go of cargo trucks and a steady flow of workers. In the background, small 
fishing supply stores, tea stalls and cheap eateries buzz, especially when boats are 
heading out or coming back. Low-rise buildings house fisher business offices, trad-
ing firms, government departments, and fisher unions – the political and economic 
elite of the fishery. Nearly 1200 trawl and purse seine boats (the workhorses of 
India’s industrial fisheries) call this harbor home.

Yet this harbor – one of the largest in India – practically shutters for weeks each 
year. During those times, hundreds of boats are moored to docks and one another, 
packed so densely that none can move (see Fig. 14.1). The harbor can feel all but 
abandoned.

This period of idling of the industrial/semi-industrial fleet happens at fishing 
docks across mainland India. It is a consequence of years of fisher politics, debate, 
and maneuver resulting in so-called monsoon fishing bans. Annually, for parts of 

Fig. 14.1 Trawl and Purse Seine Boats sit idle at Mangalore Bunder during the Monsoon Ban in 
2012; these “Mechanized” Boats represent India’s Industrial/Semi-industrial Sector (Photo by 
Adam Jadhav)
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April, May and June, large boats are banned from east coast seas. Boats on the west 
coast are subsequently banned during June and July.

Nearly three decades ago, individual states began adopting such seasonal bans – 
from several weeks to a few months each year – on fishing in their own territorial 
waters (the water up to 12 nautical miles from shore that each state governs). 
Eventually the central government did likewise in national waters beyond 12 nauti-
cal miles. The bans developed as part of larger negotiations between conflicting 
sections of the fishery, and each state’s own politics produced its own slightly dif-
ferent ban.

Annual newspaper stories on the bans offer a brief window into the politics of 
India’s diverse fisheries. In coverage, the owner of a large boat often complains 
about hard times during the non-fishing weeks. A government regulator offers a 
justification about protecting stock. Journalists also sometimes refer to the bans as 
fishing holidays – seemingly apolitical periods of rest when fishers tend to social 
matters such as festivals or the marriages of children.

The smallest scale of fishers – those using oars, sails or tiny trolling motors – are 
typically exempt from the bans. This means the bans operate as a de facto protection 
by giving space to the most marginalized. Yet these same beneficiaries of the bans 
are usually left out of media coverage.

India’s monsoon bans entered a new chapter in 2015, when the central govern-
ment set out to implement an extended, 61-day uniform ban on fishing in the national 
waters off each coast – from 15th April through 14th June on the east and 1st June 
through 31st July on the west. The government justified the extended ban as neces-
sary ‘for conservation and effective management of fishery resources and also for 
sea safety reasons’ (GOI 2015a). The central government also negotiated with state 
governments, and most adopted identical ban periods in their own waters.

Collectively, the bans arguably represent India’s single most successful marine 
fisheries1 regulation in terms of compliance. Yet rancor remains, and camps of fish-
ers, government officials, scientists, and civil society invoke various justifications 
and anti-justifications for lengthening, shortening, or even ending the fishing season 
ban.

In this chapter we examine the evolution of the fishing ban periods. We do so 
because the bans represent a generally successful regulation that nonetheless 
remains a continual site of fisher politics. Our analysis is motivated by a new inter-
nationally agreed instrument – the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable 
Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and Poverty Eradication 
(known as the SSF Guidelines) – which call for securing and sustaining small-scale 
fisheries. We pay particular attention to Section 5b of the guidelines, which man-
dates sustainable resource management specifically to protect small-scale 
fisheries.

This chapter relies on a combination of document, policy, and literature review, 
mixed with observations and field interviews in multiple sites around India. This 
field research comes out of our collective and individual research engagements with 

1 We focus exclusively on marine fishing (and estuarine fishing, in so far as those fishing communi-
ties, markets, and governance overlap the marine sector).
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Indian fisheries; where appropriate, we note a year and month when observations 
come from specific interviews. We also wish to explicitly acknowledge our position 
of scholars who are also advocates in Indian fisheries and marine conservation pol-
icy at various levels.

To frame this chapter, we first present an overview of the SSF Guidelines, which 
apply to (albeit voluntarily) India. We follow with some basic information of fisher-
ies and management in India. This leads to a discussion of the development of and 
debates over the monsoon bans. We then examine the case of fishing ban in the state 
of Karnataka, as a place that exemplifies ban politics up to the present but was not 
an outlier or leading edge of fisheries management or development. We ultimately 
find that the exclusively ecological justification that officials most frequently make 
for the ban may actually weaken or confuse support, and hence conclude with an 
argument for reimagining the seasonal fishing ban explicitly as a protection for 
small-scale fishers, in line with India’s commitments to the SSF Guidelines.

 The SSF Guidelines

Decades of international fisher activism and negotiation by stakeholders led the 
Committee on Fisheries of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO) in 2014 to endorse a normative international instrument calling for 
protecting and privileging of small-scale fisheries. Thousands of stakeholder repre-
sentatives worldwide were involved in creating the SSF Guidelines. Notably, many 
Indian activists and international advocates based in India played key roles in the 
institutional processes and underlying sociopolitical foment that culminated in the 
guidelines.

Though voluntary, the SSF Guidelines call on a range of fishery actors – interna-
tional bodies, national governments, civil society, academia, fishers themselves, and 
other stakeholders – to recognize and address small-scale fisheries challenges (FAO 
2015). The Guidelines are ambitious as they offer overarching principles of gover-
nance such as recognition of human rights, attention to equality, and the need for 
accountable and participatory action. The Guidelines also include specific provi-
sions relating to sea tenure, resource management, development, employment, 
trade, gender, disasters, climate change, and policy.

For this chapter, the most relevant section of the SSF Guidelines is 5b, which 
addresses the duties and responsibilities of “states and all those engaged in fisheries 
management” to attend to sustainability and conservation (FAO 2015, 6). This sec-
tion emphasizes that small-scale fishers themselves have a role to play in conserving 
resources  – especially those to which they could claim tenure  – and that states 
should enable participation, training, monitoring, co- or community-based manage-
ment, equity in decision-making about fisheries management, and development. 
States are also encouraged to avoid policies that contribute to “fishing overcapacity 
and, hence, overexploitation of resources that have an adverse impact on small-scale 
fisheries (FAO 2015, 7–8).” Readers of this paper should hold the Guidelines in 
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mind while encountering subsequent sections on the evolution and implementation 
of monsoon fishing bans.

An introduction to the Guidelines notes that small-scale fisheries are often juxta-
posed with large- (or at least larger-) scale outfits and firms. The Guidelines, how-
ever, intentionally do not prescribe a specific definition of small-scale fisheries. This 
is not surprising; many scholars have argued that an abstract or international defini-
tion would be impossible; for example, Charles writes, ‘the many categorizations of 
SSF (subsistence, artisanal, etc.) and their diversity of forms imply that any broad 
discussion of these fisheries cannot deal with all the nuances of specific situations – 
a small-scale fishery in one location will not necessarily look similar to one else-
where’ (Charles 2011, 85–86). In India’s hyper-diverse fisheries, this holds true at 
scales far below the national level; what might be called small-scale in one Indian 
state would be more akin to large-scale in another. Additionally, technical, political, 
and economic forces continually remake Indian fisheries; increasingly “old dichoto-
mies of non-mechanized and mechanized, small and big, artisanal and modern are 
irrelevant” (Kurien 2016, 30).

The lack of a definition “creates flexibility as to (the Guidelines’) interpretation 
and, hence, implementation. Countries may therefore decide themselves who the 
SSF Guidelines are relevant for  – or, indeed, if they are relevant at all” (Jentoft 
2014, 4). This subjectivity and the Guidelines’ voluntary nature mean that imple-
mentation is inherently a political project that could change or reorient fisheries. 
The Guidelines “are meant to intervene in situations where different interests are in 
conflict and where small-scale fisheries are the weaker party. They will inevitably 
interfere with power” (Jentoft 2014, 7). This is the key intersection between the 
Guidelines as a political and normative instrument and our analysis here of fisher 
politics in the origins and debates about monsoon fishing bans in India. As a site of 
varying fisher politics, the bans arose as actors wielded different kinds and levels of 
power. We certainly do not ignore ecological discussions, but these are raised largely 
in the context of political discourse.

 Fisheries in India

Indian fisheries present intractable problems: institutional failures, ecological 
uncertainty, political and socioeconomic considerations, pernicious market forces, 
and declines in traditional fisheries governance. India has attempted to govern and 
‘develop’ fisheries for food security, livelihoods, and foreign exchange often with 
mixed results. More than 60% of Indian fishing households are officially catego-
rized as poor (CMFRI 2012) and officials often view fishers, particularly the small-
scale fisheries sector, as ‘backward’ in Indian parlance. Traditional governing 
institutions in communities have largely been replaced by weak command-and- 
control regimes, which often fail to make or enforce policies in the face of politics, 
technological change, economic realities, and capacity constraints. Fishers – par-
ticularly small-scale fishers – have felt threatened by multiple forces (international 
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boats, industrial pollution, larger-scale fishing capital, and even state bureaucracy) 
for decades (Kocherry and Achary 1989).

The breadth of India’s fisheries complicates the fisheries governance. The 
10-year average annual marine mainland catch from 2005 through 2014 is estimated 
at 3.27 million metric tons (CMFRI 2016), making India one of the largest fishing 
nations by catch volume. Catch is also diverse as nearly 70 taxa (some only at the 
level of order or superorder) contribute enough to merit government reporting. Yet 
understanding and management are hampered by limited or incomplete stock 
assessments (for example, see Ghosh et al. 2015) and weak capacity.

India’s fisheries are also complex and diverse from economic and technical per-
spectives. Government statistics count three meta-classes of fishing boats based 
largely on power:

• Mechanized craft, typically up to 20 meters long, with engines (sometimes up 
to 500 horsepower) specifically to shoot/haul fishing gear in addition to propel 
the boat.2 This category covers trawl, purse seine, line, and some larger gillnet 
boats.

• Motorized craft, an intermediate gear class using an engine only for propulsion. 
Some boats approach the size of a mechanized craft (e.g., ring-seiners in Kerala) 
but the category includes much smaller outboard motor boats, both traditional 
and contemporary.

• Non-motorized craft, the mostly traditional boats that dot India’s coastline 
without a motor. They are often employed by fishers with the least economic or 
social power or when larger craft are banned. These range from oversized canoes 
with an outrigger to small rafts poled around a calm estuary.

These categories are neither discrete, nor do they align neatly with distinct social 
classes or economic models of fishing. Some large boats operate as capitalist firms 
owned by investors; others are household owned and operated. Motorized and non- 
motorized boats often serve as the primary fishing vessel of a household but some-
times work in a fleet. Fishing labor moves between sectors and geographies; 
deckhands in one season in one place become self-employed subsistence fishers at 
another time of year in a different region. Some social and religious classes/castes 
have ties to particular fisheries, but demographic, political, and economic changes 
have altered the profile of the traditional fisher. (For a detailed look at sociopolitical 
shifts in fisher communities rooted a particular geography, see Subramanian 2009). 
India’s fishing economy is also heavily stratified in economic terms; while most 
fishing households live in poverty (CMFRI 2012) there is also considerable wealth 
in fishing (Bavinck 2008). Even some estuarine small-scale fisher communities in 
Karnataka – often presumed to be destitute by policy makers – report that they catch 
enough for household consumption and basic income (field interviews March 2015).

2 Larger fishing boats comparable to international fleets are nearly nonexistent in India.
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 Indian Fisheries Governance

Some brief context is needed to understand how Indian fisheries are managed and 
governed; here, we take a broad view of governance as state controls, restrictions, 
and policies as well as non-state stakeholder activity, politics, and maneuver that 
cumulatively set directions and agendas (in India’s fisheries).

With no official barrier to entry, Indian fisheries in general can be described as 
open access in terms of property rights, where the theoretical race for fish ensues 
among rational economic actors (e.g., Gordon 1954; Scott 1955). However, this 
purely economistic description of fishers ignores social norms and institutions (such 
as class, religion, and caste); traditional tenure to the marine and estuarine com-
mons; political mobilization of fishers; and the role of the state and private capital 
in directing or incentivizing fishing behavior.

Individual Indian states regulate fisheries in the waters up to 12 nautical miles 
from their respective shorelines. Each state’s fishing bureaucracy3 regulates (often 
weakly) and licenses fishing boats. This regime creates an identity fishing boats as 
belonging to the location of their license (e.g., a Karnataka fishing boat) and gener-
ates a sense of quasi ownership of a state’s fish or waters (e.g., Karnataka fish caught 
in Karnataka’s waters ‘belong’ to Karnataka fishers).4 More onerous central govern-
ment rules apply for all vessels, fishing or not, beyond state waters and up to the 
boundary of India’s Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ). In practice, however, state- 
licensed boats that are 20 meters or less in length are generally exempted from 
central regulation, so nearly all owners build only to that length; this creates a de 
facto technical cap on boat size even if those fishing vessels go deep within the EEZ 
in pursuit of fish.

Many formal regulations suffer from middling compliance. Much fisheries pol-
icy is intended to bolster production, which largely benefits successful large capital 
owners through fuel subsidies, loan discounts or incentives for deep-sea fishing. On 
paper, states sometimes demarcate fishing zones for different gear classes or restrict 
small mesh sizes. Additionally, managers may attempt to discourage entry by not 
issuing licenses, documentation, or paperwork to operate a new boat or secure 
financing. But spatial regulations are often ignored, unenforced, or irrelevant, while 
new boats receive licenses and approvals via loopholes or exceptions (field 
 interviews July, August 2012). Spatial reservations are further undermined as fish 
populations in Indian waters vary seasonally and spatially. Dozens of fish popula-
tions overlap, such that gear classes which theoretically should not compete end up 
fishing for the same stocks.

As this chapter makes clear, fisher organizations – of gear-specific, social, socio- 
economic, or geographic constituencies – are sometimes politically influential and 

3 The particulars of the marine fishing regulation acts and rules of each individual state are beyond 
the scope of this chapter; however, we note that they were typically patterned after a central gov-
ernment ‘model’ legislation.
4 This bears resemblance to the international system of national ‘ownership’ of the Exclusive 
Economic Zone.
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can alter, resist, or generate regulation. Other government institutions also play 
roles in governance (or, related, development). The National Fisheries Development 
Board has a mission to expand fishery and aquaculture production. The Marine 
Products Export Development Authority, another central bureaucracy, promotes 
production for trade generating foreign exchange. The Central Marine Fisheries 
Research Institute (CMFRI) and other government science organs advocate policy, 
often with a top-down managerial bent. Simply put, fisheries governance is subject 
to multiple, often countervailing pressures and interests (particularly between the 
small-scale fisheries and larger-scale sectors).

Scientists and activists have argued that India’s long-term fishery health is in 
question (e.g., Bhathal and Pauly 2008; Fernandes and Gopal 2012). Indian waters 
overall are widely regarded as overcapitalized (field interviews July, August 2012; 
February, March, April 2014; September 2015) and the costs of unsustainability fall 
most heavily on the small-scale fisheries sector, which has suffered in recent 
decades. Complex management systems suggested by classical theory, such as 
Individual Transferable Quotas (ITQs), are unavailable or wildly impractical for 
fishery managers.5 Furthermore, strict imposition of fishery access limits raise 
equity concerns while still not addressing political and other external incentives for 
unsustainable catch and capital levels (c.f. Mansfield 2001). In some cases, officials 
attempt more basic regulations such as setting a minimum net mesh size.

Meanwhile, traditional fishery governance embedded within small-scale fisher 
communities has mostly declined since the 1950s in the face of capital intensifica-
tion, commercial expansion, and state control. Present-day fisheries governance 
lacks strong participatory approaches (field interviews July, August 2012) such as 
prescribed by the SSF Guidelines’ Section 5b, though in a few geographies tradi-
tional communities continue to govern aspects of fishing, fishing space, and coastal 
life with tacit or explicit government support (Bavinck 2001a, b; field interviews 
January 2016). Bavinck and Karunaharan (2006) review cases of gear restrictions 
created by small-scale fisher community institutions (as opposed to state bureau-
cracy) in Tamil Nadu. Elsewhere, larger fisher political movements have occasion-
ally allowed small-scale fisher groups to redefine themselves and wield clout with 
(or against) state rule (Subramanian 2009).

In 2012, one of the authors witnessed parts of the fisheries governance problem-
atic in a microcosm in Karnataka. During the monsoon fishing ban, with hundreds 
of mechanized boats idle, the state fisheries directorate abruptly and without fisher 
consultation banned engines above 250 horsepower ostensibly to fight overcapacity. 
The move was justified primarily by an assessment from the Central Institute of 
Fisheries Technology (field interviews July, August 2012). Despite the widespread 
use of much larger engines, boat owners were given only months to retrofit. As the 
notice was still circulating, associations and unions of mechanized boat owners 
went to Bangalore to lobby political patrons, who in turn pressured fishery bureau-
crats to back down. Within 2 weeks, and with almost no public debate at any point, 

5 A fishery management official actually laughed at one of the authors when he once asked if an 
ITQ could be possible.
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the state had unceremoniously circulated and rescinded its order. Afterward, manag-
ers blamed self-interested, short-sighted political fishers. Fishers decried a non- 
participatory, heavy-handed, illogical regime.

India fisheries are also increasingly subject to market forces beyond the reach of 
the state. Increasingly marine harvest – from grouper to prawns to illegally har-
vested sea cucumbers  – are auctioned at global prices and destined for export. 
Additionally, the rise of a fishmeal and oil industry in many parts of India has cre-
ated a new demand for previously unmarketable catch; while this may lower bycatch 
(as more caught fish can be sold) and reduce ‘wasted’ fishing effort, it also incentiv-
izes more indiscriminate harvesting (field interviews 2012). Furthermore, the 
income reaped from such economic restructuring accrues largely to the commercial 
sector as small-scale fisheries are less likely to be linked to such markets. At the 
same time, sustainability concerns about Indian fisheries – brought in part by exces-
sive harvests – affect all fishers. These market developments affect material fishery 
outcomes with little or no recourse to government.

In sum, the fisheries management regime struggles with diverse and increasingly 
capitalized and commercialized fisheries (Jayasankar 2008; Narayanakumar 2008; 
Vivekanandan 2008; field interviews June 2012), while varied political interests pull 
governance in different, sometimes oppositional directions. Policy recommenda-
tions exist (Vivekanandan et al. 2010; Mohamed et al. 2014) but capacity to design 
and implement rules is lacking; political will often also favors growth in production 
rather than conservation or restriction. Our field interviews (2012, 2014) found 
some support within the fishing community for additional rules, but fishers also 
view state managers skeptically. Viewed critically, this scenario can be understood 
as out of compliance with India’s commitments under the new SSF Guidelines 
regarding sustainable resource management.

 India’s Fishing Ban(s)

The standout exception to India’s weak fisheries governance is the collective sea-
sonal ban. Sometimes called time zoning, such temporal restrictions have a long- 
standing place in the fishery management and conservation toolkit (FAO 2011). 
Research shows seasonal closures can bolster fish populations if the timings are 
biologically appropriate (Arendse et al. 2007). Common reasons for seasonal clo-
sures are to protect particular spawning aggregations (Sadovy et  al. 2005), life 
stages or habitats. In some cases, seasonal closures may not be biologically justified 
as a spawning protection, but they still constitute an accepted bulwark against over-
fishing (Halliday 1988).

In 2015, the central government and states implemented simultaneous coast- 
wide bans prohibiting most if not all fishing for 61 days (GOI 2015a). Off the east 
coast, the ban now lasts from 15th April through 14th June, which is the pre- 
monsoon period. Off the west coast, fishers are prohibited from 1st June through 
31st July, which covers approximately the first half to two thirds of the monsoon 
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season. Though the central government only has authority beyond 12 nautical miles 
from shore, state officials agreed to create bans in their own waters, with some 
variation on the type of craft restricted. Some states allow fishers claiming tradi-
tional status as well as small engines (for example, less than 25 horsepower) or no 
engine at all to fish during the ban; others such as Gujarat and Maharashtra do not.

Notably, Kerala observes a shorter ban period and exempts ‘traditional’ fishers, 
including those that might be large-scale by Indian standards. The reduced ban time 
as well as exemption for larger but still ‘traditional’ boats is seen as an act of defi-
ance (Philip 2015) and can be read as a political win by that state’s mobilized tradi-
tional community that often uses semi-industrial gears.

Prior to 2015, however, bans varied from state to state and sometimes year-to- 
year (Table 14.1). All coastal states and territories have had some kind of a ban for 
many years, but details were subject to political maneuver and contestation.

 Fishing Ban History

The earliest government seasonal fishing ban (specifically on trawlers) arose in 
Kerala in the 1980s after years of political maneuver. Kurien (1991) provides a his-
tory of maneuvering in Kerala by small-scale fisheries activists, trawl boat owners, 
the government, and even the Catholic Church. A small-scale fisheries federation 
first launched the call for the monsoon ban in 1981, Kurien writes, in the name of 
fighting “the anarchic and destructive fishing of trawlers in coastal waters” (Kurien 
1991, 19).

A government committee half-heartedly studied the issue in 1982, but concluded 
that a monsoon fishing ban was not needed (Kurien 1991; Vivekanandan et  al. 
2010). Fishers answered with hunger fasts, roadblocks, and public marches. The 
traditional fishing sector also strengthened itself, pursuing intermediate technology 
and motorizing boats (with government support). We note how pressure for the 
monsoon fishing ban originated from traditional fishers seeking protection from a 
capitalist fisher class. Though also couched in conservation terms, the underlying 
politics, as chronicled by Kurien in 1991, advocated security for small-scale fishers, 
which remains a goal of today’s SSF Guidelines.

However, Kerala’s formal 1988 monsoon season trawling ban – a national first – 
was not particularly successful initially (Kurien 1991). One harbor remained open 
and many trawl boats relocated there. In subsequent years, a kind of fishing class 
struggle ensued over the details and impacts of the ban. This included court 
 challenges, expert reviews, deal making, introduction of wider fishery regulations, 
and even a boycott (of artisanal fishers by prawn exporters). Kurien’s analysis of 
that early period of politicking for the ban ended in a warning: “the fish economy of 
Kerala is in the throes of a crisis… it is also clear that, in the long run, it is the 
coastal commons and the working fishermen, rather than the capitalists, that will be 
most affected” (Kurien 1991, 29).
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Table 14.1 Variations of state seasonal Fishing Bans (Subject to yearly change)

State/Territory
Year of official 
introductiona Period Days Exceptions to the ban

Gujarat 1998–1999 10th June to 
15th Aug

67 None

Daman and Diu Unknown 1st June to 
15th Aug

76 ‘Traditional’ and motorized 
craft

Maharashtra 1990 10th June to 
15th Aug

67 None

Goa 1989 10th June to 
15th Aug

67 None

Northern Karnataka 
(Uttara Kannada  
District)

1989 15th June to 
29th July

45 Non-motorized and 
motorized craft with engines 
up to 25 horsepower

Southern Karnataka 
(Udupi and Dakshin 
Kannada Districts)

1989 15th June to 
10th August

57 Non-motorized and 
motorized craft with engines 
up to 25 horsepower

Kerala 1988 15th June to 
31st July

47b ‘Traditional’ or motorized 
craft with engines up to 10 
horsepower

Western Tamil Nadu 
(Kanyakumari District)

2001a 15th June to 
29 July

45 Non-motorized and 
motorized craft with engines 
up to 25 horsepower

Eastern Tamil Nadu 
(multiple districts)

2001 15th April 
to 31st May

47 Non-motorized and 
motorized craft with engines 
up to 25 horsepower

Puducherry 2001 15th April 
to 31st May

47 Non-motorized and 
motorized craft with engines 
up to 25 horsepower

Andhra Pradesh 2000 15th April 
to 31st May

47 Non-motorized and 
motorized craft with engines 
up to 25 horsepower

Odisha 2000 15th April 
to 15th June

62 Non-motorized and 
motorized craft with engines 
up to 25 horsepower

West Bengal 1995 15th April 
to 31st May

47 Not available

Combined and reproduced from sources: Jayasankar (2008) and Vivekanandan et al. (2010)
aIn some cases, bans were introduced earlier, sometimes through local orders and agreements. For 
example, Bavinck (2003) reports the monsoon fishing ban existed in western Tamil Nadu as early 
as 1993
b61 days in 1988 and 67 days by 2006
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The ban in Kerala eventually became permanent (if still contested) and also trav-
eled to other states, often with similar politics and arguments. In Tamil Nadu, the 
ban was woven into contests between perceived winners and losers in the fishery. 
This is a point to stress: “As the closed season was imposed only on mechanized 
boat fishers, small-scale fishers were automatically given additional breathing 
space – an event of considerable political importance” (Bavinck et al. 2008, 371).

The evolution of each state’s ban is beyond the scope of this chapter, but we note 
how struggle brought to light tensions between capitalist and small-scale fisher 
classes. Conflicts also arose between in-state and out-of-state fishers, as the lack of 
ban uniformity meant that the larger mobile fishing boats could more easily find an 
open fishing season in one geography or another.

For example, Kerala’s trawlers in the early 1990s – rather than stay idle during 
their ban period  – shifted to unrestricted waters off Tamil Nadu’s Kanyakumari 
District to the south, provoking the local, mostly small-scale fleet. Under pressure, 
Kanyakumari officials in 1993 instituted a ban concurrent to Kerala’s (Bavinck 
2008). Once again, the ban in Kanyakumari arose to protect the small-scale fisheries 
community from an influx of capital. The entire state of Tamil Nadu would imple-
ment a seasonal ban in 2001.

Civil society and courts have also joined fishers and governments in the fray, a 
reflection of the breadth of fishery stakeholders. In 2000, after Goan officials 
reduced a ban there from 90 to 54 days, a public interest lawsuit asked the High 
Court of Bombay to intervene; the court ordered a ban of approximately 65 days 
alongside numerous other restrictions on the large-scale sector. The court also asked 
the central government to intercede in inter-state conflicts. In December 2002, the 
central Ministry of Agriculture banned monsoon fishing in the EEZ beyond 12 nau-
tical miles of the west coast and directed states to agree on ban dates for their own 
waters (GOI 2003). State ministers gathered in 2003 in New Delhi though a uniform 
period never materialized.

In 2005, in response to a petition from the Goa Environment Federation, the 
Supreme Court of India issued an interim order for a uniform 67-day ban in all west 
coast states from 10th June to 15th August, ‘keeping in view the prime need to pre-
serve the natural fishing resources as also to protect the traditional fishermen.’ This 
order exempted boats with engines only up to 10 horsepower (Supreme Court of 
India 2005). Despite the court order, subsequent revisions to rules at the state and 
central government levels ultimately meant that neither the ban period nor exemp-
tions became uniform. The door remained open to conflicts, particularly on the west 
coast (Chari 2014), until the uniform ban began in 2015.

 Scientific Justifications for the Ban

Vivekanandan et al. (2010) survey reviews by various expert committees – led by 
Babu Paul in 1982; A.G. Kalawar in 1985; N.B Nair in 1989; E.G. Silas in 1994; 
Nair, again, in 2000; Mohan Joseph Modayil in 2005; D.K. Singh in 2007 – and 
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note that committees have increasingly deemed the bans justifiable on general con-
servation grounds as a brake on fishing effort. Vivekanandan et  al. also analyze 
catch and effort data and generally find that without monsoon fishing bans, given 
increasing fishing effort, average catch and fish sizes would have been lower. 
Ammini (1999) and Sreedevi and Kurup (2001) report the seasonal Kerala trawl ban 
did indeed boost stock regeneration. More recently, a government committee found 
that Kerala’s ban boosted yields and economic values for a decade or more, until 
2000 when benefits began to decline (Mohamed et  al. 2014). Another still more 
recent central government review (GOI 2014) confirmed post-ban increase in fish 
harvest for up to two months after the resumption of fishing.

Today, a common official justification for a monsoon ban is to protect peak fish 
spawning periods that purportedly coincide with the season. This is a common 
refrain from fishery managers. For example, in justifying the seizure of ban- violating 
boats in Odisha, an official said, “the authorities imposed fishing ban to conserve 
fish during its breeding period [sic], so that fishermen can get maximum benefits 
later. Otherwise, fish productivity will fall drastically” (Times of India 2016). The 
official may have been reading from a 2015 central government commentary which 
stated the ban’s goal is to “to ensure conservation of fish during its breeding-period, 
so that fishermen can get the maximum benefit… Otherwise, the fish productivity 
will be decrease, and the damage will be caused mostly to the traditional fishermen” 
(GOI 2015b, 1).

However, fisheries regulations often rely on approximate knowledge, rather than 
specific data; detailed historical catch data or reliable ecological information on 
India’s fish stocks – including peak breeding times or spawning grounds – remain 
elusive. Many stock assessments are incomplete or available only at a coarse resolu-
tion (see Ghosh et al. 2015), and studies suggest many species actually spawn outside 
the Indian monsoon period as well. James (1992) found that important species caught 
on the southwest coast – mackerels, sardines, and prawns – breed not only during the 
monsoon but also during much of the rest of the year. Reviews of published sources 
(Vivekanandan et al. 2010; GOI 2014) suggest that more than 40 species along the 
West coast spawn many months every year during the monsoon and not:

It is very common to find species that spawn for six months or for much longer duration in 
a year… Moreover, the same species spawns during different seasons in different localities. 
Hence, spawning season could not be considered as the sole criterion for deciding the sea-
son of fishing ban. (Vivekanandan et al. 2010, 25)

Fisher traditional knowledge – recognized by the SSF Guidelines – also suggests 
that the bans may not be justified based on conservation of spawning fish alone. 
Karnataka fishers tell stories about traditional Mangalorean fish roe curry harvested 
from brooders caught April or May, outside the monsoon ban (field interviews July 
2012). Some trawl fishers in eastern Tamil Nadu argue that their ban period should 
be timed to November and December when they say important crustaceans and 
shrimp are breeding (Vivekanandan et  al. 2010). Schaap and Haastrecht (2003) 
found that Tuticorin fishers supported a trawl ban but they, too, disagreed on timing; 
the authors concluded that this lack of consensus on breeding periods weakens eco-
logical justifications.
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At least some large-scale fishers want to scrap the ban entirely (Vivekanandan 
et  al. 2010; field interviews July, August 2012). Others meld equity claims with 
strategic arguments: If there is indeed an ecological justification for the monsoon 
ban, they say, then small-scale fishers should also be prohibited (field interviews 
July, August 2012).

Some officials (e.g., GOI 2015a; Times of India 2016) offer a secondary justifi-
cation, namely that restricting boats from rough monsoon seas removes perverse 
incentives to risk lives and gear in competition for fish. In other words, the govern-
ment claims it helps fishers overcome a barrier to collective action. But this pater-
nalist justification likely misunderstands fisher ability and knowledge. Some older 
fishers report that caste-based community councils would collectively ban fishing 
during bouts of inclement weather, irrespective of season. These fishers contrast 
their traditional practices to the state’s blanket ban for an entire season (field inter-
views July, August 2012; March 2014). Meanwhile, on becalmed days during the 
monsoon, fishers would go to the sea, relying on their own reads of weather. ‘There 
used to be some stretches where the sea used be very calm to enable the highly 
skilled fishermen to venture into sea. These stretches were known as palke or madi. 
The fishermen attributed this phenomenon to be the divine intervention to help the 
poor’ (Hosbet unpublished, 1).

These debates continue, even with the onset of the 2015 (mostly) uniform ban, 
yet the prohibitions have been largely successful as the vast majority of the restricted 
fishing fleet is idled in compliance. That the basic premise of a banned fishing season 
is accepted largely reflects an uneasy consensus among fishers and multiple layers of 
government (Bavinck et al. 2008), through a combination of politics and science.

 Fishing in Karnataka

We now turn to the case of Karnataka. The state’s 300-km coastline is home to a 
variety of fishing communities and sectors. As recently as the 1950s, many fishers 
used small craft and large, communal beach seines called rampani nets. Annual 
catch was perhaps only 50,000 metric tons (Bhathal 2005), and caste-based councils 
often provided governance for their own villages.

Like elsewhere in India, fishery development and state intervention for so-called 
modernization upended traditional governance and reoriented fishing away from 
small-scale fisheries gears. Some small-scale fishers became industrialists with state 
help (e.g., subsidized loans) and additional outside capital incentivized bigger boats. 
In the late 1960s, ice plants and cold storage appeared, and the Dakshina Kannada 
District Co-operative Fish Marketing Federation began to construct and distribute 
trawlers. By 1975, catching mackerel and sardines in Karnataka was an industrial 
business (Haywood and Curr 1987).

This capital influx shook traditional fisher communities that resisted mechaniza-
tion. In later years, the state also promoted motorization to ‘develop’ traditional and 
small-scale fisher communities. But the playing field never leveled as large-scale 
fishers employed technologies such as sonar, radios, GPS, and mobile phones to 
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great effect (Hosbet unpublished; field interviews July, August, 2012; March, April 
2014). Night fishing and multi-day fishing trips by mechanized boats became com-
monplace. Coastal aquaculture development during the 1990s increased demand for 
fishmeal and further incentivized industrial fishing.

In 1980, as mechanization had just taken hold, Karnataka still had fewer than 
1100 mechanized boats (CMFRI 1981). Three decades later, the state had more than 
3600 mechanized boats, the majority being trawlers (CMFRI 2012). Engines larger 
than 300 horsepower proliferated and in early 2014, fishers reported the arrival of 
600 horsepower engines in the fishery. Meanwhile, another 7500 motorized boats 
(often traditional craft with outboard motors) remain as an intermediate fishery.

Karnataka fisheries continue to provide employment for many coastal house-
holds. In 1980, roughly 25,000 people worked as active fishers. By 2010 that figure 
had risen to more than 40,000, nearly tracking with statewide population growth 
(CMFRI 1981, 2012; Census of India 2011). Secondary fisheries employment has 
accompanied industrialization; as of 2010, another 34,000 men and women worked 
in secondary and ancillary fishery activities such as marketing, dock labor, and pro-
cessing. Additional labor migrates from other states (field interviews September 
2015), though how much is unknown because migrant populations have not been 
counted in fisher censuses.

This increase in fishing capital and capacity has boosted catches.6 Statewide 
marine fish production landings in 1977 – as mechanized craft had begun to spread – 
were still only 62,000 metric tons annually; by 2013, landings had increased almost 
six-fold to 357,000 metric tons (GOK 1997, 2015). This level is likely unsustainable 
as fishing remains concentrated above the continental shelf, where the state’s fishery 
potential is estimated at just 225,000 metric tons (GOK 2015).7

The explosion of mechanical fishing power shifted the distribution of the returns 
to fishing; in 1977, just 40% of the total catch went to the mechanized and motor-
ized sectors of the fishery. Less than a decade later, in 1985, more than 90% of fish 
catch was brought in by mechanized or motorized boats (GOK 1997). This skew has 
become permanent; from 2000 to 2013, the trawl and purse seine sectors have aver-
aged 79.7%of all harvests; the motorized sector (including large gill net vessels) has 
taken 15.6%. The remainder falls to communal rampani shore seines and the non- 
motorized sector, which has averaged just 4.2% of the catch (GOK 2015).

The state government openly calls the rampani net ‘almost obsolete’ (GOK 
2015), implying that small-scale fisheries are vestigial or fading. Certainly many 
traditional boats have been abandoned. Yet the percentage of state catch by rampani 
seines and non-motorized boats has remained relatively steady for more than 
decade. More than 2800 non-motorized craft still officially exist (CMFRI 2012), 
and many are put to use when labor is not engaged in the mechanized sector, during 
calmer parts of the monsoon season or in sheltered estuaries that dot the coast. 
Traditional canoe building with mango and jackfruit wood, stained and sealed with 

6 Though state statistics on catch differ some from CMFRI’s data, we use Karnataka’s figures here 
because the state counts catch by gear type.
7 Fish catch data in India only track landings, offering no insight into exactly where the fish came 
from.

14 Protections for Small-Scale Fisheries in India: A Study of India’s Monsoon Fishing…



306

cashew oil – all local materials – remains an active small-scale fisher practice in 
parts of coastal Karnataka (field interviews March, May 2015). Hence, we argue 
small-scale fisheries are more appropriately understood as persistent.

This redistribution caused conflict between a new capitalist fisher class and the 
remainder. Tensions have at times erupted in violence – such as when traditional 
fishers have burned mechanized boats (Bhatta et al. 2000). In response, the state has 
generally adopted two strategies  – the spatial separation of fishing sectors and 
capital- intensive ‘development’ of the small-scale fisheries sector so they are func-
tionally less like small-scale fisheries.

The first state fishery regulations in 1978 created spatial demarcations (GOK 
1978). For example, up to 5 km from the shore was reserved for rampani nets and 
traditional, non-mechanized boats. Small trawlers were allowed in this area only 
during September specifically to catch shrimp. Meanwhile, purse seine boats were 
not allowed within 8 km from shore.

By 1989, the Karnataka Marine Fisheries Regulation Act created a top-down 
regime that continues today. With the act, the state government imposed its hallmark 
rule – the monsoon ban on mechanized fishing, initially for June, July, and August. 
As a protection for small-scale fisheries, traditional boats fitted with outboard 
engines remained exempt (GOK 1989). This failed to alleviate inter-sector tensions, 
and in 1994 the state government extended the reserved zone for traditional fishers 
(including the motorized class) to 10 km from shore (GOK 1994). However, such 
spatial reservations are routinely ignored (or irrelevant) today. This lack of compli-
ance contrasts with the relative success of the monsoon ban.

As elsewhere, the monsoon ban has been a product of contestations and politics. 
Facing lobbying from mechanized fishers, the state government in 2000 reduced the 
ban from 90 days to 65 days (GOK 2000). The next year the Mogaveera Mahajana 
Sangha, an institution representing more than 140 fishing villages in southern 
Karnataka, would largely accede to the shortened period, ordering trawl and purse 
seine boats (at least those of its members) to not fish from June 6 to August 9. This 
perhaps signaled that many fishers belonging to the traditional mogaveera caste had 
effectively accepted capitalist identities (either as owners or laborers).

Meanwhile, a new fracture appeared within the small-scale fisheries sector when 
four traditional fishers from northern Karnataka petitioned the state High Court in 
2003 to prevent monsoon fishing by boats with any size of engine. In an interim 
response, the court agreed and the state followed suit, but given widespread motor-
ization of traditional craft, many other traditional fishers lobbied again for an excep-
tion for small engines. The government conceded, but the state High Court, in its 
final judgment in 2004, again ordered a complete ban. Many traditional fishers then 
formed the Karnataka Coastal Traditional Fishers Association (KCTFA) mostly to 
represent the intermediate, motorized small-scale fisheries sector. The KCTFA suc-
cessfully lobbied the government to yet again allow fishing by boats with engines 
up to 10 horsepower.

Meanwhile, influential mechanized fishers convinced Karnataka officials to 
reduce the ban period from 65 days to 45 days (GOK 2005a). The KCTFA went to 
battle again, this time against the mechanized lobby. After protests and politicking, 
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both sides reached a compromise, in 2005, of a 57-day fishing ban for all boats with 
engines above 25 horsepower. The state government (GOK 2005b) fixed this agreed-
 to ban from 15th June to 10th August.

Various sectors continue to lobby officials and argue – publicly and privately – 
over the ban (field interviews July, August 2012, March 2014). Some in the small- 
scale fisheries sector wish to see horsepower exceptions curtailed; the intermediate 
class of small-scale fishers want to maintain horsepower exceptions while extending 
the ban period for mechanized fishers. Mechanized boat fishers generally want to 
shorten the ban period. And many fishers representing all gear classes raise com-
plaints about trespass of boats from neighboring states into Karnataka waters. Given 
that the SSF Guidelines call for participatory management interventions, Karnataka’s 
complex fishing politics demonstrate the range of stakeholders who may want a seat 
at the table.

 A Concluding Argument

Our chapter has examined India’s evolving monsoon fishing bans. We note that 
seasonal closures have a longstanding place in fisheries management. We also have 
highlighted how the monsoon fishing bans have generally risen out of the politics of 
small-scale fisher communities, facing increased power of larger-scale sectors. The 
political issues raised by small-scale fishers in support of the monsoon ban receive 
normative backing from calls for equity and justice in the new SSF Guidelines.

In this context, we have argued that the ban is best seen as a specific privilege for 
the small-scale fisher community to protect livelihoods and lifestyles. These fishers, 
who remain at least partly in the subsistence economy, persistently rely on fish dur-
ing the monsoon for even basic subsistence and income (Sehara et al. 1992; field 
interviews July, August 2012; February, March, April, November 2015; January 
2016). While these politics often split between small-scale fishers and the interests 
of larger boat owners, these are not completely discreet groups. The monsoon fish-
ing ban, as a protection for small-scale fishers, also creates a safety net for fishery 
laborers, who can return to their traditional craft. By protecting resources specifi-
cally for small-scale fishers, the monsoon fishing ban is in line with India’s commit-
ments under the Guidelines and, in particular, Section 5b, which prescribes 
sustainable fisheries management for small-scale fishers’ wellbeing and 
livelihoods.8

Yet the most popular justifications for a fishing ban specifically during the mon-
soon remain debatable. Evidence suggests different species do breed throughout 
much of the year. We argue that the breeding season claim may be a canard that 
undermines and confuses support for the ban. The secondary, questionable argu-
ment regarding sea safety may further weaken consensus around the ban’s value.

8 Before the new SSF Guidelines, such consideration was also called for by the 1995 FAO Code of 
Conduct for Responsible Fisheries.
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To be clear, we do not mean to completely dismiss ecological or conservation 
reasoning for the bans. While the specific ecological justification regarding a mon-
soon breeding season may be weak, a general brake on fishing effort by the over-
capitalized fleet may allow for stock recovery to the benefit of all. More robust 
ecological data – currently nascent in Indian fisheries – may provide new arguments 
or counter arguments. Relying on fishers’ traditional ecological knowledge may 
also provide a better ecological basis for the current or a different ban regulation.

But if India’s fisheries policy is to be socially just and pro-poor – a normative 
motivation for the SSF Guidelines – then we argue the monsoon ban is justified at 
present as a specific benefit for small-scale fisheries. The ban’s explicit exemption 
for small boats acts as a management measure, supported by Section 5b, to bolster 
viability of those stocks most relied upon by India’s marginalized but persistent 
small-scale fisheries sector.9 Considering the analysis in this chapter, we would even 
support lengthening the ban period coupled with adequate – if politically difficult – 
policies to compensate those who may actually suffer.

Critics of the ban (and developmentalist policy adherents) often point out that 
many of the smallest-scale fishers report not actually wanting to fish. Fears about 
unsustainability of fishing loom large, and we, like other scholars and activists, 
suspect that the monsoon ban alone is unlikely to be sufficient to balance ecological, 
economic, and social inequity. Indian fisheries remain in crisis, as Kurien identified 
in 1991; the larger issues of weak fisheries governance and a development-at-all- 
costs agenda needs critical consideration.

Ultimately, we do not argue that the monsoon fishing ban is the best way to man-
age fisheries, but we do call attention to its political and normative underpinnings. 
Furthermore, we suggest that paying attention to the politics that have generated the 
ban can highlight other ways that officials, activists and fishers may work toward 
more sustainable fisheries governance. Recognizing the manifold political stake-
holders may open doors for new forms of participation in management (in line with 
Section 5b of the Guidelines which calls for participatory decision making or co- 
management). Empowered and engaged fishers will be necessary for a more respon-
sive and locally appropriate governance system. Top-down, command-and-control 
regimes are prone to failure (e.g., Scott 1999; Kompas and Gooday 2007), but 
decentralization of management and more actively including fishers in self- 
governance (traditional or not) may support the long-term health of natural 
resources. For example, training and equipping small-scalefishers themselves for 
monitoring and enforcement could increase compliance with rules (from spatial 
reservations to minimum net mesh sizes). More participation by a wide array of 
stakeholders (especially fishers themselves) might even reverse the trend toward 
uniformity of ban periods, as fishers develop, monitor, and enforce locally appropri-
ate measures. Stronger fisheries self-governance and political representation might 
also better address the range of external pressures on the marine commons, from 

9 We agree with Johnson (2006) that small-scale fisheries are not categorically sustainable even if 
they are often valorized as such. Unsustainable small-scale fisheries practices should also be 
addressed, as called for by the SSF Guidelines.
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pollution to minerals extraction to tourism. We admit that a revolution in Indian 
fisheries governance sounds utopian; yet we see precedent in the politics and par-
ticipation that created monsoon fishing bans to privilege marginalized small-scale 
fishers in the first place.
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Chapter 15
Implementing the Small-Scale Fisheries 
Guidelines: Lessons from Japan

Alyne Delaney and Nobuyuki Yagi

Abstract The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) 
recently began the implementation phase of its Voluntary Guidelines for Securing 
Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and Poverty 
Eradication (the SSF Guidelines). The SSF Guidelines emphasize food security, 
poverty reduction, and ecological sustainability. Japan is an industrialized nation 
with a relatively low poverty rate and good food security. Thus, what utility, if any, 
could the SSF Guidelines hold for Japan? And what lessons can the Japanese case 
provide for other nations around the world? Outsiders to fisheries may assume that 
developing countries are characterized by small-scale fisheries while industrialized 
nations have large-scale fleets and a minority of small-scale fishers. Yet fisheries in 
Japan are overwhelmingly small-scale and based in local communities with historic 
links to nearby coastal resources and characterized by strong local community cul-
ture, values, and identities, representing a way of life for these practitioners. With 
this reality in mind, this chapter focuses on three of the SSF Guidelines objectives 
for which Japan presents a positive case: sustainable fisheries management; equi-
table development in coastal communities; and the contribution of small-scale fish-
eries to an economically, socially, and environmentally sustainable future. This 
chapter provides a brief overview of the history of Japanese coastal fisheries, with a 
special emphasis on the community-based management styles and how these sus-
tain both cultural and environmental resources. The current challenges of Japanese 
coastal fisheries are also discussed, highlighting both lessons learned and potential 
challenges ahead for other nations as they work toward implementation of the SSF 
Guidelines.
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 Introduction

In 2011, the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) Committee 
on Fisheries recommended that an international instrument on small-scale fisheries 
be developed as a means to strengthen world-wide efforts to alleviate poverty and 
improve food security. This resulted in the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing 
Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and Poverty 
Eradication (the SSF Guidelines) (FAO 2015a). It has been demonstrated that 
 small-scale fisheries provide food security, livelihoods, and human well-being. 
Though the SSF Guidelines are global in scope, they focus particularly on the needs 
of developing countries and, among other goals, support initiatives for equitable 
social and economic development and to advocate to secure small-scale fisheries 
and related livelihoods (FAO 2015a, b). There is often an assumption that small- 
scale fisheries are not particularly important in industrialized nations today. Yet, 
they make up a complex mix of artisanal, subsistence, and even commercial sectors; 
using a wide variety of gear types and harvesting numerous different species (Berkes 
2001; Pauly et al. 2005; Chuenpagdee 2011) and remain important for a number of 
industrialized nations such as Spain, Portugal, and Japan (Camiñas et al. 2004; Pita 
et al. 2017). Small-scale fisheries also are significant for certain regions within other 
industrialized countries such as in Europe and North America. This importance is 
derived from both the economic contributions of these fisheries as well as cultural 
values held by fisheries-dependent communities and the broader society (e.g., 
Berkes 2001; Cinner 2005; Poepoe et al. 2007). Therefore, governance frameworks 
which support and protect small-scale fisheries, rather than discourage them, are 
critical for ensuring social and ecological sustainability.

In this chapter, we argue that governance frameworks which support and protect 
small-scale fisheries, rather than discourage them, are critical for ensuring social 
and ecological sustainability. Japan provides a clear case of supportive governmen-
tal policies which enabled small-scale fisheries through equitable development in 
coastal communities, sustainable fisheries management, and the contribution of 
small-scale fisheries to an economically, socially, and environmentally sustainable 
future. We contend that social and environmental sustainability came about in large 
part due to Japan’s fisheries co-management and associated institutions, such as 
cooperatives. These cooperatives, which have a long history in Japan, hold the 
legally recognized fishing rights which are included with membership. Even so, as 
Uchida and Makino (2008) point out:

That history is not the end of the story, nor is that history determinative of Japanese success 
today. Rather, Japan faces fisheries management challenges that are similar to those of 
contemporary fisheries elsewhere. However, the breadth of experience with co- management 
in Japan can yield valuable lessons for other fishery management systems. (Uchida and 
Makino 2008, 222)
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 Japanese Small-Scale Fisheries

Japan has historically had one of the world’s highest per capita rates of consumption 
of fish and fisheries products (MAFF 2010, 2011a). Japan’s fisheries product 
imports are second only to that of the United States, with recent declines linked in 
part to imports being more expensive for Japan due to a weaker currency (FAO 
2016). Japanese fisheries are locally and nationally oriented, with most harvests 
going to domestic consumption. There is no legal definition of small-scale fishing in 
Japan, but for the purpose of fisheries production statistics, fishing boats smaller 
than 10 gross tons are recognized as coastal fishing vessels and also as small-scale 
fishers in Japan. Overwhelmingly, Japanese fisheries comprise small-scale fleets 
and fisheries: according to 2013 government statistics, Japanese fishing boats num-
bered 94,507 and, of these, 89,107 entities (94% of the total) were small coastal 
fishers with fishing boats smaller than 10 gross tons (MAFF 2016a). This gives 
small-scale fisheries a unique position within Japan compared to many other indus-
trialized nations.

Japanese small-scale fisheries are also based in local communities with historic 
links to nearby coastal resources and with strong local community culture, values, 
and identities; fisheries represent a way of life for these practitioners (Delaney 
2003; Yagi et al. 2010, 2012; Makino 2011). Given Japan’s position as an industrial-
ized nation which has risen from poverty in only a few generations, the chapter 
focuses upon sections of the SSF Guidelines in which equitable development in 
coastal communities, sustainable fisheries management, and the contribution of 
small-scale fisheries to economically, socially, and environmentally sustainable 
futures are highlighted.

Despite historical and current success in meeting most of these objectives, 
Japanese fisheries are facing difficulties due to on-going demographic and societal 
changes. The elderly population makes up an average 23% of Japanese communi-
ties, but this figure increases to 32% in coastal communities (MAFF 2011b). In 
addition to a greyer population, many coastal regions remain remote from large 
urban centers, which provide better employment, education, and social opportuni-
ties for younger residents. The Pacific coast of Tōhoku, one of Japan’s most impor-
tant fisheries regions, also continues to struggle with a slow recovery following the 
tsunami generated by the 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake.

These on-going challenges notwithstanding, small-scale fisheries remain impor-
tant for Japan and Japanese coastal society. While it is true that some sources show 
there has been a worldwide decline in marine capture fisheries landings (Pauly and 
Zeller 2016), and it is true for the case of Japanese long-distance fishing operating 
in high seas and exclusive economic zones (EEZ) of other countries as well as 
Japanese off-shore fishing operating in Japan’s EEZ, the Japanese coastal fisheries 
have had relatively stable landings since the 1960s, with relatively slow decline over 
the last 20 years (Table 15.1, MAFF 2016a). With the decline in off-shore fishing 
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following the introduction of EEZs, the coastal fisheries became the most important 
sector, value-wise, in the 1980s, a position retained today (Makino 2011). Marine 
aquaculture, which developed greatly in the 1980s and which primarily consists of 
small-scale household operations, is the second largest sector in terms of production 
value (Makino 2011).

Focusing on the case study of small-scale fisheries in Japan, we pose two ques-
tions: what utility, if any, could the SSF Guidelines hold for a country like Japan; 
and, what can the continued importance of small-scale fisheries in Japan teach the 
rest of the world in terms of ways to implement the SSF Guidelines?

In order to answer these questions and understand what lessons can be drawn 
from the Japanese case for small-scale fisheries worldwide and the SSF Guidelines, 
this chapter provides a brief overview of the history of Japanese coastal fisheries, 

Table 15.1 Japanese fisheries production statistics

Year Total Inland fisheries Marine aquaculture Coastal Offshore Long-distance

1988 12,785 198 1327 2115 6897 2247
1989 11,914 202 1272 2123 6340 1976
1990 11,052 209 1273 1992 6081 1496
1991 9978 205 1262 1894 5438 1179
1992 9257 188 1306 1968 4534 1270
1993 8707 177 1274 1861 4256 1139
1994 8103 169 1344 1807 3720 1063
1995 7489 167 1315 1831 3260 917
1996 7417 167 1276 1901 3256 817
1997 7411 153 1273 1779 3343 863
1998 6684 143 1227 1582 2924 809
1999 6626 134 1253 1605 2800 834
2000 6384 132 1231 1577 2591 855
2001 6126 117 1256 1545 2459 749
2002 5880 113 1333 1489 2258 686
2003 6083 110 1251 1577 2543 602
2004 5776 106 1215 1514 2406 535
2005 5765 96 1212 1465 2444 548
2006 5735 83 1183 1451 2500 518
2007 5720 81 1242 1287 2604 506
2008 5592 73 1146 1319 2581 474
2009 5432 83 1202 1293 2411 443
2010 5312 79 1111 1286 2356 480
2011 4733 73 869 1129 2264 431
2012 4841 67 1040 1090 2198 458
2013 4791 61 997 1150 2168 396
2014 4793 64 988 1098 2274 369
2015 4600 69 1067 1071 2115 347

Source: Japanese Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (2016)
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with a special emphasis on the community-based management styles and how these 
sustain both cultural and environmental resources. The current societal challenges 
faced by Japanese coastal fisheries and on-going debates on how to best meet these 
difficulties are also discussed.

The data in this chapter are primarily drawn from secondary sources. However, 
the authors each have a lengthy history of work and research in Japan. Consequently, 
their work is also influenced by their experiences, fieldwork, and the gathering of 
empirical data in Japanese coastal communities.

 History and Description of Japanese Small-Scale Fisheries

Currently, approximately 94% of Japanese fishing entities operate boats less than 
ten tons, roughly equivalent to the boat size less than ten meters with 87% of fishers 
working in small-scale coastal fisheries (Makino 2011, 2016a). Small-scale fisher-
ies tends to be defined differently around the world with varying definitions based 
on boat length, artisanal versus commercial, gear type, or other factors. In the 
Japanese case, small-scale fishers use small boats and practice commercial, coastal 
fishing with landings at local ports. Japanese small-scale fisheries are also broadly 
characterized by the following points: (1) many boats and landing ports, making it 
difficult for the central government to monitor and control; (2) varied catch of more 
than 400 species, making the setting of a Total Allowable Catch costly for the gov-
ernment; (3) emphasis on sales to local and domestic consumption, rather than 
export driven business; and (4) relatively high priority placed on social issues such 
as fair and equitable distribution of the catch, rather than maximizing economic 
efficiency. These points not only characterize the current fisheries, but also impacted 

Fig. 15.1 Shellfish fishers sort their catch. Yogasakihama, Shichighama, Miyagi, Japan, 2013. 
(Source: Alyne Delaney)
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the formation of the SSF Guidelines and have the potential to impact their future 
development and implementation (Fig. 15.1).

 History of Japanese Small-Scale Fisheries Management1

Japanese ancient fisheries have a history of the collective use of common property 
resources, open to all, and managed by local user groups, as first described in the 
Taiho Code in the year of 704 A.D. (Makino 2011). Once the population increased 
after the seventeeth century, additional measures were made. For example, the 
Tokugawa Dynasty passed the Urahō, or ‘beach law,’ which stipulated that coastal 
fishing grounds in coastal, near-shore waters should be accessed only by residents 
of local fishing communities under the control of village headmen (Makino 2011). 
Under these regulations, coastal waters were regarded as extensions of the land and 
were thus a part of the domain of feudal lords (Akimichi and Ruddle 1984; Makino 
2011). In general, communities controlled adjacent coastal areas, and were respon-
sible for establishing appropriate rules for use of the area. This community manage-
ment, essentially an autonomous management body of local fishers, formed the 
basis for subsequent formal management institutions such as Fisheries Societies and 
Fishing Cooperative Associations (FCAs) (Makino 2011).

During the modernization period following the opening of Japan in 1868, the 
Japanese government briefly experimented with a Western, centralized top-down 
model by issuing licenses (Weinstein 2000; Makino 2011). With licenses, individu-
als no longer needed to reside in a local fishing community so there was a sudden 
and extremely large increase in fishers and landings; governmental statistics show 
that annual fisheries production tripled in only 7 years (Makino 2011). Such an 
increase was unsustainable. Thus, a trial of (1870s) Western-style fisheries manage-
ment was proven to be a failure (Weinstein 2000; Makino 2011).

In the 1880s, fishers were encouraged to form fisheries unions, bringing back 
management by local groups (Weinstein 2000). Fishing Cooperatives became offi-
cial in 1891 as a modern version of guilds which required residence and an appren-
ticeship period (Makino 2011). The 1901 Fisheries Law awarded exclusive rights to 
inshore waters to these local groups (Makino 2011). A characteristic of these laws 
was the possibility to transfer fishing rights, which meant by the 1930s many 
money-lenders actually owned such rights since poor fishers often transferred their 
rights to gain capital for purchasing fishing gear (Weinstein 2000). Credit federa-
tions began in the 1930s to provide safe and secure credit to fishers, and by the 1948 
Fisheries Cooperative Association Law (passed 1949), safeguards were put in place 
to maintain rights and credit into the modern version of cooperatives.

Today, all Japanese fishers in the inshore areas are members of Japanese Fishing 
Cooperative Associations (FCAs). FCAs are locally, regionally, and nationally 

1 For more in-depth discussion on the history of Japanese FCAs and small-scale fisheries, please 
see, for example, Makino 2011, Makino and Matsuda 2005, and Weinstein 2000.
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linked organizations which market products, provide gear and insurance, and work 
as credit unions (Delaney 2015a). FCA membership entitles fishers to use (usufruct) 
rights to resources found within the territory of their local FCA; the FCA hold the 
right to exclusively use the resource in their tenure area. Rights for different 
resources and technologies must be applied for separately by the FCA to the prefec-
tural government and may include small-scale net and trap fisheries, aquaculture, 
and large-scale set-net fisheries (Ruddle and Akimichi 1984; Delaney 2003). “The 
fishers, as committee members of their local and prefectural FCAs, are the primary 
managers of each local resource, working together with government fisheries regu-
latory commissions and scientific staff at the prefectural and national levels” 
(Delaney 2003, 71). This management tool includes maximum catch quota amounts 
decided by FCAs as local rules for species with no national TAC or local no-take 
zones/seasons.

Fishing Cooperative Associations thus are the membership and management 
group for small-scale fisheries in Japan. These groups also are often the focus of 
social activity. In addition to formal management boards, FCAs have women’s 
groups, who often take part in activities such as beach clean-ups, environmental 
campaigns, and leadership positions in local activities such as local festivals, and 
young men’s groups – which often organize study groups and workshops with fish-
eries scientists (Delaney 2003).

 Voluntary SSF Guidelines

Japanese small-scale fisheries are based in local communities with historic links to 
nearby coastal resources with strong local community culture, values, and identi-
ties; fisheries represent a way of life for these practitioners (e.g., Norbeck 1954; 
Kalland 1980; Cordell 1989; Delaney 2003; Martinez 2004). With these social and 
cultural considerations in mind, this chapter focuses on three objectives of the SSF 
Guidelines: (1) sustainable fisheries management; (2) equitable development in 
coastal communities; and (3), the contribution of small-scale fisheries to an eco-
nomically, socially, and environmentally sustainable future.

According to the SSF Guidelines, reaching equitable development and eradicat-
ing poverty requires working “within the context of sustainable fisheries manage-
ment” (FAO 2015a, b, 1). What makes fisheries sustainable is not defined; key 
requirements for sustainable fisheries and resource management are highlighted, 
however. Sustainable fisheries management relies upon responsible governance 
(Objective 5a.) such as community and co-management (Objective 5.17), culturally 
appropriate and secure tenure rights (Objective 5.3), legislation which recognizes 
the rights of the communities (Objective 5.4), and monitoring, surveillance, and 
control systems should be promoted (Objective 5.16).

Equitable development is another primary objective of the SSF Guidelines 
(Objective 1). This is in response to the fact that small-scale fishers throughout the 
world – and the communities where they reside – are currently, as well as histori-
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cally, often marginalized, vulnerable, and poor. These fishers and community mem-
bers are often highly dependent on having and maintaining access to fisheries and 
marine resources. An implicit understanding of the importance of access to fisheries 
resources is the understanding that these must be sustainably managed. In a 
mutually- reinforcing way, social sustainability in natural resource–based communi-
ties relies on environmental sustainability and vice-versa. A key aspect for social 
and environmental sustainability is the organization of communities, management, 
and resource rights. If these are organized in an equitable manner, small-scale fish-
eries can then contribute to an economically, socially, and environmentally sustain-
able future. Indeed, if properly managed, they can, as the SSF Guidelines state, 
‘contribute to the equitable development of small-scale fishing communities and 
poverty eradication and to improve the socio-economic situation of fishers and fish 
workers within the context of sustainable fisheries management’ (FAO 2015a, b, 1). 
Japan offers a case where the legal protections of fishing rights and the protection 
and organization of fishing cooperative associations (FCAs) and membership in 
FCAs helped improve the livelihoods of small-scale fishing families.

An additional objective of the SSF Guidelines is the promotion of the contribu-
tion of small-scale fisheries to an economically, socially, and environmentally sus-
tainable future (Objective 1.1d).

A representative of Japan’s Fisheries Agency recently highlighted some of the 
aspects of the Japanese system which they feel help meet the goals of social and 
environmental sustainability, such as protected resource rights which sustain and 
protect community-based fisheries management. They also believe the governmen-
tal support provided to their form of community-based fisheries management 
(FCAs) has been key. This support includes providing Prefectural Fisheries support 
officers who “cooperate with local research institutes to respond to FCAs needs in 
terms of resource management, research, and technology development” (FAO 
2015b, 31).

 Ecologically Sustainable Fisheries Management

Japan governs its coastal areas with collective fisheries management regimes. In 
these areas, stakeholders have been given the opportunity to regulate their own 
activities without the need for stringent top-down management (Yagi et al. 2012). 
The stakeholder initiative is legally supported by the Japanese national and prefec-
tural governments as a form of co-management. In this system, a limited entry sys-
tem for fishing operations is regulated though a strict government fishing licensing 
scheme and other legally binding effort control mechanisms which limit the boat 
sizes, gears, seasons, areas, and other aspects of the fishery. Area-based manage-
ment is also an important tool for Japanese coastal fisheries management. Such 
traditional effort controls, in addition to area-based management, are regarded as 
the primary elements of the domestic fishery governing scheme in Japan; even after 
a national total allowable catch (TAC) system was introduced in 1997, effort 
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controls are viewed as the main pillar of management because there are only seven 
species covered by the national TAC. In fact, in interviews with many officials in 
Fisheries Agency of Japan, the interviewer sensed that the main motivation of intro-
ducing TAC was not to fulfil the management needs of domestic fisheries but rather 
to fulfil the international requirements of UNCLOS (United Nations Convention on 
the Law of the Sea), which Japan ratified in 1996.

After the TAC system was introduced, annual catch quotas for seven fishery spe-
cies (mackerel, Jack mackerel, Japanese sardine, Pacific saury, Alaskan pollock, 
common squid, and snow crab) were decided based on scientific advice and enforced 
by the government. The state of stock conditions had been assessed regularly even 
before the introduction of TAC. According to the most recent assessment by the 
Fisheries Agency of Japan in March 2016 – which includes 20 stocks consisting of 
the seven TAC species, four stocks had high stock levels, nine stocks had middle 
levels, and seven stocks had low levels (Fisheries Agency of Japan 2016). TAC lim-
its are, in general, set for pelagic species which are not as important for the coastal 
fisheries.

It is not easy to evaluate the effectiveness of the TAC system in Japan because 
traditional effort controls exist together with the TAC system and the individual 
contributions to resource conservation cannot be separated. In addition, due to the 
fact that a large fluctuation on resource recruitment occurs under the influence of 
ocean temperature or other environmental factors, non-human factors could contrib-
ute to the increase and decrease of the fish stocks. For now, the use of TACs is lim-
ited, with traditional systems remaining strong.

Traditional systems also include traditional Japanese area-based management for 
coastal fisheries, a system which shows striking parallels with contemporary Marine 
Protected Areas (MPAs) and management methods found with Territorial Use 
Rights for Fishing (TURF) programs. Currently, 1161 MPAs are spread more or less 
evenly throughout Japanese waters (Yagi et al. 2010). Of these MPAs, 1055 loca-
tions are implemented in conjunction with fishery regulations and they take the 
form of no-take fishing zones (Yagi et al. 2010). Most of them are situated near the 
coastal residential areas where peer-monitoring activities can be implemented at a 
relatively low cost (Yagi et al. 2010). A number of these MPAs are believed to have 
originated from self-imposed community fishery rules established in or before the 
nineteenth century (Yagi et al. 2010).

The SSF Guidelines call for sustainable fisheries management. Though conflicts 
among different groups will always exist and some stocks face pressures and over- 
harvesting, in general, Japanese small-scale coastal fisheries are, as evidenced by 
the relatively stable catch record for decades (MAFF 2016a), sustainably managed. 
In the nineteenth century, Japan experimented by making fisheries essentially open 
access, with licenses available to all – catches tripled in only 7 years; making the 
experiment a failure as fisheries managed this way were unsustainable. This led 
Japan to fall back and build upon traditional management strategies. Such manage-
ment includes controls such as area-based management, access restrictions (e.g., 
available through membership in FCAs), with limitations including local residence 
and inheritance, and co-management with control and responsibilities shared with 
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prefectural and national governments. The co-management process also includes 
consensus-based decision-making and ensures equitable access to marine resources.

In Japanese co-management, collaboration takes place among the three key 
stakeholder groups: management, in the form of fishers (the resource users), 
 regulators (the authorities), and scientists. Fishers have their own fisheries ecologi-
cal knowledge and experience which is an advantage in this system; scientific 
knowledge is also indispensable for ecologically sound management; and regulators 
also contribute through the coordination and facilitation of multi-jurisdiction man-
agement arrangements (Uchida and Makino 2008). The relationships between regu-
lators and fishers are close in Japan. For example, one of the roles of FCAs is to 
inform their members of new and changing national fisheries policies.

 Equitable Development in Coastal Communities

Equity does not equal equality. Notions of fairness are always based on local under-
standings from within one’s own society and culture (Delaney 2015a) as well as 
one’s own position within it. Japanese society includes both vertical and horizontal 
social ties and developments in coastal communities and fisheries management 
reflects both aspects.

As a hierarchical society (Nakane 1970), vertical relations are important in Japan 
with social institutions such as the household, schools, workplaces, and clubs orga-
nized vertically internally. Within such, individuals are socialized to grant respect to 
those of higher status – people who are older, better educated, and often wealthier 
(though this often coincides with higher education), or those who have seniority. 
Respect towards these individuals can often be seen through the use of language and 
customs (Lebra 1992).

Yet despite the important of hierarchy in Japanese culture and society, horizontal 
relationships also remain important. Horizontal ties can be seen among same age 
mates (e.g., Traphagan 1998) as well as among groups such as kumi and han which 
operate without hierarchy (Benjamin 1997; Delaney 2003). In the old village struc-
ture, for example, individual households theoretically stood equal to other house-
holds as members of the village (Nakane 1967) and it is in the sub-group (not 
dependent on a ranking hierarchy) where this ideal of equality plays out. In groups, 
members usually cooperate with one another on communal tasks on an equal basis 
(Beardsley et al. 1959) such as with the clean-up of irrigation ditches or in the case 
of port villages, installing the bamboo into communal seaweed seeding beds. 
“Within the villages, there may be different levels of groups of mutual assistance … 
but all are characterized by equal level relationships – all are cooperative work and 
mutual assistance units” (Delaney 2003, 248). Fishing cooperative associations are 
an extension of these groups with many formed along kumi (group) lines for the 
purpose of mutual assistance and the spread of information (Fukutake 1967).

Yet, historically in Japan, fishers and fishing communities were poor and consid-
ered of low status. Smethurst (1986) points out that the poorest of groups have nei-
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ther the agency nor the ability to work for change, but instead are simply struggling 
to survive. “It is poor, but not destitute groups, along with outsiders … who are 
actually able to work for change” (Delaney 2003, 11). This is why the on-going col-
lective action seen in many coastal regions in the world today (e.g., India in Agrawal 
and Ostrom 2001) is vital for improving fisheries-based livelihoods. Similar collec-
tive action took place in Japan in the 1930s with political activists and social-minded 
government servants protesting and working along with the farmers and fisheries to 
increase prices and conditions in order to improve social welfare (Smethurst 1986; 
Ando 1995).

These efforts coincided with the Japanese government’s passage of its Farms and 
Fisheries Revitalization Policy (1933), a policy which was criticized and termed the 
‘Self-Rehabilitation Movement’ by many due to the very little it actually did for the 
fishers: low interest loans were made available to fishers, at least until the financing 
ran out, but nothing else was enacted (Ando 1995).

The 1930s were a time of great poverty, with emigration to other countries being 
very high. For example, in the first half of the decade, more than 70,000 Japanese 
immigrated to Brazil (IBGE n.d.). At this time, many fishers were indebted to 
money-lenders and middlemen for the loans they needed not only to buy gear, but 
also to pay for social obligations such as wedding and funerals. During this period, 
the Japanese government, through the efforts of individuals such as Takatoshi Ando, 
a public servant in Hokkaido, worked to break the fishers free from the hold mer-
chants and middlemen had in controlling the capital and marketing of their catches. 
In this period, credit federations were established and fishers began to market their 
own catch (Ando 1995). During the Occupation in the immediate post-World War II 
period, legislation was finally passed that prevented fishing rights from being trans-
ferable, thereby preventing the rights from being turned over to money-lenders 
again (Ruddle and Akimichi 1984; Sato 1992; Weinstein 2000).

An important aspect of fishing right holder-ship in Japan is the fact that rights are 
protected by law. These legal protections ensure that if coastal development is 
planned, fishing right-holders have the opportunity to protest or advocate, vote and, 
if accepted, receive monetary compensation from the sale of their rights. Especially 
since a disproportionate amount of industrialization and development has taken 
place along coasts, this is an important protection (McKean 1981; Delaney 2003).

Fishing rights are also conferred upon the household head. In what is perhaps a 
serendipitous result of the Japanese kinship system and its focus on households, the 
system thus also innately protects and supports small-scale fisheries since it is the 
household head upon which the right is conferred and it is the household unit which 
operates the small-scale fisheries operations. National and local governments in 
Japan also emphasize keeping employment in  local communities. Consequently, 
small-scale fisheries and agriculture are often treated as key stakeholders in decision- 
making processes. The combination of legal regulations and policies surrounding 
fishing rights and the cultural tradition of enterprise households combined to protect 
Japanese small-scale fisheries as Japan was industrializing.

In the post-war era, FCAs played a strong role in the equitable development of 
coastal communities. Furthermore, the modern FCA system was organized around 
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“community territoriality and livelihood rights” (Ruddle and Akimichi 1984, 333). 
Thus, cooperatives were formed first and foremost for community development, to 
provide livelihoods and eradicate the extreme poverty of the pre-War era.

The FCAs, as cooperatives, are egalitarian in nature. As shown by Barrett and 
Okudaira, “cooperatives are … likely to place a strong emphasis on leveling indi-
vidual differences and competition between their members” (1995, 209). Yet, this is 
still set within local understandings of equity. In one community, full members (sei 
kumiaiin) and junior members (jun kumiaiin) had differences in rights. Also, the 
length of a household’s membership impacted resource distribution. For example, 
in one Pacific coast town (e.g., Delaney 2015a), with the expansion of membership 
in one of the newer FCAs formed after WWII, the original members were allocated 
more fishing ground space than the newcomers.

However, society and culture is fluid and ever-changing. In the 1980s in this 
FCA, pressure for equality could no longer be resisted as active membership contin-
ued to decline while the extras space in aquaculture (zones) allocated to families 
with seniority were no longer deemed fair and equitable. Thus, at this time, access 
was equalized regardless of one’s history in the FCA (Delaney 2003). There are 
other methods and means to ensure equity among FCA members. For example, an 
annual lottery is held prior to each new season to allocate seeding and cultivation 
space. This is done as the seabed and water quality can vary significantly from place 
to place. Thus, a lottery provides a way to vary the space one receives ensuring fair-
ness and parity. Similar examples of notions of equity and fairness can also be seen 
in how fish auction stalls are allocated (Bestor 2004) and even in the allocation of 
temporary housing following the 2011 Great East Japan earthquake and tsunami 
(Delaney 2015a).

The SSF Guidelines call for equitable development in coastal communities. The 
Japanese case shows that notions of equity may vary among societies and cultures, 
and that such notions can change over time and be influenced by other develop-
ments. Japanese FCAs played an important role in not only developing communi-
ties through helping members economically, but also in fostering and strengthening 
horizontal ties and emphasizing equality.

 Contributions to an Economically, Socially, 
and Environmentally Sustainable Future

Small-scale fisheries can contribute to an economically, socially, and environmen-
tally sustainable future. Yet, fisheries and maritime resources around the world 
appear to be under great pressure; more than 28% of assessed stocks are fished at 
biologically unstustainable levels (FAO 2016). Despite governments’ best efforts to 
manage their resources sustainably, stocks remain at risk of overfishing. Recently, it 
has been estimated that 85% of global fish stocks are fully and over-exploited (FAO 
2010).
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An economically stable future for Japanese fishers could be in doubt. Recently, 
the economic competitiveness of Japanese fisheries in the international market is 
being questioned. According to the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, 
approximately 45% of fish and fish products consumed in Japan were imported in 
recent years (MAFF 2016b) (Fig. 15.2).

Imported fisheries products became more price competitive in the 1980s when 
the Japanese Yen strengthened considerably. In other words, the value of foreign 
products has gotten cheaper due to the strong Yen. During this period (after 1992), 
retailers started to gain market power over other players in the fishery products 
value chain (i.e. fishers) (Nakajima et al. 2014). With the emergence of large super-
markets, buyers in wholesale markets (i.e., supermarkets) gained negotiation power, 
while the sellers (i.e. domestic fishers) have lost power (Demura 2002). Japanese 
fishers began to lose market power in the 1990s, despite a concurrent decline in 
domestic fisheries production. This result can be partly attributable to the increased 
import of price competitive fish from foreign countries.

It is argued that an ITQ (Individual Transferable Quota) system can increase 
economic efficiency. Japan has not yet officially introduced a governmental ITQ 
system although informal private arrangements to set individual quotas exist in 
some fisheries such as Bluefin tuna in international waters. There has been a push 
for the privatization of fishing rights, especially in Miyagi Prefecture following the 
2011 tsunami (Delaney 2015a; Hishida and Shaw 2015). However, taking into 
account that the current economic difficulty of domestic fishers is caused by lower 
prices of fish which are primarily due to increased imports and increased market 
power of supermarkets and little to do with fishing production methods (such as 
ITQ or traditional management), it is the authors’ view that effectiveness of the 
introduction on new production related measures (such as ITQs) remain 
questionable.

Fig. 15.2 Japanese landing market, Kagoshima, Japan, 2014. (Source: Nobuyuki Yagi)
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Rather than using ITQs as an instrument to increase income and wealth, small- scale 
fishers in Japan focus on alternative strategies such as pooling their harvests for 
increased market power, branding of their products (e.g., Matsushima oysters; 
Kessennuma saury, etc.), and using media and technology for direct sales (e.g., Delaney 
2015a, b). Many of fisheries branding and marketing activities are run by FMOs and 
research has shown that “FMOs actively engaged in marketing activities tend to earn 
higher revenue per member (Uchida 2007)” (Uchida and Makino 2008, 226).

The SSF Guidelines argue that small-scale fisheries can contribute to an eco-
nomically, socially, and environmentally sustainable future. One vital means for 
doing so is to maintain human and tenure rights of fisheries-based communities and 
to evaluate the use of different fisheries management tools vis-a-vis their impacts on 
these rights.

 Challenges to Small-Scale Fisheries in the Future

Despite historical and current success in meeting much of these three objectives, 
Japan is facing difficulties due to on-going demographic (and societal) changes as 
well as general low income in small-scale coastal fisheries. The elderly population 
is almost 10% higher in coastal communities than in the rest of Japan. The implica-
tions of such an aging population are related to not only the workforce and com-
munity social life and economics, but also the use of resources. The population 
change has resulted in changes in internal and external practices. Among some 
Miyagi FCA subgroups, for example, the allocation structure of fishing grounds has 
changed and others are working with private groups to encourage younger people to 
join the fisheries. Meanwhile, externally, the Miyagi Prefectural government pro-
posed increasing the allocation of fishing rights to private firms over FCA 
members.

 Communities and Society

As mentioned above, Japan is currently faced with a greying society. The push for 
the consolidation of fishing cooperatives in the late 1990s and early to mid-2000s, 
for example, was directly related to concerns regarding falling membership (Delaney 
2015a).

Fishers and their families make up the backbone and the heart of coastal com-
munities. These are people who organize community festivals and local commemo-
rations (e.g., Hama O-bon), who do volunteer work as FCA sub-group members, 
who run beach clean-ups and tree planting activities, who volunteer with the fire 
brigade, and who are physically around, chatting with neighbors and available in 
case of unexpected trouble.
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Today, with fewer working-age small-scale fishing households, the dynamics of 
life in port communities has changed. When one author (Delaney) first began field-
work in Miyagi in 1991, in one port, for example, there were 21 active small-scale 
fisheries households, four small shops, and traveling salesmen who came and went 
throughout the day. The local fishing cooperative had 91 households as full mem-
bers with three full-time staff working to arrange auctions, supply gear, help with 
marketing activities, provided credit union services, organize educational work-
shops, and liaison with the prefectural and national level cooperative associations. 
In many ways, the cooperative was the heart of the community, with daily activities 
and shops surrounding it.

By 2011, the local situation had changed completely with the port becoming a 
quiet and still place. The decline was gradual: in 1999, the local, port-level coopera-
tive merged with others in the town with many of the activities becoming central-
ized. However, the local staff remained, with gradually decreasing hours and 
services until this larger FCA merged with all other FCA in the prefecture in 2007. 
At this point, most of the port FCAs (now termed ‘branch’ FCAs) closed with ser-
vices no longer available locally, including banking. A retired FCA staff member 
lamented the change. “It was easier in the old days, when one could ask directly” for 
services and help (August 10, 2013). By 2011, staffing was already quite limited, 
until the tsunami generated by the Great East Japan Earthquake struck, with the 
damage to the building closing it for good.

The SSF Guidelines call for collective and community-based management. The 
declining fishing population and resulting decline in population made a strong argu-
ment for consolidating small FCAs into larger units. Miyagi Prefecture, for exam-
ple, now only has one, official FCA for the entire prefecture (Delaney 2015a). The 
consolidation of FCAs decreases the management decisions being undertaken at the 
community level. Such consolidations also included the closing of local FCA 
offices, impacting the activity taking place in the local port, thereby also impacting 
the quality of life in the local community. If the SSF Guidelines – which call for 
local, community-based management – are followed instead of the singular path of 
economic efficiency (which was a major rationale for consolidating cooperatives), 
community and daily life at the local level would be improved.

 Resource Usage

As laid out above, the current situation in Japan, marked by an aging workforce and 
negative recruitment, impacts the community negatively. Such a greying population 
also impacts the rational use of resources. For example, with a generally declining 
strength and stamina, fishers on small trawlers may not hoist the nets into their boats 
as often, leaving the nets in the water for hours. The consequence is a decrease in 
the commercial value of the fish given how the fish would be compressed into the 
cod end (Yagi 2007). The survival rates of undersized fish and non-targeted species 
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will also be lower given the length of time they remain in the water before released 
(Yagi 2007).

The SSF Guidelines call for sustainable and ecologically sound food production. 
The decrease in quality increases the likelihood of fish being discarded. Such dis-
cards, along with the decrease in survival rates of those stocks in nets, decreases the 
ecological sustainability of such fisheries. There are number of ways to improve the 
situation. One possible way is to encourage younger generations to join the small- 
scale fisheries sector to reduce the adverse effect caused by the greying workforce. 
The SSF Guidelines underline the important contribution of the small-scale fisher-
ies to the world and could provide moral support for younger Japanese generations 
to join the small-scale fisheries sector.

 Conclusion

To re-examine our primary research questions, what utility, if any, could the SSF 
Guidelines hold for a country like Japan; and, what can the continued importance of 
these fisheries in Japan teach the rest of the world in terms of ways to implement the 
SSF Guidelines? Japan serves as a case study highlighting the criteria (e.g., pro-
tected resource rights, local management) needed to reach the objectives of sustain-
able fisheries management and equitable development in coastal communities in 
developing societies through its historical and current practices. Japan also presents 
a case of the challenges faced by small-scale fisheries in a post-industrialized world: 
they can continue to contribute to an economically, socially, and environmentally 
sustainable future, but the management, social and economic challenges faced are 
varied.

In thinking of small-scale fisheries from a social and economic point of view, 
collective management by FCAs in remote coastal ports can strengthen local social 
cohesion. Participatory approaches of decision making for fishing regulations and 
peer monitoring systems also enhance social integrity of these areas. The current 
Japanese system of fishery management can be regarded as traditional knowledge to 
best utilize social capital of the local community. However, ageing workforces and 
declining rural populations are serious challenges.

Japanese small-scale fisheries have also suffered from increased competition 
with imported products as well as high prices for fuel and other supplies. To reverse 
this situation, efforts should be made on the market side as influencing changes to 
the production system may be limited in certain circumstances. Although, a need for 
a change of traditional tenure management system in Japanese coastal fisheries may 
not be high, non-fishery factors such as currency exchange rates or fuel prices can 
bring adverse impacts to the economic aspects in fisheries.

When looking at small-scale fisheries from an environmental perspective, 
Japanese rights-based management with area allocation can provide incentives for 
fishers to conserve their fishing grounds (rather than simply fish). For example, 
more than 1000 MPAs are located along the coast of Japan thanks primarily to the 
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efforts of fishers. Area-based management and quota-based management both can 
achieve proper environmental conservation if the rights are attached to the resource 
users. In a number of areas, watershed management has also been taken on by FCA 
members, as planting trees and is believed to increase the health and productivity of 
the coasts. Given the overall, sustained continuation of the rights-based  management 
system with stable production in the coastal fishery, a need to change the traditional 
tenure management system in coastal fisheries may not be high. However, coastal 
development such as constructing huge sea-walls or land reclamation can be a threat 
to the environment. Such cases call for better representation in land-use planning for 
integration coastal zone management and especially for true stakeholder involve-
ment in coastal planning, especially in the case of rebuilding seawalls in the 
post-tsunami.

The current success of Japanese small-scale fisheries management in social, eco-
nomic and environmental terms stems in large part to the Japanese government 
choosing to go back to using traditional area and rights-based management systems 
after flirting with an unlimited licensed-based, effectively open access fisheries in 
the 1870s. By the 1930s, as more and more fishers lost their access to fisheries 
resources due to poverty and became heavily indebted to moneylenders, formal 
legislation was put in place to protect their rights and ensure they had access to 
credit and marketing resources. Through FCAs, the local fishers not only strength-
ened their position in the fisheries, they also often served as the center of coastal 
communities, with FCA groups and members taking charge of community activities 
such as serving on festival organizing boards and working as volunteer firemen. 
Japan’s small-scale fisheries success in social and ecological sustainability stems 
from relying on traditional systems which were given formal, legal protections, and 
by adapting to the local conditions.

In terms of the future of Japanese small-scale fisheries in social, economic, and 
biological terms, an incredible amount of diversity exists in Japanese fisheries, and 
there is no single approach that will fit every fishery (Yagi et al. 2012). In general, 
however, many of the problems facing small-scale fisheries today come from exter-
nal pressures such as social and demographic change and pressure to change to ITQ 
and quota systems. Consequently, increased observations and vigilance against the 
non-fishing factors of future challenges is needed.

Many of the objectives of the SSF Guidelines for sustainable fisheries manage-
ment are already in place in Japanese small-scale fisheries. The goals of eradicating 
poverty and reaching equitable development, for example, were secured and pro-
tected in national-level legislation by providing for legally-protected fishing rights 
and for enabling co-management of resources. The system also fostered equitable 
community development. The Japanese system of co-management includes respon-
sible governance (Objective 5a.) through community co-management (Objective 
5.17), culturally appropriate and secure tenure rights (Objective 5.3), and monitor-
ing, surveillance, and control systems (Objective 5.16). The system is based on 
traditional customs and culture, but it is also one based on trial and error and the 
evolution of institutions. The Japanese governmental experimented with different 
licensing and fishing rights systems, for example, but abandoned these with they 
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appeared unsustainable. The current fishing cooperative associations (FCAs) are 
based upon earlier, community practices with area-based management, which also 
evolved from fishery guilds.

Japan’s recent history thus provides a roadmap on the path towards poverty 
reduction and equitable community development, marking both some of the pitfalls 
to be found along the way, as well as successful pit-stops necessary to achieve the 
goals of economically, socially, and environmentally sustainable futures.
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Part V
Empowerment and Collective Action

Empowerment through collective action and organization is stressed in the SSF 
Guidelines as a way out of poverty and marginalization. Small-scale fishing people 
need a voice in the policy making process, but they would also benefit from more 
control of the conditions under which they work. The case study from Madagascar 
by Charlie Gardner, Steve Rocliffe, Charlotte Gough, Adrian Levrel, Rebecca 
Singleton, Xavier Vincke, and Alasdair Harris (Chap. 16) illustrates this need. As 
one of the world’s poorest countries, Madagascar is sustained significantly by small-
scale fisheries, which provide food and income for local people. Unequal power 
relations with post-harvest actors, however, hinder small-scale fishers and fish 
workers from moving out of poverty. The authors argue that fishers and fish workers 
need better involvement in the management process and that more data are needed 
to provide a more solid foundation for decision-making. Gabriela Sabau provides 
ideas of what this involvement might possibly entail in Chap. 17. Her case study is 
situated in Costa Rica, a country that has pioneered the SSF Guidelines’ implemen-
tation. The chapter describes how the government and fishers’ organizations are in 
alignment with respect to conservation and participative management policies. She 
notes that involving small-scale fishers in dialogue and design of their own future is 
key to the implementation of the SSF Guidelines. Oscar Amarasinghe and Maarten 
Bavinck offer further evidence of the merits of collective action and organization in 
Chap. 18. Situating their case study in Sri Lanka, they hold that fisheries coopera-
tives can be an important instrument for the implementation of the SSF Guidelines, 
given their long history of working for the betterment of small-scale fishing people 
throughout the entire value chain. They conclude with a set of recommendations for 
improving the performance of cooperatives. Collective action, also in terms of co-
management, is the topic that Sílvia Gómez Mestres and Joseph Lloret explore in 
Chap. 19, with a case study from a marine protected area in Mediterranean Spain. 
They argue for the need to understand small-scale fisheries in their particular social 
and cultural context, where they make up an important part of community 
heritage.
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Chapter 16
Value Chain Challenges in Two Community- 
Managed Fisheries in Western Madagascar: 
Insights for the Small-Scale Fisheries 
Guidelines

Charlie J. Gardner, Steve Rocliffe, Charlotte Gough, Adrian Levrel, 
Rebecca L. Singleton, Xavier Vincke, and Alasdair Harris

Abstract Madagascar, among the world’s poorest countries, depends heavily on 
small-scale fisheries for food security and income. Many of its fisheries have transi-
tioned from subsistence- to market-oriented in recent decades, driven by the emer-
gence of new export markets. In this chapter, we consider the Voluntary Guidelines 
for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and 
Poverty Eradication (‘SSF Guidelines’) in light of experiences from two small- 
scale fisheries in Madagascar: octopus (Octopus cyanea) and mud crab (Scylla ser-
rata). We focus on articles related to value chains, post-harvest, and trade. The 
dispersed nature of these fisheries means fishers rely on private sector collectors to 
access markets. Post-harvest actors hold disproportionate negotiating power, with 
benefits from management initiatives accruing mainly to actors high in the value 
chain rather than the fishers who implement them. To address these imbalances and 
increase the contribution of these fisheries to poverty reduction and food security, it 
is critical to empower fishers and improve their representation in management pro-
cesses. Data deficiencies must also be tackled, to enhance transparency and provide 
an evidence base for decision-making.
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 Introduction

Small-scale fisheries directly or indirectly support the livelihoods of over 500 mil-
lion people worldwide (Béné et al. 2007; FAO 2016). Thus, ensuring that they are 
managed sustainably is critical to food security and poverty reduction efforts (FAO 
2005; Bell et al. 2009; Garcia and Rosenberg 2010; Smith et al. 2010). They are 
particularly important in tropical developing countries where the majority of the 
world’s fishers live (Pomeroy and Andrew 2011), but where productivity and sus-
tainability are often threatened by a suite of factors including competition with 
industrial fleets (Pauly 1997, 2006), climate change (Allison et al. 2009; Hoegh- 
Guldberg and Bruno 2010), inadequate environmental governance (Garcia and 
Rosenberg 2010; Allison et al. 2012), and the marginalisation of small-scale fisher-
ies in policy and planning (Andrew et al. 2007; Mills et al. 2011). As a result, many 
such fisheries are “failing to fulfil their potential as engines of social and economic 
development” (Andrew et al. 2007, 228).

Recognizing that a lack of policy guidance was hindering the sustainable devel-
opment of the sector, in 2015 the Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United 
Nations (FAO) published the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small- 
Scale Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and Poverty Eradication (FAO 
2015), the first internationally agreed instrument focusing on small-scale fisheries. 
Developed through a bottom-up, participatory process involving over 4000 fishers, 
academics, government, and civil society stakeholders from over 120 countries (da 
Silva 2015), the SSF Guidelines are viewed as a potential turning point for small- 
scale fishers worldwide (Jentoft 2014). However, the impact of the SSF Guidelines 
will depend entirely on their implementation, and this should be a “cyclical, interac-
tive, and iterative process, where original objectives are subject to repeated ques-
tioning, debate, evaluation and reformulation” (Jentoft 2014, 6).

In this chapter, we contribute to this refinement process by considering the SSF 
Guidelines in light of experiences from two small-scale fisheries in Madagascar, an 
island state with extremely high poverty (World Bank 2015), and high dependence 
on small-scale fisheries for both food security and income (Le Manach et al. 2012; 
Barnes-Mauthe et al. 2013). The two fisheries target reef octopus (Octopus cyanea) 
and mangrove mud crab (Scylla serrata). We focus specifically on Chap. 7 of the 
SSF Guidelines ‘value chains, post-harvest and trade’, since the isolated, dispersed 
nature of the fisheries, combined with their export-oriented markets, mean that 
interventions centred on reducing value-chain inefficiencies have great potential to 
improve the economic returns received by small-scale fishers.

C.J. Gardner et al.
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 Study System

The fourth largest island on Earth, Madagascar spans 14 degrees of latitude and has 
more than 5500 km of coastline, along which over half the population is concen-
trated (WRI 2003). The third least food secure nation in the world (GFSI 2015), 
Madagascar suffers absolute poverty rates of around 90% (World Bank 2015). Its 
largely rural population depends heavily on renewable natural resources for subsis-
tence and household income, particularly in western coastal regions, where poor 
soils and climatic constraints impede agriculture, and where small-scale fisheries are 
concentrated (Razanaka et al. 2001; Horning 2008; Harris 2011). This area is home 
to the Vezo, a semi-nomadic ethnic group of traditional fishers (Astuti 1995). 
Traditionally dominated by subsistence, the Vezo economy has become increasingly 
trade-oriented since the 1970s, and has focused on export markets for octopus, sea 
cucumbers and shark fin since the turn of the twenty-first century (Iida 2005; 
Muttenzer 2015; Cripps and Gardner 2016). However, several stressors threaten the 
safety net provided by small-scale fisheries in this region, including reef sedimenta-
tion (Maina et al. 2012; Sheridan et al. 2015), coral bleaching (McClanahan et al. 
2009), destructive capture techniques (Andréfouët et  al. 2013), and overfishing 
driven by increases in fisher populations, improved technologies and new or growing 
markets (Bruggemann et al. 2012; Grenier 2013; Muttenzer 2015). In addition, the 
state continues to promote access to its fisheries by foreign fleets, despite evidence 
that this may damage the sector’s productivity, and lacks the capacity to regulate the 
small-scale fisheries sector effectively (Harris 2011; Le Manach et al. 2012, 2013).

Given the lack of central fisheries management capacity, management initiatives 
in the country’s small-scale fisheries sector are largely driven by non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs), often with assistance from international development agen-
cies. Blue Ventures (BV), a British environmental conservation NGO working with 
communities to rebuild tropical fisheries, has been supporting local fisheries man-
agement and conservation initiatives in Madagascar since 2003. From its initial 
experience with octopus fishery management and the development of community- 
managed protected areas, the organization now implements diverse programs in 
community health, education, aquaculture, and mangrove-based carbon emissions 
reductions, and contributes to the management of several fisheries (Fig. 16.1).

 Octopus Fishery

The octopus fishery of southwest Madagascar targets three species, although 
Octopus cyanea makes up 95% of landings (Raberinary and Benbow 2012). Octopus 
is harvested by all sectors of Vezo society and is either gleaned from coral reef flats 
during low tides, or caught by free divers in deeper waters (Westerman and Benbow 
2013). Traditionally of minor local importance, the fishery expanded at the turn of 
the twenty-first century, when private sector export companies started to send trucks 
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carrying ice buckets to remote villages along the coast, buying octopus from inter-
mediaries and transferring them to processing facilities and the export cold chain 
(L’Haridon 2006).

In order to improve the productivity of the fishery, in 2004 a trial closure was 
implemented over 150 hectares of reef flat near the village of Andavadoaka by the 
local community with support from BV and several private sector, NGO, and gov-
ernment partners (Harris 2007). The success of this approach stimulated the adop-
tion of the periodic closure system by neighboring villages and, in the decade since, 
more than 200 hundred closures have been implemented along 500 km of coastline 
in southwest Madagascar, as well as others in Northern Madagascar, Pemba 

Fig. 16.1 Map of Madagascar showing major towns of western regions and approximate extent of 
octopus and mud crab fisheries
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(Tanzania), Cabo Delgado (Mozambique) and Bahia de los Angeles (Mexico). 
Recent evaluations have demonstrated that these closures, when well-managed, can 
create net economic benefits for fishers (Oliver et  al. 2015). Oliver et  al. (2015) 
analyzed 8 years of data from more than 30 sites and found that octopus landings 
increased by more than 700% in the month following the lifting of a closure, boost-
ing the catch per fisher per day by almost 90% over the same period. They suggested 
that the success of these closures was principally underpinned by three factors: (i) 
provisions within Madagascar’s legal code to allow local marine management; (ii) 
backing from seafood exporters, who supported the closures (a considerable inter-
ruption to revenues, followed by a sudden surge in production) and facilitated access 
to export markets; and (iii) the growth rates of the targeted species, which are so 
rapid that stocks can respond favourably to protection periods of 2–3 months (Oliver 
et al. 2015). The periodic closure system has also influenced national fisheries pol-
icy, with the introduction of a minimum catch size of 350 grams and an annual 
national fishery closure for 1.5 months in 2005. National closures have also been 
adopted by Mauritius and Rodrigues in the Western Indian Ocean as a result of this 
program.

At present (2016), periodic octopus fishery closures form the bedrock of broader 
marine resource management initiatives centred on Andavadoaka. 25 villages are 
grouped into a local marine environmental management association named 
Velondriake, which is governed by an elected committee. The association is legally 
empowered to set and enforce resource use rules using a form of by-law known as 
dina (see Article 7.4; Andriamalala and Gardner 2010), and manages over 600 km2 
of shallow coastal seas as Madagascar’s first Locally Managed Marine Area 
(LMMA). In addition to periodic closure sites, the LMMA incorporates permanent 
reserves in reef and mangrove areas and in 2015 was officially gazetted as an IUCN 
category V protected area, co-managed by the Velondriake Association and Blue 
Ventures.

 Mud Crab Fishery

Madagascar’s mud crab (Scylla serrata) fishery is based on traditional methods 
using simple gears, with fishers operating on foot or from small dugout canoes in 
the mangrove forests of the west and northwest coasts. Small-scale collectors and 
sellers operate locally, often within informal markets, and sell their produce to sea-
food export companies. Market demand has grown significantly in recent years, 
particularly for live crabs which are exported to China, leading to price increases of 
500% since 2011 and subsequent pressure on wild stocks. In 2014, national produc-
tion reached 3087 tons, of which 75% was exported to China (Fisheries Hygiene 
Authority Statistics, unpublished data).

Since 2011, local communities and the Ministry of Fisheries and Marine 
Resources have implemented management measures, including 3–5 month periodic 
closures. National legislative changes in 2014 set a minimum catch size of 11 cm, 
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an annual quota of 5000 tons (including 4250 tons for export), and an annual nation-
wide fishery closure from July to October. Management priorities include improv-
ing stock management through further periodic closures, decreasing post-harvest 
losses, developing crab aquaculture and/or fattening to reduce pressure on wild 
stocks, and improving monitoring, transparency, and regulation along the value 
chain.

 Application of SSF Guidelines Chap. 7: Value Chains,  
Post- harvest and Trade

The bulk of BV’s management interventions in Madagascar’s small-scale fisheries 
were implemented prior to 2015, making it impossible to link their level of success 
with the SSF Guidelines. Nevertheless, experiences in Madagascar’s small-scale 
fisheries sector over the last decade offer valuable insights that can contribute to 
their iterative improvement, particularly due to the public-private partnership-based 
approaches to fisheries management and post-harvest value chain improvements 
that have been developed in these fisheries. The lessons learned from these experi-
ences may prove instructive to other parties – be they state, private or civil society – 
seeking to implement the SSF Guidelines in similar socio-ecological contexts. 
Here, we discuss our experiences of value chain interventions in Madagascar’s 
small-scale octopus and mud crab fisheries using the framework of the SSF 
Guidelines Chap. 7 on ‘value chains, post-harvest and trade’.

Article 7.1 “All parties should recognize the central role that the small-scale fisher-
ies post-harvest subsector and its actors play in the value chain. All parties should 
ensure that post-harvest actors are part of relevant decision-making processes, rec-
ognizing that there are sometimes unequal power relationships between value chain 
actors and that vulnerable and marginalized groups may require special support.”

Both the octopus and mud crab fisheries occur largely in isolated locations lack-
ing transport infrastructure or cold chains, but are primarily export-oriented. As 
such, post-harvest actors are particularly important for economic productivity, pro-
viding collection, processing, and access to markets (Oliver et al. 2015; Smartfish 
2015). BV’s actions in both fisheries integrate post-harvest actors in all manage-
ment activities, but focus predominantly on traditional small-scale fishers, the most 
vulnerable and marginalized actors in the supply chain (see Article 7.4).

The seafood export company Copefrito, one of two main collectors operating out 
of the city of Toliara in southwest Madagascar, has been a key partner in the devel-
opment of periodic fishery closures for octopus since initial trials in 2004 (Harris 
2007; Oliver et  al. 2015). By coordinating collections on closure openings and 
offering a price premium of 15–20% for octopus at openings, as well as a premium 
for larger octopus, the partnership provides economic incentives for good closure 
management. This move by a key commercial actor has since been followed by the 
region’s other principal buyer, Murex, as well as by some smaller collectors.
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All octopus fishery stakeholders (including fisher associations, collectors/export 
companies, the Ministry of Fisheries and Marine Resources, the marine research 
institute (IHSM) and supporting NGOs) convene quarterly within the octopus fish-
ery management platform (Comité de Gestion de la Pêche aux Poulpes (CGP)). An 
informal platform with no official fisheries management mandate, the CGP none-
theless serves as an effective forum for engaging stakeholders. Decisions made by 
the body mostly relate to the management of periodic closures, the negotiation of 
prices, and the implementation of the southwest Octopus Fishery Improvement 
Project (FIP) – an action plan intended to move the fishery towards certification by 
the Marine Stewardship Council’s (MSC) ecolabel.

In the mud crab fishery, buyers are, whenever possible, involved in decisions 
over the timing of periodic closures, or notified of opening dates, in order to ensure 
prompt collection following openings. There is some evidence from the Smartfish 
project (see Article 7.3) that buyers catalysed the adoption of improved storage and 
transport technologies, since they valued healthier crabs (Smartfish 2015). To iden-
tify the key actors in the value chain to be integrated into management activities, a 
stakeholder analysis for this fishery will be completed in 2016.

Challenges Within the octopus fishery, the development of effective partnerships 
between private sector buyers, fishers, and NGOs is threatened by rivalry and mis-
trust, particularly between those operating without the necessary authorizations. 
While illegal, such informal trade is practically unavoidable, given the country’s 
vast coastline, poor transport and communications infrastructure, and limited cen-
tral fisheries management capacity. While the CGP helps to engage community rep-
resentatives in an open forum, it lacks the legal authority to bring about necessary 
but unpopular actions and, as such, currently operates based on cross-party consen-
sus. Even within the CGP, fishers have limited negotiating power over prices as they 
remain heavily dependent on post-harvest actors for access to markets.

Madagascar’s mud crab fishery lacks a coordination platform and thus the nego-
tiating power of fishers is even more limited. There is no fixed price for mud crab, 
and buyers are in a strong position to dictate prices since fishers have little capacity 
for post-harvest conservation of their produce, and remain unorganized. Coordination 
efforts are more complex than in the octopus fishery, since there are more buyers, 
collaboration is lower, and the market is much more dynamic.

Article 7.2 “All parties should recognize the role women often play in the post- 
harvest subsector and support improvements to facilitate women’s participation in 
such work. States should ensure that amenities and services appropriate for women 
are available as required in order to enable women to retain and enhance their liveli-
hoods in the post-harvest subsector.”

Women play a key role in both fisheries, as fishers and in the immediate post- 
harvest sub-sector. Between 2004 and 2011, 58% of recorded octopus fishing out-
ings in 14 villages were by women (Westerman and Benbow 2013). Women 
comprise the majority of local intermediaries employed by export companies to buy 
octopus from fishers at the village level. Nevertheless, men tend to dominate discus-
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sions and decision-making related to octopus closures (Westerman and Benbow 
2013), as well as the CGP.

In Velondriake an awareness-raising campaign called Ampela Tsy Magnavake 
(‘women not segregated’) was launched in 2014, aimed at encouraging the partici-
pation of women in octopus fishery management and culminating in the establish-
ment of women’s fora in 19 villages. Each forum has two focal points participating 
in key meetings and relating news back to their group. The initiative has helped to 
increase the participation of women in meetings.

Challenges The transition of octopus from subsistence food to commercially valu-
able commodity over the last decade has increased the participation of men in the 
fishery, reducing the proportion of landings from women, and marginalizing them 
from decision-making processes. While efforts are underway to address the latter 
issue, traditional Malagasy societies are strongly patriarchal, and women tradition-
ally play only a limited role in collective decision-making (Gezon 2002). Although 
the Ampela Tsy Magnavake initiative has stimulated increased female participation 
in fishery management, an exclusive focus on women risks the disempowerment 
and disenchantment of male stakeholders. Further, while women’s attendance has 
increased, many remain reluctant to actively participate and speak out in meetings.

Article 7.3 “States should foster, provide and enable investments in appropriate 
infrastructures, organizational structures and capacity development to support the 
small-scale fisheries post-harvest subsector in producing good quality and safe fish 
and fishery products, for both export and domestic markets, in a responsible and 
sustainable manner.”

State investment in post-harvest infrastructure was virtually non-existent until 
the launch of the African Development Bank-funded Projet d’Appui aux 
Communautés de Pêcheurs (PACP) in 2006. Project activities included the construc-
tion of fisheries landing and pre-processing stations (‘débarcadères’) in 20 octopus 
fishing villages in the southwest costing 1.5 million UC.  The aim of the débar-
cadères is to ensure landings meet the hygiene standards expected of Western mar-
kets, and their planning included provisions for solar power and ice production 
facilities. Unfortunately, the project failed to consult local fishers, and whilst facili-
ties were completed in 2013, most remain locked and unopened (ICAI 2015). The 
poor planning and execution of this project has been highly controversial, making 
headlines in the British press as an example of wasted overseas aid money (Martin 
2015; Parfitt 2015).

Although there has been little state involvement in the mud crab fishery, the 
European-Union funded Smartfish programme has focused on reducing post- harvest 
mortality in the mud crab fishery since 2013. Initiatives have included the promo-
tion of low-tech crab storage and transport equipment such as improved ox-carts 
and fishing vessels, fixed cages, tidal pens and storage sheds, as well as a multime-
dia campaign on mortality reduction. The project, which has been implemented in 
33 villages across four regions has decreased post-capture mortality by about 15%, 
benefitting all actors in the value chain (Smartfish 2015; Smartfish unpublished 
data).
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Challenges State agencies are virtually absent through much of rural Madagascar, 
and major-donor-agency funded development interventions are not always well 
conceived, implemented or received. Consequently, there is widespread apathy 
amongst fishers and buyers regarding the state’s capacity to mobilize support for 
infrastructure improvements in support of small-scale fisheries. The persistence of 
pre-existing collection stations for octopus, in which fishers sell catches to interme-
diaries in unsanitary conditions under a makeshift wooden shelter – often against a 
backdrop of a sophisticated yet securely locked and vacant landing station – pro-
vides a compelling illustration of the origin of such sentiments.

Article 7.4 “States and development partners should recognize the traditional forms 
of associations of fishers and fish workers and promote their adequate organiza-
tional and capacity development in all stages of the value chain in order to enhance 
their income and livelihood security in accordance with national legislation. 
Accordingly, there should be support for the setting up and the development of 
cooperatives, professional organizations of the small-scale fisheries sector and other 
organizational structures, as well as marketing mechanisms, e.g., auctions, as 
appropriate.”

As part of a broader initiative to devolve natural resource management rights and 
responsibilities to rural communities (Ferguson et al. 2014), in 1996 the Malagasy 
state permitted local social norms known as dina to be formalized and ratified as 
by-laws in the context of community forestry contracts (Antona et al. 2004). Dina 
have since been used to formalize resource use regulations in a range of community- 
based conservation and natural resource management initiatives, including com-
munity forestry contracts (Pollini et al. 2014), LMMAs (Andriamalala and Gardner 
2010), and new protected areas (Virah-Sawmy et al. 2014).

Periodic octopus fishery closures in the Velondriake LMMA are regulated by the 
Velondriake dina, which specifies rules for each management zone, as well as pen-
alties and enforcement mechanisms. Developed in a participatory process, it can be 
applied against offenders locally, but serious cases can be taken to a magistrate’s 
court if required (Andriamalala and Gardner 2010). Similar dina have been devel-
oped with local communities in several LMMAs along the southwest coast to sup-
port octopus fisheries management efforts.

In the mud crab fishery BV has supported the creation of five fisher associations 
in the Menabe region, enabling a limited number of fishers to receive licenses to sell 
their products in urban markets, thus bypassing middlemen and gaining higher 
prices. It is anticipated that the associations will also empower fishers to negotiate 
better prices with collectors. These associations use dina to regulate their fisheries 
(including management measures such as periodic mangrove closures), although 
the dina have yet to be ratified in a District court and thus can only be applied at the 
local level without recourse to formal legal procedures.

Challenges While dina have allowed the legal recognition of community- developed 
(or in many cases NGO-suggested) rules over local resource use, in practice the 
Velondriake dina is rarely fully applied within the community because of strong 
social cohesion, and is difficult or impossible to apply against outsiders such as 
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migrants, motorized small-scale fishers or illegal industrial fleets (Andriamalala and 
Gardner 2010; Pollini et al. 2014; Cripps and Gardner 2016). In addition, although 
communities are legally empowered to manage the fishery, they have little capacity 
to influence the post-harvest value chain, since they are unable to transfer their 
product to market and thus remain entirely dependent on buyers to support their 
efforts. While the CGP provides an informal platform for price negotiations, buyers 
retain a position of disproportionate strength in discussions. This is compounded by 
a lack of awareness amongst fishers of their rights and ability to dictate terms, as 
well as by the impoverished conditions of many fishers which compel them to sell 
their produce daily. Further, all forms of formal social organization within small- 
scale fisheries in Madagascar are hampered by very low literacy rates, high isola-
tion, and a lack of infrastructure, as well as by the costs and legal/administrative 
complexity of existing mechanisms. Training in collective bargaining is currently 
being trialled within BV’s aquaculture programme and may be extended to fisheries 
following evaluation. Fisheries management efforts for mud crab are further con-
strained by jurisdictional complexities regarding the mangrove habitats in which 
they live, since mangroves are legally considered terrestrial forests under national 
legislation and therefore do not fall under the remit of the Ministry of Fisheries and 
Marine Resources.

Article 7.5 “All parties should avoid post-harvest losses and waste and seek ways 
to create value addition, building also on existing traditional and local cost-efficient 
technologies, local innovations and culturally appropriate technology transfers. 
Environmentally sustainable practices within an ecosystem approach should be pro-
moted, deterring, for example, waste of inputs (water, fuelwood, etc.) in small-scale 
fish handling and processing.” Post-harvest losses were identified as the key ineffi-
ciency in the mud crab value chain, with losses on average 23% (rising to 50% in 
the rainy season) due to low investment in storage and transport materials by collec-
tors (Smartfish 2015). The Smartfish project aims to reduce such losses through the 
spread of simple innovations made using readily-available local materials (see 
Article 7.3). These techniques reduce waste and ensure that crabs are kept in good 
condition, facilitating entry into more lucrative export markets for live, rather than 
frozen, animals. Independently of Smartfish, BV has launched a feasibility study 
into ‘crab fattening’ aquaculture, since the value can double from an ‘empty’ crab 
to a ‘full’ crab of the same size. Undersized and badly damaged crabs are consumed 
by fishers or sold locally, thus waste during immediate post-harvest stages is low, 
though losses during onward transportation may be significant.

Waste in the octopus fishery is minimal. Undersized octopus and those not pro-
cessed to export standards are dried for sale in the domestic market, thus contribut-
ing to domestic food security, while ink sacs are used as bait to fish rabbitfish 
(Siganus spp.) (Gough et al. 2009). Because current harvesting methods (spearing) 
damage the product and reduce its value, the possibility of introducing alternative 
methods (e.g., traps) is being investigated. However, these may trigger overfishing, 
for example by allowing the harvesting of octopus in deeper waters than where they 
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are currently fished. Post-harvest inputs are low in both fisheries, and we do not 
believe that they generate serious environmental impacts.

Challenges The octopus fishery suffers from overwhelming dependence on a small 
number of buyers with exclusive access to the cold chain for preservation. Although 
some commercial operators are sensitive to fishers’ needs and interests, fishers 
remain entirely distinct from collection businesses, and have little negotiating 
power.

Article 7.6 “States should facilitate access to local, national, regional and interna-
tional markets and promote equitable and non-discriminatory trade for small-scale 
fisheries products. States should work together to introduce trade regulations and 
procedures that in particular support regional trade in products from small-scale 
fisheries and taking into account the agreements under the World Trade Organization 
(WTO), bearing in mind the rights and obligations of WTO members where 
appropriate.”

There is no regional cooperation between Western Indian Ocean coastal states 
with regards to the octopus or mud crab trade. Existing trade regulations relating to 
the mud crab fishery work against the interests of small-scale fishers since quotas 
are based on vague and obsolete mangrove productivity studies and are likely to 
have overestimated productivity of stocks, potentially stimulating overfishing. 
Further, by requiring all collector-exporters to have an aquaculture pond of at least 
1500 square meters, new export regulations discriminate against small collectors 
seeking to export live crabs (Fig. 16.2).

Article 7.7 ‘States should give due consideration to the impact of international 
trade in fish and fishery products and of vertical integration on local small-scale 
fishers, fish workers and their communities. States should ensure that promotion of 
international fish trade and export production do not adversely affect the nutritional 
needs of people for whom fish is critical to a nutritious diet, their health and well- 
being and for whom other comparable sources of food are not readily available or 
affordable.’

The impacts of octopus and mud crab export markets on the food security of 
small-scale fisher communities, as well as of inland communities with which they 
may previously have traded, have not been investigated. Many Vezo fishers now 
prioritize fishing for trade (i.e. sea cucumbers, shark fin) over fishing for subsistence 
(Muttenzer 2015; Cripps and Gardner 2016). There is also some anecdotal evidence 
that Vezo communities consume more octopus during the national closure (when 
buyers are not operating) than during other periods, suggesting that octopus which 
is usually traded may otherwise have been consumed. Trade is additionally likely to 
reduce the amount of protein locally available, with children the most liable to suf-
fer as a result. Conversely, by providing a ready source of cash in isolated communi-
ties that largely rely on subsistence fishing, export markets offer a rare opportunity 
for fishers to earn income to purchase foodstuffs, as well as invest in fishing equip-
ment. The question of whether these markets serve to alleviate or reduce poverty 
and food security in participating fisher communities requires additional research.
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Blue Ventures supports MIHARI, a national peer-to-peer learning network of 
more than 150 community associations working on LMMAs. The network gives 
small-scale fishers increased capacity to reach and influence policy makers and is 
currently raising the profile of the small-scale fishing sector in discussions around 
Madagascar’s plan to triple the total coverage of its marine protected areas, with a 
focus on LMMA-based approaches (Mayol 2013; Rajaonarimampianina 2014).

Challenges International trade remains very lightly regulated but can have rapid 
and profound impacts on both small-scale fisher communities and the resources/
ecosystems they exploit. For example, fishing intensity in the mud crab fishery 
strictly follows international demand and is now leading to overexploitation in the 
most accessible areas (Blue Ventures, unpublished data). While there is chronic 
food insecurity in south and southwest Madagascar, there is little understanding of 
the impacts of international trade on such issues and the resilience of small-scale 
fisher communities. Beyond the local point of collection, small-scale fishers have no 
representation in trade or related decision-making processes, and because trade 
monitoring systems are very poor, existing data may not be reliable. Small-scale 
fishers need to be better represented in national-level decision-making, and an 

Fig. 16.2 Images illustrating the fisheries and value chains of small scale octopus (Octopus cya-
nea) and mud crab (Scylla serrata) fisheries in Madagascar. (a) octopus are collected from fishers 
by intermediaries in coastal villages; (b) seafood export companies then transport the octopus to 
export processing centres in ice buckets loaded on trucks; (c) fishers collecting mud crab from 
mangroves in northwest Madagascar; (d) live mud crabs stored in rice sacks by intermediaries, 
prior to transport to an export processing centre (Image credits: A, Xavier Vincke; B, Alejandro 
Castillo Lopez; C and D, Adrian Levrel)
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improved understanding of the importance of small-scale fisheries to food security 
and local resilience is an urgent research priority (Le Manach et al. 2012).

Article 7.8 “States, small-scale fisheries actors and other value chain actors should 
recognize that benefits from international trade should be fairly distributed. States 
should ensure that effective fisheries management systems are in place to prevent 
overexploitation driven by market demand that can threaten the sustainability of 
fisheries resources, food security and nutrition. Such fisheries management systems 
should include responsible post-harvest practices, policies and actions to enable 
export income to benefit small-scale fishers and others in an equitable manner 
throughout the value chain.”

The impact of new and growing export markets on the sustainability of the octo-
pus and mud crab fisheries remains poorly understood, in part due to a lack of moni-
toring systems and reliable data. However, effective fisheries management systems 
(i.e. periodic closures) have been developed and are spreading rapidly amongst 
small-scale fisher populations (Mayol 2013). LMMAs focused on ensuring resource 
productivity and sustainability are likely to play a key role in Madagascar’s plans to 
triple marine protected area coverage, greatly increasing the proportion of small- 
scale fisheries managed through community-based mechanisms. While many initia-
tives that reduce fishing effort may favour certain institutions or segments of society 
over others, octopus closures do not impose differential access restrictions, theoreti-
cally avoiding the issue of elite capture: all community members may access clo-
sure areas following their opening, whether or not they are members of the 
management association. That said, there is some evidence that arrangements like 
LMMAs may favour wealthier resource users (Cinner et al. 2012). Notions of equity 
have received little research attention in this context, and could benefit from further 
study.

Challenges The dispersed nature of the fisheries and existence of a strong informal 
trade sector hinders the development of effective stock and trade monitoring sys-
tems. As a result, the data required for adaptive management of the fisheries are 
lacking. At the national level, state policies to ensure that maximal additional value 
from export trade filters down to small-scale fishers are required to provide strong 
management incentives and promote poverty reduction.

Article 7.9 “States should adopt policies and procedures, including environmental, 
social and other relevant assessments, to ensure that adverse impacts by interna-
tional trade on the environment, small-scale fisheries culture, livelihoods and spe-
cial needs related to food security are equitably addressed. Consultation with 
concerned stakeholders should be part of these policies and procedures.”

All fisheries management measures supported by BV over the last 14 years have 
been developed through bottom-up, participatory processes that integrate marginal-
ized members of small-scale fisher communities (e.g., women, migrants) as well as 
actors in the post-harvest value chain. The spread of LMMAs and their anticipated 
recognition within Madagascar’s protected area system should legally empower 
small-scale fisher communities to implement management initiatives and thereby 
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minimize the adverse impacts of trade. The development of the MIHARI network 
of LMMA managers will also provide small-scale fishers with increased opportuni-
ties and power to reach and influence policy-makers (see article 7.7).

Challenges There are currently no mechanisms through which concerned small- 
scale fisheries stakeholders can reach policy-makers effectively, although the 
MIHARI network has been designed to address this deficiency. Existing fisheries 
legislation (i.e. minimum catch size and national closure period) for mud crab is 
inappropriate, in that it is not based on current information about the species’ biol-
ogy and life cycle (Le Vay 2001; Leoville 2013). As a result, the national closure 
does not correspond to the peak of reproduction, and minimum catch sizes are set 
too low, permitting the capture of sexually immature females (Blue Ventures, 
unpublished data). In addition, the economic and social impacts of national and 
periodic fishery closures remain poorly understood.

Article 7.10 “States should enable access to all relevant market and trade informa-
tion for stakeholders in the small-scale fisheries value chain. Small-scale fisheries 
stakeholders must be able to access timely and accurate market information to help 
them adjust to changing market conditions. Capacity development is also required 
so that all small-scale fisheries stakeholders and especially women and vulnerable 
and marginalized groups can adapt to, and benefit equitably from, opportunities of 
global market trends and local situations while minimizing any potential negative 
impacts.”

Participatory monitoring systems using locally trained data collectors and mobile 
technology to monitor landings are being developed for each fishery, though these 
covers only a small proportion of fishers. The CGP has implemented a dashboarding 
system to facilitate the communication of these landings data, but it remains insuf-
ficiently understood by stakeholders. Further, information on market conditions is 
not available to fishers, limiting their ability to adjust to market conditions or nego-
tiate prices.

Challenges Small-scale fishers have no access to market and price information 
other than the prices offered by local buyers. NGOs and partner fisher communities 
struggle to keep pace with the rapid expansion of fisheries improvement initiatives, 
to implement effective participatory monitoring systems at scale, and to find ways 
of effectively disseminating data back to communities and into local decision- 
making processes. Efforts to build management capacity within fisher communities 
have been launched in order to address these issues.

Lack of access to broader market information prevents the identification and 
design of fisheries management interventions that may improve the value of the 
products at a local level or in some cases may reduce post-harvest losses. For exam-
ple, if trap-based fishing for octopus were viable, it could result in a product with 
the potential to meet quality standards of new higher value markets. There is thus an 
urgent need for a centralized and transparent monitoring and support system for 
small-scale fisheries landings and trade, one that includes broader market data.
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Knowledge of international market-based initiatives to encourage sustainable 
fishing through ecolabel schemes is low among fisheries authorities and seafood 
exporters, and none of Madagascar’s fisheries have yet been certified through the 
Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) standard. Given the lack of central manage-
ment of the small-scale fisheries sector, as well as the high data deficiency and 
uncertainty around stock status, accessing such schemes  – and thus potentially 
higher value export markets which reward sustainable fishing practices – remains 
out of reach for this sector. Notwithstanding these limitations, southwest 
Madagascar’s octopus fishery underwent pre-assessment for the MSC standard in 
2010, and an ambitious FIP is being implemented by BV and the CGP with a goal 
of potentially entering full assessment for the fishery. Notably, this FIP is not being 
led by the collection and export companies that would have the most to gain from 
certification, largely due to scepticism of the likely future benefits of MSC certifica-
tion within these businesses.

 Discussion

The post-harvest subsector is critical to efforts to improve the capacity of 
Madagascar’s small-scale fisheries to contribute to poverty reduction and food secu-
rity. This issue is especially important since these fisheries are widely dispersed 
around the country’s 5500 km of coastline and fishers rely on post-harvest actors 
such as seafood export companies to reach markets and derive maximum revenues 
from their produce. However, to date most fisheries improvement initiatives have 
focused on building local capacity for fisheries management and governance, and 
initiatives in the post-harvest subsector remain in their infancy.

At present, the post-harvest value chains of both fisheries are opaque, poorly 
understood, and managed exclusively by commercial actors, notably private sector 
seafood collection and export companies. Beyond direct transactional relationships, 
these companies have little engagement with fishers, whose interests are not neces-
sarily considered at higher levels of the supply chain. Moreover, commercial actors 
have little incentive to address imbalances in post-harvest power relationships or to 
maximize the value received by fishers for their fisheries management efforts. Given 
widespread poverty and low literacy among small-scale fishing communities, severe 
transport and communications challenges, and a general disregard of the small- 
scale sector by central fishing authorities, fishers remain particularly vulnerable to 
exploitation and unfair distribution of benefits by actors higher in the supply chain. 
Although communities have developed notable experience in local fisheries man-
agement efforts over the past decade, there is no history of formal fishers’ organisa-
tions, cooperatives or trade associations representing the interests of these 
marginalized groups.

To improve the capacity of fishers to engage with, influence, and benefit from 
post-harvest processes, greater fisher representation in national fisheries policy 
decision-making will be needed, for example through the establishment and formal-
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ization of multi-stakeholder fisheries management platforms. It will also require the 
fundamental imbalances in bargaining power between actors to be addressed 
through capacity building of fisher communities and external pressure from civil 
society organisations. The vulnerability of small-scale fishers through these unequal 
power relationships notwithstanding, seafood collection and export businesses have 
a strong interest in ensuring a sustainable supply of high quality produce and have 
generally proved willing to collaborate on fisheries management initiatives. Indeed, 
it is for this reason that their importance in providing access to markets that their 
partnership is considered indispensable.

While much of the SSF Guidelines focus on state parties, experience from the 
octopus and mud crab fisheries in Madagascar indicates that partnerships between 
the state, small-scale fisher communities, civil society organisations, academic 
institutions, and private sector businesses provide the most realistic hope for rapid 
and far-reaching advances in the management of the Madagascar’s small-scale fish-
eries. Like many tropical developing countries, Madagascar’s state lacks the capac-
ity to regulate its fisheries sector effectively and has only recently recognized the 
importance of small-scale fisheries in meeting its domestic food security and pov-
erty reduction goals (Harris 2011). NGOs and fishers have played an important role 
in bringing small-scale fisheries to the attention of policy-makers, and are likely to 
remain at the forefront of fisheries improvement efforts, notably through the innova-
tion and adoption of appropriate, participatory management initiatives. However, 
the state, international development actors, and the private sector all have a crucial 
role in popularizing and scaling these initiatives, and enshrining them in policy.

Several key challenges remain for states and other small-scale fisheries stake-
holders to reduce value chain inefficiencies and ensure maximum returns to fisher 
communities. Most importantly, data deficiencies and the lack of transparency 
regarding market, catch, and price information throughout the supply chain should 
be urgently addressed. Knowledge of what and how much fishers are catching, 
where they are catching it, how much they receive and how much is consumed or 
traded locally, domestically, and internationally is fundamental for understanding 
the importance of the small-scale fisheries sector for poverty alleviation and reduc-
tion. Such understanding will help raise awareness of the importance of these ‘not 
so small-scale’ fisheries in the eyes of decision-makers. Low-cost mobile 
technology- based approaches offer the potential to collect the required data at scale. 
Preliminary results from Blue Ventures trials between 2014 and 2016 show encour-
aging signs that such approaches can help to overcome geographic and infrastruc-
ture barriers, increasing both the speed of data entry and extent of monitoring 
coverage, while delivering cost savings and secondary benefits through use as a 
communication tool (Blue Ventures, in prep).

Further regulation and professionalization is required of all steps in the supply 
chain, including the registration of fishers, centralisation and sanitation of landing 
stations and the supervision of middle-men and collectors, particularly those 
 operating in the informal sector. Such steps would promote improved quality stan-
dards and could thus increase the revenues accruing to fishers, while facilitating the 
collection of data required to inform decision-making.
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Ensuring that the export of seafood products does not exacerbate food insecurity 
amongst small-scale fisher populations or the populations they previously traded 
with will not only require a better comprehension of the social impacts of decisions 
to fish for trade rather than subsistence, but also the implementation of robust, 
science- based stock management to ensure that existing fisheries can sustainably 
meet domestic fish protein needs. The allocation of export quotas should be informed 
by the best available data and include the promotion of food security as a guiding 
principle, while simultaneous mechanisms to promote sustainability, such as the 
introduction or revision of minimum catch sizes and other harvest control rules 
should be included in legislation and enforced.

All proposed measures require substantial investment, particularly in building 
the capacity of central fisheries agencies. However, such investment would be mod-
est relative to the importance of the small-scale fisheries sector from both a poverty 
and food security perspective. Alongside the implementation of improved fisheries 
management initiatives, structural investment in the post-harvest subsector will be 
key to maximizing – and sustaining – the value that fishers can recover from these 
resources in the long term. As such, the publication of the SSF Guidelines is particu-
larly timely, providing a valuable starting point to raise awareness of small-scale 
fisheries among policy-makers and guidance to enhance their contribution to food 
security and poverty reduction. To maximize the impact of the SSF Guidelines, and 
avoid the risk of them losing relevance over time, we need to continuously refer to 
and consult with small-scale fisher communities throughout implementation. 
Improving the value of fisheries products such as octopus and mud crab is only one 
element; it is also critical to ensure that the added value is passed on to the fishers 
themselves, providing incentives to adhere to best practice in management, and 
develop socio-economic monitoring systems to enable the detection of any negative 
impacts arising from international trade. Independent organizations such as BV that 
have a permanent field presence and established, trusting relationships with fishing 
communities are in an excellent position to facilitate dialogue between fishers, other 
stakeholders, and the authors of the SSF Guidelines for the iterative, bottom-up 
improvement of the SSF Guidelines, and thus help ensure their contribution to 
global food security and poverty eradication.
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Chapter 17
Costa Rica: A Champion of the Small-Scale 
Fisheries Guidelines

Gabriela Sabau

Abstract This chapter uses a case study approach and a transdisciplinary perspec-
tive to shed light on Costa Rica’s implementation of the Voluntary Guidelines for 
Securing Sustainable Small- Scale Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and 
Poverty Eradication (SSF Guidelines), and assess their potential to make Costa 
Rican small-scale fisheries ecologically and socially sustainable. The chapter iden-
tifies how the government, together with fishers’ organizations, is aligning its con-
servation and participative management policies to the provisions of the SSF 
Guidelines. It also discusses how a small-scale fishery cooperative’s participative 
management initiatives have led to the establishment of an institutional arrangement 
which has the potential to successfully promote the implementation of the SSF 
Guidelines not only in Costa Rica but also in the Central American region as a 
whole. Involving small-scale fishers in dialogue and design of their own sustainable 
future is key to how Costa Rica has become a champion of the SSF Guidelines.

Keywords Small-scale fisheries • Marine areas of responsible fishing • Responsible 
co-management • Dialogue • Participation

 Introduction

Small-scale (artisanal) coastal fisheries make up 80% of Costa Rica’s fisheries. 
They are an important source of fishery products for local, national, and interna-
tional markets and provide livelihoods for 16,411 small-scale artisanal fishers living 
in 86 coastal communities in Costa Rica (OSPESCA 2012). Yet, Costa Rican small- 
scale fisheries face multiple challenges. One challenge comes from large-scale fish-
eries, developed in the 1950s and expanded after 1975, when Costa Rica acquired, 

G. Sabau (*) 
School of Science and the Environment, Memorial University of Newfoundland,  
Grenfell Campus, Corner Brook, NL, Canada
e-mail: gsabau@grenfell.mun.ca

mailto:gsabau@grenfell.mun.ca


356

with its Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ), a huge marine area of over 500,000 km2. 
The second challenge is Costa Rica’s network of conservation and protected areas, 
which covers 26% of the national terrestrial area and 3% of the country’s marine 
area (SINAC 2014). Many of the protected areas have been established without 
coastal communities being consulted, and so far no legal framework has been devel-
oped to govern coastal and marine areas in ways that would “include conservation 
and sustainable use perspectives rather than just a resource production perspective” 
(Alvarado et al. 2012). In 2007, the government adopted a ‘National Strategy for 
Integrated Management of Coastal Marine Resources’ aimed at reforming its top- 
down marine management system by effectively involving fishers’ organizations in 
small-scale fisheries management and allowing low-impact (small-scale) fishing in 
some of the marine protected areas. 

The Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in 
the Context of Food Security and Poverty Eradication (SSF Guidelines) (FAO 
2015) were adopted in June 2014. Costa Rica hailed them as “an important inter-
national tool of enormous value” (Meneses Castro 2014) which could help the 
country develop public policies for promoting “the development of decent living 
conditions and the human well-being of the coastal and seafaring communities” 
(ibid). In November 2014, the government included the SSF Guidelines in the 
country’s National Development Plan (2015–2018) (MIDEPLAN 2014). With 
financial support from the FAO, the plan’s goal is to increase the number of fish-
ing communities applying the Guidelines from one to eight by 2018. Moreover, 
in September 2015, the official implementation of the SSF Guidelines was 
decreed; it was made mandatory for government institutions to include the 
Guidelines in their operational plans and allocate the budgetary and economic 
resources necessary for their implementation (Decreto 2015). Through these 
landmark actions, Costa Rica became the first country in the world to develop a 
national policy for implementing the SSF Guidelines. A few questions follow: 
Why Costa Rica, and what factors led to such a decision being taken? How are the 
SSF Guidelines being implemented – are they contributing to a meaningful trans-
formation of small-scale fisheries, towards both ecological and social sustainabil-
ity? These are difficult questions that require complex answers. A simple answer 
is that Costa Rica became a champion of the SSF Guidelines due to the vision of 
some national champions who understood that it was wrong to keep Costa Rican 
small-scale fishers marginalized and in poverty in spite of their important contri-
bution to providing livelihoods in the coastal areas and food for local, national, 
and regional markets. Some of these leaders were Vivienne Solis Rivera, Patricia 
Madrigal, David Chacón, Fernando Mora, and Gustavo Meneses Castro 
(M.M. Chavarría, personal communication, March, 2015). All of them have been 
actively engaged in making small-scale fishers more visible and supporting their 
legitimate claim to have a say in fisheries management. These individuals value 
the human rights approach of the SSF Guidelines because it helps promote both 
economic and human development of small-scale fisher communities (G. Meneses 
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Castro, personal communication, March, 2015). However, such a simple answer 
does not explain the complexity and uncertainty involved in the process of 
 implementing the SSF Guidelines both from a legal and regulatory perspective, 
nor their intent. Their implementation implies not only legislative reform but also 
real change in Costa Rican small-scale fisheries and local fishing communities. 
This chapter assumes that effective implementation of the SSF Guidelines was 
facilitated by Costa Rica’s national policy of biodiversity conservation and started 
when the government recognized small-scale fishers as partners in dialogue vis-
a-vis the development of an original co-governance tool, namely marine areas for 
responsible fishing (AMPRs). The AMPRs guarantee small-scale fishers the right 
to use a designated marine and coastal area, provided they do so responsibly with 
the aim of achieving both long-term ecosystem and human wellbeing. Before the 
SSF Guidelines were introduced in Costa Rica, the government had already 
started a process of transitioning from a top-down approach to fisheries manage-
ment to more participative approaches. The process was prompted by rampant 
poverty in the coastal communities at the beginning of the 2000s, due to depletion 
of fish stocks, an inadequate development model, and inequity in wealth distribu-
tion (V. Solis Rivera, personal communication, August 2016). The reform was 
also required to balance the sustainable use of coastal resources with the conser-
vation requirements imposed by the country’s network of protected areas. An 
intensive dialogue between small-scale fishers, industrial fishers, and 
INCOPESCA (the National Institute for Fisheries and Aquaculture) led to a slow 
alignment of the national (institutional) goals with the coastal and marine areas 
users’ interests. The reform also helped clarify small-scale fishers’ social identity, 
giving them a tool and a voice in the sustainable co-governance of their resources 
through their involvement in AMPRs. Several AMPRs have been created with the 
goal of contributing to marine conservation and sustainable and responsible use 
of fishery resources. This new type of fisheries management includes an element 
of a human rights approach to protecting small-scale fisheries. In this way, the 
AMPRs seem to be the most important tool for implementation of the SSF 
Guidelines in Costa Rica.

This chapter uses a case study approach and a transdisciplinary perspective to 
shed light on Costa Rica’s implementation of the SSF Guidelines, and assesses their 
potential to produce a sustainable change in Costa Rican small-scale fisheries by 
balancing ecological and social sustainability concerns. The chapter aims to discuss 
how the government, fishers’ organizations, and NGO leaders are aligning the coun-
try’s conservation and participative management policies with the provisions of the 
SSF Guidelines by identifying patterns of transdisciplinary thinking and using dia-
logue heuristics in the process of transitioning from a top-down approach to a more 
participatory approach to fisheries’ management in Costa Rica. The chapter further 
aims to answer the question whether this transition can impact and drive small-scale 
fisheries towards long-term sustainable development by implementing the SSF 
Guidelines.
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 Research Methods

 Theoretical Background

A case study approach (Baxter and Jack 2008; Yin 2003) is employed for this 
research, given its potential to provide an in-depth analysis of a complex environ-
mental problem that is complicated by social challenges and shaped by context. The 
research question asked is whether Costa Rica’s implementation of the SSF 
Guidelines is a viable way to secure sustainable development of its small-scale fish-
eries. Sustainability, in this case, is defined as the ‘potential for long-term mainte-
nance of wellbeing’ with reference to “the interaction between the dynamics of 
nature and dynamics of society” (Kates et al. 2001). Costa Rica’s small-scale fisher-
ies are complex socio-ecological units, embedded in particular ecological and social 
environments. Their sustainable development involves not only economic prosper-
ity and environmental protection but also social inclusion and good governance 
(Sachs 2015). These multiple goals are amenable to multiple solutions due to the 
numerous and sometimes conflicting aspects that need to be addressed, and to the 
wide range of meanings, perceptions, and interpretations by various stakeholders 
involved in the decision-making process (Paloniemi and Vainio 2014). A transdisci-
plinary approach is employed as it allows a systemic view on real-life complexities 
and a more realistic integration of academic and non-academic perspectives (includ-
ing fishers’ abilities to engage with complexity). Such an approach will hopefully 
address the social, political and normative priorities of small-scale fisheries without 
ignoring their ecological context. The integration of various perspectives has the 
potential not only to produce shared transdisciplinary knowledge that can inform 
decision-making, but also build stakeholders’ accountability, as it “diverts attention 
from the epistemological basis of knowledge claims towards a more democratic and 
socially robust culture of knowledge production” (Huutoniemi 2014). Such an 
approach seeks consensus rather than certified knowledge. A transdisciplinary 
approach encourages participation in public dialogue, which often aims not only to 
reconcile opposing points of view but also conceptualize indeterminate situations in 
purposeful ways (ibid), which can challenge the status quo and envision better 
futures. The toolkit of transdisciplinary research includes problem-solving heuris-
tics, an ‘art’ or type of ‘logic’ that is more fluid and ad hoc than linear and rote 
deduction of an answer or a solution from a prescribed set of rules (Klein 2010). In 
fisheries, overfishing can be analyzed quantitatively in terms of stock size and spe-
cies or unemployment rates, but a heuristic approach can define overfishing as a 
historical decline in sea habitat or as a social consequence of fishers’ lives, for 
example lack of hope or the dissolution of community social bonds.

Focusing on heuristics can shed light on the particular way Costa Rica is imple-
menting the SSF Guidelines, highlighting especially the collaborative efforts to 
design implementation policies or the specific strategies used by stakeholders to 
implement them. Dismantling the top-down approach in fisheries management has 
involved intense stakeholder communication and the building-up of a willingness to 
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collaborate. Yet these social actions are seldom discussed in the relevant literature. 
They are, however, important, as “fisheries co-management is not so much about the 
rules per se as it is about the communicative and collaborative process through 
which these rules are formed” (Jentoft et al. 1998). One heuristic tool relevant for 
this research is dialogue.

Dialogue was at the outset considered one of the most ethical forms of commu-
nication (Kent and Taylor 2002). It was defined as “an effort to recognize the value 
of the other – to see him/her as an end and not merely as a means to achieving a 
desired goal” (Buber 1970). At the level of organizations, dialogue was considered 
essential for ethical public relations that should involve dialogic procedures rather 
than monologic ‘policies’ (Pearson 1989). The concept has evolved from a com-
munication tool into a public relations strategy for “building, nurturing and main-
taining relationships” (Ledingham and Brunning 2000). As such, dialogue has been 
defined not as a process but as ‘a product of ongoing communication and relation-
ships’ (Kent and Taylor 2002). According to Kent and Taylor (2002), any dialogue 
has five tenets: mutuality (recognition of organization-public relationships); propin-
quity (temporality and spontaneity of interactions with the public); empathy (sup-
portiveness and confirmation of public goals and interests); risk (willingness to 
interact with individuals and the public on their own terms); and commitment (the 
extent to which an organization gives itself over to dialogue, interpretation, and 
understanding in its interactions with the public). Using Kent and Taylor’s tenets, a 
2008 study empirically tested dialogue’s capacity to build sustainable relationships 
between a state organization and the public. The results demonstrated that a careful, 
deliberate, and mutually beneficial dialogue can be a “system-changing heuristics” 
(Paloniemi and Vainio 2014) by helping “align organizational goals and public 
interest” (Bruning et al. 2008). Involving stakeholders in dialogical relationships is 
important in promoting environmental sustainability goals (Brugnach and Ingram 
2012). Investigating whether a dialogical interaction between small-scale fishers 
and the government and other organizations has implications for SSF Guidelines 
implementation in Costa Rica can be a useful tool for assessing the chance of the 
SSF Guidelines to bring sustainable social change in artisanal fishers’ lives.

Data collection for this chapter includes a thorough review of the literature as 
well as primary field research conducted for a 5 week period (February–March 
2015) in Costa Rica, where the researcher held both formal and informal interviews 
with key informants, and engaged in personal observation.

 Study Site

 The General Context

Costa Rica is a small Central American country (51,100 km2) dubbed as an ‘envi-
ronmental paradise’ (Davis 2014). The country has mountains, active volcanoes, 
tropical rain forests, beaches on both the Pacific Ocean and Atlantic Ocean coasts, 
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and a rich biodiversity. It is estimated that approximately 94,753 known species 
exist in Costa Rica, and that the country owns 5% of the world’s biodiversity 
(SINAC 2014), being one of the 20 most biodiverse countries in the world (Alvarado 
et al. 2012). The biodiversity extends to marine species also; the country has approx-
imately 7000 marine species (SINAC 2014) living in the country’s huge territorial 
waters (589,000 km2).

Costa Rica is a middle-income country with very high literacy rates (96.3%), and 
a growing population (4.8 million) (UNICEF 2012). It is a stable democracy which 
in 1948 also decided not to have an army. However, in recent years, the State of the 
Nation Report (2013) indicated that it has experienced a “slow and uncertain prog-
ress in human development.” During the first half of the twentieth century, the econ-
omy focused on agriculture, in particular the export of coffee beans and bananas. 
Fishing at that time was mostly a subsistence activity practiced with small-scale 
artisanal boats with little or no preserving (freezing) capacity (Trujillo et al. 2015). 
Since the mid-1990s, Costa Rica has specialized in services such as tourism, includ-
ing ecotourism and medical tourism, finance, and pharmaceutical research. Tourism 
is one of the fastest growing activities: in 2014 the revenue from tourism accounted 
for 5.3% of the country’s GDP (ICT Statistics 2014).

The country, since the early twentieth century, has a long tradition of protecting 
nature. The first nature reserve, Cabo Blanco in the Nicoya Peninsula, was estab-
lished in 1955 – a private initiative led by Olof Wessberg, a Swede (Davis 2014). 
Though this area had a coastal zone, a marine protected area (MPA) was not estab-
lished here until 1982 (Alvarado et al. 2012). Today, Costa Rica has a network of 
conservation areas and biological corridors called Sistema Nacional de Áreas de 
Conservación (SINAC). These areas constitute 26% of the total land area of the 
country. However, only 3.2% of the marine territory is estimated to be under some 
kind of protection (Solis Rivera et al. 2013). The discrepancy between conservation 
efforts in terrestrial and marine areas may be due to three main reasons: (1) the his-
tory of country’s economic development based on agriculture and less on fisheries 
(Quesada Alpizar 2006); (2) the fact that most MPAs were established as extensions 
of terrestrial protected areas (Alvarado et al. 2012) since they happened to be within 
or adjacent to a terrestrial protected area; or (3) a lack of legislative and institutional 
coordination and poor management by government agencies (Quesada Alpízar 
2006). One state agency, the Ministry of Environment, Energy, Waters, and Seas 
(MINAEM), has jurisdiction over marine resources within MPAs; resources outside 
MPAs are under the jurisdiction of INCOPESCA and the Institute of Tourism (ICT) 
monitors the maritime-terrestrial zone (MTZ), the strip of 200 m width along the 
entire Atlantic and Pacific coasts, encompassing approximately 45% of Costa Rica’s 
1466 km – long coastline.
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 Costa Rica Fisheries

The establishment of fishing as an economic activity in Costa Rica has been slow, 
and was preceded by the adoption of a series of fishing regulations. In 1949, Costa 
Rica became a founding member of the Inter-American Tropical Tuna Commission, 
and in the 1970s, based on the Law of the Sea Treaty (UNCLOS), it acquired an 
EEZ almost 11 times larger than the country’s terrestrial area.

In the 1970s the fishing sector expanded rapidly as a result of financial incentives 
given by the state, such as tax exemptions and tax credits, and fuel subventions. 
Expansion of fishing activity in the 1980s was driven by an increase in demand from 
the North American seafood market, and a cultural change in Costa Rican seafood 
perception and consumption that increased internal demand for seafood (Trujillo 
et al. 2015). However, fishing was still an ‘incipient sector’ of fringe importance to 
national economic development. In 1983, the contribution of commercial fisheries 
to the country’s GDP was a mere 0.25% (FECOP 2013) and in 2002 still only 0.32% 
(FAO 2004). By 2008, the fishing industry’s contribution had increased, with com-
mercial fisheries contributing 1.88% to GDP and recreational fisheries 2.13% (IICE 
2010).

Small-scale fisheries’ contribution to landings was small. In 2002, small-scale 
fisheries accounted for only 6% of all catches reported by Costa Rica to the FAO 
(FAO 2004). If the composition of the fishing fleet is considered, a pattern arises: 
the national fishing fleet consists of two distinct sectors, a large small-scale fishery 
(~75% of the fleet) fishing mostly in coastal waters, and a small industrial fleet fish-
ing mostly in offshore waters (Trujillo et al. 2015). It is assessed that this relatively 
small longline (industrial) fishing fleet accounts for approximately 80% of all 
catches, while the large small-scale fleet fishing coastal resources accounts for only 
20% of landings (Quesada Alpizar 2006).

Costa Rica’s small-scale fishery has grown rapidly in the past 20 years as a result 
of structural changes in the agricultural sector, which have led to large-scale unem-
ployment in the countryside and human migration to the coast. Because of this, and 
due to the lack of effective fisheries legislation (and consequently a lack of deter-
rents for those breaking fishing rules), fisheries resources have come under strain. 
This has resulted in a substantive fall in fish stocks, in smaller catches of the most 
valuable species per unit effort, a reduction in the sizes of fish and shrimp caught 
(FAO 2004), and a deterioration of marine ecosystems through indiscriminate use of 
fishing gear (SINAC 2014).

Overfishing by trawling in the shrimp fishery has caused a severe economic 
recession in the sector; shrimp production has decreased from a record high of 5000 
metric tons per year during the 1990s to 1000 metric tons per year in 2013 (SINAC 
2014). The granting of new shrimp trawling licences and renewal of existing ones 
was prohibited in 2013, through a Constitutional Court order, “until INCOPESCA, 
through technical and scientific studies, reports that more environmentally respon-
sible practices are used and sustainability of trawling practices can be proven. If 
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there is no proof of sustainability studies, then in 2019 the last trawling license will 
be terminated” (V. Solis Rivera, personal communication, August 2016). Even more 
of a problem are the 24–35 foreign vessels targeting tuna through the use of purse 
seines in Costa Rica’s EEZ under the INCOPESCA licences system. While the 
international tuna industry caught an annual average of 26,163 metric tons of tuna 
in Costa Rican waters between 2002 and 2009 (IATTC 2013), the national longline 
industry caught an annual average of 1484 metric tons of tuna.

Overfishing in Costa Rican waters is also due to illegal and unreported fishing 
and the use of fish aggregation devices (FADs), especially in fishing for tuna. In July 
1999, INCOPESCA banned illegal tuna fishing and use of FADs (INCOPESCA 
1999). The problem is that a substantial portion of fisheries’ catches in Costa Rica 
are not reported and ignored. This catch comes either in the form of bycatch or from 
the small-scale, subsistence, or recreational fishing sectors (Trujillo et  al. 2015). 
With the exception of tuna, Costa Rica’s post-catch industry is fairly small, as 
almost all products are exported fresh or frozen, with little value added (FAO 2004).

 Small-Scale Fisheries

The small-scale fishing sector in Costa Rica has established itself in the last 30 years 
as an ‘occupation of last resort’ (Fargier et al. 2014) for surplus rural labor and for 
immigrants (FAO 2004). The sector has received little support from the government 
(Jiménez 2013), despite its considerable socio-economic importance for coastal 
communities and potential to conserve the environment by using low impact fishing 
gear (Solis Rivera et  al. 2015). The number of small-scale (artisanal) fishers in 
Costa Rica is significant and growing: in 2009, there were 13,850 small-scale fish-
ers living and working in 75 communities on the Pacific coast and 950 small-scale 
fishers living and working in 11 communities on the Caribbean coast (OSPESCA 
2010). In 2010 the number of small-scale fishers grew to 16,411 (Table 17.1).

For small-scale fishers the preferred fishing gear is the line or hand rope, fol-
lowed by the gillnet. Fishers minimally process their catches, 60% conserve them 
on the boats in ice, and only 0.7% have infrastructure on boats to freeze them 
(OSPESCA 2012).

A social profile of the Costa Rican small-scale fisher (OSPESCA 2012) illus-
trates that the sector has considerable socio-economic importance, but it has been 
marginalized (Elizondo Mora 2005). Almost 75% of the fishers live in large families 
and have economic responsibilities to members of their household, most of the time 
as sole income providers in the household (Table 17.2).

Most of the fishers (84%) own their house and have been fishers for more than 20 
years. They most often lack higher education, but 73% have finished primary school 
(Tables 17.2 and 17.3).

The fishers seem very dependent on their profession, as 80% have never been 
involved in other economic activities. However, about 65% have taken training 
courses in small-scale fishing, organized either by the government or by international 
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Table 17.1 Costa Rican artisanal fishery profile (2009–2011)

Fishers Numbers

Fleet 
length 
(m) Numbers

Harvest 
field (in 
2010)

Harvest 
metric 
tons 
(MT)

Species 
harvested

Significance 
in harvest 
(from 1 to 
5)

Artisanal 14,800 .60–7 1854 Pacific 21,000 Tuna 2
Aquaculture 1611 .50–2.5 4246 Caribbean 

Sea
2100 Bass, 

croaker
3

Private 
investors

1603 Privately 
owned

5961 Continental 
waters

0 White 
marlin

4

Private and 
public 
investors

8 Equipped 
for 
trawling

547 Shrimp, 
prawn

5

Total 16,411 6100 23,200

Source: OSPESCA (2012)

organizations, on topics such as fish conservation and processing, use of fishing gear, 
or boat maintenance and repair. Access to the profession is not easy. It is estimated 
that an initial investment of US$ 13,000 is needed and 78% of fishers do not have 
access to credit. Community infrastructure is poorly developed to support fishing; 
most communities do not have processing plants, shipyards, or refrigeration units. 
The only infrastructure that might be available in some communities is a receiving 
and distribution center, an ice producing plant, and a gas station. Only 46 of the com-
munities have public roads and 11 communities have dock infrastructure. The net-
work of community public services is not well developed, except for basic health 
care, education, communications, and domestic services which are present in 74% of 
communities. Only four of the 86 communities have sewage and drainage systems, 
and only three have a market (OSPESCA 2012). Implementation of the SSF 
Guidelines, therefore, could end marginalization of small-scale fishers and bring sus-
tainable wellbeing to their communities.

 Fisheries Management: From Top-Down Regulations 
to Responsible Co-management

Management of fisheries in Costa Rica has been slowly evolving in the last decade 
from a centralized top-down approach to a more participative management which 
involves multiple stakeholders such as municipalities, NGOs, universities, and com-
munity groups (Fargier et al. 2014). Up to 1994, as a relatively unimportant eco-
nomic sector in an economy dominated by agriculture, fisheries were managed by 
the Ministry of Agriculture as an ‘exploitable resource’ (Quesada Alpizar 2006). 
The main management tools were command and control regulations, such as spe-
cies size limits, gear restrictions, licence limitations, and time and area closures. 
Since 1994, fisheries were given more prominence in Costa Rica’s economy with 
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the opening of INCOPESCA. The institute was established with the goals of pro-
moting and regulating the development of fisheries, maritime hunting, aquaculture 
and research, and the conservation, exploitation, and sustainable use of the ocean 
and of aquaculture-based biological resources (FAO 2004). INCOPESCA is also 
the executive body of the new Law on Fisheries and Aquaculture (2005) and in 
charge of the National Development Plan for Fisheries and Aquaculture. This plan 
establishes as a national priority the sustainable development of fisheries and aqua-
culture activities (Decree No.35260/MAG- 2009). Another national priority is the 
promotion of responsible fishing, initiated in1999 when Costa Rica officially 
approved the application of the FAO Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries 
(Decree No.27.919/MAG-1999). Since its inception, INCOPESCA has faced chal-
lenges in implementing its mandate because of the existing complex system of pro-
tected areas under the control of diverse institutions for management and monitoring, 
such as ICT, MINAEM, and municipal governments.

The lack of institutional coordination in the management of coastal and marine 
resources has led to poor control of the fishing and aquaculture sectors. The conse-
quences of this have been overexploitation of marine resources, contamination of 
coastal zones, inequity in distribution of benefits derived from tourism and conser-
vation, illegal fishing and use of fishing gear (SINAC 2014), and privatization of 
public spaces in the MTZ. For instance, in Guanacaste and Puntarenas, 20% of the 
MTZ is now privately-owned (State of the Nation 2013). First attempts at institu-
tional coordination between relevant authorities and stakeholders were made in 
1995 with the introduction of a legal tool called multiple use marine areas (AMUM). 
In 2004, the Inter-Institutional Commission of the Costa Rican EEZ was created 
with the mission to elaborate a national marine strategy for integrated management 
of coastal marine resources. A national marine strategy was adopted in 2007. It 

Table 17.3 Costa Rica artisanal fisher’s social profile 2 (in numbers)

Fishers level 
of education

Number 
of years 
fishing

Fields of 
income- 
earning 
activity

Time dedicated 
to other 
economic 
activities

No studies 1154 Less 
than 10

2456 Fishing only 11,810 1–3 months/
year

962

Primary 
school

10,849 11–20 4840 Agriculture 400 4–6 months/
year

932

Secondary 
school

2560 More 
than 20 
years

7504 Animal 
husbandry

74 7–11 months/
year

237

University 237 Commerce 636 Different every 
year

829

House work 104
Other 1776

Total 14,800 14,800 14,800 14,800

Source: OSPESCA (2012)
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signaled an important policy change, as it regulated the integrated management of 
coastal marine resources ‘led by the government and promoting involvement of the 
rest of society’ (CIZEE 2008). No tradition of civil society participation in environ-
mental management in Costa Rica existed, due to the country’s strong tradition of 
centralized management of natural resources. Some forms of civil society participa-
tion in environmental management have existed since ratification of the Convention 
on Biological Diversity in 1994. However, they have been limited to the involve-
ment of local and regional conservation bodies created under SINAC in conserva-
tion areas, bodies that are considered poor representatives of the communities (Solis 
Rivera et al. 2013; Fargier et al. 2014).

Small-scale fishers have become involved in some forms of participative man-
agement of their coastal and marine resources mainly as a result of the intensified 
conflict between the government and fishing communities who had lost access 
rights to their resources after the establishment of a protected area. For instance, in 
1997, a co-management agreement (mostly a conflict resolution tool) was reached 
between the community of Cahuita and MINAE, following the designation of the 
Cahuita National Park in 1978 as a protected area (Quesada Alpizar 2006). Outside 
conservation areas, small-scale fishers have initiated some forms of collective man-
agement of their coastal resources, mostly in response to their cultural and original 
tenure rights and declining small-scale catches. For instance, the hook-and-line fish-
ers of Palito in Isla Chira have decided to protect a coastal reef area in their village 
by banning the use of any harmful fishing gear in a particular area of their fishing 
territory. The community was to monitor enforcement of this voluntary rule by 
patrolling. At the request of the fishers, in 1995, the government declared this zone 
“exclusive for hand line fishing” but did not provide institutional support for its 
implementation (Fargier et al. 2014). The government’s vision for involving fishers 
in management of their resources implied a “co-management regime in which the 
fishing industry has been empowered to manage marine fishery resources in part-
nership with the State” (Quesada Alpizar 2006). Small-scale fishers, being the least 
empowered of all fishers, have been encouraged by the government to organize 
themselves in cooperatives or in local committees of artisanal fishers (COLOPES). 
These attempts by the government to organize small-scale fishers through top-down 
initiatives failed and very few cooperatives and COLOPES still exist today. However, 
they have paved the way for small-scale fishers to organize themselves in fishers’ 
associations and become more pro-active in seeking participatory solutions to the 
management of their resources. In 2011 about 30% of small-scale fishers were 
members of small-scale artisanal fisheries associations (OSPESCA 2012).

In 2004, the members of the small-scale fishers’ cooperative CoopeTárcoles R.L, 
with support from CoopeSoliDar R.L, a cooperative oriented to give professional 
services in human rights and environmental conservation, initiated a process which 
led, in 2008, to government approval of a new model of participatory management 
of small-scale fisheries in Costa Rica, namely marine areas for responsible fishing 
(AMPRs) (Spanish acronym). An AMPR is ‘an area with significant socio-cultural, 
fishery or biological characteristics in which fishing is especially regulated to ensure 
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long-term use of fishery resources and in which INCOPESCA can count on the sup-
port of coastal communities and/or other institutions for its conservation, use and 
management’ (Decree 35502-MAG 2009). The AMPR is a form of community- 
based resource management, which does not create exclusive fishing rights for a 
community. Anyone with a fishing licence and following the fishing rules estab-
lished in the area’s fishery management plan can fish in the area. For this reason, the 
AMPR has been legally approved as a co-governance model of a coastal and marine 
area, negotiated between small-scale and commercial fishers, government agencies 
and other stakeholders. It prioritizes the protection of marine resources from non- 
selective fishing practices at both the commercial and small-scale scale levels 
(Garcia Lozano and Heinen 2015). Eight AMPRs have been legally established in 
Costa Rica so far, and others are in various stages of approval (D. Chacón, personal 
communication, March, 2015).

 Case Study: CoopeTárcoles R.L.

CoopeTárcoles R.L. is the only small-scale fishing cooperative in Costa Rica still 
functional as such (D. Chacón, personal communication, March, 2015). The coop-
erative has been instrumental in the establishment of the AMPR model and is the 
only fishing organization already implementing the SSF Guidelines. In what fol-
lows, we indicate in parentheses the SSF Guidelines’ articles that are being imple-
mented by CoopeTárcoles R.L. (Fig. 17.1).

The SSF Guidelines are well known to fishers in Tárcoles. David Chacón, the 
president of CoopeTárcoles R.L, participated in their development, contributing 
first-hand insights from small-scale fishers, their experience, needs, and aspirations. 
After their adoption, the Guidelines have been disseminated in a simplified and 
translated version to the residents of Tárcoles (13.3). The cooperative is located in 
Tárcoles, a small coastal community (population 4300) in the central Pacific. The 
area is rich in valuable fish species, such as shrimp, and in mangrove forests. This 
abundance has shaped the economic and cultural identity of Tárcoles in the last 50 
years, when most of its inhabitants became fishers (Solis Rivera et al. 2015). The 
cooperative was established in 1985 with the main goals of improving fishers’ 
working conditions and finding better marketing opportunities for their fishery 
products. These efforts have paid off, as today CoopeTárcoles is the only Costa 
Rican fishing group involved in the entire value chain from production to marketing 
to selling (6.5, 7.1) (Fargier et al. 2014). Fishers eliminated intermediaries (7.5, 7.7) 
and sell approximately 70% of their catches directly to an exporter (Martec) and 
local businesses for domestic consumption (D. Chacón, personal communication, 
March, 2015). This way fishers have managed to keep fish prices sufficiently high, 
so that they can operate their boats and also make a living, while the cooperative can 
cover its operation costs and sometimes make an end-of-year profit, which is fairly 
distributed to all the members of the cooperative (7.8).
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The cooperative has also signed an agreement with the Costa Rican social secu-
rity department, securing pensions to all members when they retire (6.3, 7.4) 
(D. Chacón, personal communication, March, 2015). The cooperative has 45 mem-
bers, six of whom are women (5.18, 8.1, 8.2), but it provides jobs to approximately 
250 community members (many of them women or youth) (6.5, 7.1, 7.2, 7.5). 
Community members participate in fishing or in pre- and post-harvest fishing oper-
ations, like baiting and untangling fishing lines, or processing and selling fishing 
products (UNDP 2012). At the beginning of the 2000s, various fish catches started 
to diminish due to overfishing and high levels of pollution coming through  Rio 
Tárcoles. Also, fishers’ access to fishing grounds was threatened by trawling of 
large-scale fishing boats and the rapid development of tourist amenities. The coop-
erative, therefore, included among its priorities the promotion of sustainable man-
agement of its natural and cultural resources (5.14). At the same time, it initiated a 
‘relationship of mutual fortification’, grounded in social and environmental respon-
sibility, with the cooperative CoopeSoliDar R.L. (7.4, 10.6). (CoopeSoliDar 2005; 
Solis Rivera et al. 2015). The relationship, characterized as “a process of continual 
informed consent, wherein cooperative members agree and decide upon the role of 
the external organization” (Garcia Lozano 2014), has contributed to training and 
capacity building for collective action in Tárcoles (11.4, 11.8, 12.1, and 12.3).

One of the first results of this fruitful cooperation was CoopeTárcoles R.L adopt-
ing its Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries in 2004. Inspired by the FAO docu-
ment (FAO 1995), the Tárcoles Code of Conduct contains rules for sustainable fishing 
through the use of low impact fishing gear (longline, small boats, and fishing nets 
with mesh size larger than three inches to reduce bycatch) and through voluntarily 

Fig. 17.1 Tárcoles AMPR, March 20, 2015 (Credit: G. Sabau)
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giving up fishing of species that showed signs of distress (5.14). The two cooperatives 
also started a series of participatory research projects, which included building a data-
base recording daily fish catches, gear used, and site locations (10.6, 11.4).

Another research project involved a process of participatory zoning, with fishers 
drawing maps of their fishing spots and keeping inventories of their ecological 
assets. The information collected was used to monitor the fishing grounds and iden-
tify vulnerable species, as well as to plan for the future. By disseminating this data 
to government institutions, fishers provided useful local information for decision- 
making purposes (11.2, 11.8, and 11.9). For instance, based on their research, fish-
ers have recommended that the government should monitor the fishing of manta ray 
species. They have also identified and communicated the need to carry out partici-
patory research on lobster stocks along the Pacific coast (UNDP 2012). Through 
these collective research efforts, fishers started building social capital and learned 
how to sustain cooperation, “not only within the cooperative but also to facilitate 
networking and lobbying efforts” (12.1, 12.3) (Garcia Lozano and Heinen 2015). 
The Tárcoles Code of Conduct was presented to government institutions in 2005, 
together with the fishers’ request for the creation of a community-managed marine 
area. This proposition was accepted by INCOPESCA in January 2009, after a long 
process of political advocacy (UNDP 2012) and cooperative work within a mixed 
government-cooperative-NGO commission (12.4). After the regulation for estab-
lishing AMPRs at the national level was published, the two cooperatives worked 
together to develop a comprehensive fisheries management plan required for 
approval of the Tárcoles AMPR. The fisheries governance plan (Fig. 17.2) has sev-
eral thematic axes, including areas with total or partial fishing bans, biology and 
fishery management, and permissible fishing methods and practices. It also included 
training and outreach, community outreach and knowledge-building, strengthening 
of local organizational structures, strategic partnerships and marketing, enforce-
ment and compliance with current laws, and research and monitoring programs 
(CoopeSoliDar R.L 2010).

The Tárcoles Marine Area for Responsible Fishing was officially recognized on 
August 19, 2011 (Decree A.J.D.I.P./193–2011) (5.1, 5.5, 5.6) after a voluntary 
mutual agreement was reached by the Tárcoles small-scale fishers and semi- 
industrial trawlers. The agreement established a 1 year no-fishing zone for shrimp, 
extending from the Tárcoles coast to the 15 m-depth bathymetry line, which aimed 
to restore the shrimp populations negatively impacted by trawling. The agreement 
was the result of more than 2 years of negotiations between the small-scale fishers 
who initiated the negotiations, with support from CoopeSoliDar, R.L, and trawler 
fishers. The ban on shrimp capture had several important benefits. It helped shrimp 
populations recover both in quantity and body weight. In 2014 fishers caught nearly 
5000 kilos of shrimp in their AMPR with substantial increases in weight (25–26 
shrimps/kg). Moreover, some species of anchovies recovered, and some species of 
molluscs – which had disappeared 20 years prior – started to reappear (D. Chacón, 
personal communication, March, 2015). Fishers also learned to understand the 
importance of shrimp ecology and the value of an AMPR. They felt ‘empowered by 
this knowledge and by the fact that they could make informed management deci-
sions’ (11.4) (D. Chacón, personal communication, March, 2015).
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The Tárcoles AMPR covers approximately 108.8  km2 (Salas et  al. 2012). 
Sustainable fishing is regulated and practiced within six different zones there, each 
with specific fishing and gear restrictions (Garcia Lozano 2014). In 2007, 
CoopeTárcoles R.L and CoopeSoliDar R.L created a sustainable ecotourism ven-
ture, Consorcio Por La Mar R.L. The goals of this venture are to develop a model 
for rural community-based tourism and provide a complementary and alternative 
source of income for the fishing cooperative (6.8). The main product on offer with 
the Por La Mar consortium are guided tours that give individual or organized visi-
tors a glimpse into the daily life of a small-scale Costa Rican fishing community. 
For visitors who want to spend more days in Tárcoles, there are 10 small-scale fisher 
families who are ready to provide accommodation and share their lives with visi-
tors. (D. Chacón, personal communication, March, 2015).

More recently, the Tárcoles cooperative, alongside CoopeSoliDar R.L, initiated 
a national network of AMPRs (10.6). The group is now in the process of developing 
a regional network for implementation of the SSF Guidelines. In December 2015, 

Fig. 17.2 Proposal for a governance model for the Tárcoles AMPR (Source: CoopeSoliDar R.L 
2010)
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the Costa Rican AMPR network organized a regional workshop aimed at establish-
ing an action plan for the implementation of the SSF Guidelines both nationally and 
at the regional (Central American) level. The workshop produced a common decla-
ration and a draft of an action plan, which were both discussed at the OSPESCA 
meeting in El Salvador (15–16 December 2015). Costa Rica’s plan of action for the 
implementation of SSF Guidelines between 2016 and 2018 identified several prior-
ity actions aimed at promoting the implementation of articles 7, 5a, 13, and 8 of the 
Guidelines. Some of these actions are: training of fishers and fishers’ organizations 
about the Guidelines; designing a national certificate for responsible small-scale 
fishing and for the responsible exploitation of molluscs; developing a marketing 
strategy for marketing national products; and working together with state institu-
tions to ensure the quality, traceability, and safety of fishery products.

 Discussion

The human rights approach of the SSF Guidelines appealed to Costa Rica’s govern-
ment because these Guidelines had the potential for “eradicating poverty holisti-
cally and restoring the dignity of fishers” (G.  Meneses Castro, personal 
communication, March, 2015), while promoting the sustainable use of the country’s 
rich natural resources. These are the lofty goals of sustainable development (Sachs 
2015). Their implementation calls for collective action based on clarifying values. 
It also requires collective decision-making based on knowledge sharing and cre-
ation of a common understanding concerning sustainable solutions for both envi-
ronmental and social challenges.

This chapter has identified dialogue (Brugnach and Ingram 2012), based on fair 
procedures, as a heuristic tool to facilitate social interaction for decision-making 
which can encourage societal change towards sustainability. There are two levels of 
dialogue that have facilitated the adoption and implementation of the SSF Guidelines 
in Costa Rica. The first level is a nation-wide consensus about the need to restore 
and promote values that have traditionally shaped Costa Rican identity; the second 
level is a transdisciplinary dialogue aimed to design and implement sustainable 
solutions for small-scale fisheries’ co-governance. A third level dialogue  is a 
regional dialogue that has just been initiated.

 Democracy and Biodiversity Conservation

Two of the very important values that have shaped Costa Rican’s identity are their 
rich democratic traditions and concern for biodiversity conservation. In Costa Rica 
there is a “deep-seated commitment to democracy which goes beyond issues of 
inter-personal trust” (Seligson 2001). Democracy is defined as “liberty, respect for 
the rule of law, and willingness to hold government accountable for its actions” 
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(ibid). Democracy is protected by the country’s Constitution of 1949 which pro-
vides for a unicameral legislature, a fair judicial system, and an independent elec-
toral body (Elbow et al. 2016). Human rights are protected in Costa Rica both by the 
Constitution and the international treaties on human rights which the government 
has been ‘eager’ to sign (Quesada-Alpizar 2015). However, in 2000 the Constitutional 
Chamber of the Supreme Court decided to expand the scope of enforcement of 
those international treaties domestically when those treaties (even those not ratified 
by the state) bestowed greater guarantees to citizens than those contained in Costa 
Rica’s Constitution. This shows awareness that the country’s democratic traditions 
have been eroded and that at least the judicial system is trying to restore them.

Biodiversity preservation is embedded in the everyday life of Costa Rica. The 
following sign was displayed on the inner door of a five-star hotel room at the foot-
hill of Arenal volcano: “Dear guests, in this room you might find insects. Please do 
not kill them, call someone from reception to deal gently with them. They belong to 
our rich biodiversity, we love them and we protect them” (personal observation 
2015). This philosophy was embraced, since 1998, as Costa Rica’s policy of biodi-
versity conservation. It is based on the principle of ‘respect for all forms of life’. 
This means that “all the living things have the right to live, independently of actual 
or potential economic value” (Biodiversity Law 1998). This philosophy was later 
refined to show that biodiversity protection makes economic sense, as “protected 
areas and the biodiversity which exists within and outside them represent economic 
uses which can generate multiple benefits” (SINAC 2014). In 2009, national parks 
and biological reserves contributed $1357 million to the socio-economic develop-
ment of the country, 5% of the Costa Rican GDP, and “provided livelihoods for 
indigenous people and for people in other geographic areas” (SINAC 2014).

While there is a wide national consensus about the value of biodiversity conser-
vation, a consensus is lacking on the best governance model to achieve it, and the 
most equitable way of sharing its benefits. Despite numerous attempts at integrative 
governance, Costa Rica is still stuck with the country’s tradition of centralized 
decision- making vis-a-vis the management of natural resources. The country’s 
Constitution does not recognize the concept of co-management of protected areas as 
the “identification, development and implementation of strategies, plans and bud-
gets concerning conservation areas are considered exclusive powers of the State” 
(DFOE-AM 2005). However, new regulations based on the recognition of local and 
indigenous communities’ contribution to conservation and sustainable use of natu-
ral resources are slowly breaking the government’s exclusive monopoly on manage-
ment of natural resources.

In 2009, two new management categories for MPAs were established: marine 
reserves and marine management areas, both aimed at conservation of ecosystems 
and habitats and the sustainable use of coastal and marine resources to “satisfy the 
needs of human populations and their quality of life” (MINAET 2009). A recent 
regulation addresses the problem of natural resource governance by recognizing 
four models of governance in protected areas: state governance, co-governance, 
private governance, and governance by indigenous people and local communities. 
In the co-governance model, “various actors, from public administration or outside 
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it, formally and informally, share responsibilities, decision-making and the bene-
fits” of protected areas (Decreto 2016). The document is important as it establishes, 
among the principles of governance for protected areas, ‘the legitimacy and voice’ 
of social actors in a ‘transparent dialogue based on mutual respect and efforts to 
reach solutions through consensus’ and ‘respect for justice and rights’, including 
the human rights of local communities and indigenous populations.

 Fisheries Co-governance

Our study shows that the ‘transparent dialogue based on mutual respect’ between 
government agencies and small-scale fishers did not come easily. Small-scale fish-
ers needed to learn how to act as dialogue partners and regain trust in government 
institutions. They tended to be distrustful of government agencies as these agencies 
tended to represent the interests of large-scale fishers. Indeed, INCOPESCA has 
shown a “lack of responsiveness to fishers’ and ‘poorly enforced and implemented 
the regulations” (Garcia Lozano and Heinen 2015). This changed in 2014 when 
Gustavo Meneses Castro became Chief-Executive of INCOPESCA.  He made a 
commitment to ‘bring some justice and equity to the fisheries’ by initiating a “pub-
lic policy [that] promotes the development of decent living conditions and the 
human well-being of the coastal and seafaring communities” (Meneses Castro 2014). 
He understood that the government would have to work with small-scale fishers to 
solve the difficult problems of fish stock sustainability and community resilience. A 
small-scale fishery representative was invited to sit on the board of INCOPESCA 
(D. Chacón, personal communication, March, 2015).

Small-scale fishers started acquiring ‘legitimacy and voice’ as social dialogue 
partners when they decided to use and share their fishing knowledge not only with 
government agencies but with civil society organizations as well. The Tárcoles case 
study shows the significance of the small-scale fishers’ cooperative strategic alliance 
with a like-minded civil society organization, CoopeSoliDar R.L. This cooperative, 
“a voluntary association of persons not of capitals” (CoopeSoliDar R.L. 2016), was 
initiated in 2000 by a group of professionals from different disciplines, interested in 
promoting both development and environmental conservation, mostly for local com-
munities. By working with the fishers’ cooperative, both institutions built social 
capital (trust) and produced transdisciplinary knowledge which is more socially use-
ful than academic knowledge for solving sustainability problems (Gibbons et  al. 
1994). This knowledge has been used by small-scale fishers in their negotiations 
with semi-industrial fishers regarding the cessation of shrimp trawling. It has also 
been used in designing the AMPR model, an original and innovative co- governance 
model, which has been a breakthrough in participative management of small-scale 
fisheries. The model was conceived and built by the two cooperatives which care-
fully followed the FAO discussions on the Guidelines and the discussions in ICSF, 
the international NGO in support of fish workers (V. Solis Rivera, personal commu-
nication, August 2016). CoopeSoliDar R.L has been part of the FAO discussions 

17 Costa Rica: A Champion of the Small-Scale Fisheries Guidelines



374

related to the Guidelines’ development and implementation since 2010 (FAO 
Workshop 2014). The AMPR model has been negotiated and finalized by a joint 
working committee that included government representatives, representatives of 
CoopeTárcoles R.L, and CoopeSoliDar R.L, and representatives of other NGOs 
involved in marine conservation. Considering the way it was conceived and devel-
oped, i.e. by many stakeholders, and the features it includes, the AMPR model is the 
perfect tool for implementation of the SSF Guidelines in Costa Rica.

An important finding of this research is that Tárcoles’ small-scale fishers have 
participated in the dialogue not only in terms of articulating their ‘voice’, but also as 
initiators of the dialogue who were able to exercise some degree of control over the 
decision-making process. This might have been the result of the fact that fishers had 
the experience of being organized as a small-scale fishing cooperative, interested 
not only in the wellbeing of its members but also in the long-term sustainability of 
its coastal and marine resources. The AMPR model legitimizes the role of small- 
scale fishers in decision-making processes concerning management and monitoring 
of the use of the ocean, and recognizes their rights to have jobs, and to enjoy the 
bounty of their responsibly managed coastal and marine areas, either in fishing or in 
tourism activities. With these characteristics, the AMPRs have the potential to 
implement various aspects of the SSF Guidelines (5.3, 5.6, 5.15, 5.16, 5.17, 12.4, 
13.5) in small-scale fishing communities throughout Costa Rica.

A significant step in the process of the implementation of the SSF Guidelines has 
been the establishment of a network of AMPRs in 2014. The network provides ‘an 
organizational space’ where small-scale fishers can consolidate the practices of 
responsible fishing that can contribute to improving the quality of life for their fami-
lies (Declaracion 2014).

Costa Rica’s model of SSF Guidelines implementation seems to be working. 
There is appropriate legislation in place, and enthusiasm among small-scale fishers 
about the SSF Guidelines. One fisher said: “We are already implementing the 
Guidelines in my community and at the national level. We started with a 3 day 
workshop with a dynamic team, which included eight fishermen and fisherwomen 
from the whole country. It was a very important workshop; the first thing we did was 
to believe that fishermen could train other fishermen. Also understand that the 
Guidelines are ours, the artisanal fishers.” (Matarrita 2015). But there is also frustra-
tion at the difficulty of developing management plans required for an AMPR’s 
approval and lack of support from the government (R. Rojas, personal communica-
tion, February, 2015). As the process of implementing the SSF Guidelines matures, 
real social inclusion that goes beyond dialogue to embrace deeper changes in power 
relations through transformative social policies (UNRISD 2014) will need to hap-
pen for small-scale fishers in Costa Rica. Effectively protecting the human rights of 
small-scale fishers is an important investment in making their ecological and eco-
nomic future sustainable. It will also boost Costa Rica’s democracy.
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 Conclusion

Costa Rica has become a champion for implementing the SSF Guidelines. The gov-
ernment has listened to small-scale fishers and taken note of their desire to use 
sustainably their coasts and marine areas for the benefit of their generation and 
future generations. It was a right decision, whose value can be seen with every step 
of the implementation process. Its value will become more obvious as food insecu-
rity and climate change present greater challenges to countries in the future. Marine 
areas for responsible fishing, the manner in which the Guidelines have been imple-
mented, are an example of an original, innovative co-governance model that gives 
small-scale fishers access to decision-making and monitoring of the sustainable use 
of their AMPR. The establishment of a network of AMPRs in Costa Rica as well as 
the incipient regional dialogue are encouraging signs that the model can proliferate 
in Central America. However, not all countries in the region have Costa Rica’s rich 
democratic tradition and concern for biodiversity conservation. Moreover, to remain 
a champion, Costa Rica needs to do more for effectively protecting the human rights 
of its small-scale fishers.
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Chapter 18
Furthering the Implementation of the Small- 
Scale Fisheries Guidelines: Strengthening 
Fisheries Cooperatives in Sri Lanka

Oscar Amarasinghe and Maarten Bavinck

Abstract This chapter proposes that fisheries cooperatives can play an important 
role in furthering the implementation of the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing 
Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries (SSF Guidelines) in Sri Lanka. These organiza-
tions have a long history of supporting the fisheries sector, both in northern and south-
ern Sri Lanka, with strong contributions to fisher wellbeing and the functioning of the 
value chain. Their involvement in resource management, however, is still relatively 
minor. The authors evaluate the performance of cooperatives against the outcomes of 
the South Asia consultation on the SSF Guidelines (November 2015). They argue that 
while fisheries cooperatives in Sri Lanka have many weaknesses, they are uniquely 
positioned to aid the small-scale fisheries sector. The chapter concludes with a set of 
recommendations for improving the performance of cooperatives.

Keywords Cooperatives • Governance • Rights • Management • Value chain

 Introduction

Cooperatives have a long and chequered history in Sri Lanka’s fisheries. They have 
functioned as a prime governmental policy channel for the dissemination of mate-
rial and immaterial benefits to the coastal population since Independence (1948). 
They have also become important agents of self-governance. Although the contribu-
tion of cooperatives has not always been judged positively, and their roles have 
varied from one region and one time period to another, we argue that they are an 
important party to the implementation of the SSF Guidelines in Sri Lanka.
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This chapter commences with a brief summary of the South Asia consultation on 
the implementation of the SSF Guidelines that took place in the latter months of 
2015 in Colombo. Sections “Small-scale fishing in Sri Lanka” and “Fisheries coop-
eratives in Sri Lanka” describe the small-scale fisheries and the cooperative system as 
it functions currently in Sri Lanka, taking note of the differences that existed between 
northern and southern Sri Lanka as a result of the civil war (1983–2009). Section 
“Role of cooperatives in implementing SSF Guidelines” then examines the contribu-
tion cooperatives could make to the implementation of the SSF Guidelines, referring 
back to the South Asia consultation. The final section summarizes the argument and 
points out necessary action required for cooperatives to play a more effective role.

 The South Asia Consultation

The South Asia FAO-BOBLME Regional Consultation on the Implementation of the 
Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context 
of Food Security and Poverty Eradication (henceforth the SSF Guidelines) was held 
in Colombo, Sri Lanka, between the 23rd and 26th November 2015. The objective of 
the workshop was to raise awareness about and support the implementation of the 
SSF Guidelines in the region. An array of public, private, and civil society actors 
highlighted the status of fisheries in Pakistan, India, Bangladesh, Maldives, Indonesia 
(observer), and Sri Lanka. The major issues highlighted by all participants included 
the need to promote sustainable use of fisheries resources, promote participatory 
decision making and management, empower small-scale fishers, provide them with 
market access, enforce laws, and protect aquatic resources. Moreover, emphasis was 
laid on gender concerns, especially the need to empower women. All participants 
stressed the importance of identifying and recognizing the rights of fishers. Some of 
the important considerations that emerged during discussions included the impor-
tance of the ecosystem approach to fisheries management, the need for engagement 
of fishing communities in decision-making, integration of research outputs into pol-
icy, and capacity development of all parties concerned in the implementation of the 
SSF Guidelines. Several voids in fisheries research, especially in the area of small-
scale fisheries development, were also identified, such as the need to find out the most 
appropriate mechanisms for intervention, and addressing issues of legal pluralism.

 Small-Scale Fishing in Sri Lanka

Being surrounded by sea, it is no surprise that fisheries play an important role in Sri 
Lankan society. Sri Lanka’s population consume large amounts of fish (an average 
of 10.8 kg/year per person), while 6.3% of the country’s labour force finds direct or 
indirect employment in the fishing industry. The marine fishing population consists 
of 190,000 households and 221,000 active fishers spread out along the coastline, 
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while another 199,000 fishing households and 51,000 active fishers fish in lagoons 
and inland water bodies (Ministry of Fisheries 2015) All of these fishers, it could be 
argued, engage in small-scale fishing, as the size of vessels is invariably small. In 
this chapter, however, we choose to limit ourselves to fishers who employ beach- 
landingcraft and whose fishing operations normally last no longer than 1 day.1 This 
excludes the multi-day, harbor-based fishing fleet,2 but includes the beach seining 
industry that operates along the coast. Small-scale fishers in Sri Lanka are of many 
kinds. While some are beach-based, others use a variety of craft – orus, kattuma-
rams, or fiber-glass boats  – to ply nearshore, offshore, lagoon, or inland fishing 
grounds. Gears include a variety of gillnets, cast nets, long lines, fixed nets, and 
traps. While men generally dominate the harvesting process, women play an impor-
tant part in processing, marketing, and in support activities.

Fishers inevitably belong to communities, sometimes segregated physically from 
other professional groups, such as farmers, and sometimes intermingled with them. 
Caste plays a role, both in Sinhala and in Tamil society, with the Karava dominating 
in the south, and the Karaiyar in the north. Muslims play an important role in fish-
ing in the west and east. But only a fraction of the Karava presently engages in 
fishing, and in the north there are other fishing castes too (Scholtens 2016). Finally, 
while all small-scale fishers have permanent abodes, they frequently also engage in 
camp-based, seasonal migration to other coasts (Fig. 18.1).

1 Representing nearly 87% of the fisher population operating 90% of the fishing fleet.
2 For more information on harbour-based, multi-day fishing, see Amarasinghe et al. (2005a).

Fig. 18.1 Small-scale fishing crafts (Vallum) beached at Jaffna Lagoon in the North of Sri Lanka
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There is substantial evidence of fisher engagement in resource and market manage-
ment. Alexander (1982) documents the complex system of beach-seine rotation in 
southern Sri Lanka and patron-client relations that prevail (also see Amarasinghe 
1989). Stirrat (1988) analyses fish marketing systems in migratory and non- migratory 
settings of western Sri Lanka. Wickramasinghe and Bavinck (2015) highlight the 
informal, beach-based institutions that boat fishers in southern Sri Lanka devise to 
regulate their operations, and Bavinck (2015) describes the fisheries tenure system 
that has re-emerged from the ruins of war in Jaffna District. All of these customary 
institutions are predicated on the control of marine space, and include territorial rights.

Unlike in south India, where customary organizations, such as caste councils (or 
panchayats) or sea courts (kadakkodis) still play a prominent role in fisheries (Kurien 
2000; Bavinck 2001), the rules and regulations found in Sri Lanka do not have a 
firm, customary anchor. On the one hand, rules and regulations were established 
with the involvement of the state and, on the other their activities are also regulated 
to some extent by the state. To a large extent, state laws are embedded in fisheries 
cooperatives, as we will show in greater detail in the following section. Nevertheless, 
cooperatives constitute the only fisheries-related organization at the local level.

Before moving to the topic of cooperatives, we must point out the influence of 
the civil war that plagued the country from 1983 to 2009 on developments within 
the fisheries sector. Civil war erupted in Sri Lanka when the guerilla forces of the 
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), started to fight the Sri Lankan govern-
ment demanding a separate Tamil State in the Northern and Eastern provinces of Sri 
Lanka claiming that these areas formed the traditional homeland of the minority 
Tamil population. During the civil war, when the Northern and Eastern Provinces 
were largely controlled by the LTTE and thus located in the war zone, fishing was 
virtually impossible (Scholtens et al. 2012). The fishing population of this region 
went into internal or external exile, or led a hand to mouth existence. Although the 
government maintained an administrative presence even in guerilla-held territories, 
its control was limited. It was the LTTE that largely called the shots. A difference 
thus emerged between fisheries patterns in the southern districts and those in the 
north, where the fishing industry has been rebuilding itself only since 2009. This is 
most evident in the performance of fishing cooperatives.

 Fisheries Cooperatives in Sri Lanka

Sri Lanka has a strong post-Independence history of cooperatives. Cooperatives are 
defined by the International Cooperative Alliance as: “An autonomous association of 
persons united voluntarily to meet their common economic, social, and cultural needs 
and aspirations through a jointly-owned and democratically-controlled enterprise 
(ICA, n.d.).” This definition emphasizes what could be seen as the ‘bonding capital 
function’ (see Woolcock 2001) of cooperative organizations. But others point out 
that: “Cooperatives can also be isolated, and may, like other local groups, be high in 
‘bonding social capital’, but not be able to find the “bridging social capital” that will 
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link them to others” (Birchall 2004, 47). Many of the cooperatives found in develop-
ing countries have actually been instigated by government. This is often perceived of 
as a crucial weakness, and even contrary to the essence of the cooperative movement 
(Jentoft 1986). The Overseas Cooperative Development Council (OCDC 2007, 4) 
thus concludes that: “Government-controlled parastatals are not true cooperatives.”

Indeed fisheries cooperatives in Sri Lanka do not have an unblemished history. 
While published information on the functioning of cooperatives is quite scanty, 
Amarasinghe (1995) demonstrated that cooperatives were used in the early days 
(1960s and 1970s) by politicians to give favors to their political clientage by chan-
neling public goods to them. Generally, when there was a change of government, 
some existing cooperatives were dissolved and new office bearers who had links to 
the political party in power elected. This also meant that cooperatives with a ‘colour’ 
different from that of the party in power did not receive any government assistance. 
The system was corrupt and many cooperatives collapsed due to lack of faith and 
trust expressed by the membership. The present cooperatives evolved through this 
process. Today, they are more self-sustaining.

Fisheries cooperatives in Sri Lanka are organised through the collaborative inter-
vention of the Department of Cooperative Development and the Department of 
Fisheries and Aquatic Resources, which make them ‘formal organisations.’ Many of 
the fishing cooperatives in Sri Lanka can be characterized as multipurpose, combin-
ing functions such as the provision of credit, technology, and insurance; and occa-
sionally, the organization of marketing. The Blue Revolution initiated in the 
post-WWII period constituted an important stimulus to the formation of fisheries 
cooperatives, as the Sri Lankan government strove to channel subsidies and credit 
to enable asset-poor fishers to adopt new capital-intensive technology (Amarasinghe 
2005). What is important to note is the fact that membership in cooperatives is in 
principle voluntary and that individual cooperatives enjoy a great freedom in plan-
ning, organizing, and implementing activities aimed at meeting the diverse needs of 
the community. Today, the activities of fisheries cooperatives are guided by the 
Cooperative Societies Act No. 5 of 1972 and the Fisheries Cooperative Constitution.

Fisheries cooperatives throughout the country are therefore basically alike in 
structure and activities. However, it is to be noted that fishing activities in Sri Lanka 
have a distinctive geographical flavor to them and are shaped by ethnicity and reli-
gon to a significant extent (Tamil fishers in the north, Muslim fishers in the east, 
Sinhala Catholic fishers in the west, Sinhala Buddhist fishers in the south, etc.). 
Therefore, within a certain cooperative, the membership is highly homogeneous 
with respect to ethnicity and religion, leaving little room for internal conflicts. 
Moreover, members in all fisheries cooperatives are small scale and artisanal fishers 
while those engaged in offshore fishing, especially multiday fishing, have their own 
boat owner associations. We must note that because of the 25 years of civil war 
cooperatives in the Northern and Eastern Provinces have undergone a radically dif-
ferent trajectory than those in other parts of the country. In the Northern Province, 
at least, the civil war has meant that cooperatives are now still more tightly orga-
nized, and nested in regional organizations, than elsewhere (Scholtens 2016). In 
northern Sri Lanka, cooperative membership is still considered a ‘must’ for being 
involved in fisheries at all, and membership rates are concomitantly high.
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By 2010, 579 fisheries cooperatives were functioning in Sri Lanka (Ministry of 
Fisheries and Aquatic Resources, personal communication, 20th May, 2012). The total 
membership of fisheries cooperatives (active and defunct) was 87,895 persons, which 
is roughly equivalent to a fifth of the total fishing population. Some reasons for the less 
than optimal rate of membership are poor management, lack of interest among office 
bearers, inadequate training of personnel in business management, lack of awareness 
among members of principles of cooperation, and poor loan recovery rates 
(Amarasinghe and Bavinck 2012). Some of the best functioning fisheries cooperatives, 
with high rates of savings and lending, have been restructured as Fisheries Cooperative 
Banks (Idiwara banks). There were about 107 such banks in operation in 2010.

A notable change in the history of fisheries cooperatives in Sri Lanka was the 
large-scale withdrawal of state assistance to fisheries cooperatives in 1994 because 
of the prioritization of defence expenditure. This would have made some coopera-
tives defunct or dormant, though data is not available to prove this point. Moreover, 
repeated changes in government policy have had serious impacts on fisheries coop-
eratives. Such changes have occurred twice since the new millennium, first in 2004 
and then in 2010. In aiming for effective management of fisheries resources, the 
Ministry of Fisheries introduced, in 2004, a new type of community organization 
called the ‘Landing Site Management Committees.’ However, this program was 
improperly implemented, resulting in the disintegration of some of the existing 
cooperative societies. The second threat to fisheries cooperatives came in 2010 
when the Ministry of Fisheries, largely for political reasons, established a parallel, 
multi-layered system of Rural Fisheries Organisations (RFOs).

Interestingly, a number of cooperatives studied by the first author in southern Sri 
Lanka were functioning well prior to 1994, and continued to do so without govern-
ment assistance thereafter. Strong levels of social capital are one possible reason for 
self-sustenance (Amarasinghe and Bavinck 2012). Strong interpersonal relationships 
among members (bonding social capital) ensured continuity of operations with satis-
factory levels of savings, which allowed them to effectively deal with risks inherent 
in fisheries, inadequately developed markets, and other vulnerabilities. Informational 
problems associated with insurance have been minimized by the high degree of per-
sonal -knowledge that exists among members. Further, collateral problems in the 
‘credit market’ have been resolved through ‘group guarantees’. High unpredictability 
of fish catches, and risks and damage to fishing equipment causing income shortfalls 
have been managed through ‘instant loans.’ It has also been pointed out that various 
loan schemes performed both a credit and an insurance function, hedging fishers 
against a host of risks and uncertainties. However, success of cooperatives has also 
been related to their ability to horizontally link up with other societies (bridging 
social capital) and closely associate with supra-local agencies such as government, 
NGOs, and development agencies (linking social capital). Apart from their engage-
ment in fisheries related activities and services, they have also been involved in pro-
viding the membership with a range of livelihood capitals (provision of credit 
facilities to take up other self-employment activities and training and capacity build-
ing by linking with diverse state and non-state organisations). This has helped them 
meet cultural and religious aspirations through the organization of festivals and pro-
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motion of women’s involvement in the sector. This is the reason why people have 
faith in cooperatives and tend to save with and promote them. Amarasinghe and 
Bavinck (2012) argued that the utility of cooperatives for coastal populations is 
because they have successfully addressed core vulnerabilities of fishers. Institutions 
allow social actors to accomplish things that they otherwise could not (Jentoft 2005). 
In contrast, when organizations are uni-task, such as RFOs, which only channel lim-
ited state fisheries assistance to their membership, it is easier for interested parties to 
hijack them for their own advantage, especially to meet their political ends.

Probably the greatest shortcomings of fisheries cooperatives in Sri Lanka are 
found in fish marketing and resource management. Fisheries cooperatives have rarely 
got involved in marketing and resource management. Generally, fish marketing is in 
the hands of fish merchants who are specialized marketing middlemen wielding both 
economic and political power. The marketing networks include local fish assemblers, 
transport agents, wholesalers, and retailers. This is a closely knit network controlled 
by powerful middlemen. Some of them have even integrated all the above activities 
so as to benefit from economies of scale and also control the market share. Although 
some cooperatives have tried to engage in wholesale fish marketing by forming coop-
erative unions (or federations), they failed due to various forms of power exerted by 
merchants, limiting entry into fish marketing Cooperatives have also failed to engage 
effectively in resource management. In fact, the need for resource management was 
felt quite late, i.e. after the Blue Revolution in the 1960s and 1970s. Signs of increas-
ing fishing pressure, use of destructive techniques, and declining resource health 
began to appear by the early 1990s, which finally led to the formulation of the 
Fisheries and Aquatic Resources Act of 1996. Here we witness a situation where the 
old community laws were under pressure from the forces of modernisation. The new 
market opportunities have prompted people to extract more and more returns from 
common property resources causing degradation of these resources. Amarasinghe 
(2009a) and Amarasinghe and Bavinck (2012) have shown that fisheries cooperatives 
have actually induced entry into fisheries by providing both physical and financial 
capital, resulting in high rates of exploitation. Thus, state intervention in fisheries 
could be seen as a means of protecting resources from further degradation, or a means 
of achieving sustainable use of fisheries resources. In contrast to community norms 
and laws, which were based on the principles of equality, wellbeing, and harmony, 
state laws are mainly based on the principle of resource conservation and resource 
health. One can also witness a time dimension in the formation of different rules and 
norms. Community rules in fisheries were more relevant in the pre-Blue Revolution 
era, while state laws in a period of modern fisheries that has witnessed population 
growth, market expansion, technological development, and state intervention. While 
in the Northern Province,  evidence of fisheries cooperatives protesting vehemently 
against Indian trawlers invading their fishing grounds (Scholtens et al. 2012), and 
playing a role in the regulation of harmful technology in inshore waters are found 
(Bavinck 2015), these activities do not appear to be replicated in other parts of the 
country. In a situation of increasing fishing effort and declining resources, we suggest 
that the success of cooperatives in the long run depends on the will and ability to 
introduce more stringent management measures.
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 Role of Cooperatives in Implementing SSF Guidelines

The SSF Guidelines argue for the governance of tenure in small-scale fisheries, 
resource management (Article 5), and improving the effectiveness of the fish value 
chain (Article 7). Emphasis is placed on the role that fisher associations such as 
cooperatives can play in addressing these concerns (Article 7 and 10).

In the sections that follow, we highlight instances where fisheries cooperatives 
could play an important role in implementing the SSF Guidelines: (i) the recogni-
tion and protection of customary rights to aquatic resources (Article 5.4); (ii) the 
adoption of measures for sustainable use of fisheries resources (Article 5.13); (iii) 
the promotion of participatory management systems, such as co-management 
(Article 5.15); (iv) the need for integrated and holistic approaches, including cross- 
sectoral collaboration (Article 6.1); (v) the acknowledgement of the small-scale 
fisheries post-harvest subsector and the role its actors play in the value chain (Article 
7.3); (vi) the inclusion of women and marginalised groups (found in Articles 5.15, 
7.2, 8.3); ); and (vii) risk management (Article 9.3).

 Recognition of Customary Rights

The Sri Lankan government and the constitution recognize only one legal 
system in fisheries: that of the state. Customary law is not acknowledged, 
except where it has been incorporated into state law. The consequence of this 
is, as in many other post- colonial countries where colonial law was imposed 
on existing bodies of law, that there exists a body of norms and regulations 
outside the state, which is relevant to fisheries yet not formally acknowl-
edged, protected, and respected. Thus, Wickramasinghe (2010) demonstrates 
convincingly the existence of an extensive body of customary norms and reg-
ulations applied to fisheries along the south coast, which include norms and 
regulations pertaining to jurisdiction over marine and coastal territory. These 
often conflict with state rules. Bavinck (2015) provides a briefer, yet similar 
account, for the north coast where fishers claim authority over who is allowed 
to fish and by which means. Fisher rulings tend to prevail on the ground as 
government enforcement is often weak.

Instances of conflicts among community and government actors often follow 
from the failure of the state governors to understand the existence of other legal 
systems, especially those at the community level. Thus, clashes may emerge 
between the state and communities which at times could lead to intense conflicts 
and violence (Peramunagama and Amarasinghe forthcoming). The non-acceptance 
of state law is evident from incidents such as the use of dynamite all around Sri 
Lanka, use of wing nets mounted on galvanized pipes in Mannar, use of purse seines 
in near shore waters in the southern coast, expansion of brush pile fisheries in Jaffna 
and catching lobsters during the breeding season in Hambantota. Although these 
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conflicts are not always related to the availability of fisher law, they do suggest the 
limitations of the governmental regulatory framework.

In addition, the perceptions fishers have of government officials in the field of 
fisheries are poor at best. Field studies carried out in the south of Sri Lanka to find 
out what fishers considered as the most important relationships in fishing revealed 
that, although fishers considered relationships with the Department of Fisheries as 
very important (ranking ‘very high’), their satisfaction with the relationship was 
ranked ‘very low’. The main reason for this lack of satisfaction appeared to be the 
perceived unwillingness of government officials to listen to fisher opinions.

Fishing cooperatives sometimes align with customary law by protecting the 
rights of access to resources and controlling entry of outsiders. No person outside a 
fishing village is allowed to anchor his craft on their beach (community barriers to 
entry). Moreover, cooperatives also preserve the rights to beach seine sites and state 
actors do not intervene. Some cooperatives, for example in Godawaya, South Sri 
Lanka, even control access to the beach by tourists to prevent any nefarious activity 
from taking place which are deemed adverse to the culture of the community.3

 Sustainable Management of Resources

The SSF Guidelines argue for measures that realize long-term conservation and 
sustainable use of fish resources (Article 5.13). Customary fisher law in Sri Lanka 
generally aims to regulate the distribution of access to and income from marine 
fisheries between different categories of users, also taking future use into consider-
ation. While government has been most interested in the development potential of 
fisheries, it is now cognizant of the need for sustainable resource management.

Lagoon fisheries provide an indication of the possible resource management poten-
tial of Sri Lanka’s marine fisheries cooperatives. These fisheries were earlier managed 
solely by fisheries cooperatives until the government started forming co- management 
platforms such as the ‘Lagoon Fisheries Management Authorities’ in 1996 (CCD 
1996). Prior to this the cooperatives completely controlled access to resources and 
ensured that they are used in a sustainable manner. Amarasinghe et al. (1997) reported 
on a centuries old stake-net community-based fisheries management system in the 
Negombo lagoon, where three communities of fishers shared fishing days and mem-
bers of each community shared fishing sites using a lottery system. The system not only 
prevented further entry into the fishery but also ensured better management through the 
invocation of traditional rights to the fishing sites of the three communities.

However, sustainable management of fisheries is not something that fisheries 
cooperatives have explicitly addressed in the past. While use of environmentally 

3 Field studies of a research project titled “Tangled in their own (safety) nets- Resilience, adapt-
ability and transformability in small scale fisheries in a world fisheries crisis”, a project initiated 
by the Institute of Development Studies (IDS), University of Sussex, UK. (2012–2015) 2006 
(Resilience Study).
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unfriendly gear by members has been discussed and users warned at monthly 
meetings, there is hardly any evidence of cooperatives adopting effective mea-
sures against resource degradation. Probably, fisheries cooperatives, as commu-
nity institutions, do both operate in a vacuum and are embedded in social 
networks, which themselves are institutions (with institutions being both the rules 
of the game and the organizations implementing them, see Jentoft 2005). It has 
been shown that such institutions rest on the foundations of principles of the 
peasantry; equality, harmony, reciprocity, etc. which might prevent the coopera-
tives from taking action against some rule breakers (Amarasinghe 2009b). Key 
informant discussions revealed that fisheries cooperatives often welcome the idea 
of co-management, where government actors intervene in managing resources 
that cooperatives are unable to manage effectively (Ranjith, personal communica-
tion, 8th July, 2014).

 Participatory Management

The SSF Guidelines call upon states to facilitate, train, and support small-scale 
fishing communities to participate in and take responsibility for the management 
of resources (Article 5.15). The recent efforts made by the Ministry of Fisheries 
and Aquatic Resources to establish Fisheries Co-Management Committees, espe-
cially in lagoons, under provisions made in the Fisheries and Aquatic Resources 
Act of 1996, with the participation of a wide variety of stakeholders including 
fishers (men/women) can be considered as an important step towards establishing 
effective interactive platforms. However, it is premature to make an assessment of 
the effectiveness of these committees. Bavinck et al. (2013) investigate the poten-
tial for co- management in various South Asian fisheries characterized and sug-
gest that the bridging of governance efforts by state authorities and fisher 
organizations is more than a technical matter. The success of this process depends 
on proper interaction between community, state, and civil society actors where 
the participating actors recognize each other’s rights and responsibilities, as well 
as their legal systems.

 Holistic and Integrated Approaches to SSF Development

The SSF Guidelines emphasize the need to adopt a holistic and integrated approach 
to development (Article 6.1). It is now recognized that the major development goal 
today is the improvement of human well-being,4 which could come from various 

4 Today, the term wellbeing is often used in policy statements and in theories of development. In 
simple terms, wellbeing as used by us borrowing from Gough and McGregor (2008) is a combina-
tion of “what a person has” “what a person does with what he has” and “how he feels about what 
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sources (McGregor et al. 2009). Fishing alone may not generate sufficient incomes, 
as in the case of lagoon fishing (Silva et al. 2012), and may not meet al wellbeing 
aspirations. Low incomes coupled with seasonality in fisheries often make fishers 
vulnerable to poverty, threatening their livelihoods and causing ‘illbeing’. In coping 
with vulnerability (improving their resilience), fishers and their household members 
often engage in a set of income generation activities (alternative livelihoods such 
fish marketing, agriculture, animal husbandry, etc.

Marine, inland, and lagoon ecosystems generate a number of values. Models 
pertaining to the total economic value (TEV) of wetlands (Munasinghe 1992; 
Freeman 1993; Costanza 2000; FAO 2002, 2010; Anthony et  al. 2009; Boateng 
2010) include various social and economic values both in the present and in future.5 
These values could be exploited by resource users for wellbeing improvements 
through the adoption of appropriate livelihood strategies. Table 18.1 provides an 
example of the non-extractive values that exist in Sri Lanka’s lagoon systems (see 
Silva et al. 2012) (Fig. 18.2).6

Non-fisheries values, such as nature tourism in mangrove forests, bird watching, 
boat tours, and associated cultural and religious values are often exploited by other 
stakeholders such as hoteliers, tour operators, and wealthy individuals. In general, 

he has and do”. “Wellbeing is a state of being with others, which arises where human needs are 
met, where one can act meaningfully to pursue one’s goals, and where one can enjoy a satisfactory 
quality of life.”
5 Any good or service which people use at present or in the future has a value because people are 
‘willing to pay’ for it.
6 Identification of diverse values that exist in lagoons and their ranking was done using a five point 
Likert scale by officers of the Department of Fisheries, based on their knowledge and experience.

Table 18.1 Potential for development of ecotourism, recreational facilities, scientific research, 
and aquaculture in lagoons, by coastal district

Coastal District

Potential that exists in lagoons for the development of
Ecotourism 
(Rank)

Recreation 
(Rank)

Research 
(Rank)

Aquaculture 
(Rank)

Average 
(Rank)

Mannar 4 4 4.5 4 4.1
Colombo 4 5 2 4 3.8
Hambantota 3.6 4.3 3.7 3.1 3.7
Mullativu 3.3 3.8 3.5 – 3.5
Batticaloa 1.7 2 4 4 2.9
Gampaha 3 3 3 2 2.8
Galle 3.3 3.3 2 2.3 2.7
Ampara 2.4 3 2.1 1.5 2.7
Chilaw 1.5 3.5 2 3.5 2.6
Jaffna 1.5 2 2 2 1.9

Key to ranking: Very high = 5: High = 4: Moderate = 3: Low = 2: Very low = 1
Source: Silva et al. (2012)
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tourism is a costly activity demanding large investment funds, training, and skill 
development in a diversity of fields: gastronomy, culinary arts, linguistics, ITC, etc., 
which rural financiers find difficult to provide. Thus, those who invest in tourism are 
urban-based investors who have funds to invest and the trained staff to cater to 
diverse demands. This means that incomes produced by village resources give way 
to those generated by outsiders, and suggests the need for fisheries cooperatives to 
broaden their scope to include development. An integrated sustainable tourism initia-
tive launched in Rekawa (Amarasinghe et al. 2010) was meant to build capacities of 
coastal populations in tourism related activities (guiding, bird watching, mangrove 
studies, etc.) and form networks of diverse stakeholders, including fisheries coopera-
tives, bird clubs, local ecotourism operators, and local guest houses. Although this 
gives the impression that these new tasks, completely outside the sphere of fisheries, 
would overburden the cooperatives, Silva et al. (2012) present examples of fishers 
undertaking tourism-related activities in Rekawa (south of Sri Lanka) and Pothuvil 
(east of Sri Lanka) lagoons. Moreover, the Lagoon Fisheries Management Authority 
of Rekawa (the former fisheries cooperative) once requested state assistance in build-
ing/modifying fishing crafts to transport tourists (Amarasinghe 2010).

The other concern is the need to adopt integrated approaches. The Special Area 
Management Planning (SAMP) initiative, established and implemented by the Coast 
Conservation Department (CCD) of the Sri Lankan government, is an integrated 
approach to coastal zone management. The Revised Coastal Zone Management 
Plan, Sri Lanka (CCD 1996, 99) points out that “…a comprehensive strategy was 
needed to cope with the impacts of these individual resource use decisions and con-
flicts over an area that might include resources not in the legally designated coastal 

Fig. 18.2 Non-fisheries values at Kokilai Lagoon in the North East of Sri Lanka
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zone,” the result of which was SAMP. The most important characteristic of SAMP is 
that it is community-based and collaborative. In the process, both marine and lagoon 
fisheries cooperatives joined hands with all other stakeholders to form Special Area 
Management Coordinating Committees. CCD argues that SAMP has contributed 
positively towards both the development and management of environmentally sensi-
tive areas by dealing effectively with multi- stakeholder conflicts and ensuring sus-
tainable use of resources. Rekawa Lagoon and Negombo Lagoon have often been 
cited as good examples of successful implementation of SAMP (ibid.)

 Improving and Strengthening Fish Value Chain

The SSF Guidelines lay a strong emphasis on the fish value chain, especially in 
terms of developing the necessary infrastructure, institutions, and capacity of small- 
scale fishers including vulnerable and marginalized groups, to effectively deal with 
more powerful actors, such as fish merchants. We will show in this section that 
fisheries cooperatives have played an important role in the market, and also engage 
in the provision of diverse livelihood capitals and training and capacity building for 
their members.

Small-scale fishers are involved in chains that run from production to value addi-
tion to marketing to export of fish and fish products. Collective interventions in 
these chains can significantly improve their wellbeing. Studies carried out in the 
southern province of Sri Lanka (RUEDA 2010) revealed that fisheries cooperatives, 
if well organized, are in a position to provide fishers with access to important liveli-
hood assets (Amarasinghe and Bavinck 2012). Table 18.2 provides information on 
the proivision of physical capital by two cooperative societies in southern Sri Lanka: 
Bata Atha (which is a well functioning cooperative) and Rekawa (where the coop-
erative is now dormant).

As apparent in Table 18.2, 60–5% of current craft owners in Bata Atha have pro-
cured their fishing equipment under diverse assistance schemes operated by the 
Fisheries Cooperative.7 Although a measure of assistance was provided by the 
Rekawa cooperative, which was less well organized, the proportion of fishers ben-
efiting there has been small. This shows the important role played by well- functioning 
cooperatives in assisting small-scale fishers to acquire physical capital.

Training is another area where cooperatives have an advantage over individuals. 
Most of the training programs designed for fisheries, especially in respect of post- 
harvest handling of fish (such as fish drying and preparation of other fisheries prod-
ucts), are offered by institutions such as Sri Lanka’s National Aquatic Resources 
and Development Agency (NARA) and the Industrial Development Board (IDB). 
The National Institute of Fisheries and Nautical Engineering (NIFNE) is also 
involved in offering on-site training on fishing and net-mending techniques. Many 

7 Fishing cooperatives were able to borrow from state banks under various loan schemes and dis-
bursed such funds through their own programs, earning income in interest.
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of these training programs are offered at a very moderate cost or free of charge. 
Fisheries cooperatives are in an advantageous position to request such training facil-
ities because of their official recognition and broad membership. Many cooperatives 
in the south of Sri Lanka (such as the Bata Atha fisheries cooperative and Godawaya 
fisheries cooperative) have engaged in training women members in post-harvest 
handling of fish. In fact, the monthly meetings of both cooperatives are generally 
being attended by more women members than men. This can be attributed to two 
reasons. First, women members too benefit directly from the cooperative (training, 
capacity building, and loans for self employment) and therefore have an interest in 
managing the cooperative well. Second, this leaves more space for men to concen-
trate on fishing. These are clear examples of how fisherfolk, by grouping them-
selves, have collectively developed social and other forms of capital, contributing 
towards increased incomes for fishing households, empowering women, and mak-
ing fishing livelihoods more sustainable. It is important to note that in all of these 
cases, cooperatives constitute channels for outside resources. Their success is thus 
closely associated with access to supra-local agencies: government, NGOs, and 
development agencies. Evidence from post-tsunami recovery of fisheries shows that 
NGOs that rushed to Sri Lanka to help the tsunami affected coastal populations 
always looked for well-functioning cooperatives with a good record of effectively 
addressing community issues to channel such assistance. Where such organizations 
existed, they have often taken the leadership in identifying affected people, assess-
ing damages, distributing relief assistance among the affected persons and families, 
etc., by working closely with NGOs and government officials (Amarasinghe 2006).8 
On another front, some well-functioning fisheries cooperatives have also been able 
to approach diverse state and non-state institutions to obtain help in training and 
capacity building of their membership (Amarasinghe and Bavinck 2012). The link-
ing capital which fishing cooperatives in Sri Lanka have thus created is maintained 

8 Field studies carried out in 2006 in the southern province to assess work associated with post 
tsunami re-building of the fisheries sector revealed that, proper assessment of damages, beneficiary 
selection and livelihood assistance had been effectively carried out in areas where there existed 
well-functioning fisheries cooperatives.

Table 18.2 Fishers’ access to craft and gear through sample cooperatives (2010)

Access to crafts 
and gear

Fishers reporting procurement of Physical Capital through assistance 
provided by cooperative (%)
Bata Atha Rekawa
NTRB OFRP NTRB OFRP

Crafts 60 65 – –
Gear 75 70 28 –
Engines – – – 65
Three wheel 
vehicles

25 15 – –

Motor cycles – – 2 –

Source: Amarasinghe and Bavinck (2012)
NTRB Nan-motorized traditional Boat, OFRP Fibre glass boat with outboard engine
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through efforts of local leadership and through reputation. Evidently, institutions 
allow social actors to accomplish things and without them these actors would be 
handicapped. Some things would simply be beyond their reach (Jentoft 2005).

One of the serious problems in fisheries that has been well documented in studies 
of Asian fishing communities is the oligopsonistic powers enjoyed by fish merchants 
and the low prices of landed resource imposed on fisher-producers (Platteau and 
Abraham 1987; Amarasinghe 1989; Amarasinghe and Wanasinghe 1993). Even the 
benefits of international trade in fish and fish products have mostly been reaped by 
these middlemen (Kurien 2005). One way of increasing the bargaining power of fish-
ers is to strengthen their fisheries cooperatives and organize them into larger coopera-
tive unions. Such a change would increase their bargaining power and also provide 
them with the capacity to engage in fish marketing, enjoying economies of scale,9 By 
establishing links with large urban centers, super markets, and with fish processing 
and exporting firms, the unions could sell the fish at a fair price, bypassing middle-
men. This would lead to a fair price for fish, for both producer and consumer.

However, experience with cooperative unions trying to undertake fish selling is 
not always very encouraging.10 Bata Atha cooperative once made an effort to assem-
ble fish from their members and others in the district and sell the consignment by 
themselves (personal communication with President, Bata-Atha South Fisheries 
Cooperative Society on 10th August 2008). The fish merchants immediately got 
themselves organized and sent a message to all wholesale markets asking the buyers 
to reject the fish. Another example is the formation of the Fisheries Cooperative 
Union of Echchelampattu. In the year 2005, as a means of breaking monopolitic fish 
buying by merchants, the Trincomallee District Development Association (TDDA) 
and the Danish Refugee Council (DRC) took the iniative to organize nine fisheries 
cooperatives in the Echchelampattu area into a fisheries cooperative union, which 
was provided with a Rs. 3 million revolving fund to provide required funds to the 
individual cooperatives (TDDA 2008). The power wielded by fish merchants can be 
attributed to three factors. First, there is limited competition in fish trade (oligop-
sony). Second, there are economic barriers to entry because of heavy demand for 
investment funds for insulated fish vans, cold rooms, etc. Third, there are physical 
barriers of entry, where merchants resort to physical harm, using their army of mus-
clemen (Amarasinghe et al. 2005b).

Amarasinghe (2003a) suggests that cooperative unions can develop into strong 
regional organizations, even representing fishers at the national level in organiza-
tions such as fisheries trade councils. Such representation would ensure trickeling 
down of benefits of foreign trade to fishing communities, while ensuring that trade 
in fish and fishery products promotes food security and does not result in environ-
mental degradation or adversely impact the nutritional rights and needs of the 
people who depend on fish for their health and well-being (see Article 11.2.15 of 
the Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries).

9 With an increase in the scale of operation, unit cost of marketing would fall.
10 Cooperative Unions in the Northern Province have apparently been more successful in marketing 
local, high-value catches on the Colombo market than cooperative unions in the south.
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 Inclusion of Women and Marginalised Groups

Women play an increasingly important role in the fisheries sector. Household respon-
sibilities of women are growing along with the development of the ultra- modern 
deep sea fisheries sub-sector in which men are away on longer duration fishing trips. 
Not only do women have to feed, educate, and protect children as well as manage the 
household, but they are also supposed to confront and resolve all health and other 
household problems and fulfil social obligations. Field observations suggest that the 
involvement of women in fisheries organizations, especially cooperatives, is now 
perhaps higher than that of men (Amarasinghe 2003b, 2009a, b).

Since cooperatives are community institutions that respect principles and laws of 
the community, all community members11 have equal rights of joining them, irre-
spective of caste, class, religion, and creed (Government Gazette 1974). By joining 
cooperatives, which are considered as strong forms of social capital, those vulner-
able and marginalized groups can in principle cope with stressors by securing 
diverse livelihood capitals (Amarasinghe and Bavinck 2012). Cooperatives also 
provide avenues for poor and vulnerable groups to ‘voice’ their issues and griev-
ances, rather than doing the same as ‘individuals.’

 Safety Issues and Fisheries Insurance

Safety at sea and designing proper insurance schemes are other concerns expressed 
in The SSF Guidelines (Article 9.3), as well as at the SSF Guidelines regional con-
sultation meeting. Fisheries is an area where there is less chance for the emergence 
of formal insurance companies providing insurance cover for the loss or damage to 
fishing equipment due to well-known moral hazard and adverse selection problems, 
which arise from informational asymmetries between insurance agents and those 
who seek insurance (Amarasinghe et al. 2005a). Moral hazard problems arise due to 
incentives provided to the insuree to take less care of contingencies that give rise to 
claims. Adverse selection problems arise when the insurer is unable to distinguish 
between honest and dishonest agents demanding insurance and is, therefore, forced 
to offer all the same insurance. Of course, the insurance agents can reduce informa-
tional asymmetries by collecting information. But then the insurance policy is 
unlikely to attract fishers because the insurance rates will be set too high.

Due to the above imperfections in the insurance market, the Sri Lankan govern-
ment designed subsidised fisheries insurance schemes a few decades ago in order to 
help fishermen manage the risks associated with modern technology. Yet, the state 
insurance agencies too were confronted with incentive problems mentioned above 
and failed to provide effective insurance to meet the demand. Studies carried out in 

11 Since many cooperatives today have become ‘savings societies’ and banks (Idiwara Banks), 
even-non fishers are members.
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Kudawella, a fishing village in the south of Sri Lanka in 1997 (Amarasinghe et al. 
2005a), revealed that fishers have withdrawn from participating in state insurance 
schemes because of the state’s long delays in making indemnity payments due to 
informational problems and high insurance rates, which reflect the high cost of 
information collection.

One way of overcoming the information problem is to establish insurance schemes 
jointly with fisheries cooperatives. Information about craft operations (fishing times, 
fishing locations, fishing techniques) are known to all because fishing is carried out 
during particular time periods by groups of fishers operating similar craft-gear com-
binations. Therefore, if a fisher is confronted with a shock, such as an accident, 
damaging his craft and/or gear, this is known to others. Thus, any insurance scheme 
operated with the involvement of a cooperative is unlikely to be severely constrained 
by informational asymmetries. This would lower the cost of information collection 
and the insurance rates, and minimize delays in indemnity payments.

Generally cooperatives offer ‘instant loans’ (loans lent ‘over the counter’), 
immediately on request. This mechanism, devised by cooperatives, is intended to 
assist fishers to cope with short term risks of catch fluctuations and idiosyncratic 
shocks such as craft and gear damage (Amarasinghe and Bavinck 2012). 
Interestingly, instant loans or ‘instant credit’ perform an important insurance func-
tion, in addition to a credit function.

 Conclusions

This chapter has argued that fisheries cooperatives in Sri Lanka are in a position to address 
many of the important issues outlined in the SSF Guidelines. For these to be realized, 
however, cooperatives should be reorganized as effective co-management platforms.

With regard to governance and management, it is evident that a considerable 
distance between the state and community organizations exist, which has often led 
to governance failures. On the one hand, this situation has emerged due to the fail-
ure of the government to understand the existence of legal systems other than their 
own. On the other hand, the fisheries cooperatives have promoted entry into fisher-
ies (leading to increased pressure on the resources) without much regard for resource 
governance. Evidently, community principles based on equality, harmony, and well-
being impede cooperatives from adopting strict resource management measures, 
while government efforts to manage resources are constrained by informational 
problems and high transaction costs. It is now understood that both the state and 
fisher organizations have to play equally important roles in resource governance. 
Yet, whether the present co-management platforms, where cooperatives have joined 
hands with state actors in managing resources, are able to design appropriate 
resource management measures is questionable on the grounds of power imbal-
ances. State dominance is quite evident in the functioning of these platforms, with 
little space for the ‘voice’ of the people at the bottom. Another important issue 
highlighted is the need to deal with broader ecosystems rather than fisheries 
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resources alone, which requires an integrated and holistic approach to management. 
Cooperatives in Sri Lanka have already been engaged by government in processes 
such as SAMP and Lagoon Co-Management Committees. A broader approach will 
have to take into account both fisheries and non-fisheries values of the ecosystem, 
as well as the interests of all stakeholders. While representing fisher interests, we 
argue that cooperatives can jointly make decisions along with other stakeholders in 
managing the ecosystem in which they are a part.

The contribution of cooperatives to restructuring the lower reaches of the value 
chain, which is the production and landing of fish, remains quite high. One of the 
principal functions of cooperatives has been the provision of membership with 
access to physical resources. However, the role of cooperatives in post-harvest 
activities is relatively weak. Despite their early focus on marketing, cooperatives 
have not been very successful in breaking the oligopsonistic behavior of fish mer-
chants and improving the market position of their members substantially. But here 
further advances can be made through the more effective bundling of individual 
cooperatives into cooperative unions.

We suggest that as community organizations, based on trust and reciprocity, 
cooperatives have the potential of realizing many of the wellbeing aspirations of 
small-scale fishers in Sri Lanka. Cooperatives could therefore also play a vital role 
in taking the SSF Guidelines forward. However, there are two important concerns. 
First, cooperatives will have to be recognized as representatives of fishing 
 communities (and not as arms of the state) – their structure and functions will have 
to be appropriately revised, changed, restructured, and revitalized to take up the new 
challenges, as outlined in the SSF Guidelines. In doing so we wish to make the fol-
lowing suggestions:

• Today fisheries cooperatives in Sri Lanka face competition from a parallel set of 
institutions  – Rural Fisheries Organisations (RFO)  – that have recently been 
established by the Minister of Fisheries for reasons that seem to have little to do 
with fisheries. We think this creates unnecessary confusion, and that the Sri 
Lankan government would do well by reverting to the original situation wherein 
fisheries cooperatives constitute the main organizational body at the local level. 
We suggest that fisheries cooperatives should be transformed into interactive co- 
management platforms, where fishers’ rights to resources are clearly defined and 
recognized, and appropriate responsibilities for resource management, safety 
issues, and insurance assigned. One of the pre-requisites for successful imple-
mentation of such a strategy is that state actors recognize that customary legal 
systems are available and have a role to play.

• Deviating from their traditional roles, cooperatives should function as co- 
management bodies, incorporating both the participation of community repre-
sentatives and government officials, and the participation of women, vulnerable 
groups and other relevant stakeholders. Although co-management platforms are 
now being established under the Fisheries and Aquatic Resources Act of 1996, 
the government must ensure that they are true interactive platforms, providing 
space for all stakeholders to voice their interests. This means the state needs to 
revisit the concept of co-management.
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• As participatory management platforms, cooperatives shall adopt, among other 
things, a more holistic and integrated approach to managing systems other than 
individual resources. Cooperatives would be strengthened by training and capac-
ity building of both community representatives and government officials and 
through the establishment of appropriate legal frameworks.

• Governments may help cooperative join hands with similar organizations to form 
strong ‘bridging social capital’ (cooperative unions) and link them up with state 
marketing institutions and fish exporting firms to challenge trade oligopsonies. 
The government can also help form multi-tier district, provincial, and national 
level fisheries consultative committees.

• Such a change requires the incorporation of the relevant SSF Guidelines into the 
National Plan of Action.
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Chapter 19
The Small-Scale Fisheries Guidelines as a Tool 
for Marine Stewardship: The Case of Cap de 
Creus Marine Protected Area, Spain

Sílvia Gómez Mestres and Josep Lloret

Abstract This case study examines how the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing 
Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and Poverty 
Eradication (SSF Guidelines) can be used, as socially-legitimized basic principles, 
to establish regulations in Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) that take into account the 
spatial, ecological, and cultural specificities of small-scale fisheries which are not 
reflected in national and European legislations. Based on a case study carried out in 
the Cap de Creus MPA in Catalonia, Spain, this chapter argues that the implementa-
tion of the SSF Guidelines in Mediterranean MPAs is a slow process, and highlights 
the difficulties involved in it in the context of small-scale fisheries. Through an 
empirically informed ethnography, it is argued that the idea of small-scale fisheries 
in Cap de Creus embodies a particular definition of fishing that sees the economic 
practice of fishing as one of socio-ecological embeddedness. Fishing is embedded 
in local culture and in a set of social relations with nature. In this chapter, we sug-
gest ways in which the idea of socio-ecological embeddedness can contribute to the 
institutionalization of sustainability in fisheries. This can be done by seeing fishing 
as ‘heritage value’ and considering biological studies in a co-management plan. The 
SSF Guidelines, by recognizing small-scale fisheries’ tenure rights as a way to pro-
mote small-scale fishers’ stewardship over resources, can help meet the objectives 
of sustainable resource management.
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 Introduction

Small-scale fisheries are often considered to have less ecological impact and be 
more ecologically sustainable than large-scale, industrial fisheries (Leleu et  al. 
2014). Those who highlight their potential as environmentally, economically, and 
socially sustainable alternatives to large-scale fisheries do so by illustrating that 
small-scale fisheries accounts for 24 times more fishers than large-scale fisheries at 
an equivalent level of total annual catch (Jacquet and Pauly 2008). Moreover, small- 
scale fisheries provide direct employment for about 100,000 people in the European 
Union. There European Union fleet has approximately 70,000 small-scale fishing 
vessels (84% of the European Union fishing fleet) (Guyader et al. 2013).

Raising awareness of the importance of small-scale fisheries is particularly rele-
vant not only because the livelihoods of many people depend on the sustainable use 
of marine resources, but also because such fisheries provide vital nutritious food and 
basic income for over 90% of small-scale fisheries households (about 116 million 
around the world) that are living in low-income countries (World Bank 2010; Naji 
2013), as well as in countries affected by war and economic crises. In contrast, in 
high-income countries (e.g. European Union member states and the US), fisheries 
as a whole play a much smaller role because these countries are more reliant on ter-
restrial animal protein as opposed to seafood protein (Westhoek et al. 2011; EEA 
2016). According to some studies (Westhoek et al. 2011; EEA 2016), recent annual 
consumption of meat in the EU (about 52 kg per capita) is double that of seafood 
consumption (about 23 kg per capita). In countries like Portugal, which consume 
high amounts of meat and fish, the annual consumption of meat in 2007 was about 
90 kg per capita whereas the consumption of seafood (including fish) in 2011 was 
about 57 kg per capita. Even in Mediterranean countries with a diet that traditionally 
contained less meat, the consumption of meat has increased sharply and is currently 
higher than the consumption of seafood. In Spain and Cyprus, for example, the 
consumption of meat in 2007 was around 65 kg per capita whereas in Greece it was 
around 81 kg per capita (Westhoek et al. 2011). This compares with an annual con-
sumption of seafood (including fish; per capita) of 42 kg in Spain, 23 kg in Cyprus, 
and 20 kg in Greece (EEA 2016). For that reason, in high-income countries much 
attention has been given to the contribution of seafood to a healthy diet because of 
the health benefits provided by the long-chain omega-3 (or n-3) fatty acids con-
tained in seafood (Lloret et al. 2016).

Perhaps a main reason that not enough attention is given to small-scale fisheries 
is because, as compared to large-scale industrial fisheries, the volume of catches and 
the economic importance of small-scale fisheries are relatively low. The total value 
of landings of the fisheries sector in EU-27 is estimated at almost 8 billion euros, of 
which only 2.1 billion euros (23%) is from small-scale fisheries (Macfayden et al. 
2011). However, small-scale fisheries are especially important when socio-cultural 
and local economy considerations are taken into account. This is the case in the 
Mediterranean coastal zone as well (Di Franco et al. 2014). Whereas in high-income 
countries such as Spain, the primary sector (including fisheries) is not very  important 
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for Gross Domestic Product (GDP) (only 25% of total GDP), it is often significantly 
more in regional and local economies. This is especially notable in Galicia. Much 
of fisheries contribution in regional and local economies comes from small- scale 
fisheries because small-scale fisheries’ catches have a high unit value and are des-
tined for these regional and local (tourist) markets (Guyader et al. 2013). Equally 
important is that small-scale fisheries embody rich cultures with long histories 
(Gómez, Lloret, Riera, Demestre 2006; Gómez and Lloret 2016).

Also worth noting is that though small-scale fisheries have historically been a 
major source of food, employment, and economic benefit to the inhabitants of 
Mediterranean coastal villages (Bellido et al. 2014), currently they are declining in 
many parts of the Mediterranean (Guillou and Crespi 1999; Colloca et  al. 2004; 
Gómez, Lloret, Riera, Demestre 2006). The small-scale fleet (vessel numbers) has 
declined in many European Union Mediterranean countries during the the period 
2000–2010, with a reduction of up to 40% in Spain, leading to a reduction in the catch 
from artisanal fisheries in many areas (Gómez et al. 2006; Lloret et al. Forthcoming).

In addition to changes in consumer patterns, which has resulted in a decline of 
seafood consumption in Mediterranean countries, also of importance is the fact that 
fish stocks are facing increased levels of disturbance from human activities. For 
instance, commercial and recreational fisheries have had adverse impacts on both 
target and non-target species and their habitats, and have resulted in fewer and more 
expensive fish (Milazzo et al. 2002; Lloret et al. Forthcoming). Hence, the use of 
fishing gears that actively select certain species, sizes and sexes, the deployment of 
fishing gears on certain fragile habitats, the loss of fishing gears and the use of non- 
native species as bait are examples of how SSFs can threaten the sustainability of 
vulnerable coastal species and habitats (Lloret et al. Forthcoming)

Several management options are available to address resource degradation and 
promote sustainable fisheries such as temporal closures, limits to catch and effort, 
and minimum landing sizes. Marine protected areas (MPAs), which have for many 
years been used to meet conservation objectives and promote sustainable develop-
ment have used such management options (Di Franco et  al. 2014). Some 
Mediterranean MPAs have been able to enhance fish stock abundance and improve 
fisheries through specific agreements with fishermen in order to decrease fishing 
effort (Font and Lloret 2015). For example, in Torre Guaceto (Italy) and Port-Cros 
(France), these agreements have allowed them to increase both the quantity and 
quality of fish yields and related revenues (Claudet and Guidetti 2010; Guidetti and 
Claudet 2010; Guidetti et al. 2010).

Not all MPAs have been successful, however, in avoiding a decline in small-scale 
fisheries. Take the case, for example, of the rocky headland of the Cap de Creus 
Natural Park (henceforth CCNP) on the northeast coast of Catalonia in the north-
west of the Mediterranean (Gómez, Lloret, Riera, Demestre 2006). In this region 
small-scale fisheries have for centuries provided livelihoods for entire local com-
munities (e.g. Roses, Cadaqués, El Port de la Selva, and Llançà). However, in the 
second half of the twentieth century semi-industrial fishing fleets (trawlers and 
purse seiners) and tourism have grown in importance to the detriment of traditional 
small-scale fisheries in the area (Pi-Sunyer 1977). The establishment of the Cap de 
Creus MPA in 1998 has not improved the situation for small-scale fisheries. While 

19 The Small-Scale Fisheries Guidelines as a Tool for Marine Stewardship: The Case…



404

a small-scale fisheries fleet still persists, the number of vessels in the fleet has 
declined from 32  in 2006 to 19  in 2015 (Gómez, Lloret, Riera, Demestre 2006; 
Gómez 2015; Gómez and Lloret 2016). As a result of the current economic crisis 
that began in 2008 in southern Europe in some regions such as Catalonia the number 
of small-scale fishers has stabilized, with the fisheries attracting some young men 
who cannot find other jobs or have lost their jobs on land (such as in construction or 
real estate). This has been the case in Cap de Creus, where small-scale fisheries still 
provide employment opportunities, despite uncertainty, for people from fishing 
families and others who have some fishing history behind them (Gómez 2015).

Like many others elsewhere, the small-scale fisheries in Cap de Creus face a 
number of difficulties in adapting to the changing economic, societal, and environ-
mental context in which they are immersed. As competition with other fisheries 
increase and recreational activities too, small-scale fishers claim their rights to fish-
ing grounds. Small-scale fisheries distinguish themselves from large-scale fisheries, 
not only legally but also in terms of their local cultural heritage that entails a special 
relationship with the environment. For this reason, not all small-scale fisheries are 
perceived as artisanal fisheries by small-scale fishing communities (according the 
emic perspective).

A co-management plan is seen to be the way to implement the SSF Guidelines 
and address questions of stewardship. Such a plan will help secure the livelihoods 
of small-scale fishers in Cap de Creus and their claims to sea tenure, something that 
at present is only protected by MPA regulations. Such a plan cannot be realized, 
however, without thorough understanding about small-scale fisheries, including 
how they are defined and how fishers themselves identify with their fishing liveli-
hoods. Therefore, in this chapter we present the results of our research aimed at 
understanding these specific concerns in relation to small-scale fisheries and fishers 
in Cap de Creus. Doing so will facilitate the proper implementation of the SSF 
Guidelines and consequently stewardship measures.

Our field research highlights that not only do the definitions of small-scale fisher-
ies vary across EU Member States, but also that national definitions of small-scale 
fisheries do not encompass the social conceptions of small-scale fisheries, which 
account for cultural heritage and help distinguish them from large-scale fisheries.

The chapter is divided into five sections. Following this introduction, we present 
the theoretical perspectives that shape our analysis in section “Theoretical perspec-
tives”, with a focus in particular on the socio-ecological embeddedness perspective 
of small-scale fisheries. This is done keeping in mind the SSF Guidelines and small-
scale fisheries in Cape de Creus. The socio-ecological embeddness perspective, as 
we shall see, refers to how fishing practices are embedded in local culture and in 
social relationships with nature that are in keeping with the local concept of small-
scale fisheries in the CCNP. In section “Methods: the ethnographic fieldwork”, we 
outline the methods used and the data collected during the research. In section 
“What are small-scale fisheries?”, we describe the findings and data in relation to a 
contextualized understanding of small-scale fisheries, rooted in culture and adapted 
to the local environment. Section “Discussion: how to implement the SSF guidelines 
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as marine stewardship?” discusses the results of the research vis-à-vis implementing 
the SSF Guidelines so as to regulate and secure locally-identified small-scale fisher-
ies in the specific case of the CCNP. In section “Conclusions”, we present the key 
lessons learned as far as the implementation of the SSF Guidelines is concerned.

 Theoretical Perspectives

In Catalonia small-scale fisheries is called ‘artisanal fisheries’ by fishermen.1 The 
definition of artisanal fisheries has not only to do with a question of “scale” but also 
with a local culture that underlines the difference between –artisanal- small-scale 
fisheries (considering the existing broad variety of fishing fleets and gears, size of 
vessels, fishermen profiles, working hours, etc) and large-scale fisheries. The SSF 
Guidelines recognize the great variability in existing small-scale fisheries defini-
tions, and therefore it is necessary to understand what small-scale fisheries are on a 
case by case basis. As stated in the Section 2.4 of the SSF Guidelines (FAO 2015, 
1–2):

These Guidelines recognize the great diversity of small-scale fisheries and that there is no 
single, agreed definition of the subsector. Accordingly, the Guidelines do not prescribe a 
standard definition of small-scale fisheries nor do they prescribe how the Guidelines should 
be applied in a national context. These Guidelines are especially relevant to subsistence 
small-scale fisheries and vulnerable fisheries people. To ensure transparency and account-
ability in the application of the Guidelines, it is important to ascertain which activities and 
operators are considered small-scale, and to identify vulnerable and marginalized groups 
needing greater attention. This should be undertaken at a regional, subregional or national 
level and according to the particular context in which they are to be applied. […] (our 
emphasis).

Giovanni et al. (1996), referring to the case of Catalonia, highlighted that under 
the restructuration and modernization process, it was not enough to differentiate 
industrial fisheries from artisanal small-scale ones by the types of fishing gear used. 
Other aspects also needed to be taken into account to establish the boundaries of 
small-scale fisheries. That is, aspects such as the level of capitalization, type of 
property, size of the vessels, and the technology being used also needed to be con-
sidered. Going a step further, we would emphasize that small-scale fisheries include 
a specific, culturally-inherited conception of fishing reflected, for example, in fish-
ing techniques, fishing knowledge, and a locally-established relationship with the 
environment, among other aspects.

The SSF Guidelines (which on page ix of the preface refer to small-scale fisher-
ies as ‘small-scale and artisanal fisheries’, although this is the only use of the term 
‘artisanal’ in the document) consider small-scale fisheries to be a fishing sector 

1 National legislation currently regulating small-scale fisheries merely state that they are notably 
artisanal in character without specifying what artisanal fisheries actually refers to. (Statutory Order 
AAA/2794/2012. BOE (Official State Gazette) from the 28th of December, 2012, n° 312, Sec.I. Pp. 
88675)
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firmly rooted in  local communities, traditions, and values. They don’t, however, 
specify whether there is a difference between small-scale and artisanal fisheries or 
whether we should use one term or the other or both. A FAO report from 2007, how-
ever, distinguished between artisanal and small-scale: ‘artisanal’ indicates low lev-
els of technology adopted during fishing operations without any reference to vessel 
size, while ‘small-scale’ indicates small vessel size regardless of the level of tech-
nology used (Griffiths et al. 2007). Although, as Griffiths et al. (2007) state, small-
scale fishing is a difficult term to define because the criteria vary over space and 
time, also often depending on the socio-cultural and historical context.

The idea of small-scale fisheries can also be expressed through the perspective of 
socio-ecological embeddedness proposed by Kirk and Memon (2010). The socio- 
ecological embeddedness approach theorized by Kirk and Memon (2010) has its 
roots in the social embeddedness theory of Polanyi (1944), later revised by 
Grannovetter (Granovetter 1985). In the words of Paavola and Ropke (2008, 15 as 
cited in Kirk-Memon 2010), whereas the social embeddedness approach empha-
sizes embeddedness of the economy in social and cultural institutions, the ecologi-
cal embeddedness approach emphasizes embeddedness of the economy in the 
bio-physical environment. Embeddedness refers to systematic interdependencies of 
socio-economic and bio-physical factors (Von-Benda-Beckmann et al. 2006), which 
are paramount to the success of sustainable resource management (McCay 1996, 
2001). Socio-ecological embeddedness can contribute to institutionalizing sustain-
ability through collective action (Jentoft 2005). Collective action, in our case, 
involves small-scale fishing communities, the environmental managers of CCNP, 
and fishers’ own organizations (known as Confraries).2

Small-scale fisheries in CCNP, as viewed from the socio-ecological embedded-
ness perspective do not necessarily match the definition of small-scale fisheries as 
defined in law. Whereas small-scale fisheries as defined in law include certain 
legally-authorized fishing techniques, specific boat lengths, a limited number of 
nets, and fishery rights within a particular area,3 small-scale fisheries in our case 
study comprise various social representations that involve an expertise bonded to a 
common cultural substrate inherited from fishers’ ancestors. However, just as there 
are different interpretations of small-scale fisheries by EU Member States within 
their own national contexts (“there is no single definition of small-scale fisheries in 
European legislation that can then be applied across all EU Member States 
[Macfadyen et al. 2011, 19]),” nor is there a definition of small-scale fisheries in any 
national legislation that matches the manner in which fishers define themselves.

2 Confraria is the name given to ancient and traditional fishers’ organizations. Although these asso-
ciations function much like cooperatives and, historically, have had an important role in the co-
management of marine resources in the Cap de Creus (Pi-Sunyer 1977), and elsewhere in the 
Mediterranean (see, e.g., Dufour 1988; Alegret 1995; Weber 1992), small-scale fishers have never 
been sufficiently represented in these associations because they are much fewer in number com-
pared to purse seiners and trawlers.
3 Statutory Order AAA/2794/2012. BOE (Official State Gazette), 28th of December, 2012, n° 312, 
Sec.I. p. 88675)
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The legal standards regulating small-scale fisheries at national or European 
levels do not consider the spatial, ecological, and cultural specificities of small-
scale fisheries. This results in a certain lag between legal norms and social prac-
tices that are adapted to specific environmental realities cultural knowledge. This 
legal pluralism4 in fishing regulations in the context of co-existing access rights to 
the same sea also results in ‘complex normative orders’ (Von Benda-Beckmann 
2002) compounded by state law and common law, by whether one or the other 
takes precedence, and by whether or not common law is formally recognized 
(Techera 2010).

To sum up, there are a number of important nuances in the various definitions of 
small-scale fisheries as conceived in legal provisions, although these nuances are 
not captured adequately in legislations within European countries and European 
legislation as a whole. That is, law does not capture the social and cultural specifici-
ties of Mediterranean small-scale fisheries (which account for these different cases 
of socio-ecological embeddedness). Reyes et al. (2015) have already pointed out 
these paradoxes for the small-scale fisheries of the Languedoc-Roussillon lagoons 
of France. It is precisely this difference between what the law says and what the 
social conception of fisheries is among small-scale fishing communities that pro-
duce tensions among fishers in general about what small-scale fisheries can be and 
should be.

 Methods: The Ethnographic Fieldwork

In order to get an idea of what fishers themselves understand to be small-scale fish-
eries, we carried out empirically informed socio-cultural research. We undertook an 
extended ethnography based on interviews which shed light on the differences 
between small-scale and large-scale fisheries, as they are understood culturally. 
Maritime socio-anthropology is emerging as a valuable research field with regard to 
the assessment and management of fisheries activities, especially in MPAs (Carter 
2003; Himes 2003; Gómez, Lloret, Riera, Demestre 2006). Maritime socio- 
anthropology methods were used to analyze the most important social attributes of 
small-scale fisheries in the Cap de Creus. Maritime socio-anthropology is con-
cerned with the way coastal communities and fishers perceive, mentally represent, 
and express their own perceptions of the transformations, regulation, and manage-
ment of their fisheries (Acheson 1981; Cadoret 1984; Geistdoerfer 1984; Galvan- 
Tudela 1988).

During our ethnographic fieldwork, conducted over 6 months in 2015 (from 
April to December), 19 interviews were carried out with small-scale fishers from 

4 Following Von Benda-Beckmann, we define legal pluralism as the ‘multiplicity of normative 
orders in a single social space and of not privileging state law over other normative orders Von 
Benda-Beckmann (2002).’
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different villages within the CCNP (Roses, Cadaqués, Port de la Selva, and Llançà) 
(Gómez 2015). We undertook semi-structured, face-to-face interviews that involved 
extended conversations with fishers following a set of open-ended questions. Five 
fishers were interviewed in Roses, nine in Port de la Selva, five in Cadaqués, i.e. a 
total of 19 of the 21 enrolled fishers working in the MPA area. Furthermore, we had 
informal conversations with the directors (Patró Major) of each of the Confraries 
from the different villages to complement and enhance the overall information we 
collected.

With the semi-structured interview format, the interviewer had the flexibility to 
change the order and wording of questions to suit the respondent and situation. 
Individuals were asked to answer several questions concerning their knowledge and 
beliefs about their activities in the Cap de Creus, their conception of small-scale 
fisheries, and their main concerns regarding the immediate future. More specifi-
cally, the questions in the Table 19.1. were planned to assess:

In addition, we used data provided by the fishing guilds and Confraries to quan-
titatively evaluate the current situation of small-scale fisheries in CCNP. This data 
supported our fieldwork analysis.

Table 19.1 Interview questions used in the fieldwork

Who goes fishing? (crew)
What role the family plays in different small-scale fisheries’ tasks?
Where the fishers fish inCap de Creus? (Show it on the map)
How fishers decide where to fish and for what kind of fish species?
How often do fishers go fishing?
Are there new species that they fish? (explain the appearance/disappearance of species)
Where do fishers sell the catches?
Are fishers well paid? (Their own understanding)id?
What are the differences between the catch of small-scale fishers and this of large-scale fishers?
Have there been changes in terms of the consumption of seafood?
What are the indicators of conflicts and/or difficulties in the small-scale fisheries sector (with 
recreational boats, trolling boats, the administration etc.)?
Do fishers define themselves as small-scale fishers? Why? How do they characterize small-scale 
fishers?
How do fishers feel about CCNP and it has improved the sector? Or do they think it has not 
improved the sector?
How canCCNP improve the small-scale fisheries sector?
Who and how should decisions be taken that affect the small-scale fisheries sector?And how 
should regulations apply?
Do you think that promoting local marine products (KM0) would be a viable option to promote 
the sector?
Would this be (e.g initiatives promoting local marine products such as through short food 
supply chains) a solution that can be combined with eco-tourism initiatives?
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 What Are Small-Scale Fisheries?

According to fieldwork data analyzed, small-scale fisheries can be defined in gen-
eral by (1) their limited fishing capacity; (2) the traditional ecological knowledge 
(TEK) needed to decide what, when, and how to fish according to the season (oth-
erwise known as ‘selective fisheries’); (3) specific relationships (of care and reci-
procity) between people and environment; (4) small units of production; and (5) 
socio-ecological embbededness, what actually summarizes all the before 
parameters.

Our focus will now be on how small-scale fisheries are more broadly defined in 
the Cap de Creus MPA (Fig. 19.1).

Fig. 19.1 Map of Cape de Creus, indicating the protected area zone
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 Fishing Capacity: Small-Scale Fisheries as a ‘Limited Class’

Small-scale fishers are culturally defined as being a limited class or as fisher’s say:’ 
small-scale fisheries have a limited framework (interview 4).’ A limited class means 
fisheries are limited by their own characteristics that are specific to local environ-
mental conditions. Overall, boat lengths are less than 9 m, the numbers of nets are 
between 12 and 60 (units) at most,5 and there are maximum two crew.

As one fisher put it: “For me small-scale fishing is that carried out with a boat of 
less than 9 m in length with just a one person crew, and respectful of weather condi-
tions. Small-scale fishing is the “tradition” that our grandparents followed: when the 
weather was bad, they did not go fishing! They repaired the nets, they worked in the 
vineyard or in horticulture, or in the olive groves ...This is what has been done life-
long. We are not about to build bigger boats to carry more crew or set long lines, 
traps, and I do not know what else ... (interview 5) (Fig. 19.2).”

In this part of the Mediterranean, the small length of the boats makes fishers 
vulnerable to the strong northerly winds, known locally as the Tramuntana. The 
small boat size of fishers in Cap de Creus imposes constraints upon fishers that 
make them respect the adverse meteorological and environmental conditions.

Given small boat sizes, loading capacity is also restricted. Likewise, the space on 
boats to carry crew members is also limited which places further constraints on 

5 We have calculated, based on the data gathered that small-scale fishers use an average of 30.8 nets 
per year.

Fig. 19.2 Artisanal fishermen working at sea (Photo credit: Josep Lloret)
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 fishing effort. That is, fishing effort is not only regulated by legislation pertaining to 
the exploitation of resources and by permits limiting on-board capacity to two, but 
also by the traditional design of the boats.

This limited class of vessels also means restrictions on the type of gears used. 
Given all these constraints, we can say that small-scale fishers have limitations 
imposed on them that consequently helps them limit the overexploitation of 
resources. Nevertheless, there are fishers who may not heed to the constraints that 
define this class of fishers. But in general small-scale fisheries is an attitude and an 
ideology about how to relate to the environment.

 Traditional Ecological Knowledge and Nature-Culture 
Relationships

Despite some small technological improvements, fishers define small-scale fisheries 
as a ‘manual technique.’ Although this does not imply the rejection of technological 
progress, what it does mean is that small-scale fishers continue to make use of first- 
hand knowledge (so-called traditional ecological knowledge) of meteorology and 
marine currents, their fishing grounds, the seasonality of target species, and their 
understanding of what fish to catch which season. That is, they embrace knowledge 
that will help them in their decisions about where, how, and which nets (trammel 
nets or gillnets) to use for fishing and what to fish at particular points of time.

Maintaining the manual character of small-scale fishing requires using tradi-
tional knowledge. Doing so is understood as part of a process of constant interaction 
with the environment, whose resources are carefully selected and used. It implies a 
constant dialogue between fishers and their environment. Therefore, fishers try to 
maintain a symbiotic relationship between human culture and nature. Selective 
methods of fishing and seasonal practices are all products of this symbiotic human 
culture-nature relationship. What can be viewed as a relationship of care makes fish-
ers responsible for quantifying their daily fishing effort and calculating its long term 
impact so that their continual harvesting of the in the long term if they want to con-
tinue harvesting the sea’s resources does not result in depleting these same resources.

Working hours are another important dimension to fishers’ relationship with 
nature. Working hours means, for example, how long nets remain at the bottom of 
the sea. The less time fish spend in the nets, the less the fish suffers and the less it 
can get damaged, resulting in improved quality and appearance for the market. 
Thus, fishers place restrictions on the time allowed between setting and hauling 
certain trammel nets. Trammel nets used to catch striped red mullet (Mullus surmu-
letus) cannot remain in the water for more than 4 h, approximately.6 Nets are set in 
the early morning and hauled in at dawn just as the large-scale trawlers return from 
fishing.

6 Information gathered from the fieldwork (Interview 10).
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 Small Units of Production and Social Reproduction in Small- 
Scale Fisheries

Household production systems within the small-scale fisheries of Cap de Creus 
were based primarily on family labor (both on land and at sea). They were under-
pinned by intergenerational divisions of labor that combined fishing with horticul-
ture. Traditionally, many fishers owned smallholdings (olive groves, vineyards, or 
vegetable gardens) and divided their time between working the land and fishing. A 
typical Mediterranean coastal household,7 engaged in fishing as part a wider diversi-
fied livelihood strategy that also included the cultivation of horticultural crops and 
to some degree wage employment (Pi-Sunyer 1977).

However, in the 1960s and 1970s, the Spanish and Catalan economies switched 
from being a primary sector driven economy to a service sector driven economy. 
This greatly affected coastal villages as many members of households were enticed 
by new job opportunities. Women, in particular, found employment in the tourism 
industry (such as hotels for tourist accommodation and restaurants). The families of 
these women would gradually invest part of their savings to open new businesses 
(related to real estate and catering among other things) which, it was hoped, would 
provide a more stable basic family income. Meanwhile, small-scale fishing gradu-
ally became more of a subsidiary activity.

Consequently, the production unit of small-scale fisheries is no longer the family. 
In the words of one fisher (interview 04), diversification of livelihoods has trans-
formed ‘the world of small-scale fisheries.’ In the past, kinship was embedded in all 
aspects of fishing community and, therefore, in all production activities as well. The 
reduced number of family members available for fishing has meant that workers are 
employed from outside the family. The additional costs of are hard to sustain in a 
fishing system that does not produce enough profit. On balance, all these changes 
that have taken place reduce the profitability of fisheries and increase the depen-
dency on market forces, which consequently hampers the social reproduction of 
small-scale fisheries.

Small-scale fisheries cannot absorb the costs of salaried workers unless fishing 
effort is intensified. Traditionally, small-scale fishing involved piecework and the 
means of production expenses were assumed by both skipper and crew. Rubio- 
Ardanaz (1994) called it the ‘ideology of common costs,’ the aim being to reduce 
uncertainty and randomization to which the fisheries were subjected. Faced with 
these difficulties, and in order to obtain fixed, stable, and constant incomes, fishers 
preferred to go fishing alone or, at most, with a family relative. Only in the odd case 
did two or more fishers associate with each other.

As our study reveals, the progressive commoditization of production factors 
(vessels, maintenance, and net repairs, as well as the labor force) has meant that 

7 According to Braudel (1972, 144 in Pi-Sunyer 1977) “this is the traditional wisdom of the old 
mediterranean way of life where the meagre resources of the land are added to the meagre resources 
of the sea”.
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production and social reproduction of small-scale fisheries is no longer in the con-
trol of families and depends more and more on market forces. At the same time, 
fisheries are unable to guarantee basic family incomes that other sectors do. 
Consequently, pluriactivity and complementary sources of income play a much 
more significant role for fisher families than they ever did before.

This situation has been abetted by the fact that since the 2008 global economic 
crisis, which particularly affected southern European countries, a large number of 
jobs have been lost in the Cap de Creus area. The economic crisis has also adversely 
affected fishing households by rendering unemployed the sons of traditional fishers 
who already had shore-based jobs. This has resulted in a greater dependency on 
parental income. There is a feeling, therefore, that sustaining the fisheries sector 
requires ensuring fishery rights to those who fish. Notwithstanding, fishers regret 
that ensuring their rights would not be enough so that they can meet the require-
ments of market competition and make a living according the modus vivendi of 
western contemporary society.

 Socio-ecological Embeddedness

Small-scale fishing in CCNP involves an economy embedded in techniques and 
traditional ecological knowledge (TEK), and in a wider set of social relations with 
nature (of reciprocity and caretaking).

Fishing rights have been established upon culturally and environmentally defined 
relationships between humans and nature, over many centuries. This is what drives 
the claims of fisher communities for sea tenure rights in CCNP. Fishers must com-
pete against extractive industries for these rights but they do so also because they 
believe it will prevent environmental degradation. That is, fishers say that their age- 
old rights of access to resources respond to precise human-nature interactions and 
that they involve a certain ‘attitude to fishing’ (interview 13) that comprises a 
culturally- inherited legacy that has survived to the present day. Quite literally, they 
say it is “fisheries of our ancestors” (interview 5) and “fishing as it has always been 
done here” (interview 5). It is a legacy they have inherited from their history, their 
identity, and local fishing culture.

 Discussion: How to Implement the SSF Guidelines as Marine 
Stewardship?

The case study of the Cap de Creus MPA sheds light on the complexity of regulat-
ing small-scale fisheries in the Mediterranean and adopting a management strategy 
that fits the interests of all the diverse stakeholders that are commonly found in 
Mediterranean coastal zones. Despite the fact that, since 2004, various social and 
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biological studies on small-scale fisheries (Gómez, Lloret, Riera, Demestre 2006; 
Gómez 2015; Lloret 2015) have been oriented towards implementing a co- 
management plan8 called Pla Rector d’Ús i Gestió (PRUG) which aims to establish 
a local regulation of all marine activities adapted to the environmentally-specific 
characteristics and protection needs of CCNP, this plan has not yet been imple-
mented. In fact, it is now under juridical review by the Catalan Government and 
open to suggestions and objections of citizens (thus addressing the participatory 
dimension recommended in Section 2.5 of the SSF Guidelines).

Tourist businesses, e.g. scuba diving clubs, boat cruise operators, and recre-
ational fisheries complain about the rigidity of environmental protection measures 
which impose restrictions on tourism. Tourist operators run by local native people 
(which are not fishers) are asserting their rights with the assumption that the Natural 
Park is part of an age-old ‘domain’ inherited from their ancestors, legitimizing their 
claims over the territory. Regulation plans are perceived as a form of territorial dis-
possession and intrusion and are denounced by civil platforms such as ‘We Defend 
Catalonia’ (Plataforma Defensem Catalunya, n.d.). Accompanying these rights 
claims by tourist operators, somewhat paradoxically, are also demands for ‘respon-
sible fisheries’ (with reference to recreational fisheries and diving) which are seen 
as rational and counterposed with rigidness of protection measures. Once the con-
sultation process has finished, the claims of the recreational fisheries sector will be 
considered in the hope of agreeing to a set of regulations that take account of their 
points of view but which also meet the objectives of sustainable management of 
resources which will be decided by the governing board of CCNP.

In contrast, small-scale fishers have pointed out that PRUG focuses only on 
small-scale fisheries – understood in its standard sense. They say current rules leave 
tourism unregulated which consequently hinders fishing and depletes resources. 
The coastal marine environment of the Mediterranean Sea, and particularly that of 
MPAs, is facing increased levels of disturbance by recreational activities, including 
recreational fisheries and scuba diving (see for example Badalamenti et al. 2000; 
Lloret and Riera 2008) which often compete with small-scale fisheries for limited 
coastal space and resources (Lloret et al. Forthcoming). This competition is all the 
more intense because both small-scale fishers and recreational fishers target mostly 
a few species despite abundant diversity in the waters (Lloret and Font 2013; Lloret 
et al. Forthcoming). Competition between sectors also involves competition over 
human and socio-cultural resources. Small-scale fisheries have been the losers as 
they have progressively declined in Cape Creus (Gómez, Lloret, Riera, Demestre 
2006) whereas recreational fishing has continued to expand (Lloret 2010). Other 
leisure activities too are expanding and impinging on the remaining marine resources 
and habitats available small-scale fisheries (Lloret and Riera 2008; Lloret 2010). 
The disappearance of small-scale fishing is also threatening the area’s cultural heri-
tage which we have illustrated contributes to sustainable resource management 
(Gómez 2006). As we have said before, the preservation of this cultural heritage 

8 Involving the managers of CCNP, the small-scale fishers and the fisheries community organiza-
tions (the Confraries).
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needs to go hand in hand with the preservation of the natural heritage in Mediterranean 
coastal areas.

CCNP is also part of the MPA network called MedPAN North (Mediterranean 
Protected Areas Network; www.medpan.org), a program headed by WWF-France 
with the participation of various countries from the northern Mediterranean that 
have MPAs in their territories. Some research studies on CCNP have served as a 
basis for developing the MedPAN North project, with financial assistance from the 
EU INTERREG program. The objective of this initiative is to build a network of 
MPAs in the Mediterranean in order to coordinate a number of management actions, 
following the recommendations of the conference on small-scale fisheries orga-
nized by FAO-GFCM-MedPAN, held in Algiers (Algeria) between 7th and 9th 
March 2016. That conference established the need to put into practice the principles 
of the SSF Guidelines so as to promote and secure small-scale fisheries in the 
Mediterranean and Black Sea.

The conclusions of this conference, based on an in-depth ethnography and vari-
ous biological studies conducted in Cap de Creus in 2015, led to plans to implement 
diverse stewardship measures using the SSF Guidelines as a benchmark. That is to 
say, in a reciprocal manner, the SSF Guidelines lend support as socially-legitimate 
basic principles to prevailing claims by small-scale fishers for sea tenure rights 
while at the same time enforcing small-scale fishers’ obligations regarding sustain-
able resource management (in line with Sections 5.13, 5.14, and 5.15 of the SSF 
Guidelines). CCNP, as the main stewardship entity, will assist fishers in meeting this 
commitment while at the same time ensuring fishers’ tenure rights are upheld (in 
line with Section 5.2 of the SSF Guidelines).

Sections 5.13, 5.14, and 5.15 of the SSF Guidelines stipulate that small-scale 
fishers’ tenure rights must be balanced by duties and co-responsibility by including 
fishers in a participatory process of sustainable resource management. By imple-
menting stewardship measures that ensure small-scale tenure rights, it is expected 
that small-scale fishers will embrace the idea of responsible fishing (in line with the 
FAO’s Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries) by means of voluntary commit-
ments within the framework of national and European regulations.

This will ensure continuity with the participatory process involved in the imple-
mentation of CCNP’s own co-management plan (PRUG). Regulation guidelines are 
to be laid down that value small-scale fisheries not only as sustainable extractive 
fisheries but also as fisheries with an unique ‘attitude to fishing’ as described in 
Section 4.4, namely an attitude that is shaped by a set of principles inherited from 
their ancestors and which is socio-ecologically embedded. The value of small-scale 
fishing is that it fortifies a respectful relationship between fishers and the environ-
ment; a relationship that is economically and socially beneficial. These stewardship 
measures will ensure that small-scale fishers engage voluntarily in sustainable 
resource management as part of their livelihood.

The situation of small-scale fisheries throughout the Mediterranean is similar. 
The few remaining are underrepresented in the Confraries and in the fishing sector 
as a whole. Consequently, it has been considered appropriate to establish alliances 
with other small-scale fisher communities in order to achieve more visibility and 

19 The Small-Scale Fisheries Guidelines as a Tool for Marine Stewardship: The Case…

http://www.medpan.org


416

weight in the political decision-making process at the European level, particularly 
within the new Common Fisheries Policy (CFP). The need for greater representa-
tion is reflected in Section 5.17 of the SSF Guidelines which highlight the impor-
tance of involving community organizations in small-scale fisheries.

Complementing the stewardship initiatives, the managers of CCNP will seek the 
support of the Confraries in developing practical initiatives to promote the excep-
tionally healthy produce of local fisheries as part of the Mediterranean diet, which 
is traditionally rich in seafood, and broaden the appeal of this produce to a greater 
range of consumers by making it more affordable. These initiatives aim to directly 
link the fishers’ commitment to resource protection with livelihoods so as to dem-
onstrate the positive economic outcomes derived from protecting resources as part 
of a feedback process involving the environmental, social, and economic changes at 
the ‘interface’ of production, distribution, and consumption.

To meet this goal, namely to balance respect for sustainability measures and 
livelihoods in small-scale fisheries, CCNP being in charge of stewardship will try to 
ensure support for small-scale fishers in the face of market competition. Market 
competition is one of the challenges of the globalization of fish markets, especially 
considering that one of the defining characteristics of small-scale fisheries is the 
limited size of catch, which puts small-scale fishers at a disadvantage vis-à-vis 
others.

Whereas landing prices for fish have fallen, consumers complain that the final 
price they pay has risen. On the other hand, consumption of marine products has 
changed; what used to be an everyday food is now more sporadically available and 
limited species dominate the market, reducing local food biodiversity at these mar-
kets. Moreover, seafood from outside the EU and frozen fish products from trawling 
or purse-seining are usually cheaper than the higher quality fish caught by small- 
scale fishers and are therefore a more affordable option for low-income families and 
for low income consumers. In order to address the disparity between landing price 
and final price, a number of initiatives by the Confraries of Port de la Selva and 
Cadaqués are already underway. One initiative aims to establish short food supply 
circuits (SFSC) that avoid the costs of intermediaries while another seeks to pro-
mote healthy local marine products and broaden food biodiversity to include once 
well-known species, by providing traditional recipes aimed at recovering culinary 
traditions (see Slow fish initiatives in Catalonia: http://slowfood.com/slowfish/pag-
ine/esp/pagina.lasso?-id_pg=242). Although such initiatives are, for the moment, 
aimed at promoting products from all kinds of fisheries, it is expected that priority 
will soon be given to small-scale fisheries’ products in particular.

Promoting a ‘fish culture’ by recovering local marine food biodiversity is another 
goal of the stewardship initiatives. People are being encouraged to buy fish caught 
using sustainable small-scale fishing techniques that respect what the seas offer. 
This is also known as the ‘stewardship market’ where consumers can purchase 
‘stewardship fish,’ something which is already in place at other Catalan MPAs 
(Stewardship fish of Submon company n.d.). Similarly, various initiatives introduc-
ing a closed, on-line platform for buying and selling fish are being developed in 
CCNP fishing communities. At the moment these initiatives too are aimed at all 
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kind of fisheries products without distinguishing between small-scale and 
industrial.

Therefore, one part of the stewardship program in small-scale fisheries is to 
involve SFSC in promoting sustainable fisheries’ products and making the sustain-
able food supply chain more efficient, which would be healthy for humans and the 
seas and ensure the livelihoods of socio-ecologically embedded small-scale fishers. 
All these actions are aimed at supporting sustainable small-scale fisheries (includ-
ing natural resources and fishers’ livelihoods) in CCNP, which is at present not fully 
guaranteed. One small-scale fisher from Port de la Selva said that he hopes “that at 
least in tomorrow’s future, my children can make a living from this if they want to” 
(interview 07).

 Conclusions

In view of the crisis facing small-scale fisheries and the conflicts we identified 
regarding the implementation of a management plan for fisheries and the park in 
general, we conclude that using the voluntary SSF Guidelines as stewardship mea-
sures constitutes a unique opportunity to establish effective regulations for MPAs 
such as Cap de Creus. A set of regulations based on the SSF Guidelines that takes 
into account small-scale fisheries as they are understood in relation to their particu-
lar cultural and environmental context can go a long way in addressing the needs of 
small-scale fishers. It is important to understand small-scale fisheries as they are 
defined locally as this helps identify vulnerable groups locally. National legislation 
at present does not do this and is often at odds with social perceptions as to who is 
vulnerable. In the context of Mediterranean MPAs, the SSF Guidelines have 
emerged as a useful framework to highlight the value of the embedded nature of 
small-scale fisheries in local culture and environment - a value that needs preserving 
and strengthening in all contexts. These Guidelines can be used to support the great 
diversity of small-scale fisheries which are collectively recognized on paper through 
national legislation. However, this legislation does not leave room for local differ-
ences within the fisheries, often resulting in small-scale fisheries being confused 
with large-scale fisheries or not being clearly established the differences.

Furthermore, the SSF Guidelines may enable the establishment of regulations at 
the local level that are adjusted to the reality of small-scale fisheries in practice and 
that take into account real social needs.

Finally, it should be remembered that the fisheries sector has always been tradi-
tionally regulated by their own regulatory systems established through their own 
autonomous organizations (the Confraries) that function in much the same way as 
cooperatives. In this context, the SSF Guidelines, which consist of a non-binding 
declaration of good intentions under the auspices of the FAO, will give greater 
impetus to co-management and inspire much greater respect from stakeholders.
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The SSF Guidelines do not only speak to states but also to civil society organiza-
tions, recognizing their important contribution to overall fisheries governance. In 
Chap. 20, María José Espinosa-Romero, Jorge Torre, José Alberto Zepeda, Francisco  
Javier Vergara Solana, and Stuart Fulton, who are themselves civil society organiza-
tion representatives, take us to Mexico, which has a huge small- scale fisheries sec-
tor. Their chapter provides insights into, and recommendations on, how civil society 
organizations and other stakeholders can help the implementation of the SSF 
Guidelines. In Chap. 21, Patrick McConney, Terrence Phillips, Nadine Nembhard 
and Mitchell Lay carry us across the Atlantic and into the Caribbean, where fishing 
industry workers and their organizations became engaged early on in the process of 
developing the SSF Guidelines. Here, civil society groups have become the cham-
pions of the Guidelines, but are facing limited collaboration from governments. 
However, fishing people are showing increasing capacity for self-organization, 
advocacy and policy influence. Sérgio Macedo Gomes de Mattos, Matias John 
Wojciechowski, Alison Elisabeth Macnaughton, Gustavo Henrique G. da Silva, 
Allyssandra Maria Lima R.  Maia, and Joachim Carolsfeld bring us to Brazil in 
Chap. 22. They describe a project that builds institutional and community capacity 
and linkages between government, university researchers, and local fishing associa-
tions, which aims to improve the livelihoods and well-being of ‘marisqueiras’, 
women and families. Much like the SSF Guidelines, the project promoted an inte-
grated approach to equitable development of sustainable fisheries that include vari-
ous components such as participatory research, co-management, and the 
empowerment of women. Involving stakeholders at various levels as a way to build 
community capacity and empowerment is also the theme of Chap. 23 by Ratana 
Chuenpagdee, Kim Olson, David Bishop, Meike Brauer, Vesna Kereži, Jonas Plaan, 
Sarah Pötter, Victoria Rogers, and Gabriela Sabau. Their chapter is an illustration of 
how the SSF Guidelines have relevance also for the Global North. Their case study 
is situated in Newfoundland, Canada, where small-scale fisheries remain active, 
despite the cod fishery moratorium in 1992, which had devastating effects on coastal 
communities. Although poverty is not a main issue, rural small-scale livelihoods are 
still at risk and need support by civil society participants and local communities.

Part VI
Broadening Participation
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Chapter 20
Civil Society Contributions 
to the Implementation of the Small-Scale 
Fisheries Guidelines in Mexico

María José Espinosa-Romero, Jorge Torre, José Alberto Zepeda,  
Francisco Javier Vergara Solana, and Stuart Fulton

Abstract Small-scale fisheries contribute about half of global catches whilst 
employing approximately 90% of the people directly dependent on capture fisher-
ies. Taking into account the importance of this sector in the global economy, and its 
contribution to nutrition and livelihoods, in 2015 the Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations published the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing 
Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and Poverty 
Eradication (SSF Guidelines). This chapter describes the contributions, challenges, 
and lessons learned from implementing the SSF Guidelines, from the perspective of 
a marine conservation civil society organization (CSO) that works on providing 
effective solutions for small-scale fisheries management in Mexico in direct col-
laboration with stakeholders. Mexico is a developing country, with a small-scale 
fishing force of over 74,000 registered boats, in which diverse fisheries face many 
challenges to secure livelihoods whilst simultaneously ensuring sustainability and 
adapting to changing environmental conditions. The SSF Guidelines represents a 
landmark document that highlights the importance of the small-scale fisheries sec-
tor and provides significant guidance to states and stakeholders for ensuring the 
long-term sustainability of small-scale fisheries. Finally, the chapter provides 
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insights into and recommendations on how CSOs and other interested stakeholders 
can foster the implementation of the Guidelines.

Keywords Civil society organizations • Small-Scale fisheries • Governance of ten-
ure • Decent work • Gender equality • Climate change • Market incentives • FAO 
guidelines

 Introduction

Small-scale fisheries contribute about half of global catches whilst employing about 
90% of the people directly dependent on capture fisheries (FAO 2014). Strengthening 
small-scale fisheries has been recognized as an important strategy not only for 
employment, but also for addressing food security and poverty issues. 
Mismanagement of small-scale fisheries has ecological, socioeconomic, and gover-
nance implications (FAO 2014).

It has been recognized that a proper fisheries management system not only 
involves the proper use of fish stocks, but a balance between environmental, social, 
and economic objectives (Charles 1988; Ahmed 1991; Hanna 1994). In 1995, the 
Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) published the Code of Conduct for 
Responsible Fisheries to provide guidance on how to balance these objectives (see 
FAO 1995). Furthermore, in 2015, FAO published the first international instrument 
focused on small-scale fisheries in the context of food security and poverty eradica-
tion, the Voluntary Guidelines to Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries (SSF 
Guidelines). These guidelines provide significant advice to states and stakeholders 
for ensuring the long-term sustainability of small-scale fisheries, whilst sustaining 
people’s livelihoods.

 Small-Scale Fisheries in Mexico

For the past 20 years Mexico has been one of the top 20 fish producing nations in 
the world. During this period, annual catches have fluctuated around 1.2 million 
tons (FAO 2014). Small-scale fisheries account for 40% of total catch, including 
74,055 registered boats (CONAPESCA 2013) and an estimated 222,165 fishers 
(Moreno-Báez et al. 2010). These numbers do not include the illegal, unreported, 
and unregulated (IUU) sector, which is estimated to be equal to, or even greater 
than, the legal fishing effort and catch (Cisneros-Montemayor et al. 2013). At pres-
ent, 17% of Mexican fisheries are overexploited, 70% at the maximum sustainable 
yield (MSY), and only 13% underexploited (DOF 2012a). With 41% of the Mexican 
population living in coastal municipalities (CIMARES 2010) and 11,500 coastal 
communities with less than 15,000 habitants (Gabriel-Morales and Perez-Damian 
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2006) relying heavily on marine resources and ecosystems, sustainable fisheries are 
a necessity for securing employment, income, and food for many people.

Examples of small-scale fishers and communities taking leadership in managing 
their resources through sophisticated and sustainable approaches for fisheries man-
agement exist (Espinosa-Romero et al. 2014a). To create and enforce local rules for 
sustainable resource use, groups of fishers have used their traditional ecological 
knowledge, have established key alliances with other stakeholders, and have learned 
how to successfully implement ecosystem-based approaches in their region (see 
Espinosa-Romero et al. 2014a). There are examples of small-scale fisheries fulfill-
ing international standards for sustainable fishing set by certifying bodies such as 
the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) and the Seafood Watch Program of 
Monterey Bay Aquarium (MBA). Small-scale fishers are already implementing 
practices for maintaining the health of stocks and ecosystems (e.g., Senko et  al. 
2014) and for building robust, participatory, and transparent governance systems 
(Espinosa-Romero et al. 2014b).

However, Mexican small-scale fisheries still face several challenges. Existing top-
down policies in Mexico have disenfranchised small-scale fishers (Finkbeiner and 
Basurto 2015). The lack of socioeconomic information at the local level has limited 
the development of integrated public policies for inland (Mendoza-Carranza et al. 
2013), coastal, and marine fisheries (Ramírez-Rodríguez and Ojeda-Ruíz 2012; 
Robles-Zavala 2014; Méndez-Medina et al. 2015; Marín-Monroy and Ojeda- Ruíz 
2016; Zepeda-Domínguez et al. 2016). The conflict between conservation and fisher-
ies management objectives continues, and is particularly conspicuous in the Upper 
Gulf of California where environmental policies conflict with those who are directly 
dependent on fisheries (Bobadilla et al. 2011; Senko et al. 2014; López- Torre et al. 
2016; Zepeda-Domínguez et al. Forthcoming). Public participation in fisheries man-
agement faces operational challenges (Ramírez-Rodríguez and Ojeda- Ruíz 2012; 
Zepeda-Domínguez et al. In press) as, according to the General Law for Sustainable 
Fisheries and Aquaculture, only ‘legal and well-organized’ fishers can participate in 
decision-making, excluding a significant percentage of traditional fishers who oper-
ate without legal permits or access rights (Robles-Zavala 2014; Finkbeiner and 
Basurto 2015) and stakeholders (e.g., civil society organizations or CSOs) who have 
played a significant role in fisheries management (see Espinosa-Romero et al. 2014b).

 Role of CSOs in Mexican Fisheries Management

Worldwide, CSOs are playing a key role in fisheries management. They usually 
represent public interests in decision-making forums (Ratner and Allison 2012), 
have demonstrated an ability to move from problem identification towards problem 
solving (Dunn 2005), and have acted as bridging organizations between fishers, 
managers, academics, and other stakeholders (Berkes 2010). This phenomenon has 
been observed in Latin America (McConney et al. 2014) and continues to spread 
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due to international tendencies towards more participatory approaches to fisheries 
management (Hernández and Kempton 2003).

In Mexico, the Federal Law to Promote Activities of Civil Society Organization 
Law (CSOs Law) states that CSOs can enhance public participation in addressing 
the public interest, namely; promoting the inclusion of women, the defense of 
human rights, the development of indigenous communities, the sustainable use of 
natural resources, and the creation of social capital. CSOs have the right to partici-
pate in forums and structures created by the federal government for stakeholder 
participation; support the government in the mentioned activities; and take part in 
the planning, implementation, and follow-up on policies, programs, projects, and 
processes led by the federal government (DOF 2012b).

In practice, national, and international CSOs operating in Mexico have moved 
from being environmental conservation advocates to multi-scale governance opera-
tors (Espinosa-Romero et al. 2014b; Espinoza-Tenorio et al. 2015), and have found 
a niche in balancing conservation with livelihood and development objectives 
(McConney et al. 2014). In addition, they have supported capacity building pro-
grams, brought technical expertise to the fishing sector (Espinosa-Romero et  al. 
2014b; Méndez-Medina et al. 2015), and facilitated the participation of small-scale 
fishers in decision-making forums (Cinti et al. 2014). Also noteworthy is the increas-
ing number of collaborations and alliances between CSOs, governments at different 
levels, and academia to work together towards the sustainability of small-scale fish-
eries management (Espinosa-Romero et al. 2014a, b; Moreno et al. 2016).

Comunidad y Biodiversidad (COBI) is a Mexican marine conservation CSO 
founded in 1999. Its mission is to develop effective participatory approaches for 
fisheries management and marine biodiversity conservation (Espinosa-Romero 
et al. 2014b). A multidisciplinary team operates along four national strategies: (1) 
capacity building to strengthen skills of local leaders and fishing organizations for 
achieving sustainable fisheries; (2) implementation of international standards for 
sustainable fishing; (3) implementation of no-take zones for fisheries and ecosystem 
restoration; and (4) development of formal institutional arrangements for sustain-
able fishing and marine conservation (Table 20.1). COBI’s programs operate in four 
of the 17 Mexican coastal states (Fig. 20.1), where 70% of the country’s total indus-
trial and small-scale fisheries production is concentrated. COBI has actively partici-
pated in the eco-certification of four Mexican fisheries (Caribbean Spiny Lobster, 
Pacific Red Rock Lobster, Pacific Yellowtail, and Monterey Sardine in the Gulf of 
California), and promoted fisheries improvement plans in five other small-scale 
fisheries (abalone, clams, pen-shell, swimming crab and the snapper-grouper com-
plex). To date, 80,000 hectares have been fully protected by communities, with 
COBI’s support, under the three existing management instruments in Mexico (core 
zones in marine protected areas, fish refuges, and voluntary fully-protected marine 
reserves). COBI has distinguished itself from other CSOs by producing applied sci-
ence papers on sustainable fisheries and marine conservation each year (an average 
of three academic papers) that make use of traditional knowledge and which have 
been utilized as a reference for fisheries management in data-poor areas. Finally, 
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COBI’s efforts have informed two initiatives at the public policy level for restoring 
marine ecosystems and improving public participation in fisheries management.

This chapter provides insights and lessons learned based on 17 years’ of experi-
ence working with small-scale fisheries in Mexico and implementing diverse prin-
ciples and elements of the SSF Guidelines. It also illustrates ways in which CSOs 
and other interested stakeholders can foster the implementation of the SSF 
Guidelines.

 Contributions to the SSF Guidelines

Progress was made on the implementation of the principles and elements of the SSF 
Guidelines prior to their publication. To analyze COBI’s contributions to the imple-
mentation of the SSF Guidelines, we focus on part two: Responsible fisheries and 
sustainable development and part three: Ensuring an enabling environment and 
supporting implementation of the document.

Two external reviewers analyzed 65 documents (peer review papers, internal 
reports, conference proceedings, and book chapters) developed and published by 
COBI to identify the contributions to the main components of the SSF Guidelines 

Fig. 20.1 Map of Mexico highlighting locations mentioned in the text
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as well as to identify recommendations for implementation. Following this, one 
external reviewer undertook 11 interviews with current and former staff members to 
delve in to more detail on COBI’s contributions, to assure the relevant information 
was included, and to reflect on lessons learned.

In the following section we first present the title of each SSF Guideline, followed 
by a brief summary of the main components of the guideline; the Mexican context 
with respect to formal institutional arrangements in Mexico, specifically with regard 
to the General Law for Sustainable Fisheries and Aquaculture (Fisheries and 
Aquaculture Law), General Law of Cooperatives (Cooperatives Law), Marine 
Transportation and Trade Law, and General Law for Climate Change (Climate 
Change Law); a summary of the main contributions; and a summary of the lessons 
learned. Finally, conclusions and recommendations are drawn from the contribu-
tions and learning process of implementing the SSF Guidelines in a developing 
country.

 Guideline: Governance of Tenure in Small-Scale Fisheries 
and Resource Management

 Tenure in Fisheries

Components of the SSF Guideline Responsible governance considers equitable 
tenure as central for human rights, food security, poverty eradication, and sustain-
able livelihoods. Tenure of existing communities and cultures should be respected 
and protected. Tenure can play a key role in restoration, conservation, and protec-
tion of co-managed marine ecosystems. Disputes over tenure rights should be 
resolved in a timely, affordable, and effective manner with equitable outcomes 
(FAO 2015).

Mexican Context According to the Fisheries and Aquaculture Law, access rights to 
Mexican fisheries are through permits and concessions. Both instruments focus on 
individual species and may contain a spatial component. Permits can be issued from 
2 to 5 years, while concessions range from 5 to 20 years. The process for issuing 
permits and concessions has to be transparent, based on the best available informa-
tion, and subject to the availability of natural resources. The process is meant to 
seek social equity and give preference to local communities, as long as the com-
munities are committed to sustainability (DOF 2007).

Contributions In the mid-1990s, a founding member of COBI was the first person 
to study the territorial use rights for fishing (TURFs) in Mexico using the Comcaác 
(Seri, an indigenous group from Northwest Mexico) and the swimming crab fisher-
ies as case studies (Bourillón 2002). Further research was completed in the same 
area to examine the effect of territorial rights (which was the prevalent scheme in 
the 1970s) on the pen-shell fishery (Basurto 2005) and compare the fishery perfor-
mance with that of nearby fishing towns that lacked such rights (Basurto et  al. 
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2012). The recognition of the importance of fishing rights for ensuring the sustain-
able use of resources led to the creation of a program for assisting traditional fishing 
organizations obtain legal access to fisheries (e.g., Sanchez-Bajo and Roelants 
2011), as well as make sustainability commitments and fulfill the obligations of the 
Fisheries and Aquaculture Law and other applicable legal instruments.

Examples of success include a cooperative led by women in the Gulf of California 
(Loreto Bay National Park). The cooperative obtained fishing permits to extract 
aquarium species and implemented a sophisticated management scheme that 
includes individual quotas and no-take zones and is based on citizen science – the 
community and CSOs have participated in stock evaluations (Germain et al. 2015). 
The federal government adopted this model to create a framework to assign permits 
of this kind at the national level (SEMARNAT 2012). In the same region (Bahia de 
Kino and Puerto Libertad), four cooperatives have obtained permits to fish (clam, 
penshell, and octopus) and participated in the definition and enforcement of man-
agement rules (quotas, no-take zones, closed seasons, minimum sizes, gear limita-
tions, and spatial boundaries) (Fernández-Rivera Melo et al. 2015). In addition, two 
of the cooperatives have recently obtained permits to repopulate penshell under a 
mariculture scheme, combined with quotas and no-take zones.

Lessons Learned All support to help fishers access fishing rights should be linked 
to sustainability. During the aforementioned processes, official access to the fisher-
ies was not the only benefit obtained by fishers. The learning process, the capacities 
developed, and the changes in behavior also contributed to improving fishers’ liveli-
hoods and the sustainability of each fishery. It is important to acknowledge that 
many fishers have spent years (in some cases decades) dealing with corruption 
(internal or external to the cooperative), long delays or lack of response to permit 
applications, and limited access to information. Through COBI’s experience, it has 
been observed that by having access to basic information on the process of how to 
access fishing rights (application and resolution), fishers are empowered to apply 
for permits and follow the rules (obligations under national laws). Once fishers 
obtain the permits, they are unlikely to continue their participation in illegitimate 
practices (e.g., corruption, illegal fishing) due to the risk of losing their permits. 
Instead, fishers are more willing to design and implement sophisticated manage-
ment schemes; they want to prove that they are good candidates to possess permits 
and, given the increased responsibility, they will work hard to maintain them. In 
addition, fishers know that if they follow rules, they will also have access to other 
benefits such as federal subsidy programs or new markets. Finally, with permits, the 
catches of these fishers enter the system and are reported to, and by, the government, 
reducing the proportion of IUU catches and allowing science-based management 
decisions to be made. To ensure compliance and commitment, COBI encourages 
fishers to sign formal sustainability agreements as part of the requirements to receive 
technical support with the permit applications.
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 Sustainable Resource Management

Components of the SSF Guidelines Long-term conservation and sustainable use of 
fisheries resources should be assured. Management systems should be consistent 
with existing obligations under national and international laws and voluntary com-
mitments. Small scale fishing communities should participate in monitoring and 
provide the information required for fishery management. Small-scale fishers 
should be represented in relevant associations and fisheries bodies with special 
attention to the equitable participation of women, vulnerable, and marginalized 
groups (FAO 2015).

Mexican Context The Fisheries and Aquaculture Law indicates that fisheries should 
be sustainable and management decentralized (DOF 2007). Although the law does 
not include the principles of sustainability, one can find diverse elements that can be 
used as reference. For example: fishing should be compatible with the capacity of 
the resources and ecosystems to recover; only selective gear types should be used to 
reduce the impact on the environment and fish populations; the fishing sector should 
be developed with a sustainability approach that balances economic, social, and 
environmental aspects; the precautionary principle should be adopted; impact eval-
uations should be undertaken to ensure sustainability. The law also mentions that 
permits and concessions can be revoked if fishing activity is putting marine ecosys-
tems at risk. There is also a penalty system for infringements. In terms of the decen-
tralization of fisheries management, the law devolves authority to regional and local 
governmental agencies and defines structures for stakeholder participation at the 
national and subnational levels (DOF 2007). The Cooperatives Law also states that 
cooperatives should ensure ecological considerations are embraced by members 
(DOF 2009).

Contributions COBI’s approach to the inclusion of sustainability in fisheries man-
agement has evolved over time. At first, the principal strategy was the use of no-take 
zones for fishery and ecosystem restoration. This strategy seemed to be the most 
suitable, particularly in small, remote, data-poor sites (Espinosa-Romero et  al. 
2014b) and represents a mechanism to protect a resource for future needs (e.g., Isla 
Natividad, Micheli et al. 2012). With time, fishers have proposed diverse manage-
ment schemes depending on the fishery. These include individual quotas, rotation of 
fishing grounds, and restoration through seed and larval collection, amongst others. 
Technical expertise was acquired by COBI to support the implementation of diverse 
management tools whilst ensuring that the focus on ecosystems was not lost. To 
account for the different dimensions of sustainability, COBI has integrated a model 
(Table 20.1) based on international standards for sustainable fishing (MSC, Seafood 
Watch Program of the MBA, and Fair Trade [FT]) that integrates four objectives: (1) 
stock health, (2) ecosystem health, (3) social justice, and (4) robust governance 
systems. The fisheries model is complemented by COBI’s capacity building pro-
gram for cooperatives and multi-stakeholder committees for the sustainable and 
transparent management of resources. The latter applies in situations where man-
agement involves diverse fisheries or multiple stakeholders.

20 Civil Society Contributions to the Implementation of the Small-Scale Fisheries…



432

COBI has promoted the pairing of sustainable fishing efforts with market incen-
tives (Fujita et al. 2013). Fifteen fishing cooperatives, six in the Mesoamerican Reef 
(that together form a collective ‘Integradora de Pescadores de Quintana Roo’) and 
nine in the Pacific (grouped in the Regional Baja California Cooperatives Federation, 
‘FEDECOOP’) decided to go through the MSC certification process. In 2004 the 
lobster fishery in the Baja California Peninsula (Panulirus interruptus) became the 
first small-scale fishery in Latin America, and in a developing country, to obtain the 
MSC certification (Bourillón 2009). After a decade, this fishery continues to be 
managed by sustainable practices (Smith et  al. 2010). Eight years after 2004, in 
2012, the Caribbean Spiny Lobster (P. argus) fishery of Sian Ka’an and Banco 
Chinchorro (both Federal Biosphere Reserves) obtained the MSC certification. The 
six cooperatives involved in the process have rigorously followed the certification 
requirements. One of the nine MSC certified cooperatives (Buzos y Pescadores de 
la Baja California of Isla Natividad) in Baja California also operates a Yellowtail 
(Seriola lalandi) fishery and decided to go through the Seafood Watch Program. In 
2014, MBA scored the hook and line yellowtail fishery in Isla Natividad as the ‘best 
choice’ (green).

To increase fisher participation in monitoring and management, COBI created a 
citizen science program directed at fishers interested in becoming surveyors of fish-
eries and ecosystems. This program has been successfully implemented for over a 
decade, initially having a focus on the evaluation of the effects of no-take zones. 
Now, it has been expanded to include the evaluation of fisheries. Fishers are trained 
and certified in SCUBA diving and biological monitoring techniques. Fishers start 
fishing for data. Over the last 17  years, this program has involved 222 fishers, 
including 28 fisherwomen. Fishers have produced data for over 300 species by 
undertaking 12,000 transects in three ecosystems: coral reefs, rocky reefs, and kelp 
forest (Fulton et al. Forthcoming). In the most successful cases, fishers have orga-
nized themselves into formalized groups and have begun hiring out their services to 
those in need of data. Government agencies have hired the certified fishers to con-
duct the monitoring of marine protected areas, fish populations, and to calculate 
quotas.

Lessons Learned Applying sustainability standards to small-scale fisheries requires 
collective action, strong cooperatives to invest in sustainability, and a clear under-
standing that it is no panacea to the problem of overfishing. From COBI’s experi-
ence, it is clear that sustainability can neither rely nor depend on a single stakeholder 
nor on a single management tool. As transitioning to sustainability always implies a 
cost for the fishers, it is important to anticipate how expensive the process will be 
and how fishers will cover the cost of this transition in the future. To address this, 
we included two main elements in COBI’s capacity building program: (1) adminis-
trative and financial stability, and (2) investment in sustainable fishing.

When fishers decide to be certified, the biggest challenges are covering the addi-
tional costs involved in the process (audits) and opening access to premium markets 
that could potentially offset some of the upkeep costs. In 2016, the lobster fishing 
cooperatives of Sian Ka’an and Banco Chinchorro decided to withdraw from the 
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MSC certification because the costs of maintaining the certification were too high 
and they had not received additional economic benefits. When eco-certification is 
included as a component for sustainable fishing, the cost must be quantified in 
advance and included in financial plans, with the knowledge that fishers must 
assume responsibility for the maintenance costs in the long-term.

When managing a fishery involves diverse stakeholders, different groups face the 
challenges related to differing scales of governance (Espinosa-Romero et al. 2014a, 
b). Work needs to be conducted to align scales (local, regional, and national), build 
shared visions, and build trust between stakeholders. From COBI’s experience with 
management committees, after completing the learning process, committees have 
built capacity to craft and enforce appropriate management rules and decision- 
making has moved from being self-interested (a race for fish) or sector-interested to 
being collective action oriented.

Finally, empowering community members to collect scientific data creates 
responsibility, pride, and a deeper understanding of the ecosystem in which they live 
and work. This in turn provides social, economic, and ecological benefits to the 
community and marine ecosystems ensuring the long-term sustainability of the fish-
ery (Fulton et al. In press) (Fig. 20.2).

 Guideline: Social Development, Employment, and Decent Work

Components of the SSF Guidelines Holistic, inclusive approaches that consider 
human rights and the complexity of livelihoods should be considered. Investments 
should be made in human resource development. Social security protection for the 
entire value chain should be promoted as well as access to services such as savings, 
credit, and insurance schemes. Improved safety at sea and reductions in the multiple 
causes behind deficient safety should be made following appropriate national laws 
and regulations that are consistent with FAO guidelines and the International 
Maritime Organization (IMO) (FAO 2015).

Mexican Context According to the Fisheries and Aquaculture Law, the federal gov-
ernment should enhance the sustainable and equitable development of fishing com-
munities and indigenous groups, and provide incentives, resources, and technologies 
to these groups to increase their productive capacities (DOF 2007). The Cooperatives 
Law establishes that rights and obligations will be the same for men and women. It 
also indicates that cooperatives should create three types of saving funds: (1) a sav-
ing fund to cover periods of low income, (2) a social security fund to cover sickness, 
pensions, retirement packages, medical insurance, life insurance, leave of absence, 
education for children of cooperative members, child care, cultural and sporting 
activities, and other social security activities, (3) and a fund for cooperative training 
(DOF 2009). The Marine Transportation and Trade Law establishes the basic 
requirements and procedures for safety at sea (DOF 2014a).
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Contributions COBI has included a component of social justice in its sustainable 
fishery model. This component includes promoting access rights to fish and ensur-
ing the presence of safety equipment during fishing trips (GPS, radio, and SOS 
signaling device), social security benefits (including health insurance), and access 
to fair markets.

COBI’s capacity building program has work at individual (for community lead-
ers) and cooperative levels. The work at the individual level focuses on human 
development. It includes modules on leadership, common wellbeing, communica-
tion, conflict resolution, and negotiation. A final module on the technical aspects of 
marine conservation and sustainable fisheries to orientate fishers towards the devel-
opment of future projects is given at the end. Coaching sessions and personality 
assessments are also given to leaders throughout the training to better understand 
their personality type, common behavior, and leadership style according to their 
level of risk, patience, capacity to follow norms, and decision-making. The program 
was designed by fishers, governments, and CSOs, and piloted in the Gulf of 
California in 2013. After 3 years, 20 leaders (including four women) have graduated 
and started marine conservation and sustainable fisheries projects in their communi-
ties. The projects range from a fisherman teaching nature photography to children to 
a group of women establishing a sustainable fishing cooperative (Meza-Monge 
et al. 2015).

Fig. 20.2 Fiorenza Micheli (researcher at Stanford) and Miguel Castillo (fisher) comparing data 
after monitoring no-take zones in Natividad Island. Credits: Comunidad y Biodiversidad, A. C.
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Training at the cooperative level focuses on developing social enterprises. It 
includes modules on legal fishing, administration, competiveness, and financial 
mechanisms to invest in marine conservation and sustainable fisheries. This pro-
gram has been implemented in 26 cooperatives in Mexico. The modules are tailored 
to the cooperative’s needs. Coaching sessions for the cooperative’s leaders are also 
one of the elements of this program, and have been seen as vital for creating the 
conditions under which the collaborative work plans can be completed.

The SSF Guidelines mention the importance of digital inclusion to add value to 
fishing resources and raise awareness. In 2015, 81 interviews were undertaken with 
fishers on the use of digital social network (DSN). Results showed that 90% knew 
about DSN and 58% used it daily, mostly to maintain communication with their 
family members and friends, as well as to look for information and commercialize 
fishing products. Fishers are using Facebook (47%), YouTube (29%) and WhatsApp 
(17%) mainly through smartphones (57%) (Gastelum et al. 2015). These platforms 
and project specific websites have been successfully used to communicate fisheries 
information in Mexico. Examples include Facebook pages for the community leader 
program and the websites for the swimming crab fishery management plan 
(INAPESCA 2016), the MSC certification process of the Monterey Sardine fishery 
(CANAINPES 2016), and the multi-sectoral Kanan Kay Alliance (Kanan Kay 
Alliance 2016).

Lessons Learned The fulfillment of obligations and legal requirements for safety at 
sea and social security are generally lacking within traditional small-scale fisheries 
communities. In COBI’s experience these are key elements to dignify the fishing 
activity. This problem cannot be addressed in isolation as fishers operating without 
permits or on low margins are unlikely to invest time and money in acquiring or 
maintaining the necessary safety equipment. Promoting safe working conditions at 
sea, and security nets on land, enables conditions for sustainable fishing.

Adding a human dimension approach to the leadership program has been strate-
gic in ensuring personal development and growth of local leaders. Our program 
modernized capacity building in Mexico. For decades, capacity building usually 
focused on marine conservation and best practices for fishing. There are always 
coastal community leaders working towards a common wellbeing that, with a little 
help and skill development, can make significant changes in their communities. 
Through our capacity building program we have been able to create a network of 
change makers. This network continues to grow through exchanges and social net-
works such as Facebook.

Training for fishing cooperatives needs to have a business focus, beginning with 
a legal constitution, having robust finances and governance systems, and finally 
having access to financial support mechanisms (e.g., access to loans). Without any 
of these elements, it is unlikely that cooperatives will be able to fully engage in 
sustainable fisheries.

The importance of DSN for communicating information with and amongst fish-
ers must be recognized. Fishers are highly active and informed, and build strong 
communities through DSN.
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 Guideline: Value Chains, Post-harvest and Trade

Components of the SSF Guidelines Parties should recognize the role of small-scale 
fisheries post-harvest subsectors in the value chain and assure participation in 
decision- making, with a particular emphasis on the role of women. Traditional 
forms of association and capacity development in all stages of the value chain 
should be promoted, including support for the development of cooperatives and 
professional organizations. The end result should be quality and safe fishery prod-
ucts for both export and domestic markets, as well as robust marketing mechanisms. 
Effective fisheries management systems and policies should be in place to prevent 
over-exploitation driven by market demand (FAO 2015).

Mexican Context The importance of setting the basis for the implementation of 
measures to ensure high-quality, safe fish products during extraction, transportation, 
storing, and distribution is established in the Fisheries and Aquaculture Law. The 
law also establishes that the federal government should have a designated budget to 
strengthen the value chain for fisheries and promote production, industrialization, 
commercialization, quality improvement, and export of fishery products. In addi-
tion, the federal government should promote national consumption of seafood, 
added value to fishing products, access to premium and international markets, 
capacity building to link producers and strengthen value chains, and loans and 
financial mechanisms for sustainable fishing, research, technology and for improv-
ing competitiveness in the value chain. Finally, the federal government will estab-
lish the basis for the implementation of traceability systems for fishing resources 
(DOF 2007). The Cooperatives Law establishes that financial mechanisms should 
be available for investment projects proposed by cooperatives that demonstrate fea-
sibility, economic benefits, as well as financial and operational plans. It provides the 
basis for cooperatives to be organized through federations and confederations (DOF 
2009).

Contributions COBI has focused on two main strategies: the use of market incen-
tives such as eco-labeling and consumer guides (Fujita et al. 2013) and connecting 
small-scale fishers with new markets. These strategies are accompanied with a 
capacity development program for fishers to know which options they have for eco- 
labels and to give them creative communication channels to connect to better 
markets.

The case of the Baja California lobster fishery is particularly interesting. Fishers 
have stated that they have not received a better price for their lobster since certifica-
tion by the MSC. They export 90% of the catch (total catch in 2014 was 1446 tons) 
to markets in France, USA, and Asia (Smith et  al. 2010). These markets were 
already paying a good price before certification and continue to do so. However, 
since certification, the cooperatives have become a model for sustainable fishing in 
Mexico, giving them access to subsidies and providing intangible benefits such as a 
feeling of pride for members for having certification and being leaders in the field.
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Only one of the six cooperatives in Quintana Roo that were certified by the MSC 
perceived higher economic benefits, mostly due to the fact that the cooperative 
improved their negotiation skills and invested heavily in searching for markets.

Currently, a small portion (three out of 90 tons) of Yellowtail production (scored 
as best choice by MBA) is sold through SmartFish, an organization dedicated to 
improving onboard management of catch and commercialization of environmentally- 
friendly seafood. This label has been affordable to small-scale fishing cooperatives; 
however, to really maximize potential benefits, more consumer awareness is 
required. Whilst this label is recognized by consumers in the USA, it is not well 
known in Mexico.

COBI has linked fishers with main retailers in Mexico (e.g., Walmart, Chedraui) 
through participation in seafood fairs. The most important national event is orga-
nized by the federal government through the National Commission of Fisheries and 
Aquaculture (CONAPESCA). In this annual event, fishers are invited to exhibit 
their products and attend one-on-one meetings with the main Mexican retailers. 
Unfortunately, this type of business transaction is unattractive to many small-scale 
fishers as they often sell the product on the beach, get cash payment at the point of 
sale, and do not have access to processing, packaging, or transportation facilities. 
COBI, after taking note of these obstacles, began to change course. The current 
approach is to identify small-scale buyers that are willing to incentivize sustainable 
fishing practices. Meetings are being organized and digital platforms being created 
for fishers and buyers to connect. Chefs and restaurants have shown particular inter-
est in buying small-scale fisheries products, considering the volume and season. 
There is a growing trend, particularly in big cities such as Mexico City to sell and 
consume high quality gourmet, local, and organic food.

Finally, COBI is starting to involve buyers in the fishery improvement plans to 
make sure buyers are aware of fisher efforts towards the sustainability of the small- 
scale fisheries.

Lessons Learned Three main obstacles for concretizing negotiations between 
retailers and small-scale fishers have been identified. First is that of volume: retail-
ers generally expect high and consistent volumes throughout the year, not usually 
possible due to resource seasonality and closed seasons. Second is the issue of pay-
ments: retailers have payment policies that imply that the seller will receive pay-
ment weeks or months after they deliver the product. Third is the logistical concern: 
retailers usually expect fishers to bring products to the stores, and in particular 
presentations.

Small-scale fisheries require links to markets that not only incentivize sustain-
able fishing, but also understand the characteristics of small-scale fisheries (seasons, 
volumes etc.). Small-scale buyers represent a good opportunity. They are willing to 
pay more under the characteristics of small-scale fisheries. But, they expect high 
quality seafood, formality, and professionalism from the fishers. Thus, fishers need 
to be willing to improve harvest and post-harvest practices

Although there is support from the Mexican government for the commercializa-
tion of seafood products, it is important to recognize that small-scale fisheries have 
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to be well organized and legal before looking for access to better market opportuni-
ties. Additionally, fish buyers should be included in marine conservation and sus-
tainable fishery efforts.

The experience with the three certification processes described above shows that 
cooperatives are strongly aligned to sustainability standards. The challenge has 
been to cover the costs of the certification process and access preferential markets 
that provide incentives such as higher prices for sustainably caught products. 
COBI’s experience of working with MSC certifications for small-scale fisheries has 
highlighted that whilst certification may not provide economic benefits, it may bring 
intangible benefits that will be reflected in the governance structures, including 
more inclusive, transparent, and collaborative processes, as well as access to other 
incentives such as subsidy programs.

 Guideline: Gender Equality

Components of the SSF Guidelines Gender mainstreaming should be an integral 
part of all small-scale fisheries development strategies including compliance with 
obligations under international human rights law. Measures should be put in place 
to address discrimination against women and improve organizational development 
and equal participation in decision-making processes. There should be equal access 
to extension and technical services, fishery relevant legal support and evaluation 
systems to improve women’s status, develop better technologies, and generate 
appropriate work in small-scale fisheries (FAO 2015).

Mexican Context The Fisheries and Aquaculture Law has no emphasis on gender 
equality (see DOF 2007). The Cooperatives Law only establishes that there will be 
equity in rights and obligations for the members of cooperatives, including women 
(see DOF 1994). The Climate Change Law includes a wide array of mechanisms to 
promote gender equality. For example, it has a national program for gender equality 
that aims at no discrimination against women and promotes women’s access to 
decent work and resources. It also aims for greater, inclusion of women in environ-
mental decision-making, productive projects, and evaluation processes, offers sup-
port to indigenous women, and incorporates a gender equality approach to 
environmental and sustainability policies, aligned to international agreements (DOF 
2012c).

Contributions Fisherwomen have been invited to, and participated in, COBI’s pro-
grams. Two fisherwomen cooperatives, each consisting of eight people, have self- 
organized and become legal fishers; four women from the Bahia de Kino community 
are part of the first generation of community leaders in the Gulf of California; 28 
women have been trained in subtidal monitoring to evaluate aquarium species and 
the effect of no-take zones; two of these 28 women collect data registered by ocean-
ographic sensors (pH, salinity, temperature, and dissolved oxygen) as a part of a 
long-term project to monitor the effects of hypoxia on benthic resources reported in 
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their community (Micheli et al. 2012) and along the California Current caused by 
climate change (Chan et  al. 2008). In addition, in 2013 the first workshop to 
exchange experiences among women involved in fisheries was held in the small 
town (5000 people) of Bahia de Kino. Early in 2016, one of the community leaders 
participated in a panel organized by the Mexican Senate and CSOs about the role of 
fisherwomen in fisheries management and research. Mrs. Delfina said, “It is our 
[women’s] time to show others how to fish and protect our seas for our grandchil-
dren, the time of our husbands is over.”

Lessons Learned Women have decided to participate in COBI’s programs because 
of personal challenges. However, once they have become part of projects, women 
have shown themselves to be great leaders, entrepreneurs, citizen scientists, and 
speakers on what they do and why they do it. In addition, they have demonstrated a 
strong commitment to marine conservation and the long term sustainability of 
small-scale fisheries. Including women in fisheries management and research brings 
new perspectives, visions, solutions, and knowledge to the table (Fig. 20.3).

 Guideline: Disasters Risks and Climate Change

Components of the SSF Guidelines Combating climate change in the context of 
small-scale fisheries requires urgent and ambitious action. Actions and support 
should be in accordance with the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) and The Future We Want from the United Nations Conference 
on Sustainable Development (Rio + 20). Strategies for adaptation, mitigation, and 
building resilience should be developed, including special support for small islands 
(where climate change may have particular implications for food security, nutrition, 
housing, and livelihoods), indigenous peoples, and vulnerable and marginalized 
groups (FAO 2015).

Mexican Context The Fisheries and Aquaculture Law establishes the importance of 
promoting, regulating, and implementing mitigation and adaptation actions to 
address the impacts of climate change. In addition, it suggests that national policies 
for fisheries and aquaculture need to be designed with a climate change adaptation 
and mitigation approach (DOF 2007). The Climate Change Law establishes the 
basis to address the adverse impacts of climate change. It states that policies need to 
be designed to take these changes into account, and highlights the importance of 
reducing the vulnerability of human populations, the relevance of building national 
capacity to respond to environmental changes, and of education, research, technol-
ogy, and innovation in this field. According to this law a fund will be created to 
gather public, private, national, and international financial resources to be used to 
implement actions to address climate change. The federal government will invite 
Mexican society to participate in the design and implementation of a National 
Policy on Climate Change Adaptation and Mitigation, and will provide incentives 
for the best efforts in this field (DOF 2012c). The Strategic Program on Climate 
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Change has been created. The program includes the creation of a National Oceans 
Policy to address the effects of climate change, the implementation of the Code of 
Conduct for Responsible Fishing, and the implementation of additional safety at sea 
measures (DOF 2014b).

Contributions COBI, along with local fishers, has begun designing and implement-
ing regional networks of reserves in the Mexican Pacific Ocean, Gulf of California, 
and Mesoamerican Reef principally as a strategy to restore fisheries and marine 
ecosystems, but also to adapt to environmental changes. The process in the Gulf of 
California is the first to include ecological connectivity and climate change into the 
regional design of a network of marine reserves (Suarez et al. 2014).

Fishers have started to see and understand the potential benefits of marine 
reserves for adapting to climate and environmental changes. In 2006, the fishing 
cooperative Buzos y Pescadores de Baja California established two marine reserves 
within their fishing concession. In 2008 and 2009, two climate-driven hypoxia 
events produced mass mortality of benthic invertebrates leading to 75% and 50% 
mortality of Pink Abalone, (Haliotis corrugate), in the fishing grounds and marine 
reserves, respectively (Micheli et al. 2012). These hypoxia events have been well 
documented along the California Current (Chan et al. 2008), with significant drops 
in oxygen concentrations in shallow waters resulting from changes in upwelling 

Fig. 20.3 Fisherwomen in Estero Santa Cruz, Sonora. The cooperative “Mujeres del Mar de 
Cortés” is self-organizing to have rights to fish under sustainability standards. Credits: Eunice 
Adorno/Comunidad y Biodiversidad, A. C.
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intensity and patterns caused by abnormally strong winds; events that have become 
more common in the last two decades. After these mortality events, monitoring 
results showed that pink abalone inside the reserves were more abundant, larger 
(45% above the legal fishing size), and more mature (92%), producing 40% more 
eggs than in fishing areas and hence resulting in higher recruitment inside the 
reserves and in adjacent areas (Micheli et al. 2012). In the case of the Caribbean, 
no-take zones established in 2012 in the Sian Ka’an Biosphere Reserve have shown 
significant increases in spiny lobster abundance (Fulton et al. 2015). Additionally, 
despite heavy rains through the 2013–2014 lobster season, which reduced state- 
wide catches by half due to freshwater influx in fishing grounds, lobster abundance 
in the no-take zones remained the same and in some cases continued to increase 
(Fulton et al. 2015).

Lessons Learned The inclusion of oceanographic monitoring equipment is vital for 
adequately monitoring components of climate change in the marine reserves and 
fisheries. Using the example from Isla Natividad (Micheli et al. 2012), if there had 
not been access to physical data generated in the marine reserves during the hypoxia 
events, mass mortality could have been attributed to some other factor, limiting the 
management options available. In some areas, implementation of oceanographic 
monitoring has been slower than desired. Unfortunately, it is often difficult to justify 
the installation of expensive oceanographic equipment before unpredictable climate 
variations occur. However, not having this equipment means the most critical data is 
lost before monitoring begins. Luckily, fishers are much attuned to their environ-
ment and act as early warning systems for adverse events. In most areas, their open-
ness, willingness to share information, and find a solution with groups with whom 
they have long collaborated creates favorable conditions in which to come up with 
proposals aimed at adapting to climate change.

 Guideline: Ensuring an Enabling Environment and Supporting 
Implementation of the SSF Guidelines

Components of the SSF Guidelines All parties are encouraged to support, commu-
nicate, and monitor the implementation of these Guidelines, including the facilita-
tion of national platforms in collaboration with CSOs to oversee implementation. 
States should recognize the need for policy coherence with regard to national and 
international laws and agreements, institutional coordination (ecosystem approaches, 
marine spatial planning, and integrated coastal zone management), and collabora-
tion (international, regional, sub regional and with CSOs, fisheries cooperatives, 
etc.). Fisheries information systems should be used to promote effective decision- 
making, transparency, sustainability, research, and communication. Capacity devel-
opment should be in place to improve participatory decision-making, benefit from 
market opportunities, develop co-management arrangements, and improve knowl-
edge transfer (FAO 2015).
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Mexican Context The SSF Guidelines have not been explicitly incorporated into 
national policies. However, as mentioned above, some of the principles were imple-
mented before the SSF Guidelines were published. To be systematic, the implemen-
tation and monitoring of the SSF Guidelines should be incorporated into national 
policies.

Contributions Efforts have been made to create enabling environments along with 
communities of change makers who can help continue the implementation and 
enforcement of the SSF Guidelines and improve policy coherence as well as trans-
parency and participation in decision-making and management schemes.

For example, COBI has implemented a marine conservation course directed at 
decision-makers (mainly legislators from the Senate Chamber) and graduate stu-
dents to increase the national capacity for addressing Mexican marine conservation 
and fisheries issues. In the course, participants analyze the current situation of 
marine fisheries and ecosystems and develop creative and feasible solutions. The 
course has been run four times and has facilitated the development of new relation-
ships between decision-makers, experts (including fishers), and students.

COBI also organizes a fisher exchange called ‘Pescador a Pescador’ (Fisher to 
Fisher). Four exchanges have happened thus far, each time bringing together up to 
100 fishers, mostly from Mexico, but also at times from USA, Guatemala, Argentina, 
Belize, Chile, Philippines, Jamaica, Honduras, Colombia, and Brazil. These events 
create dialogue spaces for small-scale fishers and allow discussion of common 
problems. Each meeting has a theme: 2003 – Improving fishing through the use of 
marine reserves; 2006 – The responsibility of the fisher in creating an ordered and 
sustainable fishery; 2011  – Fishers’ role in fisheries management; and 2015  – 
Organization is key. These interchanges build long lasting connections between 
fishers that the confidence of fishers, and allow the exchange of ideas aimed at com-
ing up with common solutions for sustainable fisheries.

In collaboration with other CSOs, governments, and researchers, COBI is part of 
a citizen’s initiative to improve public participation in fisheries management and 
research in the Fisheries and Aquaculture Law. This initiative has been presented to 
the Senate and was well received.

Lessons Learned Most of the recommendations of the SSF Guidelines rely heavily 
on state intervention; however, a diverse set of other stakeholders also play an 
important role in building policy coherence, institutional coordination, collabora-
tion, capacity development, and monitoring the implementation of the SSF 
Guidelines. Creating enabling environments and alliances with diverse sectors and 
disciplines are key for the design, implementation and monitoring of the SSF 
Guidelines.

Much of the work in which COBI has been involved has consisted of multi- 
sectoral collaboration in which researchers, users, governments, CSOs, and other 
stakeholders work towards a common goal and provide important perspectives on 
the work being completed. Alliances and exchanges bring diversity of knowledge, 
resources, and expertise to the management of a resource, co-production of knowl-
edge, and social learning. This helps make more informed and collective decisions, 
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and improve transparency and trust between the different sectors. And as mentioned 
above, the use of platforms to report progress on national and international goals 
and projects is essential for increasing participation, collaboration, commitment, as 
well as transparency.

 Main Lessons and Challenges

The SSF Guidelines provide significant impetus for the long-term sustainability of 
small-scale fisheries. They can be used as a framework to document experiences 
and guide local and national initiatives. From the Mexican experience of imple-
menting the principles on small-scale fisheries, the following can be ascertained:

Property and Access Rights Are Fundamental for the Sustainability of Small-Scale 
Fisheries In Mexico the Fisheries and Aquaculture Law allows exclusive access to 
marine resources in the form of permits and concessions, but does not allow for 
property rights per se. Access rights are sufficient to promote long-term sustainabil-
ity in many fisheries, however in many parts of Mexico, small-scale fishers do not 
operate under these schemes. In many cases this is simply because they have not 
requested them, given the lack of information and misconceptions over what the 
process entails. Many fishers end up getting trapped in a downward cycle of disor-
ganization or corruption and continue to fish illegally. It was observed in some 
cooperatives and organized groups that sharing even the most basic information on 
how to apply for a permit can result in radical changes in fisher behavior. Fishers are 
willing to follow this process and commit to sustainability in order to get and main-
tain permits. Preference for receiving fishing rights should be given to traditional 
small-scale fishers to ensure that the rights are not concentrated in the hands of a 
few powerful players, a situation that is common in some areas and one that can lead 
to unregistered fishers and illegal fishing.

Capacity Building with Fishers, Leaders, and Fishing Organizations Is of Utmost 
Importance Coordinated, collective action is a key component of movements 
towards sustainability, but it is recognized as particularly difficult in the remit of 
fisheries (Feeny et al. 1990). In the first half of the twentieth century, Mexican pub-
lic policy favored the creation of fishing cooperatives and organizations (Cruz-Ayala 
and Igartúa-Calderón 2006); however, in the last 30 years policies and privatization 
in the fishery sector has removed many of the incentives for fishers to organize. 
COBI’s experience has been that working with organized fishers is more likely to 
lead to successful implementation of sustainable fishing projects. Thus, investments 
should be made in creating leaders, transforming cooperatives into social enter-
prises, and creating multi-stakeholder management committees with common goals 
and objectives.

International Standards for Sustainable Fishing Can Be Used as a Framework for 
Small-Scale Fisheries Sustainability has been extensively defined. International 
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standards can provide the framework and main elements for sustainable fishing. In 
COBI’s experience, the fulfilment of the sustainability requirement of eco- 
certifications requires collective action, strong cooperatives that are prepared to 
cover the transition to sustainability, and the understanding that there is no panacea: 
multiple tools may need to be applied depending on the resources and governance 
system. The costs of maintaining certifications are often too high for small produc-
ers. It is important to explore the diversity of financial mechanisms available to 
fishers to ensure that they can absorb the costs of certification in the mid to long 
term.

Market Incentives Are Yet to Guide Small-Scale Fisheries Towards 
Sustainability Whilst market incentives do help, access to preferential markets is 
not necessarily easily obtained (at least in Mexico where only a few exceptional 
sustainable fishery cases have had access to premium markets), and hence cannot be 
relied upon as the sole means for fishers to commit to sustainability. In addition, the 
idea that major retailers can be linked to sustainable small-scale fishers has not 
come to pass in Mexico as of yet, due to the small catch volume, variable fishing 
seasons, and logistical hurdles. COBI is currently exploring the opportunity of con-
necting small-scale fishers directly with small-scale buyers, financial institutions, 
and novel options for making these connections (digital platforms and events) more 
viable. It is important to recognize that small-scale buyers focus on the quality of 
the product. For small-scale fishers to access these markets, they have to improve 
the way they catch and manage products onboard and during processing.

Gender Equality Is Essential for Sustainable Fisheries The role of women has 
been widely recognized but poorly quantified. In Mexico, the role of women is not 
explicitly addressed in the Fisheries and Aquaculture Law or in decision-making 
processes more generally. By including women in such processes richer discus-
sions, more representative visions, and more creative solutions to fisheries matters 
can be obtained. In Mexico, fisherwomen have proven to be great leaders, entrepre-
neurs, and fisheries scientists.

Environmental Change Is Happening Fisheries management tools have to consider 
changing environmental conditions as part of design and implementation. No-take 
zones have proven to be effective tools to cope with these changes but more work is 
needed. Examples on how to incorporate environmental change into marine reserve 
designs are being developed. Fishers in the meantime are adapting and obtaining 
experience of how to adapt. Resource distribution and seasonality are shifting fish-
ing patterns and frameworks based on the SSF Guidelines need to be in place to 
ensure that small-scale fisheries continue to provide food security and livelihoods to 
the people that depend on them.

Alliances Create Enabling Environments and Support Implementation Multi- 
sectoral collaborations are vital for the successful implementation of the SSF 
Guidelines. Trust must be built between sectors, based on transparency, openness, 
and mutually-beneficial objectives. Having fishers participate in public policy and 
speak directly top-level government officials helps transmit the message that 
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 organized fishers and organized citizens (the CSOs) together are pushing the move 
towards implementation of sustainable fishing practices.

 Conclusions

The SSF Guidelines are a landmark document that highlights the importance of the 
small-scale fishery sector and provides the framework on which FAO member orga-
nizations should base their efforts to not only ensure the survival of the sector, but 
allow it to thrive, particularly in developing countries. As mentioned in the SSF 
Guidelines, an enabling environment should be created in each state that promotes 
collaboration between the state, fishing organizations and CSOs. Whilst the guide-
lines highlight the importance of the role of the state in the implementation of the 
SSF Guidelines, other stakeholders can use these principals to assist the transition 
towards sustainability. CSOs should not be limited to filling the gaps left by states 
because the latter do not have the necessary resources to adequately manage an 
extensive coastline and diverse fisheries. Using examples from Mexico, we have 
described how a CSO, working in direct collaboration with fishers and fishing com-
munities, can use the framework and guiding principles of the SSF Guidelines to 
create replicable models of social development, gender equality, and sustainable 
resource use in the coastal communities of a developing country. The long-term suc-
cess of these models will be measured by the number of successful replicas. We 
intend that these replicable models result in a paradigm shift in sustainable fisheries 
management at the national level.

There continue to be many challenges on the path towards sustainable small- 
scale fisheries that balance conservation and livelihood objectives; however, CSOs 
are bridging the gap between the state and fishers, and the SSF Guidelines provide 
vital guidance and direction.

Acknowledgements Thanks to L.  Bourillon, F.  Fernandez, A.  Gómez, A.  Hernández, 
A. Lejbowicz, A. Moreno, E. Rolón, M. Rojo, N. Zamora García and the reviewers for their con-
tribution to this work. Thanks are also due to Alianza World Wildlife Fund–Fundación Carlos Slim, 
David and Lucile Packard Foundation, Fondo Mexicano para la Conservación de la Naturaleza, 
International Community Foundation, Marisla Foundation, Oak Foundation, Sandler Supporting 
Foundation, Summit Foundation, and Walton Family Foundation for their support over the years. 
Finally, thanks are due to our community partners, and fisherwomen and fishermen, from whom 
we have learned so much.

References

Ahmed, M. (1991). A model to determine benefits obtainable from the management of riverine 
fisheries of Bangladesh (ICLARM Technical Report, 28). 133 p.

20 Civil Society Contributions to the Implementation of the Small-Scale Fisheries…



446

Basurto, X. (2005). How locally designed access and use controls can prevent the tragedy of the 
commons in a Mexican small-scale fishing community. Society and Natural Resources, 18(7), 
643–659.

Basurto, X., Cinti, A., Bourillón, L., Rojo, M., Torre, J., & Weaver, A. H. (2012). The emergence 
of access controls in small-scale fishing commons: A comparative analysis of individual 
licenses and common property-rights in two Mexican communities. Human Ecology, 40(4), 
597–609.

Berkes, F. (2010). Linkages and multilevel systems for matching governance and ecology: Lessons 
from roving bandits. Bulletin of Marine Science, 86(2), 235–250.

Bobadilla, M., Alvarez-Borrego, S., Avila-Foucat, S., Lara-Valencia, F., & Espejel, I. (2011). 
Evolution of environmental policy instruments implemented for the protection of totoaba and 
the vaquita porpoise in the upper gulf of California. Environmental Science & Policy, 14(8), 
998–1007.

Bourillón, L. (2002) Exclusive fishing zone as a strategy for managing fishery resources by the Seri 
Indians, gulf of California. Doctoral dissertation, University of Arizona.

Bourillón, L. (2009). Eco-certificación de la pesca de langosta roja en Baja California. Biodiversitas, 
86, 7–11.

CANAINPES. (2016). Pesquería de pelágicos menores en el Golfo de California. www.sardina-
golfodecalifornia.org. Accessed 12 Dec 2016.

Chan, F., Barth, J. A., Lubchenco, J., Kirincich, A., Weeks, H., Peterson, W. T., & Menge, B. A. 
(2008). Emergence of anoxia in the California current large marine ecosystem. Science, 
319(5865), 920–920.

Charles, A. T. (1988). Fishery socioeconomics: A survey. Land Economics, 64(3), 276–295.
CIMARES. (2010). Política Nacional de Mares y Costas de México (65p). Ciudad del Mexico: 

Secretaría de Medio Ambiente y Recursos Naturales.
Cinti, A., Duberstein, J. N., Torreblanca, E., & Moreno-Báez, M. (2014). Overfishing drivers and 

opportunities for recovery in small-scale fisheries of the Midriff Islands region, gulf of 
California, Mexico: The roles of land and sea institutions in fisheries sustainability. Ecology 
and Society, 19(1), 15.

Cisneros-Montemayor, A. M., Cisneros-Mata, M. A., Harper, S., & Pauly, D. (2013). Extent and 
implications of IUU catch in Mexico’s marine fisheries. Marine Policy, 39, 283–288.

CONAPESCA. (2013). Anuario estadístico de pesca y acuacultura 2013. México: SAGARPA.
Cruz-Ayala, M. B., & Igartúa-Calderón, L. E. (2006). La transformación de la legislación pesquera 

en México: un acercamiento en el contexto político-económico (1925–1992). In P. Guazmán & 
D. F. Fuentes (Eds.), Pesca, acuacultura e investigación en México (p. 400). México: Centro de 
Estudios para el Desarrollo Rural Sustentable y la Soberanía Alimentaria, Comisión de Pesca, 
Cámara de Diputados.

DOF. (2007). Ley General de Pesca y Acuacultura 67p Ciudad de Mexico: Diario Oficial de la 
Federación.

DOF. (2009). Ley General de Sociedades Cooperativas (34p). Ciudad de Mexico: Diario Oficial 
de la Federación.

DOF. (2012a). Carta Nacional Pesquera (236p). Ciudad de Mexico: Diario Oficial de la Federación.
DOF. (2012b). Ley Federal de Fomento a las Actividades Realizadas por Organizaciones de la 

Sociedad Civil (16p). Ciudad de Mexico: Diario Oficial de la Federación.
DOF. (2012c). Ley General de Cambio Climático (44p). Ciudad de Mexico: Diario Oficial de la 

Federación.
DOF. (2014a). Ley de Navegación y Comercio Marítimos (77p). Ciudad de Mexico: Diario Oficial 

de la Federación.
DOF. (2014b). Programa Especial de Cambio Climático (96p). Ciudad de Mexico: Diario Oficial 

de la Federación.
Dunn, E. (2005). The role of environmental NGOs in fisheries governance. In T.  Gray (Ed.), 

Participation in fisheries governance (pp. 209–218). Dordrecht: Springer.

M.J. Espinosa-Romero et al.

http://www.sardinagolfodecalifornia.org/
http://www.sardinagolfodecalifornia.org/


447

Espinosa-Romero, M. J., Cisneros-Mata, M. Á., McDaniels, T., & Torre, J. (2014a). Aplicación del 
enfoque ecosistémico al manejo de pesquerías artesanales. Caso de estudio: Puerto Libertad. 
Sonora. Ciencia Pesquera, 22(2), 65–77.

Espinosa-Romero, M.  J., Rodriguez, L.  F., Weaver, A.  H., Villanueva-Aznar, C., & Torre, 
J. (2014b). The changing role of NGOs in Mexican small-scale fisheries: From environmental 
conservation to multi-scale governance. Marine Policy, 50, 290–299.

Espinoza-Tenorio, A., Espejel, I., & Wolff, M. (2015). From adoption to implementation? An aca-
demic perspective on sustainable fisheries management in a developing country. Marine Policy, 
62, 252–260.

FAO. (1995). The code of conduct for responsible fisheries. Rome: Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations.

FAO. (2014). The state of world fisheries and aquaculture 2014. Rome: Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations.

FAO. (2015). Voluntary guidelines for securing sustainable small-scale fisheries in the context of 
food security and poverty eradication. Rome: Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations.

Feeny, D., Berkes, F., McCay, B.  J., & Acheson, J.  M. (1990). The tragedy of the commons: 
Twenty-two years later. Human Ecology, 18(1), 1–19.

Fernández-Rivera Melo, F. J., Espinosa-Romero, M. J., Rojo, M., Soria, G., & Torre, J. (2015). 
Innovating management bivalve fisheries in Mexico. In Abstracts of the Florida State University 
Mote ymposium, Propagating TURFs into the 21st Century: The value constraints and limita-
tions to territorial user rights in fisheries. Mote, Florida, 11–12 October 2015.

Finkbeiner, E. M., & Basurto, X. (2015). Re-defining co-management to facilitate small-scale fish-
eries reform: An illustration from Northwest Mexico. Marine Policy, 51, 433–441.

Fujita, R., Lynham, J., Micheli, F., Feinberg, P. G., Bourillón, L., Sáenz-Arroyo, A., & Markham, 
A. C. (2013). Ecomarkets for conservation and sustainable development in the coastal zone. 
Biological Reviews, 88(2), 273–286.

Fulton, S., Caamal, J., & Marcos, S. (2015). Resultados del monitoreo biológico de los refugios 
pesqueros de Quintana Roo 2012–2015. Sonora: Comunidad y Biodiversidad A.C.

Fulton, S., Hernández-Velasco, A., Suarez-Castillo, A., Fernández-Rivera Melo, F. J., Rojo, M., 
Sáenz-Arroyo, A., Weaver, A. H., Cudney-Bueno, R., Micheli, F., & Torre, J. (Forthcoming). 
From fishing fish to fishing data: The role of artisanal fishers in conservation and resource 
management. In Salas et al. (Eds.), Navigating small-scale fisheries towards viability and sus-
tainability: Experiences from Latin America and the Caribbean, MARES Series, Springer.

Gabriel-Morales, J., & Perez-Damian, J. L. (2006). Crecimiento poblacional e instrumentos para 
la regulación ambiental de los asentamientos humanos en los municipios costeros de México. 
Gaceta ecológica, 79, 53–77.

Gastelum, E., Torre, J., Espinosa-Romero, M. J., Fernandez-Rivera Melo, F. J., Zepeda, J. A., & 
Salas, S. (2015). The use of social digital networks by artisanal fishers in the Gulf of California, 
México. In Abstracts of the 68th conference of the Gulf and Caribbean Fisheries Institute Two 
oceans…same coastal issues. Panama City, Panama, 9–13 November 2015.

Germain, N., Hartmann, H. J., Melo, F. J. F. R., & Reyes-Bonilla, H. (2015). Ornamental reef fish 
fisheries: New indicators of sustainability and human development at a coastal community 
level. Ocean & Coastal Management, 104, 136–149.

Hanna, S. (1994). Property rights and performances of natural resource systems. The Common 
Property Resource Digest, 29, 1–3.

Hernández, A., & Kempton, W. (2003). Changes in fisheries management in Mexico: Effects of 
increasing scientific input and public participation. Ocean & Coastal Management, 46, 
507–526.

INAPESCA. (2016). Proceso de elaboración del Plan de Manejo de Jaiba. http://plandemanejo-
jaiba.blogspot.mx. Accessed 12 Dec 2016.

Kanan Kay Alliance. (2016). The Kanan Kay Alliance. www.alianzakanankay.org. Accessed 12 
Dec 2016.

20 Civil Society Contributions to the Implementation of the Small-Scale Fisheries…

http://plandemanejojaiba.blogspot.mx
http://plandemanejojaiba.blogspot.mx
http://www.alianzakanankay.org/


448

López-Torres, V. G., Moreno-Moreno, L. R., & Marín-Vargas, M. E. (2016). Un acercamiento a los 
actores ribereños en la pesca de camarón en San Felipe, Baja California. Región y Sociedad, 
23(67), 5–44.

Marín-Monroy, E. A., & Ojeda-Ruíz de la Peña, M. A. (2016). The role of socioeconomic disag-
gregated indicators for fisheries management decisions: The case of Magdalena-Almejas Bay, 
BCS. Mexico. Fisheries Research, 177, 116–123.

McConney, C. P., Pomeroy, R., & Khan, Z. (2014). ENGOs and SIDS: Environmental interven-
tions in small island developing states. In S. M. Garcia, J. Rice, & A. Charles (Eds.), Governance 
of marine fisheries and biodiversity conservation. Interaction and coevolution. West Sussex: 
Wiley-Blackwell.

Méndez-Medina, C., Schmook, B., & McCandless, S. R. (2015). The Punta Allen cooperative as 
an emblematic example of a sustainable small-scale fishery in the Mexican Caribbean. 
Maritime Studies, 14(1), 1.

Mendoza-Carranza, M., Arévalo-Frías, W., & Inda-Díaz, E. (2013). Common pool resources 
dilemmas in tropical inland small-scale fisheries. Ocean & Coastal Management, 82, 
119–126.

Meza-Monge, A., Figueroa, A. L., Torre, J., Espinosa-Romero, M. J., Rojo, M., & Hernández, G. 
(2015). Programa de líderes comunitarios marinos en el Golfo de California, México. In X 
Convención internacional sobre medio ambiente y desarrollo. La Habana, Cuba, 6–10 July 
2015.

Micheli, F., Saenz-Arroyo, A., Greenley, A., Vazquez, L., Montes, J. A. E., Rossetto, M., & De 
Leo, G. A. (2012). Evidence that marine reserves enhance resilience to climatic impacts. PloS 
One, 7(7), e40832.

Moreno, A., Bourillón, L., Flores, E., & Fulton, S. (2016). Fostering fisheries management effi-
ciency through collaboration networks: The case of the Kanan Kay alliance in the Mexican 
Caribbean. Bulletin of Marine Science, 92, 0.

Moreno-Báez, M., Orr, B.  J., Cudney-Bueno, R., & Shaw, W.  W. (2010). Using fishers’ local 
knowledge to aid management at regional scales: Spatial distribution of small-scale fisheries in 
the northern gulf of California, Mexico. Bulletin of Marine Science, 86(2), 339–353.

Ramírez-Rodríguez, M., & Ojeda-Ruíz, M. Á. (2012). Spatial management of small-scale fisheries 
on the west coast of Baja California Sur, Mexico. Marine Policy, 36(1), 108–112.

Ratner, B. D., & Allison, E. H. (2012). Wealth, rights, and resilience: An agenda for governance 
reform in small-scale fisheries. Development Policy Review, 30(4), 371–398.

Robles-Zavala, E. (2014). Coastal livelihoods, poverty and well-being in Mexico. A case study of 
institutional and social constraints. Journal of Coastal Conservation, 18(4), 431–448.

Sanchez-Bajo, C. B., & Roelants, B. (2011). Capital and the debt trap: Learning from coopera-
tives in the global crisis. Houndmills/New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

SEMARNAT. (2012). Plan de Manejo Tipo para Peces Marinos de Ornato. Secretaria de Medio 
Ambiente y Recursos Naturales, Dirección General de Vida Silvestre, Mexico. http://www.
semarnat.gob.mx/archivosanteriores/temas/gestionambiental/vidasilvestre/Documents/
Planes%20de%20Manejo/PM%20Peces%20Ornato%2031%20octubre%202012.pdf. 
Accessed 10 May 2016.

Senko, J., Mancini, A., Seminoff, J. A., & Koch, V. (2014). Bycatch and directed harvest drive high 
green turtle mortality at Baja California Sur, Mexico. Biological Conservation, 169, 24–30.

Smith, M., Roheim, C. A., Crowder, L. B., Halpern, B. S., Turnipseed, M., Anderson, J. L., Asche, 
F., Bourillon, L., Guttormsen, A. G., Khan, A., Liguori, L. A., McNevin, A., O’Connor, M. I., 
Squires, D., Tyedmers, P., Brownstein, C., Carden, K., Klinger, D. H., Sagarin, R., & Selkoe, 
K. (2010). Sustainability and global seafood. Science, 327(5967), 784–786.

Suarez, A., Torre, J., & Alvarez-Romero, J. (2014). Diseño de una red de reservas marinas para los 
arrecifes costeros en la Región de las Grandes Islas, Golfo de California. Quinto Informe 
Nacional de México ante el Convenio sobre la Diversidad Biológica Comisión Nacional para 
el Conocimiento y Uso de la Biodiversidad. México: Comisión Nacional para el Conocimiento 
y Uso de la Biodiversidad

M.J. Espinosa-Romero et al.

http://www.semarnat.gob.mx/archivosanteriores/temas/gestionambiental/vidasilvestre/Documents/Planes de Manejo/PM Peces Ornato 31 octubre 2012.pdf
http://www.semarnat.gob.mx/archivosanteriores/temas/gestionambiental/vidasilvestre/Documents/Planes de Manejo/PM Peces Ornato 31 octubre 2012.pdf
http://www.semarnat.gob.mx/archivosanteriores/temas/gestionambiental/vidasilvestre/Documents/Planes de Manejo/PM Peces Ornato 31 octubre 2012.pdf


449

Zepeda-Domínguez, J. A., Zetina-Rejón, M., Espinoza-Tenorio, A., Ponce-Díaz, G., Lluch-Belda, 
D., Espinosa-Romero, M. J., Torre-Cosío, J., & Cisneros-Mata, M. A. (2016). Mapeo topológico 
de los actores involucrados en la pesquería de jaiba café Callinectes bellicosus del estado de 
Sonora. Ciencia Pesquera. N° especial, 23, 81–90.

20 Civil Society Contributions to the Implementation of the Small-Scale Fisheries…



451© Springer International Publishing AG 2017 
S. Jentoft et al. (eds.), The Small-Scale Fisheries Guidelines, MARE Publication 
Series 14, DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-55074-9_21

Chapter 21
Caribbean Fisherfolk Engage the Small-Scale 
Fisheries Guidelines

Patrick McConney, Terrence Phillips, Nadine Nembhard, and Mitchell Lay

Abstract Small-scale fisheries are prominent features of the small island develop-
ing states (SIDS) of the Caribbean Community (CARICOM). Small-scale fisheries 
contribute to foreign exchange earnings, income, food security, employment and 
culture in most CARICOM SIDS. Fishing industry workers (fisherfolk) and their 
organisations became engaged in the process of developing the Voluntary Guidelines 
for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale fisheries in the Context of Food Security and 
Poverty Alleviation (SSF Guidelines) in 2012. Given the subdued responses of most 
national fisheries authorities to the SSF Guidelines, these civil society formal and 
informal groups have become the champions of the Guidelines into the current 
implementation phase. At the same time, they are struggling to engage with the 
Caribbean Community Common Fisheries Policy (CCCFP) in an environment of 
limited policy coherence and collaboration. This case study, conceptually grounded 
in social-ecological system and resilience thinking, examined the engagement of 
fisherfolk with the SSF Guidelines through the lens of institutional analysis. 
Through their activities in communication, advocacy, policy influence and capacity 
development, we examined patterns of interaction and outcomes. Fisherfolk are 
demonstrating increasing capacities for self-organisation, advocacy and policy 
influence, but face a rather passive policy domain in which active engagement with 
state agencies can be challenging. The SSF Guidelines process has helped to 
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empower fisherfolk, and if they maintain their trajectory they should realise their 
potential as change agents in Caribbean policy despite the challenges.

Keywords Caribbean • Fisherfolk • Organisation • Policy

 Introduction

Small-scale fisheries for inshore and offshore living marine resources contribute to 
national food security, livelihoods, foreign exchange earnings, personal income, 
social relations, culture and well-being in the Caribbean (Fanning et  al. 2011). 
Small-scale fisheries are prominent features of the 17 small island developing states 
(SIDS) that comprise the Caribbean Regional Fisheries Mechanism (CRFM).1 The 
CRFM is an advisory regional fisheries body, established by treaty to address 
(CRFM 2002):

 (a) the efficient management and sustainable development of marine and other 
aquatic resources within the jurisdictions of Member States;

 (b) the promotion and establishment of co-operative arrangements among inter-
ested States for the efficient management of shared, straddling or highly migra-
tory marine and other aquatic resources;

 (c) the provision of technical advisory and consultative services to fisheries divi-
sions of Member States in the development, management and conservation of 
their marine and other aquatic resources.

In 2003 the heads of government of the member states decided that a fisheries 
policy and regime were necessary to implement the CRFM treaty. Almost a decade 
of technical and legal talks ensued, resulting in the Caribbean Community Common 
Fisheries Policy (CCCFP). Although not yet signed by the countries, the CCCFP 
was recognized in 2014 as a treaty that was legally binding on the members of the 
CRFM (2015). Also in 2014, the FAO Committee on Fisheries adopted the Voluntary 
Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-scale fisheries in the Context of Food 
Security and Poverty Alleviation (SSF Guidelines) following a global civil society 
consultation and official technical negotiation process that started in 2008 (FAO 
2015).

Despite different start dates and development processes, the CCCFP and SSF 
Guidelines have converged to have generally compatible aims and content. For 
example, while the CRFM was leading the formation of the Caribbean Network of 
Fisherfolk Organisations (CNFO), fishing industry workers (fisherfolk) were mini-
mally engaged in the formulation of the CCCFP. Fisherfolk, through the CNFO as 

1 Anguilla, Antigua and Barbuda, Bahamas, Barbados, Belize, Dominica, Grenada, Guyana, Haiti, 
Jamaica, Montserrat, St. Kitts and Nevis, St. Lucia, St. Vincent and the Grenadines, Suriname, 
Trinidad and Tobago, Turks and Caicos.
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a regional network of national fisherfolk formal and informal bodies, were more 
engaged in the process of developing the SSF Guidelines. While both fisheries 
instruments have received limited support from Caribbean fisheries authorities, the 
SSF Guidelines are receiving more attention from fisherfolk than the CCCFP largely 
due to the engaging consultative process. The formal and informal groups (fisheries 
cooperatives and associations respectively) have also paid more attention to the SSF 
Guidelines in their current implementation phase than have the national fisheries 
authorities. Fisherfolk promote the links between the SSF Guidelines and CCCFP 
more than fisheries authorities. Thus non-state actors are attempting to influence 
fisheries policy. This reversal of roles in promoting new directions for Caribbean 
fisheries policy deserves close examination. It may signal changes in the role of 
fisherfolk in the policy environment.

This chapter, conceptually grounded in social-ecological system and resilience 
thinking, examines how fisherfolk engage with fisheries policy, it seeks to learn les-
sons from recent fisheries governance. Viewed through the lens of institutional 
analysis, it examines Caribbean fisherfolk engagement with the SSF Guidelines 
process globally and regionally. It focuses upon a partnership of academic, NGO 
and fisherfolk organisation stakeholders that coalesced to interact with national and 
regional fisheries bodies and policy processes in order to promote and implement 
the SSF Guidelines, and to link the Guidelines to the CCCFP along with various 
fisheries projects, plans and programmes. The focus is mainly on the SSF Guidelines 
but, like the fisherfolk, we take note of links with the CCCFP.

In reviewing fisheries activities in communication, policy influence and capacity 
development we look for patterns of interaction, outcomes, and learning in relation 
to Part 3 of the SSF Guidelines aimed at Ensuring an enabling environment and 
supporting implementation. The authors also surveyed fisherfolk leaders for their 
perspectives on achievements and future priorities relevant to the SSF Guidelines. 
The chapter addresses how the Guidelines are providing a strong rallying point and 
focus for fisherfolk collective action and engagement with fisheries policy at mul-
tiple levels through many different means.

The next section describes the conceptual approach used in the chapter. The fol-
lowing two sections respectively examine the early engagement of fisherfolk in the 
SSF Guidelines process up to 2014, and then the initiation of implementation from 
2014 to mid-2016. There is diversity and complexity in the Caribbean situation. We 
can learn from the engagement whether there is an enabling policy environment, 
and the extent to which the environment supports implementation of the SSF 
Guidelines or other fisheries instruments. The final sections draw out the main 
lessons.
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 Conceptual Approach

Our analysis is rooted in the notion that small-scale fisheries are complex and adap-
tive social-ecological systems (Mahon et  al. 2008). People-centred marine 
ecosystem- based management that includes small-scale fisheries is necessary in the 
Caribbean for sustainable living marine resources (Fanning et al. 2011). Governance 
of the living marine resources of the Caribbean Large Marine Ecosystem (CLME) 
and North Brazil Shelf LME is currently receiving much attention to improve for-
mal transboundary governance arrangements and their performance through linked 
multi-level policy cycles (Mahon et al. 2014). Attention is also being paid to the 
multi-level engagement of fisherfolk with policy in CRFM countries (McConney 
and Phillips 2011).

Several complementary analytical frameworks can be used to examine fisherfolk 
and other stakeholder engagement in the SSF Guidelines’ development and imple-
mentation. Jentoft (2014) argues that implementation can be framed as interaction. 
In this light, prominent among the frameworks is the interactive governance 
approach (Jentoft and Chuenpagdee 2015). Regional governance framework assess-
ment (Mahon et al. 2014) and collaborative planning (McConney and Phillips 2011) 
have been used with Caribbean fisheries stakeholders. The institutional analysis and 
development framework (McGinnis and Ostrom 2014) has been used for Caribbean 
coastal resources, especially to investigate collaborative management interactions 
(Pomeroy et al. 2004). We use institutional analysis to draw out lessons from limited 
qualitative data on CRFM fisheries events and interactions related primarily to the 
SSF Guidelines (Fig. 21.1).

Context

External factors

Organisational
actors e.g. CNFO

Action arena

e.g. global aspects
beyond CRFM SES

SSF Guidelines
events & activities

e.g. workshops

Patterns of
interactions

Outcomes

e.g. enabling
SSF policy

environment

Learning and
adaptation
e.g. policy

Bio-physical
e.g. ecology

Socio-economic
e.g. livelihoods

Institutional
e.g. governance

Fig. 21.1 Institutional analysis and development framework applied to the Caribbean situation 
(Based on McGinnis and Ostrom 2014)
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FAO documents chronicle global development of the SSF Guidelines, but most 
Caribbean engagement in the global SSF Guidelines process, and the entire CCCFP 
process, are either undocumented or in grey literature. In addition, there are stake-
holders, such as the authors, who were participant observers in both processes. We 
draw heavily on these observations to fill in the documentation gaps and furnish 
interpretation in the analysis.

The analysis in this chapter starts by examining the engagement of Caribbean 
fisherfolk in events and initiatives at national, regional and global levels tied to the 
SSF Guidelines, and to fisheries policy and projects at these multiple levels of gov-
ernance. We reviewed capacity building and fisheries advisory workshops, calls for 
a SSF Guidelines protocol to the CCCFP, links to ‘blue economy’ initiatives, and 
inclusion in transboundary governance in the CLME. Multi-faceted projects with 
connections to the SSF Guidelines are in progress for improving food security, 
organisational leadership and advocacy for policy influence. Despite the long list of 
events and initiatives, it is worth asking whether the many interactions and their 
outcomes have assisted in forging an enabling environment for the SSF Guidelines 
that supports their implementation in combination with regional fisheries policy 
such as the CCCFP. Like Jentoft (2014), we ask whether the countries and stake-
holders are able to walk the talk. Perhaps it is too soon to say for sure, but we can 
share the signs of progress.

In the next sections we use annotated timelines to present and discuss interac-
tions from the perspectives of the authors who participated in the global and regional 
SSF Guidelines and regional CCCFP processes. The results and discussion include 
views from some national fisherfolk leaders, via a survey, on what they have done 
and hope to achieve in relation to the main operational provisions of the SSF 
Guidelines.

 External Factors and Context

Our institutional analysis starts with an appreciation of external factors and the con-
text for interactions and outcomes in the fisheries social-ecological system of the 
CRFM. World events and SSF Guidelines processes occur outside of the CRFM 
system at higher external institutional levels and in other geographic locations. 
However, most of these are connected to the CRFM regional and national levels. 
Defining the CRFM by maritime jurisdictions alone does not define the SES within 
the CLME since fishery resources and human operations extend beyond the political 
boundaries. Defining the CRFM SES as fishery resources plus member countries, 
observers, partners and other functional or interactive actors within a multi-level 
governance network is more useful for determining the most relevant bio-physical, 
socio-economic and institutional contexts (Fanning et al. 2011; Mahon et al. 2014).

Within the CRFM SES the predominant bio-physical or ecological contextual 
feature is that the most valuable fishery resources accessible to the countries (e.g. 
shrimp, lobster, conch, reef fish and large pelagic fishes) are characterised by either 
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increasingly restrictive conservation measures or by over-exploitation and deple-
tion. Either way, fishery resources are scarce. The CLME transboundary diagnostic 
analysis also identified habitat degradation with ecosystem modification and pollu-
tion as additional ecological threats with governance implications (Mahon et  al. 
2011). In this context, CRFM countries are little different from others that recognise 
resource sustainability as an issue for small-scale fisheries requiring immediate 
action on several fronts, often complicated by the impacts of climate change and 
variability.

In the socio-economic context, the fronts include livelihoods, markets, food 
security, poverty and other human dimensions. Fisheries livelihoods tend to be sea-
sonal, either alternating among fisheries or switching between fisheries and other 
forms of work such as in tourism or construction. Many fisherfolk only work part- 
time in fisheries, and the official statistics cannot capture, either in real time or 
accurately, the numbers involved. These range from hundreds to tens of thousands 
depending on the size of the country. Similarly, the contribution to Gross Domestic 
Product from fisheries is difficult to calculate accurately, but official statistics range 
from 0.5% to 3.0% in many reports (CRFM 2012). This pattern of uncertainty sur-
rounding a variety of socio-economic metrics extends to market information such as 
prices and income, the contribution to food security and levels of poverty, despite 
regional studies that attempt estimation (Mahon et  al. 2011; CRFM 2012). The 
CRFM is similar to many developing regions in that small-scale fisheries are often 
marginalised by other economic sectors (Jentoft 2014; Nayak et  al. 2014). The 
quantitative comparisons within and across sectors demanded by policy analysts to 
develop scenarios for policy choices are challenging undertakings.

Regarding the governance institutions for decision-making among the above 
choices, it was previously noted that many fisheries processes do not reflect the 
policy coherence called for in the SSF Guidelines (Mahon et al. 2011, 2014). This 
is especially the case for shared transboundary living marine resources and improv-
ing the situation is the rationale behind the CLME series of governance projects. 
This is where instruments such as the SSF Guidelines and CCCFP are particularly 
relevant along with collaboration between fisheries authorities and fisherfolk organ-
isations to implement full linked policy cycles for the issues facing the region 
(Mahon et al. 2014). The next sections elaborate upon these points.

 Actors, Interactions, and Outcomes

 Early Engagement

The CRFM spearheaded the establishment of the CNFO from 2004 in a project that 
was separate from the country-level technical and legal discussions on the Common 
Fisheries Policy and Regime (as it was called before becoming the CCCFP) getting 
underway at the same time (McConney and Phillips 2011). The SSF Guidelines 
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process started in 2008 with the Global Conference on Small-Scale Fisheries in 
Bangkok (FAO 2009). Formal approval of the CCCFP and adoption of the SSF 
Guidelines (FAO 2014a, b) both took place in 2014 although there was little interac-
tion between the two processes along the way. Figure 21.2 sets out a timeline of 
important SSF Guidelines activities and events from a fisherfolk perspective, with 
relevance to interactions and outcomes, including those germane to the CCCFP.

Caribbean fisherfolk leaders were networked to form the CNFO and also drawn 
into the SSF Guidelines process by the CRFM Secretariat and its NGO project part-
ners rather than by the national fisheries authorities. Tangible incentives for fisheries 
authorities to become involved were either absent or weak. When there was a break 
in the supply of external funding for the CNFO establishment from 2009 to 2011 the 
national fisheries authorities did not fill the gap either in cash or in kind through 
national and local initiatives. The fisherfolk also took no action to address the situ-
ation. By the time funding resumed, the priorities of the Technical Centre for 
Agricultural and Rural Cooperation (CTA), as donor, had changed, with the empha-
sis being on policy formulation and execution in agriculture (including fisheries) 
and rural development and promoting the use of ICT in these areas, rather than on 
organisational development. The successor project was to focus on policy develop-
ment and implementation, but still within the context of sustainable resource use. At 
the 2010 FAO Latin America and Caribbean Regional Consultative Meeting on 
Securing Sustainable Small-scale Fisheries in Costa Rica the CRFM participants 
were fisheries officials from Belize, Dominica, Grenada and the CRFM Secretariat 
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Fig. 21.2 Timeline of Caribbean fisherfolk engagement related to the SSF Guidelines up to 2014
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(FAO 2011). Caribbean fisherfolk representatives were not present. The need to 
engage the Caribbean SIDS was pointed out to the FAO (2012).

As a consequence, the regional workshop at the end of 2012 was organised as the 
major Caribbean event to draw diverse stakeholders together for a few days to 
examine the SSF Guidelines (FAO 2013). Together fisheries officers, fisherfolk, 
NGO staff, academics and others crafted a Caribbean perspective. This workshop 
also marked the beginning of the international networking in which the CNFO 
would become engaged until approval of the Guidelines. Unlike the CNFO, most of 
the CRFM national fisheries authorities did not take part in the SSF Guidelines 
process at the FAO, for reasons that remain unclear, despite encouragement from 
the CRFM Secretariat and the CNFO.  National fisheries authorities also did not 
strongly engage fisherfolk in the final stages of the CCCFP negotiations that took 
place in 2011.

The following year, 2013, saw a flurry of activity on several fronts. FAO, CRFM 
Secretariat, Caribbean Natural Resources Institute (CANARI) and University of the 
West Indies-Centre for Resource Management and Environmental Studies (UWI- 
CERMES) all engaged the CNFO in various projects and events related to the SSF 
Guidelines. These organisations became the Caribbean partners of the FAO in pro-
moting the SSF Guidelines regionally. Some of the interactions among the Caribbean 
partners directly tackled the approach of the fisherfolk towards self-organisation to 
develop capacity and influence policy, sometimes via mentors (CANARI 2013a). 
Leadership at the levels of the individual, the national fisherfolk organisation and 
CNFO was of particular interest. An example is offered (Table 21.1) through the 
lens of a Barbados National Union of Fisherfolk Organisations (BARNUFO) work-
shop on the SSF Guidelines in 2013.

It is evident from Table 21.1 that the fisherfolk were acutely aware of both the 
leadership role that BARNUFO could potentially play as well as the capacity devel-
opment required to realise that potential. The policy environment did not appear to 
be enabling especially with regard to knowledge mobilisation and information 
flows. Much relied upon developing human capital within the fishing industry as a 
prerequisite for taking advantage of the SSF Guidelines that the FAO COFI approved 
for worldwide implementation in June 2014. Importantly, the CNFO attended the 
rounds of technical consultations that took place in Rome. Perhaps even more criti-
cal was that CNFO participation was part of the wider global civil society organisa-
tion engagement within which the CNFO was becoming embedded on its own 
merit, without the direct assistance of state actors in the Caribbean. Among CRFM 
member states, only Suriname stood out as exceptional by both actively engaging in 
the SSF Guidelines technical consultations in Rome and also including a fisherfolk 
representative in the national delegation to give them a voice.
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 Implementation Phase

The period from mid-2014 to mid-2016 is the start of the SSF Guidelines imple-
mentation phase globally. In Fig. 21.3 are some of the major activities, events, inter-
actions and outcomes for that period in the CRFM member states.

The approval of the SSF Guidelines by COFI did not immediately release an 
abundance of international resources for implementation. FAO worked on formulat-
ing the required Global Assistance Programme (GAP) and Caribbean fisheries non- 
state actors participated in GAP-related events in Rome and the Caribbean 
throughout the period. The FAO provided small grants to implement Component 3 
of the GAP for Empowering stakeholders: capacity development and institutional 

Table 21.1 Fisherfolk perspectives on organisation leadership roles and the capacity required to 
lead implementation of the SSF Guidelines

Sections of SSF Guidelines BARNUFO leadership role Capacity development required

Part 1: Introduction

Objectives Link BARNUFO’s objective 
to SSF Guidelines

Ensure objective is understood 
within the fishing industry

Nature and scope Adapt SSF Guidelines to 
national context

Workshops, video etc. to 
promote SSF Guidelines

Guiding principles Insert into national fisheries 
management plans

Fisherfolk meetings on specific 
fisheries plans and projects

Relationship with other 
international instruments

See above See above

Part 2: Responsible fisheries and sustainable development

Governance of tenure and 
resource management

Help fisheries to become less 
marginalised

Knowledge on tenure rights; 
public awareness for industry

Social development, 
employment, decent work

Advocate more funds to be 
spent on fisheries issues

Data availability and access; 
awareness of fisheries value

Value chains, post-harvest and 
trade

Adapt policies, procedures 
outlined in the Guidelines

Advocate for continued 
training, storage facilities, 
marketing

Gender equality Gender mainstreaming Know about gender 
mainstreaming

Disaster risks and climate 
change

Integrate disaster and 
climate into fisheries plans

Workshops and resources to 
inform of climate, disaster 
risks

Part 3: Ensuring an enabling environment and supporting implementation

Policy coherence, institutional 
coordination, collaboration

Strengthen communication 
among stakeholders

Improve organisation website; 
learn and use more ICT tools

Information, research and 
communication

Strengthen communication 
among stakeholders

Get information out to more 
fisherfolk to get them engaged

Capacity development Build capacity for effective 
NGO management overall

Workshop on effectively 
managing boards of NGOs

Implementation support, 
monitoring, evaluation

Conduct all above with 
sustainable financing

Sustainable financing that can 
combine all above activities

Adapted from Blackman et al. (2013)
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strengthening which was focused on forming a more formal partnership by agree-
ment among the main Caribbean actors previously mentioned and on the further 
strengthening of the CNFO. On 28 June 2016, the CNFO reached the milestone of 
gaining legal status in Belize as a not-for-profit company. This status is expected to 
open new doors for the CNFO to achieve greater autonomy and regional policy 
influence. For example, big international NGOs such as The Nature Conservancy 
have been attracted to the CNFO as project partners in conservation. Non-state part-
ners assisted the CNFO formalisation process and the CRFM Secretariat has pro-
vided office space. The Caribbean partners identified earlier also linked sustainable 
resource use, managed marine areas, food security, leadership, gender and other 
aspects of fisheries to the provisions of the SSF Guidelines in project activities. 
While not opposing either of the instruments or any of the actors, national fisheries 
authorities have done little to advance either the SSF Guidelines or the CCCFP to 
date. The potential for synergies between the two policy instruments was pointed 
out in several activities (CANARI 2015a). Their compatibility is shown in Fig. 21.4 
by comparing their content. The absence of attention to gender in the CCCFP stands 
out in the comparison, but much content is similar or compatible. For example, both 
the CCCFP and SSF Guidelines embrace responsible fisheries and the ecosystem 
approach to fisheries as fundamental for sustainable management and livelihoods. 
Both instruments also recognise the importance of the postharvest sector, data man-
agement and communication. While the CCCFP does not employ a human rights 
based approach and civil society organisation to the extent that the SSF Guidelines 
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Fig. 21.3 Timeline of SSF Guidelines implementation phase from mid-2014 to mid-2016
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does, it addresses fisherfolk participation, livelihoods and empowerment in a few 
articles. Given that a global instrument would not develop the same level of specific-
ity to norms, values, culture, society, economy and ecology as a regional instrument 
would, the degree of compatibility is high considering their separate processes.

In this early implementation phase, the CNFO has been actively encouraging its 
fisherfolk leaders to contemplate what they wanted to focus on as priority under the 
GAP to create the enabling environment for SSF Guidelines implementation. 
Table 21.2 shows the outputs of a fisherfolk working group that considered GAP 
implementation in the context of promoting the ‘blue economy’ (CRFM 2014). Due 
mainly to CNFO limited capacity the recommendations remain much more aspira-
tional than achievable.

The recommendations in the first three components of Table 21.3 demonstrate 
that fisherfolk were keenly aware of practical steps to be taken. The fourth compo-
nent suggests that it is necessary but not sufficient for them to be aware, since the 
deficiencies in collaboration with state authorities were serious constraints to imple-
menting the recommendations. This was one of the events in which the CNFO rec-
ommended the development of a protocol for the CCCFP based on the SSF 
Guidelines, and to incorporate the Guidelines into national fisheries policies (CRFM 
2014). The latter strategy is similar to that taken to insert the guiding principles of 

Small-scale Fisheries
Guide lines
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Fig. 21.4 Comparing content of the CCCFP and SSF Guidelines illustrates compatibility
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Table 21.2 Outputs of the CNFO SSF Guidelines working group at the blue growth workshop

Components of SSF Guidelines global 
assistance programme

CNFO SSF Guidelines working group 
recommendations

Raising awareness and providing policy 
support: knowledge products and 
outreach

Strengthen fisherfolk capacity to communicate 
effectively
Prepare CNFO and member fisherfolk organizations 
to take the lead in awareness raising in the fishing 
industry – peer learning
Take the information into schools to prepare youth 
stewardship
Develop a marketing programme for the SSF 
Guidelines
Obtain a champion or mascot, and develop a catch 
phrase
Initiate partnership with the news media for reliable 
coverage
Use billboards, TV and radio (interviews, morning 
programmes)
Utilize more personal ICT: social media e.g. 
Facebook, Twitter
Use major events to disseminate information; 
graphics and print
Outreach focused on sustainability of livelihoods not 
only of fish
Use case studies that mainly demonstrate practical 
successes
Link awareness to issues, so that information is 
demand driven

Strengthening the science-policy 
interface: sharing of knowledge and 
supporting policy reform

Research agendas must be driven by the needs of the 
industry
Develop scientific models appropriate to small scale 
fisheries
Holistic approach: stock assessment, ecosystem 
services, socio-economic and cultural aspects, 
occupational health and safety
Mainstreaming of gender issues and pursuit of 
gender equality
Fisherfolk need to be involved in the process at each 
stage and make sure the science gets into policy and 
gets implemented
Collaboration of fisherfolk with recognized scientists 
in the field should be facilitated so that research done 
is better recognized
National policy should include reference to the SSF 
Guidelines and other global guidelines that support 
policy implementation
Insurance supports more risk-based science to ensure 
protection of fisherfolk against natural hazards and 
other livelihood threats

(continued)
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the Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries (CCRF) into national fisheries man-
agement plans. The strategy elevated the visibility and awareness of the Code 
throughout the CRFM region.

In order to obtain a fisherfolk perspective on the implementation of the SSF 
Guidelines in the context of fisheries management, a small purposive sample of 
fisherfolk leaders who had been to SSF Guidelines events indicated via a self- 
administered open-ended survey what fisherfolk were already doing that was con-
sistent with the Guidelines, and what additional measures they would recommend 
to further implement the Guidelines in their countries. The CNFO’s aim was to also 
use the information to develop a demand-led programme of work to further engage 
members as well as to interact with fisheries authorities. Responses were received 

Table 21.2 (continued)

Components of SSF Guidelines global 
assistance programme

CNFO SSF Guidelines working group 
recommendations

Empowering stakeholders: capacity 
building and institutional strengthening

Build capacity of national fisherfolk organisations to 
engage in policy discussion and be well represented 
in policy arenas
Develop organisational culture of accountability and 
transparency
Improved oversight of fisherfolk organizations by 
authorities such as Cooperative Departments
Intensify training in administration, leadership, 
succession plans
Use study attachments to learn about success stories 
first-hand
Make funding available for fisherfolk organisations 
to participate at various meetings and other key 
events
Recognise informal cultural institutions for social 
protection
Enabling environment: policy, infrastructure, market 
access
Fisherfolk representation on fisheries committees at 
national, regional and global levels (e.g. CNFO 
attends Forum meetings)

Supporting implementation of 
monitoring, evaluation, adaptive 
management, and learning

Include fisherfolk at all levels, including 
implementation process
Informal arrangements for civil society and state to 
collaborate
NGOs need to sit more at the table with state 
representatives
Use simple score card system to evaluate 
implementation of the SSF Guidelines in three main 
areas: socio-economic, governance and ecology

Source: CRFM (2014)
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from fisherfolk leaders in Barbados, Guyana, and St. Lucia. Table 21.3 summarises 
combined responses.

The table shows a clear recognition by fisherfolk leaders that they are already on 
the path to implementing the SSF Guidelines and that their accomplishments are 
substantial. It also shows a well thought out set of priorities for the future. The rec-
ommendations are generally compatible with the CCCFP as well. Many of the 
future priorities, however, require state agency or other external assistance to imple-
ment due to capital cost, need for a prior legal-institutional framework, scale of 
implementation or level of technology. These may prove to be constraints given the 
restrained interest of the fisheries authorities in the SSF Guidelines and the scarcity 
of state resources to allocate to the fishery sector in most cases.

 Discussion

The institutional analysis and development framework acknowledges the influence 
of external factors such as donor funding, the FAO global consultative process, 
attracting big international NGOs; and these contributed significantly to the interac-
tions within the social-ecological system. In particular, the FAO played a major role 
in shaping the patterns of interactions and outcomes of all of the Caribbean actors 
at critical points in the timeline. In many respects, these global to lower level inter-
actions contributed to policy coherence by maintaining a focus that seems to have 
wavered less than in the CCCFP process. The CNFO’s global networking and their 
entry into the international fisheries policy domain was greatly facilitated by FAO 
events and various forms of support. On the other hand, external actors had limited 
influence on national fisheries authorities and their interactions.

The context for the Caribbean experience with the SSF Guidelines process was 
firmly rooted in institutional arrangements and governance interactions. Resource 
sustainability remained in the background as there was little dialogue on the status 
of fisheries stocks and habitat. Due in part to dependency on external resources, the 
CNFO capacity development and engagement shifted from socioeconomics and 
fisherfolk livelihoods towards policy influence. In the institutional context the 
CNFO broke new ground, becoming through advocacy an actor in the evolving 
policy domain of the CRFM. The CNFO engaged in advocacy with the support of 
other non-state actors and the CRFM Secretariat (McConney and Phillips 2011) 
despite the conspicuous absence of fisherfolk from the centre stage of the CCCFP 
process (CANARI 2013b). The institutional arrangements towards the end of the 
period saw the CNFO active in both the Guidelines and CCCFP arenas, but still 
much more involved in the former. Advocacy has gained the CNFO a foothold in 
regional fisheries policy domains (e.g. CLME+ Project, Caribbean Fisheries 
Forum). However, the CNFO still needs to work on developing the capacity, collec-
tive action and resource mobilization skills to influence policy significantly. An 
example would be to marshal resources to formulate the protocol for the CCCFP to 
integrate the SSF Guidelines into regional fisheries policy as recommended.
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Table 21.3 Results of an open-ended survey of fisherfolk leaders on implementing the SSF 
Guidelines

SSF Guidelines sub- 
headings, examples

What fisherfolk have done, 
or are doing in policy now

What fisherfolk want to do in the 
future mainly by policy influence

Governance of tenure and 
resource management

Helped develop policy, 
management practices, 
institutional collaboration

Influence fisheries governance and 
more resource ownership

  Reasonable rights to 
where and how you fish 
responsibly

Access resources guided by 
fisheries authority

Involve fisherfolk in decisions 
impacting fisheries livelihoods

  Manage fisheries to 
protect ecosystems and 
livelihoods

Adhere to management 
practices e.g. closed 
seasons, gear regulations

Co-ownership of government fish 
marketing infrastructure

  Responsible fishing, 
co-management, 
monitoring, control and 
surveillance

Co-management of fishery 
resources and MPAs

Promote ecosystem based fisheries 
management

Fishers often reminded by 
peers to fish responsibly

Artisanal vessels fitted with vessel 
monitoring systems

Larger boats fitted with 
vessel monitoring systems

Train fishers in monitoring, control 
and surveillance; and data collection 
and use
Researchers and fisherfolk 
co-investigate traditional fishing 
combined with community life

Social development, 
employment and decent 
work

Benefit from capacity 
building, fiscal incentives 
and public infrastructure

Improve social services and 
productivity incentives

  Reducing poverty, 
improving food security, 
quality of life

Training and education 
increased productivity and 
reduced postharvest loss

Support fisherfolk organization 
human capacity development

  Safe working 
environment

Participation in safety at 
sea training, compliance

Subsidize fishers safety equipment 
and supplies

  Social security, 
insurance

Fuel rebates provided to 
fisherfolk in cooperatives

Improve facilities at landing sites 
e.g. ramps, lockers

  Financial services and 
credit

Better fish landing sites Create awareness of the need to 
save and live a better life

  Good public 
infrastructure

Social security to insure 
artisanal vessels, workers

Stricter law enforcement for 
compliance with safety laws

Minor self-help repairs to 
maintain infrastructure

Gain access to more financial 
services and credit facilities
Collaborate on support for trade and 
entrepreneurship

Value chains, post-harvest 
and trade

Institutional collaboration, 
market access and trade

Build capacity of secondary 
cooperatives to increase fish 
production, reduce postharvest 
losses and improve safety

  Include postharvest 
sector in fisheries 
decisions

Use technology to sustain 
fish quality at sea via ice

Improved marketing standards

(continued)
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Table 21.3 (continued)

SSF Guidelines sub- 
headings, examples

What fisherfolk have done, 
or are doing in policy now

What fisherfolk want to do in the 
future mainly by policy influence

  Reduce wastage, loss of 
fish

Training for fisherfolk in 
fish handling, processing

Transfer ownership of markets to 
fisherfolk organizations

  Support fisherfolk 
organizing

Availability of marketing 
facilities for storage, 
processing and retailing

Create incentives to generate more 
investment in processing

  Market access for 
seafood to be traded 
locally and export

Created comprehensive 
fisheries incentives regime 
for fisherfolk islandwide

Involve fish processing plant 
representatives in policy, etc.

  Fair distribution of 
fisheries benefits among 
fisherfolk

Fish vendors are included Involve more fisherfolk in the sector 
decision-making

Fishers learning to reduce 
product wastage, loss

Develop value added products and 
alternative livelihoods
Fisherfolk know how to access 
regional, international markets

Gender equality Gender sensitivity in 
fisheries legislation, 
management practices

Women in fisheries leadership, 
ownership and governance

  Equal opportunities for 
the participation of men 
and women in 
decision-making

Involved women at all 
levels of fisheries policy, 
planning, management

Greater participation of women in 
fisheries decision-making processes 
and organizations

  Policies and laws 
support livelihoods and 
rights of women as well 
as men

Appreciate the critical role 
women play in sustaining 
many fisherfolk livelihoods

Highlight contribution (social and 
economic) of women in fisheries, 
rural development

  Women are equally 
assisted in capacity 
development and new 
technologies or services

Recruitment of women into 
fisheries management and 
co-operatives

Change mind set of women to get 
them to participate more in process 
of decision making

No restrictions on women Clear policy addresses the 
marginalization of fisherfolk

No barriers preventing 
women from being trained

Develop a women in fisheries 
committee to focus on the issues of 
women and work with authorities 
on specific tasks

Equality via Fisheries 
Advisory Committee

Disaster risks and climate 
change

Policies and coordinated 
action among fisherfolk and 
other stakeholders

Improved coordination between 
state and fisherfolk on action

  Taken into account in 
fishery strategies, 
policies and plans

Fisherfolk involved in 
consultation, conferences, 
climate change committee

Consensus on best practices to 
reduce the impacts of climate 
change on fisheries, fisherfolk

(continued)
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The action arenas changed little over the period regarding actors, events and 
activities. The period was characterised by workshops and project activities of sev-
eral types, but mainly at the regional level (CANARI 2015a). Although the projects 
concerned with strengthening governance for food security and for implementing 
the SSF Guidelines GAP included national and local arenas, these were seldom 
sustained beyond specific events and initiatives. A major reason for this was the low 
level of national fisheries authority activity in either policy process, perhaps due to 
scarce or weak tangible incentives. Caribbean fisheries authorities tend to set the 
national policy agendas. Most fisherfolk organisations have too low capacity, or 
willingness, to engage in policy entrepreneurship. Thus, unless there is greater lead-
ership from the organisations, these policies will remain neglected and isolated 
from new thrusts such as the ‘blue economy’ (CRFM 2014). For the CNFO to have 
greater impact upon the work of fisheries authorities and bring the SSF Guidelines 
to centre stage there must be more constant engagement among the stakeholders 
with the fisherfolk persuasively demonstrating how implementing the Guidelines 
will be in the interest of the authorities. Showing, for example, how the Guidelines’ 
content on climate change adaptation and disaster risk management can be practi-
cally implemented to reduce these major threats to fisheries would be likely to ele-
vate levels of state agency interest and policy support.

The patterns of governance interaction and their outcomes, taken together, reveal 
how the CNFO is acquiring adaptive capacity through networking and developing 
an informed set of fisherfolk leaders that facilitate self-organisation (CANARI 
2015a). These features confer resilience, but questions remain as to whether the 

Table 21.3 (continued)

SSF Guidelines sub- 
headings, examples

What fisherfolk have done, 
or are doing in policy now

What fisherfolk want to do in the 
future mainly by policy influence

  Emergency response 
and good disaster 
preparedness

Coordinated responses to 
emergencies; developed 
resilient adaptive strategy

Compensation for fisherfolk after 
extreme weather systems

  Introducing technology 
and practices for climate 
change adaptation and 
mitigation

Modify gear and fishing 
methods including FADs

Assistance to replace gear and 
repair boats, livelihood assets

  Improving energy 
efficiency

Small vessels assist 
emergency response

Need to put in place risk-based 
fisheries policies and plans

Use of sails in assisting 
motorized vessels during 
long trips to conserve fuel

Develop a disaster mitigation, 
resilience and response plan

Concessions, incentives for 
fisherfolk to handle climate 
change impacts

Develop a more harmonized 
relationship between fisherfolk and 
emergency organizations
Introduce more energy efficient 
systems on board fishing vessels 
e.g. solar panels

Source: Fisherfolk Leader 2016 Survey
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extent and rate of change in the CNFO are sufficient to adapt to the rapidly changing 
and increasingly unpredictable ecological, socio-economic and institutional con-
texts with faster variables in the social-ecological system. If the CNFO and partners 
effect change too slowly, then implementing the SSF Guidelines will always lag 
behind the fisheries’ circumstances to be addressed. However, if fisherfolk try to 
change quickly and too often, the chaotic lack of institutionalised adaptive capacity 
could cause system resilience to be impaired or not to emerge. There needs to be a 
balanced approach through adaptive governance that allows for monitoring, evalua-
tion and learning in order to improve institutions based on changing circumstances 
and knowledge. Neither the CNFO nor fisheries authorities are currently invested 
sufficiently in participatory monitoring and evaluation within fisheries policy cycles. 
This is one of the shortcomings that the CLME+ Project is intended to address 
through national intersectoral consultative mechanisms, for example.

Through fisherfolk interaction with policy actors an enabling policy environment 
appears to be emerging (McConney and Phillips 2011). The main deficiency, 
remarked upon above, is the inability to attract national fisheries authorities to 
actively champion the SSF Guidelines and CCCFP implementation. Whereas 
CRFM countries incorporated the guiding principles of the CCRF into national and 
regional fisheries statements, management plans and policy instruments, the uptake 
of the SSF Guidelines has, so far, been much slower and less enthusiastic, As previ-
ously mentioned, we speculate that inadequate incentives explain the lack of 
engagement although the countries typically do not reveal their reasons. Yet, these 
are early days, and the pace may quicken as global external factors and regional 
pressures exert more influence on national decision-making in favour of paying 
attention to the SSF Guidelines. These factors are expected to enhance fisherfolk 
policy influence whether or not they become better self-organised and empowered 
through capacity building and advocacy.

Compared to the CCRF, the SSF Guidelines are less technical and emphasise a 
human rights approach that has not been a part of the CRFM fisheries policy dis-
course as reflected in the development of the CCCFP. The latter omits gender, for 
example, and has little on decent work, social protection, climate change adaptation, 
disaster risk management and more human dimensions of fisheries. Fisheries author-
ities are generally still ill-equipped to deal with social science and human dimen-
sions (Mahon and McConney 2004). In addition, the inter-agency (e.g. with gender 
and poverty units) and inter-sectoral (e.g. with tourism) interaction is typically well 
below the ideal for an ecosystem approach to fisheries (Mahon et al. 2011). The 
regional initiative to integrate climate and disasters into fisheries and aquaculture 
(McConney et al. 2015) remained disconnected from the final stages of the CCCFP 
process. In many respects, the SSF Guidelines are also less congruent with the fish-
eries’ economic development trajectory of these countries than was the CCRF.

The above observations do not, however, entirely explain the low interest by most 
fisheries authorities in the SSF Guidelines. Explanations are uncertain, but the low 
level of active participation in global fisheries and marine science policy-level 
events coupled with minimal engagement with national stakeholders both before 
and after such events (Mahon et al. 2010) could be contributing factors besides inad-
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equate tangible incentives. Other possible contributing factors include the absence 
of actively implemented fisheries policies and management plans in most countries, 
out-dated fisheries legislation in some, low status of fisheries authorities in the pub-
lic service, and low levels of staffing and functional capacity in many fisheries 
authorities. These factors should be taken into account regarding the action arena, 
patterns of interactions and outcomes. While the CCCFP currently does not fully 
provide an enabling environment for the SSF Guidelines, there is sufficient similar-
ity and complementarity for improvement to occur. The CRFM context is conducive 
to advancing both documents to address small-scale fisheries. Although CRFM 
countries show low interest in the SSF Guidelines, there is no indication that they 
are opposed to them. This situation beckons fisherfolk organisations to strengthen 
their roles in advocacy as a means of policy influence to strengthen the enabling 
environment. To some extent the CNFO has responded to this call by, for example, 
its interventions at the annual CRFM Caribbean Fisheries Forum that is convened to 
advise the Ministerial Council on fisheries policy (McConney and Phillips 2011).

The CNFO’s response through engagement in the SSF Guidelines process from 
global to national level has largely been through interactions with Caribbean non- state 
actors as partners (CANARI 2015a) and the FAO (2015). Within the CNFO, a few 
national fisherfolk organisations have been strong advocates of the SSF Guidelines, but 
one cannot say that they pervade the regional network yet. The interactions and out-
comes show that fisherfolk capacity development workshops have been the primary 
means of engagement. The CNFO has not yet led major advocacy of its own aimed at 
fisheries policy decision-makers or managers. Since 2015, through a FAO project with 
the Caribbean partners, there has been more emphasis on linking the SSF Guidelines to 
developing capable fisherfolk leadership and succession planning. These strategies 
mainly target improving fisheries sustainability awareness and action among fisherfolk.

To date, CNFO engagement has been shaped or executed largely to fit the proj-
ects and programmes of its partners in promoting the SSF Guidelines. Recently, the 
CNFO and its members have been attempting to formulate their own activities, with 
assistance as needed, to pursue a more immediate and practical agenda of demon-
strating how the SSF Guidelines can be applied to fisherfolk issues. For example, 
fisherfolk promotion of social protection was described in connection with decent 
work and gender in the SSF Guidelines (CANARI 2015b). This change from pas-
sive partner to action leader offers evidence of the CNFO’s potential for self- 
organisation that the SSF Guidelines is catalyzing and CNFO partners are 
encouraging. Some of this potential can be demonstrated by the CNFO’s involve-
ment in an increasing number of regional projects of the TNC, and the Caribbean 
partners in which it has considerable voice.

The CRFM Secretariat has engaged with the SSF Guidelines process and the 
CNFO initiatives much more than the national fisheries authorities. However, as 
demonstrated in a brochure (CRFM 2015) developed to promote the Guidelines, 
creating synergy with the CCCFP is not a priority. If the CRFM Secretariat were to 
make the SSF Guidelines more central to its operations such as the technical- 
scientific working groups, its strategic plan, and Caribbean Fisheries Forum, then 
the opportunities for engaging more fisherfolk would expand. The current govern-

21 Caribbean Fisherfolk Engage the Small-Scale Fisheries Guidelines



470

mental separation of the engagement with, and the implementation of, the two fish-
eries policy instruments, and hence fisheries management based upon them, remains 
a critical constraint to fisherfolk engagement in the SSF Guidelines spreading to the 
CCCFP and ultimately linking them whether in protocols or practice.

In an interactive multi-stakeholder policy environment Jentoft (2014, 10) sug-
gests that “over time, partly due to power struggle, goal displacement is to be 
expected. This may cause disappointment among those who initially had high 
expectations of the Guidelines and for whom they were primarily intended”. While 
it appears that the Caribbean fisherfolk, and other non-state actors, have higher 
expectations for the SSF Guidelines making a difference than the CCCFP, there 
appears to be no power struggle. Indeed, the parties are passive to the extent that the 
actor who takes the initiative is most likely to set the policy agenda and achieve a 
desired outcome. To date, it is primarily the engaged fisherfolk who are driving this 
process. Lack of engagement by fisheries authorities rather than exercise of power 
is most likely to be the reason for the SSF Guidelines not achieving the required 
traction in Caribbean fisheries. It is, however, still early in the process and there is 
every reason to be optimistic that the SSF Guidelines process has ushered in a 
change in the fisheries policy arena that may encourage fisherfolk to self-organise 
and become change agents for their own benefit.

 Conclusion

The institutional analysis of the Caribbean cases of fisherfolk engagement with the 
SSF Guidelines has illustrated that although CRFM countries were late to fully 
engage in the global civil society process of developing the SSF Guidelines, the year 
and a half of involvement was meaningful. This was especially so for the concurrent 
establishment of the CNFO. While the CCCFP formulation took place in parallel 
with the previously mentioned two processes, it did so in isolation, not benefitting 
from the many synergies achievable through linkages. Fisheries authorities remained 
detached from the SSF Guidelines process despite urging from the CRFM 
Secretariat. Consequently, while an enabling environment for regional fisheries 
policy that is supportive of the SSF Guidelines is slowly emerging, the rate of emer-
gence and the extent of enabling are cause for concern. The scarce resources of 
Caribbean small-scale fisheries stakeholders are in danger of being squandered 
unless the pace of governance adaptation can be accelerated while allowing for 
institutionalisation of best practices that confer resilience. While national fisherfolk 
groups, and especially the CNFO, have proven to be change agents in fisheries 
policy, there is still much dependence on fisheries authorities. The non-state SSF 
Guidelines project partners have also proven themselves to be useful in advocating, 
promoting and helping to develop capacity for policy influence in interactive gover-
nance to implement the SSF Guidelines. External actors and factors clearly pro-
vided direction to the engagement and widened the governance network.

P. McConney et al.



471

The SSF Guidelines are still in the early stages of implementation in the 
Caribbean as elsewhere. Engagement with them in the region needs to be inter-
preted in various contexts and within an influential external environment, bearing in 
mind that the action arena, patterns of interaction and outcomes also have an ele-
ment of path dependency. Considering the latter, and the previous positive experi-
ence with the CCRF, there is scope for cautious optimism that fisherfolk along with 
other state and non-state stakeholders will become more engaged with the SSF 
Guidelines. Similarly, a measure of realism suggests that the SSF Guidelines are 
unlikely to become a centrepiece of marine policy engagement given the several 
constraints on the evolving enabling environment for fisheries policy unless fisher-
folk organisations and fisheries authorities collaborate through already established 
and new institutional arrangements.
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Chapter 22
Implementing the Small-Scale Fisheries 
Guidelines: Lessons from Brazilian Clam 
Fisheries

Sérgio Macedo G. de Mattos, Matias John Wojciechowski, 
Alison Elisabeth Macnaughton, Gustavo Henrique G. da Silva, 
Allyssandra Maria Lima R. Maia, and Joachim Carolsfeld

Abstract From 2008 to 2011 the Brazilian Ministry of Fisheries and Aquaculture 
and the Canadian charity World Fisheries Trust implemented a project known as 
Gente da Maré (GDM), or ‘People of the Tides’. GDM worked strategically to build 
institutional and community capacity and linkages between government, university 
researchers, and local fishing associations involved in projects to improve the liveli-
hoods and well-being of ‘marisqueiras,’ women and families that depend on clam 
and oyster extraction, mainly the Venerid clam Anomalocardia brasiliana, in the 
Northeast Region of Brazil where the country’s highest number of coastal and estu-
arine small-scale fishers are concentrated. Consistent with many of the principles 
and guidelines in FAO’s Voluntary Guidelines for Small-Scale Fisheries in the 
Context of Food Security and Poverty Eradication (SSF Guidelines), GDM pro-
moted an integrated approach to equitable development of sustainable fisheries that 
included: co-management including participatory research and stronger research- 
policy interface; empowerment of women in fisheries occupations and improved 
opportunities for women; and value chain upgrading and democratization focusing 
on the decent work agenda. In this chapter, we analyze the clam fisheries component 
of GDM as an example of steps towards the implementation of the SSF Guidelines 
in Brazil. We examine the context in which the project was carried out, the results 
that were achieved, lessons learned, and indications on how a regional government 
could act to implement the new SSF Guidelines to the benefit of the clam fisheries.
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 Introduction

Small-scale fisheries are complex, plural, and individual activities that variably per-
form cultural, economic, food security, poverty alleviation, and livelihood functions 
within the constraints of socio-environmental sustainability (da Silva et al. 2014a). 
One of the key features of a small-scale fishery is the multiplicity of fishers’ 
decision- making relationships along the whole value chain that affect production, 
income, and participation (Maldonado 1986), along with the involvement of an 
array of other stakeholders and practitioners. It is important to understand which 
factors influence decision-making by fishers and managers, not only in relation to a 
technical-scientific concern for conservation and sustainability of the resource, but 
also to attend empirical-traditional pressures to achieve social, cultural, and eco-
nomic expectations (Mattos 2011).

Supporting the visibility, recognition and enhancement of small-scale fisheries, 
fishers, fishworkers and fisheries-related activities, through a human rights-based 
approach, is a central element of the Food and Agriculture Organization’s (FAO) 
Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context 
of Food Security and Poverty Eradication (FAO 2015), hereafter referred to as the 
SSF Guidelines. Recognition of unequal power relationships between value chain 
stakeholders, specifically the marginalization of vulnerable groups involved at the 
production and pre- and post-harvest levels of fisheries is critical. In this context, 
vulnerable and marginalized groups may benefit from special support to enhance 
their participation in decision-making processes.

In this chapter, we examine the steps needed to implement the SSF Guidelines in 
Brazil. We analyze the specific case of the clam fishery in the Northeast region of 
Brazil, where significant international cooperation was invested between 2008 and 
2011, through a project known as Gente da Maré (GDM), or ‘People of the Tides’, 
to build institutional and community capacity for improving the livelihoods of fish-
erwomen and families in coastal communities.1 In our analysis, we try to answer the 
question, “In what ways does the work of the GDM project, and the features of the 
clam fishery itself, support the implementation of the SSF Guidelines?”

Implementing supportive policies and monitoring systems may provide a way 
forward for the future development of small-scale fisheries and the implementation 
of the objectives and recommendations in the SSF Guidelines. We focus on a subset 
of specific principles of the SSF Guidelines that are most relevant to the case of the 

1 The Gente da Maré (GDM) project was co-coordinated by the Brazilian Ministry of Fisheries and 
Aquaculture and the Canadian charity organization World Fisheries Trust (WFT) and funded by 
the Canadian International Developmental Agency (CIDA) through a cooperation agreement with 
the Brazilian Cooperation Agency (ABC) of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs for the “Development 
of Coastal Communities in the Northeast of Brazil”.
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clam fishery and GDM, namely: (1) governance of tenure in small-scale fisheries 
and resource management; (2) social development, employment and decent work; 
(3) value chains, post-harvest and trade; (4) gender equality; (5) policy coherence, 
coordination and collaboration; (6) information, research and communication; and 
(7) capacity development.

We first examine the pre-existing context of small-scale fisheries and specifically 
the clam fishery in northeast Brazil. Following this, for each of the identified prin-
ciples, we discuss the results achieved by GDM. Based on lessons learned from the 
project and our analysis, we provide recommendations with regard to what is still 
needed to advance public policies for regional implementation of the SSF Guidelines 
to the benefit of the clam fisheries.

 The Brazilian Small-Scale Fishing Sector – A Brief

The last available official statistics (MPA/Brasil 2010) placed Brazil as the 18th 
largest fish producer in the world, with around 65% of production coming from 
marine fisheries, and approximately half of this from the country’s Northeastern 
Region, the leading regional producer. The available numbers suggest that over 60% 
of the total estimated catch comes from small-scale fisheries. Fishing is one of the 
most traditional and important activities for coastal communities in Brazil, in many 
cases providing the main source of food and income (Isaac et al. 2006), generating 
direct jobs and income for an estimated one million fishers and fishworkers, as well 
as indirect employment for another three million. Small-scale fisheries are marked 
by local and regional diversity, resulting from differences in habitats, ecosystems, 
and target species of fish, as well as in the availability of fishing resources, and the 
technology and practices of fishers.

Brazilian national policy has historically promoted natural resource extraction, 
including fisheries development, as an important contributor to economic growth 
and development, at both national and local levels. However, Dias-Neto and 
Dornelles (1996) estimated that over 80% of Brazil’s main fisheries were already 
fully exploited, overfished, depleted, or recovering; a situation that does not appear 
to have improved since, though data for many of these fisheries is limited or unavail-
able. Given the existing mismatch between policy and reality, poverty in coastal 
fishing communities is a wicked problem (Jentoft and Chuenpagdee 2009), a con-
tinuing and complex issue that cannot be resolved by policies promoting a simple 
increase in fishery production. Fifty-nine percent (9.6 million) of the 16.3 million 
Brazilians who live below the poverty level are located in the country’s Northeast 
Region (IBGE 2010), many in small coastal communities where fishing is a main 
livelihood (Fig. 22.1).

Following Brazil’s independence in 1822, decades of civil war, the declaration of 
the Brazilian Republic, and the official end of slavery in 1888, poor landless peas-
ants and former slaves migrated within the country in search of land and work, 
many settling in riverine and coastal areas to fish. Subsequently, in the early 1900s, 
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male fishers were individually registered and organized into ‘capatazias’ (a regional 
unit within the context of a naval reserve), largely to facilitate the supervision of the 
activity and people involved, and to promote surveillance of the coast and water-
ways which were strategically important to national security and for moving goods 
and people (Silva 1988). During the twentieth century, with continuing economic 
and political upheaval, the movement of people into urban centers and then out to 
smaller communities continued and more poor people entered the fisheries, often as 
an occupation of last resort.

Since the 1960s, institutional crises have marked discussions on fisheries man-
agement in Brazil, and the institutions responsible for governance of fisheries have 
gone through cycles of interventions, from emptying and re-starting institutional 
structures, to expansion through specific planning authorities and public policies 
(Mattos 2011). Such policies for the fisheries sector, from the1960s to the mid- 
1980s, led to great increases in fish harvests, but without appropriate consideration 
for the long-term sustainability of the marine resource, leading to the decline in fish 
catch in the following years (Abdallah et al. 2007). Public policies at the start of the 
twenty-first century have not helped, and possibly will not help, in reducing overex-
ploitation, because these policies were too optimistic about the abundance of fish in 

Fig. 22.1 Although proud, clam fishing communities in Igarassu, Pernambuco State, Notrheast 
Region of Brazil, live in very poor conditions, lacking basic health conditions and citizenship, sur-
rounded by disordely growths of urban centers (Photo credit: Sergio Mattos 2008)
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Brazil’s EEZ, and were not accompanied by a fisheries management plan that is 
likely to work.

The perception that fish stocks were inexhaustible led to the development of the 
small-scale fishing sector by Superintendência do Desenvolvimento da Pesca  – 
SUDEPE (Superintendency for the Development of Fishery), linked to the Ministry 
of Agriculture. SUDEPE’s aim was to industrialize small-scale fisheries to enhance 
productivity. It promoted this strategy through tax incentives. The result was envi-
ronmental degradation, decline of numerous fish stocks, breakdown of many fishing 
communities, and impoverishment of traditional fishing families.

Following the Rio Summit in 1992, Brazilian environmental policy shifted to a 
more conservationist stance under the governance of the newly created Instituto 
Nacional do Meio Ambiente e dos Recursos Naturais Renováveis  – IBAMA 
(National Institute for the Environment and Renewable Natural Resources). This 
was accompanied by a growing public awareness of the importance of ecosystem 
conservation, and more recently, the importance of managing this ecosystem for the 
sustainable use of fisheries resources by local communities. Despite this, the 
Ministry of Agriculture and Supply in the 1990s continued to focus on developing 
fishing as a production-oriented industry, formulating and implementing policies to 
increase production and international competitiveness in various segments of the 
value chain.

In 2003, with the creation of the Secretaria Especial de Aquicultura e Pesca da 
Presidência da República  – SEAP/PR (Special Secretariat of Aquaculture and 
Fisheries of Brazilian Presidency), the government directed its efforts to structure 
an integrated national policy for fishing and aquaculture activities. The main goal 
was to increase production and revenue, including through the promotion of fish 
consumption nationally for enhanced food security. SEAP was upgraded to the sta-
tus of Ministry of Fisheries and Aquaculture in 2009, at the same time as new 
Fisheries and Aquaculture Law that established a National Plan on the Sustainable 
Development of Fisheries and Aquaculture (Law #11,959/2009) came into being. 
The overarching aim of this law was to promote sustainable development in har-
mony with environmental and biodiversity protection, representing the most signifi-
cant step forward in Brazilian fisheries policy in the last 50 years. The guiding 
principles of the Brazilian Fisheries and Aquaculture Policy (Brasil 2009), rein-
forced by the Strategic Plan of Action, include: (1) social, economic and environ-
mental sustainability; (2) transparency; (3) innovation; (4) guaranteed rights; (5) 
equity and social participation; (6) recognition of local cultures; (7) respect for 
regional diversity; (8) efficiency, efficacy and effectiveness; (9) commitment; and 
(10) development and growth with a focus on value chains.

The new institutional and legal framework of the Ministry established guidelines 
for the planning, promotion, and supervision of fisheries and aquatic resources as 
well as their preservation, conservation, and recovery. Moreover, it sought to pro-
mote socio-economic, cultural, and institutional capacity building. The promotion 
of sustainable development, shared and participatory management of resources with 
fishing communities, and research and development of new technologies and value 
chain development were central components. Development was recognized as not 
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purely an economic goal, but as something that should also consider well-being, 
citizenship, and democracy outcomes (SEAP/Brasil 2008).

While these reforms in the structure and mandate of public sector agencies 
responsible for fisheries represent a significant advance, policy implementation and 
local engagement remain a challenge. Despite its broad mandate, the Ministry of 
Fisheries and Aquaculture lacked an adequate budget and the number of personnel 
necessary for outreach to the small-scale fisheries sector and implementation of 
these reforms, relying heavily on regional superintendents with limited staff and 
budgets to attend to the large numbers of fishers, who in many cases are socio- 
economically marginalized with very low effective access to other public agencies 
and programs for public health, education, and other basic services. In this context, 
and in an effort to support and strengthen civil society, it was important to work 
closely with local organizations representing fishers. What were once capatazias, 
now known as colônias (fishing guilds) and in some cases registered as Producer 
Associations, continue to be the main institutional mechanism through which the 
public sector reaches fishers. Producer Associations help with the registration of 
professional fishers and facilitate fisher access to social benefits. They are also the 
platform from which fishers organize and lobby for fisheries and social rights. 
However, a legacy of cronyism, nepotism, clientelism, and corruption continue to 
plague many of such groups, in some cases challenging their ability to effectively 
and fairly meet the needs of their membership. In parallel, a number of civil society 
groups, supported by associated social movements, for example the pastoral non- 
governmental organization ‘Conselho Pastoral dos Pescadores,’ (CPP) have devel-
oped alternative local organizations. Generally the goal of these organizations is to 
strengthen fishers’ rights through advocacy for public recognition of the sector’s 
economic and social contribution, and associated policy to support its development. 
As stated by Mattos (2014), these groups are also plagued by issues of legitimacy, 
representativeness, and lack of balance between political rhetoric and the achieve-
ment of real social justice.

Overall, despite significant advances in public policy, increased visibility and 
political voice of the sector, especially in the past decade or so, the small-scale fish-
ing sector continues to lack adequate institutional and political support at all levels 
for sustainability and social balance. Fishers still face poor working conditions, lack 
of infrastructure, and low levels of education (MPA/Brasil 2013), all aggravated by 
the demise of the Ministry of Fisheries and Aquaculture in 2015. Even though gov-
ernment policies after SUDEPE brought major changes in the fisheries sector, 
required modernization became a fallacy and a ‘myth,’ generating very heteroge-
neous production structures (Mattos 2007). Modernization, according to Diegues 
(1983), did nothing more than hasten the irrational exploitation of fishing resources, 
and the gradual impoverishment of thousands of small-scale fishers. In fact, 
SUDEPE warned that the low level of technology at the time and the non-adoption 
of a research incentive policy to propitiate their improvement, creation and/or adap-
tation, became limiting factors of the process of development.

The construction and implementation of public policies for the sector requires 
dialogue and a close relationship with representative fishers associations, not only 
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to induce intervention processes, but also to meet the challenges of a bottom-up 
implementation of public policies that take notice of empirical and traditional 
knowledge (Mattos 2011). There is still a lack of access to basic rights, such as 
adequate health care (including primary care), recognition, prevention, and treat-
ment of occupational diseases that affect fishworkers, documentation (many fishers 
do not have basic documents such as birth certificates or social insurance numbers 
that are necessary to register for most social support programs), and basic informa-
tion about individual rights and how to access social security programs.

 Clam Fisheries and Women

Fishing continues to be considered primarily a male activity in Brazil, with a lack of 
visibility and recognition of fisherwomen and their contribution to household food 
security, income, and regional economies. Almost half of registered professional 
fishers (46.3%), both men and women, live in the Northeast Region, working mainly 
in coastal and estuarine areas (MPA/Brasil 2012). Across Brazil’s more than 
8000 km of coastline, women carry out the bulk of harvesting in estuarine fisheries, 
through the collection of clams (mainly the Venerid clam Anomalocardia brasili-
ana, hereafter referred to as the ‘tiny venus clam’) (Fig. 22.2), oysters, crabs, other 
types of shellfish, and other aquatic organisms.

Fig. 22.2 Tiny venus clam (Anomalocardia brasiliana) collected during low tide, mainly by fish-
erwomen, in Grossos, Rio Grande do Norte State, Northeast Region of Brazil. Clams are placed in 
bucket for further processing (Photo credit: Gustavo Henrique G. da Silva 2012)
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Bivalve mollusks are a particularly common target species (Dias et al. 2007; Rios 
2009) which are extensively distributed and harvested year-round. Tiny venus and 
other similar beach clams are easily extracted and do not require boats or special-
ized fishing gear to harvest (Rodrigues et al. 2013), providing an accessible source 
of income for many small-scale fishing families (Oliveira et al. 2014), as well as 
constituting an important source of protein, contributing to food security (Nishida 
et al. 2004). Exploitation levels of the tiny venus clams are considered high through-
out their range, with some evidence of reduced abundance attributed to fishing pres-
sure and coastal degradation (Nishida et  al. 2004; Rocha 2013; Rodrigues et  al. 
2013). However, historical studies on the impacts of fishing on the resource are 
scarce, and existing records largely inaccurate (Chiba et al. 2012), making resource 
management and the decision-making process of collecting and processing shellfish 
difficult (Rocha and Lopes 2014).

 People of the Tides – The GDM Project – Capacity Building 
for Institutions and People Together

The GDM project was an agreement of cooperation between the Brazilian 
Cooperation Agency (ABC) of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Canadian 
International Developmental Agency (CIDA). The Agreement was also co- 
coordinated by the Brazilian Ministry of Fisheries and Aquaculture and the Canadian 
charity organization World Fisheries Trust (WFT), and implemented from 2008 to 
2011. The aim was to build institutional and community capacity for improving the 
livelihoods of women and families that depend on clam and oyster extraction in 
coastal communities in the Northeast of Brazil, through a partnership initiative 
involving national and local governments, researchers (universities) and local fish-
ing associations (guilds). The project proposed to mainstream social equity, reduce 
poverty, improve access to citizenship rights and duties, and develop technology for 
fisheries management, culture, processing and commercialization of bivalve mol-
lusks. It worked in collaboration with local institutions already engaged in research 
and extension partnerships with traditional coastal clam harvesting communities in 
four Brazilian northeastern states: Pernambuco, Paraiba, Rio Grande do Norte and 
Bahia. The GDM project actively pursued the participation of fishing community 
representatives at all levels from the inception stage and promoted an affirmative 
approach to enhancing the participation of women in particular. It was possible to 
create strong, locally supported, and doable activities which fostered some exciting 
opportunities for collaboration and exchange among Brazilian and Canadian part-
ners, from fishing community representatives to private sector and federal govern-
ment representatives. By emphasizing participatory processes, GDM initiatives 
built multilateral partnerships and strengthened local resource users’ capacity, in 
particular fisherwomen and vulnerable and marginalized groups, to monitor their 
own progress in support of adaptive management of local development and sustain-
able shellfish fisheries management (Macnaughton et al. 2010).

S.M.G. de Mattos et al.
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Prior to this work, many clam fisherwomen self-identified themselves as house-
wives rather than professional fishers, because of the negative social stigma associ-
ated with the activity. The project created a national public profile for these fishers, 
through a variety of activities including a national exposition of a clam-fishers 
photo-voice project, and support for their active participation at state and national- 
level meetings, congresses, and consultations on the 2009 Fisheries and Aquaculture 
Law. Further, it helped promote networking with and support of the work of 
researchers and civil society organizations already working in partnership with 
strong female leaders in fishing associations and Colônias (Macnaughton et  al. 
2010). A variety of university research groups involved with GDM developed new 
projects on clams and oysters and associated fisheries (da Silva et al. 2014a), some 
of which continue to be pursued. This has greatly improved knowledge on 
Anomalocardia brasiliana biology and this fishery.

 Advances in the Implementation of Key SSF Guidelines – 
The Case of the Clam Fishery and GDM Experience in Brazil

 Guideline 5 – Governance of Tenure in Small-Scale Fisheries 
and Resource Management

The right to fish for subsistence by traditional fishing communities is guaranteed in 
the Brazilian Constitution. However, specific tenured access to fishing areas and 
resources continues to be a contentious issue due to unclear and overlapping juris-
dictions in shared commons, resulting in many conflicts between different users of 
both the space and the resource. Access to traditional fishing grounds and coastal 
lands by small-scale fishing communities is often very limited in practice. On the 
other hand, there are often significant systems of informally regulated tenured use 
of resources or fishing spaces within fishing community environments, including 
some rules and practices that contravene federal fishing regulations related to mini-
mum catch size and fishing non-take zones.

Government-led fisheries management in Brazil generally focuses on controlling 
effort and fleet capacity through seasonal and spatial closures and gear restrictions. 
Legislation does not generally allow for exclusive access rights for either large or 
small-scale fisheries. However, extractive reserves (RESEXs2), marine protected 
areas (MPAs) defined in Brazilian legislation as conservation units as per the 
National Protected Areas System3 (Brasil 2000), provide an interesting anomaly. 
Under this system, the request to establish a RESEX must come from traditional 
resource users, based on a concern for conserving biodiversity and resources for 

2 RESEX  – Reserva Extrativista (Extractive Reserve); Sistema Nacional de Unidades de 
Conservação – SNUC: Law # 9,985/2000.
3 Sistema Nacional de Unidades de Conservação – SNUC. Law # 9.985/2000.
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sustainable use. Following the designation of RESEX areas, resources within them 
should be allocated to creating local resource management plans and monitoring 
systems in the protected areas. Simply put, traditional fishing communities are 
allowed to extract resources because their ‘tenure rights to the resources that form 
the basis for their social and cultural well-being, their livelihoods and their sustain-
able development’ are recognized (FAO 2015, 5.15). Some extensions of this prin-
ciple are being trialed by clam fisherwomen, primarily within the envelope of 
community co-management that may implement gear or temporal restrictions that 
make fishing by ‘outside’ users difficult (Kalikoski et al. 2006; Almeida et al. 2009).

The high degree of manual labour and low economic returns associated with 
clam fisheries, as well as the wide distribution of tiny venus clam, means there is 
relatively little competition or conflict among harvesters over acceptable fishing 
grounds (e.g., beaches). However, there are considerable conflicts associated with 
restricted access to beaches through irregular occupation of public lands by private 
interests, especially in the vicinity of tourist resorts. This goes against what SSF 
Guidelines (FAO 2015, 5.3) propose to ensure, namely, that small-scale fishers, fish 
workers, and their communities have secure, equitable, and socially and culturally 
appropriate tenure rights to fishery resources and small-scale fishing areas and adja-
cent land. Special attention, moreover, is given to women in the Guidelines. Through 
the GDM project, a group of female leaders of local fishing associations raised con-
cerns regarding user-conflicts and tenure and access rights. Making use of the net-
work of GDM partners they were able to articulate their demand for support to the 
appropriate public actors involved. Accountability was improved with some inroads 
made with regard to consolidating legal access to fishing beaches and promoting a 
better understanding of the need for a comprehensive restriction on the number of 
users in the fishery and the prioritization of zoning to avoid contaminated areas.

Sustainable resource management in an open-access situation such as that of 
coastal beaches is a daunting task, particularly in the general absence of fisheries 
and stock data and the lack of effective policing. The value of traditional knowledge 
among small-scale fishers has long been promoted by both researchers and social 
advocates (Begossi et al. 2006; Silvano 1997 cited by Clauzet et al. 2005), resulting 
in a significant institutional focus on community co-management and the impor-
tance of community participation in decision-making for local resource manage-
ment. However, Kalikoski et al. (2006) and Rocha and Pinkerton (2015) stress that 
while many state-proposed co-management arrangements express a willingness to 
assign rights and responsibilities to communities, few actually delegate decision 
making powers. Mattos (2014) emphasizes the need to minimize, even halt, con-
tinuing predominance of centralized control, the demand for education at all levels, 
and the need for greater recognition that community-based organization can build 
de facto effective policy for participatory and equitable resource management.

During the course of the GDM Project, there were examples in smaller commu-
nities such as Grossos, Rio Grande do Norte State, of fisherwomen collectively 
controlling resource access effectively, and demonstrating great interest for sustain-
able use and a willingness to adjust fishing pressures as needed. In areas of the 
project closer to large urban centres in Pernambuco State, interests were more 
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focused on gaining adequate access to the beaches so as to increase economic 
returns. In both cases, platforms suitable for discussions on sustainable use of fish-
ing resources were provided.

This information recorded by GDM indicates that an important starting point for 
sustainable fisheries lies in improving the knowledge base necessary for manage-
ment, while appreciating the broader integrated community context, including the 
need for community development and poverty reduction. Following the recommen-
dations of the SSF Guidelines (FAO 2015, 5.15), it is necessary to involve small- 
scale fishing communities in the design and planning of, and, as appropriate, in the 
implementation of management measures.

 Guideline 6 – Social Development, Employment  
and Decent Work

Although Brazilian fishing policies commonly engage social development and 
social justice approaches, the concepts of equality and effective employment or 
decent work are not necessarily guaranteed through this discourse. Due attention to 
ensuring that small-scale fishing communities are empowered and can enjoy their 
human rights are a must (FAO 2015, 6.1). Also, fisheries activities in both the formal 
and informal sectors must be taken into account in order to ensure the sustainability 
of small-scale fisheries (FAO 2015, 6.6).

Prior to the creation of the Ministry of Fisheries and Aquaculture, responsibility 
for the implementation of fishing policies resided in the Ministry of Agriculture. 
This resulted in the adoption primarily of an agribusiness model, generating little, if 
any, opportunity for small-scale fishing, and consequently little social inclusion. 
Unsustainable development models were the order of the day. In the push to create 
a distinct ministry and institutional framework, specifically to govern fisheries and 
promote sustainable policies that brought actors and actions together, the lobbying 
by civil society was instrumental.

One of the main accomplishments of GDM was to improve the public visibility 
of female clam diggers and their concerns, and increase their recognition as profes-
sional fishers, improving their access to associated rights. However, actual imple-
mentation of such rights has remained problematic. A key priority identified by 
several female leaders was a concern for occupational health and safety – the heavy 
manual labour and extreme exposure and difficult working conditions associated 
with digging and processing of the clams contribute to a series of health issues that 
are being largely ignored by the medical profession. Recognition of these distinct 
health concerns of the small-scale fishing sector (e.g. users or groups of users) may 
support “fishers, particularly women, to be able to earn a fair return from their 
labour, capital and management, and encourage conservation and sustainable man-
agement of natural resources” (FAO 2015, 6.7).

22 Implementing the Small-Scale Fisheries Guidelines: Lessons from Brazilian Clam…
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 Guideline 7: Value Chains, Post-Harvest, and Trade

Value chain optimization for equality has been a key target of fisheries-based com-
munity development goals for quite a long time. Potential latent income through 
value-added processing, losses due to inadequate handling practices, and consider-
able inequities and potential short-cuts in fish trading and marketing have been 
recently documented. Timely and accurate market information has been shown to 
be a key element in affording fishers equitable return for their products, in order to 
enhance their income and livelihood security (FAO 2015, 7.4). Unequal power rela-
tionships sometimes observed in the Brazilian context mean that vulnerable and 
marginalized groups may require special support (FAO 2015, 7.1). For example, 
women are often involved in the post-harvest processing, with a need for appropri-
ate working conditions and processes for good quality and safe fish products (FAO 
2015, 7.2 & 7.3) and reduced waste (FAO 2015, 7.5). The Brazilian government has 
recognized these needs, and has built them into their institutional strategies, provid-
ing the enabling legislation that allows for effective fisheries management systems 
to prevent overexploitation driven by market demand threatening the sustainability 
of fisheries resources, food security, and nutrition (FAO 2015, 7.8).

A participatory value chain analysis was carried out through GDM for clam fish-
eries (Wojciechowski et al. 2014), and identified limitations in fishing and process-
ing practices, as well as unpreparedness of local actors for marketing and low 
organizational collaboration in the critical early stages of the value chain. Supportive 
public policies to aid development have not been implemented, undermining iso-
lated efforts to improve production and shellfish quality, especially with regard to 
distribution and marketing. Advances were made in processing and value-added 
production in Rio Grande do Norte State, with the help of the Universidade Federal 
do Semi-Árido  – UFERSA (Semi-Arid Federal University) team. Interventions 
were also made in Pernambuco State with the introduction of more efficient stoves 
that produced less smoke when cooking clams (as part of processing). These new 
stoves had less of an adverse impact on fisherwomen’s lungs and visions and 
reduced the use of mangrove trees for combustion up to 80%. However, many needs 
still remain to be addressed with respect to marketing, fishing, and processing in 
manners that are equitable and adequately address cultural and social concerns. 
Creation and adoption of significant innovations of this kind is particularly chal-
lenging, where poverty is high and resilience to impacts from change low. Efficiency 
enhancement along the value chain, improving post-harvest technology, and help-
ing create better environmental conditions, all aimed at adding value and trading 
safe and healthy fishing products, may contribute in engaging fishing communities 
in issues regarding their own development, in line with many assumptions raised by 
the SSF Guidelines.
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 Guideline 8 – Gender Equality

Brazil has made substantial investment in improved rights and opportunities for 
women. Policies that have aimed to do so recognize the need for gender main-
streaming, with strategies and approaches adapted to different cultural contexts 
(FAO 2015, 8.1). Nevertheless, gender inequality, including violence against 
women, continues to be significant in most rural communities. According to Nishida 
et al. (2004), the clam fishery provides the main source of income or is a comple-
mentary source of income for a significant number of women. They indicate that the 
clam fishery is important from an economic, social, and cultural point of view, as 
well as being a critical source of protein and food security for families.

The clam fishery component of GDM was specifically designed to work with 
women, and promote opportunities for them. The project worked to catalyze the 
formation of a gender and fisheries working group within the Ministry of Fisheries 
and Aquaculture and supported a variety of successful associated lobbies that aimed 
to improve the language in the new fisheries legislation in 2009, recognizing clam 
fishers and others in the post-harvest sector (in large part women) as professional 
fishers and promoting more equitable rights. These women also became some of the 
most effective political lobbyists at the federal level for clam fisherwomen diggers, 
being instrumental in gaining recognition for the group as professional fishers.

 Guideline 9: Disaster Risks and Climate Change

Fishing resources are quite sensitive to changes in weather patterns or other envi-
ronmental changes. Such changes acutely affect small-scale fishers who are limited 
in how far they can move to find new resources. Mechanisms to mitigate such 
impacts are evolving, generally as a patchwork of locally adapted solutions, with 
different levels of effectiveness. These mechanism recognize the need, following 
the SSF Guidelines (FAO 2015, 9.3), for integrated and holistic approaches, includ-
ing cross-sectoral collaboration, in order to address disaster risks and climate change 
in small-scale fisheries.

Clam resources could be seriously affected by changing weather patterns – par-
ticularly in areas with seasonal freshwater inputs or changing coastal erosion. 
Changes of this kind were documented in the project area (da Silva et al. 2014b), 
with fishers shifting to more remote clam beds where possible, which required a 
participatory management strategy. The project also developed protocols for clam 
aquaculture, in preparation for eventual supplementation of natural beds and/or spe-
cific beach culture. However, adequate time for field implementation was not avail-
able, and wild resources appeared to be adequate to maintain fisheries at the time.
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 Guideline 10: Policy Coherence, Coordination, Collaboration

While both the small- and large-scale fisheries sectors have shaped policy and develop-
ment strategies, as Chuenpagdee (2011) warns, their needs and priorities are not neces-
sarily similar. In Brazil, both sectors lobbied for relief from the ‘conservationist’ 
regulatory system imposed by the state, albeit with substantially different agendas 
(Acselrad 2004). The large-scale fishery sought deregulation and weakening of the 
institutional framework to overcome restrictions to fishing. The small- scale fishery sec-
tor, on the other hand, felt persecuted and repressed by the state, and lobbied for similar 
relief from regulation. But in the name of ‘environmental justice’, its aim was to over-
come inequalities, promote rights to the benefits of environmental goods, and gain 
entry to the decision-making process regarding use and access of local natural resources.

GDM raised concerns that clam fisherwomen should be part of discussion forums 
and councils under the existing institutional framework, where stakeholders, practi-
tioners and government representatives participate in the implementation of initia-
tives for participatory fisheries management; socio-educational issues focusing on 
gender mainstreaming and promoting empowerment of women in fisheries occupa-
tions; and value chain upgrading and democratization focusing on the decent work 
agenda. This would provide an opportunity to the Government, through the Ministry 
of Fisheries and Aquaculture, to ascertain the strengths of the various interventions 
made in terms of the direction of public policies. It was also stated that this should 
be done “through consultation, participation and publicizing, gender-sensitive poli-
cies and laws on regulated spatial planning” (FAO 2015, 10.2). Substantial gains 
were achieved with the capacity development and value chain upgrading compo-
nents of the proposal. The fact that the process was semi-autonomous from the 
Ministry of Fisheries and Aquaculture allowed for some supplementary synergies, 
i.e. co-management, that may not otherwise have been possible.

Fisheries co-management implementation for many species faces great chal-
lenges, though clam fisheries are de facto largely unmanaged and of such low pro-
file that their management is not a high institutional priority. This highlights the 
difficulties of adopting specific measures that ensure the harmonization of policies 
affecting the health of coastal ecosystems to fishing communities’ livelihoods and 
well-being. Overcoming these challenges is necessary for achieving policy coher-
ence, cross-sectoral collaboration, and the implementation of holistic and inclusive 
ecosystem approaches in the fisheries sector (FAO 2015, 10.5). It will also facilitate 
fishing community involvement in policy- and decision-making processes relevant 
to small-scale fisheries (FAO 2015, 10.6).

 Guideline 11: Information, Research, Communication

Most Brazilian fisheries have limited information about their stock and catches. 
Data from small-scale fisheries is particularly difficult to obtain and keep up-to- date. 
The existing institutional and legal framework does not support detailed reporting 
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from fishers. To date, production statistics have long delays and are primarily for 
total production. They do not have information with regard to fishing activity and 
catch composition, and hence small-scale fishing communities are not effectively 
recognized as “holders, providers and receivers of knowledge” (FAO 2015, 11.4).

Despite this paucity of fishing data and information, the main difficulties faced 
by small-scale fishers are known. For example, low educational levels in fishing 
communities is related to the difficulty of reconciling ‘working time’ with ‘study 
time’, thus resulting in a high illiteracy rate. This also interferes with efforts to orga-
nize fishers and to work in a cooperative and/ or associated manner, making the 
search for solutions to community problems more complicated, as well as reducing 
access to benefits of public policies and communication with governmental agen-
cies and civil society organizations at national, state and local levels.

Outcomes from the project recognized that an improvement in continuous and 
systematic monitoring of coastal and estuarine small-scale fisheries is needed, as 
well as more information about environmental conservation for the recovery of 
shellfish stocks. It is also necessary for development that ensures ecosystem sustain-
ability, “for an improved understanding and visibility of the importance of small- 
scale fisheries and its different components, including socioeconomic aspects” (FAO 
2015, 11.1). And, perhaps even more applicable, in line with the SSF Guidelines 
(FAO 2015, 11.6) is the need “to investigate and document traditional fisheries 
knowledge and technologies in order to assess their application to sustainable fisher-
ies conservation, management and development”. Equally important is that “research 
priorities should be agreed upon through a consultative process focusing on the role 
of small-scale fisheries in sustainable resource utilization, food security and nutri-
tion, poverty eradication, and equitable development” (FAO 2015, 11.9).

 Guideline 12: Capacity Development

The Brazilian government launched several educational initiatives for fishers to 
increase literacy. Lessons were given in the fishing communities’ space and time 
and to improve access to technical training by recognizing practical experience, 
through a civil society institutional framework. Despite these substantial efforts and 
good will to enhance the capacity of small-scale fishing communities in order to 
enable them to participate in decision-making processes (FAO 2015, 12.1), substan-
tial challenges remain in reaching remote communities and the most vulnerable 
populations, many of whom may depend on local small-scale fisheries for part of 
their food security and livelihoods.

Capacity development in the GDM included technical training for processing 
and value-added product development, but also training in participatory value chain 
evaluation, leadership, gender equality, and peer-peer networks. The most striking 
results were empowerment and increased visibility of fisherwomen, a “possible way 
to develop knowledge and skills to support sustainable small-scale fisheries devel-
opment and successful co-management arrangements” (FAO 2015, 12.4).
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 A Way Moving Forward: Small-Scale Fisheries Proposed 
Model and Roadmap for Brazilian Small-Scale Fishing Sector

Based on our experiences with the GDM project, and analysis of the evolution and 
main challenges facing small-scale fishing policies for Brazilian coastal communi-
ties, we have highlighted some critical areas that need improvement. Although the 
challenges facing small-scale fisheries development in Brazil may seem straightfor-
ward in general, they are not yet broadly acknowledged among fisheries scientists, 
government representatives, and other stakeholders. This is particularly the case for 
clam fisheries where information about the sector is still scattered.

In Brazil, variable political support and associated difficulty in providing conti-
nuity to national initiatives has been a paradox. Empowerment, supportive network-
ing, appropriate visibility, and civil society support are thus essential in creating the 
necessary lobbies for program and policy continuity (e.g. Oliveira 2013). Of course, 
programs at all levels may be favourable or unfavourable for the small-scale fisher-
ies sector, depending on lobbies of different fishing groups, creating barriers for 
implementation and continuity of some initiatives. Long-term monitoring depends 
on both governmental support (through political will and institutional steadiness), 
and more localized research projects, and both have historically been patchy. 
Ongoing support programs and monitoring for sustainable small-scale clam fisher-
ies with equitable socio-economic benefits seem unlikely without ongoing financial 
and technical support from the outside. Nevertheless, the patchwork of projects that 
have reached communities over the years do provide benefits that are of great local 
significance to the people that carry out this activity within a complex reality of 
diverse livelihoods and social environments “that allow a better understanding and 
documentation of the true contribution of small-scale fisheries to sustainable 
resource management for food security and poverty eradication” (FAO 2015, 13.4).

Finally, we present the following road map, constructed with stakeholders during 
the final workshops of the GDM Project in 2010, of priority action fronts for the 
sector:

 1. Co-management of Small-Scale Fisheries

Goal: Effective and timely monitoring and regulation of small-scale fishing 
resources in estuarine and coastal areas.

Deliverable 1.1: Instruments and mechanisms for monitoring and regulation 
elaborated for clam fisheries.

Activity 1.1.1: Conceptual and methodological studies on instruments and 
mechanisms for monitoring.

Activity 1.1.2: Conceptual and methodological studies on processes, instru-
ments, and mechanisms for regulation.

Activity 1.1.3: Implementation of mechanisms for monitoring and regulation.
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Deliverable 1.2: Processes, tools, and mechanisms for small-scale fisheries mon-
itoring and regulation through ecosystem approaches and ecosystem-based 
management, considering human dimensions and creating appropriate space 
to support empowered participation of clam fishers.

Activity 1.2.1: Carry out pilot case studies of clam fisheries co-management.
Activity 1.2.2: Publications of case studies allowing for their replication and 

evolution.
Activity 1.2.3: Evaluation of the effectiveness of processes, tools, and 

mechanisms.

 2. Gender Mainstreaming and the Empowerment of Women in Fisheries 
Occupations.

Goal: On-going education and technical training, including monitoring and 
effectiveness, of small-scale fishers and fishworkers, in particular clam 
fisherwomen.

Deliverable 2.1: Integration of existing databases of the clam fishery
Activity 2.1.1: Studies on the integration of existing databases.
Activity 2.1.2: Gender mainstreaming and promoting empowerment of women 

in fisheries occupations.
Deliverable 2.2: Programs of education and capacity building developed and 

implemented.
Activity 2.2.1: Carry out pilot studies of education and professional training for 

clam fisheries value chains.
Activity 2.2.2: Assist stakeholder involvement to implement, refine, and monitor 

pilot studies.
Activity 2.2.3: Develop training documents in accessible language based on pilot 

experiences.

 3. Value Chain Upgrading and Democratization Focusing on the Decent Work 
Agenda.

Goal: Development and monitoring of small-scale fisheries value chains with a 
focus on decent work for clam fishers in estuarine and coastal areas.

Deliverable 3.1: Instruments and mechanisms for the monitoring and socio- 
economic optimization of the clam fisheries value chains.

Activity 3.1.1: Conceptual, methodological, and technical studies for monitoring 
and developing technical assistance.

Activity 3.1.2: Develop and test processes, instruments, and monitoring for regu-
latory mechanisms.

Activity 3.1.3: Create parameters and criteria to evaluate the effectiveness of 
instruments and mechanisms for monitoring and control.

Activity 3.1.4: Carry out surveys and systematic mapping of needs for technical 
assistance.

Deliverable 3.2: Technologies and innovations for the clam fisheries value chain 
developed and tested.

Activity 3.2.1: Pilot studies to improve technologies and innovations.
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Activity 3.2.2: Intersectoral dialogues for the analysis and proposal of sustain-
able development.

Activity 3.2.3: Develop training documents in accessible languages for the dif-
ferent audiences based on the pilot experiences.

Deliverable 3.3: Methods and instruments develop for the evaluation and moni-
toring of working conditions in the clam fisheries value chain.

Activity 3.3.1: Conceptual, methodological, and technical multi-stakeholder 
studies on decent work to develop monitoring instruments and mechanisms.

Activity 3.3.2: Conduct a diagnostic study of working conditions.
Activity 3.3.3: Develop and test a monitoring plan for promoting decent work 

conditions.
Activity 3.3.4: Perform conceptual and technical studies to support knowledge 

of causal diseases related to clam fisheries working conditions.

Each strategy should include communications and dialogues of the ascertained 
goals, considering a combination of: (a) deliverables and activities with economic 
issues that require a diversification and consolidation of production flows for 
improved economic and social returns; (b) social issues to promote societal equality 
in access rights and reduction of social gaps – particularly for women – including 
social security, conditions for decent work, and access to appropriate health ser-
vices; and (c) environmental issues for proper resource management, reduction of 
waste, and general minimization of the environmental impact during the produc-
tion, processing, distribution, and marketing processes.

 Final Remarks

National richness is the human development of its citizens. For this to be possible, 
it is necessary to create a situation in which all people enjoy a long, good quality 
with sound health and avenues for creativity. In this sense, economic income should 
not be seen as an end in itself but as a means for welfare. That is why the role of 
small-scale fisheries in local economies and the links of the subsector to the wider 
economy need to be recognized and benefit from sustainable resource utilization 
and livelihood diversification (FAO 2015, 6.8).

Initially our belief was that the key challenge for improved small-scale fisheries 
in Brazil rested in the implementation processes rather than in the policy itself. 
Mattos (2011, 2014) notes that implementation should benefit the most vulnerable 
and marginalized groups of fishers, such as clam harvesters, through special support 
on a long-term basis, e.g. through gender mainstreaming and decent work 
agendas.

Even if a consensus can be achieved in participatory decision making processes, 
with legitimate, democratic and representative structures, challenges remain in pro-
viding access to market opportunities and increased transparency and information- 
sharing in the small-scale fisheries value chains. While the current Brazilian 
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government incorporates many of these principles in its development strategies, at 
least on paper, implementation is an ongoing challenge, particularly if combating 
social inequality is to become ineffective due to a decline in economic growth that 
hampers wealth creation and equitable distribution.

Most important among the findings and recommendations of the GDM project is 
improving the knowledge base necessary to support both sustainable fishery man-
agement and more broadly community development and poverty reduction pro-
grams and policy. Clam fisheries are vitally important to food security and as a 
source of income and should be protected and supported as such.

It is important to state that there has been significant progress in implementing 
the SSF Guidelines for Brazilian fishers, through civil society organizations’ activi-
ties, and supported by national and international non-governmental organizations. 
In particular, a national workshop on capacity building for the implementation of 
the SSF Guidelines was held in Brazil, in June 2016, which paved the road ahead for 
implementation taking a co-design approach to identifying critical areas and 
priorities.

The aim of the workshop was to promote awareness about the SSF Guidelines 
and mobilize support for their implementation across several countries of the Global 
South through a methodological, analytical, and descriptive approach. An additional 
objective was to build capacity, in particular, among fishers’ organizations to posi-
tion them as the key actors in the implementation process. The workshop was also 
an opportunity to document existing governance practices of tenure and resource 
management to enhance small-scale fishers’ rights to resources and territories, and 
guarantee respect of human rights. Values, norms, and principles embedded in gov-
ernance and resource management practices, which are essential for facilitating the 
implementation of the SSF Guidelines in Brazil, were adopted keeping in mind the 
need for autonomy. This, in turn, stimulated discussion on suitable training and 
exchanges of experiences to disseminate local knowledge, using a broad participa-
tory and communicative process.4

Considering the characteristics of Brazilian small-scale fisheries, in particular 
the expressed features of clam fishery, and the recognition of similarities with states’ 
existing obligations under national and international law and voluntary commit-
ments, including the Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries (FAO 1995), that 
give due recognition to the requirements and opportunities of small-scale fisheries 
(FAO 2015, 5.13), we believe the discussion and analysis provided about the out-
comes and lessons learned from the GDM project can help implement the SSF 
Guidelines, assisting the Brazilian state in the process to promote and implement 
appropriate management systems.

4 Ouvidoria do Mar. https://sites.google.com/site/ssfguidelines/brazil/resources
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Chapter 23
The Step Zero for Implementing the Small- 
Scale Fisheries Guidelines in Newfoundland 
and Labrador, Canada

Ratana Chuenpagdee, Kim Olson, David Bishop, Meike Brauer, Vesna Kereži, 
Joonas Plaan, Sarah Pötter, Victoria Rogers, and Gabriela Sabau

Abstract While global in scope, the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable 
Small-Scale Fisheries (SSF Guidelines) have a strong orientation towards develop-
ing countries, especially with their focus on food security and poverty alleviation. 
Stakeholder consultations during the development phase, for instance, took place 
predominantly in developing countries, and none were held in Canada or the 

R. Chuenpagdee (*) 
Department of Geography, Memorial University of Newfoundland, St. John’s,  
Newfoundland and Labrador, Canada
e-mail: ratanac@mun.ca

D. Bishop • V. Kereži • J. Plaan 
Too Big To Ignore Global Partnership for Small-Scale Fisheries Research, Memorial 
University of Newfoundland, St. John’s, NL, Canada
e-mail: d.bishop@mun.ca; toobigtoignore@mun.ca; joonas.plaan@gmail.com 

K. Olson 
Government of Newfoundland and Labrador, St. John’s, NL, Canada
e-mail: KimberlyOlson@gov.nl.ca 

M. Brauer 
Nordic Master Aquatic Food Production – Quality and Safety, Norwegian University of Life 
Science, Ås, Akershus, Norway
e-mail: meike.brauer@gmx.net 

S. Pötter 
West Nordic Studies, University of Akureyri, Akureyri, Iceland 

University of the Faroe Islands, Thorshavn, Faroe Islands
e-mail: sarah.poetter@gmx.net 

V. Rogers 
Too Big To Ignore Global Partnership for Small-Scale Fisheries Research,  
Victoria, BC, Canada
e-mail: victoria.francis4@gmail.com 

G. Sabau 
School of Science and the Environment, Memorial University of Newfoundland, Grenfell 
Campus, Corner Brook, NL, Canada
e-mail: gsabau@grenfell.mun.ca

mailto:ratanac@mun.ca
mailto:d.bishop@mun.ca
mailto:toobigtoignore@mun.ca
mailto:joonas.plaan@gmail.com
mailto:KimberlyOlson@gov.nl.ca
mailto:meike.brauer@gmx.net
mailto:sarah.poetter@gmx.net
mailto:victoria.francis4@gmail.com
mailto:gsabau@grenfell.mun.ca


496

USA. Implementing the SSF Guidelines in developed countries may therefore be 
challenging, given also that the small-scale fisheries sector receives relatively little 
attention from governments compared to its large-scale counterpart. As in other 
cases, however, an understanding of what conditions and development may foster 
the implementation of the guidelines is imperative to gauge the feasibility and like-
lihood of success. Such knowledge can also serve as a starting point to engage fish-
ers, governments and other stakeholders in a discussion about what they can draw 
from the SSF Guidelines to promote sustainability and viability of small-scale fish-
eries in their areas. We explore these questions in the context of small-scale fisheries 
in Newfoundland and Labrador (NL), Canada, where small-scale fisheries remain 
active, despite the cod fishery moratorium in 1992. Through a literature review, 
interviews, discussion sessions and community events, we gather information about 
various aspects of small-scale fisheries in NL and discuss the extent to which they 
may contribute to the successful implementation of the SSF Guidelines in this prov-
ince. The chapter concludes with implementation challenges and ways forward.

Keywords Small-scale fisheries • SSF Guidelines • Enabling conditions • 
Developed countries • Newfoundland and Labrador

 Introduction

While small-scale fisheries exist around the world, they are generally not as visible 
in developed countries as those in developing and less developed ones. Pictures of 
an impressive amount of fishing people and fishing boats in a landing site often 
come from South or Southeast Asia, and Africa, not from Europe or North America. 
The focus on industrial development and export earnings in developed countries 
may explain some of this under-representation. Generally speaking, small-scale 
fisheries catches are lower in terms of trade values, when compared to those from 
large-scale, industrialized fisheries, because a good proportion of these catches are 
consumed within the fishing households. Among developed countries, small-scale 
fisheries in the USA are very prominent, contributing about 30% of the total catches, 
which is higher than the global average of about 26% (Sea Around Us n.d.). The 
contribution of small-scale fisheries catches in Europe and Canada are rather small, 
at 10% and 5% of total catches, respectively. These estimates may be useful in pro-
viding big pictures at the national level but they undermine the fact that the value of 
small-scale fisheries is wide reaching – beyond income, jobs, or Gross Domestic 
Product, which are often used to measure the contributions of sectors. A closer look 
at what goes on in fishing communities, in all areas of the world, would reveal other 
aspects such as the importance of small-scale fisheries to local food security, pov-
erty alleviation, and heritage preservation, among other things.

This is certainly the case with small-scale fisheries in Newfoundland and 
Labrador (NL), the easternmost province of Canada. While it may be known for its 
infamous Atlantic cod (Gadus morhua) fishery collapse in 1992, the area is rich 

R. Chuenpagdee et al.



497

with fishing history and tradition dating back to nearly 500 years ago when fisheries 
were first explored by Europeans (Ryan 1990; Bryant and Martin 1996). The cod 
moratorium has transformed the fishing industry, which shifted the focus from 
groundfish to other species, particularly Northern prawn (Pandalus borealis) and 
snow crab (Chionoecetes opilio). Many processing plants closed down, and only a 
handful of them remain in operation today, after being refitted to process the new 
species. Social transformation also took place, with a massive job loss that resulted 
from the moratorium, and with it a dwindling social safety net due to high unem-
ployment rates and associated out-migration (Palmer and Sinclair 1997; Harris 
1998). Within a few months, the closure caused more than 40,000 people to lose 
their jobs. Over a span of 20 years, following the 1992 moratorium, employment in 
the fishery continued to decline, shrinking by about 60% during this time. Amidst 
these declines, small-scale fisheries1 have managed to maintain their presence, dom-
inating the sector by the number of vessels, accounting for approximately 12% of 
total landings in the province in 2015 and roughly 11% of total value (DFO 2016). 
Further, in the same year the small-scale fishery was responsible for approximately 
56% (or about 6000 t) of the total cod production in the province from all fleets.

Almost 25 years after the moratorium, signs of cod recovery have been noted, 
bringing a lot of excitement and anticipation, but also some questions and concerns 
(Mather 2013). Small-scale fisheries of NL are well positioned to benefit from this 
opportunity, if different practices can be imagined when fisheries are re-opened. 
Some members of the fishing industry are apprehensive due to the current lack of 
processing facilities to handle large-scale commercial cod landings. Also, the price 
of cod is historically low, thus not motivating the young generation to enter cod fish-
eries. But perhaps this is not the only way forward. It may be possible, for instance, 
to consider allocating a small quota to small-scale fisheries allowing only certain low 
impact gears to be used, such as hand lines or cod pots. This can also be seen as a 
novel way to re-connect with cod, taking advantage of the new regulation that allows 
direct fish sales, the increasing use of locally caught fish in trendy restaurants and the 
increasing public interest in sustainable fisheries (Government of NL 2015).

Re-imagining the future of NL fisheries in this manner aligns well with the prem-
ise of the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries (SSF 
Guidelines) and their aim to support livelihoods and food security of small-scale 
fishing people, and promote overall fisheries sustainability (FAO 2015). Thus, in 
principle, the SSF Guidelines can be drawn upon to help the small-scale fisheries 
sector in NL reinforce their case with governments and other stakeholders as they 
navigate change in the fisheries. The utility of the SSF Guidelines for such a cause 
depends on several factors, however, starting from the extent to which the Guidelines 
are considered relevant to NL small-scale fisheries. Also, as argued by Chuenpagdee 
and Jentoft (2007), many conditions need to exist as part of the ‘step zero’ even 
before the implementation of the SSF Guidelines is contemplated.

This chapter examines the small-scale fisheries situation in NL, looking specifi-
cally at the likelihood that the SSF Guidelines could be implemented and how they 

1 Small-scale fisheries are referred to here as those using boats smaller than 35 feet in length. 
Locally, they are called ‘small boat’ fisheries, or officially known as ‘inshore’ sector.
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may contribute to the revitalization of this sector, especially as new opportunities in 
fisheries unfold. The analysis is based mostly on information obtained during a 
series of community events in 2015, organized to gain insights about issues and 
concerns facing small-scale fisheries and to gauge public support of the sector. This 
is supplemented by interviews with fisheries stakeholders and a discussion session 
conducted to assess people’s perception and awareness about the guidelines and to 
discuss their relevance to small-scale fisheries in NL.

The chapter begins with a brief account of small-scale fisheries in NL, followed 
by the description of research methods. Next, enabling conditions and recent devel-
opment that could foster the implementation of the SSF Guidelines in NL are pre-
sented. Challenges in the implementation are discussed in the next section, along 
with some suggestions in the conclusion about what could be the first steps towards 
the implementation of SSF Guidelines in NL, and by extension, the rest of Canada.

 Small-Scale Fisheries of Newfoundland and Labrador:  
A Brief Account

NL has a long history of fishing tradition, the account of which can be found in 
numerous studies and archives. The Centre for Newfoundland Studies, a library 
based at Memorial University, for instance, has a vast collection of research articles, 
books, government documents, newspaper clippings, and historical maps about 
fisheries in the province. Entries about fisheries appear in official government sites, 
such as the Newfoundland and Labrador Heritage website, providing essential 
information about how the fishery was developed, its importance to cultural heri-
tage, and the fundamental role it has played in NL society. Below is a brief history 
of NL fisheries, according to the Heritage Newfoundland and Labrador.2

The fishery began with the arrival of European fishers in the end of fifteenth 
century, when cod was fished seasonally. The first permanent settlements were 
established in the early 1800s. The cod fishery was predominately a family-based, 
small-scale cod fishery that was chiefly conducted in inshore waters using small 
boats and hand-lines with squid or capelin as bait. Since the beginning, the cod 
fishery was destined for export. Women and family members helped cure the fish, 
by removing the head, spine and gut, before salting and drying them on wooden 
flakes. Salted cod was integrated into a vast trade network, stretching from Europe 
to the Caribbean colonies. Not long after the fishery became lucrative, the price of 
cod dropped. As a result, fishing pressure increased, thus putting a strain on local 
stocks. As cod became scarce, particularly in areas of high fishing pressure, some 
fishers adopted more efficient gears, such as cod seines, trawls, gillnets, and cod 
traps. Some moved further from shore, using larger vessels and newer gears, which 
cost more but brought in a higher volume of catch. Competition and tension began 
between small-scale, traditional hand-line fishers and the new larger fishery. By the 

2 www.heritage.nf.ca
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mid-1870s, the industrial cod fishery in the Grand Banks was fully developed and 
continued well into the 1970s. Competition between large-scale and international 
cod fisheries and small-scale fisheries was fierce, and added immense stress on the 
cod stocks. The intense fishing pressure on the resources could not be sustained, 
leading to the eventual collapse of the cod fisheries.

The economic downturn and community hardship that resulted from the 1992 
cod moratorium has been well documented (see e.g., Milich 1999; Hamilton and 
Butler 2001). Stories about how some fishing communities have survived this dif-
ficult period are also known; among them are St. Anthony, Fogo Island, and Petty 
Harbour-Maddox Cove, acclaimed for their extraordinary efforts to deal with the 
fisheries crisis. In St. Anthony, St. Anthony Basin Resources Inc. (SABRI) was 
formed to manage the community shrimp quotas, allocated by the government as a 
replacement to cod, and acknowledged as the main driver of economic development 
and resource sustainability in the area (Khan and Chuenpagdee 2014; Foley et al. 
2015). Fogo Island has a strong fisheries’ cooperative, which is one of the oldest in 
the province and continues to play a vital role to support the local economy. While 
most communities faced huge outpourings of young people, the Fogo Island com-
munity stayed together largely due to the resistance to the quota systems (McCay 
1999), and the resilience of the historical cooperative (McCay 2003). The commu-
nity has also been able to capitalize on the recent development of the Fogo Island 
Inn, Fogo Island Arts, and other amenities, through the Shorefast Foundation which 
has attracted tourists who are interested in learning about fishing culture and expe-
riencing local foods, including fish and berries. The work of SABRI and the efforts 
of the Shorefast Foundation are models for social enterprises and social develop-
ment, which are critical elements to secure sustainable small-scale fisheries, as pos-
ited in the SSF Guidelines.

The story of Petty Harbour-Maddox Cove is rather unique and highly relevant to 
the discussion about SSF Guidelines in NL. Bryant and Martin (1996) conducted 
research and wrote about this community for the Protected Areas Association of 
Newfoundland and Labrador, as a tribute to the people of Petty Harbour-Maddox 
Cove for their ‘wisdom and foresight to establish the Protected Fishing Area’ (back 
cover text). The document is titled ‘Ancient Rights’ to reflect the collective effort by 
hand-line fishers to protect their traditional fishing grounds from trawling by pro-
voking an Act that was passed in 1895 to reserve certain areas around the coast for 
hand-line fishers. According to Bryant and Martin (1996), because they were able to 
resist the use of more efficient gears and newer gear types, Petty Harbour-Maddox 
Cove remains one of the most prosperous fishing communities in the province. 
While considered successful, the fishers of Petty Harbour-Maddox Cove are also 
vulnerable to global change and other pressures. As will be further discussed, they 
may be able to draw upon the SSF Guidelines to strengthen their rights to protect the 
fishing grounds from destructive practices.
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 Methods and Data

This paper draws from three main sources. First, under the Too Big To Ignore 
(TBTI) project,3 a series of community events were organized in 2015 in four loca-
tions across the province (Fig. 23.1). This ‘Great Fish for a Change’ project had the 
objective of raising awareness about the important contribution of small-scale fish-
eries to the local economy and food security. These public events were also used to 
generate interest around the consumption of other fish species available in NL 
waters, particularly small pelagic species. As part of this, the Great Fish Recipe 
Challenge was launched, seeking recipes based on locally caught fish (also empha-
sizing pelagics). Three finalists from this recipe contest demonstrated their dishes 
for the general public to judge at the closing event on World Fisheries Day, November 
21, 2015. While not the main goal of these events, issues and concerns affecting the 
viability of small-scale fisheries often emerged.

Each of the ‘Great Fish for a Change’ events involved a meal prepared by local 
people using locally sourced fish, as well as an informal discussions about the future 
of fisheries in the province with an emphasis on small-scale fisheries. Petty Harbour- 
Maddox Cove hosted the first Great Fish event on August 22, 2015, which was 
attended by approximately 50 people, mostly from the community and also neigh-
bouring St. John’s. The participants were treated with ‘capelin on the stick,’ 
(Fig.  23.2), which was an innovative way to prepare this small pelagic fish. In 
Monkstown, our research team partnered with the Big Fish Supper, an annual event 
organized by the town every Labour Day weekend. They sell tickets to the event to 
raise funds for renovations of the community centre. About 200 participants were 
treated with 20+ local seafood dishes, prepared by 20 households, and local 
entertainment.

The Port Union event was held on September 29th, 2015 in the historical ‘Factory 
Building’, restored by the Sir William F.  Coaker Heritage Foundation. The 
Foundation hosted the event, in collaboration with the College of North Atlantic 
Culinary School who presented the 70 dinner guests with an exciting menu made 
from locally sourced and sustainable fish and seafood. Finally, in Stephenville, the 
event was hosted as part of a bi-monthly ‘Community Café’ organized by the 
Housing Stability Initiative, which provides support to people with housing-related 
issues. The event took place during their normal Thanksgiving dinner, but on that 
particular day (October 8, 2015), the approximately 100 guests were treated with 
fish instead of the traditional turkey, adding a new meaning to the phrase ‘great fish 
for a change’.

3 TBTI is a global partnership for small-scale fisheries research that aims to elevate the profile of 
small-scale fisheries, address their marginalization, and promote their viability and sustainability.
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Fig. 23.1 The Great fish for a change events took place across the province in the summer and fall 
of 2015
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In all four events, good conversation about fisheries took place. Many partici-
pants shared lively fisheries-related stories, talked about fish and seafood recipes, 
and expressed their thoughts about the future of small-scale fisheries in the prov-
ince. The anecdotal information and informal discussion at the ‘Great Fish for a 
Change’ events were analyzed to identify situations and conditions affecting the 
implementation of the SSF Guidelines in NL.

The second source of data came from interviews with fisheries stakeholders 
about the SSF Guidelines between March and April of 2016. Through a snowball 
sampling method, a total of 34 people were interviewed, 14 of whom were ‘active’ 
small-scale fishers, fishing for a variety of species, including lobster, herring, cod, 
turbot, halibut, crab, groundfish, capelin, and seal. Ten of the interview respondents 
were representatives of governments and fishers’ organizations, including the fed-
eral Department of Fisheries and Oceans (DFO), the provincial Department of 
Fisheries and Aquaculture (DFA), municipal government, and the Fish Food and 
Allied Workers union (FFAW). The remaining 10 were academics and members of 
environmental and civil society organizations (referred to collectively here as non- 
governmental organizations, NGOs). The interviews took place in rural coastal 
communities throughout the province, including Port au Choix and Cow Head 
located on the western side of the island, and Petty Harbour on the eastern side. 
Interviews were also held in St. John’s, the capital city, as it is the location of many 
government agencies. Interview questions focused on gauging the level of aware-
ness about the SSF Guidelines, their applicability to NL small-scale fisheries, and 

Fig. 23.2 Capelin were skewered on the stick and pan-fried by a young Chef, Andre Aucoin, at 
Watershed Café, Petty Harbour
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the likelihood that they will be implemented in NL. The interviews were recorded, 
transcribed and coded for thematic analysis. The research was approved by the 
Interdisciplinary Committee on Ethics in Human Research of the host university 
(Memorial University of Newfoundland, Canada).

Finally, an open discussion session was held on April 22, 2016 at Memorial 
University, St. John’s, as a collaboration with the Leslie Harris Centre of Regional 
Policy and Development and the Too Big To Ignore project, under the name 
‘Implementing the Small-Scale Fisheries Guidelines: What’s in it for Newfoundland 
and Labrador?’ The session aimed to share what was learned during the interviews, 
and generate focused discussion about key principles and relevant elements of the 
SSF Guidelines to NL small-scale fisheries and identify what may be required to 
implement them in the province. A total of 44 people participated in the two-hour 
session; 21 were on-site in St. John’s, six participated as part of a satellite session at 
Memorial University’s Grenfell Campus in Corner Brook, NL, and 17 joined virtu-
ally from their homes or offices via camera-assisted web conference. There was 
diverse stakeholder participation, including interested individuals, researchers, gov-
ernment officials, members of environmental and civil society organizations, mem-
bers of fishing communities, as well as one FFAW representative. A prioritization 
exercise was conducted in small groups with the participants in St. John’s and 
Corner Brook to capture what participants considered relevant and feasible concern-
ing the SSF Guidelines’ implementation. Discussion points and results from the 
exercise, supplemented by documents and media coverage (mainly newspapers, 
radio and TV programs and websites), were captured, reviewed and synthesized, as 
discussed below.

 Enabling Environment and Supporting Conditions

Key features and themes emerged out of the community events, stakeholder inter-
views, and the discussion session, suggesting the possibility for the successful 
implementation of the SSF Guidelines in NL. First and foremost, it was made evi-
dent that the practice of ‘Responsible governance of tenure’ was very relevant to 
fisheries in NL. Of particular relevance were Section 5.5 of the SSF Guidelines, 
which recognizes the role of small-scale fishing communities in protecting and co- 
managing fisheries resources, and corresponding Principle 10 (Economic, social 
and environmental sustainability), which speaks to the need to guard against unde-
sirable outcomes such as overexploitation of resources or loss of livelihoods. 
Further, a recent change in provincial regulations related to the direct sale of fisher-
ies products (DFA 2015) aligns well with Section 7 on ‘Value chains, post-harvest 
and trade.’ New market opportunities have emerged, as a result, to enhance values 
to small-scale fisheries (see below).

The next enabling condition is related to the existence of various organizations 
and community groups in the province that play a supporting role in small-scale 
fisheries. They work to preserve traditional fisheries and cultural heritage, promote 
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local food security, educate children and the general public about fisheries and 
ocean ecosystems, raise environmental awareness and protect natural resources, and 
conduct research and training. This particular aspect speaks to the embedded nature 
of small-scale fisheries within local communities and culture, which is the founda-
tion for social responsibility (Principle 12).

Finally, the emergence of a new organization representing small-scale fishers and 
their interests is likely to change the political landscape in the province (Randell 
2016). While it may be too early to tell what prospect the new union, Federation of 
Independent Sea Harvesters of Newfoundland and Labrador (FISH-NL) will bring, 
the hope is that small-scale fishers will be better represented than through a union 
(i.e. FFAW) that serves a broad range of constituents. In addition to enhancing 
opportunities to participate in decision-making, which is promoted in the SSF 
Guidelines (Principle 6: Consultation and Participation), such political representa-
tion could also lead to improving working conditions and strengthening the eco-
nomic viability of small-scale fishers through better employment options, as is 
suggested in Section 6 of the SSF Guidelines (Social Development, Employment 
and Decent Work). Together, these situations and development contribute to create 
an enabling environment for the implementation of the SSF Guidelines in the prov-
ince, and are instrumental in promoting information sharing and communication 
about the guidelines. They also enhance the capacity of small-scale fishing com-
munities to actively participate in decision-making processes, as stipulated in 
Section 12 of the guidelines.

 Protection Rights as Ancient Rights

Whereas the hand-line fishermen of Petty Harbour, who are all the fishermen in the place, 
have enjoyed protection from the use of trawls in their area for generations, which protec-
tion was confirmed by statute in 1895 and reconfirmed in 1943…(Bryant and Martin 1996, 
front cover).

This opening sentence in the 1961 resolution petitioning the Canadian government 
to create the Petty Harbour-Maddox Cove Protected Fishing Area speaks volumes 
about the conservation values held by the community. It also asserts their historical 
rights to the resources for their livelihoods in accord with the adjacency principle, 
as well as the rights to protect the resource from harmful practices, in line with the 
precautionary principle. Importantly, the action by the fishers of Petty Harbour- 
Maddox Cove illustrates their active involvement in resource management as deci-
sions about protected areas were, and still are, made at the local level through 
member voting. The level of organization in the community is remarkable. They 
formed a Fishermen’s Committee, which has been in operation since 1923 and 
established the Petty Harbour Fishermen’s Producer Co-operative Society in 1984. 
This is one of the only three fishery co-ops in the province. Among other things, the 
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co-op owns a processing facility, which gives them control over the post-harvest 
activities, making them one of the most prosperous fishing communities in NL at 
that time (Bryant and Martin 1996).

While they were able to prevent trawling in their waters in 1961, their ‘ancient 
rights’ began to erode with a series of attempts to introduce trawls and gillnets; and 
with each introduction, their protection status was weakened, along with the com-
munity consensus. The protest that Petty Harbour fishers staged against the new law 
to allow trawling in their fishing grounds shows that the community was united in 
their opposition to the new law. The same opposition was shown in 1987 against 
lumpfish gillnets. In 1989, Petty Harbour-Maddox Cove fishers had again defended 
their fishing grounds against the amendment proposed by DFO to allow trawling in 
the southern portion of the Protected Fishing Area. Unfortunately, DFO went against 
the community’s will by issuing special permits to trawlers from Bay Bulls, a neigh-
boring town to the south. A couple more votes took place on the lumpfish gillnets 
issue and finally, in May 1996, the protected area status was significantly threatened 
when the majority of the Petty Harbour-Maddox Cove fishers voted, for the first 
time, to allow gillnets in the area.

The pressure from other fisheries on Petty Harbour-Maddox Cove small-scale 
fisheries initially resulted from the normal trend in fisheries development when 
lucrative resources enticed the introduction of gears considered more efficient. 
Later, in the early 1990s, gillnetters attempted to enter the area because of the cod 
collapse and decline in fisheries’ resources, except those in the rich shoal-water 
fishing grounds of Petty Harbour. Despite all of these pressures, the small-scale 
fishers of Petty Harbour-Maddox Cove, who committed to the use of hand-lines as 
their sustainable fishing practice, continue to thrive. The observance of ancient fish-
ing rights, the strong presence of the co-op, the existing leadership and other sup-
porting organizations in the area (see below) make Petty Harbour-Maddox Cove 
one of the most promising candidates among NL communities to benefit from 
implementation of the SSF Guidelines.

 Institutional Change Enhancing the Value Chain

Until recently, small-scale inshore fishers in NL were not permitted to sell their 
catches directly to consumers. Instead, they were obliged to sell only to a licensed 
fish buyer or processor in the province, as part of the ‘minimum processing require-
ments’ clause legislated by the Fish Inspection Act (Song and Chuenpagdee 2015). 
This provincial regulation has restricted fishers from engaging in post-harvest 
trade that could result in better prices for their catch and thus also in higher income. 
This has not, however, affected local food security because of the ‘personal use’ 
provision made possible by the federal regulation, which allows a certain portion 
of the catch to be retained for household consumption or for sale by fish 
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harvesters.4 While not permitted under regulation, a report commissioned by the 
provincial fisheries department (DFA) estimated that at least half of the fishers 
were engaged in some kind of direct sale due to a policy loophole and to lack of 
enforcement (Eric Dunne Consulting Initiatives 2010). The problematic situation 
caused by this institutional mismatch and the controversy around it (Song and 
Chuenpagdee 2015), the different opinions about the ‘minimum processing 
requirements’ policy among fishers, processors and their union (The Navigator 
Magazine 2014), and the general support by consumers and restaurants in favour 
of direct fish sale (Murphy and Neis 2011) were among the key motivations for the 
regulatory change. In September 2015, the new ‘Regulations for Direct Sales for 
Provincial Seafood’ were announced, allowing individual consumers and restau-
rants to buy fish and seafood directly from the wharf or from the fishing establish-
ments, with a maximum of 300 pounds per species per week as a limit (DFA 2015).

While it may be too early to assess the full impact of this regulatory change, new 
market opportunities have already surfaced, suggesting a positive outlook for 
enhancing the value chain for small-scale fishers. ‘From the Wharf’ is a ‘virtual’ 
market place that enables consumers to place an order for fish from harvesters 
through its website. Blaine Edwards, who founded the innovation in early 2016, 
differentiates his company from wholesale businesses or a fish store in that they 
neither carry inventory nor fill orders. Rather, their role is to facilitate an exchange 
between fishers and customers through the online site. While not exclusively for 
small-scale fishers, the policy of the company is to promote quality products com-
ing from ‘professional, hard working, seagoing, ocean loving local harvesters’ and 
also to get the highest price possible for them (From the Wharf 2016). Thus, ‘From 
the Wharf’ is a good outlet for small-scale fishers.

Another initiative is Fogo Island Fish, established by Cobb and Thompson 
(Dickson 2015), as a way to offer a better product for consumers and better returns 
for small-scale fishers. The highlight of their venture is the responsible manner in 
which cod is harvested using hooks, small fishing boats, and a catch limit of 500 
pounds a day for 3 weeks of the year. Equally important is the post-harvest handling 
of the fish, which involves bleeding of the fish as soon as it is brought to the boat, 
then placing fish in a bath of seawater and ice, before gutting and packing them on 
ice. The Fogo Island Fish initiative has attracted 33 harvesters this year (2016), 
including women, and is looking to increase that number in coming years. Fogo 
Island Fish does not only promote sustainable fisheries and premium quality sea-
food, but also facilitates social engagement and an inclusive local economy. While 
the model may not be readily applicable to other inshore fisheries in NL, it illus-
trates the importance of alternative approaches for achieving sustainable fisheries. 
In fact, some modifications and innovation should be considered in order to apply 
this model more broadly at the provincial level and in the rest of Canada.

Both initiatives are examples of the changing role of small-scale, independent 
fishers in NL, from harvesting alone to engaging in post-harvest activities. This new 

4 Term commonly used in NL to refer to anyone working in the harvesting sector, i.e. both large-
scale and small-scale fishers.
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direction aligns well with Section 7 of the SSF Guidelines, and more can be done 
following the stipulations in this section to enable fishers to benefit fully from par-
ticipating in the enhanced value chain.

 Community Organizations Supporting Small-Scale Fisheries

Local communities and several groups and organizations have mandates and initia-
tives that support the sustainability and viability of small-scale fisheries in NL. These 
organizations span the entire fish chain in terms of their interests, starting from 
those promoting the conservation and protection of resources and habitats, to those 
working directly to protect the interests of fish harvesters and plant workers. Some 
of these organizations have specific mandates that are directly related to fisheries, 
for instance, by preserving fishery heritage, while others address broader issues like 
food security and poverty alleviation. Social cohesiveness, which is key to success-
ful community development (Gutierrez et al. 2011), can also be observed with the 
existence of many voluntary organizations. Below are some examples of these orga-
nizations and the role they play in supporting small-scale fisheries in NL. They are 
chosen to suggest the diversity of organizational types and mandates.

Island Rooms of Petty Harbour: Fishing for Success Located in Petty Harbour, this 
non-profit organization was formed in 2014 to reconnect youth with their traditional 
fishing heritage. The founder, Kimberly Orren, and her team built traditional fishing 
premises reminiscent of those that once occupied the waterfront of Petty Harbour 
and coastal communities throughout the province. The Island Rooms forms a unique 
outdoor classroom designed to get kids outside, to gain practical fishing skills, to get 
in touch with their roots, and to cultivate a connection to the sea. Activities include 
trout and cod fishing, dory building, net mending, filleting demonstrations, camp 
cooking lessons, rinding sticks, and story sharing of Petty Harbour’s unique history 
on a town ‘walk about.’ The organization puts a strong emphasis on re-connecting 
young people with nature, the fishery and their heritage through the development of 
fishing skills, improving self-sufficiency of the province’s food system, and intro-
ducing young people to a possible career in the fishery (Fishing for Success n.d.; 
Poitevin 2015).

Petty Harbour Mini Aquarium Established in 2013, the Petty Harbour Mini 
Aquarium is located on the bottom floor of Petty Harbour’s Fishermen’s Co-op. 
The ‘Mini’ is among one of the few catch-and-release aquariums found within 
Canada. With a team of experienced divers, coastal animals are collected locally 
during the spring and are released in the fall. The aquarium offers to its guests a 
unique opportunity to gain insight into the rich biodiversity found in NL waters, 
including the rare gold and blue lobsters, bottom dwelling sculpin, the iconic cod-
fish, as well as a variety of intertidal animals featured in six ‘touch’ tanks. The 
aquarium’s motto, foster curiosity to inspire change, encapsulates their main mis-
sion: to get visitors of all ages excited about ocean life and to help them become 
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more interested in conservation issues, and ultimately, to be motivated to take 
action within their own communities.

Food First NL Formerly known as the Food Security Network, Food First NL is a 
non-profit organization aiming to support community-based food security initia-
tives throughout the province. Food Fist NL provides education and awareness 
about food issues and advocates for change in food policy that can enhance produc-
tion and delivery of food in the province. The organization recognizes the impor-
tance of having space for people to buy locally grown produce and homemade food, 
and has participated in the creation of the St. John’s Farmer’s Market and of a ‘buy 
local’ map for the Avalon Peninsula (Poitevin 2015). While their work is mainly 
land-based, such as community gardens, bulk-buying clubs, and food initiatives in 
schools, the organization is also interested in integrating fisheries into local food 
security, recognizing the high nutritional value of fish and seafood.

World Wildlife Fund: Canada (WWF Canada) As part of their activities in Atlantic 
Canada, WWF Canada is focused on finding solutions to rebuild Newfoundland’s 
Grand Banks, an area once known for its prosperous cod fish industry, into a world- 
class model for ecosystem and economic recovery. WWF Canada hopes to achieve 
sustainable fishing and responsible ocean’s management in the Grand Banks area by 
addressing some of the economic pressures, which are often the main driving forces 
threatening the sustainability of fishing resources, and by advocating for policies 
that will better protect this ocean ecosystem (WWF n.d.).

Codfish Culinary Experience Project Although not yet fully developed, this project 
is noteworthy because it links fisheries’ sustainability with tourism, which could 
provide supplementary income to small-scale fishing communities. Located in Port 
Union, the project aims to leverage the history of the Trinity Bay inshore cod fishery 
through creating a sustainable model for harvesting, retailing, and devising a distri-
bution system for cod products. With this project, Shelly Blackmore, the founder, 
hopes to develop a more direct approach of providing local fish to regional restau-
rants, and to serve both traditional and more innovative cod dishes on the spot. 
Visitors to the project will also be able to visit the nearby Factory Building, a 
museum and community centre, which showcases period woodworking machinery 
and the equipment used by the union newspaper – The Fishermen’s Advocate. Port 
Union itself is unique as it is the only town in NL designed and built in the early 
twentieth century as a model town by Sir William Coaker and the members of his 
Fishermen’s Union Trading Company and the Fishermen’s Protective Union.

 Fishers’ Organizations for Small-Scale Fisheries

The Fish, Food and Allied Workers Union (FFAW) is a fishers’ union that was initi-
ated in the early 1970s to represent all fishers in NL.  The FFAW is the fishers’ 
organization, representing workers from all sectors of the fisheries, from harvesters 
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to plant workers, both small- and large-scale. In addition to serving as a link between 
fishers and the federal, provincial, and municipal governments, the FFAW acts as a 
significant advocacy group, playing a major role in negotiating and determining 
fishing policy (FFAW 2016). The most significant negotiation between the FFAW 
and the governments happened during the cod moratorium. When the cod stocks 
had collapsed and fishers were asked to haul up their nets for the last time, the 
FFAW fought for income support and training opportunities for those who were 
affected (Francis and Hart 2007). Since the moratorium, many have found overca-
pacity to be a significant issue in Newfoundland’s inshore fishery, leading to lower 
income for harvesters (Song and Chuenpagdee 2015). The FFAW and the provincial 
government have worked toward resolving this issue by downsizing the industry to 
increase profitability, a decision that predominantly favours industrial, offshore 
fleets over small-scale, inshore harvesters (Song and Chuenpagdee 2015).

While overcapacity is seen as a major issue, the diverse representation held under 
the FFAW, which was a leading factor to the union’s growth and success during its 
infancy, is regarded today as a cause for concern amongst NL’s inshore fishers 
(Francis and Hart 2007). The conflicting issues between seafood processors, the 
offshore fleets, and the inshore fleets have led to the union’s inability to keep in 
mind the best interests for all those involved. With the attention of the FFAW being 
spread amongst various sectors, poor communication between the union and its 
inshore fishers has ensued. This, and the FFAW’s consistent lack of transparency 
with the inshore fishers regarding policy decisions made with DFO, and the use of 
money collected through union fees, is the underlying cause for a break away. 
According to Jason Sullivan, one of the co-founders of a new fishers’ union 
‘FISH-NL’, the aim of the new organization is to represent independent fishers, both 
under 40′ and over 40′, and offer equal opportunities and benefits for all of its mem-
bers and executives (J.  Sullivan, personal communication, 12 October 2016). It 
remains to be seen whether NL inshore fishers will choose to stay with FFAW or 
join FISH-NL when they cast their vote later this year (2016). As suggested in the 
SSF Guidelines, having their own organization could mean that small-scale fishers 
can exercise their rights to participate in the decision-making (Principle 6: 
Consultation and Participation) and maximize their interest, which is fundamental 
for improving their livelihoods and safe working conditions (Section 6), and for 
enhancing their resilience (Principle 13: Feasibility, and Social and Economic 
Viability).

 Implementation Challenges

Despite the existence of an enabling environment and of key conditions supporting 
the implementation of the SSF Guidelines, several challenges remain before imple-
mentation can take place. As suggested by Jentoft (2014), implementation of the 
Guidelines can follow a top-down process initiated by governments, a bottom-up 
process led by fishers at the community level, or can be a combination of both. 
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Either way, the basic ingredients need to be there, starting from whether these vari-
ous stakeholders are aware of the guidelines, how they perceive them and the extent 
to which they consider them relevant and feasible to implement. Below are the 
results of the interviews and discussion session that offer insights into these 
questions.

 Awareness and Perceptions About the SSF Guidelines

As shown in Table 23.1, among 14 fishers interviewed for the study, only one indi-
cated having heard about the SSF Guidelines. In the other two categories (govern-
ments and others), about 80% of the respondents reported that they were aware of 
the Guidelines. The low level of awareness about the SSF Guidelines in the small- 
scale fishers group is not surprising, given the general lack of effort to engage NL 
small-scale fishers in the process that was used to develop the Guidelines. None of 
the many stakeholder consultations organized around the world, which engaged 
over 4000 people in discussing the draft document, took place in Canada (or the 
USA). It is, however, encouraging that the majority of the respondents expressed the 
need for implementation of the SSF Guidelines in NL. It should be noted that some 
of the respondents who did not see the need to implement the guidelines in Canada 
explained that Canada was already doing well in managing the fisheries, including 
small-scale. Even if this were truly the case, there is always room for improvement, 
particularly in promoting the small-scale fisheries value chain, in accordance with 
Section 7 of the SSF Guidelines.

The respondents were generally positive about the future of small-scale fisheries 
in the province, mostly emphasizing the need for change in the fisheries systems and 
for improving conditions for harvesters. The proportion of fishers expressing doubts 
about the future was higher (about 42%) than the government and researchers/NGO 
representatives. With respect to the question about whether the current management 
considered the interests of small-scale fisheries, the overwhelming majority of fish-
ers and the other stakeholders disagreed.

In addition to the above, other comments captured during the interviews indicate 
that the SSF Guidelines were considered beneficial to small-scale fisheries in NL 
since they could help address the ongoing recruitment problem, improve communi-
cation and participation of fisheries’ stakeholders in the decision-making processes, 
and could result in enhanced economic viability.

 Relevance of the Principles

One of the interview questions was about the relevance of the principles in the SSF 
Guidelines for NL small-scale fisheries. Three principles were considered particu-
larly relevant by all stakeholder groups, namely consultation and participation; 
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economic, social, and environmental sustainability; and social responsibility 
(Table 23.2). Principles not considered by any stakeholder group to be of high rel-
evance to NL small-scale fisheries were gender equality and equity; rule of law; and 
feasibility and social and economic viability. Research and non-governmental orga-
nizations (environmental and civil society) indicated more principles to be relevant 
than other groups. This is contrary to the government group, which selected only a 
few principles to be relevant. Three of the respondents stated that all principles have 
already been implemented, while one mentioned that all principles are important 
and should be taken together.

Another interesting comparison is related to consultation and participation, which 
was considered by the majority of the fishers to be relevant, but not so by the govern-
ment group. This is also to be expected since on one hand, it is the responsibility of 
the government to consult with fishers, according to the Fisheries Act. On the other 
hand, small-scale fishers may not feel sufficiently consulted, given their position 
about their representation within the FFAW. The general support of stakeholders for 

Table 23.1 Stakeholders’ awareness and perceptions about small-scale fisheries and the SSF 
Guidelines

Groups
Small-scale fishers Governments Researchers/NGOs

#interview 10 10 10
Know the guidelines 1 8 8
Positive future 8 10 7
Management for SSF 3 5 1
Need to implement 10 7 10

Table 23.2 Relevance of the SSF Guidelines principles by stakeholder groups

Groups
Small-scale 
fishers Governments Researchers/NGOs

Human right & dignity – – 1
Respect of culture 1 – 1
Non-discrimination 2 – 2
Gender equality & equity – – –
Equity & equality – – 2
Consultation & participation 10 3 6
Rule of law – – –
Transparency 6 1 2
Accountability 2 – 1
Econ, soc, env. Sustainability 4 5 5
Holistic & integrated approach – 2 2
Social responsibility 8 3 7
Feasibility & soc/econ viability – – –
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‘social responsibility’ is an interesting result. The SSF Guidelines refer to this prin-
ciple as ‘promoting community solidarity and collective and corporate responsibil-
ity and the fostering of an environment that promotes collaboration among 
stakeholders should be encouraged’ (FAO 2015, 3). As previously discussed, com-
munity groups and non-profit organizations in NL are already working towards sus-
tainability and thus they may be able to encourage the small-scale fishing industry to 
embrace this principle.

 Prioritization of Issues

The main exercise at the discussion session was the consideration of the topics pro-
posed in the SSF Guidelines in terms of their relevance to NL small-scale fisheries 
and according to the ease of implementation. The guidelines contain nine key topics 
(short names used in Fig. 23.3 are in brackets), i.e. (1) governance of tenure (Tenure); 
(2) sustainable resource management (SusDev); (3) social development, employ-
ment and decent work (SocDev); (4) value chain, post-harvest, and trade (VC); (5) 
gender equality (Gender); (6) disaster risks and climate change (Disaster); (7) pol-
icy coherence, institutional coordination and collaboration (Policy); (8) informa-
tion, research and communication (Info); and (9) capacity development (Capacity). 
Participants at the discussion session in St. John’s and Corner Brook worked in 
small groups to rate these topics based on two criteria – relevance and ease of imple-
mentation. Each group was given a chart, drawn with two axes as shown in Fig. 23.3, 
as well as a deck of nine index cards showing the topics. The cards were placed in 
the figure based on group consensus. Figure 23.3 shows the results of this exercise, 
compiled across all participant groups including those in Corner Brook.

All topics were considered relevant, with governance of tenure, sustainable 
resource management, value chain, disaster risks and climate change, and policy 
coherence among the top. The topic considered least relevant, but not irrelevant, to 
NL is gender equality. Participants explained that while the fishery in NL is male- 
dominated (and recruitment also targets men), many women work in fisheries, par-
ticularly in harvest and post-harvest activities, as well as in the resource management 
and decision-making sector, and that their work conditions are similar to men. It 
was mentioned that women are heavily engaged in fish processing, and that fish 
processing workers may not have a strong voice in fisheries’ governance.

With respect to ease of implementation, participants at the discussion session 
considered the three moderately relevant aspects of the SSF Guidelines, i.e. capacity 
development, social development, employment and decent work, and information, 
research and communication to be relatively easy to implement. The other aspects 
were considered more difficult, especially disaster risks and climate change, policy 
coherence, institutional coordination and collaboration and value chain, post- harvest 
and trade. Among the aspects with high relevance, participants further elaborated 
that the difficulty with disaster risks and climate change was due to the high level of 
uncertainty and the general lack of information. Sustainable resource development, 
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on the other hand, would be easier to implement because there are already several 
initiatives and good management plans that aim to protect and conserve fisheries’ 
resources and habitats.

 Step Zero Recommendations

Despite the general lack of awareness about the SSF Guidelines, they were well 
received, and have been seen as beneficial to help address recruitment issues and to 
sustain fisheries in NL. Also, as expressed during the discussion session, the SSF 
Guidelines were considered highly relevant to NL, suggesting that they are appli-
cable to small-scale fisheries in the North as much as they are in the South. This 
reinforces the purpose of the SSF Guidelines to be global in scope, even though they 
may be having a stronger focus on the needs of developing countries. Nevertheless, 
the implementation of the SSF Guidelines may not be a priority for policy makers 
and managers in NL, or the rest of Canada and other developed countries, for vari-
ous reasons. In the case of NL, fisheries as a whole contribute only about 1% to the 
provincial GDP (Government of Newfoundland and Labrador 2015), which pales in 
comparison to the 28% contribution to GDP from the oil and gas industry. Further, 
within the fisheries sector, small-scale fisheries constitute a relatively small propor-
tion of catches (12% of total landings, and 11% of total value). With the exception 
of the USA, this pattern is common in small-scale fisheries in developed countries, 
which could be the result of modernization, rationalization, and development in the 
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industry. In this context, other considerations about the values and importance of 
small-scale fisheries must be brought to the surface beyond their number and eco-
nomic contribution. The social and cultural aspects of fisheries, for instance, have 
been highlighted in many fishing communities in the developed economies (see 
examples about the UK in Brookfield et al. 2005; Acott and Urquhart 2014), and 
should be emphasized in the discussion about small-scale fisheries.

Although some of the existing governing structures and institutions seem appro-
priate for sustainable resource development, small-scale fishers are not as well rep-
resented in the decision-making processes as they could be, and their traditional 
rights are not always respected. The perception that the current management plans 
already follow some of the principles posited in the SSF Guidelines might lead to 
inaction by governments. In Canada, for instance, co-management of the oceans 
with various stakeholders is one of the top priorities of DFO, according to the 
Mandate Letter from the Prime Minister (DFO 2016). This implies, by default, the 
participation of all fishers, including small-scale fishers, in fisheries management. 
Small-scale fishers who were interviewed for the study and several participants at 
the discussion session indicated the lack of opportunity for small-scale fishers to 
engage in decision-making process, however. The SSF Guidelines, with their strong 
focus on the participatory principle, can be a good vehicle for small-scale fishing 
communities in NL, and Canada, to argue for stronger roles and meaningful involve-
ment in fisheries’ management and in policy development.

Finally, while direct fish sale is now possible, markets for high quality cod and 
other locally caught fish are still limited. Governments may have to consider differ-
ent stakeholders’ needs when allocating financial and human resources to support 
post-harvest activities. As demonstrated by initiatives like ‘From the Wharf’ and 
‘Fogo Island Fish,’ local entrepreneurs can play an important role in enhancing the 
value chain for small-scale fisheries through social innovation. But small-scale fish-
ers in NL are also self-motivated to engage in sustainable fishing practices, as seen 
in their conservation and stewardship practices, not only in Petty Harbour but also 
in other places like in the Eastport Peninsula with the protection of lobster fishing 
grounds (Blundon 1999). More support from the government in terms of market 
penetration and promotion could help them obtain higher prices for their catches, 
for instance, through the development of NL-owned label for locally caught fish and 
seafood.

Drawing from the step zero analysis (Chuenpagdee and Jentoft 2007), the imple-
mentation of the SSF Guidelines depends to some extent on knowing what could 
drive the process, what could inspire people to participate, and what could motivate 
or trigger policy change. As previously discussed, several conditions and infrastruc-
ture are already in place to enable implementation. These include, among other 
things, the historical rights of fishing communities and traditional and cultural ties 
to fisheries, new regulations allowing direct fish sales, and the possibility of a new 
fishers’ organization for small-scale fisheries. Further, NL has the experience of 
many strong fishers’ cooperatives and grassroots organizations working to promote 
the viability and sustainability of small-scale fisheries. In addition, the mandates of 
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several environmental and civil society organizations, as well as the results of aca-
demic research projects, align very well with the principles and objectives of the 
SSF Guidelines. Civil society organizations are therefore key players in the imple-
mentation process and can help with various capacity developments. For instance, 
one of the TBTI research clusters is established to directly support the  implementation 
of the SSF Guidelines around the world by raising awareness about the guidelines 
and building research and governance capacity among small-scale fishers and their 
organizations, as well as among government officials and practitioners.

More can be done on all of these topics. For instance, participatory and transdis-
ciplinary research on small-scale fisheries would benefit the body of literature, 
offering an increased diversity of perspectives. Studies about what matters to small- 
scale fishers, what values they hold and what images they have of their future can 
prove useful in forming consensus around fisheries decisions, which are often con-
tentious (see Song et al. 2013). Kooiman and Jentoft (2009) refer to this as meta- 
order governance, which is fundamental to influence change, at an individual level 
as well as collectively. From an institutional perspective (second-order governance), 
new platforms may need to be established in order to strengthen the fishers’ ability 
to initiate and participate in the implementation process. Further, markets and infra-
structure should be developed to enhance value chains for small-scale fisheries and 
improve their competitiveness with the large-scale, industrial sector. At the practical 
level (first-order governance), better coordination and concerted efforts among vari-
ous groups and organizations should also be promoted, through strengthening of 
social networks and stakeholder partnerships, and through improving information 
sharing and communication, as suggested by Turner et al. (2014). Fundamentally, a 
stronger protection of traditional fishing rights is required.

While the current study involved only a small fraction of the population, the 
range of methods used to engage with stakeholders, from community events, inter-
views, to open discussion sessions, enabled a broad range of participation across the 
province. The interest shown by small-scale fishers in the discussions about the SSF 
Guidelines and the support from communities and various organizations throughout 
the study indicate the opportunity that small-scale fishers in NL have to initiate 
discussions about change in fisheries’ policy in the province. Economic, social, and 
environmental sustainability, which is the principle shared by all stakeholders in 
terms of relevance to the province and a topic considered possible to implement, 
may be an initial goal for starting the process of implementation of the SSF 
Guidelines in NL. Similar studies could be conducted in other coastal provinces in 
Canada, with mechanisms established for sharing of lessons and best practices.

Unlike in developing countries, the situation in NL suggests that it may not be 
crisis that drives the implementation process, but opportunities, the first of which is 
the encouraging sign that the cod stocks may recover. As suggested by Jentoft 
(2014), however, small-scale fishers need to be listened to, inspired, and feel 
empowered to initiate the conversation about the SSF Guidelines, and through com-
munity support and collaboration with supporting organizations, they can call gov-
ernments to task.
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Part VII
Managing Threats

Small-scale fisheries are often confronted with various forms of risk that expose 
their vulnerability. Among them are natural hazards, such as cyclones, that take the 
lives of fishers and ruin fishing communities, and climate change that threatens their 
viability. Mohammad Mahmudul Islam and Svein Jentoft illustrate this problem in 
Chap. 24. Their case study is located in Bangladesh, where coastal fishers are vul-
nerable to frequent extreme events and disasters. Their chapter argues that the gov-
ernment should incorporate fishers’ adaptation strategies against disaster risk and 
climate change impacts in existing policies. Illegal, unreported, and unregulated 
(IUU) fishing is another problem affecting the wellbeing of fishing people. Two 
chapters in this part discuss different contexts related to the issue. Drawing from a 
case study of Lake Victoria, Tanzania, Joseph Luomba, Paul Onyango, and Ratana 
Chuenpagdee point to the problem of ineffective surveillance and control in Chap. 
25, but also highlight the fact that government and small-scale fisheries communi-
ties tend to have a different perception about why IUU fishing occurs and how it 
should be addressed, making it a “wicked problem” without a clear solution. 
Moslem Daliri, Svein Jentoft, and Ehsan Kamrani focus on the same problem in 
their case study from the Hormuz strait of Iran (Chap. 26). While the problem of 
IUU fishing is also due to lack of capacity for surveillance, monitoring and control, 
they assert that focusing on these issues is just addressing the symptoms rather than 
the cause, which may be poverty and insecure food supply. Therefore, a broader 
approach would be needed in solving the problem. Chapter 27, by Lina María 
Saavedra-Díaz and Svein Jentoft, talks about another form of risk exposure – that of 
armed conflict, which is referred to in the SSF Guidelines, and drug-related vio-
lence. Their case study is from Colombia, where small-scale fishing people are 
often displaced from their communities and fishing grounds. However, another 
problem is a fragmented and unstable governing system, which is largely too dis-
persed to take responsibility for coordinating the implementation of international 
codes like the SSF Guidelines. With the peace process currently underway, there is 
now hope that the situation of small-scale fisheries communities will be improved, 
with the support of the SSF Guidelines.
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Chapter 24
Addressing Disaster Risks and Climate 
Change in Coastal Bangladesh: Using 
the Small-Scale Fisheries Guidelines

Mohammad Mahmudul Islam and Svein Jentoft

Abstract This chapter examined the implementation of the Voluntary Guidelines 
for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries (SSF Guidelines) which were 
endorsed by FAO member states in 2014, in the Bangladesh small-scale fisheries 
context with particular focus on disaster risks and climate change related guidelines 
(Para. 9). Given that small-scale coastal fisheries in Bangladesh are subjected to 
multifaceted vulnerabilities due to extreme events and disasters, they provide an 
important case to study the potential implementation process of disaster risks and 
climate change related rules of the SSF Guidelines. The Bangladesh government is 
yet to take any decision regarding implementation of the SSF Guidelines. Reference 
to small-scale fisheries is largely absent in current ideologies, perceptions, and poli-
cies targeting disaster risks and climate change discourse in Bangladesh, although 
small-scale fishers are among the most climate-vulnerable population. Responses 
from relevant government agencies, fishers’ organizations, and NGOs are also inad-
equate in addressing the concerns of small-scale fisheries. This study identified pri-
orities and potential entry points for implementation of the Guidelines in Bangladesh. 
It calls for the state to recognize that climate change induced disasters have intense 
but different impacts on small-scale fishing people than on other professional 
groups. Further, it is argued that effective and full consultation with fishing com-
munities is needed, and that the government should incorporate fishers’ adaptation 
strategies against disaster risk and climate change impacts in existing climate 
change adaptation policy.
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 Introduction

Situated in a low delta, Bangladesh is extremely vulnerable to a range of climate 
related extreme events like cyclones, to slow onset processes like sea level rise, and 
(almost) everything in between (Hossain et al. 2012). Since 1980, Bangladesh has 
experienced over 200 natural disasters leaving a total death toll of approximately 
200,000 people and causing economic loss worth nearly $17 billion. Each year due 
to natural disasters the country incurs losses to the tune of 1.8% of GDP (CDMP II 
2016). A severe cyclone strikes Bangladesh’s coast every 3 years (GoB 2008). 
Though, cyclones that form in the Bay of Bengal constitute only 5–6% of annual 
cyclones worldwide, they are the deadliest of all cyclones (Chowdhury 2002). The 
severity of cyclones in Bangladesh is reflected in the fact that about 80–90% of 
global losses and 53% of global cyclone-related deaths occur in Bangladesh (GoB 
2008; Paul 2009). For example, on 15 November 2007, cyclone Sidr struck the 
coastal region, the worst of its type in two decades, killing more than 3300 people 
and creating wide-scale damage and losses to the effect of $1.7 billion or 2.6% of 
GDP (GoB 2008).

Other climate-related events such as temperature extremes, erratic rainfalls, 
intensified floods and droughts, and rough weather in the bay have also increased. 
All these events lead to loss of lives and livelihoods with severe implications for the 
sustenance of poor and marginal populations, especially those who live on the coast. 
The coastal zone of Bangladesh is geo-physiologically and ecologically diverse, 
and environmentally vulnerable. The coastal region is particularly vulnerable to 
cyclonic storm surge floods due to it being in the path of tropical cyclones and hav-
ing a wide and shallow continental shelf, as well as a funneling shape (Das 1972; 
Haque and Blair 1992). Due to the shallow continental shelf, the influence of large 
tidal water, and the vast amount of long and narrow shorelines or inlets from the 
land to the bay, the surge amplifies to a considerable extent as it approaches low- 
lying and poorly protected land. This causes disastrous floods along the coast 
(Murty 1984; Shamsuddoha and Chowdhury 2007; Karim and Mimura 2008).

Besides sea level rises and cyclones, the coastal zone of Bangladesh also faces 
several other challenges such as coastal and river bank erosion, saline water intru-
sion, water logging, vulnerable polders, conflicts over land use (e.g. shrimp vs. rice 
cultivation) etc. that affect the lives and livelihoods of coastal people. Coastal people 
comprise different occupational groups, viz. small agricultural farmers, agricultural 
labor, sharecroppers, shrimp farmers, salt farmers, honey collectors, small-scale fish-
ers, shrimp fry collectors, boat builders, net makers etc. It is estimated that fishing is 
the predominant source of livelihood for 14% of households in 14 districts situated 
along the coastline of Bangladesh (GoB and FAO 2013). Additionally, thousands of 
other coastal people are involved in small-scale fishing as a part time or seasonal 
occupation, particularly during the peak fishing season of hilsa (Islam 2012).

While hazards are potentially damaging events or phenomena, they do not neces-
sarily cause a disaster. Instead, disasters occur through a mix of physical exposure 
and socio economic pressure. Thus, hazards must be understood within the broader 
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context of society, and vulnerability explained as a result of both biophysical 
dynamics and social, political, and economic processes (Blaikie et  al. 2014). 
Moreover, vulnerability to disaster is not the same for all professional groups. 
Small-scale fisheries in Bangladesh are a recurrent victim of natural disasters. Their 
vulnerability to disasters relates to the nature of the occupation and the socio- 
economic position of the fishers involved. Small-scale fishers in Bangladesh are 
generally poor and considered to be part of a lower class profession. They live in 
hazardous landscapes and fish in turbulent coastal waters (Jentoft et al. 2010; Islam 
2011). Such natural disasters create insurmountable pressure on the lives and liveli-
hoods of fishers who already live on the margin of survival. Thus, climate change 
and extreme natural disasters are one of the major threats to the small-scale fisheries 
sector in Bangladesh. However, they often do not get sufficient consideration from 
academics and policy makers.

While over the past four decades, Bangladesh has been able to significantly 
reduce disaster mortality due to an early warning system, enabling large scale evac-
uation before any cyclone strike, post-disaster recovery programs often face criti-
cisms for mismanagement and irregularities, and procrastination in rehabilitation 
and relief. Coastal fishing communities, moreover, continue to be exposed to water- 
borne disasters. Casualties during fishing in the rough bay are still rather common 
and fail to receive sufficient attention from policy makers. Recently the Bangladesh 
government adopted its 7th Five Year Plan, which emphasizes the need to build 
capacity in both disaster risk reduction and climate change adaptation. In the plan, 
the Bangladesh government envisages the reduction of risk to people, especially the 
poor and the disadvantaged, to the effects of natural, environmental, and human 
induced disasters/hazards to a manageable and acceptable humanitarian level and to 
have in place an efficient emergency response management system (Ministry of 
Planning 2015; CDMP II 2016). However, the plan does not explicitly mention 
small-scale fishers as a vulnerable group.

The present chapter argues that adopting the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing 
Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and Poverty 
Eradication (hereafter the SSF Guidelines), promoted by the FAO, has particular 
relevance in the making of climate-resilient coastal small-scale fishing communities 
in Bangladesh. This study is primarily based on 50 individual fisher’s interviews 
conducted in two phases in 2009 and 2013 in a remotely located char1 known as 
Char Kukri Mukri in the Meghna estuary of Bangladesh. The study is supplemented 
by secondary data collected from a comprehensive literature review.

The following are the main objectives of the study: (i) to explore disaster risks of 
and the impact of climate change on coastal small-scale fishers that need to be 
addressed in implementing the SSF Guidelines in the Bangladesh context; (ii) to iden-
tify constraints in implementing the SSF Guidelines keeping these priorities in mind.

1 Chars are silt islands, which are created in a delta by the swell of rivers, monsoon rains, and sand 
carpeting. More than five million people in Bangladesh, mostly the poor, live in this ever-changing 
land in rivers and inshore waters, which are regularly subjected to floods, massive and rapid ero-
sion, accretion, and occasionally drought.
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The next section describes the SSF Guidelines regarding disaster risk and cli-
mate change. In section “Assessment of existing emergency response and disaster 
preparedness” we evaluate the performance of disaster management in Bangladesh. 
Section “Disaster risk and climate change impacts on small-scale fisheries: a study 
from Char Kukri Mukri in the Meghna River Estuary of Bangladesh”, depicts the 
vulnerabilities of coastal hilsa fishers to disaster risk and climate change. The final 
section presents some recommendations concerning disaster risk reduction and cli-
mate change adaptation.

 The SSF Guidelines: Addressing Disaster Risk and Climate 
Change

The SSF Guidelines is the first internationally agreed instrument dedicated entirely 
to the small-scale fisheries of the world (FAO 2015). About 108 million people (of 
which 54% are men and 46% women) in the developing world currently depend 
directly on small-scale fisheries and post-harvest activities for at least parts of their 
income (BNP 2009). Small-scale fisheries thus make important, though poorly 
quantified contributions to human society. Regardless of the geographical settings, 
small-scale fisheries are facing several challenges such as degradation, overfishing 
and overcapacity, conflicts over resources and space, and global changes, but yet 
they have not garnered adequate attention in national, regional, and global decision- 
making (Islam 2012; Jentoft 2014). In this context, FAO has been spearheading the 
initiative to develop international guidelines for small-scale fisheries. After years of 
planning, extensive consultation with civil society organizations (CSOs) and stake-
holders, including the research community, and intense negotiation among member 
states, on June 9th, 2014, the Committee of Fisheries (COFI) of the FAO adopted the 
SSF Guidelines (Jentoft 2014). The SSF Guidelines have several sections about a 
wide range of issues. Section 9 particularly relates to natural disasters and climate 
change and how they affect the food-security and livelihoods of small-scale fishers.

Paragraph 9.2 reads as follows:

All parties should recognize and take into account the differential impact of natural and 
human-induced disasters and climate change on small-scale fisheries. States should develop 
policies and plans to address climate change in fisheries, in particular strategies for adapta-
tion and mitigation, where applicable, as well as for building resilience, in full and effective 
consultation with fishing communities including indigenous peoples, men and women, pay-
ing particular attention to vulnerable and marginalized groups.

The Guidelines request that states should recognize the vulnerability of small- 
scale fisheries (throughout the value chain) to the impacts of climate change and 
disasters. The Guidelines ask for urgent and ambitious action, in accordance with 
the objectives, principles, and provisions of the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). They also take (Para 9.1) into account 
the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development’s (Rio + 20) outcome 
document The Future We Want.
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Natural and human-induced disasters and climate change have differential 
impacts on small-scale fisheries. Therefore, states need to develop specific policies 
and plans to address climate change adaptation and mitigation, and emergency 
response and disaster preparedness through consultation with vulnerable fishing 
communities. Hence, the SSF Guidelines call respective states to assist and support 
the fishers affected by climate change or natural and human-induced disasters 
through appropriate adaptation, mitigation, and aid plans (Para. 9.4). These strate-
gies require integrated and holistic approaches, including cross-sector collaboration 
(Para. 9.2). If fishers are affected by human induced disasters, the responsible party 
for these disasters should be held accountable (Para. 9.5).

All parties, which include CSOs, should take into account the impact that climate 
change and disasters may have on the small-scale fisheries post-harvest and trade 
subsectors. Therefore, it is desirable that states and others provide support to small- 
scale fisheries stakeholders with regard to adjustment measures aimed at addressing 
changes so as to reduce their negative impacts (Para. 9.6). Broader emergency 
response and disaster preparedness of the state should be targeted at small-scale 
fisheries. In doing so, the concepts of relief-development continuum and ‘building 
back better’ should be applied in disaster response and rehabilitation (Para 9.7). All 
parties should promote the role of small-scale fisheries in efforts aimed at mitigating 
the effects of climate change and thus encourage and support energy efficiency in all 
levels of the fish chain. Finally, states should appropriately consider making avail-
able to small-scale fishing communities’ transparent access to adaptation funds, 
facilities, and/or culturally appropriate technologies for climate change adaptation.

 Assessment of Existing Emergency Response and Disaster 
Preparedness

After the devastating Gorki cyclone in 1991, the Bangladesh government changed 
its response strategy to natural disasters (acting after the occurrence). It adopted an 
approach of total disaster management (which includes prevention, response, recov-
ery, rehabilitation, mitigation, and preparedness) (Haque and Uddin 2013; Ministry 
of Planning 2015). The Bangladesh government’s shift of strategy was well ahead 
of many other global initiatives. The overall shift in strategy comprised of a number 
of initiatives. Disaster risk reduction programs, extended volunteerism, emphasis on 
increased community resilience and extended social safety nets, adoption of legal 
and institutional frameworks including national and international frameworks for 
disaster risk reduction, and involvement of a vibrant NGO sector contributed to this 
success (Ministry of Planning 2015). Cyclone preparedness in Bangladesh has sub-
stantially improved over the last decade with the construction of additional public 
shelters in coastal districts, along with the expansion and reinforcement of embank-
ments and coastal afforestation programs along the coast and estuary channels (Paul 
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2009). For example, in 1992, there were 512 cyclone shelters in coastal Bangladesh 
(Ikeda 1995) which increased to 3976  in 2007 (Shamsuddoha and Chowdhury 
2007). Bangladesh has over 7500  km of embankments built along its rivers and 
coastal areas (UN 2007).

In 1985, the Bangladesh government introduced ‘Standing Orders’ (SOD) 
(updated in 2010) for natural disaster management (primarily for floods and 
cyclones) (GoB 2010). The SOD outlines specific directives, duties, and responsi-
bilities regarding disaster risk reduction and emergency response management for 
public agencies at all levels, including regional and local administrations, relevant 
ministries, and defense forces. It is worth remembering that two structural cyclone 
mitigation measures had already been introduced in Bangladesh before indepen-
dence in 1971. One was the coastal embankment project to protect villages from 
rising water and the other the coastal afforestation program to create bio-shields 
(Paul 2009). Both these projects are credited for their positive impact on disaster 
risk reduction.

The National Plan for Disaster Management (NPDM) was developed in 2010 to 
manage risk and the consequences of disasters through prevention, emergency 
response, and post-disaster recovery. The NPDM has identified seven strategic goals 
which are drawn from the SAARC Disaster Management Framework that include 
(1) professionalizing the disaster management system; (2) mainstreaming risk 
reduction; (3) strengthening institutional mechanisms; (4) empowering risk com-
munities; (5) expanding risk reduction programming; (6) strengthening emergency 
response systems; and (7) developing and strengthening networks. All these initia-
tives have markedly increased the disaster management capacity of Bangladesh. 
This enhanced capacity reflects advancement at two levels. First, enhanced capacity 
has lowered the number of fatalities as well as the damage caused by cyclones. This 
was primarily because of the Bangladesh government’s attempt to provide timely 
weather forecasting and advance warning systems. Second, enhanced capacity has 
contributed to the successful evacuation of people and to the construction of more 
cyclone shelters (Shamsuddoha and Chowdhury 2007). Heather Blackwell, head of 
Oxfam in Bangladesh, estimated that “Bangladesh’s early warning system and 
preparation saved up to 100,000 lives’ (Oxfam 2008).” To bolster early warning 
infrastructure, a coastal volunteer network has been established to disseminate 
warnings systems more widely (Murray et al. 2012).

In the aftermath of extreme events, the governmental and different CSOs deliver 
relief and support services to affected communities. Generally, these responses 
address only the immediate survival needs of distressed communities; they usually 
do not provide other services such as health or education, nor do they contribute to 
increasing resilience to command future extreme events. Thus, disaster recovery 
and ‘building back better’ has largely been overlooked. Although Bangladesh has 
made major efforts to prevent natural hazards from causing human disasters, the 
holistic approach the SSF Guidelines promote has been largely missing. As a result, 
many of the affected communities still suffer from the residual impacts of these 
devastating events and have not been able to fully restore their livelihoods. 
Consequently, overall resilience to disasters has been undermined (Ministry of 
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Planning 2015). Thus, despite efforts to reduce vulnerability, small-scale fishing 
communities continue to experience loss, often to an even larger extent than in the 
past (Shamsuddoha et al. 2013).

 Disaster Risk and Climate Change Impacts on Small-Scale 
Fisheries: A Study from Char Kukri Mukri in the Meghna 
River Estuary of Bangladesh

As mentioned above, this chapter undertakes a case study of coastal communities 
living in a char situated at the mouth of the Meghna River facing the Bay of Bengal 
(Fig. 24.1). Char Kukri Mukri is a very low-lying land area, situated only about 
1.5–1.6 m above sea level. The char is part of the main island situated in Char Kukri 
Mukri union2 under Char Fassaon upzilla of Bhola district. Due to its geographical 
location, Char Kukri Mukri is very vulnerable to disaster risks and climate change. 
To the south, no land or barrier exists that can cushion cyclones that boil over from 
the Bay of Bengal. When cyclone waters move in a funnel shape towards the 
Meghna River estuary, water surges and causes a disaster (cf. Shamsuddoha and 
Chowdhury 2007). Besides cyclones, community members say that they face fre-
quent and severe risks from coastal erosion, tidal surges, water logging, and saline 
water intrusion.

According to popular belief, the char was formed four to five hundred years ago 
when silt carried by different rivers from the upstream Himalayan basin accumu-
lated to form the island, which incidentally is also rich in biodiversity.3 The land-
mass is still developing; thus, it is very prone to river bank erosion. About 40 years 
ago, people affected by river bank erosion in nearby localities migrated to the char, 
which is owned by the government, to take shelter. Easy access to fishing grounds, 
both in estuary and inshore waters also motivated fishers to settle on the char. The 
12,000 inhabitants of the char are among the most disadvantaged population groups 
on the coast. About 38% of the population lives below the poverty line (national 
average below the poverty line is 17.6%). The inhabitants are overwhelmingly illit-
erate, with the literacy rate at only 28.55% (national rate is 57.91%). About 30% of 
houses are makeshift and 68% of houses thatched (kutcha) (national average for 
thatched houses is 8.11%). Only 2% of houses have concrete structures (national 
average is 25.12%). Less than 1% of the population has access to some sort of elec-
tricity (from solar panels) (national percentage is 55.26%), 6.28% has access to 
sanitary toilets (national percentage is 51.05%), and 14% have access to safe drink-

2 Union is the lowest local administration unit of a three tiered local administration system in 
Bangladesh. The other two units are upzilla (sub-district), and zilla (district).
3 Char Kukri Mukri is also rich with wildlife such as deer, monkeys, cougars, otters, foxes, wild 
hens, gray peacocks, migratory birds, and other wild species. Wildlife attracts an increasing num-
ber of tourists each year, particularly in the winter season. This char is considered as one of the 
most important wildlife sanctuaries (IUCN Category IV) of the forest department.

24 Addressing Disaster Risks and Climate Change in Coastal Bangladesh…



528

ing water (national average is about 96%) (All data from BBS 2011). Boats are the 
only means of transportation to other nearby localities including Char Fasson 
upzilla. Though medical facility exists but is in very poor shape without appropriate 
manpower and doctor. There is no scheduled bank or post office, hence char dwell-
ers mainly depend on money lenders and microcredit by NGOs for financial capital. 
Due to their physical isolation, char dwellers mainly depend on natural resources 
such as land and fisheries to make their living. Thus, agriculture and fishing are the 
two major professions. Most inhabitants are involved in both agriculture and fish-
ing. Aquaculture is also practiced at a smaller scale. Some key informants estimated 
that 90% of local people are dependent on fisheries, particularly on hilsa (Tenualosa 
ilisha) fishing. The hilsa fishery is identified as the largest estuarine fishery in the 
world in terms of catch (Blaber 2000) and constitutes a long-standing economic 
activity in the Meghna basin where the study area is located. Hilsa shad contributes 
11% of the total fisheries catch, provides employment for 0.5 million fishers directly 
and another 2 million people indirectly, and accounts for about 1% of GDP 
(Mohammed and Wahab 2013) totaling USD 1.3 billion per year (BOBLME 2012).

In Char Kukri Mukri men, women, and children are involved in fishing (Fig. 24.2). 
They use different fishing gears depending on economic capacity, skills, and target 
species. Women and children are mainly involved in shrimp fry collection using 
drag and/or pull nets. Crab collection is another important fishing occupation and is 
done by hand, bait and hook. Cast nets are also used for fishing in the floodplains of 
the char. Along with men, some women are also involved in estuarine set bag fisher-
ies. The majority of fishermen are occupied in the hilsa fishery, which is an impor-
tant economic activity in the area. Well-to-do fishers have their own boats and 
fishing gears (mainly gillnets) for hilsa fishing in the estuary and inshore waters. 
Other fishers work as crew and are either paid a share of the catch or wages as part 
of a fishing team. The duration of fishing ranges from one day to four to six days 
depending on the fishing zone (estuary or inshore/offshore waters). During the 
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breeding season of hilsa in November, fishers are restricted from catching hilsa for 
22 days. Fishers who were interviewed said that March to May was the slack period 
for hilsa fishing. In that period fishers repair their boats and gears for the upcoming 
hilsa season that starts when the monsoon comes. During the slack period demand 
for laborers goes down, and this pushes many fishers to migrate to nearby cities or 
the capital in search of alternative work. In the slack period, fishers who employed 
other fishers also face financial difficulties as repair and maintenance of fishing 
gears require financial capital. Therefore, they take advance loans (locally known as 
dadon) from fish traders from nearby fish landing centers in Char Fasson or other 
upzillas of Bhola district. The loan arrangement is such that the fisher has to sell his 
catch to the fish trader, usually at a discounted price; the trader also gets a commis-
sion, usually 10% of the total price. The majority of respondents we spoke to were 
indebted to fish traders for a long time as they face one crisis after another (such as 
illness, poor catch, ransom demands by criminal gangs etc.) and dadon is the only 
financial source they can avail. Thus, the hilsa fishery is the mainstay of livelihoods 
in the region and therefore any disruption to fishing operations or fish availability 
makes fishers vulnerable.

Hilsa species and fishers who engage in hilsa fishing are subjected to climate 
change and disaster risks. For instance, Fernandes et al. (2015) predicted that even 
if hilsa is fished sustainably, due to climate change hilsa shad catches could show a 
slight decline by 2030 and a significant (25%) decline by 2060. However, if overex-

Fig. 24.2 Children catching fish in flood waters in Char Kukri Mukri
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ploitation is allowed, catches are projected to fall much further, by almost 95% by 
2060, compared to the ‘business as usual’ scenario for the start of the twenty-first 
century. High dependence on hilsa could lead to livelihood failures in case of stock 
collapse, due to either over-exploitation and/or climatic variability. As mentioned in 
the introduction, the Bay of Bengal is one of the most disaster-prone regions in the 
world. Increased intensity of cyclones and sea-borne depressions make fishing oper-
ations in the bay risky and end up limiting those (Jentoft et al. 2010). Most of the 
deaths and destruction attributable to cyclonic activity in Bangladesh are largely 
caused by abnormal storm surges (Chowdhury et  al. 1993). Interviewed fishers 
reported that unfit weather conditions due to frequent cyclones and depressions 
(caused by lower atmospheric pressure) in the bay often force fishers to abandon 
their fishing trips and return to coast. Incomplete fishing trips incur a substantial 
financial loss estimated to be 76,400 BDT (955 USD) for a 10-day hilsa fishing trip. 
Fishers told us that such income loss is quite common nowadays in the hilsa fishery. 
They also estimated that depressions originating in the Bay of Bengal (Fig. 24.3) 
cause fishers to discontinue fishing for at least a week. To avoid economic loss in a 
situation of dire poverty, many fishers defy warnings and continue fishing, which 
results in fatalities and morbidities of fishers. The death of a household member 
capable of working can pull the whole family into extreme poverty and extended 
trauma.

Small-scale fishers of Char Kukri are also exposed to frequent cyclones originat-
ing in the Bay of Bengal. On 25th, May 2009, cyclone Aila struck the south-west 
coast of Bangladesh, killing 190, injuring 7103, and rendering more than half a 
million people homeless (UN 2007). On May 16th, 2013, cyclone Mahasen made 
landfall in Bangladesh and the associated torrential rainfall and strong winds 
destroyed hundreds of thatched houses in Char Kukri Mukri. Cyclone Mahasen was 
less severe than cyclone Aila, but yet it adversely affected many communities that 
were already in a stressed situation in the aftermath of cyclone Aila. Several studies 
have indicated that cyclone Aila caused devastation to the coastal landscape and 
people’s livelihoods (Shamsuddoha et al. 2013; Islam et al. 2016), including in Char 
Kukri Mukri. The respondents of the present study detailed the dismal situation they 
faced after cyclone Aila. There were no coastal embankments in the char when it 
struck. Though the green belt of mangrove forest in the char helped reduce wind 
velocities, they were not able to shield communities from the swelling sea water. 
The tidal water washed away people’s household assets, destroyed standing crops, 
flattened road infrastructure and thatched houses, placed a heavy toll on those who 
had livestock and poultry, and adversely affected those who had aquaculture farms 
(Fig. 24.4). Sanitation and safe drinking water were also severely impacted which 
resulted in the onset of water borne diseases. The long-term residual impacts were 
far-reaching and caused profound negative impacts on local food security, health, 
and the overall economic situation. For instance, salt water intrusion resulted in the 
soil being unfit for agricultural production; thus crop, vegetable and, fruit output 
reduced significantly. So too was the case with aquaculture production. Grazing 
areas for cattle were also damaged. Some respondents indicated that saline water 
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intrusion and the unhygienic sanitary situation caused an increase in the morbidity 
of humans and livestock in the char.

Small-scale fishers in Char Kukri Mukri spoke about the economic burden cre-
ated by repeated extreme events. The majority of fishers take dadon from fish- 
traders when productive assets are lost or damaged. To restore fishing operations 
they have to retake dadon, which entraps them into endless cycles of debt. A number 
of fishers spoke about extended trauma after they suffered at the hands of cyclones. 
When fishing gear are lost or damaged, marginal fishers in particular cannot afford 
to restore their fishing operations. One widowed fisherwoman described her dismal 
situation as a result of cyclone Aila in the following way:

Fig. 24.3 Long-term monthly depression scenario in the Bay of Bengal. Hollow bars indicate the 
total number of depression occurred in every month from 1975 to 2015. Blue smooth line indicates 
the long-term seasonal trend in total number of depression. Vertical solid lines with different colors 
(blue to white to red through a linear interpolation in between) indicate long-term monthly average 
number of rough days. (Source: Date collected from Bangladesh Meteorological Department)
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Our house was at the end of the village facing the river, so we were worst affected by 
cyclone Aila. All of my family members managed to survive by taking shelter in higher 
places. All my households’ materials were washed away when we were struggling to sur-
vive against rising waters. Our fishing boat, the source of livelihood for the family, which 
was tied to a tree, broke away due to the rising tide. One behundi jal (estuarine set bag net), 
which was set up in the river was damaged another one was lost. Our thatch house col-
lapsed, and we could not manage to rebuild it so we just put a roof structure on the plinth. 
This, however, makes it very damp and humid to live inside. Before Aila struck, our daily 
income was 300–500 BDT. After cyclone Aila, we had no boat, only a few torn nets. I also 
became ill. Now income from my two children is the financial mainstay of our family. My 
daughter goes for shrimp fry collection in the nearby river in the afternoon. My son goes 
hilsa fishing as waged labor from afternoon to late at night (1 am). He gets approximately 
50 BDT for 8 hours work. After taking some rest, he then goes for shrimp fry collection 
early morning and gets back around 11 am. After he is back my daughter goes for fry col-
lection. Thus they collectively make best use of one net for subsistence living. Despite our 
best efforts the family has became destitute.

Respondents spoke about a number of coping strategies that they had adopted in 
the aftermath of cyclone Aila. They took loans from money-lenders and microcredit 
from NGOs for immediate survival. Some small-scale fishers were able to restart 
the collection of shrimp fry and crab from tidal creeks and mangrove forests as these 
activities did not require expensive fishing gears. Some fishers took their children 
out of school and employed them in fishing. Other fishers migrated to nearby cities 

Fig. 24.4 After cyclone Aila, many households in Char Kukri Mukri had to start their livelihoods 
from scratch
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in search of work. Yet others got employment in ‘food for work’ or ‘cash for work’ 
programs run by different NGOs and local government for rebuilding physical 
infrastructure.

In terms of disaster responses, most of the interviewees reported that they receive 
early warnings of cyclones, through radio or from volunteers of the Red Crescent 
Society. Local people participated in disaster management committees in the area. 
However, they also mentioned that the cyclone center in the char can only accom-
modate half of the char dwellers. Many inhabitants do not want to abandon their 
assets (home, land, fishing gears, and boats) and leave for cyclone centers. Some 
respondents complained of nepotism and irregularities in distribution of relief and 
access to government support in the immediate aftermath of disasters. Repeated 
cyclone strikes have prompted the government and donor agencies to build the resil-
ience of char dwellers. After cyclone Mahasen in 2013, the government built coastal 
embankments around the char to protect inhabitants from rising sea waters in the 
event of cyclones or floods. This hazard-prone char also received attention from dif-
ferent local NGOs that were in operation before and after cyclone Aila. These NGOs 
mainly work in microcredit, disaster management, health and sanitation, and physi-
cal infrastructure restoration so as to strengthen the long term resilience of char 
dwellers. The government of Bangladesh also provides relief to people and invests 
in the building of physical infrastructure such as roads and coastal embankments 
and afforestation programs to build green bio-shields. Fresh water reservoirs have 
been created for irrigation purposes that facilitate vegetable and fish production to 
meet local demands for food security. Installation of tube wells has helped improve 
the availability of safe drinking water. Char dwellers have noticed the positive 
changes in their well-being due to these interventions. Living in a sequestered 
island, they feel marginalized from mainstream economic opportunities. Therefore, 
they have now asked for support to diversify their livelihoods and strengthen the 
availability of good educational facilities.

 Discussion

Given that small-scale fishers are among the most vulnerable groups to disaster 
risks and climate change, the SSF Guidelines are an appropriate and timely instru-
ment for initiating policy change aimed at making small-scale fisheries resilient. 
The Guidelines rightly call for states to recognize differential vulnerabilities of dif-
ferent sectors of small-scale fisheries and develop specific policies and plans to 
address climate change adaptation and mitigation, emergency response, and disaster 
preparedness through consultation with local fishing communities. These efforts 
could help in ‘building back better’ small-scale fisheries, particularly in developing 
countries such as Bangladesh where a combination of poverty, marginalization, and 
natural hazards have had devastating impacts on small-scale fishers in a way that has 
left them trapped in poverty. As the case study of Char Kukri Mukri illustrates, 
small-scale coastal fishers in Bangladesh are vulnerable to climate change and 
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disaster risks in several ways. They largely rely on catching climate sensitive hilsa 
species. They face disaster risks while fishing in the bay; poor weather in the bay 
often forces them to abandon their fishing trips. Different extreme events also result 
in fishing communities losing household assets. While pre-disaster responses by the 
government have been successful in saving many lives, small-scale fishers remain 
vulnerable because of context specific factors.

In general, though small-scale fishers are more vulnerable than other profes-
sional groups on the coast, they do not get due political consideration when it comes 
to disaster risk reduction. While it is necessary to prioritize small-scale fishers in 
addressing disaster risks and climate change, doing so is a challenging task. Because 
fishing communities are located in remote regions and are spread sparsely across the 
landscape, there is also limited understanding of their differential vulnerabilities 
(Part 2, Chapter 9.2 of the SSF Guidelines) among policy makers, and even within 
the community itself. Implementation of the SSF Guidelines for disaster risk reduc-
tion could serve as a point of departure for the government in terms of ‘what to do’ 
to enhance the resilience of Bangladeshi small-scale fishers and fishing communi-
ties in ways that make them more self-reliant and engaged in the development pro-
cess. Nevertheless, the Bangladesh government in the Seventh Five Year Plan 
emphasized the need to reduce the risk people, especially the poor and the disadvan-
taged, were exposed to vis-à-vis natural, environmental, and human induced disas-
ters/hazards (cf. Dercon 2010). In order to do so, the government plans to develop 
an emergency response management system. Though small-scale fishers are not 
explicitly mentioned as a disadvantaged group, the SSF Guidelines may help make 
government aware of their special situation and needs.

Yet, as is made clear in the SSF Guidelines, full implementation of the Guidelines 
would require a major transformation in different aspects of governance in the form 
of institutional, social, political, and economic reforms. For instance, in Bangladesh, 
at present disaster management policy and practice across government institutions 
occur at a relatively small-scale and often on a pilot basis. Hence, a shift of perspec-
tives requires a movement from theory to practice and linking policy with actions in 
the spirit of the SSF Guidelines. In our case study area, small-scale fishers partici-
pate in disaster management at the local level as part of a broader community and 
professional group involved in disaster management and climate change negotia-
tions. Hence, it becomes critical and challenging to build strong and effective com-
munities and/or fisher organizations empowered to participate in fisheries 
management and disaster management. Such transformation is essential in order to 
promote and deliver mainstream disaster management outcomes. Small-scale fish-
eries should be one of the target sectors of natural hazard reduction strategies. 
Particular attention must be given to small-scale fisheries because they have been 
considered as a ‘lower’ profession and thus remained marginalized (due to lack of 
education and lack of acceptance by others) politically and socially. Consequently, 
this has reduced their resilience (Islam 2011; Jentoft and Midré 2011). Further, 
small-scale fisheries are not just about fishing per se, as small-scale fishers and their 
dependents require support with regard to improving their overall wellbeing (health, 
education, livelihood diversification, and community development). Inclusion of 
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the Department of Fisheries – the apex body of fisheries management – within the 
‘Disaster Management’ team in the mandate of ‘Standing Orders’, will be a step in 
the right direction.

Disaster risk reduction is multi-sector affair, which requires strong collaboration 
among all relevant stakeholders such as government, civil society organizations, the 
private sector, media, research organizations etc., as is also emphasized in the SSF 
Guidelines (Part 2, Chapter 9.3). Building collaborative efforts is an interactive gov-
ernance challenge that must be addressed if the SSF Guidelines are to be success-
fully implemented (Jentoft and Chuenpagdee 2015). While formulating the SSF 
Guidelines, NGOs played an important role (Jentoft 2014), which suggests that they 
can play a similar in the implementation of the Guidelines. Despite myriad numbers 
of non-governmental organizations working in Bangladesh, very few of them are 
working on issues directly related to small-scale fisheries. Thus, a lack of institu-
tions targeting coastal and marine fisheries is clearly visible. NGOs could play an 
important role in building capacity of fisher organizations, particularly with regard 
to co-management, which will empower small-scale fishing communities and turn 
them into effective partners of government to reduce disaster risks.

Bangladesh has made remarkable progress towards addressing and managing 
disaster risk, but extreme events have also markedly increased. Moreover, 
Bangladesh’s overall post-disaster recovery and reconstruction capacity is rather 
weak (Ministry of Planning 2015). Its response to natural disasters in the past has 
usually focused only on the reconstruction of physical assets. In our case study area, 
though rebuilding physical assets is important for livelihoods recovery, the provi-
sion of boats and nets to non-fishers as a means to relieve their economic con-
straints, often leads to over-capitalization of the fishery, and thus contributes to 
aggravating the consequences of disasters. While short-term loss and damage often 
draw the attention of policymakers and donor agencies, the long-term residual 
impacts of extreme events receive less attention. As the impacts of extreme events 
evolve with changing climatic conditions, any response must seek to instill the 
capacity and knowledge required to effectively anticipate and reduce future loss and 
damage.

In the process of implementing the SSF Guidelines, there are several others chal-
lenges that must be dealt with. Physical remoteness and the scattered location of 
fishing communities is a barrier for implementation. Yet even physical isolation can 
be mitigated through appropriate improvements to infrastructure, health, and educa-
tion services, and improved access to information and markets. The need to identify 
and secure funding and build synergies between all stakeholders is another chal-
lenge. Interaction with relevant non-fisheries ministries and departments at all levels 
and the mainstreaming of the SSF Guidelines in relevant policies, strategies, and 
plans as well as public-private partnerships involving government, non-government, 
and fishers organizations in support of the SSF Guidelines could help in overcoming 
this challenge.

Another constraint is the poor implementation of the several plans policies 
regarding disaster risk reduction that Bangladesh has. Thus, even if the SSF 
Guidelines are translated into policy in Bangladesh, implementation at the local 
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level will be a big challenge, as has been the case in the past. Community participa-
tion is a must. However, community participation is prone to elite capture by power-
ful people in society. Genuine accountability mechanisms for vulnerable 
communities that can make their voices heard is also missing. Thus, monitoring and 
accountability at all levels are essential to ensure implementation. Financing for 
disaster risk management of small-scale fisheries is another problem. As a develop-
ing country, Bangladesh has financed its investments in policies that address disas-
ter risks largely through international cooperation. To implement the SSF Guidelines 
with the aim of making small-scale fishing people and communities more secure, 
will require funding from its own resources in addition to international funding 
(Part 2, Chapter 9.9 of the SSF Guidelines).

 Conclusion

Small-scale fisheries in Bangladesh are important for supplying animal protein, 
ensuring food security, and employing large numbers of people. It is estimated that 
one-tenth of the total population are somehow dependent on to fishing. Thus, small- 
scale fisheries in Bangladesh are definitely ‘too big to ignore’. Still, not only are 
they poor and vulnerable to natural and other hazards, they are also marginalized, 
which is partly due to their often remote and scattered location, making them hard 
to reach. They are materially poor and they do not have organizations that can 
defend their interests. They therefore tend to be isolated from the political process, 
with no voice in issues that are of great concern to them. The sector is neglected and 
undervalued in terms of its food security and poverty alleviation potential. The fact 
that small-scale fishers live in low-lying coastal areas make them more vulnerable 
than any other professional groups with regard to climate change, sea-level rise, and 
cyclones. Their exposure to risk receives far less attention from policy makers than 
is necessary to keep them safe. They are in fact, largely ‘ignored.’ This is also why 
the SSF Guidelines are relevant in the context of Bangladesh

The situation of small-scale fisheries needs to be changed if the country wants to 
achieve not only the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly goal 13 
(taking urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts) and goal 14 (con-
serve and sustainably use the oceans, seas, and marine resources for sustainable 
development), but also the ambitions stated in the SSF Guidelines, as they are basi-
cally the same. The implementation of the SSF Guidelines could help create the 
impetus that is needed to ensure that the special situation that small-scale fisheries 
are in, especially in countries like Bangladesh where fishers and fishing communi-
ties are already weakened by poverty, can be addressed in the face of climate change 
and other natural hazards. In terms of disaster risk reduction, Bangladesh had already 
achieved commendable success. Yet, the SSF guidelines can help in  specifically 
focusing on the vulnerability of small-scale fishers in ways that have not been done 
so far and that make them climate resilient. Given the strong disaster management 
mechanisms in place in Bangladesh, the importance given by the government to 
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conserve hilsa, and the presence of CSOs at the grassroots level, there are clear 
opportunities to implement the SSF Guidelines in small-scale fisheries. However, 
there are also challenges. Reducing disaster risks and climate change vulnerability 
of small-scale fishers has largely failed so far to provide resilience and security to 
coastal communities. For that to happen, policies needed must be developed for the 
long term and aimed at empowering coastal communities through the building of 
more robust governance systems. The role of small-scale fisheries as a driver of 
economic growth and food security is still undervalued. Given this scenario, steps 
are required to minimize constraints and capitalize on the opportunity available with 
the SSF Guidelines.

The SSF Guidelines as a whole, and not only the section that deals with climate 
change, speak to the situation in Bangladesh’s coastal areas and small-scale fisher-
ies. For the government and other parties the SSF Guidelines represent a ‘marching 
order’ to do something about a general problem which is not just in the future, but 
which already exists. The SSF Guidelines are also relevant in their totality, as the 
vulnerability that small-scale fishers are experiencing with regard to natural hazards 
and climate change as well is due to their poverty and social marginalization. Thus, 
small-scale fishers’ resilience to such events is dependent on the degree to which 
other parts of the SSF Guidelines are adopted as public policy and integrated in the 
planning process. This is what the ‘holistic’ approach in para 9.2 would imply in 
Bangladesh, and elsewhere. The vulnerability of small-scale fisheries to climate 
change and natural disasters may be extreme in Bangladesh, but they are not unique. 
Thus, we believe there are lessons to be learned from Bangladesh for other countries 
where small-scale fishers are poor and vulnerable.
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Chapter 25
Closing Loopholes with the Small-Scale 
Fisheries Guidelines: Addressing Illegal, 
Unreported and Unregulated Fishing in Lake 
Victoria, Tanzania

Joseph Luomba, Paul Onyango, and Ratana Chuenpagdee

Abstract Illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing poses a serious chal-
lenge to fisheries governance as it does not go away easily despite various efforts to 
combat it. The persistence of IUU fishing is a threat to securing sustainable small- 
scale fisheries, as it affects ecosystem health, food security, and viable livelihoods, 
and can worsen poverty conditions in the fishing communities. Thus, unless 
addressed, this problem may impede the implementation of the Voluntary Guidelines 
for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries (SSF Guidelines). Knowing why 
IUU fishing occurs and persists is the first step to addressing the problem. Following 
interactive governance theory, this chapter draws on studies conducted to identify 
characteristics of the fisheries systems that give rise to IUU fishing in small-scale 
fisheries in Ijinga Island, Lake Victoria. The key findings indicate that the social 
system of Ijinga Island is highly diverse, complex, and dynamic, and is thus very 
difficult to govern. The governing system is also not as capable as it must be to com-
bat IUU fishing due to the lack of interactions between responsible authorities at 
different levels, governing actors, and small-scale fishers. Studies also show that 
small-scale fishers of Ijinga Island differ significantly in their perception about IUU 
fishing problems when compared to government officials. This disparity contributes 
to making IUU fishing a wicked problem. Based on these findings, we conclude with 
some recommendations about how SSF Guidelines can be used to address the IUU 
fishing problems identified in the study, and thus fisheries governance challenges.
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 Introduction

Illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing is a worldwide problem, esti-
mated to contribute to economic losses of between USD $10 and $23 billion annu-
ally (Agnew et al. 2009; EJF 2012). Concerns about IUU fishing are not related only 
to economics, but also to impacts on food security and the livelihoods of fisheries- 
dependent populations (FAO 2016), and on the health of fish stocks and the aquatic 
environment (MRAG 2005). While the problem is acute in high seas fisheries, IUU 
fishing also exists in nearshore and inland fishing areas where small-scale fisheries 
operate. Tackling IUU fishing in small-scale fisheries requires sound policy inter-
vention because of the significant number of the people whose livelihoods depend 
on these fisheries (Andrew et al. 2007; Salas et al. 2007) Combatting IUU fishing in 
small-scale fisheries is necessary, but the interventions may need to be different, or 
have different foci from those applied to addressing IUU fishing in industrial 
fisheries.

Deterring IUU fishing has become a high priority agenda for policy makers, 
fisheries authorities, fishers, and other stakeholders (Agnew et al. 2009; Plagányi 
et al. 2011; FAO 2015, 2016). Two instruments are noteworthy in this endeavor. The 
Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries contains principles and standards for 
responsible fishing practices, with a view to ensuring the effective conservation, 
management, and development of fisheries resources (FAO 1995). More specifi-
cally, the International Plan of Action to prevent, deter, and eliminate IUU (IPOA- 
IUU), adopted in 2001, recognizes the increasing concern of IUU fishing and calls 
on member states, as well as Regional Fisheries Bodies, to put in place national 
legislation and action plans to prevent, deter, and eliminate the problem (FAO 2001). 
In Lake Victoria, a Regional Plan of Action on IUU fishing (RPOA-IUU) was 
adopted by the riparian states of Kenya, Tanzania, and Uganda in 2004. The plan 
focuses on the restriction of fishing gears and fishing methods, the protection of fish 
spawning and nursery areas, the prohibition of fish landing in undesignated landing 
sites, seasonal closures, and joint licensing mechanisms (LVFO 2004). Despite the 
efforts that have been made to eliminate IUU activities, the problem still exists. As 
shown by Agnew et al. (2009), there is an insignificant change in the trend of IUU 
activities globally between 1980 and 2003.

Why is the IUU fishing problem so persistent? Jentoft and Chuenpagdee (2015) 
argue that small-scale fisheries are very diverse, complex, and dynamic, and the 
problems they present are beyond simple governance solutions. Moreover, and sim-
ilar to other sectors, small-scale fishing communities do not always welcome mea-
sures that they perceive to be against their interests (Onyango and Jentoft 2007). 
These considerations suggest that the persistence of IUU fishing can either be a 
result of a mismatch between alleviation strategies and the context in which these 
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strategies are implemented, or dissent on the part of the fishing communities. In 
other words, IUU fishing is a good example of a wicked problem in fisheries gover-
nance, described by Jentoft and Chuenpagdee (2009), following Rittel and Webber 
(1973). In accord with interactive governance theory (Kooiman et al. 2005), address-
ing fisheries problems require careful examination of the natural and social systems 
that are being governed, the governing system, and their interaction. They further 
elaborate that problems can occur at all three orders of governance: routine deci-
sion-making (1st order), institutional arrangements (2nd order), and at the meta-
level where values, principles, and images underlying the design of these institutions 
are of main concern. In the context of IUU fishing in Lake Victoria, this means that 
factors contributing to IUU fishing can be numerous and can be related to various 
aspects of the fisheries systems. For instance, they may be due to the biophysical 
features of the lake, the nature of fishing practices, the social structure of fishing 
people, economic conditions, the lack of capacity in the governing system, or a 
combination of these factors. It also implies that IUU fishing problems could be due 
to the mismatch between the values, perceptions, and expectations of fishing people 
and those of the governments.

For wicked problems such as IUU fishing, alternative approaches to address 
them are worth considering, starting from the way the problem is articulated, the 
choice of what instruments to use, and how to apply them effectively. The fact that 
many international agreements and conventions available to help combat IUU fish-
ing have not resulted in desirable outcomes is an indication that a new way to 
approach IUU fishing problem is necessary. A new opportunity for this may be 
emerging with the recently released Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable 
Small-Scale Fisheries, or SSF Guidelines (FAO 2015). While it is obvious that IUU 
fishing problems can become an impediment to the implementation of these 
Guidelines, what is not evident is the extent to which the principles underlying the 
Guidelines can be used to help combat IUU fishing.

This chapter contributes to the discussion about the IUU fishing problem by 
drawing on a study carried out in Ijinga Island, a small island in Lake Victoria. 
Informed by interactive governance theory, the study examines various aspects of 
small-scale fisheries in this part of the lake and tries to elicit judgments and opinions 
from fisheries stakeholders about IUU fishing problems. It begins by describing the 
general situation of IUU fishing in Lake Victoria, followed by a brief description of 
the methods used to collect the information presented. Next, the chapter reports on 
the characteristics of Lake Victoria’s system, including the natural and social 
system- to-be-governed, the governing system, and the governing interactions in 
terms of diversity, complexity, dynamics, and scales, and discusses whether these 
characteristics contribute to making IUU fishing problem occur and persist. We also 
present the results of a survey which aimed to assess the similarities and differences 
between the judgements of fishing people and those of government officers with 
respect to the severity of selected fishing practices, including those both considered 
legal and illegal by law. Finally, based on these results, we discuss options or oppor-
tunities provided in the SSF Guidelines to address IUU fishing in Lake Victoria 
more effectively. We note that in the case of Lake Victoria, the analysis is confined 
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largely to illegal fishing activities (I) and practices that do not conform to the fisher-
ies laws and regulations, and which are usually unreported (U). The second U 
(unregulated) is not applicable since Lake Victoria fisheries are significantly regu-
lated. Thus, the term IUU is used in the chapter as a composite term to refer to the 
issues related to illegal and unreported problems in Lake Victoria fisheries.

 IUU Fishing in Lake Victoria

According to RPOA-IUU, IUU fishing practices include the use of illegal fishing 
gears and methods, use of unlicensed boats, fishing of undersized fish, landing them 
in undesignated landing sites, trading fish in undesignated areas, and fishing during 
closed seasons or in closed areas (LVFO 2004). IUU fishing in Lake Victoria is 
evidenced by the presence of illegal fishing gears such as gillnets with mesh sizes 
under 6 in., longlines and hooks under size 4 and above size 10, beach seines, and 
monofilament nets (see Table 25.1). The time series data in Table 25.1 show that 
IUU fishing remains widespread and is considered one of the major causes of fish 
decline (Ikwaput-Nyeko et al. 2009; Mkumbo and Marshall 2014; Njiru et al. 2009). 
IUU fishing is also known to have negative impacts on the livelihoods of fisheries-
dependent communities (Onyango 2004; Ogwang et al. 2009). Although it received 
much attention during the Nile perch era from 1990s onwards, IUU fishing had been 
observed in Lake Victoria as early as 1900s with the decline in cichlid species due 
to the use of undersized gill nets (Graham 1929).

Given the negative impacts of IUU fishing on aquatic resources in Lake Victoria, 
and its consequences on the livelihoods of fisheries dependent communities, various 
efforts have been put in place to tackle IUU fishing. For example, Monitoring 
Control and Surveillance (MCS) activities have been carried out regularly, the 
Marine Police have been brought on board, and amendments to the fisheries regula-
tions have been undertaken to tighten the loose ends in what the law states with 
regards to IUU fishing. In addition, the adopted RPOA-IUU complies with the FAO 
requirements that states and government should formulate mechanisms and strate-
gies to address IUU fishing.

Despite efforts to address IUU fishing, Kayanda et al. (2009) and Ikwaput-Nyeko 
et al. (2009) have observed that illegal landings have persisted in the Lake Victoria 
fisheries. Njiru et al. (2007) and Johnson (2014), among others, have pointed out 
that IUU fishing persists due to the ineffectiveness of current management mea-
sures. According to these studies, these regulations need to be re-evaluated. In other 
words, they are critical of the technical regulations as a means of controlling IUU 
fishing. As a consequence of persistent IUU fishing and the observed decline in fish 
catches, the government introduced a co-management regime in the lake in 1999 
(Hoza and Mahatane 2001). The situation has continued from bad to worse, judging 
from the number of illegal fishing practices that have been reported (see also 
Table 25.1). For instance, LVFO (2016) reports that, between 2012 and 2014, the 
use of undersized gillnets (mesh size <5 in.) increased by 16.8%, beach seines by 
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30.3%, and monofilament by 28.5%. These data suggest that new approaches in 
understanding and confronting IUU fishing beyond the existing measures are 
required.

The search for appropriate mechanisms to address IUU fishing has not stopped. 
The SSF Guidelines have also provided avenues for alleviating IUU fishing. They 
call for member states to ensure that there are effective monitoring and enforcement 
mechanisms to prevent, deter, and eliminate all forms of illegal and/or destructive 
fishing practices, which have a negative effect on marine and inland ecosystems. In 
addition, the SSF Guidelines seek to address the root causes of IUU fishing, while 
providing members with the flexibility to adopt the most suitable measures to their 
particular circumstances (FAO 2015). This requirement recognizes that, although 
small-scale fisheries share similar characteristics, the problems may differ from one 
area to the next. Thus, the methods used to approach these issues should be based 
on the local context. For this reason, understanding IUU fishing in Lake Victoria 
through an interactive governance and governability lens aligns well with the prem-
ise of the SSF Guidelines. First, the focus of the SSF Guidelines to support respon-
sible fisheries and sustainable social and economic development for the benefit of 
current and future generations requires a shift from problem solving alone to explor-
ing opportunities, which is the basis for interactive governance (Kooiman et  al. 
2005). Additionally, the SSF Guidelines recognize that small-scale fisheries are a 
diverse and dynamic sector, which is often characterized by competing interests. In 
this realm, any governability assessment is not only focused on finding technical 
measures or adjusting the existing governing structure alone, but also looks into the 
underlying values, images, and perspectives of stakeholders that make the problem 
occur and persist. Therefore, by taking into account system properties and the qual-
ity and type of interactions between the systems, governability assessment enables 
a contextualized understanding of the IUU fishing problem, which is critical in 
designing appropriate strategies to tackle it.

Table 25.1 Number of illegal fishing gears in Lake Victoria, Tanzania

Illegal 
fishing 
gears/year 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014

Gill-nets 
<6 in. 
mesh size

200,258 410,209 563,253 395,883 770,837 168,139 141,364 137,342

Long lines 
hooks <4

n/d n/d n/d n/d 10,280 5935 24,956 4.37,935

Long line 
hooks >10

n/d n/d n/d n/d 4,137,774 4,160,618 4,547,208 5,830,627

Beach 
seine

1996 1522 1592 1665 1776 1301 2079 1956

Monofila- 
ment nets

63 n/d n/d n/d 4801 2905 7944 22,064

Source: URT (2015)
n/d refers to no data

25 Closing Loopholes with the Small-Scale Fisheries Guidelines…



546

 Methods

The study included two main parts. The first involved a descriptive analysis of the 
fishery system. This was done using secondary information, which were gathered 
and synthesized from several published and grey literature, including government 
reports. We also drew from the experience gained by the authors from working in 
the area, and field observations in assessing the characteristics of the system-to-be-
governed and the governing system in terms of their diversity, complexity, dynam-
ics, and scale. In addition, we examined the formal and informal institutions used by 
the governing system in governing the lake, and the interactions between the sys-
tem-to-be-governed and the governing system. This examination aided in under-
standing underlying governance issues required for sustainable fisheries 
conservation, management and development.

The second part of the study aimed at examining stakeholders’ perceptions about 
IUU fishing. A survey questionnaire was developed, following a damage schedules 
method (Chuenpagdee 1998), and administered to 150 respondents. The respon-
dents were sampled from the primary resource user groups (e.g. boat owners, fish-
ing crews, processors, and traders), fisheries managers and scientists, and local 
residents. The questionnaire sought to examine the respondents’ understanding 
about the damaging fishing activities and their respective conservation ethics. Eight 
fishing activities were presented in the paired comparison survey, four of which are 
considered IUU fishing by fisheries regulation while the other four are not. For each 
pair, the respondents were asked to choose a fishing activity that s/he considered 
more damaging. The percentage responses from the respondents were then normal-
ized and ranked in order of the severity, with 1 denoting the most damaging while 8 
the least. The data collection was carried out between August and October 2015, at 
Ijinga Island in Lake Victoria Tanzania.

 Lake Victoria’s Fisheries System

 Natural System-to-Be-Governed

Lake Victoria is a diverse natural system, shared by three East African countries – 
Tanzania, Uganda and Kenya. Of about 68,000 km2 of the lake surface, Tanzania occu-
pies 51%, Uganda 43%, and Kenya 6%. Lake Victoria contains small and large islands 
that are inhabited by a significant number of people (Witte and van Densen 1995; 
World Bank 2009). Coastal development, agriculture, and other industries establish-
ment around the lake cause impacts on the lake’s biodiversity. For instance, effluents 
from farming and industrial activities have increased nitrogen and phosphorus levels. 
Together with the increased human population, these activities have contributed to 
eutrophication (Sitoki et al. 2010). In addition, water temperature has been altered, 
thus impacting ecosystem function and fish productivity (Ogutu- Ohwayo 1990).
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Lake Victoria’s fisheries used to be multi-species, comprising over 500 endemic 
species, mainly haplochromines and tilapiines belonging to the cichlidae family 
(Graham 1929). The lake also played host to several catfishes, e.g. Bagrus docmak, 
Clarias gariepinus, syndontis, Schilbe intermedius, Lungfish Protopterus aethiopi-
cus, and carps Labeo victorianus (Kudhongonia and Cordone 1974). In addition, the 
lake contained the cyprinid Rastrineobola argentea, locally known as Dagaa. 
Between 1950 and 1960, Nile perch Lates niloticus and Nile tilapia Oreochromis 
niloticus were introduced in the lake (Ligtvoet et al. 1995). The predatory nature of 
the Nile perch had caused some of these indigenous species to disappear. Currently, 
Nile perch, tilapia, and Dagaa dominate the fisheries. The increased fishing pressure 
on Nile perch has seen the resurgence of haplochromines, which were once thought 
extinct (Balirwa et al. 2003; Mkumbo and Marshall 2014). At the same time, some 
catfish species, Synodontis and Claria gariepinus, have increased in number in 
recent years (Kayanda et al. 2009). The species diversity demands a management 
system that is cognizant of the presence of multiple species and their interactions. 
This is, however, a major challenge, not only in Lake Victoria but worldwide, due to 
lack of scientific knowledge, information, and research capacity. The lake fisheries 
have therefore been managed as if it was a single species system. For example, the 
recommended fishing gears for the Nile perch fish has been universally applied 
across other species, such as Synodontis victoriae, whose sizes do not reach Nile 
perch. Fishers targeting other fish species smaller than Nile perch and tilapia are 
therefore conditioned to use small-sized nets that are considered illegal by fisheries 
law. These situations illustrate the difficulties facing fisheries management and the 
consequences for IUU fishing problems.

 Social System-to-Be-Governed

Lake Victoria fisheries encompass a variety of stakeholders such as boat owners, 
fishing crews, fish traders, processors, fish agents, gear makers, and repairers. 
Adding to this diversity, there is a high dependency between these groups, making 
for complex relationships. For example, boat owners depend on fish agents to get 
loans to buy fishing gears while fishing crews depend on boat owners for employ-
ment. Further, fish traders and processors depend on people around the lake for fish 
trade. The majority of fishers come from about ten communities of diverse cultures 
and traditions that have lived riparian to the lake for long as their history is known. 
The type of fisheries activities they engage in defines the livelihoods of the people 
from these communities. For example, the Luo community, who live on the eastern 
side of the lake, derive their name from fishing. The word Luo came from the word 
Luwo, which has two meanings – one is following and another fishing. The Luo are 
believed to have originated from Southern Sudan and arrived by following fish in 
the Nile southwards until they settled in Uganda, Kenya, and Tanzania. Another 
example is the Wakerewe, found in the biggest island on the lake in Tanzania, whose 
identity is defined by their involvement in fishing activities. Although they practice 
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agriculture, fishing has been a major activity, from which their culture and traditions 
have derived meaning. Times and periods for other activities in these communities 
are determined by fishing seasons, the type of gears used, and the method of fishing 
adopted, all of which reflect their culture and traditions. For instance, gill nets or 
beach seines are used because these gears enable them to fish as a group and thus 
remain together. When fishers bring fish after a fishing season, they hand over their 
catches to the clan leader, who distributes the whole catch to all the families in the 
clan. No one would go without a fish. For this reason, illegalizing some of the gears 
such as gill nets has been interpreted as dis-embedding the culture of many com-
munities, something fishers vehemently resent.

The open access regime and the commercialization of Nile perch in 1990s led to 
increased fishing capacity and efforts (Onyango 2004; Ikwaput-Nyeko et al. 2009). 
As a result, some fishers resorted to the use of destructive fishing gears and methods 
(Mkumbo and Marshall 2014). This has negatively impacted ecosystem health, for 
instance, through a reduction of Nile perch stocks (Kayanda et al. 2009; Mkumbo 
and Marshall 2014). The decline in Nile perch has brought in new dynamics in the 
fisheries; a new fish product – gall bladder of Nile perch – has created another group 
of actors who focus their fishing activities on this product. Over the years, they have 
positioned themselves into a formidable group, competing even with the fish pro-
cessing establishments, which have traditionally controlled the fisheries. The Nile 
perch gall bladder, which has found a lucrative market in China, is currently more 
profitable than the fish itself. Therefore, fishers sell their fish to fish processing 
establishments without the gall bladder. Such arrangements have created a conflict 
between the gall bladder traders with the owners of the fish processing establish-
ments. The diversity of user groups, their social relationships, and the dynamics 
described above have not been considered when addressing IUU fishing problems. 
From a governability perspective, the social system-to-be-governed poses a major 
challenge to fisheries governance.

 The Governing System

The transboundary nature of the lake has contributed to multiple levels of gover-
nance, consisting of various institutions, management mechanisms, and instruments 
that guide planning and management processes. A system of co-management, where 
the government, fishing communities, and other stakeholders share management 
responsibilities and authorities, has been implemented since the 1990s (Onyango 
and Jentoft 2007; Ogwang et al. 2009). This shift from the centralized system was 
deemed necessary, not only because of the transboundary nature of the lake, but also 
to deal with management challenges such as inadequate staff and funding (Hoza and 
Mahatane 2001). At the regional level, LVFO is the main governing institution of 
the East African Community, responsible for fisheries management. In Tanzania, 
fisheries management falls under the Fisheries Division, which in turn belongs to 
the Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock, and Fisheries Development. Under the 
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decentralized system, the Fisheries Division works in collaboration with the 
Ministry of Regional Administration and Local Government. The technical mea-
sures put in place to manage the fisheries are mainly derived from research advice 
provided by the Tanzania Fisheries Research Institute and academic institutions.

The National Fisheries Sector Policy, the Fisheries Act No. 22 of 2003, and the 
Fisheries Regulation of 2009 are the main instruments used to manage the fisheries 
resources. Consisting essentially of regulations restricting the use of certain fishing 
gears and fishing in certain areas, these laws and policies are linked with the inter-
national instruments developed by FAO and other development partners. Restrictions 
are also in place to eliminate fishing without a license and control the sizes of the 
fishing gears to be used in the lake. Besides these institutions and measures, there 
are also the Beach Management Units (BMUs) and civil society organizations. The 
BMUs are mainly responsible for collecting daily fisheries data at the landing site, 
participating in the vetting of fishers, and patrolling areas to weed out fishing ille-
galities (URT 2005). These responsibilities demand that they collaborate with fish-
eries staff at the landing site on a daily basis. They are also required to participate in 
village meetings to ensure that fisheries issues are discussed. Fisheries officers and 
the police carry out control and law enforcement. However, MCS in the lake is very 
limited due mostly to financial constraints and the lack of human resources to patrol 
the diverse areas of the lake (Ikwaput-Nyeko et al. 2009). This has given rise to the 
excessive use of destructive fishing gears and methods (Njiru et al. 2007). These 
wide arrays of governing actors, at various levels, display complex governance chal-
lenges for the lake. However, the system is slow to respond to changes and gover-
nance boundaries are relatively well defined. Thus, as shown in Table  25.2, the 
dynamics and the scale issues associated with the governing system are considered 
low and medium, respectively.

 Governing Interactions

The co-management system in practice in Lake Victoria requires that the multiple 
actors involved in management share information and communicate in a much more 
integrated and coordinated way than currently is done. In the case of Lake Victoria, 
these interactions should start at the beach level, from the BMUs to the Ministry. It 

Table 25.2 Summary of the assessed system properties

System 
properties

System-to-be- governed
Governing system Governing interactionsNatural Social

Diversity Moderate High High Medium-high at regional 
level, but low at local levelComplexity High High High

Dynamics High High Low
Scale High High Medium

25 Closing Loopholes with the Small-Scale Fisheries Guidelines…



550

is through the co-management system that the two main ministries responsible for 
fisheries – the Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock and Fisheries Development, and 
Ministry of Regional Administration and Local Government  – liaise with local 
stakeholders. In order to foster these interactions, various co-management commit-
tees, such as district co-management committees, have been proposed at district 
levels, with defined roles and responsibilities. However, these committees have 
largely remained on paper. As such, the BMUs have maintained their status as the 
key institution facilitating formal interactions between fishers and the governments. 
Unfortunately, although the BMUs are required to hold periodic committee and 
assembly meetings to deliberate on various fisheries management issues before for-
warding them to other relevant fisheries authorities for actions, they seldom do so. 
At the same time, interactions between fisheries officers and the fishers are only 
through ad hoc meetings, which are usually called when the former feel like doing 
so, or when they want to undertake an exercise at the landing site. As a result, the 
BMUs are ineffective at carrying out their functions as defined in the BMU guide-
lines, and their conservation knowledge has not been adequately tapped. Interactions 
at the ministerial level are much better, however, contributing to more effective 
governance of the lake. Onyango and Jentoft (2010) reason that although the lake’s 
management has been decentralized, the government still retains power in making 
decisions and the implementation of management measures. Nevertheless, other 
challenges such as inadequate staff, the lack of reliable funding, and insufficient 
capability on the part of the BMUs have all influenced the interactions in the lake. 
Together, they contribute to making the existing governing interactions for Lake 
Victoria not profoundly conducive to facilitate effective governance.

 Fisheries Stakeholders’ Perceptions on IUU Fishing

In addition to the inherent characteristics of the fisheries system, fisheries stake-
holders’ perceptions and opinions about IUU fishing are other elements which 
affect governability. As shown in Table 25.3, a certain level of agreement is found 
among the fisheries stakeholders group on damaging fishing activities. For example, 
use of non-selective fishing gears and fishing in breeding areas, the two activities 
classified by law as illegal, are considered the most damaging activities. However, 
the perceptions of other fishing activities varies between stakeholders groups. The 
most striking difference was found between managers/scientists and the primary 
resource users groups with respect to perceptions of other IUU fishing activities 
(e.g. fishing without a license and landing fish in non-gazetted sites). While boat 
owners, fishing crew, and traders viewed these activities in accordance with the law 
(i.e. they were harmful to the lake ecosystem), managers and scientists considered 
them to be less severe than activities not considered IUU. This finding points to a 
mismatch between local perceptions and universal understandings of what consti-
tutes IUU fishing. Such disparities help explain why IUU fishing occurs and persists 
in Lake Victoria.

J. Luomba et al.



551

 Discussion

The SSF Guidelines emphasize that, in tackling IUU fishing, member states should 
promote the application of appropriate measures that are reflective of the local con-
text. In light of this, the governability assessment framework provides a good basis 
for identifying the reasons for persistent IUU fishing and context-based information 
required for addressing the IUU problem in Lake Victoria. The study reveals that the 
natural system-to-be-governed is very diverse, creating major challenges for the 
governing system as it aims to promote fisheries sustainability in Lake Victoria. At 
the same time, the social system-to-be-governed is also highly dynamic, making it 
difficult to maintain a good representation of various stakeholders and to encourage 
their participation in decision making, and by extension their involvement in the 
implementation of the SSF Guidelines. The governing system appears to be concen-
trated at the top (regional and national levels) to the extent that the participation of 
other actors in governance is minimized. Therefore, the government has remained 
the main actor in the management mechanism established through the co- 
management regime. In this way, fishing communities are not granted an enabling 
environment or forum for discussing issues that are most important to them. This 
has the potential of lowering the governability of the lake because any action taken 
by the governing system to manage the fisheries (in this case tackling IUU fishing) 
may be seen as infringement on fishers’ rights, which goes against the very premise 
of the SSF Guidelines. The lack of representation and participation of all stakehold-
ers in decision-making and fisheries policy-making processes is also problematic, 
as noted in paragraph 5.17 of the SSF Guidelines.

In addition, the weak interaction between the governing system and the social 
system-to-be-governed challenges the realization of desired goals. All of these fac-
tors contribute to governance and governability challenges in tackling IUU fishing. 
For example, the fisheries regulatory framework does not reflect the diversity and 
dynamics in the natural system-to-be-governed, and it does not match the values 
and expectations of the social system-to-be-governed. In other words, it falls short 

Table 25.3 Ranking of damaging fishing activities by stakeholders groups in the fisheries

Fishing activity
Boat 
owner

Fishing 
crew

Proc./
trader

Local 
resident

Managers/
scientist

Using non-selective fishing gearsa 1 1 1 1 1
Fishing in breeding areasa 2 2 2 2 2
Increased number of fishers and gears 3 5 6 3 3
Fishing without a licensea 4 3 3 4 7
Fishing around breeding areas 5 6 7 8 4
Landing fish in non-gazetted sitesa 6 4 4 7 8
Fishing for longer hours 7 7 5 5 6
Many fishers targeting single species 8 8 8 6 5

The ranking levels denote: 1 = most damaging while 8 = least damaging
adenotes activities considered IUU according to the regulations
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of the vision of an holistic and integrative approach which is promoted in the SSF 
Guidelines (Principle 11). These rules and regulations seem to target the three domi-
nant fish species in the lake, thus failing to consider the livelihoods of fishing com-
munities. Given that some of the fish species, such as haplochromines, Bagrus and 
Protopterus, which provide food sources to the majority of fishing communities, 
cannot be caught by the specified fishing gears, fishers are left with no option but to 
use fishing gears and methods that are considered illegal or destructive by regula-
tion. The continued implementation of these regulations undermines the fishing 
communities’ social and cultural tenure rights, a situation which is in direct contra-
diction to the main focus of the SSF Guidelines, as stipulated in Part 1, section 3.1. 
In the context of Lake Victoria, special attention is due since fishers consider fish to 
be a God-given right, and thus nobody should be denied access to fishing (Onyango 
and Jentoft 2010). The lack of appreciation of the social and cultural values of the 
lake’s fisheries goes against one of the guiding principles in the SSF Guidelines, 
which emphasizes ‘respect of cultures’ (Principle 2). These social and cultural val-
ues come in the form of existing organizations, traditional and local knowledge, as 
well as the practices of fishing communities. From this perspective, the persistent 
IUU fishing in Lake Victoria cannot be attributed only to a mismatch between regu-
latory measures and the natural system-to-be-governed (Table 25.2), but also a dis-
sent on the part of the social system-to-be-governed against laws they consider 
contrary to their beliefs. In addition, the laws are not explicitly focused on defend-
ing fishers’ livelihood concerns and their access and use right of fisheries resources 
to achieve adequate food.

Importantly, the study also shows poor congruence between what fishers and 
governors/managers perceive about the level of severity of different fishing activi-
ties. Other studies have also reported differences in images between the governing 
system and the system-to-be-governed, which may therein result in lowering gov-
ernability (Kooiman et al. 2008; Jentoft et al. 2010; Song and Chuenpagdee 2014; 
Voyer et al. 2015). Song et al. (2013), in particular, argue that stakeholders’ values, 
images, and principles must be made explicit, understood, and articulated into 
decision- making process. Further, Chuenpagdee and Jentoft (2013) reason that the 
clear definition and formulation of images, instruments and actions can increase 
governability. In the case of Lake Victoria, this implies that actions taken to tackle 
IUU fishing should be consistent with the way the problem is perceived or under-
stood by fisheries stakeholders. When this is not the case, as illustrated in Table 25.3, 
policies and measures that may have adverse impacts on small-scale fisheries should 
be avoided, as envisioned in paragraph 5.20 of the SSF Guidelines.

Effectively tackling IUU fishing requires multi-dimensional approaches to deal 
with the complex and unique concerns of the social and natural systems-to-be- 
governed. This is in line with paragraph 5.13 of the SSF Guidelines, which empha-
sizes that states should address IUU fishing based on the measures most suitable to 
their particular environment. In light of these, and as previously alluded to, we sug-
gest that tackling IUU fishing should be done through interventions in all three 
orders of governance. At the first order, improving governing interactions and com-
munication between actors is imperative. The fisheries division and the BMUs can 
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work collaboratively in a platform provided by the existing co-management set-up 
to discuss emanating issues at the lower level of governance, which must be done in 
a more consultative way than the manner that is currently done. However, these 
consultations should be continous and not only be done at the whim of fisheries 
staff. More awareness on the part of the fisheries communities about some of the 
regulatory measures employed in tackling IUU fishing should result from these con-
sultations. The SSF Guidelines (paragraph 5.18) emphasize that the participation of 
different actors in resource management is critical to providing guidance on sustain-
able fishing practices and fisheries management. Moreover, the governability chal-
lenges posed by the rules and regulations is a second-order matter. Here, there is a 
need to review fisheries regulatory measures with a view to aligning them to local 
people’s mindsets and the diversity in the natural system-to-be-governed. Fishers 
should be allowed to target fish species other than the dominant ones, as long as this 
effort does not jeorpadize the health of the lake fisheries system and undermine 
conservation efforts. This approach is envisioned in Section 5a of the SSF Guidelines, 
which emphasizes that the fishing communities’ cultures and traditions need to be 
respected. Additionally, Section 5b of the SSF Guidelines call for recognition of 
local conservation knowledge in formulating appropriate measures for responsible 
and sustainable fisheries. Finally, incorporate stakeholders’ values and judgements 
in problem definition and goal setting is a task of third-order governance. This may 
lead to having shared and acceptable management measures which reach across 
stakeholder groups, which may then improve the legitimacy of the regulations. In 
addition, this may inspire and guide governing institutions on how to properly 
address IUU fishing problems. Some of these governing interventions could include 
awareness building and the use of alternative data for decision-making, which aligns 
with what the SSF Guidelines promote in the context of IUU fishing (Section 11.5).

 Conclusions

This chapter illustrates that the persistent IUU fishing in Lake Victoria is largely 
related to both the inherent and constructed characteristics of the governance sys-
tem, especially those within the system-to-be-governed and the governing system. 
Efforts to eliminate IUU fishing need to begin with an appreciation that regulations 
and measures which are applicable to industrial fisheries may not be suitable to 
small-scale fisheries, and those which are appropriate to certain small-scale fisher-
ies may not be pertinent in all cases. By examining what the issues are on the 
ground, in what contexts they occur, what the system’s characteristics are, and how 
various stakeholders perceive them, proper institutions can be designed with suit-
able incentives put in place to guide behaviour.

The SSF Guidelines provide several principles and provisions that can be drawn 
upon to help address IUU fishing. IUU fishing, along with other damaging fishing 
activities, have negative consequences on fisheries ecosystems as well as socio- 
cultural/political systems. Long-term conservation and the sustainable use of fisher-
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ies resources (Section 5.13) need to be considered. In the case of Lake Victoria, this 
provision can be implemented through incorporating stakeholders’ understandings 
about the levels of damages of different fishing activities (local conservation knowl-
edge) to inform the design of regulatory measures. In eliminating IUU fishing, the 
policies adopted must ensure that other fisheries governance goals, such as com-
munity well-being, food security, and poverty alleviation, are not compromised. 
Further, in improving interactions between the governing actors and resource users, 
the existing co-management system in the lake offers a good starting point. The 
various stakeholders in the lake should be involved in fisheries decision-making and 
implementation, as stipulated in Section 5.15 of the SSF Guidelines and further 
emphasized in Section 5.17. These imply the need for government to recognize the 
fishing communities as important stakeholders in decision-making and implementa-
tion. In addition, it creates an environment for developing policies that may succeed 
because of potential support from stakeholders. All of these considerations consti-
tute important issues and opportunities required to effectively improve the govern-
ability of the IUU problem in Lake Victoria.
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Chapter 26
Illegal, Unreported, and Unregulated Fisheries 
in the Hormuz Strait of Iran: How the  
Small- Scale Fisheries Guidelines Can Help

Moslem Daliri, Svein Jentoft, and Ehsan Kamrani

Abstract According to a United Nations report, illegal, unreported, and unregu-
lated (IUU) fishing is the main hindrance for sustainable fisheries in the open seas 
and inland waters. In this chapter, we explore how the Voluntary Guidelines for 
Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries (SSF Guidelines) can help address this 
problem and improve the sustainability of small-scale fisheries and local commu-
nity livelihoods in Hormozgan Province of Iran and the Persian Gulf. At present, 
there is limited management planning for small-scale fisheries in Iranian waters, 
and information about IUU fishing is scarce. Nonetheless, IUU fishing is on the 
political agenda. In Daliri et  al. (Ocean & Coastal Management 120:127–134, 
2016), we explored what factors cause IUU fishing in the region, and highlighted 
culture, management, economic conditions, personal skills, and area features as 
important determinants of IUU fishing. We also concluded that co-management can 
help address this problem and promote more sustainable fisheries in this region, if 
implemented well. In this chapter, we argue that efforts to reduce IUU fishing must 
include multiple measures identified throughout the SSF Guidelines, measures that 
go beyond the paragraph that talks specifically about monitoring, control, and sur-
veillance (MCS).
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 Introduction

In 2014, the Committee on Fisheries (COFI) of the FAO adopted the Voluntary 
Guidelines on Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries (SSF Guidelines) for 
eradicating poverty and promoting food security in small-scale fishing communities 
globally. The SSF Guidelines contain not just a set of practical recommendations on 
a broad range of issues but also a set of normative meta-governance principles for 
small-scale fisheries, i.e. principles that would constitute good governance for this 
sector. The Guidelines stress the important contribution of small-scale fisheries in 
addressing societal concerns such as safe and nutritious food and employment 
(Jentoft 2014) and strongly advocate a human rights approach to fisheries manage-
ment. They also complement the Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries, which, 
alongside the fishing provisions of the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea, is the 
most widely recognized and implemented international fisheries management 
instrument. Moreover, the SSF Guidelines are also closely linked to the Voluntary 
Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries, and 
Forestry in the Context of National Food Security, the Voluntary Guidelines to 
Support the Progressive Realization of the Right to Adequate Food in the Context of 
National Food Security, and the Principles for Responsible Investment in Agriculture 
and Food Systems (Kurien 2015).

According to the United Nations report, illegal, unreported, and unregulated 
(IUU) fishing is the main hindrance for sustainable fisheries in the open seas and 
inland waters. IUU fishing has increased the concerns of fisheries administrators, 
traders, consumers, and fishers alike (Sodik 2007; Luomba et al. 2016). The inter-
national plan of action to prevent, deter, and eliminate this problem defines IUU 
fishing in an elaborate way (Baird 2006): Illegal fishing includes all fishery activi-
ties without license in coastal and inland waters or the area under the inspection of 
Regional Fisheries Management Organizations (RFMO), contravention of applica-
ble laws and regulations noted in fishing licenses, invasion by vessels or harvester 
operators from neighboring countries, and fishing outside of designated areas or 
specified time periods. Other types of illegal fishing include the utilization of 
destructive fishing methods like fishing with explosive and poisonous materials and 
destructive gears like nets with small mesh size. Unreported fishing is fishing that 
has not been reported or has been misreported to the relevant national authority or 
RFMO, in contravention of applicable laws and regulations. Unregulated fishing 
generally refers to fishing activities by vessels without nationality or vessels flying 
the flag of a country not party to RFMO governance. It also refers to harvesting fish 
in unregulated areas. This is of importance in particular for straddling and highly 
migratory fish stocks such as tuna and tuna like fishes.

For developing countries such as the Islamic Republic of Iran, where small-scale 
fisher communities struggle with poverty, the implementation of the SSF Guidelines 
could be a solution to combat IUU fishing and thus achieve sustainability. There are 
two paragraphs in the SSF Guidelines (5.16 and 11.5) that especially relate to IUU 
fishing. The SSF Guidelines argue that states should ensure the establishment of 
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monitoring, control, and surveillance (MCS) systems or promote the application of 
existing monitoring systems that are applicable for small-scale fisheries. States 
should also ensure that the information necessary for responsible small-scale fisher-
ies and sustainable development is available, including information on IUU fishing.

As developing countries, Iran included, have poor monitoring capacities, small- 
scale fisheries are most at risk from IUU fishing (Erceg 2006). In fact, IUU fishing 
seems to be more common in the small-scale sector than in the industrial sector 
(Daliri et al. 2016). There is also limited management planning with regard to small- 
scale fisheries in Iranian waters, which the SSF Guidelines may help to change.

This chapter discusses how the implementation of the SSF Guidelines could con-
tribute to addressing IUU fishing and consequently support more sustainable small- 
scale fisher communities in the Hormozgan Province of Iran. This province borders 
the northern part of the Persian Gulf and the Oman Sea, and is the major fisheries 
region of the country. In Daliri et al. (2016), we explored what factors cause IUU 
fishing in the region, and highlighted culture, management, economic conditions, 
personal skills, and area features as important determinants of IUU fishing. We also 
concluded that co-management can help address this problem and promote more 
sustainable fisheries in the region. This chapter draws on arguments made in that 
published article in the context of the SSF Guidelines. Additional interviews with 
people in fisheries administration and government were carried out. We posit that 
combatting IUU fishing requires a wide range of remedies beyond monitoring, sur-
veillance, and control (MCS).

 IUU Fishing as a Global Concern

Most international fisheries regulations aim to curb IUU fishing. These regulations 
include the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea, the FAO Code of Conduct for 
Responsible Fisheries, the FAO UN Fish Stocks Agreement, the FAO Agreement to 
Promote Compliance with International Conservation and Management Measures 
by Fishing Vessels on the High Seas, and the International Plan of Action to Prevent, 
Deter, and Eliminate Illegal, Unreported, and Unregulated Fishing (IPOA-IUU).

Much academic literature has also been devoted to IUU fishing. For example, 
Pitcher et  al. (2012) reviewed the implementation of the Code of Conduct for 
Responsible Fisheries by FAO member countries, and ranked countries in terms of 
their performance in managing and conserving resources in their EEZs. The authors 
argued that for most developing countries, finding and accessing relevant informa-
tion about illegal fishing is highly problematic and challenging. Combatting IUU 
fishing would therefore have to start by actually detecting what is going on and how 
big the problem really is in specific fisheries. If IUU fishing is happening at a global 
scale, it does not necessarily mean that it occurs locally. If it is a problem that is 
noticeable, serious, and urgent, it is important to ask why it occurs, why fishers 
break rules, and how they justify it. Equally importantly, why do other fishers 
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 comply with the rules. Fishers may have good reasons to both break rules and com-
ply with them (Stewart and Walshe 2008; Jagers et al. 2012). They may for instance 
have economic reasons to fish illegally, especially if the risk of arrest and/or penal-
ties is low. Jensen and Vestergaard (2002), for example, highlighted that incentive 
schemes, such as taxes or subsidies, are potentially helpful in stopping illegal land-
ings and discards. Cho (2012) observed that in South Korea the government, through 
a buy-back of vessels program, succeeded in eliminating illegal bottom trawl fishing 
in the coastal waters. What governments define as illegal, however, fishers may not 
necessarily consider as immoral, especially if rules exclude them from their tradi-
tional fishing grounds or take away their food security and income needs in other 
ways. In a study of IUU fishing in Lake Victoria, Luomba et al. (2016) found that 
scientists and managers do not share with fishers the same idea of what IUU fishing 
is and what consequences it has for fisheries resources. Fishers felt that legal fishing 
could in fact be more environmentally damaging than illegal fishing. Thus, if fishers 
do not believe in the rationality and legitimacy of certain regulations, they are not 
likely to abide to them, especially if they can get away with not doing so.

Like in other parts of the world, IUU fishing is also a major concern in the Persian 
Gulf. Al-Abdulrazzak and Pauly (2013) noted that catch data for intertidal fixed 
stake net traps are often unreliable and that in actual fact it is six times higher than 
the officially reported catch. This is in agreement with the findings of Daliri (2016) 
who reported that the annual catch for stake net traps is ten times higher in Iran than 
the officially reported catch.

Daliri et al. (2016) explored IUU small-scale fishing in Hormozgan Province by 
employing an integrated natural and social system perspective and developed a 
model with five categories, namely culture, management issues, economic condi-
tions, personal skills, and area features. Daliri (2016) also estimated the annual IUU 
shrimp catch in Hormozgan waters to be between 461 and 520 tons, a total value of 
between 2.6 and 3 U.S. million dollars approximately. He also claimed that between 
266 and 304 tons of Silver Pomfret (Pampus argenteus) is caught illegally in 
Hormozgan waters. According to a report of the Iran Fisheries Organization (IFO), 
known as Shilat in Persian, 3000 unlicensed outboard powered small boats are fish-
ing in Hormozgan coastal waters (IFO 2014). IFO, which is a government organiza-
tion under the Ministry of Agriculture-Jahad, was established to implement the Law 
of Protection and Exploitation of the Fisheries Resources of the Islamic Republic of 
Iran. In other words, the mandate of IFO includes policy-making, planning, and 
surveillance to promote sustainable exploitation of marine resources, the conserva-
tion and restocking of aquatic populations, fisheries and aquaculture management, 
and the maintenance of infrastructure, amongst other things.

Despite such reviews, information about IUU fishing in the Persian Gulf is very 
scarce. This is something that the SSF Guidelines encourages states to rectify. In 
Paragraph 11.5 it is stated that: “States should ensure that the information necessary 
for responsible small-scale fisheries and sustainable development is available, 
including on illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing.” There is reason to 
believe that IUU is much more widespread than such studies have hitherto revealed. 
As there is limited management of small-scale fisheries in Iranian waters (Pitcher 
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et al. 2012), IUU fishing in the small-scale sector is probably more common than in 
the large-scale sector, which is under more close surveillance.

Thus, introducing mechanisms to help prevent and reduce IUU fishing would 
make sense. The SSF Guidelines, therefore, call upon states to ensure that effective 
monitoring, control, and surveillance (MCS) are in place to “deter, prevent and 
eliminate” all forms of IUU fishing. Although such mechanisms are needed, we 
posit in this chapter that MCS will not be sufficient if it does not address the basic 
reasons why fishers do not comply. We believe it is important to recognize that 
small-scale fisheries are both victims and culprits of IUU fishing, and that the goals 
of combatting IUU fishing do not always justify the means. Small-scale fishers are 
sometimes exposed to poorly designed fishing regulations, which do not make much 
sense to them. We hold that the problem is complex, and that the answer does not 
only lie in those paragraphs that talk specifically about IUU fishing but also else-
where in the SSF Guidelines.

 Small-Scale Fisheries in Iran

The Persian Gulf is within the mandate of the Regional Commission for Fisheries in 
the Persian Gulf and the Oman Sea (RECOFI). The aim of this commission is to 
promote the development, conservation, rational management, and best utilization 
of living marine resources, and promote sustainable development of aquaculture in 
the member countries (Iran, Bahrain, Iraq, Kuwait, Qatar, Oman, Saudi Arabia, and 
United Arab Emirates). The RECOFI continually reviews the state of these 
resources, including the level of fisheries exploitation. It also formulates and recom-
mends appropriate measures for the conservation and rational management of living 
marine resources, and ensures the implementation of these recommendations, keep-
ing in mind the economic and social aspects of the fishing industry and recommend-
ing any measures aimed at its development.

The region as a whole showed a steady increase in total catch from 350,000 tons 
in 1986 to about 700,000 tons in 2006. However, there has been a small decline in 
total catch over the last few years in the Persian Gulf area. The available catch data 
also indicate that most fish stocks are fully exploited in this region (FAO 2011). 
Lack of knowledge about the contribution of small-scale fisheries, which are fre-
quently neglected and hence under-reported in terms of catch, and resultant illegal 
catches and discards (Hosseini et al. 2015; Daliri 2016), can lead to stock depletion 
that jeopardize food security, impair resource conservation, and undermine the live-
lihoods of small-scale fishing communities in the region.

Iran has the largest fishery in the RECOFI area. Fishing in Iranian waters of the 
Persian Gulf is both small-scale (using motorized dhows and sambuks, small 
wooden or fiberglass vessels, intertidal fixed stake net traps etc.) and large-scale 
(industrial-style trawlers). There are 51 industrial vessels and 10,574 small-scale 
vessels (3151 wooden vessels and 7423 outboard powered small boats) active in 
Iran’s commercial fishing sector. They are mostly present in Iran’s southern waters 
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and open seas (IFO 2014). Iran has legislated fisheries management measures in the 
Persian Gulf, which include restrictions on net mesh size for commercial vessels, 
banning bottom trawl fishing (apart from shrimp trawling), designating closed areas 
(which are often marine protected areas), and defining closed fishing seasons for 
various fishing methods. Vessel monitoring systems (VMSs) are mandatory and 
used on all Iranian industrial-style trawlers.

Hormozgan Province has 14 islands and 1000  km (620 miles) of coastline 
(Fig. 26.1). Between 2003 and 2013, Hormozgan Province accounted for 60% of 
total landings in Iranian waters of the Persian Gulf and was home to the biggest 
fishery of the region. In 2012, total landings were 167,000 tons. Only 8.5% of the 
landings came from industrial vessels, which suggest that fishing in the area is pre-
dominantly small-scale and semi-industrial (trawlers) (Figs. 26.2 and 26.3). There 
are now approximately 22,500 and 1290 fishers employed respectively in the small- 
scale and large scale fishing sectors in Hormozgan (IFO 2014).

Small-scale fisheries communities in Hormozgan are generally poor, and fishing 
is considered as a low class profession. These communities have low living stan-
dards, for instance with regard to medical and welfare facilities, educational centers, 
and high schools. They do not get adequate consideration from academics and 
decision- makers for reasons because they are far from urban communities and lack 
visibility. Thus, relatively little is known about them. However, it is clear that small- 
scale fishers use different fishing gears such as drift or fixed gillnets, bottom trawls 

Fig. 26.1 Location of Hormozgan in Iranian waters of the Persian Gulf and the Oman Sea
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for shrimp fishing, purse seines for small-pelagic fishes, wire traps (locally named: 
gargoor), fixed stake net traps (in Persian: Moshtä), bait and hooks, and some local 
fishing methods. Many boats use a combination of fishing nets depending on eco-
nomic capacity, skills, and target species (Fig. 26.4). Small-scale fishers use a mix of 
traditional and modern methods. Some fishers (less than 10%), like those who fish 
along the beach, use fixed stake net traps, whereas others use new fishing equipment 
such as winches, GPS, etc. Fishers mostly target demersal fishes and have their own 
dhow or boat and fishing gears (gill nets) for use in the inshore waters and estuaries. 
In shrimp trawl fishing, fishers also work as crew in shared or wage based systems.

Small-scale fishers of Hormozgan are predominantly indigenous and reside in 
their birthplace. Through the traditional structure of these communities, there is a 

Fig. 26.2 Total landings in Hormozgan in 2012

Fig. 26.3 Number of active fishing vessels in Hormozgan between 2007 and 2013
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strong tribal relationship among them and tribal elders have leading role to play. 
Fishing is by far the most important source of livelihood for households. Additionally, 
hundreds of other coastal people are involved in fishing as a part time or seasonal 
occupation combined with livestock, agriculture, and trade. Fishers view fishing as 
an ancestral tradition and have a sense of ownership over the sea. They also think 
that no one can treat the sea better than they do. Although most young fishers are 
dissatisfied with their occupation, they have few alternative employment opportuni-
ties available. Therefore, parents often insist that their children should continue 
their education and find jobs with more social standing.

Approximately half of small-scale fisher households in Hormozgan are living in 
poverty, and a minority, those who own a dhow, are wealthy. The household size in 
these fishing communities average between five and six people, which is higher than 
the average urban household size (3.8 on average) in this region (Hormozgan 
Governorship 2013). This could be due to reasons such as marriage at a young age 
(mostly 18–20 for men and 15–17 for women), low literacy levels of parents, and 
preference for sons leading to increased frequency of pregnancies. Divorce is an 
anomaly in Hormozgan small-scale fisher communities (Tavakol 1991).

Mostly men fish in this region. In Hengam Island, however, 30 women fish with 
hook and bait. Women and children are mainly involved in fish processing and 

Fig. 26.4 Some small-scale fishing methods in Hormozgan waters (Source: Moslem Daliri et al. 
2015)
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 selling (Fig. 26.5). For example; in anchovies fishing, which is done by purse seine 
boats and beach seines (locally named Jal-Sardin) in the regions of Qeshm Island, 
Bandar Lengeh, and Bandar Jask, family members are mostly involved in fishing 
and processing operations. After landing, part of the catch volume is transported to 
fish meal factories, while women and teenagers dry the rest for livestock and poultry 
feed (Fig. 26.6).

As highlighted by Daliri et al. (2015), illegal shrimp fishing is one of the most 
difficult problems facing fisheries management in Hormuz Strait. Industrial and 
small-scale fishers regularly undertake fishing for shrimps in the open fishing sea-
son (October and November). In addition to that, small out-board engine powered 
boats equipped with drift gill nets (locally named Semari), and in some cases also 
with bottom trawl nets, capture shrimp illegally in the closed season (late July to 
October). Silver Pomfret, due to its high commercial value in the Persian Gulf 
region (especially in the Arabian Peninsula), is also often caught illegally. This 
migratory fish species naturally reproduces between April to July in coastal areas 
and in the estuaries of Qeshm Island (Hormozgan Province). The latter is known as 
the hatchery for this species (Momeni et  al. 2004). Although IFO declares these 
months as closed fishing seasons, local fishers equipped with fixed gill nets (locally 
named Leeh) catch the broodstocks illegally.

Recently, decreasing fish stocks and increasing industrial fishing activities in the 
region has led to lowering income and unemployment of small-scale fishers. This is 
a serious threat to the future of small-scale fishing communities in the region. In the 
Sixth Development Plan (IDP), which was submitted by the government to 

Fig. 26.5 Local fish markets in Minab (Source: Moslem Daliri 2014)
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Parliament in 2016, marine aquaculture development was prioritized for Hormozgan 
Province. According to this plan, contracts have been signed for marine fish cage 
farming in Qeshm Island and Gorzeh village (Bandar-Lengeh) amongst other places 
by the Hormozgan Fisheries Department (HFD), which is a subsection of IFO, and 
the private sector (IRNA 2016). The aim is to create job opportunities and improve 
the livelihoods of small-scale fishing communities.

 Monitoring, Control and Surveillance (MCS) in Small-Scale 
Fisheries

Iran, as detailed above, has committed itself to eliminate IUU fishing. However, to 
date, implementation and enforcement have not been very successful in combating 
IUU fishing, particularly by small-scale fishers where VMS is not in use as it is in the 
large-scale sector. In Paragraph 5.16 of the SSF Guidelines, it is mentioned that MCS 
is indispensable for sustainable fisheries and that there is a need to provide better 
information about IUU fishing: ‘States should endeavor to improve registration of 
the fishing activity. Small-scale fishers should support the MCS systems and provide 
to the State fisheries authorities the information required for the management of the 
activity’. Below, we give a status overview of the use of MCS in the small-scale 
fisheries sector in Iran with emphasis on the Persian Gulf and Oman Sea.

Fig. 26.6 Women drying anchovies in Qeshm Island (Source: Ali Salarpouri 2012)
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 MCS in Small-Scale Fisheries in Iran

The Law of Protection and Exploitation of Fisheries Resources in Iran which 
includes 23 articles, is meant to ensure sustainable fisheries (Salari Shahr Babaki 
1999). There was no major legislation for ensuring sustainable exploitation of fish-
eries resources in Iran until 1995, when the Parliament passed this law. In Articles 3 
and 21, it is stated that the IFO is responsible for the management, development, 
and exploitation of fisheries resources alongside the aquatic resources protection 
unit of the coast guard. IFO is the authorized representative of the judiciary and is 
meant to carry out inspections in accordance with this law. The task of the aquatic 
resources protection unit is to ensure the proper implementation of regulations or 
legislations and arrest those who violate them. More specifically, Article 6 autho-
rizes the IFO to combat IUU fishing in Iran’s EEZ (Tghavi 1999). In addition, 
Articles 12, 16, and 22 of this law clearly explain what constitutes IUU fishing and 
what the penalties are. The law also stresses the necessity of recording statistics and 
data relevant to fishing vessels.

Although Daliri (2016) suggests that the MCS system is weak, he points to its 
gradual improvement. However, he also argues that financial resources and manage-
ment plans are needed to strengthen the system. In terms of fisheries infrastructure, 
IFO recently established and improved ports and fishing docks in the southern part 
of Iran to increase the inspection of catches landed and active fishing vessels. 
Nonetheless, equipment for constant patrolling and monitoring of active fishing 
activities in the Persian Gulf and Oman seas are limited. In coastal waters, speed 
boats undertake surveillance and control, which is relatively effective.

The expansion of VMS technology will mean that all commercial fishing vessels 
are equipped with VMS systems to monitor the movement and activities of vessels. 
In addition, installation of VMS systems on small-scale fishing launches is currently 
being executed. According to the Hormozgan Fisheries Department (HFD), nearly 
40% of fish landings in the province are subject to VMS surveillance.

Inspection and surveillance of vessels are adversely impacted by limited tools 
and finances. Therefore, inspection and surveillance of active small-scale fishing 
vessels is ineffective and takes place only once or twice a year and that too of only 
some commercial vessels and in fishing ports. In some fishing ports, vessels are 
inspected monthly before the extension of their license. However, inspections are 
random. Therefore, management plans for implementation of surveillance in coastal 
areas are limited, and sea patrolling limited to preventing illegal fishing (e.g. trawl-
ing) and use of nonstandard fishing gears during the open season.

Although there is a plan to record and collect fishing data from vessels, it is not 
comprehensive in nature. Industrial vessels are obliged to keep logbooks. In the case 
of small-scale vessels, inspectors obtain catch data and estimate catches based on 
surveys undertaken at landings centers. Not all catches are recorded and in some 
cases due to the lack of data, collected information from a few vessels are used to 
extrapolate about the whole fleet. However, some data including catch data, length 
frequency, and catch effort for major tuna species like Thunnus albacores, Thunnus 
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tonggol, Katsuwonus pelamis, Euthynnus affinis, and Auxis thazard are gathered 
from landing sites and fishing ports of Hormozgan, and Sistan and Baluchestan.

Pramod and Pitcher (2006) found that plans regarding monitoring, control, and 
surveillance in IFO are not complied to properly. This is the case because in IFO, 
different units including the section of the fishing deputy, the special unit for protec-
tion of natural resources, the department of fishers (training or prevalence), and the 
department of fishing ports are all responsible for looking after catch and the exploi-
tation of aquatic resources, new legalizations, data collection and fishing activities. 
Moreover, a special unit for protection of aquatic resources is responsible for pre-
venting fishing activities in restricted seasons and places, enforcement of fishing 
laws and regulations, and disallowing illegal fishing activities. Construction and 
management of ports based on eco-biological laws regarding the berthing of fishing 
is the duty of the department of fishing ports. Therefore, given different responsi-
bilities of different units, it is possible that the long-term management of catch and 
fishing activities in Iranian waters of the Persian Gulf and Oman Sea and the com-
bating of IUU fishing are hindered.

Another weak point of IFO is its underfunding of the MCS system. During the 
last decade, international financial sanctions against Iran and consequently a short-
age of government funds meant IFO did not receive an adequate budget. As a result, 
the economic situation in small-scale fishing communities deteriorated and trig-
gered opportunistic behavior amongst fishers, including IUU fishing in the region.

 IUU Small-Scale Fishing in Hormuz Strait

Effective combating of IUU fishing requires an understanding of the factors that 
cause it and why fishers adhere to or break rules. Importantly, stricter rules and 
harsher penalties may not solve the problem if fishers have good reasons and ample 
opportunities to break them. According to Daliri et al. (2016), social and cultural 
factors are central to both causing and reducing IUU small-scale fishing in the 
Hormuz Strait. In general, non-compliance means breaking cultural norms, but on 
occasion it is the result of certain rules being considered irrelevant or inconsistent by 
fishers themselves. A regulatory system that provides incentives in accordance with 
cultural norms and fishers’ own perceptions of how regulations should be designed 
is likely to be more effective than a system that is alien or nonsensical to them.

Daliri et al. (2016) noted that local people mostly have a sense of ownership over 
sea space where they fish and that they view fishing as an ancestral tradition. They 
also argued that fishers (like other people) act based on what they see, experience, 
and understand, and want to gain livelihood security within the prescribed rules that 
they must follow. Therefore, it would make sense to ask them why they (dis-) respect 
rules. Attitudes about following or breaking rules are transmitted to others over 
time. A person who breaks rules once is likely to do it again, until it becomes a 
routine and easy decision to make. Others are also likely to follow, especially if they 
see that one can get away with doing so unless of course there are strong norms that 
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advise against breaking rules. Fishers, to sustain themselves, repeatedly break rules 
until it becomes accepted practice. It may in fact even become a cultural trait, driven 
on by poverty.

Daliri et al. (2016) also noted that personal traits of small-scale fishers influenced 
the extent of their IUU fishing in the region. In another study from Kerala, India, 
Kannan (1999) highlighted the importance of education, expertise, and literacy not 
only for human development but also for poverty alleviation in small-scale fishing 
communities. Lack of knowledge about existing rules also leads to IUU fishing. The 
ability to read is, in other words, an essential minimum to prevent IUU fishing. 
Literacy is relatively low among the small-scale fishers of Hormozgan. Daliri et al. 
(2016) posited that small-scale fishers of Hormozgan tend to behave opportunisti-
cally. In addition, they tend to mistrust managers and decision-makers and believe 
that they do not fully understand the situation of fishers. Lack of trust of officials is, 
therefore, another reason that fishers break rules. Economic concerns, as suggested 
above, were also important contributing factors to IUU fishing. Fishers complained 
mostly about unemployment and economic insecurity. Building trust and address-
ing poverty must therefore be part of the implementation of the SSF Guidelines in 
Iran. Doing so requires finding ways of involving fishing communities in decision- 
making pertaining to MSC.

The SSF Guidelines mention co-management as a means for handling IUU fish-
ing and MCS (cf. paragraphs 5.15 and 5.18): States should provide support to such 
systems, involving small-scale fisheries actors as appropriate and promote partici-
patory arrangements within the context of co-management. Co-management is also 
a way of building trust among fishers, and between fishing communities and gov-
ernment, because it is inclusive and participatory, which the SSF Guidelines men-
tions as a remedy for IUU. Co-management can provide incentives for fishers to 
view fish stocks as a long-term asset rather than discount future returns and thus risk 
overexploiting resources and ruining the marine ecosystem. There are also success-
ful examples of co-management in Iranian fisheries. IFO has organized Iranian fish-
ers in associations; there are about 200 such associations in the Caspian Sea (beach 
seine and Kilka) and 158  in the Persian Gulf and Oman Sea. These associations 
organize all licensed industrial and small-scale fishers and act as a bond between 
government managers and fishers. Furthermore, they play an important role in 
implementing fisheries regulations and legislations (IFO 2014). Beach seine fishers’ 
associations participate in restocking of bony fish in the Caspian Sea. In the Persian 
Gulf, fishers’ associations in cooperation with IFO manage most of the ten fishing 
ports in Hormozgan Province. The fisheries associations of Hormozgan also coop-
erated with the Statistical Center of Iran (SCI), for the compilation of the 2016 
population census. IEPA (Iranian Environmental Protection Agency) currently 
 supports a mangrove area co-management project in Hormozgan (Rood Shoor, 
Rood Shirin, and Minab reigns), in which stakeholders and local communities are 
involved. Hence, these associations may have an important role to play in the imple-
mentation of the SSF Guidelines by highlighting the importance of co-management 
and putting forward concerns regarding fisher wellbeing.
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 Final Remarks

This chapter has focused on IUU fishing in the context of Hormozgan Province and 
the Persian Gulf of Iran. Here small-scale fishing communities, with a population of 
approximately 20,000 fishers, account for the overwhelming majority of fish land-
ings. Thus, small-scale fisheries play a major role in providing food-security for the 
general population in the region. However, they themselves are ridden in poverty 
and are marginalized. The SSF Guidelines addresses the concerns of these small- 
scale fishing communities, namely low income, illiteracy, and poor health.

IUU fishing is common in this area and sector and threatens the sustainability of 
fisheries resources and the survival of fishing communities in the region. It is also a 
hindrance to bringing small-scale fishing communities out of poverty and on to a 
path of wellbeing. This is why fisheries management institutions in Iran are target-
ing IUU fishing, which the SSF Guidelines also suggest they should. However, this 
case study suggests that combatting IUU fishing requires a more comprehensive 
approach than just MCS. MCS is necessary, but it does not address the root causes 
of IUU fishing, only the practice. When fishers break rules, like when they fish with 
gear that is banned, in places that are closed to fishing, and at times where fishing is 
not supposed to happen, they do so not just because MCS is ineffective or to make 
more money, but because they feel compelled to do so because of their livelihood 
needs. Poor people cannot easily afford to limit their fishing effort as the regulatory 
system wants them to do, even if they realize that it is not sustainable and morally 
suspect. People also live in the short run; they need food on a daily basis and have 
expenses that cannot wait. This is also the situation for small-scale fishing families 
in the Hormozgan region. Therefore, if these needs are not satisfied, fishers will 
continue their IUU fishing, regardless of how effective the MCS system is and how 
harsh penalties are. This would especially be the case if MCS is established and 
implemented by authorities that fishing communities do not trust as fishers would 
justify their actions.

Therefore, combatting IUU fishing in small-scale fisheries would require efforts 
that are beyond MCS. Efforts should aim to address the livelihood concerns of fish-
ers and their communities. Fishing communities should be empowered by involving 
them in fisheries management decision-making. Co-management, which is already 
being instituted in Iranian fisheries, is one option. This broad and holistic approach 
is exactly what the SSF Guidelines promote in Paragraph 6.1, which says that: “All 
parties should consider integrated, ecosystem and holistic approaches to small-scale 
fisheries management and development that take the complexity of livelihoods into 
account. Due attention to social and economic development may be needed to 
ensure that small-scale fisheries communities are empowered and can enjoy their 
human rights.”

Based on the situation of Hormozgan small-scale fisheries, which this chapter 
has described, we conclude that a holistic approach is essential for combatting IUU 
fishing. MCS may be necessary but insufficient for this endeavor, if what drives 
people to break rules is poverty. As a result, there is ‘community failure’, a situation 
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where the social fabric of fishing communities is eroding so that communities can-
not enforce their own rules and norms on their fishers (McCay and Jentoft 1998). 
The way to handle such irregularities in small-scale fisheries is to implement the 
SSF Guidelines to the full rather than just concentrating on those paragraphs that 
particularly mention the need for MCS. When the SSF Guidelines talk about the 
need to empower fishers and fishing communities, they also address indirectly the 
enabling conditions for addressing IUU fishing. When they talk about poverty and 
food security, they also address the reasons that people give for non-compliance 
vis-à-vis IUU fishing. When small-scale fishing communities thrive, their tenure 
rights are secured. When people can live a life of dignity, without poverty and mar-
ginalization, and when their active participation in management decision-making is 
called for, then their inclination to fish beyond the limits that are determined by 
management authorities will reduce. MCS should be there only as a last resort, and 
not as the only egg in the basket.
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Chapter 27
The Role of the Small-Scale Fisheries 
Guidelines in Reclaiming Human Rights 
for Small-Scale Fishing People in Colombia

Lina María Saavedra-Díaz and Svein Jentoft

Abstract For more than five decades, small-scale fisheries in Colombia have felt 
the devastating consequences of armed conflict and human rights violations. There 
is now a hope that the peace process will give the country a new start, and help to 
improve the well-being of small-scale fisheries communities and the sustainability 
of their natural resources. After the civil war and the drug violence, the government 
now has the opportunity to focus more on people’s welfare and livelihood needs. 
With the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries (SSF 
Guidelines) endorsed by FAO member states in 2014, a new direction is outlined. 
Fisheries in Colombia suffer from the lack of a firm institutional foundation and a 
dysfunctional governance system, which has resulted in poor coordination of poli-
cies and actions targeting small-scale fisheries. This may also be a problem for the 
implementation of the broad agenda of the SSF Guidelines, which must engage 
governmental, non-governmental, private, and public institutions at the national, 
regional, and local levels alike. This chapter argues that there is a need for gover-
nance reform to facilitate the incorporation and implementation of international 
agreements such as the SSF Guidelines and related instruments. Its mandate should 
be to convert these commitments into national policies, management strategies, and 
regulations in accordance with the human rights and good governance principles 
and ambitions of the SSF Guidelines. This would also be an opportunity to involve 
all stakeholders and bring them under the same umbrella.
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 Introduction

Colombia’s 50 years of armed conflict has heavily affected small-scale fisheries 
communities. Fishers and their families have been victims of human rights viola-
tions, including violence and forced displacement (Rincón et al. 2013). Repeated 
peace negotiations between the government and armed groups have largely been 
unsuccessful, until recently when a peace agreement was signed between the gover-
ment and the FARC (Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia), which was first 
rejected by a referendum and afterwards renegotiated and signed. The negotiation 
agreement included a new institutional structure for protecting the environment, 
participatory processes at the local level, and ways to promote a better quality of 
life, food security, information and knowledge sharing. This agenda resonates well 
with the main goals proposed by the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable 
Small-Scale Fisheries (SSF Guidelines) endorsed by FAO member states in 2014.

The current peace agreement provides an opportunity for the implementation of 
the SSF Guidelines. The Guidelines prioritize the realization of human rights and 
the security and livelihood needs of vulnerable and marginalized groups such as 
Colombian small-scale coastal fishing communities, which are poor and, to a large 
extent, exist without social security, education, or medical services. In general, nei-
ther the national government nor the Colombian people recognize the important role 
of small-scale fisheries for providing food security, employment, and economic and 
social development on the coast. Being a fisher is not seen as a formal occupation in 
Colombia, which makes small-scale fisheries precarious and puts small-scale fisher-
ies communities, families, and individuals at risk.

With the peace process and SSF Guidelines, this may now change, as they pro-
vide both an opportunity and an incentive to make small-scale fisheries figure more 
prominently in Colombian development policy, particularly for rural areas. However, 
we argue that for such a new policy to be successful, governance reform would be 
needed in the new context of peace. Until now, the institutional structure has been 
fragmented and dispersed, with overlapping mandates and poor coordination, which 
would hamper the implementation of the SSF Guidelines. The governing system 
must allow for the involvement of small-scale fisheries stakeholders to become 
more effective participants and partners in the governance process, as the SSF 
Guidelines point out.

The chapter provides an overview of the Colombian small-scale fisheries gover-
nance system and an invitation for Colombian fisheries stakeholders to reflect on the 
opportunities that the peace give for implementing the human rights-based approach 
that the SSF Guidelines promote. The next section explores the new context created 
by the peace, followed by an overview of small-scale fisheries in Colombia, illus-
trated by the situation in nine selected local communities in the Caribbean and 
Pacific coasts. After this, the institutional structure of the Colombian governance 
system is outlined, with particular emphasis on small-scale fisheries. The subse-
quent section presents how the Colombian small-scale fisheries governance system 
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is structured and the characteristics of the regulatory framework. Finally, we reflect 
on how receptive this system is to the SSF Guidelines and the kinds of governance 
principles that they advocate in relation to Colombian fisheries governance.

 The SSF Guidelines and the Peace Process

Due to the situation described above, the small-scale fisheries sector in Colombia 
urgently need a governance policy such as the one advanced by the SSF Guidelines. 
This necessity is accentuated in developing countries such as Colombia. For the 
particular case of this country, in paragraphs 6.9 and 6.18, the SSF Guidelines rec-
ognize the effects of armed conflict on small-scale fishing communities:

Paragraph 6.18: “All parties should protect the human rights and dignity of small- 
scale fisheries stakeholders in situations of armed conflict in accordance with 
international humanitarian law to allow them to pursue their traditional liveli-
hoods, to have access to customary fishing grounds and to preserve their culture 
and way of life…”

Paragraph 6.9: “All parties should create conditions for men and women of small- 
scale fishing communities to fish and to carry out fisheries-related activities in an 
environment free from crime, violence, organized crime activities, piracy, theft, 
sexual abuse, corruption and abuse of authority. All parties should take steps to 
institute measures that aim to eliminate violence and to protect women exposed 
to such violence in small-scale fishing communities. States should ensure access 
to justice for victims of inter alia violence and abuse, including within the house-
hold or community.”

These two paragraphs speak directly to the situation in Colombia. Even though 
the confrontations have somewhat decreased in the last years due to peace talks, 
small-scale fishing communities have been heavily affected by armed confronta-
tions, particularly those on the Pacific coast due to the presence of different criminal 
bands (Urabeños, Rastrojos, and Erpac) and guerrillas groups (FARC and ELN). 
While biologically diverse and rich, the Pacific coast is Colombia’s poorest region. 
Due to the armed conflict, the region has seen massacres, kidnappings and massive 
displacements (Escobar 2003; Al 2008). On the Caribbean coast, there are also 
records of fishers being massacred due to the presence of different armed groups 
(i.e. Ciénaga Grande de Santa Marta), and this armed conflict has affected socio- 
ecological dynamics where violence and terror have undermined the ability of com-
munities to enforce their own resource management rules (Vilardy and 
Renán-Rodríguez 2011). As armed conflict has subsided, the illegal crops have 
increased affecting the culture of the fishing communities (Rincón 2014). In spe-
cific, in Afro-fishing communities on the Pacific coast such crops have increased by 
more than 50% from 2014 to 2015 (UNODC 2016).
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Parallel with the peace process, the Colombian government has designed a pol-
icy called ‘Colombian Post-conflict Strategy’ that recognizes how the armed con-
flict has created severe inequities between the urban and rural areas (CONPES 
2016). The rural municipalities and regions, which host the small-scale fishing com-
munities, are generally poor and show profound social, economic, and environmen-
tal decay after years of armed conflict and being exposed to confrontations with 
drug traffickers which are disruptive to the social cohesion of their communities. 
They are also characterized by insecure tenure rights, low self-governing and insti-
tutional capacity, and little state presence. These are problems all featured in the 
SSF Guidelines. Although, it is clear that small-scale fishers are located in zones 
where the armed conflict has taken place, the final peace agreement document with 
the FARC does not identify fishers as one of the social groups being conflict 
victims.

The SSF Guidelines recommend that “All parties should recognize that respon-
sible governance of tenure of land, fisheries and forests applicable in small-scale 
fisheries is central for the realization of human rights, food security, poverty eradi-
cation, sustainable livelihoods, social stability, housing security, economic growth 
and rural and social development” (paragraph 5.2). For this to become a reality in 
Colombia, there is still a considerable way to go. However, the peace process now 
provides a window of opportunity for all relevant parties, not the least of which 
being the Colombian government, to prove their willingness to act upon this com-
mitment. It would also have to be the first step in building the governance capacity 
at community level that is now missing after decades of armed conflict. The SSF 
Guidelines offer concrete ideas of how this could take place: “Government authori-
ties and agencies at all levels should work to develop knowledge and skills to 
 support sustainable small-scale fisheries development and successful co-manage-
ment arrangements, as appropriate. Particular attention should be given to decen-
tralized and local government structures directly involved in governance and 
development processes together with small scale fishing communities, including the 
area of research” (paragraph 12.4).

However, should such governance reform be implemented, it would represent a 
break with the established order of governance in Colombia, where small-scale fish-
eries policies and administration traditionally followed a top-down approach – as in 
many other places in Latin American countries (Salas et  al. 2007; Sánchez and 
Moreno 2009; Saavedra et al. 2015). Although the first decade of the twenty-first 
century saw isolated efforts to decentralize the fisheries administration by involving 
fisheries communities in decision-making, fisheries management is still overwhelm-
ingly centralized (Candelo et  al. 2002; CORPOURABA 2005; Squalus 2008; 
Delgado et al. 2010; Ramírez-Luna 2013).
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 Small-Scale Fisheries Case Studies

The study comprised 184 interviews with fishers (see detailed description of quali-
tative methods in Saavedra-Díaz et al. 2015). Questions targeted the problems that 
fishers experience in their community and sector and which they have to cope with 
on a regular basis. Data presented here were collected from August 2008 to June 
2009  in nine communities selected, one for each Coastal and Marine Ecoregion 
(CME), of which there are five on the Caribbean and four on the Pacific coast. The 
Caribbean fishing communities are Ahuyama in the Guajira CME, Taganga in the 
Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta CME, Las Flores in the Magdalena CME, San Antero 
in the Morrosquillo and Sinú CME, and El Roto in the Darién CME. The Pacific 
fishing communities are Bahía Solano in the Alto Chocó CME, Pizarro in the Baudó 
CME, Juanchaco in the Málaga-Buenaventura CME, Tumaco in the Llanura Aluvial 
del Sur CME (Fig. 27.1).

The chosen communities exhibit heterogeneity. The number of fishers per com-
munity varied from 80 (in a village with 400 inhabitants) to 6000 (municipality with 
160,034) (Saavedra-Díaz 2012). The number of fishers reflects the variety of eco-
nomic alternatives offered in or around the community. Economic alternatives also 
influence the number of part time fishers who combine fishing with other sources of 
income. Consequently, a full range of economic strategies may be found among the 
fisheries population within and between communities. Nevertheless, the studied 
communities can be organized broadly in three categories based on the most com-
mon economic strategy: (a) Communities in which almost all active workers rely 
only on fishing (i.e. El Roto and Ahuyama on the Caribbean), (b) Communities in 
which fishing is a major economic activity among a number of alternatives (i.e., 
Pizarro, Juanchaco and Tumaco on the Pacific, and Las Flores on the Caribbean), 
and (c). Communities in which economic options have a greater number of part- 
time fishers. In the San Antero community, fishers cut mangrove during certain 
months and fish the rest of the year; others alternate fishing with agriculture. In 
Taganga and Bahía Solano, fishing is alternated with tourism activities (Saavedra- 
Díaz 2012).

Small-scale fishing activity occurs in all possible coastal environments contigu-
ous to the community, including the mouths of rivers, estuaries, mangroves, sea 
grass beds, coral-reefs, swamps, littorals, and the open sea (see Fig.  27.2). This 
heterogeneity exacerbates the difficulties of efficiently monitoring and controlling 
fishing activities. Fishers who travel seasonally outside their local region to harvest 
lucrative fishing grounds aggravate the situation. Yet fishing is of fundamental 
importance to all these communities, providing protein-rich food as well as work to 
the inhabitants. The fishing communities participating in the present study are made 
up of a variety of racial and ethnic groups, including indigenous and people of 
Spanish and African descent, and people of mixed heritage. Some fishing communi-
ties are totally or partially indigenous, while some consist almost entirely of Afro- 
Colombians. The latter communities are particularly common on the Pacific coast. 
On the Caribbean side, most communities are of mixed ethnicity, with a lesser 
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 number of Afro-Colombian Fishers. The ethnic diversity of all small-scale fishing 
communities is reflected in the fishing cultures found in this sector. Such differences 
need to be taken into account in when implementing the SSF Guidelines. An 
approach that might appeal to an indigenous fisher might fail to win over a fisher of 
African descent.

Fig. 27.1 Selected fishing communities (white dots) in Coastal and Marine Ecoregions (CMEs) 
on the Colombian Caribbean coast and Pacific coast. The spaced lines show the limits between 
each CME (Taken from Saavedra-Díaz et al. 2016)
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Fishing grounds are common property, as custom does not allow exclusive fish-
ing regions to be established by community or restrictions imposed on the type of 
gear employed. Consequently, the same fishing territory is often shared by many 
small-scale fishing communities as well as migrant fishers. In all studied communi-
ties on the Caribbean and Pacific coasts, fishers complained about foreign fishers 
moving freely into their areas.

Caribbean fishers interviewed in this study employ 26 different small-scale fish-
ing methods to catch marine species. Fifteen methods are used on the Pacific coast. 
While some are present on both coasts, others are unique to one region. In total, 
participants identified 30 different fishing methods (see Figure 3.5 and Table 3.2 in 
Saavedra-Díaz 2012). The Caribbean coast hosts a greater variety of fishing meth-
ods than the Pacific, due to its greater number of fishers and wide variety of marine 
ecosystems and fishing resources. In other words, intensive fishing competition 
within a region of highly diverse marine ecosystems and natural resources generally 
seems to promote a high diversity of fishing methods. Most fishing methods are 
used on both coasts. This great assortment of fishing methods is typical of countries 
located in the tropics, due to ecosystem variety and high fish diversity (Raakjaer 
et al. 2007).

Fig. 27.2 (a) Atarraya used by two fishers in San Antero in mangroves ecosystems. (b) Chinchorro 
used on Tumaco community from the beach. (c) A fisher checks out his trasmallo at the mouth of 
Atrato river. (d) Fisher from Las Flores using the cometa method on the Western cutwater at Bocas 
de Ceniza. (Photos taken by Lina María Saavedra-Díaz)
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Fishers in the nine communities described that they are victims of corruption by 
politicians and local administration officials, and that relief support directed towards 
their communities are lost before they reach their communities. Fishers also talked 
about how they have been displaced from their fishing areas by drug traffic activi-
ties. Some fisheries communities are located in remote areas used by paramilitary, 
guerrillas, and other illegal armed groups. These groups have established internal 
fishing rules that are violently enforced in these communities. Killings of fishers 
have also occurred because they were fishing in areas where and when armed con-
frontations have taken place. When violent events occur, fishers are forced to leave 
and move to urban areas where they feel better protected by the military.

Some fishers have themselves been involved in transporting drugs or cultivating 
illegal crops, and have incurred jail-time as a result. Fishers also say that illegal 
groups own fishing equipment (boats or fishing methods) and use it for the drug 
trade, thus tarnishing the image of small-scale fishers. Local fisheries culture is then 
affected by drug trafficking activities. Family and personal values are affected in 
communities where drugs are sold. Some fishers cultivate coca plants. Also, fishers 
sometimes find a ‘paca’ containing cocaine with a value of some USD $7000 each, 
which drug traffickers release wrapped in packs when they are being chased by the 
police. A ‘paca’ can bring a fisher out of poverty and into sudden affluence with the 
ability to purchase a new house, consumer goods, and luxury items. If not caught, 
fishers can earn more money this way than they do from fishing. Money earned can 
also be reinvested into more fishing equipment or encourage them to quit fishing 
altogether. When fishers leave their home community and move, pressure on fishing 
resources near urban areas increases. In some communities that once depended on 
tourism, violence has caused tourists to stay away and displaced employees are now 
involved in the fishery sector. Attacks on oil pipelines has caused spills that polluted 
rivers, mangroves and estuarine zones where fishers used to fish. Women are mostly 
affected since they used to collect ‘piangua’ from the mangrove roots. It is affecting 
not only their economic activity, but also the ecosystem, the fishery resource, and 
consumer health.

Fishing communities are also recipients of massive migrations due to violence. 
As a consequence, the number of fishers has increased dramatically. Displaced peo-
ple who, without any previous experience, take up fishing often use destructive gear 
and other fishing methods that are increasing fishing pressure, which also affects the 
resources. The violent environment has changed fishers’ mindsets, and resolving 
conflicts violently has become more common. Communities that have tried to 
implement internal fisheries management rules have been exposed to violence, 
especially in those communities that have many migrants.

Although the studied communities differ in particular aspects, for instance with 
regard to infrastructure services and living conditions, in all communities, family 
economy and food security are based on small-scale fisheries activities. Consequently, 
since these fishing communities are located where illegal and armed conflicts have 
taken place, the peace process brings a hope to reclaim a small-scale fisheries policy 
that deal with their social and environmental challenges under the Code of Conduct 
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for Responsible Fisheries (FAO 1995) and the SSF Guidelines (FAO 2015). 
Currently, the small-scale fisheries sector is poorly organized and governed. Thus, 
there is a risk of overexploitation of fisheries resources (Díaz et al. 2011; Puentes 
et al. 2014), which can bring new conflicts in coastal communities. To improve the 
quality of life in small-scale fisheries communities, access to basic services (hous-
ing, water, electricity, education, health, and social rights) and decent jobs would be 
important.

 The Small-Scale Fisheries Governance System

For almost half a century, the fisheries administration has been led sequentially by 
six institutions: Renewable Natural Resources and Environmental National Institute 
(INDERENA), National Institute of Fisheries and Aquaculture (INPA), Colombian 
Rural Development Institute (INCODER), Colombian Agricultural Institute (ICA), 
INCODER again, and at present the National Authority of Aquaculture and Fisheries 
(AUNAP). In the last decade, these six institutions were reduced to four. Many other 
institutions are also involved in fisheries governance at local, regional, and national 
levels (see Fig.  27.3). In addition to the Ministry of Rural Development and 
Agriculture Ministry (MADR), five additional ministries are directly and indirectly 
responsible, with different agencies participating in overall management. These are 
the Ministry of Environment, Housing, and Development (MADVT), the Ministry 
of Education (ME), the Ministry of Social Protection (MSP), the Ministry of 
Defense (MD), and the Ministry of Interior and Justice (MIJ). Similar to the minis-
tries, there are national state control agencies that oversee the state apparatus, among 
them the Office of the Comptroller, which supervises the Agriculture sector and, by 
extension, the fishery sector as well. In addition to these governmental institutions, 
private institutions also work directly with the fishery sector.

Figure 27.3 illustrates Colombia’s fragmented small-scale fisheries governing 
system, which consists of multiple ministries and sub-units, including non- 
governmental organizations and industry actors. This diagram leaves the question 
open as to where in this governing system the implementation of the SSF Guidelines 
should be located. Given their broad agenda, and the institutional complexity 
described here, it is hard to imagine that it would be the responsibility of one single 
institution. Rather, the implementation of the SSF Guidelines would require a coor-
dinating unit with a general overview.

Currently, MADR, through AUNAP, is formally in charge of the marine small- 
scale fisheries sector at the national level. Through this Ministry, INDERENA 
was active from 1968 to 1993 (Fig. 27.4). However, in 1990 the same Ministry 
created INPA, which became responsible for fishery resources until it was shut 
down by an administrative reform in 2003 (Decree 1293 May 21, 2003), although 
other hydro- biological resources continued to be the responsibility of INDERENA 
until 1993.

27 The Role of the Small-Scale Fisheries Guidelines in Reclaiming Human Rights…
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Due to this division of responsibilities, the fisheries sector faces uncertainty over 
which institution is in charge of it. Consequently, the environmental authority and 
fishery authority have always been at odds. After INDERENA was closed, all its 
responsibilities were transferred to the Environmental Ministry, today MADVT, 
which was created in 1993. Since then, fisheries have been administered primarily 
through both Ministries, with MADR as the fishery authority and MAVDT as the 
environmental authority. Since both shared oversight over the fishery sector, and 
created the Executive Fishery Committee (CEP) under Decree 2256 of 1991. CEP, 
MARD, and MAVDT jointly decide which species can be caught, set minimum fish 
size and catch quotas, among other issues related to fishery resources.

In 2003, the government enacted the Decree/law 1300 and consolidated INPA 
and other national institutes into INCODER. As a result, INPA’s responsibilities 
were transferred to INCODER. However, the fisheries sector did not have a clear 
institutional representation from 2003 to 2004. Consequently, INCODER was only 
able to assume its administrative role in this sector from 2005 to 2007, when Law 
1152 of 2007 shifted fisheries responsibilities mainly to ICA even though INCODER 
continued to be partially in charge. After Law 1152 of 2007, INCODER once again 
took charge of the fisheries sector and has remained so from 2010 to 2012. Finally, 
in 2012 AUNAP was created and is currently still in charge of the sector. AUNAP 
works through three technical offices centralized in the capital: Division of 
Administration and Development (DTAF), Division of Inspection and Surveillance 
(DTIV) and Division of Knowledge and Information (OGCI), and seven regional 
offices distributed along the national territory. Two of them are directly in charge of 
the coastal and marine small-scale fisheries sector: the Barranquilla office, with a 
responsibility for the Caribbean coast, and the Cali office for the Pacific coast.

At the time INDERENA closed in 1993, its environmental responsibilities were 
not only transferred to MAVDT but also to the Regional Autonomous Corporations 
(CAR), formed through the creation of the Environmental National System (SINA) 
by Law 99 of 1993. As part of SINA, there are 33 CARs at the national level whereas 
12 of them are located in coastal states and act at the state level. Even though each 
corporation is the main environmental authority in each state, only since 2014 (Law 
1092) the 11 coastal CAR’s were recognized as coastal and marine environmental 
authorities. The only CAR before with legal authority was CORALINA that was 
able to make decisions and take action over the marine territory of San Andrés, 
Providencia, and Santa Catalina. As part of the same Ministry, in 2012 the Division 
of Coastal Marine Affairs and Aquatic Resources (DAMCRA) was created with the 
aim to preserve and sustainably use marine diversity and maintain ecosystem 
services.

A fundamental part of SINA is an important system of Protected Areas adminis-
trated by the Special Administrative Unit of National Natural Parks (UAESPNN) 
under MAVDT (Law 2811 of 1974). UAESPNN is organized in six Territorial 
Divisions with 59 parks at the national level. Ten coastal parks (1.379.751 hectares, 
an area which is equivalent to 1.4% of protected area in the country) are in constant 
interaction with small-scale fishing communities living in or fishing around park 
areas. Fishing activity long predated the establishment in 1974 of these protected 
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areas, and conflicts between fishers and park administrators arise because of fishing 
activity in and around these areas. The Decree 622 of 1977 (Article 30/numeral 10, 
Chapter IX) prohibits: “…conduct which could have as a consequence the distur-
bance of the natural environment in areas of the Natural National System of Parks…
Any act of fishing is prohibited, and only fishing activity for scientific purposes…, 
sport fishing, and subsistence fishing… are allowed”. Subsistence is not well defined 
in the law, and ambiguities cause conflict. Fishers can only fish for subsistence pur-
poses, but if they want to survive, they must sell some of their catch in order to pay 
for other needs. However, selling even a few fish makes fishing commercial. 
Consequently, most fishing that occurs in parks is illegal.

Decree 1753 of 1994 established the requirement for Environmental Impact 
Assessments. Private businesses must hire consulting groups in order to acquire 
permits from MADVT before they can alter any ecosystem, and in particular since 
2011 through the creation of the National Authority of Environmental Licensees 
(ANLA). Impact assessments must be done before or after businesses interfere with 
the marine environment. Businesses manage their own studies for their own uses, 
but restrictions to this information limit outside access. Due to the nationwide epi-
demic of violence, poverty, drug-trafficking, and forced displacement, among other 
issues, the Presidency established the Agency for Social Action and International 
Cooperation-Acción Social (created by Decree 2467 of 2005), which provides 
many social programs at the national level. This agency and others have interacted 
with vulnerable communities, including coastal fishing communities. Although the 
majority of these programs work with small-scale fishers, some social programs 
were enhanced by interviewed fishers, such as the Families in Action and Forest 
Ranger Families programs. The United Nations Office to counteract Drugs and 
Crime (UNODC) and the United States Agency for International Development 
(USAID) have been working since 2001 in Colombia. Most of these programs are 
focused on Colombians in 1st, 2nd, and 3rd strata, in which fishers are situated. 
Through the Sisbén system, the National Planning Department (DNP) establishes 
which Colombian citizens can have access to economic support based on census 
information collected by the National Department of Statistics (DANE). Sisbén was 
created in order to invest governmental funds into poor and vulnerable populations 
via different social programs. A program of the Colombian Institute of Family 
Welfare (ICBF) provides children from 6 months to 5 years old with breakfast. 
Senior citizens are covered by social protection programs and food supplements are 
available for elders. Even though these social programs are not yet implemented in 
all municipalities, many coastal communities are covered by them.

Within this administrative structure, state governments and municipalities are 
very important due to the interactions of these offices with the marine fisheries sec-
tor. These interactions depend on the willingness of governors or mayors to support 
local fisheries; as a result, the person in office largely determines whether or not 
fishing communities receive support. Fishers fit into the governing system as mem-
bers of fishers’ associations or through their relationship with the chain of middle-
men or fish shops directly. On one hand, once these associations are formed, they 
have to be registered with the local Chamber of Commerce, a private organization 
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that does not belong to any ministry. On the other hand, non-associated and associ-
ated fishers engage with chains of middlemen that vary in number until the product 
gets to fish shops in large towns. These fish shops are registered in the new Rural 
Development Agency which is part of MADR, but are also overseen by the National 
Institute of Vigilance of Medicaments and Food (INVIMA) in MSP.

A host of governmental, non-governmental, private, and public institutions are 
directly involved with the marine fisheries sector at national, regional, and local 
levels (see diagram in Fig. 27.3). Each performs its own mission independently and 
simultaneously without any general framework to prevent overlapping jurisdictions. 
This lack of coordinating infrastructure creates a dysfunctional and unproductive 
system. Some small-scale fishing communities are constantly influenced by many 
agencies while others receive no support or do not interact with them. Furthermore, 
only fishers who fit the profile of an organization’s study or agenda receive such 
temporary support. Interaction between fishing communities and governmental and 
non-governmental agencies is inconsistent, intermittent, and random, which con-
fuse and sometimes overwhelm the fishers. As a result, many programs fail to yield 
results, and support given to communities is highly uncertain. Such disorganized, 
contradictory situations negatively affect any attempt at fisheries management. 
Many agencies interact with fishing communities on a host of fisheries issues, but 
since none of them is directly in charge of the fisheries sector, fishers often do not 
recognize any outside authority. Again, this might pose problems for the implemen-
tation of the SSF Guidelines.

 Small-Scale Fisheries Data and Knowledge

Even though government institutions in charge of the fisheries sector at the national 
level have generated important fisheries data through different research projects or 
studies, private and public institutions have also contributed substantially to fisher-
ies research in Colombia. The Colombian Institute for the Development of Science 
and Technology ‘Francisco José de Caldas’ (COLCIENCIAS) was created in 1968 
and has been in charge of research policies that promote knowledge, encourage 
development and improve the well-being of Colombian citizens. Fisheries research 
is addressed through the National Master Plan of Science and Sea Technology. 
There are currently around 123 groups carrying out research on fisheries, showing 
the diversity of groups that are generating knowledge under their own interest, and 
some could respond to the fishery sector priorities as other does not respond to it. 
Other master plans in SNCTI related to social and economic concerns also pertain 
to the fisheries sector. Groups from other disciplines (anthropology, education, his-
tory, economy, and law, among others) generate fisheries knowledge from a com-
munity perspective, even though their research is not directly connected with 
fisheries. Besides these groups, research potential exists at the national level to 
investigate a wide variety of knowledge areas pertaining to the coastal oceans.
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Consequently, other ministries besides Agriculture and Environment support the 
fishery sector, including the Ministry of Education. Seventeen private and public 
universities on the nine coastal states offer academic undergraduate and graduate 
programs that are related to the marine fishery sector. However, the National 
University, Magdalena University, Jorge Tadeo Lozano University and Valle 
University have been foremost in marine fishery research. Besides the main pro-
grams in basic science observed in the Universities listed before, most large univer-
sities support research institutes focused on environmental science.

MSP within the Health Ministry includes a very important player in fishery train-
ing known as the National Service of Learning (SENA), created under the Decree/
Law 118 of 1957. SENA has two centers in the fisheries sector, the International 
Nautical, Fluvial and Port Center (CINFP) in Cartagena on the Caribbean coast, and 
the Fishery Nautical Center (FNC) in Buenaventura on the Pacific coast. Besides 
these two centers, three Aquaculture centers provide education at the technical 
degree level. INVIMA also belongs to the MSP and controls the quality of fish sold 
in fish shops.

Among marine research institutes at the National level, the Marine and Coastal 
Research ‘José Benito Vives De Andreis’ (INVEMAR), created in 1974, belongs to 
MADR. The Oceanographic and Hydrographic Caribbean Research Center (CIOH), 
created in 1975, and the Center of Pacific Contamination Control (CCCP), created 
in 1984 belong to the MD. The Decree 2324 of 1984 placed them in the General 
Maritime Direction (DIMAR), the National Maritime Authority that regulates mari-
time security and provided mobilization permits to fishing boats through 13 Coast 
Guard Ports, nine on the Caribbean side and four on the Pacific side. The MD 
involves also the National Police, is part of the same Defense Ministry, and Criminal 
Code establishes penalties for crimes against natural resources and the 
environment.

Another institute in MADR, the Pacific Environmental Research Institute ‘Jhon 
Von Neumann’ (IIAP) is not focused on the marine environment, but works with 
coastal communities. When a researcher or research group studies African descen-
dants or indigenous communities, they must get permission from the Ministry of 
Interior and Justice, following consultation processes since these minorities groups 
should be involve in any activity that affect their territory. Consequently, this 
Ministry is another important stakeholder affecting fishing communities since most 
small-scale fishers are of African or indigenous descendant.

Marine aquaculture is supported mainly by the Colombian Aquaculture Research 
Center (CENIACUA) (created in 1993), a private institution located on the 
Caribbean coast, and the ICA Aquaculture Station (2002) in Málaga Bay located on 
the Pacific. Other aquaculture stations belong to SENA and the Los Llanos 
University. Although they mainly work on freshwater fish species, SENA stations 
on the coast also work with marine fish species.

National and international NGOs (Non-Governmental Organizations), private 
foundations and corporations are very important actors that interact powerfully with 
small-scale fishery communities. Most of them base community projects and actions 
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on community participation such as WWF, CI, Tropenbos, and Marviva, among oth-
ers. At the same time, centers of research, such as the Colombian Caribbean 
Observatory and the Observatory of Racial Discrimination work directly with fish-
ery communities of African descent. Recently, the AUNAP, in alliance with the 
University of Magdalena, has created the Colombian Fisheries Statistical System 
(SEPEC), which despite some limitations is now the most trusted source of fishing 
data. Consequently, this section shows the potential of different institutions that 
could help to provide a more elaborate fisheries knowledge-base. It is important to 
combine research from different disciplines (social, economic and environmental) 
and the knowledge of stakeholders in order to respond to the fishery crisis. Then, it 
would be for the government to apply this knowledge in management planning and 
decision-making.

 Towards a National Fisheries Policy

The legal framework that regulates fisheries resources at the national level is based 
on the Code of Renewable Natural Resources and Protected Environment (CNR) 
(created by the Decree/law 2811 of 1974) which delegated regulatory responsibility 
to the INDERENA. In 1990, Law 13 created the General Statute of Fisheries, and 
so far, this is the only regulation for the sector and requires urgently to be updated. 
The regulatory framework needs to be updated, based on solid science, policy plan-
ning, and management practices that recognize the need for conservation to achieve 
sustainability (ECOVERSA 2007).

The following concepts pertaining to marine fisheries resources are legally 
defined under Article 249 of Decree/law 2811 of 1974, Decree/law 1681 of 1978, 
Decree/ Law 13 of 1990, and Decree/ Law 2256 of 1991 (ECOVERSA 2007) are as 
follows: Fisheries resources are ‘a part of hydro-biological resources that are able to 
be extracted or partially extracted without affecting their renewal capacity for pur-
poses of consumption, processing, study, or for the purpose of other benefits’. 
Hydro-biological resources are ‘all organisms that belong to the animal and plant 
kingdoms that have their life cycle totally in the aquatic environment’. Fishing is 
defined as “to make the most of any hydro-biological resource, through their caught 
products, extraction or collection”. Even though the hydro-biological resources are 
wild fauna, Article 249 excludes ‘fish and all species that have life cycle in water’ 
from being so defined. Consequently, this overlapping among the concepts creates 
confusion of which institution should manage what resources and this misunder-
standing needs to be resolved since the MAVDT is directly in charge of the hydro 
biological resources and the MADR is directly in charge of fisheries resources.

At the same time, the framework of fisheries law has been influenced by the Law 
of Reorganization of the Maritime and Ports Authority under Decree Law 2324 of 
1984, the General Law of Agricultural and Livestock Development under Law 101 
of 1993, the Food sanitary requirements under Decree 3075 of 1997, the System and 
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Implementation of Risks and Critical control points over fishing and aquaculture 
products (HACCP) through Resolution 730 of 1998 and Decree 60 of 2002, and the 
Law of Fishery and Aquiculture organizations chains under Law 811 of 2003.

Important resolutions and agreements that promote control and organization of 
small-scale fishing activity have included establishing closed seasons (shrimp), 
regulating fishing methods (marlin, sailfish, and swordfish), setting catch quota 
(queen conch, lobster, and Colombia’s small-scale fishing catch quota), establishing 
minimum catch sizes (jaiba, lobster, and piangua), prohibitions against trade (shark 
fin traffic), regulating the features of fishing boats, and establishing exclusive areas 
for small-scale fishing. In relation to the designation of small-scale fishing catch 
quotas, it is not clear who has the right to use these quotas, how they are overseen 
or controlled, and who actually uses them (INCODER 2006). However, many of 
these regulations have been imposed from above without sounding out the opinion 
of fishers. Consequently, fishers reject their implementation. A reaction as the one 
from a fisher from Tumaco is common:

If you tell me that I do not have to go to a certain place, I will be there right away. It is the 
same when it is the close season for shrimp. We were told that there are two months of 
closed season, we could not fish but at night, you will see 10, 20, 30 gillnets fishing. There 
is no order here in Tumaco and Borbur.

The General Statute of Fisheries (Law 13 of 1990) is the only Fishery Policy that 
has been regulated as Law and it urgently needs updating. Institutions have different 
policy documents related with fisheries and coastal marine ecosystems, but none of 
them have been converted into Law. In 2000, the MADVT and INVEMAR took 
over Leadership of the Environmental National Policy for the Sustainable 
Development of Oceanic, Coastal, and Insulars zones of Colombia (PNAOCI). The 
PNAOICI aims for sustainable use of oceanic spaces and coastal zones that, through 
their integrated management, improve the quality of life of the Colombian popula-
tion, promote harmonious development among productive activities, and conserve 
marine resources and ecosystems (MMA 2000). In addition to PNAOCI, the Ocean 
Colombian Commission (CCO), in association with many institutions at the national 
level, created the Ocean and Coastal Spaces National Policy (PNOEC) in 2007, and 
recently in 2015 published an updated version. The National Presidency, through 
the National Planning Department-DNP, creates a National Development Plan every 
4 years after each Presidential election. The directive informs a program of 
Agriculture, Livestock, Forestry, Fishing and Hunting through the Sustainable Rural 
Development Department-DDRS, and through the National Council of Economic 
and Social Policy-CONPES (established by Law 19 of 1958) advises the govern-
ment every year in relation to policies that aid economic and social development. 
The social and economic portfolios within CONPES are the jurisdictions of differ-
ent ministries. Some CONPES documents are concerned with fishery resources or 
fishing communities. For instance, CONPES 3164 (2002), the National 
Environmental Policy of Sustainable Development over marine, insular and coastal 
zones recognizes the importance of generating information about fisheries from the 
perspectives of zoning, planning, management, and sustainable use. Other 
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documents focus on areas with marine fishing communities. Recently (2015), the 
new Fishery Authority (AUNAP) with the Ministry of Rural Development and 
Agriculture (MADR) and FAO created the Integral Fishery Sustainable Development 
National Policy (MADR 2015). All these Policies have defined and prioritized pro-
grams that respond to the small-scale fisheries sector but are not implemented under 
a legal framework. At the same time, there are governmental programs that donate 
boats and gears to fishing communities but they do not necessarily respond to the 
fishing community’s needs. As stated by a fisher from San Antero:

However, it is contradictory because the environmental institution -X- the first thing they do 
is to find money to buy gillnets to fish at the swamps that are breading places. I think that 
there are more gillnets than fishers. The swamp has many gillnets with small mesh size, and 
there are people who have even 1000 meters of them. This is too bad because they are clos-
ing the mouths of rivers and they do not let fish to get in. It is a big problem.

So far, there is evidence of efforts (technical documents such as Puentes Granada 
2014) from different sectors, from Ministries to Fisheries Associations, governmen-
tal and non-governmental institutions that have tried to promote reforms of the Law 
13, but so far with little success. There are only isolated reforms, such as on illegal 
fishing (Law 117 of 2015) that have been introduced. Even lately, the fisheries sec-
tor has received attention from different political parties. Some, parties, like MIRA 
and Partido Centro Democrático to promote legal change. It is interesting to observe 
that some of these Law projects are consistent with the SSF Guidelines principles. 
At the present time, it is known that the AUNAP is in the process to revive the Law 
project that will reform the Law 13 and it emphasizes the aquaculture sector as an 
important part of this new law.

Unfortunately, national planning documents also exist that are in conflict with 
rational and sustainable use of marine fisheries resources. One example is the 
‘Colombian Vision 2019’ of DNP (2007), which expects an increase of as much as 
30% in fisheries captures for 2019. Some fisheries experts consider these goals 
unrealistic, expecting such an increase to place critical pressure on fisheries 
resources that are already overfished (ECOVERSA 2007). On the other hand, inter-
viewed fishers witness an incremental decrease in fishing effort. Consequently, they 
recommended the urgent need of implementing regulations and rule of law, since 
they believe it is not enough fish anymore and not enough for that many fishers 
(Saavedra-Diaz 2012). MADR submitted a recent law project (No. 117 of 2015 
House and No. 162 of 2016 Senate) to combat illegal fishing activities. This law 
project is a top-down intervention that has not been subject to any consultation with 
the fishing population. Colombia is now in the process of joining OECD 
(Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development). This organization has 
released a document about the fisheries and aquaculture sector where they call for 
management plans with long-term objectives, built on the consensus with fishers 
(OECD 2016).

In this spirit, Law 70 of 1993 recognized the rights of African descendants to 
their territorial homes as collective property, regions where they have engaged in 
traditional activities such as agriculture, mining, and fishing, among others. It also 
aims to protect their culture identity by defining black communities as ethnic 
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groups, and promotes socio-economic development in order to guarantee equal 
opportunities in Colombian society. This would also be a move that would find sup-
port in the SSF Guidelines, including in paragraphs that discuss tenure rights, but 
also ethnic minorities and customary practices.

 Conclusion

The small-scale fisheries governing system, as described above, is scattered among 
several agencies. Overall the system reveals complexity, fragmentation, and insta-
bility. Agencies have overlapping mandates and jurisdictions, and the coordination 
between them is poor. No permanent agency has the responsibility of incorporating 
international fisheries treaties that reflect the latest policy positions on international 
fisheries issues into national regulations, policies or management strategies, such as 
with the SSF Guidelines. Different government institutions and agencies have 
attempted to organize the fisheries sector and articulate policy through the publica-
tion of different sets of national documents. None of these policies reflect small- 
scale fishers’ and fish workers’ points of view. As a result, Colombia does not have 
a national fisheries policy that responds to the real problems of small-scale fisheries 
communities and fishing resources threats to them. The SSF Guidelines are there-
fore a timely reminder that the government and other parties need to get their act 
together, given that this institutional instability has been, and still is a major hazard 
which comes in addition to the problems described in the previous sections. Thus, 
the situation is characterized by a ‘system-to-be governed’ in disarray, a governing 
system that is very complex, and governing interactions which leaves small-scale 
fisheries communities at the receiving end of policies that have proven ineffective in 
addressing the poverty and marginalization problems that small-scale fishing people 
are experiencing in a context. With the peace arrival, there is time to do something 
with the obvious lack of a common platform: to create an institutional framework at 
national, regional, and local levels that integrates fisheries stakeholders in policy 
and management development.

In the Colombian context, the SSF Guidelines touch down in a country where 
small-scale fisheries communities have for a long time been victims of armed con-
flict and drug related violence. Small-scale fisheries have also been negatively 
affected by a largely dysfunctional and unproductive governing system, which has 
led to overfishing and environmental degradation, as well as a low quality of life due 
to poverty and lack of education and health services. Thus, the problems that the 
SSF Guidelines are aiming to address by invoking government, civil society and 
other stakeholders are certainly present in Colombian small-scale fisheries, but the 
governance systems and mechanisms that are needed to implement the initiatives 
that the SSF Guidelines are advocating, are underperforming at the outset. In this 
chapter, we argue, therefore, that in order for the SSF Guidelines to reach those 
people and communities they are meant to serve, not only is peace a necessary con-
dition, it is now within reach. Also important is the need for institutional reform that 
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can work for the benefit of small-scale fisheries in securing the human rights of 
small-scale fishers and fish workers. This process involves securing the food supply 
and tenure rights, but also at a very basic level the right to live in security, shielded 
from violence and other forms of abuse such as corruption. Obviously, the imple-
mentation of the SSF Guidelines in Colombia need less institutional fragmentation 
and more cooperation and coordination within various levels of government and 
with local communities and other stakeholders. For the implementation of the SSF 
Guidelines, an institutional overseer would be in order. The SSF Guidelines address 
other institutions that just those that specialize of fisheries, but they need an institu-
tional ‘home’, one which takes responsibility for their implementation by working 
with other government agencies who have responsibilities for other functions that 
affect the well-being of small-scale fisheries communities, like public infrastruc-
ture, health, and education.

We argue that there is a need to incorporate international agreements that reflect 
the latest policy positions on international fisheries issues such as the SSF Guidelines 
and related instruments. This could, for instance, be a responsibility of the 
AUNAP. The aim should be to convert these commitments into national policies, 
management strategies, and regulations in accordance with the human rights and 
good governance principles and ambitions of the SSF Guidelines. This would also 
be an opportunity to involve all stakeholders and bring them under the same umbrella.

The implementation of the SSF Guidelines also would hinge on governance 
capacities and capabilities at the community level that can make local communities 
more self-reliant and resilient. That would imply a break with the traditional top- 
down governance structure that has dominated Colombia and its fisheries gover-
nance mechanism in the past. How to facilitate a governing system that works for 
small-scale fisheries communities is a question that relates directly to the prospects 
that the SSF Guidelines have to take effect. The good news is that the guiding gov-
ernance principles as stated in the SSF Guidelines are highly consistent with those 
promoted in the Colombian peace process. Combining those two instruments 
should, therefore, bode well for the future of small-scale fishing communities in this 
country. Implementing the SSF Guidelines would hence be a useful tool for the 
Colombian government to reclaim and repair the fishing communities who have 
long been victims of the armed conflict but who now have a chance to experience 
peace.
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Part VIII
Building Capacity

Empowerment of small-scale fisheries and their people takes place along many 
dimensions of governance: legally, organizationally, and politically. Small-scale 
fishing people need to have security and control of their own destiny. But they also 
need knowledge and skills, and access to communication. This need, which is also 
stressed in the SSF Guidelines, is explored in the chapters of this part of the book. 
In Chap. 28, Kate Kincaid focuses on the potential and challenges of the implemen-
tation of the SSF Guidelines in the Bahamas, relating particularly to an integration 
of fishers’ knowledge in sustainable resource management. The government is cur-
rently creating a network of marine protected areas (MPAs) in order to provide food 
security and sustainable livelihoods while conserving marine ecosystems. She 
argues for the need to collect fisheries and livelihood data within rural communities 
and to develop a national database on the extent, scale, and dependence of small-
scale fishing. This problem is also the issue in the case study from Senegal reported 
in Chap. 29, where Aliou Sall and Cornelia Nauen critically examine conventional 
top-down research about small-scale fisheries and their communities. As an alterna-
tive, they aim to inform public policy making and resource management through 
understanding local knowledge and communicating from the ground up. Chapter 30 
takes us further down along the coast of West Africa to Nigeria. Shehu Latunji 
Akintola, Kafayat Adetoun Fakoya, and Olufemi Olabode Joseph present a tradi-
tional small-scale fishery that, although successfully managed, faces issues such as 
policy inconsistency, inadequate communication, and limited participation of stake-
holders. They argue that information, research, and communication should attempt 
to integrate the knowledge of fishers in order to improve planning processes. In 
Chap. 31, Zahidah Afrin Nisa takes us back to the Caribbean and Pacific regions. 
She stresses the need for cooperation and network-building between different sec-
tors and disciplines, including the importance of dialogue between multiple layers 
of governance and the building of public–private partnerships at the local and 
national level.
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Chapter 28
Challenges and Opportunities 
in Implementing the Small-Scale Fisheries 
Guidelines in the Family Islands, Bahamas

Kate Kincaid

Abstract This chapter discusses the challenges and opportunities for the Bahamas 
to implement the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale 
Fisheries in the context of Food Security and Poverty Eradication (SSF Guidelines), 
developed through the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 
(FAO). Specifically, this chapter focuses on the implementation potential and chal-
lenges of the SSF Guidelines that relate to sustainable resource management and the 
need and opportunity to integrate fishers’ knowledge. The Bahamas has a long fish-
ing history based in small-scale fisheries. The Family Islands of the Bahamas are 
sparsely populated, largely undeveloped and fairly remote. Here, local populations 
rely on fishing as a primary source of food and income. The challenges for imple-
menting the SSF Guidelines are particularly difficult in these islands. In addition, 
the Bahamian Government is implementing a wide network of marine protected 
areas (MPAs) to replenish fisheries and provide food security and sustainable liveli-
hoods. Recognizing the importance of small-scale fishers and their knowledge con-
tribution through the implementation of the SSF Guidelines in the Family Islands of 
the Bahamas is particularly timely as the Bahamas expands their MPA network. To 
assist with implementation in the Bahamas, there is a need to focus on the needs of 
small-scale fishers, to collect fisheries and livelihood data within rural communities 
and to develop a national database on the extent, scale, and dependence of small- 
scale fishing in the Family Islands of the Bahamas.

Keywords Artisanal • Bahamas • Resource management • Small-scale fisheries • 
SSF Guidelines

K. Kincaid (*) 
Department of Biology, Memorial University of Newfoundland, St. John’s, NL, Canada 

Cape Eleuthera Institute, Eleuthera, Bahamas
e-mail: kgb242@mun.ca

mailto:kgb242@mun.ca


598

 Introduction

The small-scale fisheries sector and its communities include millions of rural people 
that are dependant on fisheries for their livelihoods worldwide (Jentoft 2014). 
However, there is often a lack of data, knowledge, and decision-making in small- 
scale fisheries compared to the large-scale fisheries sector. The Voluntary Guidelines 
for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the context of Food Security and 
Poverty Eradication (SSF Guidelines) were adopted in 2014 by the United Nations’ 
(UN) Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) member states to address this prob-
lem (FAO 2015). These are the first internationally agreed guidelines designed spe-
cifically for the small-scale fisheries sector and are the result of extensive planning, 
consultations, and negotiations (Jentoft 2014). Implementing these Guidelines will 
present unique challenges for different countries. The SSF Guidelines includes 
three parts: an introduction that includes a set of guiding principles based on human 
rights, responsible fisheries and sustainable development. This is followed by 
descriptions of the SSF Guidelines for responsible fisheries and sustainable devel-
opment and supporting implementation (FAO 2015). The SSF Guidelines include 
many aspects important to small-scale fisheries including governance, tenure rights, 
gender equality, disaster risks, capacity development, and monitoring.

In data-poor regions, fishers’ knowledge is often the only source of information 
pertaining to an area. Local knowledge and natural history may be used in lieu of 
empirical data (Aswani and Hamilton 2004; Ban et al. 2009). In addition, the failure 
to understand fishers’ needs will not benefit fisheries or conservation (Grafton et al. 
2009). As primary stakeholders, there is a need to incorporate fishers’ knowledge 
and perceptions into fisheries governance (Heck et al. 2011). There has been notable 
success in many parts of the world with community-based management (Johannes 
1978, 2002; Mills et  al. 2011). Fishers are able to provide bio-ecological data 
including habitat and site information alongside social economic data (Kincaid and 
Rose 2014). However, it is important to note that fishers cannot be included as a 
single group, since fishers’ perceptions differ between different communities. This 
can be partially attributed to their individual fishing histories and backgrounds 
(Kincaid et al. 2014). Implementing the SSF Guidelines successfully will require 
the involvement and integration of local knowledge within rural fishing 
communities.

The Bahamas is an archipelago covering 259,000  km2, and a Small Island 
Developing State (Smith and Zeller 2016). Land area covers just 13,935 km2 that 
includes 700 islands, 29 of which are inhabited, with 90% of the population living 
on three main islands (Moultrie et al. 2016; Cox et al. 2005). These three islands are 
the economic centres for tourism, banking, and development industries. In contrast, 
the remaining islands are known as the Family Islands (or Out Islands) of the 
Bahamas. These are sparsely populated, largely undeveloped and fairly remote with 
small settlements (communities) located throughout. With limited employment 
opportunities, many local populations rely on subsistence fishing as a primary 
source of food. In many settlements on the Family Islands, fishing is a family 
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 tradition and is an important part of the community. Broad and Sanchirico (2008) 
interviewed local residents in the Family Islands on their support for a marine 
reserve in their local area. They found that respondents were less likely to support 
marine reserves if they were reliant on the area for fishing as their livelihood (Broad 
and Sanchirico 2008). In general, there is a lack of information and data on the fish-
ing communities and the ecosystem including information on their needs and 
records on the status of subsistence fishing in the Bahamas (Moultrie et al. 2016; 
Smith and Zeller 2013).

The Bahamas have not yet implemented the SSF Guidelines however, in 2014 
the Bahamas adopted a resolution to promote their implementation (Moultrie et al. 
2016).This chapter aims to discuss the need and potential for their implementation, 
along with the associated challenges in doing so. Specifically, this question is 
approached through a focus on articles in Sections 5b (sustainable resource man-
agement) and 11 (information, research, and communication) of the SSF Guidelines. 
This chapter provides background to small-scale fisheries within the Bahamas and 
focuses on the rural communities within the more remote Family Islands and 
 discusses how the use of fishers’ knowledge and fisheries information could lead to 
successful implementation.

 Fisheries in the Bahamas

Historically in the Bahamas, fishing vessels were locally built sailboats (Bahamian 
sloop) and fishing gears were fish traps, hand lines, and nets (Adderley 1883). The 
largest fishing industry was the sponge trade, employing one third of the Bahamian 
workforce until 1940, when a fungal disease killed 90% of harvestable sponge 
within 2 years (Campbell 1978; Buchan 2000). In recent years, the sponge (Porifera 
spp.) fishery has returned to a few places. Sea turtles, particularly the green turtle 
(Chelonia mydas) were a commercial fishery until the 1990s and an important local 
food source until 2009, when the government issued a turtle fishing ban for conser-
vation reasons. In the Bahamas today, there are around 4000 commercial fishing 
vessels with around 12,600 fishers, although the last fisheries census took place in 
1998. The marine environment is productive, with a mixed fishery for shellfish and 
finfish (Fig. 28.1). Many fishing gears used are similar to those reported in 1883 
(handlines, traps, and nets) along with dive compressor (with a license for conch 
and lobster), free diving, spears, and lobster hooks with condominiums (metal 
sheets on concrete blocks to aggregate lobsters – see Fig. 28.1). The government 
lists three categories of fishing: commercial, recreational (valuable for the tourism 
industry), and subsistence. Commercial fishing requires a license and is defined as 
fishing from any vessel over 20 ft. However, the majority of commercial vessels in 
use are often less than 20 ft and work from a large mothership. Only Bahamian citi-
zens can own and operate commercials fishing vessels (Personal communication, 
E. Deleveaux, February 10th 2014).
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 Implementation Potential and Challenges

The diverse nature of the fisheries, habitats, variety of users, and diverging values 
and interests all add to difficulties in sustainable fisheries management for the 
Bahamas and to the future implementation of the SSF Guidelines (Holdschlag and 
Ratter 2013). Fisheries regulations and closed seasons are difficult to enforce and 
control (Holdschlag and Ratter 2013). Landings data reported to the FAO are from 
the main commercial landing sites and processing plants in New Providence, Grand 
Bahama, Abaco, Eleuthera (Spanish Wells), and Long Island (FAO 2009). It is not 
mandatory that fishers report landings data. A recent study by Smith and Zeller 
(2016) found reconstructed landings were 2.6 times greater than FAO figures that 
are based only on commercial landings supplied by the Department of Marine 
Resources. In 2014, the highest value ($USD) fishery species were spiny lobster 
(Panulirus argus), followed by conch (Strombus gigas), snapper (Lutjanus spp.), 
stone crab (Menippe mercenaria), and Nassau grouper (Epinephelus striatus) 
(Deleveaux 2016). Stocks of lobster, conch, snapper and grouper are thought to be 
fully, or overexploited (Moultrie et al. 2016, Deleveaux 2016; Hayes et al. 2015; 
Gascoigne 2002). In addition to these issues, the number of subsistence fishers is 
unknown, as well as the locations of landing sites, number of fishing vessels, and 
fishers. The following sections cover examples of how specific parts of Sections 5b 
and 11 of the SSF Guidelines relate to the Bahamas and the Family Islands, illus-
trate how they could be implemented, and discuss associated challenges in the rural 
communities of the Bahamas.

Fig. 28.1 Photographs illustrating fisheries in the Family Islands of the Bahamas. (a) Grouper, 
parrotfish and snapper mixed catch using spear and traps from one fisher’s catch. (b) Local fisher 
at a typical landing site. (c) Fish trap in shallow patch reef habitat location. (d) Local fisher breath- 
holding and using a pull-spear to target snapper and spiny lobster in shallow patch reef habitat. (e) 
Mixed fish species (caught using nets) at the landing site ready to go direct to restaurants. Photo 
credits: (a, b, c, e), Kate Kincaid and (d), The Cape Eleuthera Island School
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 SSF Guidelines Section 5b: Sustainable Resource 
Management

5.13 States and all those engaged in fisheries management should adopt measures for 
the long-term conservation and sustainable use of fisheries resources and to secure 
the ecological foundation for food production. They should promote and implement 
appropriate management systems, consistent with their existing obligations under 
national and international law and voluntary commitments, including the Code, that 
give due recognition to the requirements and opportunities of small- scale fisheries.

There are a variety of fisheries regulations in place to sustainably manage marine 
resources in the Bahamas. The Department of Marine Resources (DMR) is respon-
sible for fisheries management including enforcement and seafood processing regu-
lations. Specifically, their objectives include sustainable fisheries for the benefit of 
the Bahamian people, local fishery development, and the improvement of the well- 
being of local fishermen (Government of the Bahamas 2011). They work closely 
with influential non-governmental organizations (NGOs), particularly the Bahamas 
National Trust (BNT). The aim of the BNT is the conservation and preservation of 
the natural environment and is the major organization that influences environmental 
policy in the Bahamas (Buchan 2000). A major focus of the BNT is the creation and 
implementation of a Protected Area network. In addition, the BNT works on envi-
ronmental policy with the Bahamas Environment Science and Technology (BEST) 
commission. One other influential NGO is the Bahamas Reef Environment Education 
Foundation (BREEF), which focuses on educational training and programs.

The DMR manages 4 marine reserves, recognising traditional fishing rights in 
the South Berry Islands, Jewfish Cay, No Name Cay and Crab Cay. In addition, the 
DMR and The Nature Conservancy manage the South Berry Islands Marine Reserve 
(Moultrie et al. 2016). The government is implementing and expanding a wide net-
work of marine protected areas (MPAs) managed by the BNT and in partnership 
with The Nature Conservancy. Through MPAs, the government aims to replenish 
fisheries and provide food security and sustainable livelihoods. In 2015, the Minister 
of the Environment and Housing announced the creation of 24 MPAs and the expan-
sion of three existing MPAs adding three million hectares to the MPA network 
(UNEP 2015). Many of these areas are in the Family Islands and, while providing 
longer term biological benefits, would impact small-scale fishers through their dis-
placement from fishing grounds if the MPA included closed areas.

5.14 All parties should recognize that rights and responsibilities come together; 
tenure rights are balanced by duties, and support the long-term conservation and 
sustainable use of resources and the maintenance of the ecological foundation for 
food production. Small-scale fisheries should utilize fishing practices that minimize 
harm to the aquatic environment and associated species and support the sustainabil-
ity of the resource.

Fishing regulations include gear restrictions (e.g. minimum mesh size for nets, 
hookah diving only in lobster closed season with a license, no spearguns), size regu-
lations (specifically for target species: Nassau grouper (Epinephelus striatus), spiny 

28 Challenges and Opportunities in Implementing the Small-Scale Fisheries... 



602

lobster (Panulirus argus), conch (Stombus gigas), and stone crab (Menippe merce-
naria)) and closed seasons (Nassau grouper, lobster, and stone crab). The Nassau 
grouper is both an endangered species according to the Convention on International 
Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) and is an important 
fishery. However, it is also a fully to over-exploited fishery and is protected through 
a three-month closed season (December  – February) with a minimum landing 
weight of 3 lbs (1.36 kg) for al grouper species (BREEF 2013; FAO 2016).

5.15 States should facilitate, train and support small-scale fishing communities to 
participate in and take responsibility for, taking into consideration their legitimate 
tenure rights and systems, the management of the resources on which they depend for 
their well-being and that are traditionally used for their livelihoods. Accordingly, 
States should involve small-scale fishing communities  – with special attention to 
equitable participation of women, vulnerable and marginalized groups – in the design, 
planning and, as appropriate, implementation of management measures, including 
protected areas, affecting their livelihood options. Participatory management sys-
tems, such as co-management, should be promoted in accordance with national law.

Recognizing the importance of small-scale fishers and their contribution through 
the implementation of the SSF Guidelines and in the Family Islands of the Bahamas 
is particularly timely as the Bahamas expands their MPA network. Thus the fisher-
ies and biodiversity conservation sectors will overlap and many of the designated 
and proposed MPAs are on the Family Islands (Bahamas Protected Areas Fund 
2013). This would provide a platform for fishers’ needs and rights to be considered 
and addressed. Local fishers have expressed their concerns about their displacement 
from their fishing grounds and reduced livelihoods due to MPAs (Wise 2014).

When looking at implementing Section 5 of the SSF Guidelines, it would be 
advisable to consider if local communities could be given responsibility to manage 
sustainable fishing practices and MPAs in a bottom-up approach. Such approaches 
have been successful in many parts of the world including the Pacific, as Locally 
Managed Marine Areas, and in Madagascar (Jupiter and Egli 2010; Harris 2007). It 
would, however, be prudent in some areas to implement new measures incrementally. 
For instance, in Madagascar, small closed areas resulted in an increased octopus fish-
ery; local communities saw a benefit and supported further closed areas resulting in a 
successful large MPA network combining fisheries sustainability and marine conser-
vation (Harris 2007). It is possible that the implementation of the SSF Guidelines 
could be a tool and an opportunity to build trust between the government and local 
fishers, utilize their local knowledge, and work together towards a common goal.

5.17 States should ensure that the roles and responsibilities within the context of 
co-management arrangements of concerned parties and stakeholders are clarified 
and agreed through a participatory and legally supported process. All parties are 
responsible for assuming the management roles agreed to. All endeavours should be 
made so that small-scale fisheries are represented in relevant local and national 
professional associations and fisheries bodies and actively take part in relevant 
decision- making and fisheries policymaking processes.

A further challenge for the Bahamas is in documenting and integrating informa-
tion nationally to support local food security, sustainable livelihoods, and conserva-
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tion. The DMR has hosted meetings in local settlements but have found that it is 
hard to get participation if there is no perceived problem and the majority of fishers 
will only attend if there is a crisis at hand (E. Deleveaux, February 10th 2014, per-
sonal communication). This indicates a need to define the problems and develop an 
agenda based around needs that best support the local populations. There is also a 
need for a collective fishers’ organisation to represent small-scale  – subsistence 
fishers in the Family Islands (the already existing Bahamas Commercial Fishers 
Alliance represents the commercial sector).

 SSF Guidelines Section 11: Information, Research, 
and Communication

11.1 States should establish systems of collecting fisheries data, including bioeco-
logical, social, cultural and economic data relevant for decision-making on sustain-
able management of small-scale fisheries with a view to ensuring sustainability of 
ecosystems, including fish stocks, in a transparent manner. Efforts should be made 
to also produce gender-disaggregated data in official statistics, as well as data allow-
ing for an improved understanding and visibility of the importance of small-scale 
fisheries and its different components, including socioeconomic aspects.

There is a need to recognize and document levels of responsible and sustainable 
use in these areas, either through social surveys, in person interviews, or community 
meetings. This is fundamental to recognize human rights aspects and understand the 
importance of fisheries within these rural communities. This includes respecting 
local fishing practices and existing forms of organization within the communities. 
The DMR describes fishing communities in the Family Islands as crisis orientated 
conservative fishers that see no urgent reason to change (Personal communication 
E. Deleveaux, February 10th 2014). In addition, there are conflicts between fisher 
groups and gear users and many local communities are unhappy with the low level 
of consultation and outreach currently available (Waugh et al. 2010). This suggests 
that they may attend meetings, yet the low attendance recorded at such meetings is 
a cause for concern (Personal communication E. Deleveaux, February 10th 2014). 
This inconsistency is a problem that needs to be addressed before successful imple-
mentation of the SSF Guidelines. Fisheries data are difficult to assess because fish 
are largely sold directly to businesses leaving a lack of capacity to collect landing 
site data (Buchan 2000).

11.2 All stakeholders and small-scale fisheries communities should recognize 
the importance of communication and information, which are necessary for  effective 
decision-making. The government of the Bahamas does not know what the extent of 
the small-scale fishing is in the Family Islands and the DMR does not currently have 
the capacity to collect this information (Personal communication E.  Deleveaux, 
February 10th 2014). This area should become a priority in the implementation of 
the SSF Guidelines, otherwise other issues and concerns of the SSF Guidelines can-
not be properly addressed.
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11.5 States should ensure that the information necessary for responsible small- 
scale fisheries and sustainable development is available, including on illegal, unre-
ported and unregulated (IUU) fishing. It should relate to, inter alia, disaster risks, 
climate change, livelihoods and food security with particular attention to the situa-
tion of vulnerable and marginalized groups. Information systems with low data 
requirements should be developed for data-poor situations.

There is a lack of biological, economic, and social data on fisheries in the 
Bahamas and the DMR lacks the resources to conduct such data collection and 
analysis (Waugh et  al. 2010). Fishers’ participation and inclusion is a necessary 
precursor to the success and support of such areas, otherwise they may not be will-
ing to assist and provide data necessary to successful implementation. In data-poor 
areas, local fishers and small-scale fishing communities can provide extensive eco-
logical and social knowledge (if they feel secure that this information will not be 
used against them). To fully implement the SSF Guidelines in the Bahamas, a focus 
on the Family Island fishing communities is needed including the rationalities that 
drive the fishers (understanding what they would gain and lose, particularly in the 
context of the expanding MPA network) and the data services they could provide.

11.6 All parties should ensure that the knowledge, culture, traditions and prac-
tices of small-scale fishing communities, including indigenous peoples, are recog-
nized and, as appropriate, supported, and that they inform responsible local 
governance and sustainable development processes. The specific knowledge of 
women fishers and fish workers must be recognized and supported. States should 
investigate and document traditional fisheries knowledge and technologies in order 
to assess their application to sustainable fisheries conservation, management and 
development.

Implementation will be a particular challenge within the Family Islands because 
of the lack of data available, as well as the low capacity to record data coupled with 
the remoteness of many of these island communities. It is unknown how many land-
ing sites there are in each of the Family Islands. Hence, it is clear that there is a 
pressing need to establish a system to collect even basic fisheries data in the Family 
Islands, including information on the number of fishers, boats and fishing methods. 
A central database on fishers’ knowledge data for the Family Islands would be a 
valuable asset and would recognize and include small-scale subsistence fishers that 
have been largely left out of marine resource management in the Bahamas. The 
DMR has a system in place that they aim to expand to the family islands in the 
future, this would greatly increase the documenting of traditional fisheries knowl-
edge in the family islands (Moultrie et al. 2016).

11.9 States and other parties should, to the extent possible, ensure that funds are 
available for small-scale fisheries research, and collaborative and participatory data 
collection, analyses and research should be encouraged. States and other parties 
should endeavour to integrate this research knowledge into their decision-making 
processes. Research organizations and institutions should support capacity develop-
ment to allow small-scale fishing communities to participate in research and in the 
utilization of research findings. Research priorities should be agreed upon through 
a consultative process focusing on the role of small-scale fisheries in sustainable 
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resource utilization, food security and nutrition, poverty eradication, and equitable 
development, including also DRM and CCA considerations.

Lastly, access to funding is an issue. The Bahamas has a high per-capita gross 
domestic product (GDP), yet the distribution of wealth is uneven, from high wealth 
to poverty and subsistence levels, particularly in the Family Islands. Due to this, the 
Bahamas is often not eligible for development funding to aid rural communities, a 
cause for concern for many Bahamians (Cox et al. 2005).

 Conclusions: Moving Forward

This chapter focused on the potential and challenges for the Bahamas to implement 
the SSF Guidelines with an emphasis on the need to integrate fishers’ knowledge 
and fisheries information in sustainable resource management. This refers specifi-
cally to Chapter 5b and 11 of the SSF Guidelines and, within this context, provides 
examples relevant to some of the specific articles within. The Bahamas already has 
systems in place that apply to parts of the implementation of the SSF Guidelines 
(e.g. fisheries management measures for long-term conservation and sustainable 
use). The specific challenges for the Bahamas are in the Family Islands. These 
islands are data-poor and many small-scale fishers and their communities rely on 
fishing for their income and food. The extent of this reliance is unknown and there 
are no current data available on demographics, fisheries landings or the status of 
fisheries in the Family Islands. In addition to this knowledge gap for the Family 
Islands, the general status of fish stocks in the Bahamas is unknown.

The following are recommendations towards the successful implementation of 
the SSF Guidelines sections within the contexts of sustainable resource manage-
ment and data collection:

 1. There is a need to establish a consultative two-way process on the role of small- 
scale fisheries in the Family Islands in broad aspects of sustainable resources, 
conservation, food security, and poverty eradiation

 2. This should include the development of a national database to collect traditional 
fisheries knowledge and fisheries information to assist with sustainable resource 
management (this is particularly timely as the Bahamas expands its MPA net-
work). Through this, the integration of biological, ecological, social, and eco-
nomic small-scale fisheries and information on the extent, scale, and dependence 
of the small-scale fishing sector for the Family Islands is vital

 3. Alongside this, food security and livelihood support need to be taken into con-
sideration for the Family Islands including isolation, poverty issues, and limited 
access to resources that make it harder for such fishers to be heard

Finally, to successfully implement the SSF Guidelines, the Department of Marine 
Resources will need to work closely with local organizations, the BNT, and BREEF, 
particularly in the areas of community education and supporting community deci-
sion making for fisheries management. These organizations already work together 
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in fisheries management and marine protection. One priority should be to improve 
the relationship between local fishers and government through the formation of a 
fisher’s organization that fully represents local fishers within rural communities, 
and to provide a spokesperson to speak to the government on individuals behalf. 
However, the challenges in this may be in allocating the time, personnel, and 
finances dedicated to such endeavours. One final point, is the important and recent 
report by Moultrie et al. (2016) reviewing fisheries and aquaculture in the Bahamas. 
This discussed the upcoming draft Strategic Plan for Fisheries and Aquaculture 
Development and Management in The Bahamas 2017-2022. In this Strategic Plan, 
the need for tenure rights for fishers is discussed alongside proposals to include 
artisinal fishers in the decision-making process and calls for their inclusion within a 
Fisheries Advisory Council. These are positive steps towards the implemetation of 
the SSF Guidelines, including Family Island fishers, and achieving sustainable fish-
ery goals for the Bahamas.
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Chapter 29
Supporting the Small-Scale Fisheries 
Guidelines Implementation in Senegal: 
Alternatives to Top-Down Research

Aliou Sall and Cornelia E. Nauen

Abstract The Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-scale Fisheries 
in the Context of Food Security and Poverty Eradication (SSF Guidelines) provide 
a generally accepted framework that emerged from 3 years of intense bottom-up 
consultations and that were finally endorsed by the FAO’s Fisheries Committee 
(COFI) in 2014. Chapter 11 emphasizes the importance of information, research, 
and communication that is accessible to and involves small-scale fishers and their 
communities. Research questions in conventional research tend to meet the needs of 
donors or partners while the needs of the researched are only purportedly addressed. 
In this chapter, we explore types of research that attempt to understand local knowl-
edge produced and seek ways to facilitate communication and exchange between 
different modes of knowledge production that overcome the sense of exclusion cur-
rently experienced by small-scale operators. The ability to access other sources of 
knowledge is important to their coping strategies, especially under conditions of 
advanced globalization of markets for fisheries products that result in changing 
working and living conditions. Field research conducted with fishers and summa-
rized here focus on fishers’ knowledge and perceptions. Implementing the SSF 
Guidelines will require a sustained process of building trust, mutual understanding, 
and institutional arrangements that enable respectful multi-directional communica-
tion and exchange. Our research suggests that where such conditions are created 
and sustained, they form a robust base for participatory and legitimate management 
and thus retain many of the positive social and distributional dimensions that could 
make small-scale fisheries central to food security and sustainable livelihoods.
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 Introduction

The authors of this chapter have throughout their working lives in Africa and 
Europe, and in the context of different types of international cooperation, experi-
enced situations where research questions were primarily driven by either generic 
research curiosity, government or donor needs, or some other motivation than the 
perceived needs and challenges faced by small-scale fishers. Recent catch recon-
structions by country show that global catches of small-scale fisheries increased 
between 1950 and 2010 from 8 to 22 million tons per year whereas industrial 
catches, which receive the bulk of attention from governments, while bigger, have 
declined since the mid-1990s (Pauly and Zeller 2016).

Indeed, we argue that the lack of attention to small-scale fishers as a whole and 
to their specific research needs in particular, aggravates their political marginaliza-
tion and prevents recognizing their true socio-economic and environmental impor-
tance. Their importance is in terms of food production and local food security, 
employment and positive distributional effects across societies, the wider economy, 
and de facto management of coastal and marine territories and their ecosystems. 
The general lack of attention paid to small-scale fishers is compounded by a deficit 
of interest in effective valuations of the empirical knowledge present with fishers 
while conducting conventional research. Relatively few studies have been con-
ducted explicitly to compare and, if appropriate, integrate fishers’ knowledge into 
the research process (Christensen and Thi 2004; Wilson et al. 2006). A critically 
engaged use of fishers local knowledge would reflect the fact that scientists treat it 
as a legitimate source of knowledge. Simultaneously, recognizing fishers’ knowl-
edge would reduce their open defiance to conventional management efforts.

The combination of these two factors (marginalization of fishers and a deficit in 
the valuation of their local knowledge) has gradually led to a gap in many places 
between researchers on the one hand and fishing communities on the other. This 
results in turn in a lack of interest and recognition by fishing communities and the 
major social groups within them in conventional research and its importance. 
Searching for paths and means to establish bridges between these two modes of 
making sense of fisheries has potential to enrich both in many cases and ensure the 
sustainability of small-scale fisheries in their biological, economic, social, and cul-
tural dimensions. The dynamism and high adaptability of many small-scale fisheries 
in the face of globalized markets of fisheries products make the development of new 
forms of collaboration between researchers and actors in the small-scale sector even 
more important and urgent, particularly for those charged with management.
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 The Changing Face of Small-Scale vs. Industrial Fisheries – 
Critically Engaged Research and Exchange Is a Must

Good management uses effective and participatory monitoring and critically 
engaged research to inform all stakeholders in decision-making processes. That also 
entails keeping track of management outcomes and learning from experience. It 
should have the ability to identify and distinguish between different groups, and 
provide gendered perspectives that will exist amongst stakeholders. The speed of 
change and new dynamics arising in small-scale fisheries in response to changes in 
markets and environmental conditions, in terms of the constraints in access to 
resources as a result of these changes, and as a result of social and economic require-
ments of fishers, are often much faster than captured by conventional research (Sall 
2012a; Meltzoff 2013).

During a workshop coorganized in 2012 by the National Collective of Artisanal 
Fishers in Senegal (CNPS) and its support NGO, Centre de Recherche sur les 
Technologies Intermédiaires de Pêche (CREDETIP), in Mbour, several changes in 
the country’s fisheries were discussed that would have required adaptation of 
research protocols for collecting official statistical information. By way of example, 
we refer here to the organizational changes in the fisheries for high value bottom 
species. Formerly, fishing units within this segment of the fishery included a combi-
nation of a boat, prevalent fishing technique, target species, and a fixed landing 
place (‘port’). However, as international market penetration and number of landing 
places increased, the opportunistic behavior of crews also increased. Catch was 
landed in ports other than the home port and often was not properly accounted for. 
This was at first true in the case of line fisheries with ice boxes, but gradually also 
occurred in other types of fisheries.

Another significant change in the country’s fisheries was the growing importance 
of variable technological choices in small-scale fisheries for demersal species as 
compared to earlier stable specializations. This was a response to lower densities of 
traditionally fished species and market demand elasticity accepting substitute spe-
cies or simply expanding overall.

Despite these fast and far-reaching changes in the fisheries, the data collection 
protocols of research centers operating in the seven member countries of the Sub- 
Regional Fisheries Commission (SRFC) headquartered in Dakar, Senegal, have not 
been adapted to reflect these developments. The gap between the assumptions 
underlying scientific data collection and evolving ground realities, in fact, is widen-
ing and may well lead to mistaken interpretations or weak management advice – see 
examples below (Sall 2012a) (Fig. 29.1).

Moreover, despite more attention being given to the role of women in small-scale 
fisheries in the last two decades, namely with regard to production and service activ-
ities, overall studies on gendered differences within fisheries are under-resourced in 
most countries. Even in Asia, where the vast majority of small-scale fishers are 
located, and where women are traditionally at least as important as men in manage-
ment and postharvest activities (Williams et al. 2005; Brugere 2014), researchers 
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and activists working on gender issues, though growing, are still comparatively 
small in number. This is evident, for example, in the huge biannual Asian Fisheries 
Forum where presentations on gender in fisheries are limited to a comparatively 
small symposium taking place alongside (Gender in Aquaculture and Fisheries n.d.)

In addition to reliable information, access to information is important too. As we 
are seeing in Senegal, small-scale fishers are constantly seeking strategies to cope 
with constraints and opportunities. These strategies include getting involved in new 
multi-functional fisheries, migration, and the adoption of new coping strategies by 
women fish processors and marketers in the face of increasing competition to access 
the raw material. To illustrate increasing diversification among e.g. fishers focused 
on small pelagics we observe two main types: (a) processing on board the now 
bigger-sized pirogues and (b) prolonging fishing trips up to 20 h to more distant 
grounds and using large quantities of ice to ensure product quality, a practice previ-
ously confined to line fisheries for high-value demersal species.

A recent development is the apparent decapitalization in the pelagic fishery. 
Fishers used to deploy encircling nets for small pelagics. Pelagic landings formed a 
major part of the total fish processed and marketed by women. When the local CFA 
Franc currency was tied to the Euro, this resulted in certain inputs being priced out 

Fig. 29.1 Awa Seye (standing, in blue) is a leader of fisher women in Guet Ndar, St. Louis and 
Senegal as a whole, fighting for their rights to health, education and working spaces (Photo credit: 
Mor Talla Ndione)
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of the range of fishers. Hence, access to resources became a big problem and boat 
owners reduced the size of the pirogues, the planked undecked fishing boats typical 
for Senegalese small-scale fisheries. New pirogue constructions may now measure 
14 or 18 m rather than 20 m in length. Boat owners also started downsizing the 
number of pirogues they had, from two to one. This could create the impression of 
a reduction of fishing capacity and effort. But a closer look at the ground reality 
showed that the reduced number of boats fished more intensely, with more fishing 
trips and additional use of monofilament driftnets, thus primarily reducing fixed 
cost, but not necessarily effort.

Not taking into account the fishers’ commercial adaptation strategies in eco-
nomic, social, and biological analyses leads to misleading conclusions about the 
adaptability of small-scale fishers in their continual search for survival and new 
opportunities. This change in deployment of boats and gear might thus amount to an 
actual increase of fishing effort rather than a decrease. At the same time, the change 
in target species might have major repercussions on the local postharvest economy, 
such as on women in processing and marketing, especially if uncommon species are 
caught for foreign markets. However, if monitoring and research efforts are not 
tracking these changes in a timely manner, the statistical data and analyses will not 
reflect the evolving realities.

Overall, the growth and permutations of small-scale fisheries around the world 
(Pauly and Zeller 2016) are in stark contrast to the predominantly industrial model 
underlying many national sector policies. There seems to exist a widespread ‘social 
Darwinian’ assumption in development aid and policy reform efforts that artisanal 
fisheries under competition from industrial fleets will evolve into a form of modern 
industry by way of an intermediate semi-industrial state. This has been largely falsi-
fied by empirical evidence (Sall 2012a, b, 2013).

 Why Participatory and More Fine-Grained Information 
and Research Are Particularly Important for Policy

At the same time, policy objectives that previously focused mostly on production 
and balance-of-payments are being modulated by new criteria and macro- objectives, 
such as food security, sustainability, poverty reduction, and employment. It is there-
fore important not only for the fishers themselves, but also for those setting the rules 
and defining policies, to gain realistic quantitative and qualitative insights into the 
developments of all types of fishing and postharvest activities and the social groups 
associated with these activities.

Formats of monitoring and statistical data collection in Senegal seem not to have 
evolved enough to capture those multiple changes reliably. Thus, a cursory glance 
of official documents also cited by donors, the FAO, and NGOs, show the same 
figure of approximately 600,000 jobs (between 63,000 and 100,000  in primary 
activities, depending on the source) created by the fisheries, mentioned for the last 
10 or more years (Deme and Kebe 2000; FAO 2008; World Bank 2009) even though 
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the above-mentioned changes within fisheries have certainly affected the size and 
structure of employment.

Even the classical distinction between industrial and small-scale fisheries may 
not be adequate in all cases. This is particularly the case in the artisanal fishing vil-
lages of Hann, Yoff, Mbour, and Joal in Senegal, where major quantities of fish are 
transshipped at sea  – an officially illegal operation  – from industrial vessels to 
pirogues to be landed as ‘artisanal’ catches. Entire value chains from fishmongers to 
women fish processors and micro-vendors have specialized in this raw material and 
supplied markets in the interior of the country (Sall 2012a, b).

The value chains identified during a field enquiry in 2009 of the transshipment of 
industrial vessels to small-scale pirogues in Senegal revealed that species concerned 
were mostly greater forkhead (Phycis blennoides), smoothmouth sea catfish 
(Carlarius heudelotii), lesser African threadfin (Galeoides decadactylus), law 
croaker (Pseudotolithus senegallus), and Guinean grunt (Parapristipoma humile). 
All these species were not accounted for in official documents (Sall 2009).

Some small-scale fisheries elsewhere in the West African region highlight similar 
situations. In Guinea, the fish smoking women in Bonfi and Taminataye rely heavily 
on industrial catches of smoothmouth sea catfish and barracuda (Sphyraena barra-
cuda) transshipped to small-scale boats and landed as small-scale catches. While 
experienced scientists at the Marine Research Center in Boussoura are aware of the 
practice taking place, these catches are not reflected in national statistics (Sall 
2008).

Moreover, the women managing the local traditional smoking operations of 
small pelagics in some Gulf of Guinea countries will have difficulties keeping up 
this activity without the pelagic freezer-trawlers providing the raw material. In fact, 
in the smoking villages of Gbesse Chorkor, Elmina, and Winiba in Ghana and in the 
port town of Cotonou, among other sites, industrial fisheries deliver the bulk of the 
mackerel (Scomber japonicus), horse mackerels (Trachurus trecae, Caranx spp.), 
and sardinella (Sardinella spp.) these women smoke. Unless the recording systems 
are well designed and implemented these landings might be attributed wrongly to 
small-scale fishers.

The fluid distinction between small-scale and industrial fisheries along the value 
chain suggests the need to review the way research data and national statistics are 
collected and processed. The wider problem for dramatically under-resourced 
national accounting systems in Africa has been analyzed and remedial action pro-
posed (Jerven 2013). For the fisheries sector in particular, one way to distinguish 
small-scale and industrial catches is to assess frozen landings of industrial origin, 
irrespective of whether further handling or processing is done through traditional 
channels or not. In other cases, small-scale catches are grossly under-estimated. 
This and other developments underscore the importance of involving fishers in the 
research process.

The recent reconstructions of catches in the exclusive economic zones (EEZ) of 
all countries and of tuna and other catches of large pelagics in the high seas between 
1950 and 2010 illustrate the seriousness of misrepresentations caused by an exclu-
sive or at least predominant emphasis placed by a majority of countries on industrial 
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fisheries landings (Zeller et al. 2016). This leads to a massive underestimation of the 
contribution of small-scale and subsistence fisheries to global catches. It also leads 
to serious distortions of statistics and other sources of input into sector policies, 
investment decisions, and the way fisheries as a whole are perceived. Overall, global 
catches were 53% higher than official, FAO-compiled, national statistics have us 
believe. The decline after peak production in 1996 was steeper than reported by the 
FAO. The decline was primarily in industrial fisheries; small-scale fisheries are still 
expanding (Pauly and Zeller 2016).

 Increasing the Benefits of Research – A Socio-economic 
and Ethical Necessity

Chapter 11 of the SSF Guidelines pertinently emphasizes the importance of making 
information, research, and communication accessible to small-scale fishers and 
involving them and their communities more in decision-making processes.

Thus, while the different research questions and drivers mentioned above are 
perfectly legitimate, we argue that the considerable effort and the resources chan-
neled into such research could yield much higher benefits, including for small-scale 
fishing communities, if they are more involved. Among the factors that can be con-
sidered key to generating such additional benefits, we emphasize the need for 
greater attention being paid to making the process and resulting scientifically vali-
dated knowledge freely available. This should be done in different ways for differ-
ent types of audiences so as to enable much more widespread access to this 
knowledge. This may take the form of executive summaries for decision makers, 
context-adapted narratives for small-scale fishers, visual representation of results, 
and dialogue among stakeholders to facilitate appropriation (Nauen 2002, 2005).

Moreover, specific research efforts are warranted to address the need for infor-
mation and understanding of small-scale fishers beyond their own observations and 
experiences. This is best developed and conducted with fishermen, fisherwomen, 
and traders themselves in order to make sure that the questions and findings are 
framed in an understandable way and take account of local community knowledge. 
Recognizing explicitly the legitimacy and even need for different perspectives and 
approaches to research is among the most important ways to address interconnected 
issues in the complex societal and environmental systems in which small-scale fish-
eries operate (Nauen 1999; Sall 2012a, 2013).

In order to illustrate the desirability of doing research in a more critically engaged 
manner, we offer several examples. During multiple field studies over the last few 
years, the first author, as a fisheries socio-anthropologist, sought to enable some 
form of ‘communication’ between different perspectives on the research subject. 
This way, fisher communities gained access to scientific knowledge validated and 
recognized by conventional research and were able to compare it with their own 
knowledge.
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Estimating the biomass of a stock and the part that can be safely harvested is a 
challenge for researchers as recently developed methods for data-poor situations are 
not yet widely adopted (Froese et al. 2016). Fishermen have developed their own 
methods of estimating the size of a school of small pelagics before paying out the 
encircling net, as it constitutes a heavy workload. They derive an estimate from the 
way the fish move at the surface (belly pointing down or sideways) and thus decide 
on whether it is profitable to deploy the net (Sall 2008). As fuel costs account for 
between 78 and 83% for encircling seines and gillnets respectively, the two main 
fishing gears for pelagic catches (Dème 2012), this is a vital assessment.

The empirical knowledge of fishermen about the environmental conditions their 
target species need and what gear type is best to catch that species is documented in 
other fisheries as well, both marine (e.g. observations along the coast from 
Mauritania to Guinea Bissau) and inland waters (e.g. in France) (Barthélémy 2005).

During a study of the biology and ecology of small pelagics in 2008, the first 
author discovered specialized knowledge among two distinct categories of female 
postharvest actors: women descaling and cleaning the landed catches and others 
having open-air fast food stands at the landing places in Hann, Joal, Mbour, Kayar, 
Guet Ndar, and Gokhou Mbathi in Senegal. The same profile was found in Guinea, 
e.g. in Boulbinet, Taminataye, and Bonfi. As the women clean raw fish daily, they 
can distinguish as to whether migration patterns of the round sardinella (Sardinella 
aurita) are due to reproduction or feeding purposes. Their experience allows them 
to identify egg-bearing fish at a glance. If their knowledge were recognized, these 
women could be of support to biological research, even though they appear only 
marginally involved with the fishery itself (Sall 2008).

Moreover, the women in these socio-professional categories could contribute in 
other ways to research, notably through their remarkable knowledge about the rela-
tionship between environmental conditions and the quality of eggs. They are able to 
distinguish when eggs mature during evisceration whether they will mature into 
liquid, viscous, or firm form, something worth validating through rigorous com-
parative observation.

We note that the involvement of fishers can have other significant advantages for 
different reasons as well. The communities’ full involvement gives them a sense of 
responsibility throughout the process, from the field work up to the sharing of 
results. There is also potential for a substantial reduction in the transaction costs of 
the research activities thanks to their willingness to shoulder certain costs.

The second author studied 500 years of self-organization history of small-scale 
fishers in a fjord on the Baltic coast of Germany and used biological data from sev-
eral decades of research to construct a model of the ecosystem that had supported 
the fishery during recent times (Nauen 1984). Her reporting back to the heads of the 
fishermen’s cooperative was welcomed as she was the only scientist to have done 
so. It was also fruitful to both sides. The fishers were extremely pleased with a fresh 
interpretation of their empirical observations over a period of 40 years. They were 
also able to add more nuance to the ecosystem model of the scientist based on their 
intimate empirical knowledge.
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 Collecting Recent First Hand Evidence in Senegal 
About Complaints and Perceived Needs of Small-Scale Fishers

In recognizing the challenge of exploring alternatives or complements to ‘top-down’ 
ways of characterizing and trying to manage fisheries we carried out field research 
in Senegal in 2014–2015. The trigger for searching for alternatives were the serious 
difficulties faced in implementing fisheries policy reform in Senegal, attempted 
since the late 1990, despite substantial support by major donors such as the World 
Bank. A declaration at the end of an Inter-ministerial Council on Fisheries in 2013 
stated: ‘In relation to the artisanal fishery the weak regulation of access to the 
resource is linked to the following factors: (i) ineffective implementation of fishing 
licenses and their unsuitability as the principal mean to reduce artisanal fishing 
effort, (ii) insufficient monitoring of pirogue registration, and (iii) weak implemen-
tation of the Fisheries Code resulting from insufficient personnel, weak deterrent 
effect of sanctions foreseen in the Fisheries Code and insufficient awareness and 
extension of the legal provisions.’ (free translation) (République du Sénégal 2013). 
Resistance by coastal communities to the implementation of control measures sup-
ported by the Regional Program for West Africa of the World Bank (PRAO) was 
effective (République du Sénégal 2015).

Field research consisted of semi-structured interviews. We administered 270 
questionnaires in a period of 3 months, from November 2014 to January 2015. The 
focus of our questions was on the obstacles to fisheries policy reform in Senegal. 
234 questionnaires were detailed enough for further analysis. They produced some 
interesting leads of direct relevance to this chapter. Given these interesting leads, the 
first author followed up with three sessions of focus group discussions in 2015 
involving 625 boat owners/fishermen, 340 women fish processors and retail ven-
dors, and 263 fish mongers in seven major landing sites of the small-scale fisheries. 
These were Guet Ndar in Saint Louis, Kayar, Yoff, Hann, Mbour, Joal, and Ngaparou. 
The sites were chosen because together they account for the majority of small-scale 
landings and the major types of small-scale fisheries ranging from mostly localized 
fishing to fishing that required wide-ranging migration (Thiao and Ngom-Sow 
2014). The sites also had encountered different experiences with regard to conserva-
tion initiatives that provided us a diversity of perspectives on the on-going policy 
reform efforts (Fig. 29.2).

The principal types of fisheries practiced in each of the seven sites and other 
important characteristics are summarized in Table 29.1.

Conversations were conducted in Wolof, a mostly oral language. Care was taken 
to remain faithful to the spirit of the expressions used during the conversations when 
translating them into English. We highlight those comments that were shared by the 
largest numbers of people in the respective categories and that we also encountered 
in other circumstances as of broad relevance beyond the specific Senegalese context 
(Wiber et al. 2004) (Fig. 29.3, Table 29.2).

Women fish processors, who are less publicly articulate, shared many of the 
concerns expressed by the fishermen and boat owners. There were too few of them 

29 Supporting the Small-Scale Fisheries Guidelines Implementation in Senegal:…



618

with clearly diverging views in the context of this inquiry to tease out strong gender- 
specific concerns.

Beyond gathering complaints about the predominant state of play between 
researchers and small-scale fishers in Senegal right now, focus group conversations 
also generated insights about what the participants’ aspirations and expectations are 
of the type of research that would be most useful for them and how they hope to 
access such research. The demand for more reliable statistical information in easily 
accessible formats was articulated by participants across all groups. More specifi-
cally, women fish processors expressed a strong need for price information from 
major interior and regional markets in coastal Senegal where buyers come to buy 
produce. 86 women (23 from Joal, 11 from Mbour, 20 from Kayar, and 32 from 
Saint Louis) expressed such a view (Fig. 29.4).

Another noteworthy demand in line with the general framework of the SSF 
Guidelines concerns the production and sharing of data and analyses about good 
local governance practices. Altogether 72 informers (55 boat owners/fishermen, 5 
fish mongers, and 12 women fish processors and vendors) were keen to learn about 
experiences regarding regenerating certain ecological niches as a result of establish-
ing particular protection zones or marine protected areas (MPAs) in Ngaparou and 
Ouakam (Table 29.3).

The suggestions for improvements of access to information collected in field 
research have two principal aims: (a) get help to access the resource; and (b) increase 
trust among operators and managers through greater transparency, particularly with 

Fig. 29.2 Caption: Smaller boats are beached, but bigger pirogues are moored past the surf in 
Kayar (Photo credit: Paolo Bottoni)
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Table 29.1 Main characteristics of the seven landing sites in Senegal where qualitative field 
research was conducted in 2014 and 2015 

Landing site Principal fisheries Other remarks

Guet Ndar  
(Saint Louis), as 
identified in  
scientific 
publications and  
even official 
documents, is the 
name used here  
as well. However,  
on the ground  
Guet Ndar is 
subdivided  
further (see  
middle column).

Fisheries differ by neighborhood 
within the fishing village:

Due to the combined pressure of space 
limitations on the Barbarie peninsula, 
demography, and limited local market, the 
fishers of Saint Louis have seasonally 
migrated north and southwards for long 
periods of time. Operations are not 
confined to Senegal, but extend into 
Mauritania and other neighboring countries 
with entire families moving seasonally. 
These fishers are often involved in conflicts 
over access to resources within Senegal and 
elsewhere, where they often operate 
without licence.

(a) Dakka is the original nucleus 
of the traditional village and 
predominantly still practices 
purse seine fisheries for small 
pelagics derived from an earlier 
gill net fishery
(b) Guet Ndar with its 
subdivisions of Gokhou Mbathj 
and Pondo Kholé practices 
mostly line fisheries for fresh 
fish landings, either for one day 
or for longer trips with ice box 
pirogues.

Kayar The submerged delta in front of 
Kayar is an ideal space for line 
fisheries for valuable fresh fish. 
A few encircling nets for small 
pelagics are also being operated 
more recently.

Kayar does not only support a local line 
fishery alternating with vegetable growing 
in the off-season, but also hosts migrant 
fishers from Saint Louis in the line fishing 
season. Recently a largehead hairtail 
(Trichiurus lepturus), a circumtropical and 
temperate species much appreciated in 
Asian cuisines, was developed.

For the past 3–4 years a growing 
number of line fishermen from 
Kayar are migrating to 
Mauritania for the seasonal 
fishery of fresh largehead 
hairtail which is in demand from 
the factories serving mostly 
Asian markets.

Yoff Predominantly a daily line 
fishery for fresh fish, with few 
pirogues using encircling nets.

Yoff line fishermen going mostly on 
day-trips have traditionally migrated 
seasonally to Gambia and Petite Côte 
(Mbour, Ngaparou, and Saly) in Senegal. 
The boats using encircling nets have tried to 
be accepted as ‘locals’ in Gambia, but face 
new difficulties because local authorities 
have tried to constrain them since 2015 to 
land catches there instead of in Senegal.

Hann Though officially prohibited, the 
dominant gear types practiced in 
Hann are gillnets and driftnets.

Pirogues for line fishing with ice on board 
owned by people from Saint Louis have 
mostly relocated to Bissau and Guinea 
Conakry in the last 3 years, reducing local 
effort.
Weak Sardinella catches in the same period 
have led to relocation of most pirogues 
operating encircling nets to Kafountine 
(Casamance) and Tanji (Gambia). Some 
line fishers from Yoff and Soumbédioune 
(Dakar) going for red pandora (Pagellus 
bellottii) now operate out of Hann.

(continued)
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regard to knowledge about real catches. At the same time, the suggestions place 
institutional demands, notably the need to recognize fishers as stakeholders and 
fishers’ rights to participate in official processes. Moreover, willingness of the fish-
ers to participate actively in the research, including to reduce public costs, have 
been voiced.

These points tally well with what has also been found elsewhere (Wiber et al. 
2004) and concrete efforts underway to produce such information. We do still 
observe, however, a great deficit in accessibility of results because comparatively 
little effort has been made to ‘translate’ important research results into formats that 
can be readily understood and used by the fishers themselves, especially when they 
may be illiterate in the country’s official language or not have access to electricity 
(and hence sources of information running on electricity) on a regular basis.

Table 29.1 (continued)

Landing site Principal fisheries Other remarks

Mbour Line fishing during day trips is 
predominant in Mbour. 
Encircling nets are also 
frequently used according to 
season.

Conversely, line fishers from Mbour 
participate in the frenzy for largehead 
hairtail off Kayar, while others, line fishers 
and encircling nets, move south to Tanji 
(Gambia) and Kafountine (Casamance).

Depending on the seasonality of 
species Mbour also hosts fishers 
from other communities 
specialized in gillnets, lines, or 
shell fish.

Joal Though prohibited, encircling 
gillnets and driftnets are popular 
for catching small pelagics. 
Large quantities of yêêt (Wolof, 
Neptun’s volute – FAO) 
(Cymbium sp.) and Toufa 
(Wolof, Crowned rock shell – 
FAO) (Stramonita rustica) are 
(gill)netted seasonally.

Some of the fishing effort for Ethmalosa 
has been displaced to the Saloum Islands as 
a result of gear restrictions and access to 
processing areas for inland markets 
(Burkina Faso).

Ngaparou Primarily line fishing. The 
combination of strong fisher 
participation, active traditional 
authorities regulating access and 
long-term support from NGOs 
for local MPAs ensured 
enforcement of rules that keep 
destructive gears out of area. 
Conflicts with driftnet fishers 
from Thiaroye and Rufisque 
flared up nevertheless in 2013 
and 2015 and have started to 
taint the perceptions of the 
policy reform process.

The frenzy for largehead hairtail led to 
seasonal migration of local fishers to Kayar 
and Yoff in 2014 and 2015.
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 What Can We Learn About Information and Communication 
Challenges and Opportunities Available from the Research 
So Far?

Several of the generic provisions of Section 11 of the SSF Guidelines, particularly 
Paragraphs 11.1. on fisheries data acquisition, 11.3 on transparency, 11.7 on support 
to, 11.8 on availability, flow and exchange of information, and 11.10 on promotion 
of research into the conditions of work of small-scale fishers, including those of 
migrant fishers, fish workers, and processors, many of whom are women, capture 
well the concrete expectations of fishers in Senegal about what type of research 
information would be most relevant for them (FAO 2015). The last of these, namely 
research into the conditions of small-scale fishers, is much under-researched (Salas 
et al. 2011).

The expectation of fishers are also echoed in the voices that emerge from field 
research elsewhere. There is a recurrent emphasis on the importance of fishers’ and 
fisher communities’ concrete abilities to actively participate (Berkes et  al. 2001; 
Salas et  al. 2007; Franks and Small 2016; Jounot 2016). Three areas of priority 
action were elaborated upon during the Southeast Asia Regional Consultation 
Workshop, a region of the world where a large percentage of the global population 
of small-scale fishers are located, on the implementation of the SSF Guidelines 
(Franz et al. 2015). The three areas were grouped around (a) governance of tenure 

Fig. 29.3 Boats coming to the landing area in Hann, Senegal (Photo credit: Aliou Sall)
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Table 29.2 The most broadly shared comments and perspectives of small-scale boat owners/
fishermen, women fish processors, and vendors and fish mongers with regard to research and 
access to its results

Type of comment/perspective
Participants expressing 
views by category

Repartition by place 
[total]

The data researchers produce serve 
primarily to accuse us of wrong-doings: 
fishing effort and increase of the number 
of boats. These data serve to justify 
restrictions.

Boat owners/Fishermen: 
124

Saint Louis: 
28

[Total: 
124]

Fish mongers: 0 Kayar: 13
Women fish processors 
and vendors: 0

Yoff: 18
Hann: 21
Mbour: 25
Joal: 16
Ngaparou: 3

The researchers are more interested in 
fish and the money made in the fishery, 
but not in our living conditions. 
Research on our livelihoods and customs 
is absent.

Boat owners/Fishermen: 
160

Saint Louis: 
60

[Total: 
160]

Fish mongers: 0 Kayar: 18
Women fish processors 
and vendors: 0

Yoff: 11
Hann: 12
Mbour: 34
Joal: 25
Ngaparou: 0

The management of MPAs, with the 
restoration of certain ecological niches, 
are based on the judgement of the 
biologists of the Dept. of Marine 
Fisheries (DPM) and of CRODTa, but 
also on the expertise of WAMER- 
WWFb. The fishermen highlighted the 
case of thiof (white grouper) and spiny 
lobster, which recovered in record time 
in MPAs like Ngaparou. But speaking 
about Ngaparou the fishermen attribute 
the results there to a specific context – 
fully participatory community-based 
processes – where the local knowledge 
of fishermen has also been considered.

Boat owners/Fishermen: 
74

Saint Louis: 
12

[Total: 
105]

Fish mongers: 26 Kayar: 3
Women fish processors 
and vendors: 5

Yoff: 11
Hann: 11
Mbour: 13
Joal: 13
Ngaparou: 42

Research is removed from daily practice 
in the fishery. (The interviewees argue 
that the dynamic developments in the 
fisheries cast doubt even on the inquiry 
sheets of the CRODT and DPM 
researchers, which are ill-adapted to 
track these changes. In Yoff e.g. 
fishermen challenge the traditional 
distinction between pirogues and decked 
boats).

Boat owners/Fishermen: 
76

Saint Louis: 
25

[Total: 
107]

Fish mongers: 21 Kayar: 16
Women fish processors 
and vendors: 10

Yoff: 11
Hann: 23
Mbour: 23
Joal: 12
Ngaparou: 9

(continued)
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Table 29.2 (continued)

Type of comment/perspective
Participants expressing 
views by category

Repartition by place 
[total]

The intellectuals of CRODT 
(researchers) make hasty judgements 
about certain species. When the expected 
results are not borne out by field 
observations, this is a problem for us as 
it casts doubt on the usefulness of the 
research (most interviewees mentioned 
octopus as an example where researchers 
frequently misjudged).

Boat owners/Fishermen: 
89

Saint Louis: 
46

[Total: 
145]

Fish mongers: 43 Kayar: 25
Women fish processors 
and vendors: 13

Yoff: 15
Hann: 11
Mbour: 21
Joal: 13
Ngaparou: 14

The research reports serve to justify 
project applications and funding requests 
to donors.

Boat owners/Fishermen: 
80

Saint Louis: 
21

[Total: 
134]

Fish mongers: 29 Kayar: 36
Women fish processors 
and vendors: 25

Yoff: 0
Hann: 0
Mbour: 33
Joal: 32
Ngaparou: 12

Rarely do scientists return to us after 
collecting data to share results – the 
majority return to validate their data 
because they work for the donors of 
projects: French Cooperation, African 
Development Bank, World Bank etc. – 
while explanatory feedback is rare.

Boat owners/Fishermen: 
110

Saint Louis: 
42

[Total: 
176]

Fish mongers: 34 Kayar: 21
Women fish processors 
and vendors: 32

Yoff: 16
Hann: 10
Mbour: 35
Joal: 33
Ngaparou: 19

The research effort should be more 
directed at the small pelagics which are 
essential stocks on which the fishers 
depend (this alludes to the exploitation 
and disappearance of bottom fish 
species).

Boat owners/Fishermen: 
45

Saint Louis: 
20

[Total: 
106]

Fish mongers: 30 Kayar: 21
Women fish processors 
and vendors: 31

Yoff: 0
Hann: 21
Mbour: 24
Joal: 20
Ngaparou: 0

We hear scientists talk about studies on 
small pelagics by the FAO in 
collaboration with our authorities, but 
these seem to be secret. Or they are only 
available on the internet or are difficult 
to access. The use of electronic media is 
not as widespread as many think.

Boat owners/Fishermen: 
95

Saint Louis: 
26

[Total: 
123]

Fish mongers: 25 Kayar: 14
Women fish processors 
and vendors: 3

Yoff: 18
Hann: 11
Mbour: 25
Joal: 17
Ngaparou: 12

(continued)
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Table 29.2 (continued)

Type of comment/perspective
Participants expressing 
views by category

Repartition by place 
[total]

Scientific discourse without illustrations 
is unsuitable in convincing fishermen. 
There are many seminars and 
conferences on climate change and / or 
El Niño, but they are not matched by 
attempts to explain the content in ways 
that fishers can understand.

Boat owners/Fishermen: 
130

Saint Louis: 
56

[Total: 
168]

Fish mongers: 21 Kayar: 43
Women fish processors 
and vendors: 17

Yoff: 21
Hann: 7
Mbour: 17
Joal: 11
Ngaparou: 13

In addition to producing excessively 
long reports, no effort is made to make 
results more readily understandable, e.g. 
with the help of facilitators (most 
suggested that NGOs and their own 
associations would have a role to play).

Boat owners/Fishermen: 
110

Saint Louis: 
25

[Total: 
132]

Fish mongers: 13 Kayar: 17
Women fish processors 
and vendors: 9

Yoff: 20
Hann: 17
Mbour: 27
Joal: 18
Ngaparou: 8

Until the end of the 1980s, we had 
information on the number of pirogues, 
catches, and even prices of fish at first 
point of sale and further down the 
marketing chain. The market at Gueule 
tapée is an example of this and CRODT 
published a red-colored bulletin about it. 
Through the CRODT research data 
collectors on the beaches everybody 
(including fishers) had access to this 
information. This important service has 
been discontinued since.

Boat owners/Fishermen: 
110

Saint Louis: 
41

[Total: 
110]

Fish mongers: 0 Kayar: 0
Women fish processors 
and vendors: 0

Yoff: 10
Hann: 33
Mbour: 17
Joal: 4
Ngaparou: 5

Paper publications with data are now 
replaced by electronic communication 
which we cannot access. Data are only 
useful if we have access.

Boat owners/Fishermen: 
118

Saint Louis: 
38

[Total: 
138]

Fish mongers: 20 Kayar: 13
Women fish processors 
and vendors: 0

Yoff: 0
Hann: 31
Mbour: 29
Joal: 27
Ngaparou: 0

(continued)
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Table 29.2 (continued)

Type of comment/perspective
Participants expressing 
views by category

Repartition by place 
[total]

Unlike in the case of farmers and cattle 
breeders, we cannot see and touch a 
concrete research achievement 
(examples of farmers doing so are that 
of groundnuts, maize, and legumes).

Boat owners/Fishermen: 
125

Saint Louis: 
47

[Total: 
125]

Fish mongers: 0 Kayar: 33
Women fish processors 
and vendors: 0

Yoff: 11
Hann: 8
Mbour: 8
Joal: 10
Ngaparou: 8

The meteorological service is a 
demonstration of the immense utility 
that research can play. It has contributed 
a lot to the improvement of our working 
and living conditions (deaths at sea have 
been reduced significantly).

Boat owners/Fishermen: 
134

Saint Louis: 
42

[Total: 
164]

Fish mongers: 23 Kayar: 12
Women fish processors 
and vendors: 7

Yoff: 17
Hann: 30
Mbour: 31
Joal: 23
Ngaparou: 9

aCRODT Centre de recherches océanographiques de Dakar-Thiaroye (Oceanographic Research 
Centre Dakar-Thiaroye)
bWAMER-WWF West African Marine Ecoregion Project of WWF

Fig. 29.4 Refrigerated trucks from Senegal and Burkina Faso await loading of freshly landed 
sardinella in Guet Ndar (Photo credit: Paolo Bottoni)
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Table 29.3 Most widely shared proposals for types of desired research and improved access to 
research results as expressed by small-scale fishermen, boat owners, and fish mongers and women 
fish processors in seven major small-scale landing sites in Senegal

Types of expected research 
information

Number of persons by 
category and site

Alternative approaches 
proposed

International fish price 
information (for fresh fish)

132 fish mongers, of whom 
26 are in Saint Louis, 19 in 
Kayar, 46 in Hann, 19 in 
Mbour, and 22 in Joal

We need information about 
business practices and prices 
in major export markets, such 
as Spain, France, Italy, and 
Greece. The central fish 
market in Dakar as well as 
those fish landing sites with 
internet access could be focal 
points to relay this 
information.

Information about the biology 
and ecology of the major 
commercial species, 
particularly the small pelagics

173 fishermen (active and 
non-active boat owners and 
captains), of whom 42 are in 
Saint Louis, 41 in Kayar, 
15 in Yoff, 23 in Hann, 14 in 
Mbour, 21 in Joal, and 17 in 
Ngaporou

Preparation and access to 
visual supports about the 
biology and ecology of small 
pelagic species (similar to 
what has been done for yêêt 
(snails), particularly round and 
flat sardinella and Ethmalosa 
(of particular interest to 
Nyominka fishers in Joal). 
Information should be made 
available as close as possible 
to actual working spaces, not 
in meetings and seminars in 
faraway places.

Information on visual supports 
about the effects of climate 
change on marine ecosystems, 
in particular on the health 
status of valuable demersal 
species, but also small 
pelagics

118 boat owners/fishermen, 
of whom 22 are in Yoff, 11 in 
Hann, 32 in Mbour, 20 in 
Joal, and 33 in Ngaparou

Production of posters and 
other visual supports that can 
be made available locally (fish 
landing places).

Statistical information 
collected by CRODT (the 
marine research center) should 
be available unconditionally at 
the beginning of the fishing 
season.

108 boat owners/fishermen, 
of whom 21 are in Saint 
Louis, 16 in Yoff, 12 in Hann, 
21 in Mbour, 13 in Joal, and 
25 in Ngaparou,

A return to previous 
information policy of CRODT 
recommended – consisting of 
printed stats booklets freely 
available in the style of the 
1970s. Current statistical 
information is deemed too 
complicated. All insist that 
such information should not 
only comprise quantities 
caught and landed, but also 
price information, and 
information about marketing 
and social aspects of fishing.

42 fish mongers, of whom 3 
are in Kayar, 6 in Yoff, 18 in 
Hann (but based at Dakar 
central fish market), 8 in 
Mbour, 5 in Joal, and 2 in 
Ngaparou
13 women fish processors 
and vendors, of whom 5 are in 
Hann, 3 in Mbour, and 5 in 
Joal

(continued)
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(Chapter 5 of the SSF Guidelines), (b) social development, employment and decent 
work, and gender (Chapter 6 and 8), and (c) value chains, post-harvest, and trade 
(Chapter 7), all of which have significant unmet information and communication 
needs.

This is particularly true for the establishment of marine protected areas (MPAs), 
which have been shown to have beneficial effects on resource restoration, but have 
often met with opposition by fishers because they were excluded from the initial 
process defining and setting up MPAs. The general trend of rating a perceived loss 
much higher than a potential gain (Kahneman 2012) comes into play here. Moreover, 
the establishment of an MPA is certainly more than a simple technical management 
measure and should rather be seen as a socio-political enterprise (Chuenpagdee 
et al. 2013). This was also underscored by earlier field research that suggested that 
mistrust between fishers and scientists, which emerged again in the focus group 
discussions in 2015, can lead to limited engagement or even outright rejection of 
MPAs by fishers who have different representations of the variability of the environ-
ment. Fishers also tend to have little appreciation of scientific uncertainty, and more 
specifically oppose measures, when they are barely or not at all involved in the 
establishment process (Sall 2007; Meltzoff 2013).

Aichi Target 11 adopted in 2010 by the Conference of Parties to the Convention 
of Biological Diversity demands that 10% of marine and coastal areas, “especially 

Table 29.3 (continued)

Types of expected research 
information

Number of persons by 
category and site

Alternative approaches 
proposed

Seasonal data about small 
pelagics

100 boat owners/fishermen 
operating encircling nets for 
small pelagics, of whom 36 
are in Saint Louis, 22 in Yoff, 
22 in Mbour, and 20 in Joal

Adapt the research programs 
to enable documenting 
seasonal and short-term 
changes in biomass of small 
pelagics.

Regular information about 
development of the 
Programme National 
d’Immatriculation des 
Pirogues (PNI) and the 
introduction of permits for 
small-scale fisheries (the 
fishermen commenting on this 
deplore what they perceive as 
a lack of transparency in the 
management of these two 
pillars of the reform. Such 
information could help restore 
trust and reduce suspicions 
about misuse of funds by the 
people in charge of local 
small-scale fisheries 
committees (CLPA) colluding 
with government officials.

142 boat owners/fishermen 
of whom 48 are in Saint 
Louis, 20 in Kayar, 21 in 
Yoff, 15 in Hann, 27 in Joal, 
and 11 in Ngaparou

Connect and integrate the 
information about the 
Programme National 
d’Immatriculation des 
Pirogues and the introduction 
of fishing licenses and make 
data collection a task for 
CRODT (in combination with 
re-issuing their information 
bulletin referred to above).
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areas of particular importance for biodiversity and ecosystem services, are con-
served through effectively and equitably managed, ecologically representative and 
well connected systems of protected areas” by 2020 (CBD 2010). The specification 
of equitable management in setting up such protected areas needs rethinking, par-
ticipatory processes, and particularly careful consideration of communication and 
information needs to succeed.

Our field research shows that the participatory establishment and long-term sup-
port by both government and NGOs of the locally managed MPA in Ngaparou has 
led to a high degree of acceptance of the MPA by local fishers. Having said that, the 
high demand for fish emerging from the American and Asian markets amongst oth-
ers, as reflected in increasing exports and high fishing capacity, both of which have 
expanded significantly over the last decade (ANSD 2015), has meant that fishers 
from other communities have increasingly challenged the restrictions of the MPA 
accepted by local fishers (see Table 29.1). While the arrival of migrant fishers intro-
ducing greater diversity often has positive effects, it can also lower social consen-
sus, as is the case in Ngaparou. This illustrates the need for continued investment in 
wider communication and information exchange, in order to build and rebuild con-
sensus around at least a few shared key objectives. This is an essential precondition 
for managing greater complexity successfully (Page 2007).

Several researchers have suggested that traditional knowledge of fishers should 
play a more prominent role in filling knowledge gaps for effective fisheries 
 management, and that this can be most successfully achieved by establishing two-
way exchanges (Ruddle 1997; Wilson 1999; Berkes et al. 2001; Johnson 2010; Rosa 
et al. 2014; Bevilacqua et al. 2016). The need for critical engagement in this context 
can be seen in the progressive degradation of traditional knowledge where colonial-
ism, technological change, urbanization and other factors bring about a weakening 
of knowledge transfer in traditional societies (Ruddle 1993). This is compounded 
by the need for updating such traditional knowledge with scientific knowledge as 
also demanded by the fishers in our field research, especially when market demand 
for unfamiliar species or overfishing requires rapid adaptations of fishing, process-
ing and marketing strategies.

Gender issues – the elucidation of the social roles of women and men – have 
traditionally not attracted the attention they require. Despite the role women play in 
small scale fisheries, their contribution to the family, community and even national 
economy is frequently passed over in silence. Yet our research revealed that women 
often are managers running family businesses and are typically in charge of pre- and 
post-harvest activities, such as net mending, fish processing, including curing, dry-
ing and smoking, as well as marketing. They also glean seafood in tidal pools, har-
vest oysters in mangroves and even go fishing themselves with boats if needed 
(Williams et  al. 2005). Growing and harvesting marine algae is another typical 
activity, particularly in the Asia-Pacific region (Fig. 29.5).

The SSF Guidelines envisage systematic gendered inquiries and special efforts 
to enhance information and communication with and about women’s social roles. 
This is a pre-requisite to engage them at all levels of planning and decision making. 
The beneficial effects of such gendered attention, in conjunction with targeted 
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capacity building and adaptation of rules to allow women to take leadership roles, 
have been documented (e.g. by Meltzoff 1995) in relation to barefoot shellfish 
gleaners (mariscadoras) in Galicia, Spain. Analyzing how to correct gender-blind 
approaches to projects, Brugere (2014) suggests the application of change theory 
with particular attention to small-scale fisheries.

A very significant step forward was the launch of a framework for bottom-up 
collection of actual production data about small-scale fisheries (Chuenpagdee et al. 
2006). The painstaking work on global catch reconstructions orchestrated country 
by country, island by island, by the Sea Around Us Project led by Daniel Pauly, is a 
case of improving the reliability of and access to information, including information 
specifically about small-scale fisheries. This recent global summary builds on hun-
dreds of individual reconstructions and concludes that global catches are on average 
53% higher than reported by the FAO on behalf of national governments. Global 
production is dominated by industrial catches though these have been declining 
since 1996, particularly in those regions where industrial fisheries were first estab-
lished and which have suffered from overfishing for extended periods of time. As 
scarcity is felt, discards at sea seem to decrease as well, but illegal, and otherwise 
doubtful catches continue to form a significant part of overall extractions. Small- 
scale fisheries, on the other hand, in different parts of the globe have increased their 
catches and are still expanding (Pauly and Zeller 2016).

Fig. 29.5 Algae drying by women in the Pacific (Photo credit: Dr. Mechthild Kronen)
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Subsistence fisheries are even more poorly covered in national statistical systems 
than commercial small-scale fisheries. Their worldwide contribution to production 
was estimated at 3.8 million tons per year between 2000 and 2010 (Pauly and Zeller 
2016). They are particularly important for local food security. As subsistence fisher-
ies are predominantly the purview of women and girls, they have particularly suf-
fered from gender blindness within fisheries.

The full implications of these major corrections to official mis-reportings by 
governments to the FAO are still emerging, but the data warrant digestion and shar-
ing with small-scale fishers and all fishery stakeholders to review engrained percep-
tions about different fisheries, their share in production, and their roles in food 
security. One message is already clear and fully in tune with the SSF Guidelines: 
catch statistics need to be much improved and made available freely.

One technical approach to improving small-scale catch recordings has been 
developed by Stephen Box and his team in collaboration with fishers and traders in 
coastal communities in Honduras, Central America. Fishers have been given an ID 
card which gave them some recognition, which they did not have before and which 
motivated them to collaborate. The ID card facilitates recording their catches 
through a combination of a cheap and robust vessel tracking device and an App run-
ning on smart phones that keeps transaction records and helps buyers and associa-
tions with a business management tool (Mundus maris 2015). The fact that several 
Asian countries have asked for this approach to be presented to them is an indication 
of its relatively simple and cheap mode of operation.

 Conclusions

What is noticeable from the different research results referenced in this chapter is 
that content and processes with regard to fisheries management are highly site- and 
fisheries-specific. That is a significant finding. It underlines that while the principles 
enshrined in the SSF Guidelines are widely accepted, their concrete articulation and 
communication should be adapted to context. This way, the Guidelines can fulfill 
the needs and expectations of small-scale fishers and their communities and thus 
contribute to enabling their active participation in the governance of their fisheries.

Nevertheless, some useful generalizations can be made with regard to managing 
fisheries. Perhaps foremost is the urgent need for stepping up efforts to collect data 
on small-scale and subsistence fisheries around the world and refine the methods 
already developed and applied to global catch reconstructions cited above. Involving 
fishers in such collection efforts has become a real possibility with cheap technical 
approaches becoming available for that purpose and within reach of local 
communities.

There are still relatively few structured ways in which fishers can affirm and 
share their empirical knowledge to influence research and particularly public policy, 
despite the efforts of small-scale fishers’ organizations to be represented in different 
fora, such as the FAO Fisheries Committee, the Fisheries Transparency Initiative 
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(FITI), and others. All too often small-scale fishers’ relationships with governments 
have been and often still are more conflictual than cooperative (Nayak 2002; Sall 
2004) as recently illustrated by protests of small-scale fishers in Chile against sector 
legislation in favor of industrial fishing interests (Díaz Medina 2016).

The SSF Guidelines, put together after long and intense exchanges and commu-
nications between a wide range of interested parties, can be an important instrument 
to help change perceptions about small-scale fisheries so that they are seen increas-
ingly as opportunities for improved food security and lifting people out of poverty.

Approaches such as using local names in different languages together with sci-
entific names in biodiversity information systems can also build bridges between 
different epistemologies (Palomares and Pauly 1993). The recent efforts at catch 
reconstructions by types of fisheries are an important way to recognize the real role 
of small-scale fisheries. Comparatively low internet penetration in many fishing 
communities together with language barriers still reduce fishers’ access to such 
resources, something that was confirmed by our fieldwork. Migration and rapid 
expansion of hand-held communication devices are improving access to a wider 
array of information sources, including research. The channels of communication 
have certainly diversified and fishers and traders make ample use of mobile phones 
and information flows in networks of migrants within national borders and well 
beyond. Implementing the SSF Guidelines will require a sustained process of 
 building up trust, better mutual understanding, and institutional arrangements that 
enable respectful multi-way communication and exchange.

Our research suggests that where such conditions are created and sustained, they 
form a robust underpinning of participatory and legitimate management as observed, 
for example, in the local marine protected area of Ngaparou in Senegal. Such multi- 
actor institutional arrangements can be quite effective in avoiding the widespread 
trend of overcapitalization and resource overuse that eventually destroys many of 
the positive social and distributional dimensions that could make small-scale fisher-
ies role models for food security and sustainable livelihoods.

As women play such a crucial role in pre- and postharvest activities and are 
shown over and over to invest resources into maintaining and uplifting their families 
(Williams et al. 2005), the Guidelines rightly recognize the importance of gendering 
research, information, and communication for maximum effectiveness.

The SSF Guidelines point to the significant and sustained investment required to 
realize this potential. That it can be done and needs to be done is, for example, borne 
out by the rise of women shellfish growers in Galicia and others briefly mentioned. 
The demand on the part of fishermen, fisherwomen, and traders is clearly articu-
lated. Acting on the research, information, and communication advice in the 
Guidelines will bundle and reinforce the resources and experience in currently too 
often separated knowledge communities.

Meeting the increased demands of understanding the social, economic, and eco-
logical contexts in which men, women, and children in small-scale fisheries operate 
has excellent potential to support more adequate policies. Their implementation will 
need greater efforts – including human, institutional, and financial resources – at 
different levels, from local to national. These efforts may appear cumbersome and 
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not expedient, but should pay off through much improved collective outcomes, not 
only in relation to food security and poverty reduction, but also in terms of other 
sustained benefits at community and national levels.

There is ample scope to make more top-down approaches to research useful to 
fishers by specific efforts to summarize, digest, and present results in formats that 
are accessible to them. But the implementation of the SSF Guidelines will require 
much more actor-centered and critically engaged research that addresses the spe-
cific information needs of small-scale fishers themselves and recognizes them 
explicitly as experts and legitimate stakeholders in their own right.
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Abstract The essence of the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small- 
Scale Fisheries (SSF Guidelines) juxtaposed with the Guidelines’ voluntary nature 
has resulted in mixed outcomes. On the one hand, the Guidelines galvanise a willing 
state into action but on the other they are like a rusty tool unable to adequately ensure 
the principles and objectives are followed. This chapter presents a situation report of 
a traditional fishery that has the recipe for a successful management of a common 
pool resource. It explores the issues that require attention within the fishery so that 
the provisions of the SSF Guidelines are complied with. It is worthwhile to know the 
trajectory in which small-scale fisheries in Nigeria have moved pre- and post - SSF 
Guidelines, especially with regard to tenure rights. The chapter also examines the 
social development goals of the state with regard to provisioning of services that 
reflect the needs of fisheries- dependent communities and its attempts to deepen 
economic and social developments. Policy inconsistency is a common challenge 
which slows down progress and ultimately impacts negatively on the development of 
management plans, governance and the socio-economic interests of small-scale fish-
ers. Inadequate communication coupled with limited participation of important 
stakeholders, especially small-scale fishers, in formal governance exacerbates slow 
progress. Areas for future research and data generation for fisheries management are 
spelled out. Information, research, and communication should also unpackage the 
indigenous knowledge of fishers. Such knowledge will help planning.
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 Introduction

There is increasing use of guidelines, codes, and other tools to foster a common blue 
print for the management of common pool resources (CPRs) and create a common 
standard for their operation. Hence, the eventual adoption of the Voluntary Guidelines 
for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and 
Poverty Eradication (SSF Guidelines) (FAO 2015a) by the Committee of Fisheries 
(COFI) of the FAO in 2014, two decades after the adoption of the Code of Conduct 
for Responsible Fisheries in 1995 (CCRF) (FAO 2011), was heart-warming.

The SSF Guidelines recognize the great diversity of small-scale fisheries and that 
there is no single agreed definition of small-scale fisheries. In the context of this chapter, 
small-scale fisheries are fisheries in which people earn their livelihood catching fish 
using traditional or improved medium-sized crafts and traditional or modern gears, and 
operating inland or within 5 (9.13 km) nautical miles from the coast. In Nigeria small-
scale fisheries account for 80% of total fish production and employ about 6 million 
coastal and riverine artisanal fisher folks fishing 46,300  km2 of maritime area and 
125,470.82 km2 of inland waters (Ikenweiwe et al. 2011). However, in spite of this 
immense contribution, small-scale fishers in Nigeria face certain constraints (Aderounmu 
1986), similar to those encountered by fishers globally. The SSF Guidelines, if ade-
quately implemented, will ameliorate many constraints that small-scale fishers face 
which keep them poor despite their major contribution to the economy.

Nevertheless, expectations that the SSF Guidelines will rewrite the fortunes of 
small-scale fishers are dampened by the fear of non-implementation. Although for-
mulating a consistent strategy is a difficult task for any management team, making 
that strategy work – implementing it throughout an organization – is even more 
difficult (Hrebiniak 2006). Often, a country adopts an international accord without 
a clear plan for putting the commitments into practice (Raustiala and Victor 1998). 
The main challenge with regards to the SSF Guidelines is whether states will really 
‘walk the talk’ (Jentoft 2014). Many factors influence the success of strategy imple-
mentation, ranging from the people who communicate or implement the strategy to 
the systems or mechanisms in place for co-ordination and control (Yang et al. 2008). 
Strategic implementation largely will depend on the quality of the actors involved in 
the implementation of the SSF Guidelines and the will to comply to the Guidelines. 
Compliance depends on all stakeholders mentioned in the document, but especially 
the state as it is the key driver of the implementation process.

Nigeria’s experience with regard to compliance with the CCRF was poor 
(Pitcher et  al. 2009). It returned an abysmal 18% code compliance score. The 
country’s  profile report indicated that small-scale fisheries are considered only to a 
very limited extent in management plans, and only a few initiatives exist for con-
sultation with small-scale fishers (Article 7: Management Objective) (Pramod and 
Pitcher 2006). As Nigeria is a member of Committee of Fisheries (COFI) of FAO 
and a signatory to CCRF, the SSF Guidelines provide a strategic policy framework 
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for Nigeria to use; however, the country will face challenges when it comes to 
implementation.

In this chapter, anticipated challenges of implementing the SSF Guidelines in 
Nigeria are examined. Descriptions of institutional, social, political, and economic 
conditions conducive to the implementation of the SSF Guidelines are discussed. 
The chapter also explores extant regulatory frameworks as they relate to fisheries 
policies and institutions supporting small-scale fisheries and how they might facili-
tate or complicate implementation of the Guidelines. Recommendations are made 
for strategic implementation of the provisions of SSF Guidelines 5, 6, 10 and 11 
vis-a-vis governance of tenure in small-scale fisheries and resource management; 
social development, employment and decent work; policy coherence, institutional 
coordination and collaboration; and information, research and communication 
towards improving the conditions of the small-scale fisheries.

 Data and Methods

 Study Site

Badagry coastal and creek fisheries, where this study was conducted, lies within 
longitude 2°42'E and 3°42'E and latitude 6°22'N and 6°42'N, and borders the 
Republic of Benin (Fig. 30.1). It is endowed with a lagoon system, deltaic distribu-
taries, floodplains, and mangrove swamps and is directly connected to Nigeria’s 
960 km of coastline bordering the Atlantic Ocean in the Gulf of Guinea. The total 

Fig. 30.1 Some important fishing communities in badagry coastal and creek fisheries Lagos, 
Nigeria
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area is 46,500 km2 with a depth of up to 50 meters and an exclusive economic zone 
(EEZ) of 210,900 km2.

The climate is dominated by a rainy season from April to October (Akintola et al. 
2011), marked by heavier rainfall during the first period in May to July which results 
in serious flash floods that are aggravated by the poor surface drainage conditions of 
the coastal lowlands. September to October is another peak rainy period (Akintola 
et al. 2011). In terms of species diversity and distribution in the creek and coastal 
fisheries of Badagry there are 76 species across 47 families/orders of fin and shell 
fishes (Akintola and Fakoya 2017).

There are two main fishing regions within Badagry: the creek, which consists of 
fishers fishing in the main channel of the creek, and the coast which is made up of 
the marine fishermen of Yovoyan, Moba and Olomometa. There are a variety of fish-
ing crafts including Ghanaian dugout canoes with planked free boards, smaller local 
dugout canoes, and local planked canoes. Outboard engines are of 5 to 55 
HP. Gillnets are the most common gear and are surface or bottom, drifting and/or 
encircling, and trap.

 Data Collection

Regular visits were made to major fishing sites at Topo, Akarakumo, Marina, 
Yovoyon, and Moba and to other less important landing sites- Povita and Idale 
between July and December 2015. Data collection involved in-depth interviewing 
of identified key informants and follow up discussions. Focus group discussions 
were organized with tenure holders, experienced fisher folks, and community lead-
ers to elicit responses on responsible governance of tenure and sustainable resource 
management. Information relating to management structures, plans, and arrange-
ments aimed at conservation and sustainable use of fisheries resources of the creek 
were obtained from government documents.

Interactive sessions were also held with key informants (fisher elders and fisher-
ies officers) relating to policy coherence, institutional coordination, and collabora-
tion. Efforts were made to examine documentary evidence of violations of policies 
or failure in institutional coordination. Extensive literature reviews of important 
local and international publications on social and human resource development, 
fisheries policies, institutional coordination and collaboration, health, gender, and 
education were accessed from databases and internet websites using the Boolean 
search string Badagry, Lagos State, and Nigeria. Authors’ knowledge and engage-
ment in fisheries spanning over a decade were largely used to draw lessons about the 
extent to which information, research, and publication exist on the fisheries of 
Nigeria.
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 SSF Guideline 5A. Responsible Governance of Tenure

 Historical Analysis of the Aquatic Tenurial System in Badagry’s 
Coastal and Creek Fisheries

Evolution of small-scale fisheries property rights in Badagry’s coastal and creek 
fisheries is synonymous with the historical development of Badagry. Furthermore, 
Badagry’s position as an Atlantic and lagoon side port enabled the sub-region to 
emerge as an important commercial and political force in coastal affairs (Sorensen- 
Gilmour 1995). Three distinct periods (pre- colonial, colonial and post-colonial) are 
important with regards to management of the fisheries of Badagry (Akintola and 
Fakoya 2017). The pre-colonial period witnessed the emergence of a common prop-
erty regime in which restrictions on fishing on days when deities had to be respected 
and the prevention of outsiders entering the fisheries system were the only barriers. 
In the colonial period, high chiefs, in a system of indirect rule, mandated craft reg-
istration in lieu of taxes. Open-access was re-introduced in the post-colonial period 
with the abolishment of taxes on fishers, a development ordered by the king, De 
WhenoAholu Menu-Toyi I.

 Aquatic and Land Tenure

In the creek, fishing and fishing grounds are highly differentiated. There are differ-
ences of gear. Fishers use hooks, acadjas,1 nets- gill and cast nets, and traps for 
shrimp operations. Access to specific fishing grounds is according to gear. Thus, 
fishing grounds are co-owned by those operating similar fish gear technologies and 
are fiercely protected from intruders. Land tenure is primarily customary and based 
on patrimonial inheritance of the male lineage, unlike in aquatic tenure where fish-
ers hold common property rights. However, the 1978 Land Use Act enacted by the 
federal government delegated authority over land allocation to the states and local 
governments to ensure accessible and secured tenure to land by all.

Across fishing communities, the aforementioned land tenure systems prevail 
both among earlier settlers and recent immigrants. There is also gender neutrality. 
Perceived high costs and relatively long time lags to procure a Certificate of 
Occupancy (C of O), coupled with the burden that land holders face by being put on 
a compulsory tax role has meant that customary law governs land tenure among 
fishers more often than not. Conflicts are generally resolved through the traditional 
customary system though individuals are free to seek redress in court over land 
disputes.

1 Acadja or brush park is a simple form of traditional fish enclosure culture or fish aggregating 
device used in West African lagoons.
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 Types, Sources, and Governance of Fisheries

While there were two parallel governing systems, the traditional (customary) and 
the modern (state) systems, the former has remained the most popular, effective, and 
successful (Ruddle and Johannes 1985; Runge 1985; Ostrom 1986; Wade 1987; 
Olomola 1993; FAO 2008). A form of meta-governance of fisheries exists in Nigeria 
whereby according to Schedule II Part I, Item 29, of the 1999 Constitution (Nigeria’s 
Constitution 1999), all issues relating to inland small-scale fisheries are within the 
purview of the state government to legislate on. The Nigerian Constitution permits 
legal pluralism but the governance of the small-scale fisheries is largely through 
traditional norms. The overall governance pattern can be described as one in which 
the state recognises other systems of governance and there is a measure of recipro-
cal adaptation, but yet little institutional or jurisdictional integration (Bavinck et al. 
2013). State authorities perceive traditional systems as valid and useful and thus 
have accommodated them; however, the interconnections between customary and 
state law are weak. Conflicts generally are resolved by traditional institutions such 
as family, lineage, and chieftaincy.

Intra- fishing conflicts rarely take place since fishing crafts and fishing grounds 
are well differentiated to preclude any form of illegal incursion (Fig. 30.2). When 
they do occur, it is because of encroachments into fishing grounds by unentitled 
users, destruction of fishing gears by fishers and non-fishers, and marketing issues 
(over credit sales and remittances). These conflicts are resolved largely within tradi-
tional fishing resolution mechanisms in which case fish leaders intervened and find 
amicable solutions. Recourse to the traditional family and/or traditional kingship 
systems is an option rarely adopted. In the case of disputes with non-fishers, formal 
systems of State intervention are more commonly utilized. Though these types of 
disputes are rare, they are very much indicative of the changing scenario and influ-
ence of modernization. Conflicts between small-scale fishers and large-scale fishers 
are now more of an issue. Trawlers are known to make incursions into the 5 nautical 
miles of the continental shelf statutorily reserved for small-scale fishers, causing 
destruction to the latter’s nets and higher fish mortalities.

 Immigrant Fishers

Immigrant fishers across the Gulf of Guinea from Benin, Ghana, Togo, and 
Cameroon abound in the coastal fishing villages of Badagry. A serene social order 
exists as fishing rights of individual fishers are respected regardless of whether they 
are immigrants or settlers. Both immigrants and settlers can switch from one line of 
fishing to another if they are properly introduced by a known and respected fisher to 
the other fishing type. Many years of intermarriage between immigrants and settlers 
have promoted harmonious relationships among fishers. Conflict resolution follows 
the pattern practiced by the indigenous fishers.
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 Gender Equality

Women in the study area are primary, secondary, and tertiary users of the fisheries. 
They assume leadership roles among fishers using traps to harvest both fin fish and 
premium shrimps and prawns, but do not go for sea-fishing. Female fishers do not 
feel discriminated against and therefore have no cultural, economic, and social inhi-
bition which may hinder their ability to contribute maximally to their livelihoods. 
They derive equal economic benefits to men from their engagement in fisheries. 
However, to a large extent, women do not have gender equity with male fishers in 
decision-making processes primarily due to their peripheral role in harvesting 

Fig. 30.2 Model of fisheries governance and conflict resolution mechanisms in the badagry fish-
ing communities
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which limits their involvement in mainstream fisheries associations. The principle 
of gender equality is not yet enshrined in fisheries or agricultural policies in Nigeria. 
In fact, the country is still awaiting the birth of a national gender policy within the 
fisheries or agricultural sector to empower voiceless and underrepresented women 
in fisheries. Thus, women’s inability to influence decisions aimed at increasing food 
security and food production at all levels still poses a serious challenge to the gender 
equity as addressed in the SSF Guidelines.

Women’s roles in activities that may be considered downstream of the small- scale 
fisheries value chain, especially in fish processing, are well enshrined. They either 
sell fish to generate a supplementary income for the family, or consume it them-
selves (FAO 2015b). However, some fishers are not too happy with the role women 
play in credit and fish pricing. Market relationships, go sour when some women do 
not cooperate and fulfil payment agreement on credit lines. Non fulfilments of credit 
terms frustrate effective market credit systems in creek and coastal fisheries. To 
avoid losses, male fishers would rather sell to their wives or women mongers who 
are able to pay up. Wealthy women fishers who provide credit lines and finance less 
endowed male fishers are at times held in contempt because they act royal.

 SSF Guideline 5B: Sustainable Resource Management

Collective action by fishers in the fisheries of Badagry is a common way to promote 
conservation and guarantee sustainable livelihoods. Fishers have good knowledge 
of the fishing ground, fisheries ecology, tide movements, and other relevant techni-
cal and socio-economic knowledge. Their collective action, furthermore, has been 
guided by a number of management measures that are aimed at ensuring sustainable 
fishing: a closed season in September–October (reopened on 25th November) coin-
ciding with the ebb tide when intrusion of seawater into the creek is common, sac-
rifices to appease the gods so that fish harvest is abundant, restrictions on nets with 
a mesh size of 0.5 inches, and a ban on harmful fishing are all geared toward resource 
management by prognosis.

 State Management and Conservation Efforts

A detailed examination of the full copy of the Lagos State Development Plan 2012–
2025 (Lagos State Government 2013) and the Lagos State Ministry of Agriculture 
and Cooperatives, 2013–2015 Medium--Term Sector Strategy (MTSS) highlights the 
huge potential of fisheries, along with agriculture, to provide employment and food 
security in rural areas. The MTSS document, however, indicates the low priority 
given to small-scale coastal and lagoon fisheries despite the fact that water covers 
22% of the total area of the State (Lagos state is often mentioned as the state of 
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aquatic splendour) and is tagged as a fishing state by the federal government. In spite 
of the fact that fisheries at present contribute poorly to overall GDP (merely 0.36%), 
Lagos State has allocated a significant budget, though less than those to agriculture 
and aquaculture, mainly for a fisheries inputs subsidy scheme and plans to ensure 
conservation of endangered flora and fauna species as well as ecosystems in the state.

The hierarchical approach by both federal and state governments permits them to 
issue regulations in the form of decrees, laws, acts, and edicts (in the case of state 
governments). Federal laws/decrees which touch on activities of small-scale fisher-
ies include the Inland Fisheries Decree, 1992 (No. 108 of 1992), the Coastal and 
Inland Shipping (Cabotage) Act (No. 5 of 2003), the Sea Fisheries (Fishing) 
Regulations, 1972 (L.N. No. 99 of 1971), the Sea Fisheries Decree, 1992 (No. 71 of 
1992), and the National Inland Waterways Act, 1997 (No. 13 of 1997). Lagos State 
relies on regulations of the Inland Fisheries Decree, 1992 (No. 108 of 1992) to man-
age its inland fishery stocks. It is yet to conclude legislative processes and produce 
its own edict. By all indications, the extant decree is grossly violated and outdated 
with respect to present realities. It is mainly penal in nature and lacks provisions for 
stock management plans, data collection, environmental protection, and stakeholder 
participation.

 Monitoring Control and Surveillance

The state does not have an operational monitoring control and surveillance (MCS) 
unit. The need for MCS is often thought to be exclusive to industrial fisheries, 
ignoring the fact that small-scale fisheries are also carried out at sea. Illegal fish-
ing by fishing trawlers is a major problem facing small-scale fishers. The regular-
ity of trawler incursions into the non-trawling zone of 5 nautical miles has 
exacerbated the call for increased use of the MCS system in small-scale fishing 
zones. At present, fishers have to report intruders themselves and this has had no 
success.

 Large-Scale Development Project

The physical growth and urban development of Lagos is tied to its expanding eco-
nomic and political roles and aided by rapid population growth. By 2025, Lagos 
will be ranked as the third largest city in the world after Tokyo and Mumbai. The 
state government, through the Lagos State Development Plan (LSDP) 2012–2025 
document envisioned that by 2025 Lagos will be Africa’s model megacity and 
global, economic, and financial Hub. Managing the growth and spread of Lagos 
Metropolitan Area is critical to the small-scale fisheries of Badagry creek and coast 
in terms of the future of sustainable livelihoods.
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The Badagry sub-region extends over 80 km from the Republic of Benin border 
in the west to Lagos’ port facilities at Apapa in the east. The Badagry fisheries is 
fronting onto the Atlantic Ocean, and a ‘stretch of largely unspoilt and attractive 
sandy beaches, palm coves and a string of riverine islands inaccessible by land,’ 
suggesting that it has to date not lost its pristine status. A major development that 
will directly impact this sub region of the state, especially the creek and coastal 
fisheries is the Badagry Mega Port and Free Trade Zone project (Badagry Port and 
Free Zone 2015). We have unfortunately not been able to lay our hands on social, 
economic, and environmental impact assessment studies that are said to have been 
conducted by the handlers of the project. However, fishers in the creek’s channel 
are optimistic that once the project is brought to completion, it will open a passage 
for the inward movement of fishes from the sea that will lead once again to abun-
dant fish availability for fishers. Studies of fish species in the Badagry fisheries 
highlight that many native species of the creek are diadromous, i.e. that they have 
to migrate between fresh and salt water as a necessary part of their life cycle 
(Solarin and Kusemiju 1991; Agboola et al. 2008; Akintola et al. 2009; Soyinka 
et al. 2010).

 SSF Guideline 6: Social Development, Employment 
and Decent Work

The state has made commendable strides with regard to providing an enabling envi-
ronment for social development, employment, and decent work. There are a couple 
of public primary health centers, a general hospital which is a public secondary 
health care facility, and some private health care facilities. It is however important 
to note that inadequate funding of facilities and payment to health care providers 
continue to adversely affect all.

Presently, fishing communities have access to primary and secondary school 
education. Yet, fishers’ children do not have the best opportunities that allow them 
to compete for placements in secondary school. Many fishers feel that access to 
quality education will help them find alternatives to the difficult profession of fish-
ing. Moreover, young educated fishers will be better positioned to resolve issues 
within fisheries too. Fishing communities have access to vocational training centres 
for skill acquisition in many areas provided by the Lagos State Ministry of Women 
Affairs and Poverty Alleviation (WAPA). According to the 2013–2015 MTSS, the 
state has made concrete efforts to address gender dimensions within small-scale 
fisheries developmental programmes. Generally, WAPA is in favor of mainstream-
ing gender equality and youth empowerment. The center also runs computer literacy 
programmes to help bridge the gap in digital inclusion. Though not specific to 
small-scale fisheries, it provides real opportunities for livelihood diversification to 
cushion effects of declining income from fisheries. It is, however, regrettable to note 
that the Fishermen Vocational Training School in Yovoyan, Badagry, established by 
the state government for small-scale fishers is no longer functional.
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At present, there are no viable schemes for fishers with regard to savings, credit, 
and insurance. Fisheries operations are largely financed through personal savings 
and credit from fisheries cooperative societies, which are limited. Therefore there is 
very little room for expansion. Currently, fishers are not particularly satisfied with 
the state’s subsidy scheme and prefer to purchase from the open market where they 
can make informed choices with regard to inputs, based on their perceptions of the 
quality. Other pockets of finance exist in the shape of agricultural finance schemes 
offered by other financial institutions such as the National Agricultural Bank, previ-
ously known as the Nigerian Agricultural Cooperative and Rural Development 
Bank (NACRDB). However, fishers from the creek and coastal areas rarely utilise 
any of these schemes and are generally unhappy with the credit products offered.

WAPA may need to help make other government agencies provide infrastructure 
that will support women’s roles in post-harvest operations. Women dominate the 
post-harvest part of the value chain. Section 7.2 of the SSF Guidelines emphasise 
the need to recognize women’s roles in the post-harvest subsector and support 
improvements to facilitate women’s participation. States should ensure that ameni-
ties and services appropriate for women are available as required to enable women 
retain and enhance their livelihoods in the post-harvest subsector.

WAPA is also the vehicle through which the state can address issues of impor-
tance to children. Child Rights Law and Domestic Violence Law address the issue 
of child abuse in whatever form it comes, but especially with regard to labor. 
Similarly, fishers are proud that they fare well with regard to the International Labor 
Organization’s (ILO n.d.) conventions and regulations relevant to work and young 
persons. Incidence of school age children being out of school are not common place 
across the fishing community though fishers do take wards on fishing expeditions 
early in life as a form of training. They do not consider this child abuse. Many immi-
grant fishers who are used as labor enjoy favourable working conditions. A sem-
blance of regional cooperation has been worked out where the embassy of the 
country to which immigrant fish workers belong facilitates registration and act as 
witness to agreed terms of operation and cooperation. The employer (fisher) only 
feeds the immigrant fish worker. Payment and settlement by the Nigerian employer 
is channelled through the embassy. This mechanism has thinned out cases of immi-
grant fish workers stealing fishing nets as witnessed in the past.

Fishing from time immemorial has been a risky business. In contrast to safety on 
industrial trawl fishing vessels and the recommendations in the SSF Guidelines, 
small-scale fishers lack well-developed safety programmes (Udolisa et al. 2013). In 
West Africa, the fatality rates of fishers in different countries of the region between 
1991 and 1994 varied from 300 to 1,000 per 100,000 fishers (FAO 2000). The Lagos 
State Emergency Management Agency (LASEMA) is responsible for dealing with 
all hazards and risks. Presently, however, the activities of this agency remain largely 
inaccessible to fishers. Small-scale fishers face many occupational hazards. In the 
creek, they face hazards from waves, leaking boats and superior boats, all of which 
can lead to fatalities. Accidents in the coastal waters are often caused by trawl fish-
ers. The stormy nature of the sea is sometimes overwhelming and leads to serious 
accidents. Fishers resort to unsafe and crude methods of saving their lives. To 
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 prevent loss of life, fishers often tie the legs of children to an anchor so that the 
waves will not sweep them away. The use of safety vests is rare and fishers complain 
of the poor quality when available.

 SSF Guideline 10: Policy Coherence, Institutional 
Coordination and Collaboration

Lack of policy coherence, institutional coordination, and collaboration results in 
power struggles between the Lagos State government and the federal government 
vis-a-vis governance and ownership rights over CPRs such as waterways and fisher-
ies. Various ministries, agencies, and parastatals are embroiled in these struggles. 
The Lagos State Emergency Management Agency Law and National Emergency 
Management Agency Act have often clashed on matters pertaining to jurisdiction of 
land. Loss of jurisdiction or control to Federal Government on matters of regulation 
of natural resource is a usual issue with state governments.

As reflected in the LSDP document, fisheries have a huge potential. However, as 
fisheries are under the jurisdiction of the Fisheries Services Department in the 
Ministry of Agriculture and Cooperatives, it sits alongside other sectors including 
aquaculture. Aquaculture receives a greater share of programme contents, invest-
ments, funding, and support at the detriment of small-scale fisheries.

Another bottle neck with policy especially with reference to small-scale fisheries 
is mandate on conservation of fauna. Conservation activities including fisheries, is 
under the Ministry of Environment. However, there are overlaps in institutions 
because the Fisheries Department is also to address the conservation aspects of 
fisheries. Poor collaboration between agencies of the federal and state governments 
does not provide room for harmonious policies.

On the positive note, the state government is engaged with formal planning and 
uses GIS and remote sensing applications in guiding its plans. Spatial planning 
could be used to mark out fishing areas between fishers and non-fishers who com-
pete for the same space within the same common pool resource. These technologies 
could be deplored to help monitor activities of small-scale sand mining, which also 
constitutes a threat to the survival of fishers’ livelihoods.

 SSF Guideline 11: Information, Research, 
and Communication

Presently, the level of quantitative and qualitative information, research, and com-
munication available on small-scale fisheries is inadequate to be useful in decision 
making. Many fisheries have no information about them at all while others require 
knowledge at different scale levels. The following challenges will have to be over-
come in order to generate information with regard to governance, tenure, gender, 
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livelihoods, climate change impacts, the economics of small-scale fish production, 
and spatial mapping of fishing grounds:

Limited funding of research activities in the country often affects the scale of 
research. Interested researchers are not able to access funding for regular seminars, 
conferences, workshops, and congresses in fisheries, especially small-scale fisher-
ies. Only narrow network platforms exist for constructive engagement of stakehold-
ers in small-scale fisheries to engage in discussions that will lead to better defining 
and understanding of the research required in small-scale fisheries. Moreover, sub-
jects of the research (fishers, fish workers etc.) are excluded at the conceptualisation 
of research problems and planning, and execution of the research.

Little evidence of collaborative studies exists among researchers. The prevailing 
situation is, therefore, one of narrow scientific, social, and economic views being 
presented. There are no mechanisms in place to tap into indigenous knowledge of 
experienced and older fishers vis-a-vis fishing, fisheries, and governance. Younger 
generations lose local knowledge as they either opt for part-time fishing or even aban-
don fishing. The great and varied phroneses for which forebearers of the fishing com-
munity earned their reputation is increasingly being lost as more of the fishers drop 
out from fishing. The fishing world continues to lose part of its heritage. This situa-
tion is rather pathetic for a state and people whose traditional occupation is fishing. 

Research into the trans boundary characteristics of the creek both within the 
country and regionally across the two coastal nations (i.e. Nigeria and Republic of 
Benin) of West Africa has not been conducted. Research at a broader scale, therefore, 
is required to understand the globalised nature of small-scale fisheries systems.

The state government’s document Towards a Lagos State Climate Change 
Adaptation Strategy (LAS-CCAS) does not adequately address Disaster Risk 
Management (DRM) and Climate Change Adaption (CCA) relative to the needs of 
small-scale fishers. Climate change (CC) will negatively impact small-scale fisher-
ies by placing additional costs on it and reducing profitability. The worst case sce-
nario is that of fishing being completely abandoned (Mustapha 2013).

 Implementing the SSF Guidelines

Implementation is an iterative process in which ideas, expressed as policy, are trans-
formed into behaviour, expressed as social action (Ottoson and Green 1987). Social 
action transformed from policy is typically aimed at social betterment and most 
frequently manifests itself as programs, procedures, regulations, or practices 
(DeGroff and Cargo 2009). The operationalization of the SSF Guidelines is based 
on a hybrid of meta-approaches consisting of rational-empirical, normative –reduc-
tive and coercive -power to effect planned change.

In the rational-empirical approach, the prerogative to disseminate and inform 
fishers about the SSF Guidelines lies with the state. Fishers, fish workers, and fish-
ing communities are rational and will embrace the provisions of the SSF Guidelines 
once they are convinced their interests are addressed. The normative reductive 
approach leverages on the sharing of organizational power through the active 
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involvement of significant stakeholders in problem definition and solution genera-
tion to motivate change. The fishers will be found to be willing partner and are wait-
ing, this development is apparent from interactions with a broad group of fishers in 
the course of this study. They are actually desirous of the change and look forward 
to be partner in progress.

The coercive-power approach emphasizes the use of political and economic 
sanctions by the state as the principle way to bring about change. Policies, laws, and 
other legal agreements in support of the SSF Guidelines are examples of political 
measures that may be deplored towards ensuring compliance. Rewards (and incen-
tives) or sanctions which focus on the provision (or withholding) of financial incen-
tives so as to ensure compliance with the Guidelines are alternative economic 
strategies to effect change. These three meta-approaches are vital to the implemen-
tation of change aimed at addressing the objectives highlighted in Part 1, 1.1 (a–f) 
of the SSF Guidelines, namely to enhance the contribution of small-scale fisheries 
to global food security and nutrition and to support the progressive realization of the 
right to adequate food.

Nigeria often does not shy away at adopting international and regional instru-
ments, and conventions but has problems with implementations. This might be 
partly due to lack of capacity to align pertinent provisions with national instruments 
or to the fact that these instruments and conventions are substantially non-reflective 
of the local or domestic reality. The voluntary nature of the Guidelines is to ensure 
that they are home grown and amendable to suit the reality of stakeholders’ experi-
ences and not cast in a rigid format nor imposed. In the quest towards implementa-
tion, legislative, bureaucratic, and consensus-building hurdles need to be scaled 
(Rein and Rabinovitz 1987; Jentoft 2014). All three hurdles are expected to thin out 
once stakeholders understand and agree that a shift in paradigm of fisheries manage-
ment to accommodate small-scale fishers will ensure rapid reduction in the import 
bill for fish and guarantee food and nutritional security to Nigeria. Though imple-
mentation is discussed in the context of the case study, the SSF Guidelines will have 
to be addressed generally keeping in mind the perceived challenges in the context in 
which the Guideline is being implemented.

 Stakeholders and Actions Taken in Implementing the SSF 
Guidelines

To ensure a speedy attainment of the six objectives of the Guidelines, it is imperative 
that stakeholders own the document. The following groups, according to the 
Guidelines, are the stakeholders: governments, small-scale fishers, fish workers and 
their organizations (FWOs), civil society organizations (CSOs), researchers and aca-
demia, the private sector, and the donor community. All these groups define the con-
text in which the fisheries are formed. The tendency is that each stakeholder pursues 
its own interests and is cocooned, thereby undermining the possibility to develop a 
strong, interactive win-win system of participation and decision- making. For stake-
holders, the right to participate is a prerequisite for them accepting the SSF Guidelines.
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There is a need for capacity building of FWOs so that they become credible, 
legitimate, and democratically accountable (ICSF 2014). ICSF noted that it was 
important to help FWOs gain recognition as representative bodies in the implemen-
tation process from their governments. FWOs are organized and coalesced as fisher-
ies cooperative societies (FCSs). FCSs, however, lack the statutory status to partner 
state governments in fisheries governance and hence there is a long way to go before 
the relationship between CSOs and FWOs is that of a win-win situation. There is a 
need that CSOs partner with the government and local NGOs, as does the Fisheries 
Society of Nigeria (FISON), to develop small-scale fisheries in such a way that 
sustainable development is promoted. Likewise, FWOs should also partner with 
CSOs in articulating demands, particularly the demand that they are statutorily rec-
ognized as part of fisheries governance. Academia’s relationship with fishers is also 
not necessarily based on mutual respect. Fishers often carry over their distrust of the 
state to academia. This is partly because researchers do not often come up with 
research problems that address the interests of fishers.

 Consensus and Legislative Hurdles

Consensus is the building block of implementation efforts. In a non-interactive gov-
ernance system, it is heuristic to first seek consensus among stakeholders in order to 
instill the idea of interactive governance. The state aided by CSOs, the private sec-
tor, academia, and the donor community will need to take the initiative of bringing 
together all-policy makers and representatives of FWOs and conduct a dissemina-
tion workshop on the SSF Guidelines. The main objectives of the workshop should 
be to:

 (i) Initiate and continue the participatory process of creating awareness about the 
SSF Guidelines and their applicability to the local context of Lagos State. It is 
important to note that both fisheries officers and fishers are not familiar with 
the SSF Guidelines;

 (ii) Explore how extant legislation or pending legislation when passed into law 
reflects the goals of the SSF Guidelines and where there might be room for 
improvement;

 (iii) Strengthen local fishers’ (coastal and inland) awareness of the breadth of their 
rights both in the national and international context;

 (iv) Identify roles and actions for stakeholders in implementing the SSF Guidelines 
on the ground;

 (v) Shift the mode of governance to co-governance; and
 (vi) Improve private sector participation.

Expected output from this workshop will be a brand new and localized document 
that will drive the sustainable development of small-scale fisheries in Lagos State 
with the aim of addressing food security and poverty eradication at the desirable 
scale. This high expectation is based on the first meta-theory, namely of an empirical- 
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rational strategy that assumes people are rational. The implication is that once pre-
sented with information that demonstrates that a particular change is in their interest, 
small-scale fishers will support change as a means of achieving that interest (Miles 
et al. 2002), and be willing to make sacrifices such as sharing of power, information, 
and knowledge.

Under the present democratic disposition, support from the legislature is very 
much required and fundamental to effect the change being sought. Planned change 
must be premised on knowledge. The government (i.e. the executive and legisla-
ture), policy makers, the private sector, and CSOs will need appropriate data sup-
porting the case for change. Basic data will need to be gathered and analyses 
undertaken on all facets of small-scale fisheries of the state to make wise judge-
ments and decisions that will lead to the expected transformation. Efforts by 
researchers on their own will not suffice. There is need for a commissioned study on 
small-scale fisheries which will be adequate in terms of scale and quality. The gov-
ernment, policy makers, the private sector, and CSOs will have to fund the research. 
Research output should be processed to aid general understanding of the current 
fisheries context keeping in mind the objectives of the SSF Guidelines and should 
be made available to wider audiences through traditional and social media.

The model proposed in this chapter (Fig. 30.3) includes the third tier of gover-
nance: local governments. Involvement of local government in matters of inland 
fisheries will further deepen and make robust the principle of co-management. 
While constitutionally delegating matters related to inland fisheries to state gov-
ernments, approval of the federal government will have to be sought. This will 
involve making a law or bye law that allows for an interim or ad-hoc arrangement 
that includes local government areas (LGAs) in the governance process, as many 
small- scale fisheries systems are within the geographical jurisdiction of LGAs. 
To make this more permanent, states may have to push for a review of the consti-
tution so that matters relating to inland and coastal fisheries can be dealt with 
under the concurrent list.

Fig. 30.3 Model of implementation plan for Nigeria
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 Bureaucratic Hurdles

Governance of small-scale fisheries is subject to both specific and general demands, 
which are not always easily harmonized, and which add to the governability chal-
lenge (Jentoft and Chuenpagdee 2015). Stakeholders will have to engage with the 
bureaucratic system. Already, FWOs have been interacting formally and informally 
with this system, namely with fisheries officers. Though fisheries officers are largely 
aware of the challenges facing small-scale fishers, they are handicapped by current 
policy and poor funding. Furthermore, the fisheries officers are constrained by the 
layers of reporting and communication necessary in fisheries governance. The hier-
archical approach presently excludes consultation with and participation of non- 
state stakeholders in decision-making. Unfortunately, as mentioned in earlier 
sections of this chapter, the present bureaucratic emphasis is on aquaculture. Non- 
state stakeholders, specifically CSOs and local NGOs, will have to engage the 
bureaucracy in consultation given existing governability challenges.

The perspectives, vision, and interests of the bureaucracy may antagonise small- 
scale fishers. The bureaucracy may not have requisite fisheries background and 
understanding of the issues involved. It may, therefore, not appreciate the need to 
change existing structures and consequently slow down both consensus building 
and legislative efforts that are necessary for the anticipated change in policy direc-
tion towards co-governance. A meta-strategy that aims at normative re-education is 
most appropriate. This would involve harmonizing the values of the SSF Guidelines 
and those of the bureaucracy. This could lead to a shift in attitudes, values, norms, 
and relationships that help overcome distrust and build trust between FWOs and the 
bureaucracy. A sub-goal of the partnership between FWOs and CSOs is improve-
ment in overall skills of the bureaucracy so as to direct its own change processes in 
the future. Lobbying may be an option of last resort and in this respect CSOs will 
have to take the lead. They will have to encourage FWOs, academics, and the pri-
vate sector to lobby the executive and legislature.

Finally, there is the need to have a State Fisheries Commission to drive the pro-
cess of integration of small-scale fisheries within wider socio-economic policies of 
the state. The commission will implement the localised SSF Guidelines. However, 
non-state stakeholders will have to be watchdogs. There is the possibility that the 
state’s implementing agency may misfire if it does not have good information or get 
drawn into internal power struggles (Jentoft 2014).

 Discussion

There is little information on the socio-economic and governance dynamics of 
Badagry creek and coastal fisheries. The information required to move towards sus-
tainable development is inadequate. Hence, this study is timely in providing this 
much needed information. As pointed out at the outset, the aquatic tenure system is 
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a common property regime and differs significantly from the land tenure system 
which is governed by both customary law and the Land Use Act of 1978. Sections 
5.3 and 5.4 of the Guidelines emphasize the need for the state to recognize custom-
ary or other forms of preferential access to fisheries resources in accordance with 
local norms and practices. This is all the more important because the state has not 
been able to address the socio-economic challenges faced by fishers.

Top-down hierarchical governance has proven to be inadequate and the tradi-
tional system too is beginning to show signs of weakness. Co-governance, as advo-
cated in the SSF Guidelines, remains the only way out. In other words, the traditional 
ethos of fishers will have to be complemented at a larger scale. Therefore, the state 
will have to put in place mechanism by which the norms, beliefs and phroneses of 
fishers are adequately made provisions for and integrated into a formal co- 
governance regime.

The pillar of the SSF Guidelines is inclusive governance. This study shares the 
optimism of the SSF Guidelines and suggests that both non-state and state actors 
feel the Guidelines can lead to co-governance of a type that helps with economic 
rebuilding and growth of small-scale fisheries. Consequently food security and pov-
erty eradication concerns can be addressed. Co-management will also allow for the 
institutionalization of modern fisheries management practices including that of data 
collection and analysis, MCS, and alongside strong local indigenous conservation 
practices that have contributed towards sustainable management in the past.

The state’s effort at pursuing social development, as shown in the LSDP docu-
ment, provides a veritable opportunity to push for the adoption and implementation 
of the SSF Guidelines. Fisheries policies developed in line with the SSF Guidelines 
also result in the private sector getting involved. There is need for the state govern-
ment to encourage local private investors in boat construction, net production, and 
other inputs needs of small-scale fishers. The Lagos State Government is advised to 
pull funds presently invested in subsidy into a Capital Construction Fund (CCF) and 
Fisheries Loan Fund (FLF) to be accessed by private sector involved in production 
of fishing materials. Also state should divert present subsidy to fund fisheries infra-
structure, collection of scientific data and strengthen capacity of the fisheries coop-
erative societies in terms of joint ownership of asset capital such as ice production 
and smoking kiln. Efforts of the state should be directed to capacity building towards 
fishers being able to manage their affairs.

However, to promote social goals and principles inherent in the Guidelines, pre-
cautionary measures to discourage price manipulations and dumping of sub- 
standard products which are vices that often accompany privatisation, have to be 
implemented. It will be important to implement a price control system approved in 
consultation with all stakeholders and also mandate regulatory bodies to ensure 
product quality compliance with international standards.

In many countries, explicit policy goals for fisheries development are still framed 
in terms of production targets, even if implicit goals – increasing government reve-
nue, bolstering local or national food security, maintaining employment in a diverse 
coastal economy, or maintaining social stability  - are more varied (Ratner and 
Allison 2012). Over time, and partly due to internal power struggles, goal displace-
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ment is to be expected causing disappointment among those who initially had high 
expectations of the Guidelines and for whom they were primarily intended (Jentoft 
2014). Most of the fishers and fisheries officers interviewed agreed that implement-
ing the Guidelines must bring mutual benefits to all and avoid certain stakeholders 
from unduly dominating.

If implementation is to be successful, non-state stakeholders must embolden the 
state to adopt a strong regulatory and enforcement power approach to manage the 
fisheries- a carrot and stick approach. The Kick Against Indiscipline (KAI) should 
be trained in fisheries regulation and enforcement and a specialized unit created to 
see to enforcement of fisheries regulations is envisaged. State governments could 
build on the existing monitoring control surveillance architecture to enforce compli-
ance of policy streamlined by the SSF Guidelines and a plethora of fishing regula-
tions and laws which explicitly prohibit fishing within 5 nautical miles by industrial 
fishing vessels. Violation of conservation rules and regulations must be viewed seri-
ously and offenders brought to justice in accordance with the provisions of interna-
tional and local legal instruments. It is also vital that through legitimate co- management, 
and a participatory process, all stakeholders agree on how to implement the 
Guidelines and develop a monitoring system which can give metrics and indicators 
to gauge both the success and shortcomings of the implementation process in rela-
tion to small-scale fisheries

 Conclusion

An in-depth assessment of the SSF Guidelines suggests its applicability to any form 
of fisheries governance. The strategy of the SSF Guidelines to integrate both phro-
nesis and cultural values of small-scale fishers makes it adaptable to a multi-cultural 
nation such as Nigeria. The strength of the SSF Guidelines is vested in its motiva-
tional and voluntary nature to promote social well- being of fishers, fish workers and 
fishing communities and also to guarantee food and nutrition security. The 
Guidelines can accommodate the diverse, multitude of small-scale fisheries scat-
tered across the landscape of Nigeria and the governance of these fisheries can align 
with the social, economic, and biological objectives of the SSF Guidelines.

This case study highlighted the status of Badagry creek and coastal fisheries 
clearly and how the SSF Guidelines could be brought to bear in this context. While 
the role of small-scale fisheries and fishers are well acknowledged in Badagry, both 
are marginalized in the hierarchical capture fisheries governance policy. Customary 
tenure based common property systems exist but are also weakening. Simultaneously, 
the state’s existing regulatory framework, namely the Inland Fisheries Decree is 
certainly obsolete and MCS for small-scale fisheries absent. Co-governance can 
create a win-win for both fishers and the state. Policies and laws establishing the 
co-governance structure must allow for significant devolution of power in favor of 
small-scale fisheries so as to evolve community-based approaches and incentivize 
compliance to the guiding principles of the Guidelines.

30 Applying the Small-Scale Fisheries Guidelines in Nigeria: Status... 



654

Examination of the state’s sustainable development program illustrated the 
encouraging efforts that have been made to put in place social amenities that will 
cater to the need of fishing communities. Formal schooling and vocational programs 
will further deepen the social development of small-scale fisheries and fishers. The 
SSF Guidelines can translate the state’s intention to develop capture fisheries as a 
growth sector into reality. A fisheries commission can help implement the Guidelines 
once consensus has been reached and hurdles overcome. State and non-state actors 
will need to quickly work towards a consensus on many fronts, especially with 
regard to a new fisheries policy that is well engrained in the ethos and philosophy of 
the SSF Guidelines. Key to the operationalization of the SSF Guidelines will be the 
availability of basic fisheries data.
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Chapter 31
Building Capacity for Implementing 
the Small-Scale Fisheries Guidelines: 
Examples from the Pacific and the Caribbean 
Small Island Developing States

Zahidah Afrin Nisa

Abstract In June 2014, the United Nations (UN) Food and Agriculture 
Organization’s (FAO) member states adopted the International Voluntary Guidelines 
for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the context of Food Security and 
Poverty Eradication (SSF Guidelines). The current task is now for FAO member 
states and all partners to implement these SSF Guidelines. While many developing 
countries have in principle adopted the SSF Guidelines, their implementation may 
not unfold if the business of reforming ocean governance at the national and local 
levels does not occur. Governance reform outlined in the SSF Guidelines urgently 
calls for greater cooperation in developing countries between different sectors and 
disciplines. In particular, these SSF Guidelines require multiple layers of gover-
nance dialogue so that the articles of the Guidelines are communicated to those 
concerned and concrete solutions for small-scale fisheries’ actors are negotiated. 
Articles from Part 3 of the SSF Guidelines give provisions for countries to establish 
local governance structures and promote networks necessary to achieve policy 
coherence and cross-sectoral collaboration, and implement holistic and inclusive 
ecosystem approaches in the fisheries sector. The policy provisions for establishing 
networks within the SSF Guidelines also provide provision to address the special 
concerns of women and vulnerable and marginalized people in small-scale fisheries 
governance reform at the national and local levels. This chapter gives insight into 
the negotiating and consensus seeking process of the SSF Guidelines and highlights 
existing communication gaps. Based on this analysis, the chapter suggests neces-
sary future action in capacity building of communication and negotiation skills.
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 Introduction

Small-scale fisheries contribute to poverty alleviation and food security in rural 
coastal communities whereas large-scale industrial fisheries contribute mostly to 
national gross domestic product (GDP). More fish is harvested via large-scale fisher-
ies in developing states; on the other hand, small-scale fisheries produce more fish for 
domestic human consumption and are a primary source of livelihood for rural popu-
lations in developing countries (FAO 2014). According to the 2014 Coasts at Risk 
report (UNU-EHS et al. 2014), 34% of average daily protein intake in the Pacific 
comes from fish whereas only 11.78% comes from fish in North America, Central 
America, and the Caribbean together. Intake for average daily protein from fish in 
South America is 11.02%, 9.92% in Europe, 16.91% in Asia and 20.96% in Africa.

Based on the nature of Small-Scale Fisheries (SSF) operations, fish caught and 
processed by small-scale fishers frequently goes unreported in official fisheries sta-
tistics. Lack of economic data implies that the GDP contribution of the SSF sector 
remains hidden from official view and government budgets (Garcia and FAO 2008; 
Kolding et al. 2014). As a result the role of SSF in poverty reduction, public health, 
and food security is less explored by fisheries administrations.

The Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the 
Context of Food Security and Poverty Eradication (SSF Guidelines), adopted in 
2014 by the United Nations (UN) Food and Agriculture Organization’s (FAO) 
Member States, are the first-ever international instrument dedicated to promoting 
and defending small-scale fisheries. The Guidelines were formulated as a result of 
extensive consultation between FAO Member States, and through active participa-
tion by several civil society organizations (CSOs). Negotiations led to consensus on 
governance principles and guidelines addressing small-scale fisheries in the context 
of the world fisheries crisis.

The SSF Guidelines are intended to guide governance dialogue, policy pro-
cesses, and actions at all levels, as well as help the fisheries sector realize its full 
contribution to food security and poverty eradication. The Guidelines follow inter-
national human rights standards, responsible fisheries governance, and also other 
commitments on poverty alleviation, food and nutritional security, and economic 
growth. The SSF Guidelines are a consequence of the reaffirmation of the UN Head 
of States Rio + 20 outcomes. These outcomes recognize that states are the frontline 
implementers of much needed small-scale fisheries governance reforms. States have 
recognized that national level policy and legal reforms gain legitimacy when they 
are linked and guided by global and regional agreements, conventions, and adopted 
articles (FAO 2008).

The challenge for small-scale fisheries stakeholders lies at the national level 
where windows of opportunity need to be created to influence national fisheries and 
rural development policy agendas that align with the principles of the SSF 
Guidelines. National policies, political will, dedicated funding, national capacity, 
and community empowerment issues provide further challenges to aligning national 
policy with the principles of the SSF Guidelines.
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Today, the main driving forces underpinning FAO’s efforts to reduce poverty and 
food security are the lack of institutional empowerment, networking, and linkages of 
small-scale producers that allow them to participate in the rural development agenda 
(Herbel et al. 2012). Over the last decades, small-scale producers have been continu-
ously marginalized and isolated by growing large-scale industries, and are unable to 
seize economic opportunities in the marketplace or influence trade policies. In par-
ticular, asymmetric asset endowment and unbalanced power relations, as well as a 
lack of access to information on the rights of small-scale fisheries actors, are factors 
that exclude small-scale producers from markets and development opportunities. 
Experts have continuously highlighted that the primary reasons for the global fisher-
ies crisis are inadequate legal and institutional frameworks, uncertain tenure and user 
rights, and a participation deficit of small-scale fisheries actors in ocean and fisheries 
reforms at the national and local levels (Burget 2013; FAO 2014; HLPE 2014).

The most promising solution for the above challenges is for small-scale rural 
producers to be more informed about their rights and latest governance reforms, and 
to be organized into producer cooperatives and networks. Small-scale fisheries 
actors can become active in shaping their path out of poverty through information- 
based tools such as the SSF Guidelines and the Voluntary Guidelines on the 
Responsible Governance of Tenure (Nisa 2014). An initial step towards implemen-
tation is to develop partnerships with well-functioning organizations, cooperatives, 
and networks in creating awareness and providing communication and development 
support. However, incentives are needed for these cooperatives and networks to 
make the necessary changes.

Harmonized funding efforts are needed for developing countries in financing 
governance reforms. The cost of reforming fisheries policy and legal frameworks to 
incorporate small-scale fisheries has to be well investigated and presented to policy 
makers in developing countries. Innovative financing mechanisms, enterprise sup-
port and market development to implement the SSF Guidelines, and consequently 
making the Guidelines a reality given the economic drivers of fisheries, have yet to 
be negotiated at all levels. These actions all require intensive communication and 
governance dialogue with the right actors and leaders to craft the way towards rec-
ognizing small-scale fisheries’ contribution to food security at both the national and 
local levels in developing countries.

This chapter focuses on Article 12 of the SSF Guidelines, which is concerned 
with capacity development within small-scale fisher organizations and their net-
works. Part 3 of the SSF Guidelines is concerned with the enabling environment and 
implementation of the SSF Guidelines. Articles 10.5 and 10.6 specifically highlight 
the importance of countries establishing and promoting institutional linkages and 
networks necessary to achieve policy coherence and cross-sectoral collaboration in 
the fisheries sector. The chapter also discusses the 3-year period of negotiation that 
led to the SSF Guidelines and the knowledge gained from developing countries. 
Emphasis is placed on the need for future capacity development initiatives to focus 
on strengthening communication gaps and negotiation skills for small-scale fisher-
ies development. These crucial skills are a prerequisite for initiating policy and legal 
reforms at the local and national levels.
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 Results and Learning from the SSF Guidelines Consultative 
Process

The study titled ‘Sharing the Responsibility of the Implementation of New International 
Voluntary Guidelines for Small-Scale Fisheries via Regional and National Networks’ 
conducted under the Nippon Foundation Fellowship program of the Division for 
Ocean Affairs and the Law of Sea, analysed the 3 year SSF Guidelines’ consultation 
process of the FAO Small Island Developing States (SIDS) members. The study 
mapped the consultative process using social network analysis to understand the 
multi-layered small-scale fisheries information exchange and points of contact in 
government agencies working with small-scale fishing communities. The three con-
sultation meetings (2010 in Rome, 2012 in the Pacific and Caribbean SIDS, and 2013 
via electronic discussions) were used for the NetDraw software for social network 
visualization analysis shown in Fig.  31.1. The analysis reviewed the consultation 
meeting reports so as to assess representativeness and positions of the SIDS. The 
regions were grouped as Pacific and Caribbean SIDS.  The analysis also mapped 
actors that were missing in the consultations. Figure  31.1 illustrates the visual 
NetDraw map of the SSF Guidelines consultative process for the SIDS (Nisa 2014).

Through the NetDraw analysis that visualized the 2010, 2012, and 2013 meet-
ings (Fig. 31.1), points of contact in the government, are shown as red dots and 
clustered as Pacific SIDS in blue and the Caribbean SIDS in pink. Government 
officials who were present are labeled by their official surnames. Inter-government 
organizations’ officials are labeled as IGO, private sector officials are labeled as P, 
Non-Government Organizations officials are labeled as NGO, academia institutions 
labeled as Acad, fisher organizations representative labeled as FO and their  network, 
the Caribbean Network of Fisher Organizations, as CNFO.

The Pacific SIDS FAO consultations noted that the definition of small-scale fisher-
ies in the Pacific SIDS context differs from other regions. Pacific SIDS indicated a 
preference for using the term community-based coastal and fisheries management 
approaches, which are already in, place, and highlighted that these should be the 
mechanism to build upon. Doing so would ensure that the SSF Guidelines avoid dupli-
cation, and that development efforts in the region are not fragmented (FAO 2012b).

The participants highlighted that details of the SSF Guidelines development pro-
cess needed to be disseminated appropriately to governments and private sectors. 
Mention should also be made that community and private sectors stakeholders 
should have been allowed to be engaged in the FAO consultations but were not 
(FAO 2012b). Participants upon noticing the absence of CSOs also stressed the need 
to ensure that the voices of primary stakeholders of CSOs were included. They also 
urged that the FAO process be brought to the attention of those at the highest levels 
of national and regional authorities and not be confined to the corridors of inter- 
government organizations.

The sessions on policy coherence at the Pacific consultations highlighted some chal-
lenges at the local level with multi-layer governance systems. Implementation respon-
sibility for fisheries and coastal management is split between national  ministries, 
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provincial governments, and traditional resource owners. In some Pacific Island states 
it can be difficult to reconcile different layers of management decisions both horizon-
tally (between coastal communities) and vertically (traditional leaders, provincial and 
national level authorities). Traditional institutions and structures are still paramount to 
the management of natural resources in Pacific Island communities. In Vanuatu devolu-
tion of power has already occurred at provincial, district, and community levels (Ibid). 
Memoranda of understanding between island councils and traditional owners to work 
together have been already been piloted in Pacific Island countries and the resultant 
governance arrangements have proven to be a success.

It was also noted at the Pacific consultations that the legislative process is often 
fragmented between different ministries (e.g. fisheries, environment, and agricul-
ture). Fisheries and marine law enforcement is often constrained by the lack of 
resources and political will at the local level. Customary and culturally appropriate 
practices and tenure and customary rights of particular fisheries should be inte-
grated within national and regional policies. Fisher cooperatives and associations 
have started to develop over the last few years but to date have often not been very 
effective (Ibid). All fisher associations present in the SSF Guidelines consultation 
process were industrial fisheries operators. Large-scale fish organizations were 
completely out of place given the agenda being discussed in 2014.

Fig. 31.1 Visual NetDraw map of SSF Guidelines Consultations for SIDS Led by FAO in 2010, 
2012, and 2013
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No regional civil society organization was part of the zero draft small-scale fish-
eries process and the 3-year consultation, according to reviews of the Pacific consul-
tation, though CSOs were present in all three Caribbean consultations. Second, it is 
noted in the review of the Pacific consultation that the Department of the Pacific 
Center for Environment and Sustainable Development represented the University of 
the South Pacific (USP). This department is relatively new and undertakes teaching, 
training, and research for climate change and sustainable development in the Pacific 
Island region. It has not specialized in small-scale fisheries research, governance, 
and management. The Department of The Institute of Applied Sciences (IAS) of the 
USP is the most relevant institute for applied conservation science and small-scale 
fisheries resource management projects.

The consultation also did not involve the Locally Managed Marine Area Network 
(LMMA), a network that works with small-scale fisheries communities, though 
CNFO was present in all 3-year consultations. The LMMA Network is a network of 
marine management and conservation practitioners (community leaders/NGOs/
government staff/researchers) working on LMMAs and small–scale fisheries for 
food security across Southeast Asia, Micronesia, Polynesia, and Melanesia. 
Practitioners from all levels collaborate for collective learning and understanding of 
best practices of local community-driven natural resource management (LMMA 
2008). A LMMA by definition is an area of coastal and marine resources managed 
at a local level by coastal communities, using decentralized governance approaches 
(Ibid). The LMMA Network supports information sharing, learning, and develop-
ment in strengthening community based adaptive management (Ibid). The IAS at 
the USP at this time had the most in-depth pilot case studies and expertise relating 
to small-scale fisheries, which it developed under the LMMA initiative over a 
decade in the Pacific region. IAS is also the Pacific focal point for the LMMA 
Network, and the learning portfolio of community-based marine conservation proj-
ects in Asia and the Pacific. Its vision is to support vibrant, resilient, and empowered 
communities who inherit and maintain healthy, well-managed, and sustainable 
marine resources and ecosystems.

Third, the Pacific SSF Guidelines consultations did not make reference to other 
relevant regional coastal fisheries policies or frameworks such as the framework for 
the Pacific Oceanscape. The recently adopted regional policy titled Noumea Strategy 
2015, a New Song for Coastal Fisheries and Community-based Ecosystem Approach 
to Fisheries Management Guidelines, together with a vulnerability assessment on 
climate change and Pacific fisheries and aquaculture guidelines are critical linkages 
to the SSF Guidelines implementation process (Nisa 2014). Duplication of effort 
must be avoided. Meanwhile the consultation noted that two-way communication 
concerning policy development and implementation needs to be strengthened.

When FAO staffs were interviewed during the study regarding the lack of the right 
actors participating in the Pacific consultation, it was highlighted that inter- 
governmental organizations, in this case the South Pacific Commission, provided the 
list of names of stakeholders to the FAO headquarters. The Pacific consultations’ 
study results indicate that due to FAO’s weak regional relationships with small-scale 
fisheries actors, the consultative process did not include the ‘right’ actors from fisher 
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networks and CSOs. The lack of right small-scale fisheries actors indicated that there 
was a major communication gap that could hinder the potential success of the SSF 
Guidelines in strengthening Pacific Islands coastal communities. To avoid such future 
problems, the FAO needs a better database of small-scale fisheries actors at local and 
national levels and cannot be dependent only on inter-government processes.

The FAO noted that CNFO was a key network present at the Caribbean Region 
SSF Guidelines’ consultations. The CNFO’s mission is to improve the quality of life 
for fisherfolk and develop a sustainable and profitable fishing industry through net-
work representation and capacity building. The CNFO provided a CSO perspective 
on small-scale fisheries during the whole period of SSF Guidelines consultations for 
the Caribbean region (FAO 2012c).

It was noted during the session on policy coherence and institutional coordina-
tion that regional policies for small-scale fisheries need to be considered in the 
context of the existing Caribbean Community Common Fisheries Policy (CCCFP) 
(Ibid). The CCCFP of 2015 speaks of the SSF Guidelines. The consultation further 
noted that existing institutions and mechanisms should be used to promote policy 
coherence and collaboration to avoid institutional fatigue and financial burdens. In 
addition, the consultation pointed out that ‘too much bureaucracy’ hampered the 
implementation of regional policies.

What was also stressed at the Caribbean consultation was that fisheries manage-
ment in the region had been largely top-down but that more recently there had been 
a shift to a bottom-up approach. For decentralized approaches to effectively work, 
appropriate governance mechanisms have to allow small-scale fisheries actors to be 
part of two-way communication systems that enable effective dialogue and policy 
processes. Many Caribbean Island States do not have functional and holistic fisher-
ies management plans in place or are struggling with their implementation and 
enforcement. In cases where national management plans do exist, they are often not 
developed and implemented in a participatory manner. Responsibility for overall 
development often lies with different ministries. While there are ongoing discus-
sions at various levels to explore opportunities for collaboration between fisheries 
and environmental institutions, the interest in working together is currently limited 
(Ibid). What can be learned from both the Pacific and Caribbean SSF Guidelines 
3-year consultations is that implementers have to put enormous efforts in creating a 
more empowered communication environment at the country and local levels.

The study also reviewed the final negotiation process with regard to the SSF 
Guidelines in which a strong 37-member civil society delegation, with men and 
women from 18 countries participated. The CSO platform included members of the 
World Forum of Fish Harvesters and Fish Workers (WFF), the World Forum of 
Fisher Peoples (WFFP), and the International Collective in Support of Fish Workers 
(ICSF) (Sharma 2014). These three forums, between them, organized 20 national- 
level workshops spanning Asia, Africa, and Latin America, and two regional work-
shops in Africa to create awareness on the SSF Guidelines consultation process. 
There was no CSO delegation or expert from the Pacific, from the Caribbean region 
the CNFO coordinator was present at these meetings. Consultations with small- 
scale fishers and fish workers were held in the EU and Canada, but none were held 
in the Pacific region in preparation for the final negotiation (Nisa 2014).
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The March 2013 workshop on ‘Strengthening Organizations and Collective 
Action in Fisheries: A Way forward in Implementing the International Guidelines 
for Securing Sustainable Small-scale Fisheries ‘explored the roles of different types 
of collective action and organizations in small-scale fisheries and proposed ele-
ments for a capacity development strategy to strengthen these. The types of collec-
tive action and organizational forms discussed included: customary community-based 
organizations, cooperatives and societies, and advocacy groups and networks.

The workshop recognized that bridging agencies such as the CSOs provide a 
platform through which small-scale fisheries stakeholders exercise their rights to 
organize and participate in development and decision-making processes. The work-
shop stressed the importance of supporting knowledge mobilization and transfer, 
leadership capabilities (of both men and women), research partnerships, use of 
effective communication tools (including new technologies and social media), and 
platforms and networks for experience sharing and collaboration. A Caribbean 
expert from academia was a resource person for this meeting and contributed the 
paper on: ‘Lessons Learned from Brazil and the Caribbean’ (FAO 2013).

No representation or expert was present from the Pacific SIDS region in this 
workshop. The most likely reason for this, based on information gathered from 
interviews with FAO staffs during the World Small-scale Fisheries Congress in 
September 2014 was that the Pacific experts were not invited since they had not 
been in the listing for the SSF Guidelines’ consultation. By the time it was brought 
to the organizers’ notice, it was too late both administratively and financially to 
facilitate new participation. It was also gathered from the Pacific SSF stakeholders 
that FAO had missed out on key small-scale fisheries leaders from the beginning of 
the zero draft. As a result, the SSF- Guidelines’ negotiation process and the final 
workshops and SSF Guidelines document were unconnected to existing and ongo-
ing coastal fisheries reform efforts in the Pacific region (Nisa 2014). Such oversight 
also meant that the SSF Guidelines were not forcefully recognized at regional and 
country levels in the Pacific. Major communication gaps continue to exist between 
international level actors and regional and country ones.

Key lessons can be learned from the analysis of the Pacific and the Caribbean 
SSF-Guidelines’ consultations. The NetDraw visualization tool (Fig. 31.1) aided in 
evaluating the weak links in FAO’s 3-year consultation and negotiation process with 
regard to the SSF Guidelines. The tool provided the basis to identify missing actors 
who in the future should be involved to champion the implementation of the SSF 
Guidelines implementation. The contacts can be used to follow-up with focal point 
actors who were nominated by various institutions and governments to represent 
their countries regionally. These points of contact or nodes are key focal points, 
especially in the fisheries sector through which to further the SSF Guidelines. It 
should also be noted that over time many contact people at the respective nodes had 
been replaced with different individuals. The task at the national level will, there-
fore, will be to identify new focal points.

Recognizing these gaps in the process can assist the FAO, small-scale fisheries 
knowledge brokers, and individual SIDS countries to position themselves better 
with regard to knowledge diffusion and development efforts pertaining to the SSF 
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Guidelines. Global assistance and UN funding programs can help support imple-
mentation. Involving actors not consulted also prevents duplication of on-going 
efforts.

 Recognition of the Communication and Negotiation Gaps 
at All Levels of Ocean Governance Reforms

While exploring the governance reforms called for at the international, regional and 
national levels, it is important to focus on three particular themes: human rights, sea 
and fisheries, and sustainable development. Each of these themes is addressed by 
multiple UN agreements, and a plethora of UN organizations are mandated to regu-
late sectoral activities. It is critical to note here that the recognition and urgent calls 
for integration of conventions and agreements, which developing states have signed, 
started decades ago and currently still faces bewildering proliferation and less via-
ble national and local level transitioning pathways in its implementation (HLPE 
2014). Therefore it is likely, that too much bureaucracy in relation to ocean gover-
nance and fisheries sector reforms will obstruct the SSF Guideline at all levels.

Serge Garcia, the former director of the FAO Fisheries Management Division, 
argues that cross-sectoral integration (or integrated approaches) is hindered by a 
number of factors which include: (i) old entrenched habits and cultural differences; 
(ii) unresolved differences in perceptions (world views); (iii) disagreement on a 
number of factors that guide action, including actual present and potential future 
levels of risks to ecological, economic, and social well-being; (iv) risk acceptance 
for failure to achieve environmental management objectives; and (v) risk tolerance 
for imposition of control measures that may constrain fishing more than the mini-
mum necessary. Finally, there is also the question of what distribution of costs and 
benefits is deemed ‘equitable’ (Garcia et  al. 2014). These challenges have been 
noted at the international level but need to be overcome at national and regional 
forums.

Another point worth noting is that while the SSF Guidelines call for multi- 
sectorial approaches in many of its clauses, the FAO SSF consultation and negotia-
tion process, and meetings, where SIDS had been involved, did not fully display 
multi-sectoral participation or partnerships with other sectors of the governments. It 
is evident from the Pacific and Caribbean SSF Guidelines’ consultations that only 
had representatives from fisheries divisions took part (Fig. 31.1) in the national con-
sultation and negotiation processes (Nisa 2014). The FAO should have planned for 
multi-sectoral representation from fisheries, environment, and agriculture and rural 
development divisions. The current situation is one where the state fisheries divi-
sions are handed to drive the process of small-scale fisheries governance reform and 
multi-sectoral approaches for the implementation of the Guidelines. Unless these 
shortcomings are overcome, it will be some time before the SSF Guidelines become 
a reality at the national level in this region.
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 Hybrid and Networked Arrangements

FAO’s March 2013 workshop on the Strengthening Organizations and Collective 
Action in Fisheries: ‘Way Forward in Implementing the International Guidelines’, 
held in Rome, recognized that organizations and collective action in small-scale fish-
eries contribute to maximizing long–term community benefits and dealing with the 
threats to fisheries management. Organizations (customary, cooperatives and societ-
ies, associations and unions) provide a platform through which small-scale fisheries 
stakeholders exercise their rights to participate in development and decision- making 
processes and influence fisheries management outcomes. This workshop also dis-
cussed the role of what was described as ‘hybrid and networked arrangements.’

FAO defines networks as a “system of the interlaced web of relationships in 
which control is loose, power is diffused, and centers of decision plural” (FAO 
2012a). These hybrid arrangements are ones in which collective action is a mix of 
face to face and virtual organization aided by support groups and at times the state 
as well, both of which provide substantial information and communication technol-
ogy for collective action and organizational management. It was concluded at the 
workshop that the future of small-scale fisheries governance lies in hybrid arrange-
ments and organizations. Such hybrid arrangements and organizations provide a 
safe place for governance dialogue, debate, and communication platforms. Small- 
scale fisheries issues and management can be addressed appropriately and to the 
extent possible in a collective manner that results in a critical level of communica-
tion for advocacy and social change.

Based on the expert outcomes from the March 2013 workshop on the type of 
arrangements that would work best for collective action for SSF, the study reviewed 
the roles and functions of the CNFO and LMMA network. It was concluded that 
these networks in particular provide a well-established platform to exchange experi-
ences and information among small-scale fisheries actors at the regional level and in 
some cases at the national level also. Also worth noting is that the CNFO and 
LMMA networks have a decade of work in process learning, legal and formal mech-
anisms to bolster policy and advocacy processes. Their regional and national efforts 
at doing so are a work in progress. What is clear, however, is that these mechanisms 
provide a strong basis for a partnership of networks within the FAO initiative to 
strength efforts to recognize small-scale fisheries at the national level. However, this 
will require FAO regional offices to recognize the work of existing regional and 
local networks and their bridging organizations and then build upon their work for 
knowledge transfer regarding the SSF Guidelines. It is also the responsibility of 
FAO, in its consultations, to find the right actors so that the process cannot be faulted 
in the name of misrepresentation (Nisa 2014).

Furthermore, networks have the potential to strengthen partnerships with like- 
minded networks at the international level, such as ICSF and WFFP with groups 
seeking recognition for indigenous peoples and women in fisheries. Small-scale fish-
eries representatives lack a platform within UN negotiations and larger consortiums 
that can help them gain momentum in fighting for a radical change to small- scale 
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fisheries governance reforms at all levels. Donors supporting these networks can fur-
ther strengthen the potential for international scale partnerships as they have the reach 
to promote information flow and community connections. Dialogues are necessary 
about the financial mechanisms required to start the necessary processes. However, 
one of limits to these networks is that they are dependent on philanthropic and inter-
national aid to scale up efforts. The FAO global assistance program for the implemen-
tation of the SSF Guidelines could be a source of support for building partnerships.

Existing networks (LMMA and CNFO) are not necessarily on the same wave-
length as international bodies with regard to small-scale fisheries policy, advocacy 
and lobbying processes, and development demands. To address concerns of environ-
mental justice, equitable fisheries management, tenure and indigenous rights, and 
human rights, an in-depth understanding of the policy and political process is neces-
sary as these are contiguous and complicated issues. Networks need very substantial 
organizational capacity, communication and negotiation skills, appropriate legal 
basis, and funding to further their mandates, and in some cases, may need to change 
their strategies (Nisa 2014). The process of negotiating and finding a legal basis 
through which to address issues can be a lengthy process. The strength of current 
networks is that they can champion local and national issues, and provide more local 
network connections or nodes. Hence, the successful implementation of the SSF 
Guidelines greatly depends on recognizing the right actors, networks, and their bridg-
ing CSO partners with a wider range of communications skills. Integrated and adap-
tive approaches are critical to avoid duplication of effort and lack of harmonization.

 Way Forward for SSF Guidelines: Communicating 
Development for Collective Action

The SSF Guidelines, as highlighted in this chapter, can be meaningful to a wide 
range and variety of potential partnerships and networks such as the LMMA, CNFO, 
and WFFP. Small-scale fisheries governance reforms and multi-sectoral and multi- 
layer engagement can provide answers to multiple policy level and food security 
concerns. Concerns of importance include improving market access, social services 
and decent work environments of fishers. All of these require strong policy com-
munication and advocacy building capacities so as to negotiate and drive change at 
local and national governance levels so as to meet the goals of the SSF Guidelines 
in developing countries.

Local and national level dialogues and negotiations on the implementation of the 
SSF Guidelines have to target a three-layered process: (i) multi–sectoral strategic 
level recognition of small-scale fisheries at local and national levels; (ii) revision 
and amendment of relevant legislation; and (iii) action and implementation that are 
supported by financial mechanisms and revenue streams that provide benefits to 
small-scale fisheries actors. All these changes will involve costly undertakings and 
have to be discussed and debated over time at the policy level if indeed the SSF 
Guidelines are to become a reality on the ground.
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Funding opportunities to be explored to strengthen networks and small-scale 
fisheries organizations that will be critical to the implementation of the SSF 
Guidelines within countries will need to be sought from the FAO and other donors, 
have to be long-term, and aimed at addressing national and local sustainability con-
cerns. Those who implement the SSF Guidelines will have to understand that it 
cannot be business as usual with regard to developing community-based or fisheries 
management plans. A shift away from a linear process that assumes that developing 
states will alter their practices in relation to small-scale fisheries on the basis of new 
information is required. Stakeholder dialogues and capacity building will have to be 
diversifies so as to be able to negotiate market-based solutions that bring economic 
opportunities and clear incentives for socio-economic change. Investments and 
funding is necessary to support capacity building of advocacy and negotiations 
skills. This will enable leaders, practitioners, and bridging organizations and net-
works to walk the talk in promoting small-scale fisheries in relation to national food 
security needs. Funding can also help small-scale fisheries bridging organizations, 
clusters, and networks develop their negotiating capacities.

Diverse funders and those who collaborate with the FAO at the international level 
should channel their support to capacity building of communication and negotiation 
skills as this will assist in developing new small-scale fisheries market opportuni-
ties, investments, and revenue schemes. Support for developing capacity in com-
munication and negotiation skills will provide a means for seeking change in 
governance, power relations, social relations, attitudes, and even institutional func-
tioning, all of which are necessary according to the SSF Guidelines. Furthermore, 
this will assist in the making of good policies and management decisions for 
 small- scale fisheries that have been debated and negotiated and that bring good 
social returns. Such efforts and changes can ultimately reframe small-scale fisheries 
reform in ways that make them an investment opportunity generating greater eco-
nomic opportunities for fishers, investors, and the wider community, as opposed to 
a costly affair not worth it.
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Part IX
Governing from Principles

Small-scale fishing people’s poverty and marginalization spurred the process that 
resulted in the SSF Guidelines. The Guidelines are a strong moral statement about 
the need for policies and governance mechanisms that respect human rights, equity 
and justice. In Chap. 32, Ratana Chuenpagdee, Kungwan Juntarashote, Suvaluck 
Satumanatpan, Wichin Suebpala, Makamas Sutthacheep and Thamasak Yeemin dis-
cuss a new Royal Ordinance on Fisheries in Thailand, which, among its aims, seeks 
to protect and support small-scale and community-based fisheries in alignment with 
the SSF Guidelines. Proper operationalization could also mean fair and equitable 
benefits to small-scale fishing sectors. They present a case study from Trat province, 
which is one of the first provinces in the country to take steps towards implementing 
the new fisheries law, discussing how the process could benefit from the SSF 
Guidelines. Similarly, María José Barragán-Paladines talks about legal reform in 
Ecuador in Chap. 33, where a new constitution suggests an innovative development 
paradigm, based on the principle of Buen Vivir (good way of living). She finds that 
the governance of small-scale fisheries has been hampered by the rhetoric of the 
constitution and what is actually practiced by fisheries governing bodies. Chapter 
34, by Milena Arias-Schreiber, Fillipa Säwe, Johan Hultman, and Sebastian Linke, 
addresses the situation of Swedish small- scale fisheries, which the authors find is 
unsustainable in biological, economic, and social terms. The authors explore the 
current process for stakeholder participation in the formulation of fishing policies 
and strategies in Sweden in the context of EU’s Common Fisheries Policy. They 
believe that the SSF Guidelines may provide inspiration that could lead to positive 
change towards more sustainable coastal fisheries in their country. In Chap. 35, 
Danika Kleiber, Katia Frangoudes, Hunter T. Snyder, Afrina Choudhury, Steven 
M. Cole, Kumi Soejima, Cristina Pita, Anna Santos, Cynthia McDougall, Hajnalka 
Petrics, and Marilyn Porter examine the SSF Guidelines principle related to gender 
equity and equality, and the crucial role that women play throughout the value-chain 
in small-scale fisheries. They argue for the need to examine power relations as root 
causes of gender injustice and inequality, and stress the importance of capacity 
development for women and marginalized groups.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-55074-9_32
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-55074-9_33
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-55074-9_34
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-55074-9_35
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Chapter 32
Aligning with the Small-Scale Fisheries 
Guidelines: Policy Reform for Fisheries 
Sustainability in Thailand

Ratana Chuenpagdee, Kungwan Juntarashote, Suvaluck Satumanatpan, 
Wichin Suebpala, Makamas Sutthacheep, and Thamasak Yeemin

Abstract Global attention on issues affecting fisheries sustainability, particularly 
those related to illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU)  fishing, has recently 
heightened. As one of the world’s top seafood producers, Thailand is under immense 
pressure to illustrate commitment to address these issues. A new Royal Ordinance 
on Fisheries (2015) emerged as a result, replacing the Fisheries Act (2015). The 
Royal Ordinance includes several policies and regulations that aim to put a new 
order in the Thai fisheries, for instance, by addressing illegal fishing and promoting 
environmental protection and sustainable resource use. One of the main objectives 
of the new decree is to protect and assist or support small-scale and community- 
based fisheries, making it align well with the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing 
Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries (SSF Guidelines). The Royal Ordinance could 
provide Thailand with a critical and timely opportunity to transform fisheries from 
an unsustainable and over-capacity situation to a well-balanced system. Proper oper-
ationalization of the new decree could also mean fair and equitable benefits to small-
scale and large-scale fishing sectors, thus rectifying the existing economic and 
political imbalance. Similar to the prerequisites for the implementation of the SSF 
Guidelines, many conditions have to be met for this to happen, starting from having 
a common understanding about what the law says and what it implies in practice. 
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This chapter presents the case of Trat province, which is one of the first provinces in 
the country to take the step towards operationalizing the new fisheries law.

Keywords Institutional analysis • Small-Scale Fisheries • Fisheries sustainability • 
SSF Guidelines • Fisheries royal ordinance • Thailand

 Introduction

Concerns about fisheries sustainability are global, as countries struggle with numer-
ous management and governance challenges. The difficulty is enhanced when deal-
ing with multi-species, multi-gear and multi-scale fisheries, as well as with multiple 
stakeholders with diverse interests. Global change, whether related to climate, mar-
ket, or governance, adds complexity and uncertainty to the fisheries systems, con-
straining further management efforts. While some fisheries may be considered 
‘well-managed,’ according to certain criteria (Hilborn 2007), the majority of the 
world’s fisheries still face problems of overcapacity, resource competition, and use 
of destructive fishing practices, and illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) 
fishing.

Ample evidence from research suggests that there is no ‘one size fits all’ solution 
to fisheries problems (Degnbol et al. 2005; Jentoft and Chuenpagdee 2009). Yet, 
some technical fixes, especially market-based approaches like individual transfer-
able quotas and conservation-based approaches like marine protected areas, are still 
promoted, irrespective of the fisheries contexts that they are destined to deal with. 
Some of these are patchwork or Band-Aid solutions, which may do more harm than 
good since they often create confusion and uncertainty among stakeholders (Hilborn 
et al. 2004; Fulton et al. 2011). Moreover, these approaches can also result in mak-
ing the problems more complex, for instance, by further marginalizing stakeholder 
groups that are already disadvantaged, leading consequently to social justice issues, 
among other things (Jentoft 2013). In such circumstances, major policy reform may 
be required to overhaul the entire fisheries system.

Reform may also be driven by external pressure. This was the case in Thailand, 
where pressure from the European Union (EU) and, to a lesser extent, the U.S., 
related to sustainable seafood trade and labor issues respectively. Thailand has been 
criticized for its weak law and poor enforcement, resulting in high levels of IUU 
fishing. This is despite the establishment of a Fisheries Patrolling Section within the 
Thai Department of Fisheries, equipped with patrol boats to perform monitoring, 
control, and surveillance activities and suppress illegal fishing within its exclusive 
economic zone (DoF 2015a). In April 2015, the EU issued Thailand with a so-called 
‘yellow card’, barring it from exporting fisheries products to EU countries until 
certain conditions have been met. International human rights and labor organiza-
tions also take issue with the inadequate protection and callous treatment of foreign 
workers in the Thai fishing industries, and have launched media campaigns to advise 
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customers against consumption of seafood products from Thailand. In the 
U.S. Trafficking in Person Report 2014, Thailand was lowered to ‘Tier 3’ for the 
lack of compliance with the minimum standards stipulated in Trafficking Victims 
Protection Act, and for not making significant effort to combat human trafficking.1 
It was noted that trafficking in the fishing industry played a key role in this down-
grading. The Government of Thailand had no option but to take immediate mea-
sures to illustrate its commitment to addressing fisheries unsustainability and to 
improving working conditions, safety, and security for fishery workers.

One of the measures was the swift release of the Royal Ordinance on Fisheries 
(or Royal Ordinance in short) in 2015, superseding the Fisheries Act (2015), the 
making of which took a couple of years and involved consultation with many fisher-
ies experts. The long-overdue Fisheries Act (2015) was a major amendment of the 
dated Fisheries Act (1947) but it was short-lived. The urgent need to comply with 
the EU demands resulted in the issuance of the Royal Ordinance, prepared mainly 
by a few legal experts.

The Royal Ordinance is a major institutional reform and can be operationalized 
in its own context. Yet, there is a clear advantage to align it with other international 
instruments, which is what was intended with respect to EU requirements. Given its 
relevance to small-scale fisheries, it is also imperative that the Royal Ordinance is 
seen in light of the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale 
Fisheries (SSF Guidelines) (FAO 2015). It is argued here, following interactive gov-
ernance theory, that the more coherent these two instruments are, the higher the 
chance that both could be effectively implemented (Kooiman et al. 2005). Further, 
any major reform is bound to create both intended and unintended consequences. 
Learning how such an institutional and legislative change affects small-scale fishing 
communities and what they do to cope with the situation is expected to provide 
valuable insights for future policy development.

This chapter presents a case study of small-scale fishing communities in Trat 
province on the east coast of Thailand, which is one of the first provinces in the 
country to attempt to operationalize the Royal Ordinance. In addition to document-
ing the process taken in the province and its outcomes, the chapter discusses how 
small-scale fishers in Trat may be able to draw on the SSF Guidelines when making 
the case to the government for special considerations. It also identifies gaps and 
missing elements in the current governance configuration that needs to be filled to 
achieve sustainable small-scale fisheries in Thailand. Information presented in the 
chapter came from literature review, participant observation, informal discussion 
with stakeholders, and previous studies.

1 Thailand was moved to Tier 2 Watch List in 2016.
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 Small-Scale Fisheries of Thailand: Status and Issues

Fishing is one of the most important economic activities in Thailand, with a long 
history of development. Major changes took place with the introduction of trawlers 
in the 1960s, which resulted in over-exploitation and the alteration of fisheries eco-
systems (Pauly and Chuenpagdee 2003). During this period, fishing fleets were 
increasingly modernized, with the introduction of mechanized gears and growing 
sophistication in fishing technology (Butcher, 2004). Following expanded trawl 
fisheries was the development of purse seine fisheries in 1970s, targeting small 
pelagic species mainly in the Gulf of Thailand. Industrial fisheries started to domi-
nate economically, with their high volume and value, particularly as export markets 
began to develop. It did not take long, however, before catches of both demersal and 
pelagic species started to plateau in the mid-1990s at around 2.8 million t, before 
descending to about 1.3 million t in 2014 (DoF 2015b). The early observation made 
by Panayotou and Jetanavanich (1987) about the mismatch between management 
capability and the fisheries exploitation capacity still holds today, posing challenges 
to the Department of Fisheries, the main government agency, under the Ministry of 
Agriculture and Cooperatives, responsible for sustainable fisheries management.

Many changes also occurred in small-scale fisheries. In one of the earlier studies 
on small-scale fisheries of Thailand, Juntarashote and Chuenpagdee (1987) showed 
that while the large-scale fishing sector had tripled in number from 1967 to 1985, 
small-scale fishery establishments increased by about 25%, from 38,321 to 47,938 
during this period. According to the latest official census (DoF 2002), about 50,287 
fishing households (87% of the total) were considered small-scale, the majority of 
which involved the use of outboard powered boat (about 82%). The other 12% 
fished without boats or with the use of non-powered boats, while the remaining 6% 
used inboard powered boats, with less than 5 gross registered tonnage (GRT) in size. 
In the most recent report by the Department of Fisheries, a total of 42,512 vessels 
were recorded, almost 70% of which were categorized as ‘small artisanal’ (i.e. less 
than 5 GRT, or mostly about 6 m in length) (DoF 2015a). Vessels between 5 and 10 
GRT were considered ‘large artisanal’(about 9%), which coincided with how some 
had considered them in the past (Pimoljinda 2002). The remaining of the fleet was 
commercial of various scales, from small, medium to large (Table 32.1). This cate-
gorization of fishing vessels reflects well what is observed on the ground. In the 
Royal Ordinance, no differentiation is made between small and large artisanal, as 10 
GRT is used as an upper limit for small-scale fishing vessels. As will be later shown 
in the Trat case study, the new definition of small-scale fisheries is problematic since 
the majority of the small-scale fishing vessels are less than 5 GRT.

In the most recent Fishing Community Production Survey (2014), produced 
annually by the Department of Fisheries, catches from small-scale fisheries are 
associated with simple, unsophisticated gear, operated on a daily basis, mostly by 
household members (DoF, 2016). These include: (1) gill nets (for Indo-Pacific 
mackerel, crab, and shrimp); (2) mobile gears such as those using light luring net 
(e.g. squid, and anchovy falling nets), lift nets, push nets, and Acetes scoop net; (3) 
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stationary gears, particularly traps (for crab, squid, and fish), set bag net and bam-
boo stake trap; and (4) handline and hook and lines. Catches from gill nets consti-
tute about 37% of the total production from small-scale fisheries (about 200,000 t), 
with another 17% coming from mobile gears. Table 32.1 shows, however, that a 
small portion of catches from small-scale fisheries comes from trawls, despite the 
fact that this gear is normally not considered part of small-scale fisheries.

Another feature of small-scale fisheries is the amount of hired labor. It is not 
often mentioned because of the lack of data, but it serves as an important indicator, 
suggesting the degree of involvement of family members in fisheries. The study by 
Juntarashote and Chuenpagdee (1987) showed, for instance, that among fishers 
using non-powered boats, only 7% hired labor. The percentage of hired labour 
increased with the type of boat, from 17% in outboard powered boats to 31% in 
small, inboard powered boats. Finally, distance from shore where fishing takes 
place is also used to delineate small-scale fisheries from large-scale sector. 

Table 32.1 Number of fishing gears by vessel size (2015)

Gear type

Vessel tonnage

Total

Small 
artisanal 
(<5 GRT)

Large 
artisanal 
(5–10 
GRT)

Small 
commercial 
(10–20 
GRT)

Medium 
commercial 
(20–60 
GRT)

Large 
commercial 
(>60 GRT)

Trawl 225 304 517 1945 1096 4087
Push net 972 277 121 113 46 1529
Gill net 16,524 1282 356 229 24 18,415
Trap 3242 422 283 312 18 4277
Hook/Lines 2097 230 73 4 4 2447
Falling net 1452 673 672 638 35 3470
Others 2310 253 158 177 36 2934
Total demersal 26,822 3441 2180 3457 1259 37,159

Anchovy 
purse seine

13 49 58 129 190 439

Anchovy 
falling net

98 99 162 338 84 781

Anchovy lift 
net

2 0 4 7 0 13

Total anchovy 113 148 224 474 274 1233

Surrounding 
net (incl. 
Purse seine)

35 46 68 312 629 1090

Gill net 2185 329 184 189 42 2929
Pound net 68 16 8 9 0 101
Total other 
pelagic

2288 391 260 510 671 4120

GRAND 
TOTAL

29,223 3980 2664 4441 2204 42,512

Source: DoF (2015a)

32 Aligning with the Small-Scale Fisheries Guidelines: Policy Reform for Fisheries…



678

Traditionally, small-scale fishing occurred in coastal areas within 3–5  km from 
shore. With the improvement of technology and boat engines, as well as the growing 
interest in small-scale coastal aquaculture, small-scale fishing takes place further 
from shore, beyond the traditional 3–5 km, creating problems with large-scale fish-
eries such as space competition and gear conflict. As will be seen in the Trat case 
study, spatial regulation and zoning is one of the most contentious issues in the new 
fisheries law.

Like in many of the world’s fisheries context, despite being the majority, small- 
scale fisheries of Thailand are not properly recognized for the important roles they 
play to the local economy, how they generate goods and services, support liveli-
hoods, and provide food security to the majority of the population. This could be 
because, when compared to large-scale fisheries, the production from small-scale 
fisheries constitutes less than 20% of the country total (Teh et al. 2015). Thus, many 
have argued for the inclusion of social, cultural, food provision, and other values 
associated with small-scale fisheries in policy and decision-making (Chuenpagdee 
2011). It should be noted, however, that unlike many other countries, small-scale 
fishing communities in Thailand are well supported in terms of infrastructure and 
amenities, including roads, water, electricity, communication technology, schools 
and, healthcare. In other words, Thai small-scale fisheries are not remote or geo-
graphically detached from the attention of the state, market, and society, and thus 
are mostly neither poor nor marginalized, compared to, for example, Thai small- 
scale farmers (Chuenpagdee and Juntarashote 2011). Nevertheless, they are vulner-
able to various types of change, such as those induced by the rising cost of fishing 
operations (Chuenpagdee and Juntarashote 2004), functional changes in the ecosys-
tem (Pauly and Chuenpagdee 2003), and resource degradation brought about by 
other marine-based and coastal activities including destructive fishing, unsustain-
able aquaculture practices, rapid coastal development, market globalization, and 
global change (Satumanatpan 2011).

One of the issues affecting Thai small-scale fisheries is related to the EU’s 
request to the Thai government to combat IUU fishing. Because measures to address 
IUU problems are designed to address large-scale, offshore fishing practices, their 
direct application to small-scale fisheries is highly problematic. For instance, the 
lack of data and information about small-scale fisheries, in terms of number of fish-
ing people and boats, amount and values of the fisheries product, fishing locations, 
and landing sites, means that, by default, the majority of small-scale fisheries would 
be considered IUU. Such consideration goes against the very nature of small-scale 
fisheries, which normally involve both formal and informal activities. For instance, 
it is globally recognized that small-scale fisheries rely on family members, includ-
ing women and children, to participate in various activities throughout the fish chain 
(FAO 2015). Fishers may carry more than one type of gear in their boats at one time, 
which means that they may target multiple species. Not all catches go through for-
mal market channels, with some given to neighbors or friends, sometimes for free 
or in reciprocity, and some retained for household consumption. Finally, landing 
places are not always fixed, but may vary depending on weather or where the poten-
tial buyers are located, making it impossible to keep proper records. Not taking 
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these formal and informal activities into account when discussing small-scale fish-
eries can result in inappropriate policies. Controlling and monitoring small-scale 
fisheries, for instance, through the issuing of fishing permits or licenses, as indicated 
in the Royal Ordinance, would likely meet with several challenges. Attempts to 
organize small-scale fisheries to resemble a formal economic sector would also go 
against what the SSF Guidelines suggest in Section 6.6, that formal and informal 
activities in small-scale fisheries should be promoted through decent work and 
social development and taken into account when discussing sustainability.

 Royal Ordinance on Fisheries and SSF Guidelines

The emphasis of the Royal Ordinance is on putting a new order in Thai fisheries, 
especially with respect to preventing overfishing and overcapacity, deterring IUU 
fishing, and improving welfare and working conditions of fishing labor, in order to 
achieve sustainability and to build confidence with Thailand’s trade partners. The 12 
objectives contained within the new law are comprehensive, covering similar ele-
ments specified in the FAO Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries and, to some 
extent, the SSF Guidelines. For instance, it follows good governance and precau-
tionary principles and has a strong emphasis on information systems, ecosystem- 
based management, and the use of the best available science for sustainable 
development. All of these are the foundation of the SSF Guidelines.

While the majority of the new regulations are concerned with industrial fisheries, 
small-scale fisheries and local fishing communities are explicitly mentioned as one 
of the main objectives which avows to provide them with protection and support. 
Small-scale fisheries are defined as non-industrial fishing activities taking place in 
‘coastal seas’, i.e. within 3 nautical miles from shoreline.2 Given that industrialized 
fishing vessels are those greater than10 GRT, all fishing vessels less than 10 GRT 
are considered small-scale, by default. This has created several problems in prac-
tice, especially because some of the larger small-scale fishing vessels do operate 
beyond the 3 nautical mile limit. There is a provision in the law (Section 5), how-
ever, that allows an adjustment of ‘coastal seas’ boundary, to be between 1.5 and 12 
miles, for resource management purpose. While small-scale fisheries are prohibited 
from fishing outside of the coastal seas (however defined), this particular clause, 
along with stipulations in other sections encouraging participation of small-scale 
fishers and community-based fisheries organizations in management (Section 25), 
opens up possibilities to discuss the appropriateness of some of the measures - and 
to propose alternatives. This particular provision aligns well with one of the guiding 
principles in the SSF Guidelines related to consultation and participation (Guiding 
Principle # 6). The Trat process illustrates the utility of this principle in formulating 

2 The terms used in the Royal Ordinance on Fisheries are artisanal and local fisheries. For consis-
tency with the SSF Guidelines, the chapter uses the term small-scale fisheries to refer to this 
sector.
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management measures that are context specific and deemed appropriate by local 
fishing communities, which is also promoted in the SSF Guidelines Section 5(b) 
related to sustainable resource management.

Although the importance of small-scale fisheries is well recognized in the Royal 
Ordinance and their participation in fisheries management is encouraged, several 
sections put restrictions on their operation. Under Section 32, small-scale fisheries 
using vessels must obtain a fishing license, which specifies type and number of 
gears used. This causes logistical problems and a financial burden to small-scale 
fishers who often use multiple gears on a year-round basis to target a wide range of 
species. A fishing license alone costs nearly USD 300 annually to acquire. They are 
also subjected to rules and regulations, under Section 33, that may or may not be 
suitable for their circumstance, like the use of logbooks to record catch amount by 
species and fishing areas. While information is essential for management and can 
support the implementation of the SSF Guidelines (as indicated in Section 11), 
some considerations are required, not only about the kind of data that are useful, but 
also about data collection methods suitable to the characteristics of small-scale fish-
eries. Otherwise, such efforts may lead to lack of compliance, in addition to the 
usual problem of data inefficiency and under-utilization.

One of the key elements of the Royal Ordinance is related to the restructuring of 
governing bodies and reforming fisheries institutions. At the national level, the 
‘National Fisheries Policy Committee’ has been established, with broad member-
ship from several government agencies, including Agriculture and Cooperatives, 
Foreign Affairs, Transportation, Natural Resources and Environment, Labour, Navy, 
Police, and Provincial Administration. Chaired by the Prime Minister, the commit-
tee also includes leaders of the National Farmers Federation, the Thai Chamber of 
Commerce, and the Federation of Thai Industries, as well as up to 10 experts and 
eminent persons, to be appointed by the Minister of Agriculture and Cooperatives 
for a two-year fixed term. Six of them are representatives from the following sec-
tors: coastal fisheries, offshore fisheries, fisheries outside Thai waters, inland fisher-
ies, aquaculture, and processing. Up to two other members are experts in natural 
resources and environment, and the remaining two members are fisheries academ-
ics. The mandate of this committee is to establish policies for all types of fisheries 
in order to achieve sustainability and a balance between fisheries resources and 
fishing capacity. This involves setting total allowable catches, determining fisheries 
development targets in accord with conservation and sustainability goals, promot-
ing post-harvest industries, and preparing performance reports and dissemination to 
general public.

The Royal Ordinance further stipulates a set of management approaches that 
should be taken to achieve the objectives. Among them are safeguarding and pro-
tecting rights of Thai fishers, as well as developing and promoting their occupations 
and livelihoods. While these clauses are not specific to small-scale fisheries, they 
align well with the fundamental principles of the SSF Guidelines. For instance, the 
Royal Ordinance strongly promotes sustainable management through the use of the 
precautionary approach and best available science, with the aim to balance ecologi-
cal, economic, and social considerations. This is the same goal promoted in Principle 
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10 (Economic, Social, and Environmental Sustainability) of the SSF Guidelines. 
Interestingly, a direct reference to small-scale fisheries in the management 
approaches is made only in the context of conflict resolution between small-scale 
and large-scale fisheries. This is one of the key considerations in the ‘Fisheries 
Management Plan’, to be prepared by the Department of Fisheries, which will be 
deliberated by the National Fisheries Policy Committee and recommended to the 
Council of Ministers for approval. This implies recognition of the vulnerable condi-
tions of small-scale fisheries, which corresponds with the rationale for the SSF 
Guidelines. It is here in the fisheries management plan that other considerations 
relevant to small-scale fisheries, which are emphasized in the SSF Guidelines but 
absent in the law, can be added and elaborated. These include issues related to gen-
der and gender equality, value chain, post-harvest and trade, and climate change and 
disaster risk.

The most important paragraphs in the Royal Ordinance on Fisheries for small- 
scale fisheries can be found in Section 25, about the participation of local fishing 
communities in resource management, and in Sections 26–28, related to the role of 
local fishing community organizations in governance, as members of the ‘Provincial 
Fisheries Committee’. Section 25 aims to promote and support the participation of 
small-scale fishers by encouraging them to contribute to policy development. The 
Department of Fisheries is asked to facilitate their participation by providing knowl-
edge and information about the management, maintenance, conservation, restora-
tion, and utilization of aquatic resources, as well as by providing assistance and 
support to the implementation of communities’ work, projects, or activities related 
to the above topics. Further, the new law encourages the establishment of associa-
tions and the registration of local fishing communities organizations. The registra-
tion needed to be completed, however, within 30 days from the date that the Royal 
Ordinance came into force (November 14, 2015) and the fact that a minimum of 30 
members is required in order to form an organization would both serve as impedi-
ments to some fishing communities, and will have direct consequences for their 
formal participation in the decision-making process. As stipulated in the Royal 
Ordinance (Section 27), the 13 appointed experts of the ‘Provincial Fisheries 
Committee’ shall be representatives of the registered local fishing community orga-
nizations, covering a range of stakeholder groups from coastal and offshore fisher-
ies, to inland fisheries, aquaculture, and processing. A member of the registered 
local fishing community organizations could also be appointed by the Director- 
General of the Department of Fisheries to assist fisheries officers in performing 
duties pursuant to the Royal Ordinance. The government, through its Public 
Relations Department, puts significant effort in communicating the information 
about this, clearly specifying the roles and opportunities that come with having such 
an organization. For instance, the announcement includes details about the rights of 
the local fishing community organizations to propose fisheries development plans or 
suggest pathways to address fisheries problems, including through legal measures 
such as area and seasonal closures and gear restrictions. As of September 2016, 662 
local community fishing organizations have been registered, representing both 
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inland and marine fisheries (Department of Fisheries, personal communication, 
October 2016).

Involving local people in decision-making and governance processes is not new 
in Thailand. The country started decentralizing governance in 1995 with the estab-
lishment of administration offices at the sub-district level and, two years later, at the 
provincial level. Members of the sub-district and the provincial administrative orga-
nizations are elected by local people, and serve in the position for a four-year fixed 
term. The sub-district administrative organization is responsible for providing basic 
infrastructure and amenities to people in the district. Its mandates also include pro-
moting education, religion, and culture, supporting women, children, seniors, and 
people with disability, as well as protecting natural resources and environment 
(Chuenpagdee and Jentoft 2009). The provincial administrative organization has 
similar roles at the provincial level. Not only does this governance structure afford 
local people opportunities to influence decisions about natural resources through 
their elected members, it also allows problems and issues to be addressed in timely 
and efficient manners (Nasuchon and Charles 2009). While the sub-district admin-
istrative organization is not explicitly mentioned in the Royal Ordinance, the Chief 
Executive of the Provincial Administrative Organization, who serves as an ex officio 
member of the Provincial Fisheries Committee, can bring issues and concerns from 
the village and the sub-district to the decision-making table. The effectiveness of 
this decentralized system depends largely on two main factors, namely whether 
good governance principles such as transparency, inclusiveness, and accountability 
are followed, and whether there are proper channels and mechanisms for local peo-
ple to participate in the governing process (Jones et al. 2015). The case study of the 
Trat province outlines some of these qualities and discusses what can be done to 
improve local participation and engagement.

 Trat Province Case Study

Trat is the eastern-most province of Thailand, about 300 km from Bangkok, with 
substantial coastline along the Gulf of Thailand bordering Cambodia (Fig. 32.1). It 
is a small province with about 225,000 people (2014 data), living on the mainland 
and the islands, particularly Koh Chang, which is the third largest island in the 
country. The province is organized into 7 districts, 38 sub-districts (20 of which are 
coastal), and 261 villages, and has one Provincial Administrative Organization and 
29 Sub-District Administrative Organizations. Trat is famous for fruit orchards, gem 
mining, tourism, and fisheries. The province has 52 large and small islands, with 
Koh Chang as the most popular tourist destinations in the region among Thai and 
foreign tourists. Home to Mu Koh Chang National Park, established since 1982, the 
island went through major tourism development, with a steady increase in number 
of tourists (from about 250,000 in 2003 to more than one million in 2007) (Jentoft 
et al. 2011a). Along with this expansion, the number of island residents went up 
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significantly, through an influx of people from Bangkok and other areas looking for 
work in the tourism industry.

Fisheries are relative abundant in Trat province, compared to others in the region, 
mostly because of the healthy mangrove forests that line its coastlines. The coastal 
areas are also rich with coral reefs, serving as nursery and spawning grounds for 
marine life, and are high in biodiversity, including endangered species such as dol-
phin, dugong, and sea turtles. However, seagrass coverage has declined steadily and 
is no longer abundant in the area. A wide range of fish species, shellfish, and crus-
taceans are found in the areas, making them lucrative for both subsistence and com-
mercial fishing. Similar to the national average, about 74% of the fishing vessels (or 
2197 vessels) is small-scale, 1859 of which are less than 5 GRT, while the other 338 
vessels are greater than 5 GRT but less than 10 GRT. The size distribution of the 
other 26% of the fleet (large-scale fishing vessels) is as follows: 26% between 10 
and 15 GRT, 36% between 15 and 30 GRT, 25% between 30 and 60 GRT, and 13% 
greater than 60 GRT. About 90% of the large-scale fishing vessels have obtained 
fishing permits for commercial fisheries, and are dominated by anchovy falling nets 
(27%) and trawlers (22%). Small-scale fishing gears include shrimp trammel net, 
squid trap, crab trap, fish gill net, hook and lines, and reef fish trap (found mostly in 
Koh Chang), as well as “scoop net” (or “hand” push net, Fig. 32.2) used to catch 
Acetes shrimp (Acetes spp. and Mesopodopsis spp.), which is one of the “signature” 

Fig. 32.1 Map of Thailand, showing Trat Province and the Main Islands
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species in the area (Lunn and Dearden 2006). Acetes shrimp are small crustaceans, 
with a thin soft shell, ranging in size from 6 to 32.9 mm in length. They are mostly 
found in shallow water up to about 50 m in depth. Acetes shrimp are the raw mate-
rial for shrimp paste, which is an important ingredient in Thai cooking. Trat prov-
ince is famous for producing good quality shrimp paste, and the Acetes scoop net 
fishery is considered a traditional fishing practice in the province. The differentia-
tion between small-scale, family-based Acetes scoop net and the commercialized 
Acetes push net is necessary since all commercial push nets (whether for Acetes or 
other species) are prohibited from operating in coastal areas. The ban on push nets 
came about because the gear is non-selective, and its contact with the bottom can 
cause high levels of damage to the seafloor and coastal habitats. Push netters mostly 
argue that the fishing grounds they operate in are normally muddy and do not con-
tain valuable habitats. In the case of Acetes push net, they also claim that their gear 
is highly selective, with little bycatch or discards.

The people of Trat province are known to have strong stewardship and conserva-
tion ethics. They have often been involved in collaborative efforts to address envi-
ronmental concerns. For instance, coastal communities of Trat and nearby provinces 
were active participants in the discussion about ways to address coral bleaching 
problems, which occurred in the area since the late 1990s but more extensively in 
2010 (Yeemin et al. 2012). They even agreed on allocating a provincial budget to 

Fig. 32.2 Scoop net used to catch Acetes shrimp in Trat province, Thailand (Photo credit: Wichin 
Suebpala)

R. Chuenpagdee et al.



685

initiate conservation projects to enhance resilience of coral reefs to climate change 
and other perturbation (Sutthacheep et al. 2012). The province also has a good track 
record of sustainable resource management through area protection and elimination 
of destructive fishing practices. For instance, zoning has long been used to succes-
sively demarcate areas protected from fishing activities. In addition to prohibiting 
the use of trawls and push nets within 3 km from shore (since 1972), use of light 
luring in purse seine fisheries is also extensively banned (in 1985). In 2000, trawls, 
push nets and dredges are either totally or seasonally restricted in areas between 
mainland and Koh Chang (Rogers 2015). The latest announcement was made in 
2001 to prohibit lift net and other mobile gears using light luring, especially for 
anchovy, in certain areas, as well as to control mesh size. Restriction on anchovy 
fishing reflects the importance of the fisheries to the livelihoods of the people in the 
province. Along with shrimp paste from Acetes, the province is well known for high 
quality fish sauce made from anchovy caught in its waters. Therefore, it is not sur-
prising that considerable efforts have been spent in management and research to 
achieve sustainable fisheries in the area.

The Eastern Marine Fisheries Research and Development Center is one of the 
key government divisions responsible for scientific research in the region. They 
conduct biological surveys and perform life history assessment of key marine spe-
cies, including crab, Indian mackerel, and shrimp. According to their recent studies, 
catch per unit effort in large-scale fisheries remains low, most likely due to increas-
ing fishing effort, suggesting an over-capacity situation. Things are looking better in 
small-scale fisheries where recovery and rebuilding efforts taking place along the 
coast seem to have resulted in sustainable yield, except in the case of Indian mack-
erel where number of juvenile fish is too low, which may suggest poor spawning 
conditions (Department of Fisheries, personal communication, September 2016). 
Positive signs can be found in small-scale crab fisheries since crabs caught by gill 
net and collapsible traps are larger than size at first maturity. Similar conditions are 
found in white shrimp. Data and information collected by this research center are 
well disseminated and used as a basis for discussion about fisheries management 
planning in the area, including at the main consultation forum about Trat fisheries, 
as detailed below.

 The Trat Process

Trat is one of the first provinces in the country to conduct a community-based con-
sultative process to discuss the implication of the Royal Ordinance on small-scale 
fisheries. The Provincial Fisheries Committee, in collaboration with the Provincial 
Fisheries Office, initiated meetings first at the sub-district level, and later at the 
district level with all seven coastal districts in the province. At these meetings, fish-
ers and community members were invited to discuss the appropriateness of fisheries 
policies affecting them, holding discussions on a gear by gear basis. The recom-
mendations and propositions made during these meetings were compiled and 
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presented at the provincial level meeting held on September 7, 2016. About 175 
fishing people (men and women) and representatives of fishing groups and associa-
tions from around the province participated in this one-day meeting, co-hosted by 
the Department of Fisheries and the Department of Marine and Coastal Resources. 
The meeting began with presentations by the Fisheries Department about the status 
of the fisheries in Trat, followed by a summary from the district consultations. 
Participants were invited to comment on each recommendation and proposition 
before a conclusion was made about what to submit to the Provincial Fisheries 
Committee and later to the National Fisheries Policy Committee. The process was 
transparent and inclusive, with ample opportunities for fisher groups to provide 
additional information and/or explanation supporting their requests. The discussion 
included both viewpoints shared by the communities and those not reaching con-
sensus at the district level meetings. During the provincial meeting, agreements 
were reached on almost all topics, and in the case of diverse opinions, notes were 
taken for further deliberation at future Provincial Fisheries Committee meetings.

While the process itself speaks volumes about the positive direction in which the 
province is going, which lends strong support to the implementation of the SSF 
Guidelines, three topics discussed in the provincial meeting are worth noting for 
their potential to enhance small-scale fisheries sustainability in Thailand.

First, much of the discussion evolved around issues related to conservation. Trat 
people expressed a lot of pride in their conservation efforts, and emphasized several 
measures that they would like to see strengthened. For instance, bestowed by the 
Royal Ordinance Section 56, the Provincial Fisheries Committee has already desig-
nated several areas in the province as sanctuaries for aquatic species. The communi-
ties generally agreed to this and, in some instances, demanded that more areas 
should be put under protection, such as mangrove areas and clam beds in certain 
districts. Communities elaborated on the protection of clam beds that it would have 
positive effects on tourism income. It was recognized, however, that the size and 
location of these protected areas should be determined at the district level so that 
they are suitable with the local ecological features. The emphasis on site-specific 
regulations acknowledges the local knowledge of fishers and reinforces their roles 
in fisheries governance, which follows the principle about ‘respect of cultures’ in 
the SSF Guidelines. Special considerations were given, for instance, about Koh 
Chang to enable small-scale fisheries to operate closer to shore due to its unique 
geography. The same request was not granted, however, to a nearby island of Koh 
Rang, due to a lack of evidence to suggest traditional use of the area.

The commitment of fishing communities to promoting conservation and protec-
tion of their fisheries resources was evident in their deliberation about impacts of 
having too many fishing gears in certain areas and in their desire to restrict people 
from other places from entering the area. One district, for instance, asked for the 
prohibition of fish gillnets and squid traps from operating within five nautical miles 
from shore. This request was not granted, however, on the basis that jurisdictional 
responsibility of the district extended only to three miles and not beyond. In another 
example, communities talked about how they communicated with each other and 
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shared information about crab spawning period. They therefore argued for flexible 
seasonal closure in accord with the local knowledge.

Gear and seasonal restrictions were considered easier to implement if applied 
across the province. Prohibition of trawling, beach seining, and use of certain gears, 
such as gillnet, crab trap (smaller than 2.5 mesh size), and light luring for anchovy, 
within three nautical miles were generally agreed upon. An exemption was 
requested, however, for light luring for squid, practiced by small-scale fishing ves-
sels, to be allowed within the three-mile limit, for safety reasons. This proposition 
was accepted, but only during the monsoon season (from October to March). 
Another request came from trawl fisheries for jellyfish in two districts. Arguing 
from the social wellbeing perspective (lack of alternative livelihoods), fishers asked 
that small trawlers (between 5 and 10 GRT) be allowed to fish in coastal areas 
(about 1.5 nautical miles from shore), from June to September. The request was 
granted, with the condition that the mesh size be greater than four inches. The com-
promises made at the meeting, especially when the requests were well justified, and 
the provision made to minimize fishing impacts on ecosystems, illustrate how 
responsible fisheries and sustainable development, the goals promoted in the SSF 
Guidelines, can potentially be achieved through a community-based, consultative 
process.

The discussion about self-imposed regulations was rather unusual, and went 
against the general belief about the need to deter fishers’ behavior through height-
ened enforcement (Hatcher et  al. 2000). Rather than being concerned about the 
restrictions, the fishing people of Trat, in some instances, asked for stricter regula-
tions to be applied to their fishing areas. This corresponds with what Song and 
Chuenpagdee (2011) reveal in their study, that fishers and government officers may 
indeed agree about certain rules and regulations because they share fundamental 
conservation principles.

The second point that was exceptional about Trat is related to the strong stance 
that the fishing people took on the Acetes shrimp fishery. Lively discussion ensued 
at the meeting, with several fishers presenting their perspectives on the topic, argu-
ing for the right to maintain this particular small-scale fishery as part of their tradi-
tional livelihoods. Clarification was provided by fishers about how the Acetes 
shrimp fishery operated, suggesting that it should not be included in ‘push net’ cat-
egory, which is prohibited by law. Acetes shrimp fishery in Trat is done using a 
small scoop net that does not touch the seafloor when deployed. Fishers talked about 
the selectivity of their gear, that it has no bycatch, and that they knew when to scoop 
the shrimp (i.e. when the water is pink). Importantly, they argued that Acetes shrimp 
fishery is part of the traditional fishing practices, which must be preserved and 
passed on to younger generations. One fisher mentioned his involvement in the 
teaching of this particular fishery to schoolchildren as part of their curriculum. 
Fishers agreed to the current mesh size and seasonal regulations of the fishery, but 
did not consider area restriction to be reasonable. They requested that small-scale 
Acetes shrimp fishery (using vessels less than 10 GRT) be allowed to operate in 
shallow water, close to shore, where the shrimp can be found.
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The management of Acetes shrimp fishery presents an interesting challenge to 
the Department of Fisheries, which is under pressure by the EU to eliminate push 
nets from operating in coastal waters. One push netter at the meeting spoke up, 
indicating how he was not able to benefit from the buyback program that the govern-
ment established to help with the transition. It was later revealed that he was among 
the push netters who did not have a license to operate, and thus was not eligible to 
receive support. In the case of the small-scale Acetes shrimp push net fishery, fishers 
of Trat made an impressive case for maintaining their traditional fishing practice. 
Using local knowledge and scientific evidence to support their case, small-scale 
fishers argued that their fishing practice is non-destructive and thus should not be 
prohibited. The case emphasizes the importance of principles such as dexterity and 
subsidiarity in fisheries governance (Jentoft et al. 2011b). The former refers to man-
agement that is sensitive to details and recognizes differences from one location to 
another, while the latter posits that management should be vested at the lowest pos-
sible organization in order to be effective. Thus, the intervention by the EU in Thai 
fisheries may be necessary for reforming the large-scale, industrialized fisheries 
sector towards sustainability, but it is far from appropriate for small-scale fisheries.

The third and final point about the Trat process that invites further deliberation 
pertains to the presence and roles of various organizations in marine resource gov-
ernance, which directly correspond with Part 3 of the SSF Guidelines about 
‘Ensuring an enabling environment and supporting implementation’. Trat province 
has attracted a host of research projects related mostly to biodiversity and conserva-
tion. For instance, Koh Chang was selected as a demonstration site for a coral resto-
ration project in 2005 which was funded by the United Nations Environmental 
Program (UNEP) and the Global Environmental Fund (GEF) (UNEP 2007). In 
addition to enhancing scientific knowledge about marine ecosystems in the area, the 
project led to capacity development among local fishers and community members 
who participated in co-management efforts for restoring habitats and marine 
resources. Concerns still exist, however, about the health of coral reefs in the area 
due to both natural phenomena like coral bleaching and anthropocentric causes like 
rapid tourism development. Balancing between nature conservation and tourism 
development is the responsibility of DASTA (Designated Area for Sustainable 
Tourism Development Administration), established as a public organization in 2004 
to encourage community participation in conservation projects while promoting 
tourism development (Rogers 2015). Recently, the Building Resilience to Climate 
Change Project, a four-year project launched in 2011, also selected Trat Province as 
one of its sites to study vulnerability and adaptability of communities to climate 
change. Through partnership between a non-profit organization, the Sustainable 
Development Foundation, and the Department of Marine and Coastal Resources, 
the project revealed a host of opportunities to engage local stakeholder groups in 
coastal planning, despite being identified as highly vulnerable to climate change 
(Morgan 2011). The Sustainable Development Foundation works closely with fish-
ing communities in Trat Province, and has supported the establishment of local 
fishing community organizations in the area. Several fisher groups and other com-
munities and non-government organizations, including the Sustainable Development 
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Foundation, were presented at the meeting, representing a wide range of coastal 
stakeholders interested in marine resource and ecosystem governance. Their active 
participation throughout the whole process bodes well about the potential roles they 
can play in the implementation of the SSF Guidelines.

The involvement of several government units is also important for resource gov-
ernance in Trat province. The richness of coastal and marine ecosystems requires 
that all relevant units take part in collaborative planning for concerted actions. The 
fact that the meeting was hosted by the Department of Marine and Coastal Resources, 
held at the ‘People’s State’ Center for Protection of the Sea,3 sent a positive signal 
towards the development of cohesive policy and foster institutional coordination, 
which are imperative for the implementation of the SSF Guidelines (FAO 2015). 
Inputs from the representatives of the Department of Marine and Coastal Resources 
at the meeting, especially with respect to the conservation and protection of habitats 
and marine resources, were valuable in the discussion about zoning and spatial 
management. For instance, they were able to provide information about Koh Chang 
and Koh Rang, explaining the key ecosystem features in each system, thus justify-
ing the different management rules.

Fisheries governance needs to consider a broad range of stakeholders and topics 
when dealing with transboundary issues. One of the key topics discussed at the 
meeting was illegal fishing and other fishing violations involving neighboring coun-
tries. Thai fishing vessels for anchovy were noted, for instance, to operate near the 
Cambodian border and may be landing their catches there, while other fishing viola-
tions occurred from fishing vessels of neighboring countries, such as Cambodia and 
Myanmar. The meeting discussed measures that should be implemented to prevent 
these from happening. Vessel monitoring systems installed in the larger vessels 
were considered useful in detecting violations. Some suggestions were made about 
improving signage to show the boundaries and increasing fines and penalties as 
deterrence. These jurisdictional issues are not easy to address and will require col-
laboration from other government agencies, including the Navy and the Coast 
Guard, as well as drawing from other international instruments. This is also an area 
where information availability and communication noted in the SSF Guidelines 
with respect to IUU fishing (paragraph 11.5) becomes highly relevant.

It should be noted that not all recommendations and suggestions discussed at the 
district level meetings met with approval. Likewise, not everyone was satisfied with 
the meeting outcomes. For instance, the request to allow collapsible crab traps of 
1.5 inch mesh size to operate in one district was made, but not accepted. The regula-
tion on the mesh size is that it must be no less than 2.5 inches. Further requests were 
made to the government to provide financial assistance to crab fishers in order to 
modify their gears in compliance with the rules. Another fisherwoman spoke about 
the unfair treatment that she and two other large-scale gillnetters received because 
they were prohibited from fishing in certain areas, but they were given no compen-
sation. While nothing was done to rectify the situations at the meeting, the fact that 

3 The official name is ‘Pracharath Center for Protection of the Sea’. Pracharath, or ‘state of people,’ 
is part of the government’s new roadmap.
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these issues were revisited and that the stakeholders were given opportunities to 
express their concerns marked a positive step towards relationship and trust build-
ing, which are imperative for co-governance (Jentoft 2000; Feeley et al. 2008).

 Thai Small-Scale Fisheries Moving Forward

The Royal Ordinance on Fisheries (2015) is a major reform that has generated a lot 
of discussion among fisheries stakeholders, civil society organizations, and research-
ers. The government sees the new legislation as the ‘fundamental and comprehen-
sive reform of legal framework governing Thai fisheries’.4 However, its rapid 
emergence, and the motivation behind it, has drawn criticism from some stakehold-
ers and raised concerns for others. There have also been many uncertainties about 
the implications of the new law, especially on small-scale fisheries. A close reading 
of the document allows for some optimism, but a lot depends on how the law will 
be interpreted and implemented and whether provisions can be made to bring clari-
fication to certain sections as well as to accommodate stakeholders’ concerns.

The most encouraging aspects of the new law are the establishment of the 
National Fisheries Policy Committee and the Provincial Fisheries Committee and 
their stipulated memberships, and the empowerment of the local governing bodies. 
This new governing structure offers ample opportunities for fishers and community 
members to participate in decision-making about fishing rules and regulations and 
in the planning of future fisheries development. Small-scale fishing people can take 
part in governance through local fishing community organizations. Even those with-
out any representation can still provide inputs through other consultative processes, 
as seen in the Trat example. The capacity of local fishing people to participate in 
fisheries governance builds on a long tradition of community-based resource man-
agement promoted through many projects and initiatives (Juntarashote 1994; 
Ruangsivakul et al. 2002; Nasuchon and Charles 2009; Thiammueang et al. 2012).

The importance of Section 28, which bestows power and duties unto the 
Provincial Fisheries Committee, cannot be underestimated. The experience in Trat 
province elucidates clearly the need to consider local contexts in determining fisher-
ies rules and regulations, which begins with the definition of small-scale fisheries. 
As argued by FAO and others (e.g. Johnson 2006), small-scale fisheries are not 
characterized only by capacity, vessel size, or engine power, but also by other fea-
tures and values such as ownership and involvement of family members, utilization 
of catches, and the overall social and cultural importance of fisheries. Revision to 
the rules and regulations on small-scale fisheries proposed by Trat fishing commu-
nities reflect their knowledge about where and when to fish, what species, with what 
gear, as well as the impact of fishing on habitats and fisheries resources. Their desire 

4 According to the website of the Royal Thai Embassy to Belgium and Luxembourg/Mission of 
Thailand to the European Union, posted on 18 November 2015; http://www2.thaiembassy.be/
highlights-of-thailands-new-fisheries-legislation/; accessed on September 25, 2016.
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to preserve Acetes shrimp push net fishery illustrates traditional value that local 
communities place on their livelihoods and the importance of passing on local 
knowledge and tradition to future generations. While there were several requests 
from fishers with respect to area and gear restrictions, they were able to provide 
justification for modification and exemptions, supported in many instances by sci-
entific research. It will be critical to see that the recommendations and proposals 
agreed upon in the meeting receive proper considerations at the provincial and 
national levels. Otherwise, the positive experience cultivated during the Trat process 
would be in vain and may initiate hostile relationship between fishers and govern-
ment, especially with the uncertainty about what the new law may bring.

Moving Thai small-scale fisheries towards sustainability is not possible without 
addressing the many missing aspects specified in the SSF Guidelines. Primarily, 
gender and womens’ issues do not receive any consideration in the Royal Ordinance. 
This is a major oversight given the prominent role that women play in Thai fisheries 
throughout the fish chain. More emphasis is also needed to improve post-harvest 
activities and the overall value chain, as suggested in the SSF Guidelines (Section 
7). While occupational health and safety, hygiene, and wellbeing of fishers and fish 
workers are considered, the implications of climate change and disaster risk on 
small-scale fishing people and their communities are not. Finally and most impor-
tantly, the issue of rights is totally absent, which is highly problematic and could 
become a major impediment for the implementation of the SSF Guidelines, which 
are underlined by human rights-based approaches.

Further, in moving towards the implementation of the SSF Guidelines in 
Thailand, some emphasis should be placed on developing mechanisms that foster 
holistic and integrated approaches in fisheries governance, such as those that 
enhance coordination between different government agencies (Satumanatpan 2011). 
Such collaboration could also be extended to developing a common database, with 
an established baseline, and information systems that can be shared. This will then 
lead to concerted efforts and help enhance policy coherence. Opportunities to rec-
tify these and fill other gaps identified in this study can be found with the process 
that the Southeast Asian Fisheries Development Center (SEAFDEC) is leading. 
SEAFDEC is an intergovernmental body, comprising 11 member countries, includ-
ing Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, Indonesia, Japan, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Myanmar, 
Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam. With its mandate to develop and 
manage fisheries in the region for food security and safety of the people, as well as 
for poverty alleviation, SEAFDEC has been working on the development of a 
regional plan for the implementation of the SSF Guidelines. Building from its expe-
rience and existing capacity, Thailand can play an active role in this process by, 
among other things, aligning its policy and regulations with the principles and 
directions posited in the SSF Guidelines. Doing so will help support small-scale 
fishing people in their negotiation with the government about the rules and legisla-
tion in the Royal Ordinance that prohibit their sustainability.
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Chapter 33
The Buen Vivir and the Small-Scale Fisheries 
Guidelines in Ecuador: A Comparison

María José Barragán-Paladines

Abstract The Buen Vivir paradigm, that inspired the Ecuadorian National 
Development Plan (PNBV) represents a shift in understanding development and 
articulates mother earth’s and human’s rights, both as subjects of legal protection. 
This chapter aims to disentangle contradictions between the PNBV and current 
practices at the small-scale fisheries sector. Theoretically grounded in the govern-
ability concept, we explore commonalities between the Buen Vivir objectives and 
the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries (SSF 
Guidelines) principles. The chapter (a) illustrates how are the PNBV objectives 
align to the guiding principles of the SSF Guidelines; (b) explores to what extent the 
actions taken by the state address issues desired to achieve small-scale fisheries 
sustainability; and (c) identifies what elements within the Ecuadorian fishing gover-
nance system are missing in order to enhance small-scale fisheries sustainability. 
The study involved a comprehensive literature review and empirical work using 
semi-structured interviews and participant observation. Commonalities on both 
instruments (e.g. diversity, sustainability, and human dignity) were found but also 
some unique elements such as in the PNBV (e.g. rights of nature and sovereignty) 
or in the SSF Guidelines (e.g. gender). Additionally, initiatives addressing some 
threats to the fisheries occur, but still are isolated practices with low connectivity to 
the entire fisheries systems. Finally, mismatches between the PNBV’s rhetoric and 
the fisheries governance practices occur and have inordinately delayed the improve-
ment of small-scale fisheries governability. Coherent theories and practices at the 
political and social realms, under innovative ontological and epistemological con-
notations of fisheries will help to achieve their sustainability under the Buen Vivir 
paradigm.
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 Introduction

Implementation is a process enabled by institutions – as collective or individual 
agents – that are operating at different dimensions and scales, in order to achieve 
particular aims. Implementation is certainly not a ‘linear’ set of steps to be fol-
lowed. On the contrary, it can be described as a process deeply embedded within the 
complex structures that characterize most social and ecological systems, like the 
“systems-within-systems” format that is found in fisheries (Jentoft 2014).

In order to address the implementation of the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing 
Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and Poverty 
Eradication (SSF Guidelines) in Ecuador, it is necessary to first understand how 
national development strategies have been designed during the last decade and what 
they contain. In 2008, for the first time ever, the Ecuadorian National Constitution 
(2008) granted inalienable rights to nature and recognized nature as a subject that 
enjoys juridical protection, at both Constitutional and Legislative levels (Berros 
2015) under legally enforceable practices (Whittemore 2011). In the preamble of 
the Constitution, the Ecuadorian nation-state is defined to be one of “constitutional 
rights and justice-based, social, democratic, sovereign, independent, unitary, inter-
cultural, plurinational, and secular.” The Constitution was also meant to “[i]ntegrate 
the diversity of peoples, cultures, notions (i.e. Mother Earth or Pachamama and the 
Sumak Kawsay) at all dimensions of National interest (e.g. economic, politic, finan-
cial, cultural, and environmental).”

As an instrument of social bonding, the 2008 Constitution successfully recov-
ered and integrated varied constituents of Ecuadorian society in such a way that 
enhanced Ecuadorian national pride, identity, and self-esteem. Since its approval, 
the Constitution has been symbolic of a return to the past in terms of recovering age 
old practices (e.g., traditional food and garments) that had been replaced by western- 
driven habits and practices over the last few centuries. The Constitution has also 
emphasized the need to not discriminate against traditionally marginalized groups. 
The making of the Constitution, therefore, can be seen as a successful example of a 
participatory process that “redeemed the past” of the Ecuadorian nation state 
(Acosta 2008; Acosta and Martínez 2009). Under the Buen Vivir approach of the 
Constitution, the existence of societal institutions – fostering reciprocity, coopera-
tion, and solidarity – is envisioned as a key means to promote the good way of living 
that is embedded in this concept. Seen as an ancient ontological notion that has been 
recently recovered (Viveiro de Castro 2004; Haidar and Berros 2015), Buen Vivir 
constitutes an alternative approach to development, and as such it represents a 
potential response to the substantial critiques of post development (Acosta and 
Martínez 2009; Gudynas and Acosta 2011) that have populated the academic dis-
courses in the last decades.

This chapter, therefore, undertakes a critical review of the implementation of the 
SSF Guidelines in the context of Buen Vivir. This un-orthodox perspective resem-
bles to be an interesting standpoint that proposes a mindset shift in governing natu-
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ral resources away from the dominance of western-science-based and 
technocratic-inspired approaches. In that light, it challenges the unique central posi-
tion that political and managerial agenda has awarded to science while doing policy- 
making for resource governance (e.g., in the cases of oil palms, shrimps, and soy 
monocultures) (Escobar 2016).

Challenges in small-scale fisheries governance in Ecuador are varied (Barragán- 
Paladines 2015). They include legal and ethical concerns, including but not limited 
to, the accomplishment, promotion, and enforcement of both, rights of nature and 
fishers’ rights.

Over the last few decades, some research has been conducted on environmental 
ethics (Johnson 2003; Saez-Marti and Weibull 2005), the jurisprudence of conserva-
tion (Stone 1972), new ways of development (Farah and Vasapollo 2011; Gudynas 
and Acosta 2011; Altmann 2013), ethics in fisheries (Lam and Pitcher 2012), and 
fisheries and human rights (Song 2015). This research bodies have collectively 
highlighted the need to integrate diverse epistemological notions and human exper-
tise into natural resource governance.

In Ecuador, however, there has been limited research about environmental ethics 
in fisheries in general, and on the moral principles behind fisheries management in 
particular. Moreover, we find reasonable reasons to claim that little has been done in 
exploring and illustrating the foundational principles of Ecuador’s National 
Development Plan (PNBV by its Spanish acronym), especially those central to 
marine resources governability, neither in Ecuador mainland nor in Galapagos 
Islands (Barragán-Paladines 2015). This scheme has influenced the inertia of gov-
erning bodies to tackle fisheries’ problems appropriately and their consequent 
inability to govern this sector right from the time when fisheries became economi-
cally profitable, in the 1960s. In line with this idea, we call for the comprehensive 
integration of theories and practices that jointly address small-scale fisheries issues, 
beyond the purely managerial approach. This standpoint would help in avoiding the 
mistake of disdaining the institutional dimension of environmental change and the 
confusion between governance and government (Young et al. 2008).

This chapter searches for overlapping guiding principles in the concept of Buen 
Vivir and the SSF Guidelines as both could be conceived as normative instruments 
of critical relevance at governing fisheries resources. This study was an attempt to 
unravel commonalities between the two instruments mentioned above by paying 
special attention to the rights of nature and the rights of fishers. The methodology 
section details the type and origin of the data that has been used to inform this chap-
ter, and the scales at which the implementation of the SSF Guidelines has taken 
place. In addition to that, varied dimensions of the implementation process under 
the current governing regime are described by analyzing, features that shaped the 
institutional performance and rules that regulate the small-scale fisheries sector in 
Ecuador. We suggest that that the apparent contradiction between the protection of 
the rights of nature and the defence of fishers’ right, can be disentangled by looking 
at the former as the legal remedy to protect the rights of future generations of fish-
ers. In line with that idea, the protection of nature – at the terrestrial and marine 
dimensions – and the rights of fishers to fish, is thus guaranteed.
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We analyze the extent to which the Buen Vivir principles align with those from 
the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-scale Fisheries in the 
Context of Food Security and Poverty Eradication (SSF Guidelines). In doing so it, 
(a) illustrates at which level are the PNBV objectives aligned to the guiding princi-
ples of the SSF Guidelines; (b) explores the degree to which the actions taken by the 
state address critical issues identified by the SSF Guidelines as desirable to achieve 
small-scale fisheries sustainability; and (c) identifies what elements within the 
Ecuadorian fishing governance system are missing in order to enhance sustainabil-
ity of the fisheries sector. Finally, reflections about how the Buen Vivir would pro-
mote small-scale fisheries sustainability  – under current and future governing 
schemes – is discussed towards the end.

 Study Context – The Buen Vivir Principle

The Sumak Kawsay (in Quichua) or ‘Buen Vivir’ (in Spanish) translated as ‘good 
way of living’ is not a new notion. This concept has been present in ancient 
Amerindian discourses and indigenous Andean cosmovisions (aka `non-dualist phi-
losophies´) (Escobar 2016) that envisage a comprehensive way of understanding 
life. Sumak Kawsay retrieves and articulates varied ontologies and epistemologies 
about humans, animals, other beings, and the environment. These broader ontolo-
gies and epistemologies, as Berros (2015) has articulated, align nicely with newly- 
grounded ideas that currently belong to the fields of environmental  – and 
animal – ethics that are also present in the juridical field (Haidar and Berros 2015). 
The Sumak Kawsay discourse circulates around the equilibrium and harmonic coex-
istence of beings, from both the social and natural realms, privileging the collective 
over the individual and solidarity over competition. Buen Vivir is a category in the 
Andean philosophy that has lost ground due to the dominance of religious beliefs, 
Western practices and rational theories (Viveiro de Castro 2004; Duarte and Belarde- 
Lewis 2015) that disregard and discredit these other ways of thinking (Haidar and 
Berros 2015).

Since 2008, when the new Constitution of Ecuador was approved, the Buen Vivir 
principle has become the center stage that contests the traditional notion of develop-
ment focused on economic growth (Lind 2012). Contrary to that idea, the PNBV 
proposes the sustainable development not as the definitive desired outcome to pur-
sue, but only as an interim goal in the way towards an alternative to develop, illus-
trated by the Buen Vivir. This proposal stresses the importance of a paradigmatic 
shift in the idea of development towards encompassing dimensions like happiness, 
freedom, and equal rights, in addition to sustainability (Gudynas 2011). In fact, 
several scholars (Escobar 1996; Acosta 2008; Acosta and Martínez 2009) propose 
Buen Vivir as the unconventional ‘alternative for development’ that contests the 
models for ‘alternative development.’ By prioritizing Buen Vivir over the last 
decade, the state has played a critical role in the drive towards achieving social 
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wellbeing in Ecuador. Policies, programs, and practices within the political agenda 
have circulated around the Buen Vivir.

Despite the fact that the Ecuadorian Constitution describes ‘nature’ (i.e. Mother 
Earth or Pachamama) not just as an object of human ownership, but instead as an 
entity in-and-of itself, it still fails to acknowledge the implicit existence of the 
marine domain (i.e. Mother Sea) (Andreve-Díaz 2008) within the nature concept, 
traditionally linked to the terrestrial portion, only. By doing such, the role of the 
marine environment is underplayed. How Buen Vivir will be achieved in policies 
that address marine systems is unclear. The absence of a transparent vision for 
marine environments means that the small-scale fishing sector, fishing communi-
ties, and related marine systems are hardly integrated within the PNBV agenda. We 
thus argue that if the rights of nature, which are recognized by the Ecuadorian 
Constitution, are to be addressed it is necessary to explicitly acknowledge the 
marine dimension of nature and also the fisheries and fishing people that go along 
with it.

 The Obscurity of Small-Scale Fisheries Through  
the Buen Vivir Lens

In Ecuador, fishing has historically been an important cultural and social asset. Only 
lately (i.e. the 1960s) has fisheries, however, become an important economic fea-
ture. There is abundant evidence of fishing practices, consumption, and trading of 
fish produce, at a moderate scale, locally and regionally (Baumann 1978; Norton 
1985; McEwan and Silva 1998) within pre-Hispanic Ecuadorian communities. 
There even are records of very complex fishing practices using special fishing strat-
egies1 and diverse gears (e.g. nets, lines, and hooks) (De Madariaga 1969). Until 
recently (i.e. the 1950s), small-scale fisheries in Ecuador were mainly a subsistence 
activity. In the 1960s, when its commercial potential was realized, it was developed 
with the support of international aid agencies (e.g. the FAO) (Allsopp 1985; 
Williams 1998). Since then, small-scale fisheries have been viewed as critical to 
economic growth, along with construction and tourism. Having said that, the impor-
tance of fish as a food source and its cultural and identity dimensions have not 
received adequate attention, though there has been reference to both dimensions in 
archaeological research (Norton 1985; McEwan and Silva 1998) that has described 
fishing in early Ecuadorian history (Baumann 1978; Rostworowski 2005).

Under the cultural construction of fisheries (Finley 2009) and as a consequence 
of the dominant and prevailing doctrine of free trade and markets that looks at fish 
only as a good to be traded, fish produced by small-scale fishers in Ecuador has 

1 Spanish conquerors recorded fishing practices of South American indigenous tribes who used a 
‘hunter fish’ to catch bigger preys, even sharks. For a detailed description of these practices, see De 
Madariaga 1969, 116–130).
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remained unnoticed, otherwise. This has meant also that historical, cultural, and 
even spiritual dimensions of fisheries within fishing communities have remained 
hidden in Ecuador under current governing practices that have been put in place in 
order to achieve Buen Vivir. Despite the appeal made by the PNBV to follow ‘new 
ways to understand development’, other notions have been disregarded.

We suggest that under the PNBV multiple dimensions of the fisheries sector have 
not been fully addressed by the principles enshrined in the new constitution and 
consequently have not received enough attention. Moreover, there is evidence of 
incongruent and dissonant approaches to governing fisheries and other marine 
resources that do not pay adequate attention to the ethical and/or moral dimensions 
of fisheries.

 Methodological Approach

This exploratory study starts with the premise that the quality of overall governance 
depends first and foremost on the inherent characteristics of the human and natural 
systems that are being governed and of the governing system (Chuenpagdee and 
Jentoft 2009, 2013). This chapter draws upon the interactive governance approach 
in the context of small-scale fisheries (Kooiman et al. 2005, 2008; Bavinck et al. 
2013) and explores the extent to which the guiding principle (i.e. Sumak Kawsay) of 
the current governing system, represented by the Ecuadorian Constitution, enables 
the implementation of the SSF Guidelines. The variables used to perform the analy-
sis were key words that illustrated critical human dimensions that were present in 
both the Constitution and the SSF Guidelines (e.g. rights, equity, dignity, etc.). We 
then elicited how the objectives proposed by the PNBV integrated (or failed to) ele-
ments that are present in the guiding principles of the SSF Guidelines.

Through an intensive literature review, which included perusing both published 
and grey literature concerning the new Constitution and documents related to it, 
non-structured in-depth interviews (Bernard 2011), e-mail-based communications 
with policy makers and practitioners, and participant observation (by the author in 
state and non-state policy meetings), empirical qualitative data was gathered to doc-
ument the commonalities between the two instruments. Interviewees were first 
asked what their perception is concerning the articulation of the principles present 
in both instruments. Second, we ‘tracked’ evidence, through primary and secondary 
literature, of actions and practices that have enabled the implementation of any of 
the principles of the SSF Guidelines.

The key informants (n = 10) involved a range of actors from the fisheries sector, 
one of whom who actually took part in producing the new Constitution. We com-
municated with stakeholders throughout 2015 and counted fishers, (2) officials of 
the Undersecretary for Fisheries Resources (SRP), (3) politicians (1), scholars/
researchers (2), and fisheries cooperative representatives (1). We also conducted one 
telephone conversation with a local fisheries manager and sent an email to a 
researcher who did not respond.
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Finally, we undertook data analysis by following a categorization process which 
looked for themes patterns’. Our analysis was driven by a manual-based coding 
process that required separating qualitative data into theme-units’, and setting theme 
categories which later contributed to the definition of discourse patterns (Anguera 
1978). This coding process helped us in elucidating overlaps between the two 
instruments. However, we were unable to verify the data in the field, as suggested 
by (Aronson 1994) due to budget constraints.

 Main Findings

 Contrasting the Buen Vivir Notion and the SSF Guidelines’ 
Principles Using Interactive Governance

The comparison of the guiding objectives of the PNBV and the guiding principles 
of the SSF Guidelines illustrates that some compatibilities and mismatches exist 
(e.g. diversity, sustainability, and human dignity), whereas others are at either the 
PNBV (e.g. rights of nature and sovereignty) or at the SSF Guidelines (e.g. gender 
issues). Coincident aspects found on both instruments are showed in Table 33.1, and 
can be read horizontally. These attributes fall under three thematic areas: social and 
environmental (global) sustainability; human rights, dignity, inclusion, people’s 
participation, and peace; and diversity, multi-culturalism and multi-ethnicisms.

Some of the principles in the SSF Guidelines are incorporated in the twelve 
objectives of the PNBV. For example, Principle 11 of the SSF Guidelines, which 
calls for ‘A comprehensive approach,’ is clearly and explicitly covered by the Buen 
Vivir principle. The latter, as mentioned earlier, is a paradigmatic cosmovision that 
was recovered from traditional ancient practices and which can still quite often be 
encountered in present-day customary practices of indigenous communities in 
Ecuador.

Additionally, we looked at how the two instruments are articulated with the three 
dimensions of the interactive governance theory (Kooiman et al. 2005, 2008). First, 
we found that the twelve objectives of the PNBV (that were inspired by the Buen 
Vivir notion) address aspects falling under the three dimensions described by the 
interactive governance theory, namely: the governing system, the social- and 
natural- system to be governed, and the governing interactions.

Second, we also observed that the twelve objectives nicely articulate four aspects 
considered to be of relevance nationally, according to the initiatives promoted and 
taken by the state in the last decade: the productive matrix transformation through 
investment in technology and education; the strengthening of national identity 
through capacity building and the multi-cultural and pluri-national recognition; the 
social inclusion of traditionally marginalized groups; and the improvement of the 
quality of life of the population.
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Table 33.1 Integration of the ‘Guiding Objectives of the PNBV’ and the ‘Guiding Principles of 
the SSF Guidelines’ with the attributes of Interactive Governance Theory (IGT)

Ecuador’s National Buen Vivir 
Plan (PNBV) SSF Guidelines
Guiding objectives Guiding principles

Dimension 
(IGT)

International human rights standards, 
responsible fisheries standards and 
practices, and sustainable development 
according to the United Nations 
Conference on Sustainable Development 
(Rio + 20) outcome document ‘The 
Future We Want,’ the Code and other 
relevant instruments, paying particular 
attention to vulnerable and marginalized 
groups and the need to support the 
progressive realization of the right to 
adequate food

Governing 
System

1. The consolidation of the 
democratic state and the 
construction of people’s power

11. Holistic and integrated approaches

6. The consolidation of just 
transformation, strengthening 
integral security, and addressing 
human rights
11. Sovereignty and efficiency of 
strategic sectors for industrial and 
technological transformation

Social 
System-to-be- 
Governed

3. Improvement of the 
population’s quality of life

1. Human rights and dignity

4. Strengthening of the citizen’s 
capacities and potentialities

2. Respect of cultures

5. Creation of common spaces to 
strength national identity, diverse 
identities, and pluri-national and 
inter-cultural society

3. Non-discrimination

8. Sustainable consolidation of the 
social and solidarity economy

4. Gender equality and equity

9. Warranty of of all jobs with 
dignity

5. Equity and equality

10. Transformation of the 
productive matrix

6. Consultation and participation

12. Warranty of sovereignty and 
peace, depth in strategic 
integration into the global system, 
and Latin American integration

7. Rule of law
8. Transparency
9. Accountability
12. Social responsibility
13. Feasibility and social and economic 
viability
10. Economic, social, and environmental 
sustainability

(continued)
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Third, the SSF Guidelines on the other hand only include two of the dimensions 
described by the interactive governance theory: the governing system and the social- 
system- to-be-governed. Governing interactions and the natural-system-to-be-gov-
erned attributes are not explicitly dealt with in the SSF Guidelines (Table 33.1). The 
objectives of PNBV and the guiding principles of the SSF Guidelines are linked to 
the extent that both instruments influence the governance of small-scale fisheries 
and thus the entire governability notion.

 Current Initiatives Addressing Small-Scale Fisheries 
Sustainability

After 2008 when the Ecuadorian Constitution was put into action, the Ecuadorian 
Fisheries Department initiated a series of measures in order to improve the status of 
the fisheries sector. In conjunction with our second research question aimed at high-
lighting interventions and actions, we suggest here that these measures were in four 
broad realms: social security for small-scale fishers, regularization of fishing 
through the clearing of fishing licences and permits, security at sea, and upgrading 
of fishing conditions by building or improving fishing harbor infrastructure, nation-
ally. All these measures were ultimately aimed at promoting better labor conditions 
in the small-scale fisheries sector. Table 33.2 summarizes the measures taken since 
late 2009.

Table 33.1 (continued)

Ecuador’s National Buen Vivir 
Plan (PNBV) SSF Guidelines
Guiding objectives Guiding principles

Natural 
System-to-be- 
Governed

7. Warranty of the rights of nature 
and the promotion of territorial 
and global environmental 
sustainability

Governing 
Interactions

2. Equality, cohesion, inclusion, 
and social and territorial equity in 
a diverse environment

Source: SENPLADES (unpublished) and Guidelines for Small-scale Fisheries Sustainability (FAO 
2015)
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 What is Missing in the Buen Vivir Principle and Development 
Objectives to Enhance Small-Scale Fisheries’ Sustainability?

Concerning our third research question, namely analyzing what is necessary to 
achieve sustainability within small-scale fisheries, we find there are a number of 
issues that continue to threaten the viability of the sector. It is evident that despite 
existing ‘shared common ground,’ between the two instruments there are still 
incompatibilities between the rhetoric of Buen Vivir and the principles of the SSF 

Table 33.2 List of measures taken by the Ecuadorian government to improve the small-scale 
fisheries sector

Government initiatives (according to the PNBV) 
(period 2006–2014)a

SSF guidelines
-Guiding principles-
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

3.2.1. Improvement of fishers’ life quality

  (a) By creating a social security (i.e. health  
care and retirement pension) system for  
small-scale fishers

x x x x x x x x x x

  (b) By increasing the access of small-scale  
fishers and fishing communities to state-based 
health and education services

x x x x x x x x x x x x

3.2.2. Improvement of fishers’ labour conditions

  (a) By building/improving/modernizing the 
small-scale fishing harbor facilities

x x x x x x x x x x x

  (b) By improving the security of fishers  
while at sea

x x x x x x x x x x x

3.3.3. Improvement of environment quality

  (a) By providing on-board equipment to  
reduce littering at sea

x x x x x x

  (b) By establishing regulations against  
polluting the harbor waters

x x x x x x x

3.3.4. Capacity and leadership building

  (a) By including women in capacity building 
training initiatives

x x x x x x x x x x x x x

  (b) By establishing formal training programs  
for fishers

x x x x x x x x x x x x x

aThe measures undertaken by the state have been communicated through different formal (reports) 
and informal (media) channels. People interviewed also mentioned these as current initiatives of 
the government that support the small-scale fisheries sector
Cells marked with “x” show the overlap of initiatives of the PNBV and the guiding principles of 
the SSF
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Guidelines aimed at sustainability and viability of small-scale fisheries. Table 33.3 
illustrates the matches and mismatches between the two instruments and where it is 
desirable for further intersection between them. Interestingly, the ‘wholeness’ of the 
Buen Vivir principle, at least in theory, is entirely related to the ‘Holistic and 
Integrated Approach’ emphasized in Principle No.11 of the SSF Guidelines. This 
common ground can easily be used as a stepping stone to promote sustainability. 
However, as mentioned earlier, there are also incompatibilities between the two 
instruments. These mismatches, termed ‘missing common grounds’ here, become 
salient when one compares Objective 7 of the PNBV with Principle 1 of the SSF 
Guidelines. This gap represents a major absence within the common grounds and 
illustrates the aspect that is needed the most. If present, it would ideally integrate, 
the human’s and the nature’s rights, within one single holistic principle. Moreover, 
the presence of this element on both normative instruments would contribute to 
accomplish the superior aim of the Buen Vivir notion and would enhance the sus-
tainability of the fisheries resources.

While the question of ‘human rights’ is present in both instruments, ‘nature 
rights’ is only explicitly presented in the PNBV. Having said that, there is scope to 
argue that the ‘rights of nature’ are indeed considered under the SSF Guidelines 
within the ‘ecosystem approach’ (i.e EAF) mentioned by Principle 11. The lack of 
explicit recognition and the apparent disconnection between human and natural sys-
tems, both considered elements of the system-to-be-governed according to interac-
tive governance theory, underplays the necessity to address both systems under the 
same overarching governance perspective, put in place nationally.

 Discussion – Key Aspects to Address the Current Challenges

We have seen that some of the PNBV objectives overlap with some of the principles 
of the SSF Guidelines. But we also observed inconsistencies between the two instru-
ments vis-à-vis the political, economic, and social realms. We, therefore, argue first 
of all that for the sustainability of the small-scale fisheries sector to become a real-
ity, the implementation of the SSF Guidelines (or the willingness to do so) must be 
an explicit part of actions, activities, and programs developed by current and future 
fisheries-related departments and agencies2 within Ecuador. As things stand, it 
seems that there is no real will neither motivation to follow the SSF Guidelines. 
Second, the implementation of the SSF Guidelines – or the intention to do so – 
would need to be aligned with the PNBV and thus the latter’s normative rootings 

2 When this chapter is being revised (November 2016), the very first initiative from fisheries-related 
bodies (national and regional) based in Ecuador, have shown interest in the implementation of the 
SSF Guidelines. They have taken the initiative to ask for support in the implementation strategies, 
at national and regional scale and have developed the first workshop linked to the SSF Guidelines 
implementation (MAGAP et al. 2016).
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would have to be in accordance with existing institutional and legal frameworks 
around fisheries.

In order to assess the current status of the implementation of the SSF Guidelines 
in Ecuador, we looked at the three dimensions fostered by interactive governance 
theory. We argue that the implementation of the SSF Guidelines is in line with the 
needs of the governing system and the system-to-be-governed. In other words, 
achieving the sustainability of small-scale fisheries is less of a challenge than might 
have been expected, provided of course both instruments help strengthen the gov-
erning system and the social system-to be-governed. Moreover, it can be said that 
the common ground identified between both instruments already address aspects 
commonly recognized as priority areas (e.g. gender equity in fisheries, human dig-
nity, and inclusiveness) that need of great attention from small-scale fisheries bodies 
(Barragán-Paladines 2015). However, there is limited intersection between the two 
instruments with regard to the natural system-to-be-governed and the governing 
interactions dimensions.

The incomplete integration of the principles of the two instruments requires criti-
cal examination. What seems necessary is to identify aspects of both instruments 
that need to be adapted to and synchronized with the national fisheries policy 
agenda. Only then will it be possible to improve the governability of small-scale 
fisheries with regard to the diversity, complexity, dynamics and scale of this com-
plex system. We also argue that the SSF Guidelines are a good instrumental, analyti-
cal, and even methodological frame that, if implemented, would certainly support 
the sustainability and viability of the small-scale fisheries sector in Ecuador. For this 
to materialize, the new National Fisheries Policy needs to be updated, built upon, 
and sustained in the long-term. It would also require individuals, communities, 
organizations, authorities, practitioners, and institutions to feel the SSF Guidelines 
are in their self-interest, and that the benefits of the Guidelines outweigh the costs. 
Ideally the two instruments discussed in this chapter would be aligned and a high 
degree of coordination would exist between the executive agencies that operate 
under the current PNBV. Moreover, the national fisheries policy authority would 
have to take aboard the entire spectrum of practitioners and stakeholders involved in 
the small-scale fisheries sector.

Possible pitfalls that exist with regard to the sustainability of small-scale fisher-
ies in the context of the PNBV lens include: the temporal scale of implementation, 
which remains unaddressed; the intergenerational notion in fisheries under the 
 current fisheries policy, which is not evident; the still contested notions of sustain-
ability’ and ‘development’ in fisheries, driven by the tenets of the green (and blue) 
economy; the still needed (but absent) shift from a managerial approach to fisheries 
towards a more comprehensive fisheries governance approach; and finally, the gen-
der issue, which is remarkably still left out of analyses of the small-scale fisheries 
sector.
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 Implementation as a Long-Lasting Process

This chapter has highlighted thus far that while the two normative instruments have 
had different focuses, they also have shared key dimensions that have promoted 
small-scale fisheries sustainability and viability, at least in theory. As such, there is 
not ‘one’ obstacle that prevents the SSF Guidelines from being implemented. 
Constraints on higher governability of small-scale fisheries are varied and thus chal-
lenges to implement the Guidelines as well. In the course of this research, critical 
questions have arisen with regard ‘to what extent’ and ‘why, are (are not) institu-
tional, social, political and economic conditions enabling the implementation of the 
SSF Guidelines in Ecuador?’

The study revealed that current fisheries policy and institutions key to the small- 
scale fisheries sector in Ecuador have made important efforts to advance the sector’s 
status and performance through the implementation of measures dedicated to 
improving fishers’ working conditions (Table 33.2). These practices follow a state- 
based policy that calls for the general improvement of workers’ labor conditions at 
the national scale, because this will lead to enhancing fishers’ jobs, their quality of 
life and secure their dignity. This is in line with national government’s objective of 
promoting Buen Vivir of all Ecuadorians and foreign residents. Yet fishers and fish-
ing communities are still discontent due to the persistent unaddressed issues (e.g. 
poverty, marginalization, food insecurity, lack of food sovereignty, risks at sea, etc.) 
that represent a source of dissatisfaction and unwillingness to longer support the 
current ruling bodies policies and practices.

Poor implementation must be seen in the context of inappropriate actions and 
missed opportunities of former governing bodies. In fact, the political and economic 
priorities under neoliberal models of development ensured that critical issues threat-
ening small-scale fisheries’ sustainability (e.g., exclusion of fishers from fishing 
grounds through the concession of coastal zones for tourism industry benefit, lack 
of food sovereignty in fishing communities, etc.) were not addressed and solved. 
Lessons learnt from the past are that any action that can contribute to overall imple-
mentation of good policies are worthwhile. We argue that the awareness of the exis-
tence of the SSF Guidelines is a first step, which could enhance the knowledge and 
willingness of small-scale fishers, fishing communities, fisheries authorities, and 
practitioners, to commit to achieving increased governability, which would translate 
into Buen Vivir.3

3 At the time of reviewing this chapter, the first workshop about the SSF Guidelines was developed 
in Ecuador, sponsored by the FAO Regional Office, the Agriculture, Cattle, Aquaculture and 
Fisheries Ministry, and the National Federation of Small-scale Fishers Cooperatives. The report 
that came out of this event has been produced only in Spanish, though (Taller Nacional sobre la 
implementación de las Directrices Voluntarias para lograr la sostenibilidad de la pesca en 
pequeña escala, en el contexto de la seguridad alimentaria y la erradicación de la pobreza 
Guayaquil, Ecuador, 21–22 de Septiembre de 2016).
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Thus, based on the PNBV, the fisheries sector in Ecuador4 (at least in the main-
land) still follows a hierarchical-top-down governance model that best serves to 
adopt and impose urgent measures that may tackle symptoms but do not solve prob-
lems. The persistent and pressing topic of inclusiveness and legitimacy vis-à-vis 
representation of small-scale fishers is still a matter of disagreement. Whereas the 
rhetoric of the National Fisheries authority’s discourse affirms their commitment to 
promoting participation of the small-scale fisheries sector, the claim of fisheries sec-
tor contradicts it. This highlights the existing gap between the ‘theoretical’ dis-
course of the PNBV, the actual policy and decision making, and the empirical 
evidence of current governing practices. Achieving small-scale fisheries sustain-
ability in Ecuador ultimately depends on involving the main actors of the small- 
scale fisheries sector (i.e. fishers, fishing communities, authorities, and practitioners) 
in strategic lines of action.

 The Sustainability of Small-Scale Fisheries: Different Views

In order to situate the Buen Vivir paradigm in small-scale fisheries policy, a 
‘common- multiple practice driven by society at large, including among others, Civil 
Society Organizations (CSOs), fishers (men and women involved in fisheries), fish-
er’s cooperatives and associations, environmental organizations, policy makers, the 
state, the market, etc. must be the focus. All these actors must be involved in the 
design and application of individual and collective practices. This will help move 
away from ecocentric and anthropocentric traditions, which only care about either 
nature or humans separately. As Haidar and Berros (2015) argue, there is also need 
for an equilibrated integration of ‘other’ (e.g. emotional, affective, or aesthetic) 
aspects that are equally relevant to the small-scale fisheries sector driven by Sumak 
Kawsay and Pachamama’s (i.e. Mother Earth) idea of holistic equilibrium. It is criti-
cal not only to find an equilibrium between the social and natural worlds, but also to 
take account of juridical and political dimensions, spiritual and affective attributes, 
and aesthetic components, in the National Fisheries Policy, as this would go some 
way towards implementing the SSF Guidelines.

To link Sumak Kawsay principle with the SSF Guidelines, effective mechanisms 
executed by individual countries (in the so-called undeveloped countries) at national 
level must be shared at global arenas within certain discussion fora and at conven-
tions, declarations, manifests, and resolutions, internationally. Moreover, ‘lessons 
learned’ and ‘steps-to-follow’ from the ‘good way of living’ approach could serve 
as inspiration for future fisheries governance practices. Exporting notions, prac-
tices, and paradigms, from the ‘Global South to the Global North’ (De Souza-Santos 
2012) would be the start of new era of knowledge circulation and mobilization, at 
global scale. It would also be the vindication of ‘alternative’ mindsets that have 

4 For a detailed description of existing governance modes of small-scale fisheries in Ecuador and 
particularly the Galapagos Islands, see Barragán-Paladines (2015).
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been largely denied (or delayed) by dominant western practices aimed at ruling the 
natural and social world (Haidar and Berros 2015). The outcome would be gover-
nance of small-scale fisheries being improved as proposed by the SSF Guidelines.

Sustainable development, as a concept, is still understood as a ‘friendly way of 
economic development’ and is still a ‘growth-oriented’ notion inspired by a western- 
minded discourse (Forsythe 1997). If this is how sustainable development is imag-
ined, then Buen Vivir must be seen a challenge to such ‘civilizational models’ of 
globalized development (Escobar 2016) proposal. Only alternatives to current 
notions of sustainable development can enable movement to good ways of living in 
fishing communities. The difficult is that Sumak Kawsay contests the idea of devel-
opment as it is currently understood, and thus, could be seen as contradictory to the 
idea of sustainable fisheries proposed in the SSF Guidelines. However, if small- 
scale fisheries sustainability in Ecuador is viewed in terms of both, the rights of 
nature and the fishers´ human rights, it will strengthen and improve the mutual 
dependence of humans and nature.

Such an inclusive approach that integrates different ontologies and epistemolo-
gies within the 2008 Constitution (e.g. Sumak Kawsay) represents a great advance 
in the process of recognizing the diversity, complexity, dynamism, and scale of the 
natural and social systems involved in the small-scale fisheries. Furthermore, the 
recognition of “other” values that are central to the small-scale fisheries sector (e.g. 
the traditional knowledge and practices exercised by fishing communities, and the 
spiritual and aesthetic dimensions of fisheries), is exhorted, in line with Guiding 
Principle 11 (i.e. the call for a holistic and integrated approach” in dealing with 
small-scale fisheries)‘of the SSF Guidelines. This is important to first, recognize 
fisheries not only as an important form of production (Galván-Tudela (2003) but 
also as a means, as Godelier (1989) argues, to recognize the overall importance of 
the entire fisheries system, including the fish, the fishers, their communities, and 
also the material instruments and technologies. Second, by recognizing fisheries as 
system that create, use, and control knowledge through certain territorial mecha-
nisms that are utilized not only to access resources but also regulate them, will help 
put forth a more comprehensive assessment of these fisheries. Finally, doing so will 
also result in recognizing fisheries as important to the local identities of fishers and 
fishing communities (Galván-Tudela 2002).

In order to successfully achieve the Buen Vivir objectives and implement the SSF 
Guidelines´ guiding principles, it may require joint efforts and strategies at different 
scales. It is worth recalling that the dominant paradigm related to small-scale 
 fisheries in Ecuador, in place since the 1950s (Barragán-Paladines 2015), has viewed 
the sector purely as an economic driving force for coastal communities as a whole. 
A shift of focus, should be aimed primarily at elevating the status of small-scale 
fisheries and thus, the SSF Guidelines can help improve the misery of small-scale 
fishers and their fishing communities, as well as overcome their marginalization, by 
enhancing their livelihoods and consequently their role as food providers.
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 Conclusions

Achieving an improved governability of the small-scale fisheries sector in Ecuador 
has not happened thus far because of the narrow approach taken to the small-scale 
fisheries sector. It is argued in this chapter that a higher degree of coherence is 
needed in the fisheries governance agenda of Ecuador. Further, despite the relevance 
of the Buen Vivir principle in the National Development Plan, it needs to be embed-
ded in the social, economic, and environmental dimensions of policy. Broader and 
more comprehensive approaches are needed that go beyond the purely managerial 
and economic focused model currently dominant in fisheries governance.

Buen Vivir has been termed as “the” paradigmatic and desired new approach to 
development and thus, to resource governance (e.g., fisheries). According to Farah 
and Vasapollo (2011), this notion resembles an ethic notion with more elevated 
objectives than the purely accumulation desire prayed by the developmentarist 
model. However, this paradigmatic shift needs a number of innovative strategies 
that enhance fisheries governance (i.e., creativity, imagination, innovation, and poli-
tic commitment) conducted by the governing systems. These ruling bodies must 
also not ignore the pluralist quality of the already existing structures that greatly 
enrich the spiritual, affective, and material dimensions of fisheries. The national 
fisheries policy must be reset in a way that translates rhetoric into action aimed at 
making the small-scale fisheries sector sustainable.

Finally, there are a number of other issues that need special attention. Gender 
issues have not been addressed though they align well with human rights discourse 
and equity and equality concerns. Despite women ostensibly being included in the 
vision of small-scale fisheries development, in practice they are not counted as 
active agents of change. An illustration of this is that women rarely become involved 
in strategies implemented for the fisheries sector (fishermen) which include skill 
upgradation related to business administration, leadership, accounting, techniques 
for better fish handling practices, etc. On the contrary, the capacity building pro-
gram for women linked to small-scale fisheries (i.e. mainly fishers’ wives) is limited 
to only two themes: bakery and jewelry. Unless women and men are treated equally 
within fisheries policy, meeting the goals of sustainability, achieving the principles 
of the SSF Guidelines, and the PNBV’s objectives, will be largely delayed. Further 
research would certainly need to address issues on gender in fisheries, fish-as-food, 
and food sovereignty domains in small-scale fisheries, given the immense relevance 
that these topics have for the Buen Vivir principle in Ecuador.
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Chapter 34
Addressing Social Sustainability for Small- 
Scale Fisheries in Sweden: Institutional 
Barriers for Implementing the Small-Scale 
Fisheries Guidelines

Milena Arias-Schreiber, Filippa Säwe, Johan Hultman, and Sebastian Linke

Abstract Swedish coastal fisheries are not sustainable in terms of the status of their 
main fish stocks, their economic profitability, and as source of regular employment. 
Social sustainability commitments in fisheries governance advocated by the 
Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries (SSF 
Guidelines) have been so far mostly neglected. In this chapter, we bring attention to 
two institutional settings at different governance levels relevant for the implementa-
tion of the SSF Guidelines in the Swedish context. First, we look at the introduction 
of social goals under the perspective of the EU’s Common Fisheries Policy (CFP). 
Second, we consider national tensions between forces advocating or opposing a 
further application of market-based economic instruments, often portrayed as an 
effective cure for all ills, in fisheries governance. Taking into account the logic on 
which the SSF Guidelines rest, we evaluate in both cases current processes for 
stakeholder participation in the formulation of fishing policies and strategies in 
Sweden. We conclude that the inclusion of a social dimension and stakeholder 
involvement at the EU level face procedural and institutional limitations that pre-
vent the small-scale fisheries sector from exploiting opportunities for change. 
Further challenges to the implementation of the SSF Guidelines arise when central 
national authorities’ interpretation of societal benefits opposes other interpretations, 
and consequently economic calculations take precedence over a participatory 
process- based, knowledge-accumulating approach to resource management. The 
SSF Guidelines, therefore, provide important material and intellectual resources to 
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make the most of new chances that can lead to an increased likelihood of change in 
the direction of sustainable coastal fisheries in Sweden.

Keywords Small-scale fisheries • Sweden • EU common fisheries policy • Market- 
based incentives • Social sustainability • Stakeholder participation

 Introduction

The FAO Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries 
(hereafter SSF Guidelines) (FAO 2015) propose a suite of commitments that aim to 
improve the environmental, social, and economic conditions of small-scale fishers 
worldwide. Their implementation is still highly dependent on the context in which 
small-scale fishers operate. In the case of Sweden, coastal or inshore fishers (as they 
are more often referred to) are declining in number with very few prospects for them 
to continue working in these fisheries. Like in other small-scale fisheries in Europe, 
Swedish coastal fisheries are facing problems concerning the declining biomass of 
their main fish stocks, reduction in economic profitability and loss in their ability to 
provide regular employment (Macfadyen et  al. 2011; STEFC 2014; Lade et  al. 
2015). Under a multilevel governance framework, the path to more sustainable 
Swedish coastal fisheries depends on regulations and the institutional functioning of 
the EU’s Common Fisheries Policy (CFP), as well as on national fisheries policies 
of the Swedish government.

Ever since it was created in 1983, the CFP has failed in its most important task of 
reducing overfishing and halting the decline of key commercial fish stocks in EU 
coastal waters. The failure of the CFP has meant a continual revision by EU authori-
ties of this particular policy approach and its implementation. It is the centralized and 
command-control decision-making system of the CFP and its reductionist techno-
cratic approaches that rely only on expert knowledge which have been criticized emi-
nently (Symes 2001; Daw and Gray 2005; Khalilian et  al. 2010). During the last 
decade, therefore, different conceptualizations of what is meant by sustainable fisher-
ies management and its main objectives have emerged, and new terms like ‘gover-
nance’, ‘participatory decision making’ and ‘regionalization’ have entered the 
language of the EU fisheries policy (Symes 2014). At the same time, the inclusion of 
social objectives in fisheries management worldwide is no longer limited to the estab-
lishment and enforcement of fishing rights and consultations with stakeholders in 
policy making (see Cochrane 2002). The new paradigm of fisheries management 
demands more substantial institutional reforms with the aim of taking into account 
not only the status of fishing stocks and the maximization of economic yields, but also 
how questions of employment, stakeholder knowledge and culture, social exclusion, 
legitimacy, and acceptability are addressed. When implementing the CFP, the inclu-
sion of these, until now forgotten, social objectives is meant to  balance environmental 
and economic objectives and improve sustainability by recognizing human-nature 
relations in the context of fisheries management (Berkes 2003; Lade et  al. 2015; 
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Boonstra and Hentati-Sundberg 2016). In this chapter we ask: what are the main bar-
riers in dealing with institutional reform demanded by the SSF Guidelines in the 
Swedish coastal fisheries context? Considering the logic on which the SSF Guidelines 
rest, we argue that an evaluation of the institutional structure and functioning of the 
CFP is necessary to foresee the challenges in implementing the Guidelines.

However, recent developments in Swedish fisheries policy suggest that the inclu-
sion of social objectives in fisheries management is likely to face not only institu-
tional barriers at the EU level but also opposition at the national level. This 
opposition arises from those authorities that prioritize only the economic objectives 
of fisheries (McGinley 1996; Sumaila 2010; Longo et al. 2015). Despite the United 
Nations World Commission on Environment and Development from 1987 setting 
forth ecologic, economic, and social dimensions of sustainability, sustainable devel-
opment research and environmental policy including fisheries have so far mostly 
focused on bio-physical and economic aspects (Berkes 2003; Urquhart et al. 2011). 
Simultaneously, environmental policies have focused on economic modes of valua-
tion to fix environmental problems (Alexander 2005; Fourcade 2011; Säwe and 
Hultman 2013). One consequence has been that sustainable development has 
become a subject for marketization (Redclift 2005).1 Not surprisingly, therefore, the 
exposure of sustainable development to markets has been theorized as part of neo-
liberalization as evidenced by the enclosure of natural resources, and the privatiza-
tion of ecosystem services (Banerjee 2003; Mansfield 2004; Heynen and Robbins 
2005; Fairhead et al. 2012).

In this chapter we bring attention to two contextual settings relevant for the 
implementation of the SSF Guidelines under Swedish conditions. First, we look at 
the introduction of social/human goals and fisheries interactive governance under 
the perspective of the EU’s CFP. Second, we call attention to the Swedish tensions 
at the national level between forces advocating or opposing a further application of 
market-based economic instruments to fisheries management. To justify our focus 
on these two settings, we start with a brief account of how the SSF Guidelines rest 
on a specific logic. Thereafter, our analysis of the preconditions necessary for the 
implementation of the SSF Guidelines in Sweden draws on two specific cases to 
illustrate the position of the Guidelines with regard to current social and economic 
objectives and consultative processes. In the first case, we evaluate the institutional 
structure and functioning of the CFP in terms of envisaging the integration of a 
human/social dimension in the EU’s governance system. We examine two initia-
tives, as empirical objects for this analysis, which aim at the involvement and par-
ticipation of stakeholders in the EU system. In the second case, we critically examine 
an on-going participatory process at the national level, where a new Swedish 
National Fishing Strategy – aimed at creating national sustainable fisheries through 
market-based resource management principles – is taking shape. Here we analyse 
how a stakeholders’ perspective has different management logics. In this second 
case, our focus is on how relationships between different sustainability aspects are 
articulated and understood, and how this might complement or challenge the imple-
mentation of the SSF Guidelines.

1 Marketization is used here as a synonym for commodification.
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 The Logic of the SSF Guidelines in Context

The SSF Guidelines were built on a fully bottom-up participatory and consultative 
process involving ‘more than 4000 representatives’ and ‘stakeholders from more 
than 120 countries’ (FAO 2015, v). These processes of consultation were under-
taken to assure credibility and approval. The SSF Guidelines have five clearly 
defined objectives:

• To safeguard global food security;
• to develop small-scale fishing communities and eradicate poverty;
• to conserve fisheries resources;
• to guide states and stakeholders to achieve sustainable fisheries; and
• to enhance public awareness of small-scale fisheries knowledge.

The nature of the SSF Guidelines is voluntary and global in scope. The fact that 
they are voluntary means that they have limited impact in deciding “how they should 
be applied in a national context” (FAO 2015, 2). Moreover, the SSF Guidelines 
recognize that it is difficult to come up with a standard definition of the small-scale 
sector. Instead, the SSF Guidelines advise each country to identify vulnerable and 
marginalized fishers through a multilevel, participatory, consultative, and objective- 
oriented manner. Similarly, they recommend that implementation occur in accor-
dance to “national legal systems and their institutions” (FAO 2015, 2).

Thus, the SSF Guidelines recognize the wide-reaching existence of vulnerable 
people, who nevertheless deliver large quantities of a limited basic human need 
(food), and demand change and a transformation of their situation for the better. 
Similarly, they make a subtle but direct appeal to countries to foster this necessary 
transformation.2 The main argument, therefore, can be pointed out already at this 
stage. This argument states that (a) relying on vulnerable fishing communities for 
access to safe and nutritious fish (food security) is too risky, (b) allowing that the 
fishers despite their suppliers’ role live in poverty is distressing, and (c) ignoring the 
value and knowledge of the fishers is unjust.

The 13 general principles of the SSF Guidelines are ‘based on international 
human rights standards’ (FAO 2015, 2). They lay out the way forward in terms of 
changing behaviour towards small-scale fishers and their communities. The princi-
ples promote respect of cultures, non-discrimination, transparency, and accountabil-
ity. Further, the principles seek to avoid overexploitation of fishery resources, not 
only because of the environmental impacts, but also because social and economic 
viability are necessary ingredients for secure and sustainable small-scale fisheries. 
The previous FAO Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries from which the SSF 
Guidelines were developed as a supplement (pages xi, 3) calls for a change of behav-
iour towards marine ecosystems. The FAO Code of Conduct appeals for a change on 
how marine ecosystems are managed with a specific focus on environmental justice. 

2 N.B.: At this point, the SSF Guidelines are voluntary and do not have to be implemented by states, 
the role of individual states (or countries) is therefore key.
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The SSF Guidelines, on the other hand, emphasize a change directed at improving 
social justice “as an all-encompassing notion that affirms the value of life – all forms 
of life” (Cock 2011, 48).

In recent years, a human rights approach to fisheries has been gaining ground in 
fisheries governance discourse (Jentoft 2014; Ratner et al. 2014; Song 2015). This 
approach is distinct from, but acts as a counterpart to, the rights-based management 
approach, which advocates ecological stewardship through the allocation of property 
rights or fishing rights to individual fishers (Costello et al. 2008; Høst 2015). Rights-
based management argues that perverse incentives to overexploit a common property 
resource like fish are overcome through privatizing access and conferring exclusive 
individual quotas or collective territorial rights to fishers. The ‘human rights’ 
approach, on the other hand, suggests that it is not enough to set technical rules to 
ensure responsible fishing and the protection of marine ecosystems. For the human 
rights approach, fishers’ behaviour, values, and motivation to overexploit should be 
understood and generalizations or technical panaceas avoided (Boonstra and Hentati-
Sundberg 2016). Hence, while the rights-based approach assumes that property right 
holders of fisheries resources will have an incentive to participate in the process of 
halting overexploitation and collapse of commercial fish stocks because their liveli-
hoods depend on these stocks (Allison et al. 2012), the human rights approach pre-
sumes that small-scale fishers’ motivations are not purely economic. Before agreeing 
to be part of conserving marine ecosystems, small-scale fishers very often demand 
recognition of their knowledge. They also demand recognition of the cultural and 
societal importance of fisheries to them, effective participation and non-discrimina-
tion in fisheries management and transparency and accountability in fisheries policy-
making. All of this is aimed at making them feel less vulnerable.

Human rights in the case of fisheries include rights of fishing tenure. Part 2 of the 
SSF Guidelines refers to the necessity of tenure rights being addressed in the gover-
nance of small-scale fisheries and resource management (FAO 2015, 5). By high-
lighting the importance of tenure and effective ecological management through 
participation, the SSF Guidelines make a clear statement with regard to the balance 
of ecological, social, and economic expectations of responsible governance:

5.6 Where States own or control water (including fishery resources) and land resources, 
they should determine the use and tenure rights of these resources taking into consider-
ation, inter alia, social, economic and environmental objectives (FAO 2015, 5).

The social objectives that the SSF Guidelines aim at do not mean a denial or 
rejection of fishing property rights or an ecological approach to fisheries gover-
nance. The SSF Guidelines recognize the ‘need to have secure tenure rights to the 
resources that form the basis for their social and cultural well-being, their liveli-
hoods and sustainable development’ (FAO 2015, 5). In this sense, a transformation 
that addresses tenure rights in small-scale fisheries should be respectful of and com-
plemented by efforts to assure further human rights for fishing communities. To 
ensure that human rights are privileged the SSF Guidelines stress the need of states 
to “involve small-scale fishing communities… women, marginalized and vulnera-
ble groups – in the design, planning and, as appropriate implementation of manage-
ment measures” (FAO 2015, 7).
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Part 3 of the SSF Guidelines (Ensuring an enabling environment and supporting 
implementation) presents a list of ‘should do’s’ for smoothing over the transforma-
tion process. Out of the 29 paragraphs in Part 3 of the SSF Guidelines, 21 begin or 
contain the words ‘states should.’ While the SSF Guidelines as a whole demand 
participation in the governance of small-scale fisheries, Part 3 of the SSF Guidelines 
recognize the role of state governments in some particular subjects including, for 
example, policy coherence and harmonization, collection of fisheries data (includ-
ing biological, social, cultural, and economic data), ensuring funds for small-scale 
fisheries research, and promotion of fish consumption.

In summary, the SSF Guidelines are relevant in the context of Swedish coastal 
fisheries because they introduce forgotten social principles and objectives in fisher-
ies governance based on a human rights approach. Those social principles should 
lead to the democratization of the decision-making process in fisheries policy and 
the safeguard of tenure rights in accordance with human rights principles without 
overlooking environmental objectives and highlight the crucial role of the state in 
the inclusion of social/human dimensions in fisheries management. As we illustrate 
in the following sections, each of these tasks implies a need for changes in the way 
Swedish small-scale fisheries are currently managed.

 Swedish Coastal Fisheries as Part of the EU Fisheries Policy 
System

As part of the European Union (EU), the Swedish fisheries management system is 
governed via the CFP. This system was established and institutionalized through a 
path-dependent process, i.e. a co-developing institutional interdependence between 
science (giving advice) and management (preparing decisions) (Hegland and 
Raakjær 2008). This interface originated with some crucial discussions about find-
ing appropriate management measures for international fisheries, carried out during 
the 1960s and 1970s in the two North Atlantic Fisheries Commissions.3 As a conse-
quence of these discussions fishing quotas emerged as the dominant measure for 
managing fisheries. The outcome of this was the TAC-based4 fisheries management 
system, which needs to be seen as a consequence of the scientific and political cir-
cumstances of the time. These were those of an urgent need to connect fishing mor-
tality with a feasible distribution of access rights among contracting members, i.e. 
coastal states (Gezelius 2008). A fish stock assessment tool called Virtual Population 
Analysis (VPA) allowed scientists to make catch forecasts and recommend suitable 
quotas, which in turn enabled politicians to make decisions based on TACs – in the 
form of annual fishing quotas for specific stocks. This tailored interplay between 

3 These are the International Commission for the Northwest Atlantic Fisheries (ICNAF) and the 
North East Atlantic Fisheries Commission (NEAFC). For further explications see Gezelius (2008).
4 TAC: Total Allowable Catch is the total amount of fishing mortality to be imposed on a particular 
fish stock.
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scientific assessments and TACs as political management tools fitted together like 
‘hand in glove’ (Rozwadowski 2002). The arrangement served as the basic founda-
tion for a standardized approach to international fisheries management, aptly 
described as the ‘TAC Machine’ by Holm and Nielsen (2004).

The ‘TAC-machine’ management approach has been applied in EU fisheries 
management under the CFP since its foundation. The system involves a linear divi-
sion of labour: (fisheries) science measures the state of fish stocks, while decision- 
makers, for example EU authorities, negotiate and distribute quota shares in the 
form of TACs. While the TAC-machine still remains fundamental to Swedish fisher-
ies science and management processes under today’s CFP, it is not feasible to inte-
grate broader management perspectives (such as those required for example by an 
Ecosystem Approach to Fisheries) into current ways of calculating and allocating 
TACs. This is the case especially for social and cultural issues as referred to in the 
SSF Guidelines, which have increasingly become stressed in in recent years 
(Urquhart et al. 2014). Because of the inextricable interplay between natural science 
on the one hand (in the form of biological advice on fish stocks and catch forecasts) 
and policy/politics on the other hand (in the form of TAC-based decisions and their 
distribution among member states), the EU fisheries policy system is caught in this 
‘institutional inertia’ (Wilson 2009, 93). Strictly speaking the techno-scientific 
framing of the TAC-machine management system both requires taking notice pri-
marily of biological information about fish, i.e. stock size and age distribution, and 
is also the result of it. Consequently, it ignores social, cultural, and other knowledge 
aspects of fisheries. In essence the CFP can be criticised for not managing fisheries, 
i.e. industries, people, and communities embedded in specific cultural contexts (St. 
Martin et al. 2007), but rather managing fish (in form of single fish stocks) (Wilson 
2009). This way of institutionalizing fisheries has been interpreted as an attempt to 
keep politics out of EU fisheries management (Cardwell 2015). The resulting indif-
ference in the CFP to the social conditions of fisheries (and to some extent also the 
economic conditions) adversely affects the small-scale fishing sector and local com-
munities (Crilly and Esteban 2013) (Fig. 34.1).

 ACs’ and FLAGs’ Potential for Addressing Social Issues in EU 
Fisheries

 The Advisory Councils (ACs)

In response to increasing sustainability problems and accelerating legitimacy con-
cerns with the science-based management approach of the TAC-machine, the CFP 
underwent a substantial policy reform in 2002 (EC 2002).5 In 2002, a new rhetoric 
dominated the narratives and content of EU fisheries’ policy documents. This rheto-

5 The CFP is reformed every 10 years (Penas Lado 2016). Before the 2012/2013 CFP reform ACs 
were called Regional Advisory Councils (RACs).
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ric, and the reform that went with it, recognized a need for ‘more effective and 
participatory decision-making’ in order to cope with “shortcomings and internal 
systemic weaknesses of the CFP,” identified as “poor enforcement, lack of multi- 
annual management perspectives, fleet overcapacity and insufficient stakeholder 
involvement” (COM 2002, 4). As a result of the reform attempts addressing legiti-
macy deficits and conflicts within the CFP, Advisory Councils (ACs) were estab-
lished as new organizations to involve stakeholders in policy and management. As 
such the ACs could, at least in principle, also serve to raise various social and cul-
tural issues for discussion and potentially include them more seriously in policy and 
management.

ACs consist of representatives from the fishing industry and so-called other inter-
ested groups (on a 60/40 allocation ratio)6 such as environmental organizations, 
consumers, and recreational fishers (Long 2010; Linke et al. 2011; Hatchard and 
Gray 2014). During the last decade, ACs have progressed significantly and become 
an important new actor in the CFP (Ounanian and Hegland 2012). However, despite 
this new governance success, AC processes also expose new tensions and chal-
lenges when being confronted with the traditional science-policy interface of the 
institutionally inert TAC-machine (Griffin 2010, 2013; Linke and Jentoft 2013, 
2014, 2016; Holm and Soma 2016). There is now a greater emphasis on including 

6 This has been changed under the last reform process in 2013, from a 2:1 representation ratio 
earlier.

Fig. 34.1 A traditional coastal fishing Swedish boat as part of the EU system (Photo credit: 
Sebastian Linke)
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social aspects in the management of the CPF, as shown in policy documents (EC 
2013) and observed by the academic community (Urquhart et al. 2014). However, 
with respect to the issues mentioned above (social, cultural, knowledge, and value 
aspects) the success ‘on the ground’ has been rather limited. This is mainly due to 
the dominant linear approach of the TAC-machine’s annual policy cycle of scientific 
and political procedures (i.e. scientific assessments & advice – policy-discussions – 
political decisions) (Linke et al. forthcoming). Moreover, despite the original idea 
that ACs should provide long-term consensual advice from all relevant stakeholders 
on regional fisheries management issues to the EU Commission, they also follow to 
a large extent the narrow, techno-scientific framing provided through the institution-
alized annual TAC-machine cycle. This means they also discuss, interpret, and 
negotiate pre-formatted scientific advice and give their own recommendations in 
relation to it, mainly on annual TACs but also on other technical issues such as regu-
lating fishing gear types.

In their capacity to integrate different stakeholders’ perspectives in the EU fish-
eries governance system, ACs can be seen as a huge step towards more legitimate 
policy- and decision-making, and a substantial change away from the top-down, 
exclusively science-based management approach of the pre-2002 CFP (Ounanian 
and Hegland 2012; Griffin 2013; Linke and Jentoft 2016). Nevertheless, with regard 
to their principal ability to improve the democratic ideals they were created for, 
there remains substantial, but yet unrealized, potential for further developing their 
capabilities as new co-management actors (Linke and Bruckmeier 2015; Linke and 
Jentoft 2016). As shown in a study about the Baltic Sea (BS) AC’s failing efforts to 
contribute effectively to a new salmon management plan for the Baltic Sea, the 
exclusion of social aspects – and of social science research, threatens the overall 
legitimacy of the CFP and leads to further conflicts, frustration, and fatigue among 
many fisheries stakeholders (Linke and Jentoft 2014, 2016). However, ACs should 
not be seen as final achievements on the road towards a new ‘democracy heaven’ in 
EU fisheries governance, but instead more realistically as work-in-progress. As 
expressed by Raakjær and Hegland (2012, 7), they can be seen as an “interim insti-
tutional stage…facilitating better information sharing and cultivating stakeholder 
relationships”.

While high expectations rest on the ACs as the most important stakeholder orga-
nization to be integrated in EU fisheries (co-) management and policy-making at 
regional levels, analyses of their practical functioning reveal how they affect and 
institute new power relations both within and beyond the AC boundaries (Griffin 
2013; Linke and Jentoft 2016). For example it has been observed that the Baltic AC 
(BSAC), in addition to providing short-term (annual) TAC recommendations, has 
often done so in a non-consensual manner that prioritized industry interests over 
those of other groups (Linke et al. 2011; Linke and Jentoft 2016). Griffin (2010, 
2013) similarly concludes in the case of the North Sea AC by arguing that while it 
enables ‘good governance’ to some extent, it also exhibits a series of contradictory 
tendencies. ACs can, for example, hardly be seen as representative of “all the inter-
ests affected by the Common Fisheries Policy” as desired in the EU’s foundational 
statements (e.g. EC 2004, 17), especially not of the small-scale fisheries sector of 
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participating countries (Linke and Jentoft 2016). The issue of ACs’ representative-
ness has been the key focus in a new CFP reform process (EC 2013), under which 
the small-scale sector has become more explicitly addressed, as reflected for exam-
ple in a letter from the Fisheries Commissioner Maria Damanaki to the ACs which 
states:

In order to be able to carry out this role effectively [“proactive advisory role”], it is essen-
tial that the ACs have the necessary representativeness, i.e. that all legitimate stakeholders 
have a fair opportunity to participate and express their view. In this context, it is one of my 
priorities to ensure that small-scale fishermen, as well as all other legitimate stakeholders, 
have a real impact in the decision-making process through their effective participation in 
the Advisory Councils. It is particularly important for small-sale fishermen to organise 
themselves and become truly actively involved in the activities of the Advisory Councils … 
so that small-scale fishermen have a voice in Europe, and I am confident that progress can 
be made on this issue.

The most recent CFP reform process, completed in 2013, took place in parallel 
to the development of the SSF Guidelines. The new basic regulation of the CFP 
states that “Member States should endeavour to give preferential access for small- 
scale, artisanal or coastal fishermen” (EC 2013, 24). In light of this new emphasis 
on the small-scale sector, apparent in both the EU’s post-2013 CFP and the SSF 
Guidelines, statements such as those of Damanaki can be expected to have conse-
quences for the EU’s AC system and its representative function, if not immediately, 
at least in future reform processes.7 How this in turn may change the capacity of the 
ACs to better address social and cultural issues, and take aboard additional knowl-
edge and value perspectives from a broader variety of stakeholders, is an issue for 
further investigation.

 Fisheries Local Action Groups (FLAGs)

Another poorly represented stakeholder group in the ACs are local fishing commu-
nities who are affected by the policy- and decision-making procedures of the 
CFP. Yet, this stakeholder segment is by and large not considered in these organisa-
tions. Due to the institutional setup of ACs, it is mainly the large-scale national 
fishing organisations and NGOs acting as representatives in the ACs (Linke and 
Jentoft 2016). So-called Fisheries Local Action Groups (FLAGs) have more recently 
been established as community-level institutions throughout Europe. They aim to 
develop local fisheries areas primarily to the benefit of the small-scale and coastal 
fleet sectors (Linke and Bruckmeier 2015; Phillipson and Symes 2015). So far, how-
ever, there are no formal links or forms of cooperation between FLAGs and the 

7 Some ACs responded to the Damanaki letter. The North Sea AC has even surveyed its member 
organizations, stating that they all represent the small-scale sectors of their respective countries 
(NSAC 2013). However, we believe that a methodological problem exists in the asking of this 
question. By asking AC member organizations whether they ensure balanced representation, one 
does not speak to those who are not represented already in an AC.
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regional ACs. Although FLAGs have been created primarily to support local devel-
opment and as a means to apply for EU financing through the European Maritime 
and Fisheries Fund (EMFF), they too are an important interest group ‘affected’ by 
the CFP (EC 2002, 2004). Some FLAGs, for example the Bornholm FLAG in the 
BSAC, expressed their desire to be represented at higher policy and management 
levels. However, this has been a difficult issue to reach an agreement about both for 
the BSAC and the AC system in general. The BSAC administration contacted the 
EU Commission, which responded in a letter admitting that FLAGs may in fact be 
seen as a legitimate stakeholder though not generally allowed to participate in the 
AC. This was partly the case because of practical problems (there are for example 
ca. 150 FLAGs around the Baltic), and issues of parallel funding and overlapping 
functions within EU fisheries policy-making (i.e. national stakeholder representa-
tion) (BSAC 2012). In conclusion the EU Commission stated, somewhat ambigu-
ously, “(R)AC membership does not seem a suitable nor workable solution for 
FLAGs, but participation in meetings as observers, on a case by case basis, and 
coordination and contact between FLAGs and (R)ACs who so wish, could be alter-
native solutions” (BSAC 2012).

Regardless of initiatives to involve local fishers and other small-scale fisheries 
actors in FLAGs and more generally in a regional-based management framework of 
the CFP, problems continue with regard to including social and cultural issues into 
the existing EU fisheries governance system. Despite these difficulties, FLAGs rep-
resent an innovative institutional arrangement at the community level that could, at 
least in principle, play an important role in the implementation of the SSF Guidelines 
if supported by national governments. For example, the support of individual EU 
governments to establish a new organization representing national FLAGs could be 
a possible solution to overcome the current exclusion of individual FLAGs in the 
regional ACs system. However, as we analyse in the following section, new barriers 
have arisen in terms of implementing the SSF Guidelines at the country (Sweden) 
level.

 Swedish Coastal Fisheries as Part of the National Fisheries 
Policy System

Garcia et al. (2008) argue that the absence of attention to small-scale fisheries at the 
national and supranational policy level in Europe might arise from a generalized 
lack of understanding and underestimation of the social and economic benefits from 
this subsector. Small-scale fisheries, both in developed and developing countries, 
have not merely been a source of employment and high quality fish for the market 
but also essential for the maintenance of traditional coastal communities for centu-
ries (Symes et al. 2015). Besides conserving knowledge, values, and traditions that 
comprise the ‘social glue’ of coastal rural communities, small-scale fisheries 
enhance social capital that strengthens health delivery systems and the functioning 
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of local governance within these communities (Grafton 2005; Béné et  al. 2010; 
Symes 2014; Jentoft and Chuenpagdee 2015).

The tension illustrated within the supra-national TAC-machine of including 
social objectives in fisheries management – as emphasized in the SSF Guidelines – 
not only manifests itself in the AC/FLAG context. A similar struggle over the mean-
ing of sustainability is also found in national legislations and policy strategies. In 
this section, we investigate one process in Swedish fisheries management as a way 
to highlight further tensions among interpretations of ecological, social, and eco-
nomic sustainability. By focusing on a particular (but illustrative) moment within 
the process of articulating a new National Fishing Strategy (for 2015–2020) for 
Swedish professional fisheries, we illustrate how Sweden is currently moving 
towards a marketization of access rights to fish resources.

Swedish fisheries governance is under the jurisdiction of two central authorities, 
the Swedish Agency for Marine and Water Management (SwAM) and the Swedish 
Board of Agriculture (SBA). SwAM is responsible for fisheries control, environ-
mental monitoring, and the allocation of fish resources. SBA is responsible for the 
promotion of coastal and small-scale fisheries, and coordination of fisheries man-
agement in relation to rural development. During 2015 and the beginning of 2016, 
the development of a National Fishing Strategy rested with SBA. SBA followed a 
bottom-up working mode and acted as the coordinating body for the process. Along 
with SBA, an advisory group was established. The advisory group consisted of a 
large number of fisheries stakeholders, regional authorities (county administrative 
boards), representatives of municipalities and researchers (mainly with bio- 
economic competence but also two of the co-authors Filippa Säwe and Johan 
Hultman who represented academia as action researchers). This advisory group 
regularly convened and discussed the strategy’s text. Finally, there was also a small 
steering committee with members from SBA, SwAM and county administrative 
boards.

As work with the strategy’s text progressed and a final version was being dis-
cussed in the advisory group, the consensus-driven process took a sudden top-down 
turn. SwAM unexpectedly stepped in and claimed shared responsibility for the 
strategy. This move resulted in a change of wording in the vision of the strategy and 
its resource allocation goal. It was a change that had neither been discussed in the 
large advisory group, nor presented in the steering committee. Nonetheless, the ver-
sion of the National Fishing Strategy that was sent out for a final round of remit-
tance opinions featured this vision and central goal that had been inserted 
top-down.

So what does the centrally decided upon vision look like, and how does the initial 
vision suggested by the county administrative boards, coastal municipalities, and 
social scientists compare to it? In the following section, we argue that the initial 
proposal integrated all three sustainability dimensions, (ecological, economic, and 
social) in line with the SSF Guidelines, whereas the top-down official proposal fails 
to do so (Fig. 34.2).
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 Socio-Economic Profitability Assessments Versus Societal 
Benefits

The initial suggestions for the text put forward by county administrative boards, 
coastal municipalities, and social scientists, had been discussed as mentioned earlier 
in the advisory group. As shown here, this first proposal focussed on the concept of 
societal benefits:

Swedish fish resources are distributed and utilized in an environmentally sustainable way 
that creates the greatest total societal benefits from social and economic perspectives. (The 
Swedish National Strategy for Professional Fisheries, draft, February 2016, our 
translation).

The definition of societal benefits was as follows:

A well balanced fishing fleet with daily landings, which as far as possible strive to attain 
profitability from the quality of the catch rather than the prioritization of quantity, creates 
conditions for long-term regionalized management; a growing national service sector; 
rural development; consumer access to fresh fish; values associated with tourism and rec-
reation; and a balance in the respective strengths offered by smaller and larger vessels. 
Such a fleet ensures a continuous environmental monitoring as well as national food secu-
rity. Societal benefits can thus be understood as the way in which different activities in an 
industry become mutually reinforcing for the benefit of surrounding communities (The 
Swedish National Strategy for Professional Fisheries, draft February 2016, our 
translation).

Fig. 34.2 Different kinds of fishing boats in the harbor of Simrishamn in Sweden (Photo credit: 
Sebastian Linke)
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SwAM and SBA instead suggested the following wording and central resource 
allocation goal (SBA and SwAM 2016, our emphasis):

Swedish fish resources are managed, distributed and utilized in an environmentally sustain-
able way, and in a way that within these limits strive to attain the highest possible socio- 
economic gain/profit.

Both proposals prioritize environmental sustainability, fully in accord with the 
reformed CFP. However, the SwAM/SBA suggestion embeds social and economic 
dimensions within the newly introduced concept of ‘socio-economic profit’. This 
entails an interpretation of social and economic sustainability that is conditional 
upon computable parameters. “Socio-economic profit” was explained as follows:

A socio-economic profitability assessment means the attempt to measure welfare effects 
resulting from changes in the management of the fish resource, its distribution, and other 
measures. In other words, it is a socio-economic calculation that also includes assessments 
of relevant effects that has not been possible to quantify or value in monetary terms.

The SFF Guidelines, as explained in this chapter, and the CFP are both explicit 
in their commitments and normative policies that fisheries management should 
implement and develop principles of inclusion, future orientation, and openness to 
a multitude of perspectives and knowledges. The post-2013 CFP states that:

When allocating the fishing opportunities available to them … Member States shall use 
transparent and objective criteria including those of an environmental, social and eco-
nomic nature (EC 2013, article 17).

The final National Strategy version favours a maximized economic growth crite-
rion. Social sustainability is implicitly expected to follow from this. A possible 
future scenario is that landings will become concentrated in a few large harbours 
and/or that the fish will be landed in foreign harbours associated with industrial 
processing plants and international markets. From this perspective, the Strategy’s 
insistence (in sections other than the vision and central distribution goal) on the 
importance of fresh, high-quality fish and short supply-chains from sea to consumer 
seems problematic.

All these decisions, individually and collectively, have consequences for all sus-
tainability dimensions. There is a bias towards economics in the kind of knowledge 
and logic the central authorities promote. Given this scenario, it is difficult to imag-
ine the implementation of the SSF Guidelines in Swedish fisheries governance 
within the near future.

 Discussion and Conclusions

In the EU, small-scale fisheries account for about 9% of total volume and 30% of 
total value of marine capture, and employ ca. 100,000 fishers (Guyader et al. 2007). 
Possibly, due to their relatively limited productivity in terms of economic perfor-
mance, small-scale fisheries in the EU have been largely ignored both within 
research and policy circles (Papaioannou et  al. 2012; Guyader et  al. 2013). 
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Consequently, small-scale fisheries are at present exposed to pressures from more 
powerful and economically relevant sectors. Small-scale fisheries are faced with 
pressures concerning large–scale and recreational fisheries, and have to compete 
with them for their share of the allowable catches and quotas, rights to fishing 
grounds, and market opportunities (Jacquet and Pauly 2008). These pressures seem 
to be minor in comparison with problems like poverty reduction, corruption of fish-
eries authorities, and lack of basic data for management that exist within small-scale 
fisheries in developing countries (Béné 2006; Purcell and Pomeroy 2015). However, 
as it has been illustrated in this chapter, Swedish small-scale fisheries also face 
analogous problems related to vulnerability due to the institutional functioning of 
the CFP, policy ignorance, limited sharing of decision-making and a failure to 
implement genuine participatory approaches.

Swedish fisheries under the CFP are inevitably impacted by ‘institutional inertia’ 
that is also familiar to other transnational bodies like the World Trade Organization 
(Wilkinson 2001). The TAC-machine still appears to be the dominant management 
perspective governing fisheries in the EU ‘all the way down’. TACs, as fishing quo-
tas, are distributed to individual fishing operators or vessels. The increasing calls for 
policy reforms towards new forms of stakeholder involvement and innovative 
change to address social and cultural issues on par with economic and ecological 
ones still face various kinds of institutional and procedural hindrances. Consequently 
possibilities to develop future co-management arrangements in EU fisheries have 
been slow to come (Linke and Bruckmeier 2015). Therefore the implementation of 
the SSF Guidelines, hanging on adaptive institutional structures and opportunities 
to include social and cultural concerns of local communities, faces serious chal-
lenges in the current framework of EU fisheries under the CFP. The techno- scientific 
logic of the TAC-machine instituted within the CFP substantially contradicts the 
social logic of the SSF Guidelines. A system that manages fisheries based solely on 
quotas to ensure the biological health of commercial marine resources and the allo-
cation of these quotas without considering fishers’ traditional tenure rights, culture, 
knowledge, and values is likely to fail in ensuring a biologically, socially, and 
 economically sustainable fisheries. Thus, neglecting social objectives can be a criti-
cal mistake, especially given that fisheries management does not aim to manage 
resources but humans (Ommer and Paterson 2014). This mistake turns more visible 
when small-scale fisheries are the focus of attention. Despite the fact that small- 
scale fisheries are potentially more ecologically sustainable than large-scale fisher-
ies (Jacquet and Pauly 2008), their cultural value and contribution to societal 
well-being has been largely ignored (Guyader et al. 2013). This has resulted in thou-
sands of small-scale fishers living in poverty in developing countries (Jentoft 2014) 
and retreating from the occupation in the northern hemisphere (Ommer and Paterson 
2014).

The impact of ignoring social sustainability – in terms of provision of basic needs 
and protection of ways of living – in the small-scale fisheries sector has become 
evident and hence too appeals for transformation as expressed in the SSF Guidelines. 
In the case of small-scale fisheries under the CFP, the techno-scientific and path-
dependent institutional problems, in conjunction with lobbying attempts of groups 
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(for example large-scale industrial fishers), serve to maintain the status quo and 
block transformation. Democratic innovations, like the implementation of participa-
tory approaches in decision-making can be expected to be successful in delivering 
change (Newton 2012). However, as illustrated with the cases highlighted in this 
chapter, participation involves a process of adaptation and social learning that might 
be too slow in preventing the weakening and even disappearance of Swedish coastal 
fishing communities. A lack of mechanisms for systematic evaluation of the outputs 
of ACs and FLAGs complicates future effectiveness of these well- intentioned initia-
tives. Under these circumstances, EU policies predicating reforms in the governance 
of fisheries are not implemented and the sustainability focus falls short. The develop-
ment of evaluation mechanisms and a reform of the quota system reserving seats for 
the coastal fisheries sector in any co-management fisheries initiative could improve 
the implementation of participatory principles as elucidated in the SSF Guidelines.

Regarding the development of a National Fishing Strategy in Sweden, different 
fisheries governance actors compete over two different versions and logics vis-a-vis 
sustainable social objectives. The adoption of a National Fishing Strategy in accor-
dance with the social principles of the SSF Guidelines will depend on adaptation 
pressures and social learning processes successfully leading to the emergence of 
new norms and collective understandings. Social scientists and practitioners could 
play an important role as ‘actors for change’ in this process. In the Swedish context, 
the implementation of the SSF Guidelines will support the sustainability of small- 
scale fishers by assisting state decisions in fisheries governance. In that sense, while 
fisheries biology (fish stocks status) and economic outputs (productivity and effi-
ciency) are relatively easily quantified, social benefits are mostly qualitative and 
should be monitored in accordance with defined ‘human rights’ standards.

We conclude that the challenge of including a social dimension in the governance 
of fisheries at the EU level confronts a path-dependent development that has a cer-
tain institutional inertia, which will seriously undermine the implementation of the 
SSF Guidelines. The societal value of Swedish coastal fisheries in this context could 
continue to be neglected. The current application of stakeholder involvement and 
participatory approaches at the EU level also faces procedural limitations in allow-
ing the small-scale fisheries sector to exploit opportunities for sustainable change. 
Although participatory processes carried out at the national level can be translated 
into new fishing strategies and policies in accordance with the SSF Guidelines, 
problems exist with how central authorities interpret the meaning of societal bene-
fits. Economic calculations and ad-hoc principles for resource allocation continue to 
take precedence which will act as hindrance to the implementation of the SSF 
Guidelines. Hence, for Swedish coastal fisheries, the SSF Guidelines have appeared 
at a crucial juncture. The SSF Guidelines can be used by the Swedish government 
and simultaneously hold the government accountable to the (voluntary) commit-
ments enshrined in them. They provide important material and ideational resources 
that could and should be used to move in a new direction that increases the likeli-
hood of change towards more sustainable coastal fisheries in Sweden. However, the 
continued emphasis on the performance of large-scale fisheries and market-based 
approaches for governing fisheries within the EU and especially northern European 
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countries represents a severe challenge in terms of the immediate implementation of 
the SSF Guidelines. A better understanding of these negative impacts and the chal-
lenges they pose at national and EU levels, should help in refocusing priorities away 
from large-scale fisheries and institutionalizing a paradigm shift that focuses on the 
implementation of the SSF Guidelines’ principles and goals.
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Chapter 35
Promoting Gender Equity and Equality 
Through the Small-Scale Fisheries Guidelines: 
Experiences from Multiple Case Studies
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Abstract Gender equity and equality is the fourth guiding principle of the Voluntary 
Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries (SSF Guidelines), and 
sits within its wider human rights framework. The SSF Guidelines contain acknowl-
edgement of the roles of women in the small-scale fisheries value chain, the need for 
gender equity and equality in access to human well-being resources, and the need 
for equal gender participation in fisheries governance. While the inclusion of gender 
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in the SSF Guidelines is unprecedented and encouraging, effective implementation 
is the critical next step. Part of the implementation process will include the creation 
of culturally and regionally-specific information that allows local agencies to recog-
nize and prioritize gender needs. To provide an example of the diverse and interact-
ing issues related to the implementation of the gender equity and equality principle, 
we use case studies and expertise from seven countries and regions. We examine the 
context-specific issues that should be considered in the implementation process and 
focus on the many barriers to gender equity and equality in small-scale fisheries. We 
conclude by outlining the many gender approaches that could be used to implement 
the SSF Guidelines, and suggest a gender transformative approach. Such an 
approach focuses on illuminating root causes of gender injustice and inequality, and 
requires on-going examination of power relationships as well as capacity develop-
ment for women and marginalized groups.

Keywords Implementation • Gender equity • Equality • Small-scale fisheries • 
Value chain • Barriers • Opportunities

 Introduction

The presence of gender equity and equality in the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing 
Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries (henceforth SSF Guidelines) is unprecedented in 
global fisheries policy. The SSF Guidelines include gender equity and equality as 
one of its 13 guiding principles and gender is also considered in the more detailed 
section on responsible fisheries and sustainable development (FAO 2015). As signa-
tory countries begin to implement the SSF Guidelines, gender equity and equality 
discourse offers an important opportunity to introduce gender issues in small-scale 
fisheries contexts.
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The inclusion of gender in the SSF Guidelines was not universally agreed upon. 
The SSF Guidelines were forged at Committee on Fisheries (COFI) meetings 
(2010–2013) which included representatives of each signatory country, and Civil 
Society Organizations (CSOs) who were present at COFI meetings as observers.1 
While country representatives were often reluctant to include a gender dimension, 
CSOs lobbied COFI decision makers between meetings to convince national dele-
gates of the importance of women’s contribution to small-scale fisheries and coastal 
communities, and the need to address gender equity and equality in these contexts. 
“CSOs outlined a strong gender agenda to ensure that the SSF Guidelines steer 
away from the mainstream approach of equating fisheries with fishing, with a focus 
on fishermen” (Sharma 2013, 9).

The current priority is to support the implementation of the gender equity and 
equality principle. The inclusion of gender in the SSF Guidelines is essential for 
three key reasons. First, it recognizes that women and men participate in all aspects 
of the small-scale fisheries value chain around the world, often in ecologically, eco-
nomically, and culturally distinct ways (The WorldFish Center 2010; Kleiber et al. 
2015). Women and men’s fisheries labor are also often given different cultural and 
economic value, with women’s work often going uncounted and not considered in 
fisheries governance, despite being vital to small-scale fisheries (Frangoudes 2013; 
Kleiber et al. 2014; Santos 2015). Second, it is essential to understanding the cen-
trality of gender to other intersecting issues, particularly human rights and well- 
being, food security, and climate change (Badjeck et al. 2010). Small-scale fisheries 
sit within gendered social and cultural systems that perpetuate well-being dispari-
ties between men and women and introduce vulnerability within processes of eco-
logical and social change (Gopal et al. 2015). Hence, gender is a key variable in 
understanding and enacting change to these systems. Lastly, it also highlights how 
gender differences in power and decision making exist in small-scale fisheries con-
texts and how those differences influence representative, fair, and sustainable small- 
scale fisheries governance (Ram-Bidesi 2015).

Our study examines the gender discourse in the SSF Guidelines to highlight what 
issues are being prioritized for implementation, and which areas may require more 
attention. We also explore issues specific to implementation including potential 
political, cultural, and institutional barriers that may overlook the gender concerns 
of the SSF Guidelines, and vice versa. Finally, we explore the different approaches 
that could be used to operationalize the gender discourse of the SSF Guidelines, and 
make some context-specific recommendations. To highlight the diversity of con-
texts that are considered when engaging with gender equity and equality in small- 
scale fisheries, we explore these concerns through examples that vary by discipline 
and location.

1 These included the Collective in Support of Fishworkers (ICSF), the World Forum of Fish 
Harvesters and Fishworkers (WFF), the World Forum of Fisher Peoples (WFFP), and the 
International Planning Committee on Food Sovereignty (IPC), etc.

35 Promoting Gender Equity and Equality Through the Small-Scale Fisheries…



740

 Concepts, Analytical Framework and Methods

 Concepts

Gender is a social variable that permeates all aspects of human society and culture, 
and small-scale fisheries are no exception. Gender is fundamental to the organiza-
tion of human institutions. Addressing issues of gender equity and equality is con-
text dependent and requires working at multiple and intersecting scales and systems. 
Importantly, gender is internalized through constant social and cultural reinforce-
ment, which can lead to false assumptions that gender roles are biologically-based 
and hence cannot be changed. Universalizing myths of women as saviours or vic-
tims deny their agency and belie the diversity and complexity of women’s experi-
ences, which may vary greatly within and between geographic contexts and by 
intersecting social categories of ethnicity, nationality, class, caste, age, education, 
among others (Cornwall et al. 2007).

Focusing only on policy changes or a limited list of inequality indicators is 
unlikely to create gender equity and equality (Cornwall et al. 2007). General sup-
port of women, without recognition of power difference among women, can lead to 
detrimental elite capture of development programs, without fundamentally chang-
ing gender relationships or addressing other systems of inequality such as poverty 
(Resurreccion 2008). Including gender in development policy can be a long-term 
and often challenging task, and one that is frequently made harder by the assump-
tion that it is unnecessary, peripheral, or has ‘been solved already’ (Mukhopadhyay 
2007). Meaningful change to gender equity and equality requires working with 
policy, society, and culture in context to engage with root causes of inequality.

 Analytical Framework

We use a feminist lens to explore the complexity of gender across national contexts 
and critically examine the discourse on gender equity in the SSF Guidelines. The 
theoretical grounding for work on gender and fisheries has followed a trajectory 
from women in development (WID) to gender and development (GAD) (Williams 
2008), shifting from a focus on women-only projects and analyses to ones that 
examine and address larger issues of equity and equality and gendered power rela-
tionships at multiple interacting scales (Pearson and Jackson 1998). A feminist lens 
also supports more recent intersectional and gender transformative approaches in 
development work that acknowledge the diversity of experience among women and 
use collaborative research to openly catalyze pro-equity shifts in constraining gen-
der and social norms (Cole et al. 2014a).
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 Methods

In keeping with the use of case studies throughout this volume, we also illustrate 
many contexts in which the SSF Guidelines are being implemented. Examples are 
drawn from co-authors with expertise across seven countries or regions including 
Bangladesh,2 Brazil,3 the European Union,4 Greenland,5 Japan,6 Portugal,7 and 
Zambia.8 Co-authors shared their expertise by answering a survey, which was devel-
oped to cover the topics related to gender found in the SSF Guidelines. Throughout 
the chapter the survey responses are used to illustrate the issues of gender and fish-
eries found in the SSF Guidelines. Secondary resources from the gender and fisher-
ies literature are also used.

 The SSF Guidelines Gender Discourse

The discourse surrounding gender and women in the SSF Guidelines is found 
throughout the text, and often in tandem with ‘equity’, ‘equality’, and ‘mainstream-
ing’. The meaning of these words in development contexts can have multiple and 
evolving interpretations (Reeves and Baden 2000). The flexibility of these defini-
tions can allow for context-specific interpretation, but can also lead to loss of mean-
ing and power to enact change (Cornwall and Rivas 2015). An important first step 
in an implementation process would be to agree on the interpretation of these words 
in small-scale fisheries contexts (See Table 35.1 for our definitions).

In the SSF Guidelines, gender equality is brought up in a variety of fisheries 
contexts and this was intentional (Sharma 2013). It begins very broadly in Part 1 
(Introduction) that enumerates the 13 Guiding Principles of the SSF Guidelines. 
The 4th principle of the SSF Guidelines states: “Gender equality and equity is fun-
damental to any development. Recognizing the vital role of women in small-scale 
fisheries, equal rights and opportunities should be promoted.” (FAO 2015, 2). Issues 
of gender are also brought up in the second principle “Respect of cultures”. While 
this principle outlines a commitment to “respecting existing forms of organization, 
traditional and local knowledge and practices of small-scale fishing communities” 
it also encourages women’s leadership and ends with the stipulation that respect of 

2 Choudhury 2016. Expert survey response (Bangladesh).
3 Santos 2016. Expert survey response (Brazil).
4 Frangoudes 2016. Expert survey response (European Union).
5 Snyder 2016. Expert survey response (Greenland).
6 Soejima 2016. Expert survey response (Japan).
7 Pita 2016. Expert survey response (Portugal).
8 Cole 2016. Expert survey response (Zambia).
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cultures must also consider the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). The remaining principles do not men-
tion women or gender, but the discourse in all other principles, such as the third 
principle of non-discrimination in policy and practice could easily be assumed to 
include dimensions of gender.

The discourse on gender in the principles is necessarily broad, but is more spe-
cific in the subsection “Gender equality” (8.1–8.4, Part 2). Part 2, section 8 details 
gender equality in terms of governance such as gender mainstreaming, and 
 challenging gender discriminatory practices. There is also attention paid to gender 
in policy with calls for states to adapt legislation for gender equality, as well as 
compliance with CEDAW. This section also goes on to mention the representation 
of women in decision-making, leadership, and organizations, and in key personnel 
such as fisheries extension officers.

To help frame the different types of gender equality barriers and opportunities in 
small-scale fisheries we have grouped the discourse on gender into three broad 
interacting categories: (1) access to the fisheries value chain, (2) indicators of 
human well-being, and (3) governance (Table  35.2). Gender wording related to 

Table 35.1 Definitions

GENDER EQUALITY: Gender equality usually pertains to the creating of, or the outcome of 
equal opportunities for women and men by removing formal barriers (Reeves and Baden 
2000). In a small-scale fisheries context this could mean changing policies that exclude 
(primarily) women from equal access to fisheries jobs, markets, or other resources. It can also 
be thought of as an outcome of efforts to create equal opportunities.
GENDER EQUITY: Gender equity is the process by which equality can be achieved. While 
equality and equity are often used synonymously, there are differences in emphasis, and hence 
operationalization. Equity works towards equality by acknowledging the different positions of 
women and men in society, and compensating for those differences (Reeves and Baden 2000). In 
small-scale fisheries context this could include capacity development aimed towards women, but 
also programs that incorporate elements of gender and power at several different levels.
GENDER MAINSTREAMING: The addition of gender considerations in policy-making, which 
necessitates addressing the implications of policy for women and men, and girls and boys. The 
aim is to ensure that gender is present in all aspects of a certain project or activity, with a larger 
goal of gender equality (UN Women 2016). It begins with an analysis of the context, capacities, 
attitudes, policies, and monitoring approaches, and when done properly is can be a very 
powerful tool to induce change. This is rarely done in small-scale fisheries contexts (but see 
Frangoudes 2015). Mainstreaming models that do not regard local context may fail to address 
the complexities of gender inequality (Subrahmanian 2007).
EMPOWERMENT: “The process by which those who have been denied the ability to make 
strategic life choices acquire such an ability” (Kabeer 2000, p. 435). According to Kabeer 
(2000) the focus should be on strategic life choices that can make a difference in a person’s 
well-being, such as their choices related to livelihood, marriage, children, and living 
conditions. This includes having resources available that can be chosen between, but also the 
agency with which to make those choices. Empowerment can also be examined at broader 
scales to address power relationships between groups of people. The relational aspect of 
empowerment means that it is always shifting (Cornwall 2014).
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Table 35.2 Barriers to gender equity and equality in small-scale fisheries

Barriers SSF guidelines section Major gender issues

Small-scale 
fisheries value 
chain

Tenure rights (5.3–5.4) Fishing policy can deny women equal tenure 
rights.
Fishing policy can displace women fishers.
Women may be less likely to be granted 
lease or tenure over fishing resources.
Women may be denied membership to fisher 
groups that are given tenure rights.

Access to fishing 
resources (6.4)

Women may not, or are less likely to own 
fishing gear.
Household owned fishing gear might not be 
available to women.

Access to markets and 
marketing resources (7.6)

Fish markets may exclude or be dominated 
by women.
Women may have access to inferior product 
than men.
Women may have less access to credit or 
financial resources than men.
Women that can access credit may not have 
decision-making power over it.

Recognition of and 
opportunities for fisheries 
labour (6.5)

“Gender neutral” policies that do not take 
unequal gender roles into account may give 
women fewer opportunities than men.

Equal pay for fisheries 
labour (7.4)

Women’s fisheries labour is often unpaid, or 
paid less.

Human well-being Education (6.2) Differences in access to education can 
impact women and men’s fisheries labour.

Food security (5.2 & 7.8) Women’s fishing often focused on small but 
reliable subsistence catch.
Women may have less access to food within 
households.

Occupational health and 
safety (6.12)

Men and women are often exposed to 
different risks due to different roles in the 
fisheries value chain.

Violence (6.9) Shifting gender roles in fisheries related to 
changes in resource availability can also lead 
to increases in gender based domestic 
violence.

(continued)
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access to the fisheries value chain, and indicators of human well-being are found 
throughout Part 2 (Responsible Fisheries and Sustainable Development). As stated 
above issues of governance are initially laid out in Part 2 (8.1–8.4), but are also 
specified in Part 3 (Ensuring and Enabling Environment and Supporting 
Implementation).

The inclusion of gender in these many and varied parts of the SSF Guidelines 
points to gender as a key cross-cutting issue. However, it is not universally pres-
ent, and is missed in some other themes such as climate change (Djoudi and 
Brockhaus 2011). Other issues, such as reproductive health, which have been suc-
cessfully integrated in small-scale fisheries and coastal management programs 
(Westerman et al. 2013), are not addressed in the SSF Guidelines, although they 
are often considered an important aspect of gender equity and equality (Singh 
et al. 2003).

 Barriers, Challenges, and Opportunities to Gender Equality 
in Small-Scale Fisheries Contexts

To understand why gender was included in many of the different themes of the SSF 
Guidelines, we will examine the barriers to gender equality in small-scale fisheries 
contexts. We will begin by discussing underlying cultural barriers to gender equity 

Table 35.2 (continued)

Barriers SSF guidelines section Major gender issues

Governance Policy coherence (10.1) Gender equity and equality cohere strongly 
with international CEDAW policy.
Major barriers may be in the will and 
capacity to implement existing policy.

Capacity development 
(11.7, 12.1)

Lack of technical and formal fisheries 
training programs that are targeted to or 
include women.
Women are often not recognized as 
stakeholders and must contend with cultural 
barriers to their full participation in 
decision-making.
Capacity development should include 
increase training for gender work in fisheries 
institutions.

Research and monitoring 
(11.1, 11.10, 13.3)

Lack of sex-disaggregated data collection.
Lack of prioritization, money, and training 
for gender research and gender researchers.
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in access to the fisheries value chain, human well-being, and governance, and how 
those interact with policy (Table 35.2). We connect the main issues to specific sec-
tions in the SSF Guidelines in Table 35.2, and illustrate the issues with specific and 
diverse examples in the text.

 Gender, Fisheries, and Culture

Gender inequalities in all contexts are deeply embedded in cultural traditions and 
the organization of social institutions. The SSF Guidelines include principles of 
gender equity and equality and respect for cultures, while acknowledging that there 
is potential for tension between the two. The “Respect of Cultures” principle ends 
with deference to gender equality through the application of CEDAW. When dis-
cussing tenure rights, preference is given to traditional cultural practices with the 
stipulation that, “where constitutional or legal reforms strengthen the rights of 
women and place them in conflict with custom, all parties should cooperate to 
accommodate such changes in the customary tenure systems.” In short, cultural 
practices should be respected, but when in conflict with gender equity, they should 
also be reconsidered. Successful efforts for change would not discount or disrespect 
cultural practices or impose others, but rather work from within existing systems. It 
is therefore important to directly examine cultural barriers that may prevent gender 
equity and equality in small-scale fisheries contexts (Onyango and Jentoft 2011).

Women and men often perform different roles in fisheries labour, and those roles 
are often given different cultural importance. Socially-proscribed gender roles can 
shape how, where, when, and what women and men fish, or what part of the value 
chain they predominately occupy. Women’s participation in fisheries can often be 
limited by the domestic social obligations related to their gender roles. For example 
in Kiribati: “Gleaning shellfish is women’s major fishing activity because it can be 
done close to home, takes relatively little time, requires no costly fishing equipment 
and may be done in the company of children” (Tekanene 2006). Many of the same 
social structures and gender roles that can limit women’s equal participation in fish-
eries can also create gender difference in indicators of human-well-being, and 
access to full participation in governance. Differences in access to education, health 
care, and financial institutions can all be rooted in gender roles and interact with 
access to and roles in fisheries. For example in Greenland, current gender roles 
make women more likely to receive higher levels of education than men, and hence 
less likely to work directly in small-scale fisheries. The assumption that fisheries are 
the domain of men can limit women’s full participation in fisheries governance, as 
can gender roles that restrain or stunt women’s ability to participate in public spaces 
(Figs. 35.1 and 35.2)
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Fig. 35.1 Women shellfish gatherers of Cambados in Galicia, Spain

Fig. 35.2 Fishers processing the morning catch of sea cucumber. Batasan Island, Bohol, The 
Philippines 2011 (Photo credit: Adam Cormier)
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 Barriers and Opportunities to Gender Equality in Fishing 
and the Value Chain

 Tenure Rights (5.3–5.4)

One common form of fisheries policy is to determine who has access to fishing 
grounds, which falls within the domain of tenure rights. Discussions of tenure rights 
in fisheries relate to issues of access to fisheries resources, and rights-based 
approaches emphasize the need for inclusive regulations. A social justice frame-
work goes further to include special attention to the needs of marginalized groups 
(Jentoft 2013). Women are often denied access to fishing either directly or indirectly 
through fisheries policy. In some cases, this is quite direct, such as Oman women, 
who are barred from obtaining fishing licenses (Anderson 2016, personal commu-
nication). In other cases, spatial management measures can have a disproportionate 
impact on women, such as the Bay of Bengal Large Marine Ecosystem in the Gulf 
of Mannar, India, where the creation of a Marine Protected Area (MPA) displaced 
women seaweed collectors (Rajagopalan 2007). In Bangladesh there is no formal 
barrier, but women’s groups are simply unlikely to be given leases to fishing grounds 
while in Japan women are denied membership in the Japanese Fisheries Cooperative.

 Access to Fishing Resources (6.4), Markets, and Marketing Resources (7.6)

Women may also be limited in the types of fishing they can participate in because 
they do not have access to fishing gear. For example, in Zambia resource ownership 
within households is controlled by husbands, so women may not have unrestricted 
and regular access to gears needed to fish. In the Philippines, women fish in boats, 
but almost exclusively with their husbands or other male relatives, as women by 
themselves are unlikely to own boats (Kleiber et al. 2014). By contrast, in Brazil 
women can inherit fishing gear and often buy a boat specific to the needs of their 
mangrove fisheries. Similarly, in Ghana customary inheritance law favours women, 
which has led to some relatively affluent women being the sole owners of boats and 
fishing gear. However, the owners lease the gear exclusively to men, so this does not 
change women’s direct participation in fishing (Walker 2001). In many European 
countries, wives of professional fishermen can inherit fishing boats, but may still be 
barred from fishing because they themselves do not have access to quotas that are 
only allotted to professional fishers. In some cases, this restriction has changed in 
countries such as Norway where, after many years of struggle, wives of fishers 
gained access to quotas along with inherited boats.

Participation in fishing markets is a key part of the small-scale fisheries value 
chain, and the gendered nature of this occupation can vary widely. In Bangladesh, 
markets are almost exclusively the domain of men, although poorer women are 
found marketing catch because poverty levels determine the strictness of gender 
norms. Poorer women face far more relaxed norms from necessity of survival. In 
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Kenya, both women and men participate in marketing fish, but men have access to 
the larger and more valuable catches (Matsue et al. 2014). In Ghana, elite women’s 
ownership of boats and fishing gear allows them to dominate the marketing of the 
catch (Walker 2001), but this should not be assumed to be representative of all 
women’s participation. In Southern Europe, including Portugal, selling fish at the 
market is often performed by women, especially in the marketing of small-scale 
fisheries catches (Frangoudes 2013).

Access to financial credit can also determine gender specific access to fishing 
gear, markets, and processing equipment. The ability of women and men to access 
credit is highly variable. In Japan, women are less likely than men to access credit 
for fishing gear, largely because they are not allowed to be members of the Fishing 
Cooperative Association. In Bangladesh, women often access microcredit loans 
precisely because they are usually denied formal loans through banks. However, 
while women bear the responsibility of repaying the loan, they often have little say 
in how the loan is used (Kabeer 1998). By contrast, in the Barotse fishery in western 
Zambia, while overall access to credit is low in rural areas, women participate more 
in village savings and lending groups, enabling them to gain access to small loans 
for buying and reselling fish, among other small-business ventures. In the European 
Union, women finance fish marketing through the European Fisheries structure 
fund. It is common that when men obtain bank loans for fishing gear and boats, their 
wives are always included as co-borrower.

 Recognition of and Opportunities for Fisheries Labor (6.5)

The SSF Guidelines state that “All [fisheries] activities should be considered: part- 
time, occasional and/or for subsistence” (FAO 2015, 22). This is particularly impor-
tant for women since their labor in fisheries often falls into these three categories. In 
some cases, policies have been effectively changed to formally recognize women’s 
fishing (Frangoudes et al. 2008), as well as women’s fishing labor (Frangoudes and 
Keromnes 2008). In other cases, policies that are ‘gender blind’ impact women and 
men differently. These policies can also have broader gender-specific impacts on 
people in fishing communities and were implicated in changing gender roles in 
Norway, Iceland, and Newfoundland (Neis et al. 2013; Gerrard 2015). Furthermore, 
assumptions of equality can lead to lack of interest in gender-specific policies.

 Equal Pay for Fisheries Labor (7.4)

Women’s labor in fisheries often goes unpaid because in many cases it is character-
ized as being part of women’s household duties (Williams 2015). Labor can include 
pre-harvest activities such as gear manufacturing or maintenance, but also post- 
harvest activities such as marketing, processing, accounting, and cooking. In 
Portugal, women still carry out much of the unpaid fisheries work, including prepar-
ing and fixing gear, baiting fishing gear, as well as assisting their husbands and 

D. Kleiber et al.



749

family members with other tasks. Since 1986, EU Members States have acknowl-
edged women’s labor contributions by giving them the legal status of ‘assisting 
spouse’, with corresponding social rights such as maternity leave and pensions 
(Frangoudes and Keromnes 2008; Frangoudes 2013). In other cases, women’s 
labour is paid, but often less than that of men. In Brazil, women’s wages earned as 
marisquieras or by participating in the shrimp fishery is reported as half that of men 
involved in the fishery, although some women shell-fishers may have income equal 
to fishermen. These gender differences are often overlooked because the income is 
seen as belonging to the household, not to the woman as an individual. However, 
viewing households as cooperative units overlooks within-household power dynam-
ics that influence how resources are shared and distributed.

 Barriers and Opportunities to Gender Equality in Human 
Well-Being

 Education (6.2)

Gender differences in access to general education can impact the roles that women 
and men play in small-scale fisheries. In some cases, due to lack of education oppor-
tunities, women are more likely to perform lower-skill fisheries jobs. In other cases, 
such as Greenland, women attain higher levels of general education, while men are 
more likely to take vocational education training in fishing and hunting (women 
only comprise 5–7% of vocational students). The result is that men dominate the 
small-scale fisheries sector, while women have appreciably higher earning potential 
working as government employees.

 Food Security (5.2 & 7.8)

Small-scale fisheries are an important source of food security around the world and 
subsistence catch by women is often a key part of household food security strategies 
(Porter and Mbezi 2010; Béné et al. 2016). For example, in the Central Philippines 
men bring in the majority of the subsistence catch, but women are more likely to be 
solely subsistence fishers, and their catch can be relied on when other forms of fish-
ing are not available (Kleiber 2014). In Eastern Brazil, women’s catch concentrates 
on the daily consumption needs of their household, while men’s catch (often larger 
but more variable) is distributed throughout the community and linked to systems of 
social capital (Santos 2015). Intra-household differences in how food gets distrib-
uted is noteworthy in Bangladesh, where there is a general belief that men work 
harder and hence should eat better and more. It is common for women to sacrifice 
some of their portions, which is especially harmful for pregnant and lactating 
women (D’Souza and Tandon 2015).
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 Occupational Health and Safety (6.12)

The gendered nature of occupational health and safety risks often relates to the divi-
sion of labour in the fisheries value chain. The risks involved in fishing are high and 
can be fatal (Power 2008). For example, in 2014 in Japan 65 people were killed or 
went missing from fishing vessels accidents. Although the statistics are rarely disag-
gregated by sex, men are assumed to be at greater risk given their dominance as 
fishers. However there are also occupational health and safety risks in the process-
ing and marketing of fisheries resources, which are often dominated by women. For 
example, in Indian shrimp processing plants, where all workers are women, occupa-
tional hazards put workers at greater risk of injury (Saha et al. 2006). In other cases 
such as Zambia, low access to financial resources has led to women fish processors 
and marketers exchanging sex for fish catch, putting them at higher risk of HIV 
infection (Béné and Merten 2008).

 Violence (6.9)

Related to broader issues of health is a concern with gender-based violence in small- 
scale fishing communities. While in no way unique to small-scale fisheries contexts, 
violence against women was recognized by co-authors as a major issue in 
Bangladesh, Zambia, and Greenland. In Greenland, women who experience vio-
lence are often unable to move due to a housing shortage, which is a result of wide-
spread employment-based housing where men who work in the fishing sector 
receive housing benefits as part of their remuneration. In other cases, such as the 
Philippines, increases in domestic violence have been linked to changing gender 
roles related to changes in availability of marine resources. Dwindling catch has led 
to shifting roles in fisheries where men are more likely to be at home, a sphere tra-
ditionally connected with women. Unhappiness with these shifting roles has led to 
an increase in domestic violence (Turgo 2014). It is also important to note that other 
forms of gendered violence, such a sexual harassment, may hinder women’s partici-
pation in male-dominated parts of the fisheries value chain.

 Barriers and Opportunities to Gender Equality in Small-Scale 
Fisheries Governance

 Policy Coherence (10.1)

The SSF Guidelines gender equity and equality principle may support or conflict 
with local, national, and international fisheries policy. The aims of gender equity 
and equality fit well with the international CEDAW policy, which has been a stan-
dard bearer of women's rights since the UN first adopted it in 1979. While the 
implementation from ratifying nations has been variable, its influence on national 
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gender policy and women’s rights is noticeable (Cho 2014), including recognition 
of the need for widespread cultural shifts to achieve social equality for women 
throughout the world. Both CEDAW and the SSF Guidelines agree on the need to 
include gender equity and equality in rights-based approaches. Recently the FAO 
recommended that the CEDAW Committee refer to the SSF Guidelines in the 
General Recommendations on the rights of rural women (CFS and FAO 2012; 
CEDAW 2016), in order for government to see how the two policy instruments 
could be mutually supportive. Hence having gender equity and equality discourse in 
the SSF Guidelines offers an opportunity to reinforce CEDAW policy in small-scale 
fisheries contexts.

While CEDAW and many other national gender equality policies are relevant to 
small-scale fishing communities, they often go unimplemented for a variety of 
 reasons. For example, in Japan the national gender policy has not been broadly 
applied to the fisheries sector. It does mandate a quota of women represented on the 
boards of fishing collectives, but it does little to address broader gender labor dis-
parities in the sector, and so cannot contribute to the resolution of gender equality 
issues. In other cases, broad gender equality policies that could include fishing com-
munities were nonetheless beset by financial and capacity deficit barriers. In 
Zambia, the gender-specific policies have translated to women’s greater access to 
and ownership of land, support for girls to return to school after pregnancy, and 
prevention of violence against women. However, few of these policies are ade-
quately implemented or lead to widespread change at district and provincial levels – 
especially in fisheries contexts – due to lack of human and financial resources. By 
contrast, in the EU, gender policy has formalized women’s previously unrecognized 
labor in the fisheries sector because all EU policies must include the principle of 
gender equality. In these cases, women are now eligible for social benefits that had 
previously been reserved for male fishers, although their role is still characterized as 
‘assisting spouse’, rather than as fisheries participants in their own right.

 Capacity Development (11.7, 12.1)

Capacity development in the SSF Guidelines focuses on the inclusion of fishing 
communities in increasing their knowledge of fisheries through technical training 
and support (11.7), but also increasing their inclusion as stakeholders in the gover-
nance process and their ability to participate in decision making (12.1). In both 
cases the SSF Guidelines highlight the need to include women. To this definition of 
capacity development, we would also include the need for increasing capacity for 
gender work within fisheries institutions, and representation of women in more for-
mal education programs necessary to become a fishery officer, researcher, or policy 
maker.

Technical training is not always available to women, and can reinforce deeply 
ingrained gender roles that exclude women from certain parts of the fisheries value 
chain, particularly fishing. For example, in Japan women’s contributions to small- 
scale fishing activities have not been recognized and subsequently in the past women 
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have not been included in training programs. More recently, women’s groups have 
been targeted for fish processing and marketing training. In Bangladesh the recogni-
tion of gender differences in technical knowledge has led capacity development 
programs to target women. However, these programs have fallen short because they 
only address technical knowledge but do little to change the other social barriers 
that women face, such as the roles attributed to them by traditional or religious 
socio-cultural norms.

Fewer women are involved in small-scale fisheries decision-making institutions. 
Part of this disparity may be the perception that women are not equal actors, which 
can be tied to the devaluation of their contributions to fisheries value chains. In other 
cases, such as Bangladesh, women are perceived not to have the necessary knowl-
edge and experience to participate in management decisions. In other cases, the 
labor associated with women’s socially assigned roles can be a barrier to participa-
tion. For example, in Brazil women have multiple responsibilities as shellfish 
extractors, fishery processors, and domestic obligations, leaving little time to par-
ticipate in fisheries council meetings.

The common absence of women from these fora has led to a great deal of empha-
sis on the representation of women in fisheries decision-making groups. While the 
presence of women has been found to influence decision making (Agarwal 2009), 
the presence of women does not assure that women’s voices are being included. For 
example in Bangladesh, women in mixed-sex settings were less likely to speak 
(World Bank et al. 2009). In addition, the presence of women does not guarantee 
representation of the diversity of women’s priorities. In cases where women are 
included specifically to fill a quota, women from elite groups (by wealth, education, 
caste) are often more likely to be chosen, and may not necessarily represent the 
needs of more vulnerable populations of women (Resurreccion 2008). The desire 
for women to have their needs prioritized may lead them to create women-only 
organizations where women’s priorities could be addressed in a way that could not 
occur in either male-dominated, or mixed-sex settings (Agarwal 2001). For instance, 
in Japan women have been forming their own fisheries groups after they felt their 
needs and priorities were not being met by government-run groups. However, 
women-only groups do not necessarily guard against the marginalization of wom-
en’s needs. In many cases women’s groups are given responsibility over inferior 
resources, and receive less recognition and support than their male counterparts 
(Buchy and Rai 2008).

The capacity development of gender expertise or gender-responsive organiza-
tional culture within fisheries institutions also requires attention. In an effort to 
strengthen gender capacities, some institutions have a dedicated gender expert or 
gender team. While laudable, if the role of gender experts is not well understood or 
appreciated by all institutional divisions, gender issues may be easily compartmen-
talized, disregarded and under supported (Harrison 1997). These models may also 
mean that gender experts are over-burdened. For many co-authors who work as 
gender experts within their organizations, the existing gender expertise is thinly 
spread across a number of projects and too few people are responsible for gender 
inclusion. Gender training for fisheries officers in particular should be prioritized. 
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Fisheries officers are often the main way institutions connect with small-scale fish-
ers and in fishing communities. They can be important for facilitating technical 
trainings, organizing programs, and ensuring stakeholder participation. Fisheries 
extension officers are also much more likely to be men, and may be less likely to 
include, consider, or address women’s needs and priorities (Seniloli et  al. 2002; 
Adeokun and Adereti 2003). In some cases women have stated that they would feel 
more comfortable talking to a female fisheries extension officer and this may be 
especially important in contexts where it is culturally inappropriate for unrelated 
men and women to speak to each other (Adeokun and Adereti 2003). Training and 
including women in fisheries management institutions is important, but it must be 
noted that simply adding women to the staff does not mean that programming will 
automatically be gender-sensitive. Nor should gender concerns be the sole burden 
of women. It is important to train both women and men in gender analysis and 
gender-sensitive design and delivery of the services of their institutions (Petrics 
et al. 2015).

 Research and Monitoring (11.1, 11.10, 13.3)

Research and monitoring is often used to inform policy decisions and is an impor-
tant part of the governing process. However the lack of inclusion of gender in small- 
scale fisheries research limits and is limited by many of the issues already raised in 
this chapter. For example, lack of interest in or awareness of women’s contribution 
to the fisheries value chain as well as limited gender expertise among fisheries 
researchers are some of the reasons gender and fisheries research (while growing) is 
still quite limited (Kleiber et al. 2015). Unfortunately, the lack of data only perpetu-
ates the assumption that women’s participation is either non-existent or unworthy of 
research notice.

The most basic form of data required for gender analysis is gender or sex- 
disaggregated data (Hill 2003). Sex-disaggregated data is rarely collected in natural 
resources research, and this is especially true of fisheries contexts. Many countries 
do not have regulations regarding the collection of gender-disaggregated data, but 
even in cases where it required, such as in Zambia, limitations of funding and train-
ing of fisheries extension officers results in sporadic collection. Women may also be 
left out because of narrow definitions of who counts as a fisher. In Japan, people 
who work on land are not considered to be working in fisheries, which leave out 
most of women’s participation. As noted above, a deficit in training and time can 
also lead to gender data being sidelined. In Bangladesh, the collection of gender 
data required more time and training and was considered the job of the gender 
experts or social scientists. This was often done in separate studies or added in as an 
afterthought. In addition, data on women’s involvement in fisheries value chains are 
challenging to collect because many of the tasks they carry out are either unpaid or 
less valued (at least by those conducting the research who inadvertently leave out 
questions that would capture the necessary data). Thus, greater attention by research-
ers working in small-scale fisheries contexts is needed to collect sex-disaggregated 
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data to enhance our understanding of the complex settings where women and men, 
girls and boys reside and depend on for their livelihoods.

 Approaches to Implementing Gender Equality

In this section, we will highlight approaches that can be used to address the barriers 
and challenges to implementing gender equality in fisheries, while recognizing that 
there is no simple, short term, or “one size fits all” solution to achieving gender 
equality. A focus on development can lead to approaches that focus on measurable 
targets of human well-being and economic growth. However, the SSF Guidelines 
are very explicitly modeled on a human rights framework, which would also include 
approaches that recognize the aspiration for gender equity and equality, not only as 
a means to a material end, but simply because it is the right thing to do (Cole et al. 
2015).

Many gender approaches begin with an understanding of historical and cultural 
contexts that highlights the gendered aspects of the passage of assets from one gen-
eration to the next, and what public and private spaces are available to women and 
men. This information can help to understand the underlying social structures that 
create the gendered distribution of resources (Zhang et al. 2008). Cultural under-
standing can also give greater depth to our understanding of the status of women 
and men in a society. For example, while women in Brazil are largely responsible 
for domestic tasks, certain women (Bahianas) have a reputable role in religious 
ceremonies that are highly regarded by communities. These types of data are typi-
cally found in ethnographic and anthropological research.

Other approaches, such as gender roles frameworks, examine the material reali-
ties of women and men by characterizing the gendered division of labor and access 
to resources (Razavi and Miller 1995). This information is often unavailable, so it is 
important to understand the local fisheries context by focusing on the roles of men 
and women inside the household, but also within the fisheries value chain. Livelihood 
approaches – which focus on material realities and adaptability – include gender as 
one social variable that can produce differences in access (Allison and Ellis 2001). 
Research on roles, labor, and material realities, would situate this focus in the realm 
of sociology and feminist economics.

Social relations frameworks and gender transformative approaches allow the 
inclusion of power relations (Cole et al. 2015). The use of these approaches allows 
the realization of a deeper analysis of the power differences that perpetuate differ-
ences in access in the first place (Razavi and Miller 1995). “Gender transformative 
research is informed by conceptual frameworks that recognize the influence social 
institutions have on creating and perpetuating gender inequalities” (Cole et  al. 
2015). These approaches help create greater gender equity and equality by address-
ing inequitable gender and social norms, differences in power, social expectations, 
and capacity to participate in civil society (Kantor et al. 2015). Engaging in a gender 
transformative approach means also acknowledging the diversity among women 
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and among men and including intersecting power structures based on multiple 
social categories. This approach sits within the theoretical framework of intersec-
tionality, and works to combat the homogenization of gendered experience (Walker 
and Robinson 2009).

The operationalization of gender transformative approaches can be quite similar 
to participatory action research in that it is a long-term process of collaboration 
between researchers and people in the communities they work in. WorldFish9 has 
been using gender transformative approaches in their work in Zambia and 
Bangladesh (Cole et  al. 2014b; Kantor et  al. 2015). In western Zambia, projects 
designed to process high-quality fish with minimal loss also included a Gender 
Transformative Communication (GTC) tool of critical reflection sessions on the 
social limitations on women’s participation in certain parts of the fisheries value 
chain. Through piloting these technical and social innovations together, the project 
aimed to reduce post-harvest losses and improve gender relations in the fishery 
value chain.

 Conclusion

The inclusion of gender equity and equality in the SSF Guidelines is the result of the 
hard work of many dedicated small-scale fisheries experts, practitioners, and CSOs. 
There has never been a global fisheries policy document that includes gender so 
broadly and thoroughly. Far from a call for small technical fixes, the SSF Guidelines 
has outlined the need for no less than gender equity and equality - a mighty aspira-
tion for a policy document that is already ground-breaking in many other important 
ways. While the efforts to include gender equality and equity principles in the SSF 
Guidelines are commendable, the implementation phase that follows will demand 
even more resolve and attention.

Our regional review show that tenure rights, access to fishing resources and mar-
kets, recognition of and opportunities for fisheries labour, equal pay, education and 
food security, among several other themes emerge as gender concerns for many 
small-scale fisheries. Investigating small-scale fisheries through these themes pro-
vides direct evidence for sound policy design of the SSF Guidelines. It also illus-
trates the participation of women and men in all aspects of the small-scale fisheries 
value chain, that gender equality is inextricable linked to human rights and food 
security, and that women are often overlooked and undervalued by governing insti-
tutions leading to lack of fair gender representation in small-scale fisheries gover-
nance. Beyond presenting our findings in this chapter, our analyses also explain how 
and to what extent it may be possible for governments to address gender equity and 
equality concerns with the aid of the SSF Guidelines.

Unprecedented as it is to present gender within an instrument of this stature, our 
findings show potential for aligning global small-scale fisheries with effective and 

9 WorldFish is an international research organization of fisheries and aquaculture.

35 Promoting Gender Equity and Equality Through the Small-Scale Fisheries…



756

appropriate policy. Further research on how governments implement the SSF 
Guidelines will be needed, especially considering the ambitions of the SSF 
Guidelines and that lessons of implementation from one region may hold value for 
other countries with similar challenges.
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Part X
Moving Forward

In the book’s last section, we are returning to the Human Rights-Based Approach, 
which is the key guiding principle of the SSF Guidelines. In Chap. 36 Rolf Willmann, 
Nicole Franz, Carlos Fuentevilla, Thomas McInerney and Lena Westlund narrate 
the background and the legal and conceptual basis of this approach and discuss what 
legal and conceptual challenges are involved when trying to implement it in small-
scale fisheries. In particular, they discuss how to facilitate the empowerment of 
small-scale fishing people. They argue that it is important to promote social devel-
opment and decent work, including civil and political rights. Thereby, they illustrate 
the broad scope of the Human Rights- Based Approach. In Chap. 37, Svein Jentoft 
and Ratana Chuenpagdee bring it all together in a synthesis of findings and recom-
mendations, drawing from the individual case studies that make up the major part of 
the book. They summarize what has happened so far with the SSF Guidelines and 
their implementation, and how they are received. It should not come as a surprise 
that the ground is unequally fertile for the SSF Guidelines. The chapter discusses 
which conditions are conducive to their successful implementation. One such con-
dition, they hold, is funding for small-scale fisheries research.
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Abstract The Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries 
in the Context of Food Security and Poverty Eradication (SSF Guidelines) call for 
realizing their six stated objectives through the promotion of a human rights-based 
approach (HRBA). This chapter will first present the foundations of such an 
approach and its specific guiding principles. It will then trace the evolution of the 
adoption of the HRBA in small-scale fisheries through the international community. 
The paper argues for the benefits of a HRBA in small-scale fisheries that is not con-
fined to responsible fisheries management but also to furthering social development 
and decent work, gender equality and basic civil and political rights. The paper 
identifies some principal challenges in the implementation of a HRBA in small- 
scale fisheries and examines strategies and practical measures to overcome them.

Keywords Small-scale fisheries • Human rights-based approach • Human rights 
principles

 Introduction

The Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the 
Context of Food Security and Poverty Eradication (SSF Guidelines) were endorsed 
by 147 FAO Members in the presence of a large number of civil society observers 
at the thirty-first session of the FAO Committee on Fisheries (COFI) in June 2014. 
They have been developed through a wide-ranging largely bottom-up consultation 
process and are the first international instrument dedicated entirely to the small- 
scale fisheries sector. The SSF Guidelines seek in the main to enhance the contribu-
tion of small-scale fisheries to food security and nutrition and support the realization 
of the right to adequate food; contribute to the equitable development of small-scale 
fishing communities and poverty eradication and improve the socio-economic situ-
ation of fishers and fishworkers; provide guidance for ecosystem-friendly and par-
ticipatory policies, strategies and legal frameworks for responsible and sustainable 
small-scale fisheries; and enhance public awareness and promote the advancement 
of knowledge on the culture, role, and contribution of small-scale fisheries.

The guiding principles that underpin the SSF Guidelines are based on interna-
tional human rights standards, the ecosystem approach to fisheries (EAF), respon-
sible fisheries practices and standards, and sustainable development and other 
relevant instruments. These principles include: Human rights and dignity; respect of 
cultures; non-discrimination; gender equality and equity; equity and equality; con-
sultation and participation; rule of law; transparency; accountability; economic, 
social and environmental sustainability; holistic and integrated approaches; social 
responsibility; feasibility; and social and economic viability (FAO 2015).

Vulnerability and marginalization of small-scale fishing communities are fea-
tures that persist in spite of decade-old efforts to address them (Kurien 1995; FAO 
2001; Béné 2003; Neiland and Béné 2004; Kurien and Willmann 2009; Chuenpagdee 
2011; Jentoft and Eide 2011). Obstacles that have challenged these efforts include 
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overexploitation of resources and threats to habitats and ecosystems, non- 
participatory and often centralized fisheries management regimes, unequal power 
relations and conflicts with large-scale fishing, and increasing interdependence or 
competition between small-scale fisheries and other sectors with stronger political 
or economic influence (FAO 2015).

This chapter seeks to provide guidance on the substantial new opportunities, as 
well as challenges that face the international community with the adoption of the 
SSF Guidelines, and the explicit recognition of human rights principles and the 
promotion of a human rights-based approach (HRBA) for small-scale fisheries. A 
better understanding of the concepts underlying the HRBA will help in the imple-
mentation of the principles and actions established by the SSF Guidelines.

 Legal and Conceptual Foundation of the Human Rights-Based 
Approach

A HRBA has been defined as a ‘conceptual framework for the process of human 
development that is normatively based on international human rights standards and 
operationally directed to promoting and protecting human rights. It seeks to analyse 
inequalities which lie at the heart of development problems and redress discrimina-
tory practices and unjust distributions of power that impede development progress.1 
The HRBA seeks to empower people to know and claim their rights and enhance the 
ability and accountability of duty-bearers of human rights. This means giving peo-
ple greater opportunities to participate in shaping the decisions that impact on their 
lives and human rights. It also means increasing the ability of those with responsi-
bility for fulfilling human rights to recognize and know how to respect those rights, 
and make sure they can be held to account (Table 36.1).

While human rights are held primarily by individuals, there are also collective 
human rights such as the right to self-determination and the rights of indigenous 
peoples. Article 1 of both the ICCPR and the ICESCR spell out the right to self- 
determination. Membership in a certain group such as ethnic and cultural minori-
ties, such as indigenous peoples, for example, can give rise to collective rights for 
the protection of language, culture, and territory. This is reflected in the United 
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) (UN General 
Assembly 2007).

While international law and national legislation inspired by human rights are 
crucial pathways to promote and protect human rights, legislation is not a constitu-
tive characteristic of human rights. Human rights should also be understood as ethi-
cal claims rather than just legal claims because their protection goes well beyond 
legislation and includes public recognition, advocacy, agitation and the monitoring 
of human rights violations. All of these can be done not just by state agents but by 

1 http://hrbaportal.org/ (accessed on 7 April 2016).
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the public at large both nationally and internationally (Sen 2004). Human rights 
claims can be “addressed to all those who are in a position to help” (Sen 1999, 230). 
This should not, however, be seen to reduce the legal obligation on duty bearers, 
especially states. The duty of states entails a tripartite obligation, namely to respect, 
protect, and fulfil human rights. The obligation to respect requires states to refrain 
from interfering with the enjoyment of human rights. The obligation to protect 
requires states to prevent violations of such rights by third parties including busi-
ness enterprises. The obligation to fulfil requires states to take appropriate legisla-
tive, administrative, budgetary, judicial, and other measures towards the full 
realization of such rights.

The emergence of the HRBA is the result of a convergence of the human rights 
and human development discourses both of which have been strongly influenced by 
economist, philosopher, and Nobel laureate Amartya Sen, especially his conceptual 
and philosophical underpinnings of the human development and related capability 
approach. The capability approach differs from other frameworks (for example the 
basic needs or neoliberal development approaches) by providing direct support for 
a broad characterization of fundamental freedoms and human rights that takes 
account of poverty, hunger and starvation as freedom-restricting conditions. Since 
wellbeing includes living with substantial freedoms, human development is 

Table 36.1 The core of international human rights law

The 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) laid the foundation for an 
international human rights system that now includes more than seventy adopted treaties and 
serves as a basis for many national constitutions and laws. The UDHR and its two 
implementing instruments, the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) 
and its two Optional Protocols and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights (ICESCR) form together what is known as the International Bill of Rights 
which is commonly considered the main international reference point on human rights.
The civil and political rights of the ICCPR encompass rights to enjoy physical and spiritual 
freedom, fair treatment, and to participate meaningfully in the political process. They include 
the right to life and privacy, freedom from torture, slavery and arbitrary detention, the right to a 
fair trial, freedom of expression and religion, freedom of assembly, as well as the rights of 
minorities and freedom from discrimination.
The economic, social, and cultural rights of the ICESCR comprise rights to an adequate standard 
of living and health, rights to a fair wage and safe and healthy working conditions, the right to 
form and join trade unions, the right to education as well as the right to participate in cultural 
life), and freedom from discrimination in relation to the enjoyment of the Covenant’s rights.
Other core UN human rights treaties address issues such as elimination of racial discrimination 
and discrimination against women, prohibitions against torture, and include conventions 
protecting the rights of children, migrants, and people with disabilities.
All human rights are considered to be universal, indivisible and interrelated (e.g. the Vienna 
Declaration and Programme of Action (UN General Assembly 1993, para. 5). As such, 
different types of human rights should not be seen to establish a ranking of the importance of 
one category of human right or one human right over another one.
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 integrally connected with enhancing certain functionings2 and capabilities—the 
range of things a person can do and be in leading a life (Sen 1999; UNDP 2000; 
Fukuda- Parr 2003; Vizard 2005).

At the international level, the entry of development as a concept in human rights 
discourses occurred in the context of the movement seeking a new international 
economic order in the early 1970s. The call to add the right to development to the 
body of international human rights law came from developing countries in an 
attempt to underscore their demand for a better redistribution of resources and 
wealth between northern and southern countries (Uvin 2007).

In the 1990s, as increasing evidence showed the failure of structural adjustment 
policies to reduce and eventually eradicate poverty the international development 
community realized that alternative approaches were needed to more directly 
address poverty (World Bank 1990). New analyses and approaches were undertaken 
and developed during this period including UNDP’s human development approach 
and its grounding in and complementarity with the human rights approach (Sen 
1999; UNDP 2000).

A human rights perspective entered FAO’s development discourse and practices 
through the process of developing and promoting the Voluntary Guidelines to 
Support the Progressive Realization of the Right to Adequate Food in the Context of 
National Food Security (Right to Food Guidelines) (FAO 2005a). Building on the 
human rights orientation of the Right to Food Guidelines and following a participa-
tive and wide-ranging consultation and negotiation approach, the 2012 Voluntary 
Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries and Forests 
in the Context of National Food Security (Tenure Guidelines) and the 2014 SSF 
Guidelines broadened the human rights orientation in FAO’s work. Both of these 
soft law instruments are based on human rights principles and explicitly (i.e. the 
SSF Guidelines) or implicitly (i.e. the Tenure Guidelines) promote a human rights- 
based approach for their implementation. Related work areas of FAO having human 
rights dimensions include nutrition, gender, livelihood and decent work, and indig-
enous peoples (Yeshanew 2014).

 Development of the SSF Guidelines as a Human Rights 
Oriented Instrument

During the first decade of the new millennium a human rights perspective emerged 
in respect to small-scale fisheries development. At the twenty-seventh session of 
COFI in March 2007, the FAO Secretariat tabled a paper on ‘Social Issues in Small- 
Scale Fisheries’ (FAO 2007). By that time, social aspects of small-scale fisheries 
including income and asset poverty, marginalization and vulnerability, exclusion 

2 In Sen’s capability approach, functionings are the states and activities constitutive of a person’s 
being, i.e. being healthy, working in a good job, having self-respect, and being happy. Capability 
entails the freedom to achieve valuable functionings (Sen 1999).
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from decision-making, and others had become better known thanks to the publica-
tion of the FAO CCRF Technical Guidelines on Increasing the Contribution of Small-
Scale Fisheries to Poverty Alleviation and Food Security (FAO 2005b) and a FAO 
technical paper on the same theme (Béné et al. 2007). The novelty of the 2007 COFI 
Secretariat paper was to discuss these issues in the context of human rights. Civil 
Society Organizations (CSOs) representing and supporting national fishworker orga-
nizations including the International Collective in Support of Fishworkers (ICSF), 
the World Forum of Fish Harvesters and Fish Workers (WFF), and the World Forum 
of Fisher Peoples (WFFP) supported the notion of a human rights-based approach in 
the sector, having themselves for many years used human rights language in their 
support of fishery sector workers (Allison et al. 2011). These three organizations had 
played and would continue to play a pivotal role in guiding the collaboration of civil 
society in the consultation and negotiation processes of the SSF Guidelines.

In 2008, FAO and the Royal Government of Thailand, in collaboration with the 
WorldFish Center and the Southeast Asian Fisheries Development Center 
(SEAFDEC), co-organized the first global multi-stakeholder conference focusing 
only on small-scale fisheries issues. Thematically and politically, the conference laid 
the ground work that would lead countries participating in COFI 2014 to embrace a 
human rights based approach in the SSF Guidelines. In her plenary presentation to the 
Conference, Chandrika Sharma, Executive Secretary of ICSF,3 stated that “adopting 
a human rights approach for improving the life and livelihoods of fishing communi-
ties – and indeed all marginalized groups – was not really a matter of choice but an 
obligation (FAO 2009, 14; Sharma 2011).” Edward Allison, who helped draft a human 
rights perspective to small-scale fisheries in the FAO Secretariat document to COFI 
2007, argued that the existing legal framework that supports the UDHR provides a 
potentially effective means of guiding investment and development action in securing 
sustainable small-scale fisheries. (FAO 2009, 15; Allison 2011; Allison et al. 2012).

A critical contribution to the global conference and the subsequent advocacy and 
lobbying by fishworkers’ organizations around the world for the development of a 
human rights-based normative instrument on small-scale fisheries were a series of 
workshops organized by ICSF in Asia, Africa and Latin America on rights issues in 
small-scale fisheries. This also included the preparatory CSO workshop to the con-
ference which had brought together more than hundred participants from 36 coun-
tries. In a statement to the global conference, participants of the preparatory 
workshop unanimously called upon FAO, Regional Fisheries Management 
Organizations, and national governments to secure access rights, post-harvest rights, 
and human rights of small-scale and indigenous fishing communities and include a 
specific chapter in the Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries (CCRF) on 
 small- scale fisheries, recognizing the obligations of states towards them (ICSF 
2007; FAO 2009; Sharma 2011).

3 Chandrika Sharma tragically was aboard flight MH 370 that disappeared on 8 March 2014. By 
consensus, COFI Members dedicated the SSF Guidelines to her in respect of her tireless work for 
the betterment of the lives of fish workers all over the world, her deep care for people in general 
and for her invaluable contributions to the formulation of the SSF Guidelines.
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The SSF Guidelines development process from 2010 onwards was based on 
wide-ranging consultations directly involving more than 4000 stakeholders from 
governments, CSOs, and the private sector in Africa, North and South America, 
Asia, the Near-East, the Caribbean, Europe and the South Pacific. In 2011–2012, the 
CSO consortium comprising ICSF, WFFP, WFF and the International Planning 
Committee (IPC) organized 20 national-level workshops spanning Asia, Africa, and 
Latin America, two regional workshops in Africa, as well as consultations among 
small-scale fishers and fishworkers in the European Union and Canada. More than 
2300 people directly participated in these consultations, sharing their aspirations 
and making concrete proposals towards the content and principles of the SSF 
Guidelines (Sowman et al. 2012). Concurrently, and in partnership with ASEAN/
SEAFDEC, BOBP-IGO, OSPESCA, NEPAD, Caribbean Regional Fisheries 
Mechanism (CRFM), and the Secretariat of the South Pacific Community (SPC), 
FAO convened six regional multi-stakeholder consultations and supported detailed 
national consultations in Cambodia and Malawi.

 Implementing a HRBA in Practice

A common understanding among UN agencies in 2003 on the human rights based 
approach to development cooperation resulted in a series of necessary and essential 
practices of a HRBA including that (i) people are recognized as key actors in their own 
development, rather than passive recipients of commodities and services; (ii) participa-
tion is both a means and a goal; (iii) development strategies are empowering, not dis-
empowering; (iv) stakeholder analysis are inclusive; (v) development programs focus 
on marginalized, disadvantaged, and excluded groups, aim to reduce disparities and 
support accountability to all stakeholders; and (vi) the development process is locally 
owned and both top-down and bottom-up approaches are used in synergy (UN 2003).

Key features that differentiate conventional development programming and 
HRBA programming are summarized in Table 36.2.

A situation analysis based on HRBA must at a minimum address the following 
questions: (a) which rights of the individual or group are being violated and by 
whom?, (b) what are the immediate and underlying causes for rights violations and 
obstacles to right fulfilment?, (c) what are the views of the concerned people on 
rights and rights violations? are they aware of their rights and any violations and 
what are their priorities for action?, (d) who are the duty bearers responsible for 
upholding rights and preventing violations?, are they aware of their responsibilities 
and do they have the capacity to uphold them? (Harris-Curtis et al. 2005).

Especially in developing countries, resources constraints can limit the extent to 
which states are able to guarantee human rights such as the rights to housing, health, 
education and food. Resource constraints imply that the full realization of some 
human rights may have to occur over time in a progressive manner. This is recog-
nized in Article 2 Paragraph 1 of the ICESCR which requires states to take steps, 
individually and through international assistance and co-operation, to the maximum 
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of available resources. Strategies for the progressive realization of human rights 
should allow for the setting of priorities, time-bound targets, and benchmarks, and 
measures to address trade-offs. A HRBA imposes certain conditions on those fea-
tures that the duty-bearers are required to respect. With regard to prioritization, a 
HRBA requires that this must involve effective participation of all stakeholders 
including the poor. With regard to trade-offs, a HRBA rules out any trade-offs which 
would result in or exacerbate unequal and discriminatory outcomes (OHCHR 2005).

Sunde and Sharma (2012) suggest that the unique location of small-scale fishing 
communities at the land-water interface and the ‘common pool’ nature of the 
resources they depend on results in a lower recognition of the spatial and resource 
components of their social identity. This in turn has caused the rights of fishers and 
their communities to their land and resource to go unrecognized. Thus they stress 
the requirement within the HRBA to increase awareness among fishers and fish-
workers of the rights they are entitled to and the need to empower them to claim 
these rights through collective or other actions. Such mobilizations encourage fish-

Table 36.2 Conventional programming versus HRBA programming

Conventional programming HRBA programming

Successful development leads to respect for 
human rights

The realization of human rights is the central 
goal of development

Human rights activities are a distinct area of 
sectoral work

Human rights activities are an integral part of 
development

Respect for human rights is a useful tool to 
promote political stability and peaceful 
resolution of conflict

Development policies are guided by human 
rights both in terms of envisaged outcomes 
and the process of development

People cannot be developed. They must 
develop themselves

People have inherent rights

People, including the poorest, should be 
recognized as key actors in their own 
development rather than as passive 
beneficiaries

People, especially the poorest, should be 
empowered to recognize and claim their rights

Empowerment of stakeholders is important but 
not a strategy in itself: more a component of 
advocacy, capacity building, service delivery 
etc.

Empowerment of stakeholders is central. The 
role of outside agencies is to act as a support 
and catalyst for action as determined by the 
stakeholders

Role of stakeholder analysis is useful for social 
mobilization, program development and 
evaluation as it identifies accountability in the 
community and society

An analysis of the relationship between claim 
holders and duty bearers is essential for 
monitoring and accountability as well as to 
build capacity with the relevant (groups of) 
people

Programs should be developed on the basis of 
situation analysis that identifies problems and 
their immediate and underlying causes. These 
should be addressed either simultaneously or 
in sequence

Understanding causes at all levels: immediate, 
underlying and basic is essential. All causes 
must be addressed in respect to the 
indivisibility of human rights

Source: Adapted from Jonsson (2003). Based on and adapted from Harris-Curtis et al. (2005, 22). 
The original by Jonsson can be found at: https://www.unicef.org/rightsresults/files/HRBDP_
Urban_Jonsson_April_2003.pdf
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ers, fish workers and their communities to hold local and national governments 
accountable, realizing the full range of freedoms applicable to them as citizens and 
people (Sunde and Sharma 2012).

While the application of a HRBA might seem a daunting task, Allison et  al. 
(2012), set out a practical strategy to integrate responsible fisheries, social develop-
ment, and increased capacity for fishers to defend their fishing rights. Sharma (2011) 
presents policy and legislative measures on how to secure economic, social and 
cultural rights in fisheries, based on international fisheries instruments, including 
UNCLOS, UN Fish Stocks Agreement, and CCRF, as well as on national constitu-
tions and laws. Ratner et al. (2014) prioritize, next to the application of a HRBA, the 
capacity to document, raise awareness of, and address specific human rights viola-
tions in fisheries, and human rights advocacy as a driver in fisheries sector reform.

 Human Rights Principles in the SSF Guidelines

The human rights-based focus of the SSF Guidelines is encapsulated in its guiding 
principles many of which are foundational for the responsible governance of fisher-
ies, and other natural resources, as well as public affairs in general.

Principle 1 Human Rights and Dignity calls on all parties4 to recognize, respect, 
promote, and protect human rights principles and their application to communities 
dependent on small-scale fisheries. It explicitly calls on states to respect and protect 
the rights of defenders of human rights in their work on small-scale fisheries. States 
are also asked to regulate the scope of activities in relation to small-scale fisheries 
of non-state actors to ensure their compliance with international human rights 
standards.

Principle 2 Respect of Cultures is of particular relevance to small-scale fishers 
and their communities, including indigenous peoples, and ethnic minorities which 
represent a vast assemblage of cultural traditions and practices that are fundamental 
for cultural identity and self-determination.

Principle 3 Non-discrimination and Principle 5 Equity and Equality are funda-
mental elements of international human rights law. The right to equality asserts that 
all persons are equal before the law. This requires that law is formulated in general 
terms applicable to every individual and that it be enforced in an equal manner. 
Further, all persons are entitled to equal protection under the law against arbitrary 
and discriminatory treatment. In order to guarantee non-discrimination and equal-
ity, it is necessary to look not only at the intention of legislation and policies but also 
at the effects they have in practice (Office of the UN High Commissioner on Human 
Rights (OHCHR 2005).

Principle 4 Gender Equality and Equity recognizes the vital role of women in 
small-scale fisheries. While the concept of gender, by definition, deals with both 
men and women, and boys and girls, and the socially, culturally and economically 

4 Parties involved/active/impacting small-scale fisheries.
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established roles and relationships between them, women are often more disadvan-
taged than men. Gender equality efforts hence often mean supporting and empower-
ing women whilst working with both men and women (Franz et al. 2015). When 
men and women enjoy equal rights and equitable benefits, poverty is reduced and 
development enhanced. In line with the statement by Landes (1999) that ‘the best 
clue to a nation's growth and development potential is the status and role of women’, 
it is imperative to ensure gender equality in order to secure sustainable small-scale 
fisheries. In agriculture, it is estimated that if women had the same access to produc-
tive resources as men, they could increase farm yields by 20–30%, which could 
reduce the number of hungry people in the world by 150 million people (FAO 2011). 
While specific data of this nature are not available in fisheries, it can be assumed 
that a similar gain in benefits could arise if there were greater resources available to 
women who work primarily in post-harvest fish processing, distribution and 
marketing.

The idea that women need to be afforded special attention and protection is 
found throughout the SSF Guidelines in respect to encouraging women leadership 
(Principle 2), eliminating discrimination against women in tenure rights (Articles 
5.3 & 5.4), equitable participation of women in fisheries policy decision-making 
and management design, planning and implementation (Articles 5.15 & 8.2), pref-
erential treatment of women in the provision of amenities and services such as sav-
ings, credit, and insurance schemes (Articles 6.2, 6.4 & 7.2), professional and 
organizational development including the ability of women to organize autono-
mously (Articles 6.5, 8.2 & 12.1), elimination of violence and protection of women 
exposed to violence (Article 6.9), comprehensive recognition of the role women 
play in the post-harvest subsector (Article 7.2), technology and capacity develop-
ment (Articles 7.10 & 8.4) and recognition of knowledge held by women fishers and 
fishworkers (Article 11.6).

Principle 6 Consultation and Participation is not only consistent with but also 
demanded by a HRBA because the international human rights normative framework 
affirms the right to take part in the conduct of public affairs. It is not enough, for 
example, for small-scale fishers and fishworkers to participate in decision-making. 
They must be able to participate meaningfully and effectively. This may necessitate 
the promotion of a range of other human rights: they must be free to organize without 
restriction (right of association), to meet without impediment (right of assembly), to 
say what they want to without intimidation (freedom of expression), and to know the 
relevant facts (right to information). Furthermore, they must be allowed to receive 
support from sympathetic CSOs (including the media) that might be able to cham-
pion their cause. For this to be possible, states should create the necessary legal and 
institutional framework for an active independent civil society (OHCHR 2005, 14).

Principle 7 Rule of Law, Principle 8 Transparency and Principle 9 Accountability 
are the pillars of good governance at all levels and fundamental for a transparent 
rules-based approach to small-scale fisheries that makes duty-bearers of human 
rights – individuals, public agencies and non-state actors including business enter-
prises – answerable for their acts or omissions in relation to their duties. A rules- 
based approach requires that laws are applicable to all, equally enforced and 
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independently adjudicated. Transparency requires that policies, laws, and proce-
dures need to be clearly defined and widely publicized in applicable languages and 
accessible to all. An accountability procedure depends on monitoring but goes 
beyond it because it allows for explanations of conduct by duty-bearers and implies 
some form of remedy and reparation. The objective of monitoring is not just to 
allow a right-holder to hold a duty-bearer accountable but also to identify the areas 
on which duty-bearers may need to focus on in order to contribute to the realization 
of human rights in the most efficient and effective way (OHCHR 2005).

In order to ensure transparency and accountability, the SSF Guidelines note the 
importance of ascertaining which activities and operators are considered small- scale, 
and identifying vulnerable and marginalized groups needing greater attention. This 
should be undertaken at various levels (regional, sub-regional and national) and 
involve meaningful and substantive participation so that the voices of both men and 
women are heard (SSF Guidelines, Article 2.4). Further, the SSF Guidelines note the 
need for participatory monitoring in several instances (e.g. Articles 8.2, 13.4). 
Monitoring should use gender-sensitive approaches, indicators and data (Article 13.5).

Monitoring and accountability of the state can be strengthened by giving more 
power to parliaments, the decentralization and democratization of local-level gover-
nance, strengthening the legal framework to allow for independent monitoring 
through CSOs, better access to remedies and reparations for human rights violations 
and, where appropriate, punishment. States having ratified human rights treaties are 
also answerable to international treaty bodies and need to comply with established 
reporting, complaints, and inquiry procedures (OHCHR 2005).

Monitoring and accountability procedures should not be confined to states but 
also extend to global actor such as donors, intergovernmental organizations, inter-
national NGOs and transnational corporations (OHCHR 2005).

 Indigenous Peoples

Drawing on UNDRIP, the SSF Guidelines afford special recognition and attention 
to indigenous peoples not just in Principles 2 and 6 but also in a series of Articles 
(e.g. Articles 5.4; 5.5; 6.2; 9.2; 11.7). A higher standard of participation in decision- 
making is afforded to indigenous peoples through Article 19 of UNDRIP: “States 
shall consult and cooperate in good faith with the indigenous peoples concerned 
through their own representative institutions in order to obtain their free, prior and 
informed consent before adopting and implementing legislative or administrative 
measures that may affect them” (Italics by authors). In view of the importance of 
fisheries for many indigenous peoples, the SSF Guidelines reference UNDRIP in 
Principle 6, but the text falls short of applying the principle of free, prior and 
informed consent to all small-scale fishing communities. Instead, it requires the 
active, free, effective, meaningful, and informed participation of small-scale fishing 
communities, including indigenous peoples, taking into account UNDRIP in the 
decision-making process…, and taking power imbalances between different parties 
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into consideration (FAO 2015). Power asymmetries are quite common where large- 
scale economic interests are concerned such as in mining, tourism and large-scale 
fisheries.

 Opportunities and Challenges in Adopting a HRBA in Small- 
Scale Fisheries

Above we have attempted to explain the specific meaning and features of imple-
menting a HRBA in general and in small-scale fisheries specifically. In the follow-
ing we examine some of the major opportunities and challenges to do so. As Jentoft 
(2014, 2) has argued ‘…the ultimate test [of the SSF Guidelines] is whether states 
will really ‘walk the talk’.

As with other ideas for change, the foremost initial challenge is the necessary 
shift in mind sets, attitudes, and practices to transform common approaches applied 
today into a human rights-based approach. In the current climate, business as usual 
often entails a narrow focus on technological improvements in fishing, fish process-
ing, and marketing to expand fish harvest and the valorization of catches in the value 
chain, alongside basic fisheries management and conservation that is often narrowly 
focused on a biological conception of sustainability.

This narrow approach, while also necessary, has not always resulted in a corre-
sponding expansion of substantive human freedoms and the removal of deprivations 
in fishing communities. Development policies have rarely focused directly on the 
well-being and agency of fishing communities. Where fishers gained a political 
voice, it was most often as a result of them getting organized to battle injustice. The 
promotion of their civil and political rights and faculties to freely and effectively 
participate in decisions affecting their lives has rarely figured highly on govern-
ment’s development agendas.

Asserting a HRBA in small-scale fisheries requires a political process given that 
success will hinge on the extent of political power the fishing communities and their 
organizations are able to leverage. In democratic settings, political decision-makers 
are most responsive to demands from constituencies that can influence election 
outcomes.

While the SSF Guidelines have been negotiated and endorsed by a large number 
of countries, human rights concepts and language may be resisted because of the 
political or cultural traditions in a country or simply because powerful interests, for 
example at community level, might feel threatened by principles like gender equality 
or the preferential treatment of marginalized groups to achieve equitable  outcomes.5 
In such contexts, a HRBA may need to be introduced in a gradual manner where 
initially only some of the principles could be applied and possibly only in a nuanced 

5 During the negotiations of the SSF Guidelines, a few delegations initially resisted the idea of giv-
ing preferential treatment to marginalized and vulnerable groups.
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fashion. Some governments may also simply wish to continue their support to small-
scale fisheries in the conventional way without reference to human rights.

Globally, the experience with a HRBA for development work is still limited even 
though the UN system and its specialized agencies have expressed a general com-
mitment to it. The UN agency which has spear-headed the HRBA and can look back 
to an experience of over one decade is the United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF). The findings of its first global evaluation are therefore of particular 
interest to our discussion in this chapter (UNICEF 2012). The objective of the evalu-
ation was to examine whether there is adequate understanding of and commitment 
to HRBA throughout the organization and whether there is a proper enabling envi-
ronment within the organization and within countries. Salient findings include that 
UNICEF staff’s understanding of HRBA varies considerably and that more system-
atic training was needed. At the global level, UNICEF was able to integrate HRBA 
into the programming of various humanitarian and emergency frameworks. At the 
country level, there was considerable variation in the application of HRBA princi-
ples. For example, the principle of participation was applied in a mixed fashion 
because of the lack of a common understanding of this principle within the organi-
zation and due to external political and cultural constraint.6 The application of non- 
discrimination was found to range from satisfactory to weak, with a lack of 
disaggregated data making it difficult to identify and thus target the most vulnerable 
and marginalized. The application of transparency was similarly between satisfac-
tory and weak, reflecting positive efforts by UNICEF country offices in promoting 
the transparency of duty bearers but their lower level of success at ensuring transpar-
ency among rights holders. The application of the principle of accountability was 
constrained because of the lack of documentation on accountability mechanisms 
and of systems of complaint or redress within government or UNICEF programs.

 Prioritization of Marginalized and Vulnerable Groups 
and Individuals

The prioritization of support to meet the needs of those who are marginalized and 
vulnerable is a basic tenet of the HRBA. In poor countries, these may include most 
people living in small-scale fishing communities. The elders, women, children, dis-
abled persons, orphans, and those who are most deprived of economic resources and 
social services are almost always among the marginalized and vulnerable. They 
often also include ethnic minorities, indigenous peoples, and migrant fishers. The 
challenge is to identify them, seek their views in the design and prioritization of 
development interventions, and provide them with access to legal recourse to 
address human rights violations. Remedying rights violations can occur through 

6 The principle of participation can mean different things to different people ranging from actively 
manipulating those whose participation is sought to participation as a human right in a process 
where those who participate can contribute to the decision-making process (Pretty 1994).

36 A Human Rights-Based Approach in Small-Scale Fisheries: Evolution…



776

self-help means but having in place effective recourse/grievance mechanisms both 
judicial and non-judicial is an important factor in the efficacy of such efforts.

There are a wide range of techniques that have been applied in different contexts 
to help advance protection and provide opportunities to communities. For example, 
legal aid refers to a variety of approaches that provide legal assistance to poor and 
vulnerable groups. Assistance can be provided by the government, public interest 
law firms or NGOs, as pro bono services by private lawyers or by students, law clin-
ics, or paralegals. A crucial component of legal assistance is to provide information 
on legal matters through channels and means that reach marginalized and vulnerable 
groups. Often, when confronted with issues concerning their livelihoods or rights, 
marginalized and vulnerable groups lack clarity on whether the issues are in fact 
legal and if so whether they can be resolved through legal means (McInerney 2013).

Vulnerable and marginalized groups must be included in monitoring and evalua-
tion frameworks for development to ensure that their rights have indeed been 
strengthened and further marginalization has not occurred.

 The Right to Food

The first listed objective of the SSF Guidelines is to enhance the contribution of 
small-scale fisheries to global food security and nutrition and to support the pro-
gressive realization of the right to adequate food. Small-scale fisheries contribute 
about half of global fish catches and two-thirds of the fish destined for direct human 
consumption. Nearly the entire catch by small-scale inland fisheries is directed to 
human consumption (FAO 2015).

An added positive factor is the decentralized nature of the fish supplied through 
small-scale fisheries because of their geographically spread-out production struc-
ture. The distances between landing points and the points of final consumption are 
usually short, which lowers distribution costs. Fish produced by small-scale fisher-
ies are, arguably more available and affordable to poorer consumers.

This availability is particularly important in countries where the staple crop is 
low in protein. This is the case of cassava and plantain. In such situations, as in 
many parts of Africa, a larger proportion of foods such as fish that are rich in pro-
teins and fat may be essential for a healthy, robust population. This is especially true 
for the diets of young children, infants and pregnant women given the crucial role 
of fish in physical development (Kurien 2005).

A 2014 report on the contribution of fish to food security and nutrition from the 
High Level Panel of Experts on Food Security and Nutrition of the Committee of 
World Food Security noted that ‘limited attention has been given so far to fish as a 
key element in food security and nutrition strategies at national level and in wider 
development discussions and interventions (HLPE 2014).’ The SSF Guidelines are 
a formidable means to address this challenge of national and international neglect to 
recognize the critical role of fish and especially small-scale fisheries in food secu-
rity and nutrition. They list a number of measures including secure tenure arrange-
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ments, sustainable resources management, good post-harvest practices, as well as 
avoiding the promotion of international fish trade and exports that would “…
adversely affect the nutritional needs of people for whom fish is critical to a nutri-
tious diet, their health and well-being, and for whom other comparable sources of 
food are not readily available or affordable” (FAO 2015, Art. 7.7).

In his October 2012 report to the General Assembly, the UN Special Rapporteur 
on the Right to Food, Olivier de Schutter (2008–2014) called upon countries and 
fisheries stakeholders to guide their actions on fisheries through a human rights 
prism, noting that a human rights approach to fisheries governance and policy is 
critical to achieve sustainable development in the sector, thus fulfilling its potential 
contribution to the realization of the right to food (De Schutter 2012).

In this context, the application of the SSF Guidelines through a HRBA to fisher-
ies is a key step for the sector to fully contribute to the implementation of the Right 
to Food Guidelines which “aim to guarantee the availability of food in quantity and 
quality sufficient to satisfy the dietary needs of individuals; physical and economic 
accessibility for everyone, including vulnerable groups, to adequate food, free from 
unsafe substances and acceptable within a given culture; or the means of its procure-
ment” (FAO 2005a).

The right to food is recognized in several international instruments.7 Article 11 of 
ICESCR provides the most comprehensive formulation of the right to food as part 
of an adequate standard of living, and recognizes the fundamental right to be free 
from hunger (Skonhoft and Gobena 2009).

Facilitating the fulfilment of the right to food will require more far-reaching mea-
sures by states because vulnerable populations have to be actively identified and 
policies and programs have to be implemented to improve these people’s access to 
food and their capacity to feed themselves. The obligation to fulfil also includes the 
obligation to ensure, as a minimum, that no one in a country suffers from hunger. 
The CESCR has considered that the obligation to fulfil also incorporates an obliga-
tion to promote human rights among its own agencies and private players (CESCR 
2000, 2002; Skonhoft and Gobena 2009).

 Natural Resources Access and Tenure

One of the major infringements on the economic, social and cultural rights of small- 
scale fishers including their right to food is their gradual loss of access to traditional 
fishing grounds and fishery resources because of encroachments by large-scale 

7 Article 25 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights protects the right to an adequate stan-
dard of living, including food. The Convention on the Rights of the Child (Art. 27(1)) and the 
Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (Art. 12(2)) oblige states to 
combat child malnutrition and to ensure adequate nutrition for women during pregnancy and lacta-
tion, respectively. The International Convention on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) also out-
laws deprivation of food and of means of subsistence in Article 1(2) (Skonhoft and Gobena 2009).
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fishing fleets both domestic and foreign. Absurdly, many industrial fleets continue to 
receive annually billions of USD in subsidies (Schuhbauer and Sumaila 2016). Other 
reasons for loss of fishing opportunities include tourism development, coastal infra-
structure, urban development, mining, energy generation, and others. The deteriora-
tion of the environmental quality of inland water bodies and oceans because of 
damming, pollution, acidification, damage to physical habitat, amongst other reasons 
has also infringed on the ability of fishers to make a living from fishing and exercise 
their cultural practices, a right of special importance to many indigenous peoples.

Infringements with the rights of fishing communities also happen because they 
commonly live on land that is customarily theirs but whose legal ownership is either 
with the state, or not well defined. They can, and often are, evicted at short notice 
and without adequate compensation. Around the world, small-scale fishing com-
munities do not have secure tenure rights to either their fishing grounds, fishery 
resources or the lands on which they reside and privately use for processing or 
complementary activities such as livestock keeping, and cultivation and for their 
access to the sea or inland water bodies.

Common current practices ignore or outrightly deny traditional and customary ten-
ure rights of fishing communities. When large-scale fishing vessels operate illegally in 
inshore waters, these are considered as infringements of, for example, zoning regula-
tions where these exist, but not as violations of basic economic, social and cultural 
rights of fishing communities. Consequently, fines for such regulatory trespasses are 
minimal and rarely deter large-scale operators from continuing their illegal actions.

The SSF Guidelines call on all parties to recognize that responsible governance 
of tenure is “…central for the realization of human rights, food security, poverty 
eradication, sustainable livelihoods, social stability, housing security, economic 
growth and rural and social development (FAO 2015, paragraph 5.2).” States should 
ensure in accordance with their legislation that small-scale fishers, fish workers, and 
their communities have secure, equitable, and socially and culturally appropriate 
tenure rights not just to fishery resources in marine and inland waters but also to 
small-scale fishing grounds and adjacent land, with special attention paid to women 
with respect to tenure rights.

The SSF Guidelines list specific activities states and other parties should take to 
improve tenure arrangements for the benefit of small-scale fishers, fishworkers and 
their communities. These include the provision of legislation to secure customary 
tenure rights, granting SSF fishers preferential access to fishery resources, recogni-
tion of the role of SSF communities in the restoration, conservation and manage-
ment of local aquatic and coastal ecosystem, redistributive reforms in favor of 
small-scale fishers in line with the Tenure Guidelines, avoidance of arbitrary evic-
tions of small-scale fishing communities, and consultations with small-scale fishing 
communities alongside proper environmental impact assessments prior to large- 
scale developments that would affect them.

Moreover, the health of aquatic ecosystems and associated biodiversity are a 
fundamental basis for livelihoods and for the subsector’s capacity to contribute to 
overall well-being (FAO 2015). As such, the granting of access rights within the 
context of human rights still requires proper management. As Charles (2011, 87) 
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clearly explains, “while human rights are ‘universal’, a human rights perspective 
does not imply “universal” access to fisheries, and unlimited exploitation.” Keeping 
fishery resources exploitation within sustainable limits is necessary for long-term 
food security and poverty alleviation and recognizes the rights of both present and 
future generations (Allison et al. 2012).

 Decent Work

People in poverty invariably lack adequate and secure livelihoods because of unem-
ployment, underemployment, unreliable casual labor, poor wages, and unsafe work-
ing conditions. In rural areas (including small-scale fisheries) livelihoods are made 
precarious by multiple factors such as inadequate access to natural resources, defi-
cient marketing and poor transportation facilities. Many people living in poverty are 
drawn into work that is dangerous or illegal such as bonded and forced labor and 
other slavery-like practices. On occasions they may become entrapped by human 
traffickers (OHCHR 2005). Children may work in small-scale fisheries in violation 
of international labor and human rights standards. Examples of such work can be 
found around the globe (FAO 2010; Mathew 2010). Occupational health and safety 
standards are also often poor within the small-scale sector.

Work as specified in international human rights law must be decent work, i.e. 
work in which human rights and the rights of workers, in terms of work safety and 
remuneration, are protected. The right to decent work is enshrined in a large number 
of international human rights and ILO labor conventions8. Article 6.6 of the SSF 
Guidelines calls on states to “promote decent work for all small-scale fisheries 
workers, including [those involved in] both the formal and informal sectors (FAO 
2015, 15).” Access to decent work is instrumental in reducing poverty and in secur-
ing other rights such as the right to food, health and housing.

In the context of small-scale fisheries, it is important to note that the right to work 
encompasses self-employment, working at home, and other income-generating 
activities and thus is not confined to wage employment. Decent work is promoted 
through an enabling social, economic, and physical environment in which all people 
have fair and equal opportunities to make a living through their own endeavors and 
in a manner that is consistent with their dignity (OHCHR 2005, 24).

Small-scale fishing and other disadvantaged communities, mostly in least devel-
oped countries, increasingly serve as a reservoir of cheap labor supply for various 
economic sectors including the large-scale long distance fishing fleets and industrial 
fish processing of more prosperous countries. Workers from these communities are 
often recruited through specialized recruitment agencies which are frequently the 

8 Important ILO Conventions include the Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at 
Work, and Conventions No. 138 on Minimum Age, No. 182 on Child Labour, No. 29 on Forced 
Labour, No. 105 on the Abolition of Forced Labour, No. 107 The Work in Fishing Convention, and 
No 155 Occupational Health and Safety.
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first actors in a series of human rights violators all the way through to the ultimate 
employer. Forced labor, child labor, slave labor and human trafficking in fisheries 
have made headlines in recent years, primarily in relation to large-scale fishing 
and fish processing plants.9 Investigative journalists rather than law enforcement 
 agencies10 have been responsible for bringing international attention to these 
violations.

Within the UN, the ILO is at the forefront of addressing forced labor and child 
labor. In fisheries specifically, ILO activities against forced labor include, inter alia, 
support for legal and policy reform, training of inspectors and promoting the ratifi-
cation and implementation of the 2007 ILO Work in Fishing Convention. FAO and 
ILO are working to address child labor through various measures including the 
preparation and dissemination of guidance materials and assistance to countries in 
the elaboration and implementation of national programs of action against child 
labor, in particular the worst forms of child labor (FAO and ILO 2013; FAO 2010; 
Mathew 2010).

The SSF guidelines call on states to address occupational health and safety issues 
and unfair working conditions of all small-scale fishers and fish workers and eradi-
cate forced labor, prevent debt-bondage of women, men and children, and adopt 
effective measures to protect fishers and fish workers, including migrants. They also 
highlight the importance of schooling and education to facilitate gainful and decent 
employment for youth (FAO 2015). Also important in the context of small-scale 
fisheries are social security and protection mechanisms in times when regular 
employment becomes unavailable because of economic, political crisis, and disas-
ters. These are covered, for example, in article 6.3 of the SSF Guidelines. Social 
protection is widely recognized as an important means to reduce risks and adversar-
ies among marginalized and vulnerable people including fishing communities and 
address poverty and food insecurity. Conditional cash transfers, for example, that 
require parents to send their children to school not only positively influence educa-
tion levels but also contribute to reducing child labor. Social protection measures 
are also relevant to bridge times of reduced incomes caused by certain fisheries 
management measures such as seasonal and spatial closures and other restrictions 
on fishing.

 Adequate Housing

Poor housing conditions are constitutive of poverty and deprivation. Small-scale 
fishing communities are often characterized by precarious physical shelters, over-
crowding, absence or inadequacies of infrastructure such as safe drinking water, 

9 Ratner et al. (2014) provide a review of case law and other documentation of human rights issues 
in fisheries including child labour, forced labour and unsafe working conditions.
10 http://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/features/WCMS_429031/lang--en/index.htm 
Accessed on 8 February 2016.
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sanitation, power and decent access roads. Their habitats are also exposed to sea 
level rise and natural disasters resulting in insecurity of person and property. The 
right of adequate housing is critical for the enjoyment of other rights such as the 
right to health.

There are a number of actions that can be taken in support of the realization of 
the right to adequate housing including the (i) promotion of low-income and low 
cost housing programs including through formation of community-based and self- 
built housing schemes, subsidies, access to cheap credit, and others; (ii) strengthen-
ing and ensuring tenure security by prohibiting forced evictions, facilitating the 
conferring of tenure titles and others; and (iii) provision of infrastructure (e.g., 
roads, water and sanitation systems, drainage and lighting) for small-scale fishing 
communities (OHCHR n.d).

 Disaster Risks and Climate Change

Vulnerability of small-scale fishing communities is increasingly a function of sus-
ceptibility to disasters and climate change. Section 9 of the SSF Guidelines refer-
ences the need for states to address disaster risks and climate change among 
small-scale fisheries, promote the livelihoods of small-scale fishing communities, 
and provide compensation to them when they are affected by disaster. Often indi-
viduals and communities that experience disasters have diminished rights and 
opportunities. It is thus important to both prevent harms associated with disaster, 
including those associated with climate change, and resolve the consequences of 
those disasters in ways that further their rights and increase their wellbeing.

 Fishing in Foreign Waters

During recent decades, small-scale fisheries have seen significant technological 
progress. This has greatly expanded their operational range and their ability to 
explore fishing opportunities in distant waters. Occasionally and at times inadver-
tently, this brings them into the waters of neighboring countries. As a consequence, 
there are a growing number of incidents where small-scale fishers are arrested and 
placed in prison, sometimes in contravention of international fisheries, maritime, 
and human rights law. A HRBA to this issue would require that foreign small-scale 
fishers are given due process and repatriated as expeditiously as possible. 
Neighboring coastal states should also be encouraged to conclude bilateral agree-
ments and arrangements to address cross-border issues among their fishers in order 
to reduce hardship and improve joint fisheries management actions.
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 Organizational Development and Empowerment

Fishers and their organizations must be at the forefront to mobilize and promote the 
respect, protection, and fulfilment of their rights as citizens and primary actors in the 
fisheries sector. Organizational and legal empowerment and capacity development 
are among the principal challenges that fishworker organizations and their support-
ers face in their struggle to realize human rights. Important aspects of organizational 
development include the promotion of strong and accountable leadership, transpar-
ent and comprehensive information flows between the leaders and their constituen-
cies, as well as with relevant government agencies. Special attention is also required 
towards gender equality and equity in the functioning of the organizations to ensure 
that the voices of women are heard in decision-making. There are instances where 
distinct women’s organizations may best ensure gender equality and equity.11

Institutional structures that allow small-scale fishing communities to take part in 
decision-making and policy processes, allowing them to fight their marginalization and 
influence their own development are an important ingredient towards the realization of 
human rights. A key strategy for implementing the SSF Guidelines and achieving suc-
cessful outcomes in the context of human rights and equitable and sustainable develop-
ment would hence be through a focus on empowerment through collective action.

Community-based organizational structures are an important building block for 
the effective co-management that is critical for securing sustainable development of 
small-scale fisheries. Fishers’ organizations, both formal and informal, provide a 
platform through which small-scale fishers and fish workers exercise their right to 
organize, participate in development and decision-making processes and influence 
fisheries management outcomes (Jentoft 1989).

Fishworkers’ organizations and support CSOs need to create alliances and solicit 
assistance from legal practitioners and human rights organizations to ensure that 
existing laws are used to empower communities to recognize and enjoy their rights. 
National human rights commissions exist in many countries but few have links with 
fishery sector actors. Specific human rights violations can be addressed through 
such commissions as well as by working with human rights NGOs, legal clinics, 
and pro bono lawyers to hold governments (and other actors) accountable and seek 
full compliance with obligations under national and international human rights law.

 Policy Coherence

The SSF Guidelines relate to a range of different development concerns ranging 
from environmental, labor, human rights, natural resource, and maritime affairs. In 
each of these fields, governments may undertake legislative or regulatory activities. 

11 On strategies to strengthen fishworkers’ organizations and support CSOs, see ICSF (2014) and 
Kalikoski and Franz (2014).
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Such efforts provide an opportunity to ensure that small-scale fisheries concerns are 
factored into any reform process. It is thus important to ensure that information is 
gathered horizontally on activities occurring outside of the small-scale fisheries 
context. Policy coherence and consistent and inclusive legal frameworks should be 
promoted taking the specific situation of small-scale fisheries into consideration.

The SSF Guidelines build on and hence overlap in some aspects with other exist-
ing international instruments and programs. This makes it desirable to build syner-
gies between efforts to promote the SSF Guidelines and other initiatives. The Right 
to Food Guidelines and the Tenure Guidelines are obvious links (FAO 2005a, 2012), 
but many other complementary efforts exist, not least the SDGs (UN General 
Assembly 2015).

 Conclusions

The embracing of a HRBA in fisheries by FAO Members through their endorsement 
of the SSF Guidelines signals a fundamental re-orientation of efforts to promote 
sustainable small-scale fisheries development. The focus of this approach is on 
enhancing the capabilities, functionings, and agency of fishers, fishworkers, and 
their families and communities and empowering them to demand respect, protection 
and fulfilment of their human rights.

This shift in emphasis has been demanded by CSOs for some time and acknowl-
edged by governments through the adoption of the SSF Guidelines. Now, when 
governments seek to introduce or make changes to a fishing rights regime they 
should examine the full array of human rights that might impact on the manner in 
which such a regime is being implemented: Are fishers and fishworkers being ade-
quately consulted? Can they freely express their views without fear and shame? Are 
they able to assemble and organize to influence decisions that affect their lives and 
wellbeing? Have the most vulnerable fishers and communities, including minorities 
and indigenous peoples been identified and consulted? Is information being pro-
vided in forms and language understandable to them? Do fishers have the capacity 
and capability to deal with the administrative requirements to file their applications 
for fishing rights? Is there a mechanism in place to deal with grievances and are 
there options for recourse to appeals?

Apart from securing just and equitable tenure rights, there are several other areas 
of fundamental importance to the human development needs of small-scale fishing 
communities including health, education, housing, water, personal safety, and oth-
ers. The conventional development approach talks about service delivery in catering 
to these basic needs. The HRBA considers these tasks as respect, protection and 
fulfilment of human rights, especially where vulnerable and marginalized people 
are concerned. It will ask us to consider the following: Who are the duty-bearers of 
these rights? How can their capacity and willingness to act be enhanced and account-
ability established? How can the protection and fulfilment of human rights be moni-
tored, failings identified, and sanctions or remedies exercised?
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A key concept that keeps reappearing when talking about promoting a HRBA in 
small-scale fisheries in order to achieve environmentally, economically, and socially 
sustainable development is empowerment and the inclusion of the marginalized and 
vulnerable – i.e. those that are in the most need of being empowered. Empowerment 
is a big word, encompassing a variety of circumstances and needs, which requires 
an enabling environment and favorable policy frameworks. Key aspects to support 
empowerment include organizational development – especially in the form of col-
lective action – and access to legal systems.

The need for empowerment may not come as a surprise to the reader of this vol-
ume and she or he will be keenly aware of the obstacles that still exits. While anthro-
pology, sociology, and other ‘people’ focused social sciences are increasingly 
recognized in fisheries policy making, more research is required on how to ensure 
the realization of human rights for small-scale fishing communities. Maybe more 
importantly, efforts to ensure that research results enter policy discourse should be 
strengthened.

There are important ongoing changes with regard to policy. These take place 
both at international and national scales. In the international arena the three interna-
tional instruments – the Right to Food Guidelines, the Tenure Guidelines, and the 
SSF Guidelines – represent a shift in focus to an overall more holistic approach 
centered around human rights.

The authors strongly believe that advocacy, mobilization, and organizational 
development for the effective implementation of the SSF guidelines – grounded in 
the HRBA to development – is our best bet to ensure that small-scale fisheries are 
secured and sustained in the future. This entails greater economic, social, and cul-
tural benefits to coastal and inland fishers and fishing communities at large but espe-
cially marginalized and vulnerable groups.
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receive the attention. In some countries, the SSF Guidelines are brought in to sup-
port a policy process that is already on-going; in others they clearly contradict the 
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 Introduction

After years of preparation, extensive consultation with civil society organizations 
(CSOs), and stakeholders ranging from the research community to governments, on 
June 9, 2014, the Committee of Fisheries (COFI) of FAO (Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations) adopted the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing 
Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and Poverty 
Eradication (SSF Guidelines). This was indeed a remarkable achievement which 
has created hopes around the world that small-scale fisheries can advance from the 
marginalized and impoverished situation in which they often find themselves. Now 
it is time for governments, civil society, and the academic community to act on 
them. Many things need to take place, or be put in place, before the desired impacts 
of the SSF Guidelines can be fully realized. Even if FAO member states agreed to 
the SSF Guidelines, it remains to be seen how many of them will follow up, and to 
what extent, on them in practice. It will not be the first time that states do not act on 
what they have signed up for. As Raustiala and Victor (1989) conclude in a different 
context: ‘Often, a country adopts an international accord without a clear plan for 
putting the commitments into practice’ (660).

Many challenges now lie ahead to bring the SSF Guidelines home to those they 
are meant to serve: the millions of poor and marginalized fishers and fish workers 
around the world who expect that the SSF Guidelines will initiate the ‘sea-change’ 
that they need. Such change does not come easily, especially when other agendas 
compete for resources and attention from governments. Thus, as far as the SSF 
Guidelines are concerned, the ultimate test is whether states will really ‘walk the 
talk’ in a way that brings concrete change for people at the local community level, 
where the price of neglect is highest (Jentoft 2014).

The process of implementation has certainly started since the SSF Guidelines’ 
adoption, with many initiatives and activities happening around the world to pro-
mote them and encourage their implementation. In Chap. 3, Franz and Barragán- 
Paladines provide an overview of what has transpired around the world as of 
November, 2016. They describe the implementation as a ‘multi-directional, multi- 
scalar, and multi-temporal process’, and argue that it is essential to make sure that 
implementation experiences are shared and can contribute to a collective learning 
process at all scales.

One of the most important features about the SSF Guidelines is their strong 
grounding in human rights standards and human dignity. ‘Good governance’ prin-
ciples also thread through the entire document. These norms and principles are 
already globally accepted and legally codified. Still, they often meet resistance from 
many concerned parties, and even from the academic community, as Willmann et al. 
suggest in Chap. 2. While these norms may be new in the context of fisheries gov-
ernance, they state the obvious: small-scale fishers and fish workers have had human 
rights, both as individuals and as collectives, long before the SSF Guidelines pro-
claimed it. These rights are about the fundamental freedom of fisheries communities 
and about securing sustainable small-scale fisheries by eliminating poverty, food 
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insecurity, and political suppression. There is a long road from agreeing on general 
principles and objectives to acting upon them at regional, national, and local levels. 
State delegates were willing to compromise on principles and objectives during the 
negotiations. It remains to be seen, however, whether similar support exists at 
regional and local levels where the problems of small-scale fisheries are felt.

Seen in this light, and recognizing that the SSF Guidelines are here to stay, it is 
prudent to learn as much as possible about what challenges lie ahead and what can 
be done to address them, as governments at various levels and fishing people, 
groups, and communities begin their journey towards realizing the SSF Guidelines. 
The 32 case studies included in this book offer rich descriptions of small-scale fish-
eries contexts as the SSF Guidelines begin to unfold. In some instances, all the 
necessary conditions and factors are already in place to support implementation, 
and thus the SSF Guidelines can run unimpeded once they hit the ground. More 
commonly, however, a great deal of effort and reform is required before effective 
implementation can be expected. In some countries, concrete action is already tak-
ing place to implement the SSF Guidelines, initiated sometimes by government, 
sometimes by CSOs, and often together. In others, the SSF Guidelines have yet to 
receive notable recognition and stakeholders are still uninformed about them. In 
many instances, social innovation and governance transformation are likely impera-
tive prior to implementation. In other cases, capacity needs to be developed, first 
and foremost, in order to facilitate the implementation.

On its own, each chapter offers valuable lessons about the SSF Guidelines that 
can be useful to others interested in implementing them in their own context, as 
presented below. Collectively, the chapters reflect the significance of this unique 
instrument in promoting sustainability, addressing poverty, and enhancing food 
security, and reaffirm that small-scale fisheries are indeed ‘too big to ignore’.

 Consensus but Not Straightforward

Despite some gaps and imprecision in terminology and definition that chapter 
authors point out, the SSF Guidelines are the product of a hard-won consensus 
achieved among FAO member states. The language within the Guidelines is the 
result of intense negotiations over every single word in its hundred paragraphs. 
Indeed, what member states upheld was quite remarkable, and we should not think 
that the SSF Guidelines would land in a completely receptive environment when 
implemented. If implemented as intended, the SSF Guidelines will bring about 
social and ecological transformation of unpreceded proportions as far as this sector 
is concerned. Some chapters in this volume (for instance Chuenpagdee et al. Chap. 
23 and McConney et al. Chap. 21) report on local enthusiasm in Newfoundland, 
Canada and in the Caribbean, respectively. However, putting the SSF Guidelines 
into practice will no doubt be challenging and local support alone will not be suffi-
cient. One should not expect a linear, straightforward process. The SSF Guidelines 
do not enter a social, political, and cultural vacuum, but a complex policy landscape, 
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as Coen et al. point out in Chap. 4 based on data from the Pacific Islands Countries 
and Territories. Rather, they will be integrated into functioning social and ecological 
systems that, despite commonalities, have unique histories and structural and cul-
tural features, as suggested by Kleiber et al. in Chap. 35. These features, they argue, 
also regard gender roles and relations, issues which permeate throughout the SSF 
Guidelines. In some instances, like in Nigeria according to Akintola et al. (Chap. 
30), women assume important leadership roles in fisheries and exert considerable 
bargaining power in the post-harvest value chain. Women, therefore, have an essen-
tial role to play in the implementation of the SSF Guidelines.

Given their visions and suggested institutional reforms, the SSF Guidelines are 
likely to meet resistance when they touch ground where they challenge established 
interests, ontologies, and paradigms (Jentoft and Søreng Chap. 13). This is espe-
cially the case where the current governing system is structured and operated from 
the top-down (Barragán-Paladines Chap. 33; Saavedra-Díaz and Jentoft Chap. 27). 
Arias Schreiber et al. (Chap. 34), whose case study involves reflection on the fate of 
the SSF Guidelines in Europe and their own country of Sweden, observe that neo-
liberal approaches to fisheries governance, which favor large-scale fisheries, add 
severe challenges to the implementation of the SSF Guidelines. Sunde’s observation 
from South Africa (Chap. 8) anticipates a similar paradigmatic gap, which she 
argues has become visible through the way in which the SSF Guidelines are being 
interpreted and implemented. In light of this interpretation, her chapter refers to 
customary tenure systems and governance as supported by the SSF Guidelines as 
being ‘vulnerable to neo-liberal tendencies.’

Many stakeholders, including fisheries authorities, may not be all that enthusias-
tic when they learn about the SSF Guidelines, as they often contradict current ide-
ologies and practices. Their chance of success is also restricted if they interfere with 
established power relations. This is an anticipation that can also be drawn from the 
SSF Guidelines preface (FAO 2015, X):

Small-scale fishing communities also commonly suffer from unequal power relations. In 
many places, conflicts with large-scale fishing operations are an issue, and there is increas-
ingly high interdependence or competition between small-scale fisheries and other sectors. 
These other sectors can often have stronger political or economic influence, and they 
include: tourism, aquaculture, agriculture, energy, mining, industry and infrastructure 
developments.

As other stakeholders, these sectors are not equally equipped and capable of 
securing their interests, and they do not always agree on issues being negotiated. 
Thus, it is difficult to imagine that they would easily yield to the concept of ‘prefer-
ential treatment’, mentioned in paragraph 5.4 (FAO 2015, 5):

States should take appropriate measures to identify, record and respect legitimate tenure 
right holders and their rights. Local norms and practices, as well as customary or otherwise 
preferential access to fishery resources and land by small-scale fishing communities includ-
ing indigenous peoples and ethnic minorities, should be recognized, respected and pro-
tected in ways that are consistent with international human rights law.
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 Voluntary but Not Mechanically

The SSF Guidelines are, like other international ‘soft law’ instruments, voluntary, a 
term that appears in the document title and mentioned 18 times in the document. 
The Guidelines intend to “guide amendments and inspire new or supplementary 
legislative and regulatory provisions” (paragraph 4.2). Since the SSF Guidelines are 
not binding, states, CSOs, and other stakeholders can ignore them at will. Had the 
Guidelines been mandatory, and their legal status different, negotiations would most 
likely have been more cumbersome. It might, however, have led to a less compli-
cated implementation process, as stakeholders would have been obliged to do things 
that they now can chose to disregard.

The voluntary nature of the SSF Guidelines makes the resulting implementation 
processes more interesting from an implementation research point of view - How 
will they be received? How is the ‘as appropriate’ clause being interpreted? Who 
will initiate and lead the process? Why is the implementation smooth in one country 
while bumpy in another? By explicitly linking the SSF Guidelines to ‘hard’ interna-
tional law (such as the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, the Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, the Convention on 
the Rights of the Child), the SSF Guidelines are less voluntary than they appear (see 
Willmann et al. Chap. 2). As Royo (2009) argues with regard to the implementation 
of the Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, the distinction between soft 
and hard law does not need to be relevant in practice, and formally non-binding law 
has empirically proven to be even more effective in promoting respect for human 
rights than binding law. It is also an empirical question whether the SSF Guidelines 
will work in a similar way. Interestingly, and relevant to the SSF Guidelines, Royo 
(2009) refers to arguments that have been made that, given the comprehensive prep-
aration and participation of indigenous peoples in the process, and the moral weight 
it therefore carries, although not legally binding, it is still binding ‘as an instrument’ 
(316).

Since the SSF Guidelines are voluntary and target issues that are politically con-
tentious and institutionally demanding, they are likely to encounter resistance in 
many quarters when they meet reality on the ground, as observed by Jentoft and 
Søreng in the case of Norway and the indigenous Sami (Chap. 13). This is even the 
case when human rights principles are embedded in ‘hard law’, as with indigenous 
peoples, like in the Sami case. At the national and local level, the status quo tends 
to have strong defenders, while change often has only reluctant support. Interventions, 
like management regulations that somehow limit the action space of stakeholders, 
generally meet opposition.

However, states sometimes do not even implement their own laws. Nicaragua, 
which is the country in the chapter by González (Chap. 10), has progressive legisla-
tion to protect the tenure rights of indigenous peoples, but they do not always 
enforce them in practice. The big issue in that country now is the building of an 
inter-oceanic canal that will cut through titled indigenous land and fishing areas. 
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What the affected indigenous people believed were secure tenure rights do not seem 
to be so secure after all, especially when the government believes it is in the national 
interest to ignore them. The Nicaraguan case is a good illustration of how much 
weight the SSF Guidelines and the UN Declaration for the Rights of Indigenous 
peoples carry at the end of the day, and how strategic articulation with domestic and 
international legally binding norms and standards for the protection of the rights of 
indigenous peoples come into play. Both instruments constitute an important moral 
support for the causes of indigenous peoples, as well as non-indigenous communi-
ties, in securing sustainable fisheries, especially when their tenure rights are under 
siege.

The SSF Guidelines are a supplement to the Code of Conduct for Responsible 
Fisheries, which is also voluntary but still contains a set of norms that governments 
have accepted. The same holds true with other intergovernmental guidelines to 
which the SSF Guidelines frequently refer, including the Voluntary Guidelines to 
Support the Progressive Realization of the Right to Adequate Food in the Context of 
National Food Security and the Voluntary Guidelines on Responsible Governance 
of Tenure of Land, Fisheries, and Forests in the Context of National Food Security. 
All of these instruments are now well into their implementation and there is an 
overlap between them, which might create synergy. Text extracts from these other 
instruments found their way into the SSF Guidelines and helped secure their 
endorsement. Thus, the implementation of the SSF Guidelines is part of a more 
comprehensive effort, which should help facilitate their uptake. There are also les-
sons to learn from the implementation of each instrument which, although different 
in focus, draws on the same human rights and good governance principles, as previ-
ously mentioned. The fact that they largely talk to the same institutions and stake-
holders should make them possible to implement.

 Flexibility Is Good but Also Problematic

The fact that the SSF Guidelines do not prescribe a standard definition of small- 
scale fisheries, or how it should be applied in a national context, creates flexibility 
as to their interpretation and, hence, their implementation. States may therefore 
decide for themselves for whom the SSF Guidelines are relevant – or, indeed, if they 
are relevant at all. It will thus be interesting to see how states choose to define small- 
scale fisheries in the context of the SSF Guidelines. In some instances, countries 
already have an official definition that is used for management and statistical 
purposes.

There will always be room for interpretation of key concepts of the SSF 
Guidelines. For instance, what does poverty mean, and are small-scale fishers poor? 
There must be a degree of consent on the term to know exactly what policies should 
be implemented and whom they should target. Clearly, the SSF Guidelines’ concep-
tualization of poverty is broader than just about income, as it also includes educa-
tion, health, and issues that are relevant for the viability and well-being of small-scale 
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fisheries people, like tenure rights (Sunde Chap. 8; Nayak Chap. 9). These are also 
issues where human rights legislation apply (see Willman et al. Chap. 36). The SSF 
Guidelines focus on the causes of poverty, which involves the exposure of small- 
scale fishing communities to natural hazards and climate change – an issue that is 
the focus in the chapter by Islam and Jentoft (Chap. 24), which describes the situa-
tion of small-scale fishing people in Bangladesh. Poverty is also a likely outcome 
when small-scale fishers are displaced, such as when they lose access to fishing 
grounds or beaches, as illustrated by Soares (Chap. 7) in Jamaica and Saavedra- 
Díaz and Jentoft (Chap. 27) in Colombia. In the latter case, small-scale fishing com-
munities have also been suffering from armed conflict, which the SSF Guidelines 
address (paragraphs 5.2, 6.18), and drug related violence.

Poverty is both absolute and relative. Small-scale fishers in industrialized coun-
tries may not be poor in an absolute sense, even if they are numerous, like in Japan 
where fisheries are overwhelmingly small-scale (Delany and Yagi Chap. 15). Neither 
are they as poor as small-scale fishers, fish workers, and their families in many coun-
tries in the Global South. But they are often poor and marginalized in comparison to 
people in other occupations in their own country (Jentoft and Eide 2011). The SSF 
Guidelines therefore also speak to small-scale fishers and fish workers in industrial-
ized countries, as shown in Snyder et al. (Chap. 6) in Greenland, and Chuenpagdee 
et al. (Chap. 23) about Canada. Similarly, Arias-Schreiber et al. (Chap. 34) argue that 
small-scale fisheries in Sweden face many of the same problems as those in the 
Global South due to vulnerability and marginalization, which are rooted in ignorance 
about their situation and contribution to society, the limited sharing of decision-mak-
ing, and a failure to implement genuine participatory approaches to governance.

Poverty is also relative from a gender perspective. The fourth guiding principle 
of the SSF Guidelines, which focuses on gender equality, states: “Gender equality 
and equity is fundamental to any development. Recognizing the vital role of women 
in small-scale fisheries, equal rights and opportunities should be promoted” (FAO 
2015, 2). The implementation of this principle is the theme of Kleiber et al. in this 
volume (Chap. 35). Baragán-Paladines (Chap. 33) argues that, unless gender rela-
tions in small-scale fisheries are considered equally important as a driving force 
towards sustainability, the implementation of the SSF Guidelines will be largely 
delayed, and perhaps be implemented in a gender-biased manner.

The SSF Guidelines talk frequently about ‘vulnerable’ and ‘marginalized’ peo-
ple. Again, what exactly do these terms refer to, and how are they linked? When are 
small-scale fisheries people sufficiently vulnerable and marginalized to deserve the 
‘special treatment’ that the SSF Guidelines advocate in paragraph 3.5? This particu-
lar paragraph is about equity and equality, as well as the promotion of justice and 
fair treatment. These concepts relate to issues that are philosophically intricate, and 
therefore hard to define. Still, an agreement about what these terms mean would be 
needed for the SSF Guidelines’ implementation.

One may think differently not only on what poverty, vulnerability, and marginal-
ization are but also how they occur. Are small-scale fishers poor because they are 
marginalized, or is the opposite the case? Maybe they are poor and marginalized 
because they are vulnerable, or vice versa. Are people poor because they are 
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 marginalized materially (no secure access to resources), politically (no voice in the 
political process), or socially (outmaneuvered in the market place)? The combina-
tion of poverty, marginalization, and vulnerability of small-scale fisheries people is 
clearly demonstrated in the case of Bangladesh (see Islam and Jentoft Chap. 24). 
However, it is difficult to say what comes first of the three, and what causes of pov-
erty leads to the others. In practice, they are compounding forces that interact to 
create poverty in different ways from case to case. What is clear though, is that 
together they lead to the destitution of small-scale fishing people, which the SSF 
Guidelines would need to address when implemented. Making people less vulner-
able to climate change, natural hazards, and ecological disasters stemming from 
threats such as overfishing requires attention and political will to address their situ-
ation of poverty. People need to be secured in a social and economic sense, in addi-
tion to being safe in a physical sense. This requires concerted action on all paragraphs 
in the SSF Guidelines and not only those that deal with climate change and natural 
hazards. This is also an argument made by Luomba et al. (Chap. 25) and Daliri et al. 
(Chap. 26) in the context of IUU (Illegal, Unreported, and Unregulated) fishing. 
Therefore, Islam and Jentoft hold (in Chap. 24) argue that, as far as these two issues 
are concerned, and as long as they continue to have devastating effects on small- 
scale fisheries in Bangladesh, the SSF Guidelines are relevant in their totality.

 Similar Challenges but Different Contexts

Case studies like those presented in this volume are suitable for illustrating the 
diversity and complexity of the contexts in which the SSF Guidelines are intro-
duced, and challenges that are associated with asymmetrical power relations within 
and outside the value chain (Gardner et  al. Chap. 16). These particular contexts 
must be taken into account because they will contain both the obstacles and oppor-
tunities for the implementation of the SSF Guidelines (Soares Chap. 7). Therefore, 
Prescott and Steenbergen (Chap. 12) conclude that successful adoption of the SSF 
Guidelines across a wide spectrum of small-scale fisheries depends to a large extent 
on the compatibility with what is actually going on at the ground level. Prior to their 
implementation, small-scale fisheries systems and performances must be carefully 
analyzed through the ‘holistic’ approach that the SSF Guidelines advocate, which 
include both the natural and human dimensions of the social and ecological system- 
to- be-governed, as well as their governance arrangements (Kooiman et  al. 2005; 
Jentoft and Chuenpagdee 2015).

Thus, the implementation approach must be attuned to the specific small-scale 
fisheries context in which it will ultimately be defined, or ‘embedded,’ as Gómez 
Mestres and Lloret phrase it in their case study of Cap de Creus, Spain (Chap. 19). 
Small-scale fisheries around the world contain too much variety in circumstances, 
problems, and needs for one formula to be effective. Rather, the approach must be 
adaptive and attentive to the situations on the ground as they exist where and when 
the SSF Guidelines enter. This requires a willingness to learn from the people that 
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the Guidelines mean to benefit, which is why the document stresses the participa-
tory approach. The Guidelines would need support from governments and CSOs, 
but imposing them from above may cause backlash.

As stressed throughout the document, the SSF Guidelines should be put into 
action in accordance with domestic law. This would have gone without saying if it 
had not been for the fact that the SSF Guidelines also underscore the need for legal 
reform in many instances, for instance with regard to tenure rights. For example, 
paragraph 5.4 states: “Where constitutional or legal reforms strengthen the rights of 
women and place them in conflict with custom, all parties should cooperate to 
accommodate such changes in the customary tenure systems.” Thus, if a country 
insists that the SSF Guidelines should be implemented in conformity with existing 
domestic policies and legislation, they may end up confirming the status quo. This 
is not what the SSF Guidelines call for, at least not in those situations where impor-
tant gaps exist between the current situation in small-scale fisheries and what the 
Guidelines promote. The SSF Guidelines call for substantive changes in the existing 
conditions that currently hold small-scale fishing people back. The firmness on the 
national legal lens as a given may suggest that member states are not eager to com-
mit to meaningful reform. Perhaps they may even be unwilling to implement the 
SSF Guidelines if that means challenging the established order and the power rela-
tions that support it (Said Chap. 11). However, in some instances the state can be a 
supportive force of small-scale fisheries, like in Japan, as shown in Delany and Yagi 
(Chap. 15). The two authors hold that Japanese small-scale fisheries management 
has been overall a success in social, economic, and environmental terms due to the 
government’s willingness to return to using traditional spatial and rights-based ten-
ure systems, after flirting with Western style management approaches. Globally, 
Japan may be an exception to the general rule, but the case still demonstrates that 
apparent path dependencies are after all not irreversible. Legislation was established 
to empower small-scale fishers vis-a-vis powerful money-lenders and buyers.

Another example of how contexts matter is with respect to IUU, discussed in 
paragraph 11.5 of the SSF Guidelines, which is an issue in several chapters of this 
volume. In Chap. 26, Daliri et al. discuss many factors that cause IUU fishing in 
Hormozgan Province of Iran and the Persian Gulf, highlighting in particular the 
drivers related to community, culture, mismanagement, economic conditions, per-
sonal skills, and area features. They conclude that co-management can help address 
the problem of IUU fishing, if well implemented and when used in conjunction with 
other measures like monitoring, control, and surveillance. Co-management is, of 
course, the mode a la mode in Tanzania, but IUU fishing is persistent there, as 
shown by Luomba et al. (Chap. 25). Instead, these authors argue for a closer exami-
nation of why IUU fishing takes place and whether its persistence has anything to 
do with the characteristics of the ecological and the social systems of fisheries, and 
the capacity of the governing system. They also highlight that fishers may perceive 
and judge the severity of IUU fishing activities differently from government agen-
cies, thus adding to the challenges of combatting IUU.  In the case of Thailand, 
Chuenpagdee et al. (Chap. 32) suggest that turning IUU fishing towards small-scale 
fisheries may simply be a strategy employed by the government to meet other 
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 obligations (such as getting a ‘pass’ from the European Union for seafood trade). 
The consequence of such policies can be detrimental to the ability of small-scale 
fisheries to have gainful and viable fishing livelihoods.

 Implementation as an Ongoing Negotiation

As described in some chapters of this book, it happens that the SSF Guidelines are 
in accordance with policy reforms that are already underway in some countries, for 
instance, in Thailand as shown by Chuenpagdee et al. (Chap. 32). In all instances, 
the effect of the SSF Guidelines on the ground are still pending, given that a com-
plex and ambitious undertaking like the implementation of the SSF Guidelines is 
bound to take years, or perhaps even decades. This is due to the fact that many of the 
problems and challenges that the SSF Guidelines focus on do not simply go away 
and cannot be solved once and for all. They are what Rittel and Webber (1973) 
called ‘wicked problems.’ For this reason, the SSF Guidelines’ implementation is 
not a one-off action, but a process that is, and must be kept, alive. This is also 
because governance does not interfere in situations and systems that are static, but 
highly dynamic. The same point is made by Nayak (Chap. 9) about tenure systems, 
which he argues must therefore be understood as processes. This means that the 
implementation of the SSF Guidelines is a process about a process that must con-
tinue and must be iterative. Similarly, Gardner et al. argue in Chap. 16 that imple-
mentation will not achieve full impact without regularly revisiting and engaging the 
small-scale fisheries communities that it targets. The implementation of the SSF 
Guidelines is in itself a wicked problem, which requires political rather than techni-
cal solutions, also because the Guidelines are ethical, require sound judgement, 
involve human rights, and demand constant vigilance. These are issues that will stay 
with us throughout time. People may have different ideas what poverty and margin-
alization involve and what it would take to address them. Poverty, marginalization, 
and food security, issues that are key concerns of the SSF Guidelines, do not have a 
technical or scientific solution, but solutions that question our values and morality, 
as Garrett Hardin (1968) argued. This is also why it is relevant to talk about human 
rights and dignity, as the SSF Guidelines do (see Willmann et al. Chap. 36 and Song 
2015), and why governance in fisheries should start at the meta level, as Kooiman 
(2003) points out. This is important because it is key to have a conscious perception 
of the basic norms and values that underpin the governance process.

The heated debate among state delegates and CSO representatives during the 
Technical Consultations in relation to the development of the SSF Guidelines held 
in 2013 and 2014 at FAO on concepts like gender, governance, co-management, 
redistribution, and small-scale fisheries as an informal sector may imply that states 
are hesitant to embrace the SSF Guidelines in full. Some state delegates also wanted 
more gender-neutral language, but lost the argument in the end. The gender 
 perspective has a separate section in the SSF Guidelines (Section 8) and otherwise 
cuts through the entire document.
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In Madagascar, as illustrated by Gardner et al. (Chap. 16), post-harvest actors, 
with government support, hold disproportionate negotiating power, with benefits 
from management initiatives accruing mainly to actors placed high in the value 
chain. Amarasinghe and Bavinck (Chap. 18) discuss the role of cooperatives in 
restructuring the way power works in the value chain so that small-scale fishers can 
gain more control of their working conditions, such as resource management, safety 
at sea, insurance problems, and marketing. They argue that more power would also 
be gained if individual cooperatives could form unions. Again, path dependencies 
can be changed.

Power relations in small-scale fisheries are also about gender, as Kleiber et al. 
(Chap. 35) point out. This and other chapters demonstrate why it is important to 
acknowledge the role and contributions of women within the family enterprise and 
the entire small-scale fisheries value chain, as Soares illustrates in the case of small- 
scale fisheries in Jamaica (Chap. 7). This is also important from a governance per-
spective, as women are often excluded from those arenas where collective action 
and decision-making take place (see Kleiber et al. Chap. 35 and Barragán-Paladines 
Chap. 33). When comparing the SSF Guidelines to existing policy documents for 
the small-scale fisheries in the Solomon Islands, Cohen et  al. (Chap. 4) identify 
gender as a missing element that the SSF Guidelines may help repair.

State delegates’ concerns about language in the SSF Guidelines suggest that they 
take them seriously. Words matter only if you care about what they refer to and 
attempt to convey. Nevertheless, it also indicates cautiousness or concern that the 
implementation process might become cumbersome, and that the negotiations over 
them will continue even after COFI’s endorsement. The chapters of this volume 
confirm that this is a likely prospect, as the SSF Guidelines are to be implemented 
in concrete contexts where the same concept can take on different meanings. After 
all, implementation is the process by which “intent is translated into action”’ (Rein 
and Rabinovitz 1987, 308). Now that FAO member states have endorsed the SSF 
Guidelines, the former is settled and the latter has just begun. The implementation 
of the SSF Guidelines will hardly be a straightforward transition, but a process 
where translation is a matter of negotiation. One should expect a cyclical, interac-
tive, and iterative process, where objectives and concepts are subject to repeated 
questioning, debate, evaluation, and reformulation. Lessons learned in the course of 
implementation may even lead to reconsideration of the original intent and to sub-
sequent reformulation of principles and goals and new interpretations of key con-
cepts. From a research point of view, this would be something to look out for, also 
because stakeholders, even when they argue about principles, tend to do so from 
their particular interests and worldviews. This is the nature of politics, and also how 
the Technical Consultations on the SSF Guidelines worked.

Legislative reform and implementation are separate processes, but both are up- 
hill battles. This is partly because the burden of proof for the need of reform rests 
with those who want change, not with those who defend the current order. The 
implementation of the SSF Guidelines is likely to experience the same, although the 
hindrance to reform is often structural and institutional. These barriers create a path 
dependency which is hard to turn around in a way that favors small-scale fisheries, 
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as pointed out by Arias-Schreiber et al. in Chap. 34. Still, their endorsement may 
have shifted the burden of proof; it is now governments that must legitimize why 
they remain inactive, and defend why, after endorsing the SSF Guidelines, they are 
reluctant to implement them. Yet someone must raise the issue: someone must hold 
governments accountable and keep checking in on them. Here, CSOs have an 
important role to play.

 Dealing with Power

The SSF Guidelines promote norms and principles about issues that are social and 
ethical. They will intervene in situations where different interests are in conflict, 
even in armed conflict, as stressed in paragraphs 5.12 and 6.18, and where small- 
scale fisheries are the weaker party. Therefore, they will inevitably interfere with 
power. On this issue, the SSF Guidelines speak plainly. As stated in the Preface:

Small-scale fishing communities also commonly suffer from unequal power relations. In 
many places, conflicts with large-scale fishing operations are an issue, and there is increas-
ingly high interdependence or competition between small-scale fisheries and other sectors. 
These other sectors can often have stronger political or economic influence, and they 
include: tourism, aquaculture, agriculture, energy, mining, industry and infrastructure 
developments.

This is also an issue that the SSF Guidelines return to in paragraph 7.1:

All parties should recognize the central role that the small-scale fisheries post-harvest sub-
sector and its actors play in the value chain. All parties should ensure that postharvest actors 
are part of relevant decision-making processes, recognizing that there are sometimes 
unequal power relationships between value chain actors and that vulnerable and marginal-
ized groups may require special support.

Chapter authors, like Gardner et al. (Chap. 16) in the case of Madagascar, argue that 
real change will require greater attention to the fundamental imbalances in bargain-
ing power between actors. This bargaining power can be secured by facilitating 
fishers’ representation at national fisheries policy decision-making arenas through 
the establishment and formalization of multi-stakeholder fisheries management 
platforms. Small-scale fishers are one of many stakeholders within the value chain 
and in their area. They have legitimate concerns and urgent needs, but do not always 
have the power they need to secure their interest relative to other stakeholders.

Small-scale fisheries are usually the weaker party, regardless of their legitimate 
concerns and urgent livelihood needs. They may well have conflicts with other 
stakeholders, like large-scale operators, as noted in the SSF Guidelines’ preface and 
addressed in the chapter by Gunakar et al. in India (Chap. 14). However, they may 
also exist in a symbiotic relationship with other stakeholders, even large-scale fish-
eries (see Snyder et al. Chap. 6). Still, they are often in direct competition with more 
powerful stakeholders who have the government’s ear more than small-scale fishers 

S. Jentoft and R. Chuenpagdee

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-55074-9_34
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-55074-9_16
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-55074-9_14
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-55074-9_6


801

and fish workers. Whether the SSF Guidelines will change this, thus fulfilling one 
of their goals, remains to be seen.

In the case of Zanzibar, which Lindström and de la Torre-Castro investigate in 
Chap. 5, there is a clash caused by the lack of coherence between the recently estab-
lished fisheries policies, which were funded by the World Bank, and the policies that 
follow from the strategies envisioned in the SSF Guidelines. Since the latter do not 
come with funding, the two authors anticipate that it will have to yield when there 
is conflict between the two. The authors point to a major conflict between the ideas 
of capitalization and commercialization, which are promoted heavily in the estab-
lished policy framework, and the human rights approach that is fundamental to the 
SSF Guidelines. Zanzibar has a somewhat autonomous status within Tanzania, 
which extends to the governance of marine resources, but it is not a sovereign state 
and FAO member and thus was not invited to take part in the Technical Consultations.

There are usually political costs associated with intervening in established power 
relations, as they may easily prevent governments to act upon the SSF Guidelines, 
especially when their implementation challenges the established order. Still, as 
Sabau argues in her case study from Costa Rica (Chap. 17), while the situation is 
promising, actual change can only be brought about when real social inclusion takes 
place which goes beyond talk to the direct addressing of power relations and engage-
ment in the transformation of social policies.

Governments may not have sufficient power to withstand powerful stakeholders 
who oppose the SSF Guidelines. During the Technical Consultations, some state 
delegates criticized the concept of ‘redistributive reforms’, but the term survived in 
paragraph 5.8. As illustrated by Gardner et al. in the case of Madagascar (Chap. 16), 
it is impossible to think of small-scale fisheries as a poverty alleviation strategy 
without addressing issues of distribution. Widespread poverty, food insecurity, low 
literacy, and other challenges, including disregard of small-scale fishing people by 
the authorities, makes small-scale fisheries more vulnerable to exploitation and the 
unfair distribution of benefits.

Efforts to level the playing field may therefore be a problem during the imple-
mentation process, as the effective implementation would require clout vis-a-vis 
powerful stakeholders that governments do not always have. Corruption is part of 
this problem, and may stand in the way of effective implementation of the SSF 
Guidelines (see Mattos et al. Chap. 22). Thus, paragraph 11.3 of the SSF Guidelines 
may therefore be hard to live up to in some instances: ‘States should endeavor to 
prevent corruption, particularly through increasing transparency, holding decision- 
makers accountable, and ensuring that impartial decisions are delivered promptly 
and through appropriate participation and communication with small-scale fishing 
communities.’

For implementation to commence, someone must make the first move. Sitting on 
the fence may be a rational strategy, according to Mancur Olson (1971), who theo-
rized about collective action, but if that is the position of all, the process becomes a 
quagmire before it really starts. The SSF Guidelines, however, talk primarily to the 
state, as governments have a major responsibility for their implementation but may 
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also be the most effective initiator. Yet, in some instances, like in the Caribbean 
region (see Chap. 21 by McConney et  al.), state institutions have been passive, 
whereas the CSOs have been the ones shouldering implementation by building net-
works. However, one should not necessarily expect a top-down implementation pro-
cess initiated by state agencies if they are currently oblivious to the problems and 
potentials of small-scale fisheries, as Said argues is largely the case in Malta (Chap. 
11). This is especially because of the current move ‘from government to gover-
nance’ in many countries (Bevir 2011), including fisheries (Kooiman et al. 2005; 
Bavinck et al. 2013). This transition transforms the role of the state from supreme 
governor to mediator, negotiator, and facilitator, which is a role more in line with the 
spirit of the SSF Guidelines. It results in a more open, inclusive and interactive form 
of governing, but may also lead to confusion about the division of labor.

Successful implementation depends as much on the messenger as the message. 
The SSF Guidelines may be met with skepticism just because the central govern-
ment is the agent sponsoring them, especially if the state’s track record in support-
ing small-scale fisheries is poor. This is an issue of trust. As Tsang et al. (2009) point 
out:

Although government may be able to implement its own agenda without trust or exert abso-
lute control over a population through the use of coercive resources, it is nowadays impos-
sible to implement the programs of a modern state effectively without trust. A government 
has a great deal to gain by facilitating trust (101).

The implementation of the SSF-Guidelines will hinge on the trust that the state 
government enjoys among stakeholders. All too often, as Sall and Nauen point out 
in Chap. 29 based on their case study from Senegal, the relationship between gov-
ernment and SSF actors are more conflictual than cooperative. Building trustful 
relationships that can be sustained would therefore be essential for the SSF 
Guidelines to move from intent to action. This is particularly an issue when regula-
tory frameworks currently limit the freedom of fishers. Without trust, they will be 
inclined to break or ignore any rules that are imposed on them (Daliri et al. Chap. 
26). For this reason as well, the implementation process must be interactive, taking 
the form of a functioning partnership between government, CSOs, and small-scale 
fisheries stakeholders. CSOs are often ‘the first to spot deviations from the terms of 
consensus-based rights and rules’ (Young 2006, 851), and may provide the arm that 
is needed to bring the SSF Guidelines into the policy area and keep them there (see 
McConney et al. Chap. 21). Therefore, the role of CSOs should not be restricted to 
filling the gaps left by states, as Espinosa-Romero et al. argue in Chap. 20. Their 
case study is situated in Mexico, where the federal government has legislated the 
right of CSOs to participate in forums and structures where planning, implementa-
tion, and follow-up occur. Their chapter also provides a vivid account of the wide- 
ranging role that CSO can play in the implementation process. Thus, the 
implementation process should be equally as interactive among all stakeholders and 
contributors to the implementation of the SSF Guidelines. The involvement of 
small-scale fisheries organizations and CSOs should therefore become part of the 
governance system, in the same way as they should become part of the solution to 
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sustaining fisheries resources from an ecosystem perspective (see Prescott and 
Steenbergen Chap. 12). The implementation of the SSF Guidelines should not be an 
exception from the general rule.

 Reform and Transformation in Three Orders

Signing onto conventions, declarations, or in this case the SSF Guidelines, has sym-
bolic value: it shows goodwill. However, states do not always implement what they 
have committed themselves to do, neither internationally nor domestically (FAO 
2006). They may have had reservations to begin with, or they may meet resistance 
on the home front that make them think twice. Therefore, McConney et al. (Chap. 
21) think that for their region (the Caribbean), it is unlikely that the SSF Guidelines 
will become a focus of policy due to the existing constraints.

According to Kooiman (2003), reform and transformation need to take place in 
all three orders of governance in order to become effective. The meta-order is where 
the basic values, principles, images – or problem definitions – are settled. In the SSF 
Guidelines, this happens in the Preface and Introduction sections, for instance where 
the human rights-based approach and the good governance ideals are declared. 
Second order governing is where values and principles are transformed into institu-
tions and legal frameworks throughout the value chain, and which both restricts and 
enables the day-to-day governing that occurs at the first governing order. After 
opening with a section on the guiding principles, the SSF Guidelines in subsequent 
paragraphs provide concrete clues to how these principles would be operationalized 
at second and first governing order.

A critical analysis of the SSF Guidelines, which chapters of this book provide, 
would look for inconsistencies both between guiding principles and actions recom-
mended, and between paragraphs as endorsed and as practiced. Are the recommen-
dations at the second and first order sufficiently precise and robust as mechanisms 
for putting intent into action? How much room do they allow for manoeuvring? 
What happens if there are inconsistencies between governing orders when the SSF 
Guidelines hit the ground? One may anticipate two-way traffic, implying that insti-
tutions and action would be brought in line with the intent as established at the meta-
level, but also that meta-order level principles, values, and images would be adapted 
to actual performance, thus perhaps lowering or raising the ambitions as expressed 
in the SSF Guidelines. Future evaluation and research will determine what the out-
come will be. However, this mutual adjustment process may already have started.

Much in the same way as Kooiman talks about governing orders, Rein and 
Rabinovitz (1987) observe that implementation must surpass three ‘imperatives’: 
one legislative, one bureaucratic, and one related to consensus-building. These hur-
dles must be passed when the SSF Guidelines principles at the meta-order are con-
verted into new institutions and legislation at the second order, and when stakeholders 
must be convinced about the actions taken by these institutions at the first order. 
Blockage may occur at each order. The mismatch between values and principles can 
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easily lead to non-compliance, as demonstrated in the case of Lake Victoria by 
Luomba et al. (Chap. 25).

It should be noted that the orders do not necessarily correspond to different scales, 
such as global, national, and local. All three orders may be functioning at all scales, 
including at the local level where fisheries communities govern their own affairs. 
Implicitly or explicitly, local governing systems – such as customary tenure systems, 
which are frequently referred to in the SSF Guidelines and in chapters of this volume 
such as that of Akintola et  al. (Nigeria), and Prescott and Steenbergen (Coral 
Triangle), and Sunde (South Africa)  - have their meta-order values, images, and 
principles, as well as institutions that operate according to them and a governance 
practice that involves stakeholders. This would imply instances of ‘legal pluralism’, 
as discussed by Sunde in Chap. 8 and Jentoft and Søreng in Chap. 13. This is a situ-
ation where more than one normative system applies in the same situation, as when 
state law co-exists with customary law. There is, however, a risk that the former will 
be implemented in a way that overrides the latter. Therefore, paragraph 5.4 of the 
SSF Guidelines hold: ‘States, in accordance with their legislation, and all other par-
ties should recognize, respect and protect all forms of legitimate tenure rights, taking 
into account, where appropriate, customary rights to aquatic resources and land and 
small-scale fishing areas enjoyed by small-scale fishing communities.’

By supporting the concept of customary law, the SSF Guidelines’ implementa-
tion should start by analyzing what formal or informal normative and legal systems 
exist, how they work, and whether they meet the general values and principles that 
underpin the SSF Guidelines, which in their own right represent a new global nor-
mative system. How do existing customary (and statutory) legal systems, such as in 
Nigeria (Akintola et  al. Chap. 30), South Africa (Sunde Chap. 8), and Ecuador 
(Barragán-Paladines Chap. 33), hold up to human rights and gender equity as 
extolled in paragraph 5.4 of the Guidelines? Does the customary system fulfill 
human rights standards, and support them? If there is a gap between state law and 
customary law, a common ground should be sought. The opportunities that existing 
organizations such as the Spanish ‘confraries’ (Gomez Mestres and Lloret Chap. 
19), or the community cooperatives in Sri Lanka (Amarasinghe and Bavinck Chap. 
18), present for supporting the implementation of the SSF Guidelines must be rec-
ognized. The SSF Guidelines are there to help empower them.

What is legally required in order to bring about change for small-scale fisheries 
may vary from country to country. Therefore, it makes sense to add the phrase ‘as 
appropriate’, which happens frequently (19 times) in the SSF Guidelines text. The 
legal status of small-scale fisheries would need to be clarified in particular cases 
and, in some countries, as mentioned, new legislation may be required to achieve 
the aims of the SSF Guidelines. Legal processes and other governance reforms for 
the rights of small-scale fishing people are taking place in some countries, such as 
South Africa, as described by Sunde (Chap. 8), and in Thailand, as described by 
Chuenpagdee et al. (Chap. 32). In other countries, like Malta (Said Chap. 11), the 
SSF Guidelines can help trigger reforms which must take place in order to prevent 
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small-scale fisheries from eradication but which so far do not seem to have inspired 
the government to act on them.

Even if the SSF Guidelines result in legislative reform at the second order, they 
might still not pass the bureaucratic hurdle. Bureaucratic practice is not always con-
ducive to effective implementation at the first order. Bureaucrats are not supposed to 
foist their own meta-order values, images, and principles, as these are fundamentally 
political. However, they have knowledge about what is governable. In the case of 
small-scale fisheries, data are often scant (see Prescott and Steenbergen Chap. 12), 
which is a hindrance to the implementation of the SSF Guidelines. Therefore, the 
SSF Guidelines devote a whole chapter to the topic of information, research, and 
communication. Who are small-scale fishers, how many are there, where are they, 
and how do they operate under which conditions? Without such data, implementation 
would easily misfire. If statistically invisible, the poorest and most marginalized of 
small-scale fishers and fish workers may not be impacted by resulting policies. 
Therefore, as Kincaid argues in the case of the Bahamas (Chap. 28), there is a need 
to develop a small-scale fisheries database as part of the SSF Guidelines process. 
Other chapters make similar arguments, like by Akintola et al. in the case of Nigeria 
(Chap. 30). This is also in line with what the SSF Guidelines argue in paragraph 11.1:

States should establish systems of collecting fisheries data, including bio- ecological, 
social, cultural and economic data relevant for decision-making on sustainable management 
of small-scale fisheries with a view to ensuring sustainability of ecosystems, including fish 
stocks, in a transparent manner. Efforts should be made to also produce gender- disaggregated 
data in official statistics, as well as data allowing for an improved understanding and visibil-
ity of the importance of small-scale fisheries and its different components, including socio-
economic aspects.

Should the implementation process pass the second hurdle, it would still have to 
face the criticism of stakeholders. These actors may not agree with what the SSF 
Guidelines propose, even if they agree with the meta-order guiding principles and 
accept the legitimacy of second order institutions. The notion that small-scale fish-
eries deserve preferential treatment (paragraphs 3.5 and 6.2) may not sit well with 
other stakeholders, especially if they have problems distinguishing between equal-
ity and equity (as mentioned for example in paragraph 3.1.4 and 5). Thus, without 
consensus about practical measures, which would require a consultative process 
(Kincaid Chap. 28) at first governing order, implementation may come to a halt 
before it lands at the local level. There is also the risk of ‘capture’; powerful stake-
holders may bend the SSF Guidelines to their advantage or spin their arguments to 
fit the meta-level rhetoric. Therefore, the implementation must be sensitive to power 
differences at all governing orders, including those that exist between small-sale 
fisheries and other sectors, as well as those that exist within the small-scale fisheries 
sector between fishing leaders, boat owners, quota holders, and crew. Raustiala and 
Victor (1989), however, find that ‘while regulatory capture is a risk, the capturing 
influence of target groups has been offset through informed participation by coun-
tervailing groups’ (669). This calls for broad participation and transparent commu-
nication in the SSF Guidelines implementation process (e.g. paragraph 3.1.1, 3.1.6).
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 Foster Collaboration and Build Partnerships

Despite this risk of capture, the broad scope of the SSF Guidelines requires an 
implementation process that fosters collaboration and builds partnerships, some-
times in the form of entirely new organizations, such as the Fjord Fishing Boards in 
Norway to enable participation of the Sami indigenous fishers in the management 
process (Jentoft and Søreng, Chap. 13). For the case of Bahamas, Kincaid argues in 
Chap. 28 that priority should be given to improve the relationship and interactions 
between local fishers, fish workers, and government through the formation of a fish-
ers’ organization that fully represents local communities. This is a recommendation 
that can easily be generalized for situations elsewhere where such organizations do 
not exist. Organizational development is about empowering fishers and fish work-
ers, as Willmann et  al. (Chap. 36) state. Such organizations must include other 
stakeholders, as they are both target groups as well as affected by implementation, 
and therefore have a right to have a voice.

Whether countries with customary governance institutions and a tradition of 
stakeholder participation at the grass roots level, such as Thailand (Chuenpagdee 
et al. Chap. 32), are particularly prone to the SSF Guidelines and to their implemen-
tation in an inclusive manner in accordance with the human rights-based approach, 
is a question worth pursuing. In democratic countries like Costa Rica, the imple-
mentation is also well underway, but democratic states may still be stuck in a cen-
tralized, bureaucratic approach, as Sabau points out (Chap. 17). A finding from 
studies of the implementation of environmental codes confirms that “participation 
during the negotiations of international commitments and the making of national 
implementing policy is high, but it has often proved difficult to expand participation 
at the implementation phase” (Victor et al. 1998, 23). Some countries may already 
have robust institutions in place at national and local levels (second order) that may 
help facilitate implementation at first order, while others may have to create them 
first. As the Guidelines state: “Accordingly, there should be support for the setting 
up and the development of cooperatives, professional organizations of the small- 
scale fisheries sector and other organizational structures, as well as marketing 
mechanisms, e.g. auctions, as appropriate” (paragraph 7.4). Institutional develop-
ment is therefore an integral part of the implementation process in many situations. 
Many chapters of this volume illustrate what that process might imply and which 
organizational alternatives exist, such as Amarasinghe and Bavinck in the case of 
Sri Lanka (Chap. 18), and Sabau in Costa Rica (Chap. 17). Writing from Mexico, 
Espinosa-Romero et al. (Chap. 20) have a similar notion about the constructive role 
of cooperatives in the implementation of the SSF Guidelines.

It would perhaps help if there were a clear addressee for the SSF Guidelines at 
the national level that is more precise than just ‘states’. In many instances, like in 
Jamaica (Soares Chap. 7), there is no single state institution with a fisheries man-
date, like a dedicated Ministry. Soares therefore anticipates that Section 10 in the 
SSF Guidelines, which talks about policy coherence and institutional coordination, 

S. Jentoft and R. Chuenpagdee

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-55074-9_13
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-55074-9_28
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-55074-9_36
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-55074-9_32
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-55074-9_17
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-55074-9_18
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-55074-9_17
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-55074-9_20
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-55074-9_7


807

would be hard to implement, and that the creation of a more enabling institutional 
environment would be a necessary condition for the SSF Guidelines to take effect. 
In Jamaica, the Fisheries Act is still in progress after decades of development, and 
is currently in a stalemate. Whether the SSF Guidelines will help to lubricate the 
process would be interesting to follow.

The implementation process would need an overseer, like FAO. But there would 
also be a demand for a suitable monitoring and evaluation plan and a measurement 
instrument. The study conducted by Pitcher et al. (2009) is an example of what can 
be done. These authors compared country compliance with the Code of Conduct for 
Responsible Fisheries, and found substantial variation. However, this study mea-
sured conformity, not achievement. Countries may already have been living up to 
the principles of the Code at the time it was initiated, or their policies may have been 
initiated regardless thereof. This is also the case with the SSF Guidelines. However, 
there may still be policy incoherence between what the SSF Guidelines say and 
policies that currently dominate the policy context, like in Zanzibar, as pointed out 
by Lindström and de la Torre-Castro (Chap. 5), and in India by Gunakar et al. (Chap. 
14). This is something a systematic comparison at country level with the SSF 
Guidelines may help to identify, as in Chap. 4 by Cohen et al. An example of this 
inquiry is found in McConney et al. (Chap. 21), who make a similar examination 
which found much overlap between existing policy documents and the SSF 
Guidelines, except for a focus on gender relations. A similar gap is identified both 
in the Brazilian case in Chap. 22 by Mattos et al. and in Chap. 33 by Barragán- 
Paladines whose case study is from Ecuador.

An overseer at national level would therefore be required, i.e. someone who has 
the full picture and takes responsibility for the implementation of the SSF Guidelines 
as a whole. Such an overseer is particularly needed in countries where the govern-
ment structure is characterized by institutional fragmentation and instability, as 
described by Saavedra-Diaz and Jentoft for the case of Colombia (Chap. 27) and by 
Akintola et al. (Chap. 30) for Nigeria. A similar observation can be found in other 
chapters as well, like in McConney et al. (Chap. 21) and Nisa (Chap. 31), about the 
Caribbean region. They argue that both inter-agency and inter-sectoral interaction is 
“well below the ideal for an ecosystem approach to fisheries.” The SSF Guidelines 
are broad and holistic, and consequently require engagement from a broad range of 
governmental and non-governmental organization. It is therefore a risk that the 
implementation of the SSF Guidelines may fall ‘between the chairs’, that no gov-
ernment institution sees the implementation of the SSF Guidelines as their respon-
sibility. Colombia’s complex and instable governance structure illustrates the 
problem well (Saavedra-Díaz and Jentoft Chap. 27). Policy coherence, coordination 
and cooperation would be essential, as pointed out in Part III of the SSF Guidelines, 
and illustrated in several other chapters of this book, like by Akintola et al. (Chap. 
30) in the case of Nigeria and Chuenpagdee et al. (Chap. 32) on Thailand. For such 
reason, Amarasinghe and Bavinck talk about the need for a National Plan of Action 
(Chap. 18) for the implementation of the SSF Guidelines. Similarly, countries in 
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Southeast Asia have been discussing the Regional Plan of Action (cf. Chuenpagdee 
et al. Chap. 32). These plans would be needed in other countries and other regions 
as well, also because they would help place the SSF Guideline higher on the  political 
agenda. Further, they will result in a more comprehensive approach than ‘the purely 
normative and economic focus in fisheries governance’ as Barragán- Paladines 
wants to see in the case of Ecuador (Chap. 33).

What the overseer and other sponsors of the SSF Guidelines would want to know 
is whether the SSF Guidelines are precipitating real policy change and whether they 
are making a positive difference to small-scale fisheries in their communities. 
Ideally, one would need to estimate how small-scale fisheries would have been 
without the SSF Guidelines, and be able to separate other factors that exert an influ-
ence. Small-scale fisheries are a dynamic sector and their sustainability is a moving 
target. Internal and external drivers are hard to control. The SSF Guidelines may 
therefore at best impact on how small-scale fisheries are developing, as they would 
never reach a steady state – as they are ridden with ‘wicked’ problems that do not 
go away.

 Develop Capacity and March on

As this volume demonstrates, small-scale fisheries are diverse and context specific. 
Despite some common features, like fishing close to shore, often being owner- 
operated, and using low-tech gear, they display features that are unique to a particu-
lar place and country. What is small in one country is big in another. A definition of 
small-scale fisheries that would apply everywhere is unlikely to work. Therefore, 
the SSF Guidelines do not contain such a definition. Rather, they start from the 
observation that fishers, fish workers, and fisheries communities are often poor and 
marginalized, with unsecure tenure rights, food insecurity, lack of basic education, 
health insurance, and social services. They are also usually excluded from political 
processes and are victims of unequal power relations, which in many instances 
amount to human rights violations. All these things hang together and keep small- 
scale fisheries trapped in a vicious circle of poverty, out of which it is difficult to 
break (Jentoft and Eide 2011). For these reasons, small-scale fisheries “rhyme with 
poverty” (Béné 2003). Rather than spending time on definitions, asking where they 
are and who the victims are would lead to fishers, fish workers, and fisheries com-
munities that the SSF Guidelines mean to serve. The definition of small-scale fisher-
ies will then emerge by itself.

Institutional contexts and capacities, policy agendas, and the preferences of key 
agents as they affect small-scale fisheries also differ in ways that will impact on the 
implementation of the SSF Guidelines. This is a point stressed by Prescott and 
Steenbergen in Chap. 12, where they compare the conditions between Australia and 
Indonesia as far as implementing the ecosystem approach to fisheries management, 
which is also an ambition of the SSF Guidelines, as enshrined in Guiding Principle 
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11. Similarly, Akintola et al. (Chap. 30) mention governing capacity problems or 
lack of awareness of domestic and local realities as some of the key impediments to 
the implementation of the SSF Guidelines in Nigeria.

Countries do not all have the same capacity to act. State governments may some-
times lack what Cappelli (2008) termed ‘stateness’, i.e. the resources, power, and 
control to implement public policies. Indeed, the SSF Guidelines target govern-
ments that in many instances would fit Myrdal’s (1970) concept of ‘soft states’.1 
Some would even qualify as ‘failed states’ (Thorpe et al. 2009). Nowhere are the 
SSF Guidelines as needed as in these places, but it is also here that the SSF 
Guidelines will fall on stony ground. CSOs may be called upon to fill the ‘imple-
mentation gap’, but they are usually short on economic resources (Hinds 2003; 
Béné et al. 2004). Therefore, as a necessary, enabling condition for implementation, 
capacities are needed at all levels, including at the local level in terms of community 
organizations, organizational networks, and education programs, as exemplified by 
Mattos et al. in the case of Brazil (Chap. 22). In some cases, it is easy to identify 
what capacities are needed and what enabling conditions are required. For instance, 
in the two case studies from India, by Nayak (Chap. 9) and Gunakar et al. (Chap. 
14), the enabling conditions and capacity needs are clear. While in other cases, like 
in Jamaica (Soares Chap. 7), an analysis is required to detect the legal, institutional, 
knowledge, and policy gaps that need to be filled. Cohen et al. (Chap. 4) present a 
useful methodological approach for how such gaps can actually be analyzed.

A similar enabling environment should also be established for generating inno-
vation in small-scale fisheries. One does not elevate the profile of small-scale fisher-
ies, and/or generate the support they need, unless one can point to things that will 
not only address their problems but also achieve their opportunities. Implementing 
the SSF Guidelines certainly involves securing their rights, but it also should have a 
focus on strategies and means that can generate innovation. There are a myriad of 
things that can be done in order to remove bottlenecks that may help small-scale 
fisheries add value to their product and thus benefit their communities. Small-scale 
fisheries, including in industrialized countries like Japan, are based in local com-
munities with strong ties, cultural links and solid fishing identity, as Delany and 
Yagi point out in Chap. 15. Chuenpagdee et al. (Chap. 23) illustrate similar tradi-
tional and cultural ties in their discussion about Newfoundland fisheries. The 
embedded nature of small-scale fisheries is a strength which makes them more 
robust and resilient than they would otherwise be. Small-scale fisheries need social 
capital, which is a resource that can tap also into for the implementation of the SSF 
Guidelines.

The chapter from Canada (Chuenpagdee et al. Chap. 23) also demonstrates what 
can be done in order to make small-scale fisheries ‘rhyme’ with modernity, 

1 To Myrdal, the concept refers to ‘all the various types of social indiscipline which manifest them-
selves by deficiencies in legislation and, in particular, law observance and enforcement, a wide-
spread disobedience by public officials and, often, their collusion with powerful persons and 
groups … whose conduct they should regulate. Within the concept of the soft states belongs also 
corruption’ (Myrdal (1970, 208).
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 prosperity, and well-being. Social entrepreneurship and social innovation, espe-
cially in post-harvest and alternative livelihoods, are some of the examples. There 
are limits of relevance to what small-scale fisheries in the Global South can learn 
from their northern counterparts, and vice versa, or more generally from one context 
to another, but exchange of ideas and experiences that point to solutions through 
which stakeholders can associate positive values with small-scale fisheries, should 
always be welcome (see Chap. 2). Building regional networks and partnerships 
among countries that share similar challenges related to the implementation of the 
SSF Guidelines, as Nisa advocate in Chap. 31, is an idea that is relevant beyond the 
Caribbean and Pacific. This approach is valid given that the SSF Guidelines address 
principles and address challenges that are universal, and due to the fact that capacity 
building is something that must occur everywhere.

The news of the SSF Guidelines has yet to hit home in many parts of the world. 
People on the ground may still not have heard about them, as in Greenland, as 
described by Snyder et al. (Chap. 6), and Zanzibar described by Lindstõm and de la 
Torre-Castro (Chap. 5). Spreading the information to all stakeholders therefore 
must be a priority. However, the parties involved in implementation are in for a long 
haul. Consequently, evaluation and monitoring should be longitudinal, following 
the process as it unfolds at all levels of governance. People with experience in 
implementation research have relevant knowledge on how to set baselines and mon-
itor progress. Their potential knowledge contribution to management and commu-
nity development is particularly important in data poor regions, as Kincaid argues in 
Chap. 28. The relevance of local, traditional knowledge, stressed by Gunakar in 
Chap. 14, is also acknowledged in the SSF Guidelines, such as in paragraph 11.6, 
which partly reads: “All parties should ensure that the knowledge, culture, traditions 
and practices of small-scale fishing communities, including indigenous peoples, are 
recognized and, as appropriate, supported, and that they inform responsible local 
governance and sustainable development processes.”

The literature points out that studies of implementation processes are in them-
selves costly and time-consuming (Goggin et al. 1990, 205). The member states that 
endorsed the SSF Guidelines have a responsibility to provide funding for their 
implementation, since the academic community also has an important role to play 
and a contribution to make. Paragraph 11.9 opens as follows: ‘States and other par-
ties should, to the extent possible, ensure that funds are available for small-scale 
fisheries research, and collaborative and participatory data collection, analyses and 
research should be encouraged. States and other parties should endeavor to integrate 
this research knowledge into their decision-making processes’.

This and other paragraphs in the SSF Guidelines that discuss research find sup-
port in Chap. 29 by Sall and Nauen. They stress the need for more data about small- 
scale fisheries and provide a long list of specific topics that interviewed stakeholders 
prioritized. Thus, they illustrate a research process that is bottom-up, like the devel-
opment of the SSF Guidelines (see for example Chap. 31 by Nisa, where she 
describes the extensive consultations that occurred in the Caribbean and Pacific 
regions), by integrating the knowledge of small-scale fishers and fish workers and 
other relevant stakeholders. This is essential for them to become actively involved 
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in the governance of their fisheries. Fisheries research should therefore be interac-
tive and participatory, just as the governance process itself must be. The implemen-
tation of the SSF Guidelines should not be an exception from this rule, as was the 
case when they were developed through stakeholder consultations around the world 
(see Willmann et  al. Chap. 36). These consultations, and the fact that 147 FAO 
member states reached a consensus on them, gave small-scale fisheries a legitimacy 
and momentum that make them more binding than they would otherwise be, and 
which may help their implementation. Future research would also need to be as 
holistic as the SSF Guidelines are: the focus must involve the social and ecological 
system in its entirety, and should include the drivers of change that come from out-
side the local community and nation in question.

Thus, research must be cross-scale and transdisciplinary, i.e. beyond science dis-
ciplines. It might integrate stakeholders in the research-making and its communica-
tion. Notably, research agendas should not be imposed from the top-down (Sall and 
Nauen Chap. 29), neither should research seek only to tap into the knowledge of 
local stakeholders in an instrumental way. Instead, knowledge should be co- 
produced by actively involving researchers and stakeholders in the research process. 
Such research should not narrowly focus on biological data and fishing effort, but 
also on social issues pertaining to livelihoods, communities, and governance sys-
tems. Willmann et al. (Chap. 36) call for more research on how to ensure the legal-
ization of human rights for small-scale fishing communities. With the SSF 
Guidelines, the academic community has a challenge and also an opportunity, and 
indeed a responsibility, to become engaged in small-scale fisheries research plans 
and activities.

It is for this reason that the Too Big To Ignore global partnership and the cluster 
on the SSF Guidelines were formed. However, research needs the support of gov-
ernments. The willingness of states to help fund research would be a sign of how 
serious and supportive they are. Together with FAO, the CSOs, and small-scale 
fisheries organizations, the academic community has a role to play in making sure 
that state governments live up to their commitments by endorsing the SSF 
Guidelines. By joining hands, they can make SSF Guidelines pass from rhetoric to 
creating new reality where they matter.
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