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The purpose of these 
Policy Briefs is to ensure 
effective dissemination of 
information collected and 
generated as a result of 
the World Bank-funded 
Study of Good 
Management Practice in 
Sustainable Fisheries, the 
ACP Fish II Feasibility 
Study (EC), and a 
Workshop on Fiscal 
Reform in Fisheries (DFID 
and GTZ). 

World Bank Study

During 2003, the project 
'Study of Good 
Management Practice in 
Sustainable Fisheries' was 
undertaken by SIFAR with 
funding from the World 
Bank. This resulted in an 
initial (brief) report followed 
by the substantive report 
which have contributed to 
a recent internal World 
Bank process aimed at 
justifying future 
investments in fisheries 
sector development. 

EC ACP Fish II 
Feasibility Study

During 2002/2003 SIFAR/
FAO undertook a feasibility 
study on behalf of the 
European Commission 
(European Aid Cooperation 
Office - AIDCO). This 
comprised an extensive 
consultation process with 
fisheries sector participants 
from over 60 ACP 
countries, together with the 
preparation of a range of 
major project proposals 
covering capacity building 
for more effective fisheries 
management in Africa, the 
Caribbean and the Pacific.

15. Some key considerations for improving fisheries management 
performance 

Overview

As a generalisation, over the last half century the focus of fisheries management has been on the 
biological state of fishery resources. In theory it is now widely accepted that fisheries management 
needs to give attention to a far wider range of issues (without abandoning the natural sciences) that 
have a profound impact on fishery management performance, without abandoning the natural 
sciences. These focus on how best to organise the management of people in relation to fisheries 
resources. The inertia of institutional change means that many fisheries management authorities are 
still structured in a way consistent with the old management paradigm. Management authorities 
need to be proactive in pursuing certain critical issues that, if tackled, can enhance fisheries 
management performance. What are they?

Key issues

1. ADDRESSING POLICY AND THE POLICY PROCESS

A fisheries policy is the formal statement that sets out clearly and explicitly the objectives, and the 
associated course of action, for the management of a fishery(1). As such, it becomes the reference 
point against which all that happens within the fisheries sector is measured. Policy and the policy 
process are thus of fundamental importance to effective fisheries management. 

Fisheries policy should reflect a consensus by society of what it wants from the fishery and how it is 
going to achieve those objectives. People have greater respect for objectives and rules that they 
themselves have had a hand in shaping. This brings greater willingness to comply with rules 
formulated through a participatory process and, as a consequence, reduces implementation costs. 
For this to work, participation must involve the genuine empowerment of stakeholders to influence 
and shape the governance of the fishery(2). 

2. ESTABLISHING RIGHTS - AN END TO OPEN ACCESS

2.1  Ending open access means establishing rights 

When demand in a fishery exceeds the biological capacity of the fishery resource to supply(3), there 
is a need to limit the harvesting of that stock if overfishing of the stock is to be avoided. This requires 
limiting fishing effort - the combination of people, fishing gear, boats and other equipment needed to 
harvest the fish. In essence, it means an end to open access. Some people, using a combination of 
fishing gear, boats and other equipment, will have the right to fish while others will be excluded. 

2.2  Rights - what are they? 

A ‘right' refers to the capacity to assert a claim and have others respect it. Excluding some people 
while allowing others to continue in the fishery is the process of establishing rights to the stream of 
benefits that arise from the use of the resource. It is thus axiomatic that, if we urge the end to open-
access regimes for fisheries resources, we are advocating rights over these resources. These rights 
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are to property, because they describe “a legally and socially endorsed concentration of power over 
things and resources"(4). Property rights thus constitute the essential basis for effective management 
of fisheries. 

The term “property rights” does not necessarily imply private property. Property rights may be vested 
in the state or a group of states as public property, in a group of individuals or a community as the 
common property, or in individuals or companies as private property rights. In many artisanal 
fisheries, where open access exists, there may be a moral claim by a fishing community to benefit 
from a resource. It would not be a community right, however, unless that community is empowered 
to defend that right. 

Over time, as the particular circumstances of a society changes, its property rights regime in may 
also change. Rights vested in a community may become individual property rights. A community or 
the state may claim public property rights to resources over which no property rights existed. 
Similarly, the conditions attached to the rights may change as the condition of the resource changes 
or the circumstances of particular groups within society change. 

2.3  Some necessary characteristics of fishing rights 

Rights need to be clearly defined and enforceable. The extent of the right should be explicitly stated, 
be it to deploy a certain limited fishing effort, to a percentage of the catch, or to harvest in a 
particular geographic area or at a particular time. The less clear the rights are, the more difficult it is 
to enforce them, as ambiguity breeds debate, uncertainty and conflict. The rights should be 
structured in such a way as to make enforcement realistic and cost-effective. 

Rights should provide correct incentives. The rights must provide incentives to move away from the 
race to catch fish before others do so, and towards the use of just sufficient fishing effort to achieve 
optimal harvesting in the long term. The more permanent the right, the greater will be the incentive to 
nurture and conserve the resource. 

Without rights being properly defined, even with some limitation on access, participants in a fishery 
will tend to compete for as large a share of the resource as possible up to the point where the 
additional revenue produced is used in competing for the resource.

2.4  Rights imply enforcement – monitoring, control and surveillance 

The concept of a right is inextricably linked to enforcement, that is, to the capacity to insist that the 
claim to the benefit be respected by others. In a system where rights to a resource exist, it must be 
possible to exclude non-rights-holders from access to the resource. In the absence of enforcement, 
open access occurs as anyone may lay claim to the benefit of the resource. 

Monitoring, control and surveillance (MCS) is thus central to effective fisheries management. In a 
context where enforcement is undertaken in an atmosphere of conflict between fishers and the 
enforcement entity, costs can be prohibitively high. It is thus often a complaint of fisheries managers 
that they simply cannot afford the cost of enforcement. This underlines the importance of monitoring, 
control and surveillance systems being developed through a process that includes stakeholders 
considering the problem, recognising that it is in their interests to find a solution to the problem, and 
having a role in deciding on measures that will realistically address them. Regulation with the 
consent of the regulated leads to greater compliance and lower costs of enforcemen(5).

The costs of enforcement do not disappear as a result of greater participation. However, there are 
often untapped sources of funding lost to the fishery as a result of poor management. These need to 
be better used as part of the process of improving the efficacy of fisheries management(6).
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3.  THE MAKEUP OF A FISHERIES MANAGEMENT AUTHORITY 

3.1  Jurisdictions and the range of stocks 

A fisheries management authority must have control over the harvesting of the fish stock for the 
whole of its range, otherwise limitations exercised in one part of the range may be undermined by 
lack of restraint elsewhere. The ranges of marine fish often cross jurisdictions. They may straddle 
the jurisdictions of one or more coastal states and the high seas, or may not fit neatly into existing 
rights of coastal communities within a state. This also holds true for many inland fisheries. 
Mechanisms need to be found for asserting control over the whole habitat of target species. Failure 
to achieve this can easily lead to failure of the management system. This practical necessity 
reinforces the need for a nested structure of institutions for a fisheries management authority in 
order to accommodate both the range of the stock and the socioeconomic realities of those 
harvesting the resource. The management authority might include, for example, local management 
structures, a national body and an intergovernmental body where transboundary stocks are involved. 

3.2  What constitutes a Fisheries Management Authority 

A fisheries management authority may be public, be some sort of co-management arrangement 
between the public sector and other stakeholders, or may even be private. Management authority 
functions may be vested in more than one body. 

The authority should be responsible for recognising existing rights where appropriate, for defining 
and assigning rights where they do not exist, and for facilitating a change in the rights-based system 
where this is required. Management tasks should include: 

•  the formulation of policy; 
•  ensuring that the knowledge needed for informed decision making is acquired (e.g. stock 
assessments; economic analysis of the fishery, a poverty profile of the community); 
•  ensuring that harvesting regulations and other management decisions are based on sound 
science; 
•  providing opportunities for stakeholder participation in fisheries management, 
•  general administration; and 
•  monitoring compliance, ensuring enforcement and, where appropriate, dispute settlement(7). 

The functions of a management authority may be vested in a set of organisations that make up the 
management authority. The selection of the body fulfilling particular management functions should 
be based on the body's legitimacy, its compatibility with legal jurisdiction, and its political capacity to 
operate effectively. The functions of the management authority may be vested in intergovernmental 
organisations (a regional fisheries management organisation), national governments, sub-national 
public authorities, community organisations or rights-holder or stakeholder representative bodies, or 
an amalgam of these. 

3.3  Nested institutions 

The concept of the ‘nestedness' of management arrangement(8) is important if the governance 
system is both to permit management to have authority over the whole range of the target stock or 
stocks, and at the same time be compatible with the social, cultural and economic characteristics of 
the fishing communities and the broader society that utilise the resource. Where there is effective 
participation, a management authority, in practice, will reflect a ‘co-management' arrangement 
between the state and stakeholders. A national level of the management authority will provide a 
framework for nested institutions, each tailored to the conditions of each fishery, in a joint endeavour 
to generate a socially optimal use of the resource. 
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4.  REALISING WEALTH FROM A FISHERY

The feasibility of change often becomes apparent when the value of the fisheries, and the 
possibilities of financing change from this source, are recognised. Many fisheries have the potential 
of generating wealth, some of them of generating considerable wealth. Although open access 
conditions ultimately result in wealth being wasted on overcapacity, there are relatively high value 
fisheries that, although still subject to open access conditions, produce considerable wealth as the 
wealth has not yet been completely dissipated on overcapacity(9).

Profits in excess of ‘normal' profits reflect the existence of resource rent(10). The value of the 
fisheries should be closely examined as a possible revenue source for more effective management. 
Ultimately revenue from within the sector is likely to be the source from which an effective 
management system will be sustained over time. 

Expenditure on fisheries management needs to be kept in proportion to the value of the fisheries. 
There will always be tradeoffs between the benefits gained by certain measures and their costs. 
There would be little point in establishing an MCS system, for example, that achieves 97% 
compliance but absorbs all resource rent generated in the fishery, when the expenditure of 5% of the 
rent produces 80% compliance. These tradeoffs need to be carefully considered. 

5. DEALING WITH TRANSITION - MAKING EXPLICIT THE COSTS AND BENEFITS OF CHANGE 

The transition from open-access, poor management regimes to more effective fisheries 
management systems will bring long-term gains to people involved in fisheries and to society as a 
whole. It is nevertheless true that very often such beneficial changes are opposed by stakeholders in 
the sector. This often occurs because fishers feel unable to cope with the short-term losses that 
often occur as a fish stock recovers, and believe that they might not benefit in the longer term if they 
are forced out of the sector. Change may involve losses of income for labour and capital, and 
revenue losses for those whose fishing gear, boats and processing facilities become redundant. This 
may happen as catches are forgone while fish stocks are being rebuilt or as part of a long-term 
reduction in fishing effort. 

There is likely to be resistance to change unless there is confidence that the benefits that are 
expected to accrue from the change will be equitably distributed and that those that bear the costs of 
change will benefit from it. Addressing explicitly the question of financing the short-term costs of 
change also helps the process. If this resistance to a clearly beneficial change is to be overcome, it 
is essential to address these issues in an open and transparent manner. 

Transitional plans should: 

•  include a programme to raise awareness among stakeholders and politicians of the benefits of the 
change; 
•  establish criteria through consultation with stakeholders for determining how the system will be 
implemented, who will be affected and how; 
•  recognise and assess the costs and benefits of transition and allocate their distribution in an 
equitable manner; 
•  assess and control the potential impact of the change on the poorer and most vulnerable part of 
the population; 
•  recognise that the impact of change may go beyond the fisheries sector; and 
•  avoid delaying change, as delay may exacerbate the problem and increase the cost in the future
(11). 
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(1) For a fuller discussion of this topic see: Policy Brief 13: Key concepts II: Policy, policy process and policy 
analysis in this series.
(2) (ibid). 
(3) This is an important qualification for a rights based system. It is only scarcity of the resource that makes a 
rights-based system important. 
(4) Kurien, J. (1998) Property rights, resource management and governance: Crafting an institutional framework 
of global marine fisheries. Thiruvananthapuram, India: Centre for Development Studies.
(5) For discussion of MCS see: Cochrane, K.L. (ed.) (2002) A fishery manager's guidebook. Management 
measures and their application. FAO Fisheries Technical Paper No. 424. Rome: FAO.
(6) See section 4.
(7) WHAT (2000).
(8) See: Ostrom, E. (1990. Governing the commons. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
(9) See for example: Eide, A. (2003) "Assessment of the economic benefits Mozambique receives from their 
shallow water shrimp fisheries", in Eide, A., P. Manning and S.I. Steinshamn ( 2003) Assessment of the 
economic benefits African countries received from their marine resources: Three case studies. Bergen: SNF.
(10) See discussion of rent, wealth generation, and fiscal reform in ACP Fish II FSR. Appendix 3B.
(11) WHAT (2000).
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