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a b s t r a c t

Increasing attention by consumers to the social and environmental dimensions of the food they eat has
generated many different responses, including certification programs, watch lists and local/slow food
movements. This article examines the more recent entry of seafood into these consumer social
movements. Although a concern with the family farm—as well as tendency to equate national security
with food security—has long connected terrestrial food productionwith other cultural concerns, fisheries
have tended to be regarded more as natural resources. Considering seafood as part of the “food system”

would enhance the management of fisheries, while the long engagement in fisheries with co- and
adaptive management and the politics of knowledge would enrich the debate in the agri-foods literature.
The article also offers suggestions on how fisheries management could better govern for sustainable food
systems, and provides further ideas about food, sustainability and governance.

Published by Elsevier Ltd.

1. Introduction: fish, seafood, and sustainability

Consumer movements directed toward food systems have
become increasingly prevalent as a way of merging social and
environmental concerns. Many people have become increasingly
troubled by the social and environmental implications of their
food choices, and are trying to make new kinds of commitments
through purchases while looking for criteria upon which to make
these choices. Such concerns have found expression in a variety of
different approaches, from certification programs that verify
product standards to local and slow food efforts that reconnect
communities with food and local businesses. Local movements, for
example, have been seen as a way to reduce the spatial and social
distance between producers and consumers, with a host of
accompanying changes like fostering trust, enhancing community
development and food security, and promoting ecological sustain-
ability [1,2]. Certification programs have likewise sought to create
relations of trust over longer distances, and to promote and reward
ecologically sound and sustainable methods of production [3].

In fisheries reductions in stock levels and fishing opportunities,
in the U.S. and around the globe, have pushed many fisheries to a
critical crossroads. With pressure on fishermen1 and fishing

families to add value to products and find creative ways to sustain
their livelihoods, some have started to adopt innovations that have
primarily or originally developed in agricultural food systems. Yet
at the same time, scholars in the agri-foods literature have begun
to raise critical questions about how alternative these alternative
food systems truly are [4]. Many lament that the best and brightest
of these alternatives lack empowerment, are not participatory, and
do not effectively confront systemic problems. Thus it is striking
how, despite all the talk in the agri-foods literature of creating new
relations, building trust, and embedding economies in commu-
nities, there has been no connection made to the literature on co-
management and adaptive management that has developed espe-
cially in the context of common pool resources, such as fisheries.
In this respect, it is especially informative to examine and compare
seafood, with its more recent entry into these consumer social
movements, with agricultural products. Of particular importance
are the varying ideas about sustainability that have inspired these
differing movements on the land and on the water. Equally
important are different notions of governance, as addressing
consumer concerns and producer livelihoods through, for exam-
ple, eco-labeling, traceability, or slow food/local food, will also
entail building new relations and institutions.

The aim of this paper is thus twofold. First, it intends to
broaden the more prevalent understandings in fisheries by a
comparison with their terrestrial counterparts, and vice versa. In
particular, a long engagement in fisheries with co- and adaptive
management and the politics of knowledge would enrich the
debate over agricultural certification programs, at the same time
that attention to fish as food and as part of food systems would
deepen discussion in fisheries management. Second, it proposes to
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distill from these broadened understandings a more specific set of
criteria or thinking points about food, sustainability and govern-
ance for fisheries. After a brief introduction to the multiple guides
that currently advise on what seafood to eat, discussion focuses on
some key developments in fishing in the Northeast U.S., reviews
issues that have arisen in the agri-food literature, and considers
how the adaptive co-management model of fisheries helps incor-
porate a broader notion of sustainability that includes commu-
nities and social relations.

2. Fisheries and certification: learning from agriculture

2.1. Fish as resources

In a span of almost 20 years, numerous guides for seafood have
appeared, marking what Roheim [5, p. 301] has called “the
inception of the sustainable seafood movement”. As a number of
critics have argued, the existence of so many guides, sometimes
with contradictory information, has been confusing at best. Oken
et al. [6] note the lack of balance between potentially contradictory
perspectives on contaminants, nutrition, and sustainability, but
suggest as a solution “simple messages.” Roheim [5], on the other
hand, argues that guides painting too broad a picture do a
disservice to those who fish sustainably, while too-detailed advi-
sories may prove useless if consumers lack access to more
information; she suggests instead greater reliance on eco-
certification. Jacquet and Pauly [7], in another viewpoint, criticize
both seafood guides and certification efforts in the context of
global consumers and rogue fishing vessels; they suggest the need
for greater global management and less consumption of seafood
generally. Fisheries efforts have followed in the wake of agricul-
ture's much earlier experiments with private governance (such as
fair trade and organic labeling). Despite their longer history,
however, lessons from agriculture are not clear. Busch [8, p. 351],
for example, has called the “bewildering array of standards” in the
private governance of agricultural products a “bizarre bazaar,”
which has avoided real reform and may increase concentration
of ownership and control, at the same time as it transforms
consumer choice into a “burden”.

One cause for confusion in fisheries, explored in greater detail
below, is the reliance that guides and standards have placed on
different evaluative criteria. At the same time, however, seafood
guides and standards do share a common tendency to regard
fisheries primarily as resources.2 At first glance, this may seem
quite innocuous, for fish—like water, soil, forests, and air—exist in
the natural environment in potentially renewable supply. What is
meant is that dominant constructions of fish and fisheries, at least
in the U.S., have tended to privilege issues of resource manage-
ment and construct resource management as primarily biological
(see also Refs. [9,10]). At the federal level, discussions of fish as
food take place primarily in the context of food safety, health and
nutrition, or import/export regulations, not in fisheries manage-
ment per se; food is rarely mentioned as a guiding goal or
objective in Fishery Management Plans or Amendments [11].
When food security is mentioned it is often in an international
context3 and/or related to bycatch reduction or aquaculture.
Further, food security for fisheries is most commonly discussed

only in relation to maintaining viable stocks of fish [12], or
ensuring adequate nutrition [13], without specifically addressing
the broader “food system” (with very few exceptions, e.g., a 2012
Community Supported Fisheries Forum co-sponsored by NMFS4 ;
[14]). The Magnuson–Stevens Fishery Conservation and Manage-
ment Act (MSA) and its National Standards, the federal legislation
that dictates U.S. fisheries management, contains three references
to food supply5 and one to food production, as well as several to
seafood safety but appears at a casual glance to have little
connection to food systems or community food security in the
sense that will be discussed here.

Yet, the overarching standard governing fisheries management,
National Standard 1, is on closer inspection tightly linked to the
much broader idea of a “food system,” one of relations and
processes that go beyond growing and harvesting to include other
components such as research, transportation and consumption, as
well as such institutions related to food, such as markets and
communities (see review in Ref. [15]). National Standard 1 states
that the primary reason for conservation and management is to
“prevent overfishing while achieving, on a continuing basis, the
optimum yield from each fishery for the United States fishing
industry.” Overfishing and optimum yield are subsequently tied to
biomass stock size and growth rates, though the notion of
optimum is also inherently social, defined later in the MSA's
guidelines as "the amount of fish that will provide the greatest
overall benefit to the Nation, particularly with respect to food
production and recreational opportunities and taking into account
the protection of marine ecosystems”.6 Food is mentioned here
first, the benefits of which are in a later paragraph noted as
“derived from providing seafood to consumers; maintaining an
economically viable fishery together with its attendant contribu-
tions to the national, regional, and local economies; and utilizing
the capacity of the Nation's fishery resources to meet nutritional
needs”.7

Nonetheless, in practice, most subsequent proposed rule-
making has focused on preventing overfishing, while fisheries
tend to be managed for the health of the wild stock, and to a lesser
degree as a source of income for harvesters, and occasionally
processors—not for the wider community.8 Of course, such issues
are essential ingredients for the long-term health of a fishery. The
point here is not to dismiss the importance of biological and
ecological questions, but rather to redirect attention to other
fundamental questions less commonly addressed in fisheries
management. While questions of trade-offs may become more
prominent with ecosystem-based management,9 thinking about
fish as food provides a different frame of interpretation, one that
does not stop with questions about harvesting of fish but includes

2 This is of course not true of those guides or warnings that focus on health,
including toxicology (such as FDA warnings about mercury consumption in
seafood) or nutrition (such as advice to increase omega-12 intake). See Ref. [6]
for a review. The focus in this paper, however, is on fisheries management and the
desire to achieve sustainable seafood choices to which many standards and
guides aim.

3 USAID has a Bureau of Food Security (http://www.usaid.gov/who-we-are/
organization/bureaus/bureau-food-security; accessed 05.02.13).

4 See http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/stories/2012/06/06_04_12csf_summit.html
[accessed 01.11.12].

5 For example: “These fishery resources contribute to the food supply, economy,
and health of the Nation and provide recreational opportunities” (16 U.S.C. 1801, Sec.
2(a)(1)).

6 See http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-2009-01-16/pdf/E9-636.pdf [accessed
15.02.13].

7 See http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/msa2007/docs/acl_final_rule.pdf [accessed
11.12.12].

8 For example, NMFS defines sustainability as “meeting today's needs without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs; for example,
using a resource but leaving some for the future. In terms of seafood, this means
catching or farming seafood responsibly, with consideration for the long-term
health of the environment and the livelihoods of the people that depend upon the
environment”. See http://www.fishwatch.gov/buying_seafood/choosing_sustain
able.htm [accessed 11.12.12].

9 Food is a key ecosystem service according to the Millennium Assessment
(see http://www.millenniumassessment.org/documents/document.300.aspx.pdf,
accessed 07.02.13) and a societal goal of the Ocean Health Index (see http://
www.oceanhealthindex.org/, accessed 06.02.13).
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questions of distribution and use. However, though most wild
caught fish are used for food [16, p. 5], [17], fisheries managers
have hardly begun to talk about fish as food, as obvious as it
seems. How one manages fish has implications for regional food
systems, but no one is likely to manage fisheries for sustainable
food systems if food is not part of the discussion.

In the Northeast U.S., for example, the New England Fishery
Management Council is responsible for the management of species
such as Atlantic herring (Clupea harengus), and sets thresholds on
how and where these are caught. Herring is managed with
consideration to its role as a forage species as well as for its
commercial value, with little thought for use as human food. In the
U.S., Atlantic herring is currently sold primarily as bait for the
American lobster (Homarus americanus) fishery in the Gulf of
Maine. However, this is a relatively new use of herring. In the
1900s there were 75 canneries dotting the coastline, employing
thousands of people canning herring as a food product that was
sold nationally and internationally. In other countries and regions,
herring continue to be harvested and sold as food: kippers in
Britain or pickled herring in Scandinavia. Such differences of
course demonstrate the ways in which rich traditions and strong
ethnic identifications with particular foodstuffs attest to their
sociocultural importance. There is less demand for herring as a
food fish in the U.S. today than there once was (though see [18] on
the return of herring as gourmet food). Yet studies of food have
also shown clearly the importance of the interplay between
consumption and production practices, and material and socio-
cultural forces [19]. This is not to say that Atlantic herring should
not be used as bait or managed for its importance as a forage
species. However, it suggests that by looking at the fishery through
the lens of food production, as a component of National Standard
1 and a key ecosystem provisioning service, managers might
reconsider what they are managing for.

Fisheries certification programs have also tended to have a
biological emphasis; most of these programs primarily use biolo-
gical criteria in assessing fishery sustainability, even if their ideal is
broader. Major metrics for assessing fisheries sustainability
include stock abundance, gear impacts, species life history, and
bycatch, as well as governance and management aspects to the
extent these cover how well biological standards are achieved and
enforced. Yet even among the groups emphasizing similar biolo-
gical factors, there is a tremendous uncertainty behind the under-
lying science. Programs disagree on what and how to measure.
Different groups may rate the same stocks differently, at best
singling out particular gears as sustainable (Table 1). Assessments
of governance and management are at a national or transnational
level, mirroring the “large spatial scales” common to marine
studies [20] but again failing to disaggregate regional or local
differences. Conversely, some groups do mention social and
economic issues as important, but do not integrate such criteria
into their assessments.10 Indeed, major certifiers such as the
Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) have been criticized for a bias
toward large-scale fisheries in the developed world [21]. The cost

of compliance and certification has been identified as one impor-
tant factor in this bias [22], as has a critique of northern elitism in
creating certification categories [23]. Proposals to increase parti-
cipation have included tiered certification and more government
involvement [24]. The concern in this article, however, is what can
be gained by viewing fish as food, and seeing it as part of a broadly
defined food system.

2.2. Fisheries as complex systems

Innovations in agriculture, such as certification programs for
organics and fair trade and, as discussed in the next section,
community supported farms, have provided fishermen and
fishing communities much food for thought. But unlike agricul-
tural products, fish is simply not managed as food in the
industrial west. The mission statement for the U.S. Department
of Agriculture (USDA), for example, cites food first, before
agriculture and natural resources. Their strategic plan focuses
on market expansion, rural community development, and land
conservation, 11 unsurprising when a concern with the family
farm—as well as tendency to equate national security with food
and agricultural security—has, in many places, long connected
terrestrial food production with other sociocultural and political
concerns. Thinking in terms of food systems more broadly, then,
raises the question of the human dimensions of fish and fishing
absent from the dominant attempts at certifying sustainable
fisheries.

Of course, there are important differences between agriculture
and fisheries. In agriculture there is much greater control over
quantity and type of inputs, such as seeds or fertilizers. Control of
the harvest of wild-caught fish, however, is more limited by
regulations and by extant ecological conditions. Farmers in the
industrial West are generally sedentary (i.e. non-shifting); yet
some fishermen may fish inshore areas close to their home ports,
while others range between inshore and offshore areas that span
different regions. But similarities are striking too. Governance
systems like territorial use rights in fisheries (TURFs), where
fishermen can care for their areas like a farm, or at least keep
non-owners out, have been linked to more successfully co-
managed fisheries [25,26]. Such a shift in identity from being a
fisherman to being more like a farmer has been evident in the
Atlantic sea scallop (Placopecten magellanicus) fishery which,
though not a TURF regime, uses area-based controls to increase
yield; likewise, resource enhancement figures into some fisheries,
such as seeding of shellfish spat to increase yield, activities which
can involve complex ideas about property rights and responsibil-
ities [27].

In other words, governance and management systems are
linked in complex ways to stewardship, as work on common
property systems has long showed. Such complexities are poorly
understood and poorly integrated into current seafood buying
criteria, limiting the utility of these guides for judging overall
sustainability. As mentioned earlier, certification programs usually
rate entire stocks, though some may single out particular gears
and/or particular regions as sustainable, giving a bird's eye view
that fails to truly disaggregate a fishery. But producers trying to
harvest more sustainably can disappear from such a simplified
overview, limiting their potential contribution to achieving more
sustainable outcomes. Likewise, stocks may be classified as sus-
tainably harvested based on national- or regional-level data, but
without addressing the global food distribution networks that put
those same species harvested less sustainably elsewhere in local

10 The group Good Catch lists a number of social and economic criteria for
sustainability (consumer health, human rights and social justice, buying local,
animal welfare, climate change), but they are not actually measured in its reports
(http://www.goodcatch.org.uk/site_media/uploads/Good_Catch…the_essentials_F
INAL.pdf, accessed 15.10.12). Another, Fair Trade Fish, is primarily concerned with
the labor and economic conditions of producers/fishermen with an (undefined)
concern for ecological sustainability; they provide no specific criteria as in more
formal certification efforts or seafood guides (http://www.fairtradefish.org/,
accessed 20.11.12). FishWatch references such MSA National Standards as optimum
yield, considering economic efficiency, sustaining fishing communities, and safety
—as well as preventing overfishing, limiting bycatch, using best science, and
minimizing costs—but primarily measures status of the stocks (http://www.fish
watch.gov/index.htm, accessed 20.11.12).

11 See http://www.usda.gov, accessed 15.10.12. Click on About USDA, then
Mission statement. See Strategic Plan Framework, underneath Mission statement.

J. Olson et al. / Marine Policy 43 (2014) 104–111106
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grocery stores.12 This raises important policy questions that often
crystallize around place-based concerns. How do you disaggregate
more finely when a stock is managed and fished in multiple ways
by multiple groups?

More recently, a new and largely place-based model has sought
to answer how and where to buy fish. In the Northeast U.S. and
elsewhere, Community Supported Fisheries (CSFs), modeled after
Community Supported Agriculture farms (CSAs), have gained in
popularity. CSFs are based on a more personal relationship
between producers and consumers who are linked largely by
proximity (though not all CSFs limit themselves to a single local
place). Like a CSA, ‘shareholders’ purchase a stake in the harvest
prior to the fishing season and receive a portion of it, usually
weekly. Fishermen can market directly, eliminating a middle man,
and spread the risk from harvesting unknowns. Thus CSFs help
create a support system for producers to improve their economic
condition and to maintain locally-based fishing communities and
cultures. They also aim to enhance stewardship, directing atten-
tion and higher prices to fish caught with sustainable methods
[30, pp. 544–45], potentially including not just gear and habitat but
also broader impacts not usually considered in certification programs
—such as carbon footprint [31]. In these new ventures, many
fishermen have come to feel positively valued by and linked to their
wider community, while consumers feel more connected to the food
they eat as well as to the individuals harvesting it [30].

Moreover, buying a share of the harvest prior to the fish being
caught enables fishermen to land and sell a wider range of species
than is usually found in the market, diversifying the seafood within
the food system. Yet what species are marketed or provided by CSFs
depends on many factors: in the Northeast U.S., most CSFs have
focused on such traditional species as lobster and groundfish, common
on their fishing grounds, including Atlantic cod (Gadus morhua),
currently considered ‘unsustainable’ by certification programs and

undergoing large catch reductions. Of course, the local fish move-
ment is, among other things, precisely about disaggregating a
fishery so that fishermen trying to fish in ecologically sustainable
ways can supply customers wanting to support such practices.
Northeast CSF cod fishermen who fish within the current catch
limits and seek to fish in sustainable ways argue such efforts are
worth supporting. Certainly in many fisheries, by adding local
variability and social sustainability into the mix, CSFs or similar
groups can deliver fish to their shareholders that at a larger scale
may be problematic.

However, such connections—whether between consumers and
producers, citizens and government, or resource scientists and
resource users—depend on the nurturing of trust; more specifically,
of trust in the knowledge used to determine what is ecologically and
socially sustainable. Here, whose knowledge should count? These
issues are also fundamental to co- and adaptive management,
balancing the interplay between different scales, sources, and forms
of knowledge, in a context structured by ecological and social
processes. And trust, after all, is a key part of governance. The next
section discusses the issues of trust and of knowledge, both how it
has come to be seen as problematic in the agri-foods literature, and
the potential contribution that a broader engagement with co- and
adaptive management might make to such debates.

3. Food systems and the politics of knowledge:
the co-management model

At the same time that increasing interest in eating locally and
seasonally has been voiced in both popular culture and press, the
agri-foods literature has begun to write more critically about the
“local trap” [32], or defensive and regressive localism [33]. Certi-
fication has been criticized for lacking “overt opposition” to the
current system [34, p. 360], for reinforcing neoliberal subjectivities
and practices through individual consumption [35], and for “con-
ventionalization,” the idea that rents generated from specialized
niche production attract large producers, who co-opt and squeeze
out the original small-scale producers [36,37]. Others have

Table 1
Criteria of and examples from leading certification and seafood watch programs.

Evaluative criteriaa Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) Blue Ocean Institute Eartheasy Monterey Bay aquarium
seafood watch

Stock levels x x x x
Gear impact on habitat/
ecosystem

x x x x

Governance/management x x x x
Life history x
Bycatch x x x
Gear type x

Status of key species in the
Northeast U.S. b

Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) Blue Ocean Institute Eartheasy Monterey Bay aquarium
seafood watch

American lobster (Homarus
americanus)

(Maine lobster trap fishery) Yellow light Moderate
risk

Good alternative (Northeast U.
S. trap)

Atlantic cod (Gadus morhua) Not certified Yellow light (jig and bottom longline), Red light
(bottom trawl and gillnet)

Best to
avoid

Good alternative (U.S. Gulf of
Maine hook and line)

Atlantic herring (Clupea
harengus)

Not certified (An Atlantic Canadian
fishery is under consideration)

Green light Better
choice

Good alternative (U.S. Atlantic)

Atlantic deep-sea red crab
(Chaceon quinquedens)

Certified Not rated Not rated Not rated

Golden tilefish (Lopholatilus
chamaeleonticeps)

Not certified Yellow light Not rated Avoid (U.S. South Atlantic; U.S.
Gulf of Mexico)

a Sources [accessed 14.02.13]: (http://www.msc.org/about-us/standards/standards/msc-environmental-standard); (http://blueocean.org/documents/2012/07/blue-ocea
n-updated-ranking-methodology.pdf); (http://eartheasy.com/eat_sustainable_seafoods.htm).

b Sources [accessed 14.02.13]: (http://blueocean.org/seafoods/; http://www.msc.org/track-a-fishery/fisheries-in-the-program; http://eartheasy.com/eat_sustainable_sea
foods.htm); (http://www.montereybayaquarium.org/cr/SeafoodWatch/web/sfw_factsheet.aspx).

12 In a bycatch-related case, Hawaií tuna longliners were closed down to
protect turtles. This increased demand for tuna harvested elsewhere (where turtle
protections were weaker) and ultimately increased overall turtle deaths [28,29].
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questioned whether alternative markets have helped sustain rural
producers and communities, changed “North–South dynamics,” or
improved ecological relations [38,39]. A key issue emerging from
such studies is the lack of a truly participatory, transparent, and
accountable framework for producers and workers [3,40,41], or in
this case, fishermen.

On the consumer side, surveys about buying certified fish have
revealed ambiguous consumer demand, such as reluctance to pay
price premiums [42]. Others have noted the unexpected outcome
that consumers may become more suspicious and feel less
empowered with more information [43]. As Goss [44, p. 246]
writes more generally about the gap between beliefs and beha-
viors: “Consumers are not willing to pay higher prices for ‘cause-
related products’, lack adequate information to make effective
choices, suffer from ‘care fatigue’, respond more to short-term
negative campaigns, and are easily distracted by marketing rhetoric.”
Thus consumers also lack a participatory, transparent, and accoun-
table framework. This mismatch between beliefs and behaviors
leads Goss [44, p. 246] to ask: how can one turn “privatized
consumption into a collective vision of a better society” that builds
communities and public spaces? As Allen et al. [45, p. 68] write, this
is the difference between emphasizing “the rights of consumers”
versus “their rights as citizens”. While certification programs may
appear to be simply a response to consumer demand, “stable
markets for certified products rarely exist before the programs are
begun… Instead, making markets for certified products is part of a
larger institution building project” that happens in “an international
context of neo-liberalism and free trade” and that depends on the
strength of “social movement campaigns” for success [46, pp.
434,435]. Thus scholars have argued for the importance of shifting
from a politics of place to a “politics in place” [47] that is more
sensitive to the issue of scale [45] and open to the ways that private
and public regulation can enhance each other [3, p. 160].

This new emphasis on better understanding the role of con-
sumers is, some have argued, a way of adding “culture” to our
understanding of commodity chains, which have up until now
concentrated on producers and on larger-scale political economic
forces and structures [48, pp. 287–89]. Yet it is equally problematic
to view producers simply as those who respond to market signals
for particular production methods. Opening the “black box” of
producer knowledge and behavior would help incorporate a
broader notion of sustainability that can better consider social
goals as well as ecological objectives. Most people are unfamiliar
with where and how their seafood is caught or about fishing
livelihoods and communities [49]. Though consumer demand for
certified fish is often ambiguous, recent studies have noted a
concern with seafood safety and a strong interest in seeing where
fish comes from [42]. In interviews with CSF leaders, one of the
more important things they mentioned is the opportunity for
face-to-face interaction, where consumers can ask questions and
learn about fishing, and fishermen can receive feedback from
consumers.

For fisheries then, the long-standing interest in co-management
among both fishermen and researchers points in intriguing direc-
tions. Essential to the success of co-management regimes has been
the facilitation of knowledge sharing and the building of trust
between different participants (e.g. [26,50]). Without this dialogue,
one risks ethnocentrism or paternalism, not to mention the real
complexities presented by locally differing conceptions of, for
example, fairness [see also [45, p. 62]. Grappling with such
differences productively, though, yields the “promise of a more
broadly understood and widely applicable set of principles” [51, p. 193].
The notion of civic agriculture, for example, has arisen precisely to
capture the view that alternative markets “will always include public
deliberation and that the vitality and growth of these markets will
always depend upon democratic engagement […] trust and solidarity

are important to the maintenance of participation in alternative
markets” [52, p. 46].

Likewise, the regional and global scale of issues “that are rarely
contained within a single fishery” alone points to the importance
of public intervention [22, p. 659]. But as Iles [53] has written,
seafood sustainability campaigns that seek conservation through
consumption have tended to create passive consumers rather than
active community-builders. These campaigns often look only at
consumers and fishermen, forgetting other actors in the supply
chain, including holding buyers and distributors accountable to
local fishermen and communities. If co-management can serve as
a model, however, one can imagine co-operative associations of
fishermen who agree to certain practices that have already been
constructed through meetings and dialogues between themselves
and community representatives or boards of interested citizens,
along with scientists and managers.13 Certainly the importance of
community involvement in developing regulations has long been
recognized in fisheries [55–63]. Such associations may find even
more institutional support with the further development of
ecosystem-based management approaches, in which community-
based participatory approaches in conjunction with the scientific
method and “adaptive learning” are key to managing and making
socially desirable trade-offs [64–68]. And they may provide a new
way to build trust in the development and implementation of
standards, and governance, that have been increasingly subject to
serious challenge (e.g. [69]).

A number of emerging fisheries initiatives are working toward
building some of these connections. In the Northeast U.S., the
Northwest Atlantic Marine Alliance (NAMA) has been heavily
involved in promoting and providing institutional support for
CSFs, and collaborative efforts to represent the social–ecological
dimensions of small-scale fishing in the Northeast. This has
included holding educational forums such as “seafood throw-
downs,” giving cooking lessons about unfamiliar species or show-
ing consumers how to gut whole fish, all ways to re-instill the
kinds of knowledge that people used to have about procuring and
preparing their dinner, as well as hosting forums to discuss why
“Who Fishes Matters.”14 The Gulf of Maine Research Institute
(GMRI) has begun a “sustainable seafood initiative” that seeks to
connect fishermen with area restaurant owners and chefs; devel-
ops markets for unfamiliar species through those partnerships;
and facilitates traceability of seafood through a branding program
and retail collaboration.15 In California, the Vivid Picture Project
promotes a sustainable food system that includes seafood; its
work has also centered on the importance of creating connections
between producers and consumers through knowledgeable deal-
ers and merchants [70]. The National Panel on the Community
Dimensions of Fisheries Catch Share Programs [71] has urged the
regional fisheries management councils to “develop programs that
ensure thriving fishing communities and sustainable fisheries” and
build upon existing federal food policies. Nationwide, emerging
collaborations include the Chefs Collaborative and Trace and Trust,
both of which seek to create connections between users and
producers to support local fishermen and to enhance traceability
of products.16

13 The closest in the agri-foods literature are “participatory guarantee systems”
(PGS), though these are locally-based without state involvement. PGS “are ‘’locally
focused quality assurance systems [that] verify producers based on active partici-
pation of stakeholders and are built on a foundation of trust, social networks and
knowledge exchange” (see http://www.ifoam.org/about_ifoam/standards/PGS-Bro
chure-Dec2011_Web.pdf, accessed 06.12.12). See also [54].

14 See http://namanet.org/our-work [accessed 06.12.12].
15 See http://www.gmri.org/mini/index.asp?ID=33&p=85 [accessed 05.12.12].
16 See http://nrn.com/seafood-trends/chef-makes-most-trash-fish and http://

traceandtrust.com/ [accessed 11.12.12].
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From such dialogues on social and cultural criteria for fair
seafood and healthy livelihoods and communities might arise
more specific criteria which the more global certification programs
can learn from and adopt: a way of “jumping scales” between local
systems and global certification (cf. [72]). This is key, for in the
U.S. and many other places, most seafood consumed is imported
[73, p. 4],17 and even for fishermen who participate in CSFs, local
food systems may not be able to absorb all of their catch. But as
Raynolds et al. [3, p. 160] have written, “For private initiatives to
have the greatest impact they should raise the bar—proving that
more socially and environmentally sustainable production is
possible and desirable. In short, there is a strong complementary
and dynamic relationship between public and private regulation
in promoting social justice and ecological concerns in global
markets.” Thus the impact of local or participatory innovations is
felt when these are scaled to more global or public efforts,
especially if they include a model that other communities can
follow, even those without a history of collaboration.

Beyond this, fisheries managers could also be asking how to
better govern for sustainable food systems. In the groundfish
industry in the Northeast, the sector/catch share program—the
combination of quota allocations with the requirement to form
groups—has provided a situation ripe for community-based mar-
keting innovations such as CSFs or branding. These new forms of
marketing have emerged out of a period of economic difficulty for
many fishermen in the Northeast. But could management have
gone farther in managing for sustainable communities and food
systems had they encouraged a place-based element to group
formation or in some way ensured that communities could also
benefit from sectors?18 What would happen if issues such as anti-
trust concerns, among other things, could be better resolved to
create a more enabling environment for collective creativity to
emerge?19 Finding ways to add value to reduced stocks through
innovation and working together, after all, requires building new
relations and institutions. But until fish is seen as food, managers,
consumers, and researchers will never truly understand fishermen
or even begin to manage fish as part of sustainable food systems.

4. Conclusion: fish and food systems

Consumers are beginning to influence how seafood is har-
vested and marketed. But the information available at a national or
global scale for consumers to make decisions is often conflicting,
misleading, and one-dimensional. A particular weakness of global
certification programs is the lack of disaggregation beyond, at
most, stock and gear. This can fail to recognize local sub-sets of
those fisheries that are sustainably managed or individual fisher-
men who fish in more ecologically friendly ways. As discussed, key
issues for these different and emerging institutions in fisheries
revolve around questions of scale and of knowledge: certification
programs and local food initiatives each offer something the other
cannot. Certification programs promise something universal and
global—universal standards based on expert knowledge that can

be applied anywhere in the world, for global consumers who may
be nowhere near an ocean source of food. These programs
generally have not challenged us to think about fish as food. Yet
not only do most certification programs tend to leave out social
and cultural questions altogether, it is difficult (not to mention
potentially ethnocentric) to devise such standards without dialo-
gue with those concerned and consideration of context. Local food
systems, on the other hand, are about reconnecting producers and
consumers together at a smaller, bottom-up scale (sometimes
even virtual community connections). Yet the local variability of
resources may leave biological and ecological questions unsatis-
factorily answered.

These issues of scale and knowledge are also intrinsic to co-
and adaptive management, where they are frequently a source of
creativity and collaboration. The same is true for food systems,
for community is more than just interested resource users or
fisheries stakeholders, and centering the topic on food rather
than resources may be a far more effective way of building
community in a broader sense. Better connecting consumers to
producers would improve knowledge and interest in fishery
food systems, with the potential to create broader criteria and
raise new questions for certification programs to consider, such as
the difference that seeing fish as food and part of greater food
systems makes to notions of sustainability. These then become
part of a larger dialogue on “fair trade” fisheries that build on and
create broader movements for “civic fisheries” and new kinds of
relations.

In ending, the authors would like to offer a simple series of
metrics, FLoWS. Based on the ongoing discussion with area food
and fishery activists, these metrics can be used to think about
what kinds of seafood we should be eating. FLoWS emphasizes
choosing Fresh, Local, Wild, and Small seafood as a way of thinking
about supporting local economies and communities through fish
(and shellfish) fed on natural systems and lower on the food chain.
Does what you eat help local fishermen or local communities? Is it
good for you or the ecosystem? Many bottom-up initiatives are
beginning to emerge in fisheries, but they have not reached a
crescendo loud enough to impact the more dominant certification
and seafood guides. Bringing these different pieces and players
together should be the goal of sustainable food systems.
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