Key Considerations for Multi-Stakeholder
Dialogue Spaces for Improved Fisheries Governance

Key Considerations for

Multi-Stakeholder Dialogue Spaces

for Improved Fisheries
Governance
1

Key Considerations for Multi-Stakeholder Dialogue Spaces for Improved
Fisheries Governance.
October, 2020
The content expressed in this publication do not necessarily represent
those of the United Nations, United Nations Development Programme
or their Member States. The boundaries and names shown and the
designations used on the maps do not imply official endorsement or
acceptance by the United Nations.
Copyright © 2020 United Nations Development Programme One United
Nations Plaza, New York, NY 10017, USA.
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,
stored in a retrieval system or transmitted, in any form by any means,
electronic, mechanical, photocopying or otherwise, without prior
permission of UNDP.
Written by: Duncan Leadbitter
Editors: Diego Orellana and Karen Hildahl
Design and layout: Gabriel Hidalgo, Joca Diseño
Cover ilustration: ©Roger Ycaza
For more information see:
www.globalmarinecommodities.org

2

Key Considerations for Multi-Stakeholder
Dialogue Spaces for Improved Fisheries Governance

Introduction
Good governance is a critical but
commonly overlooked aspect of the quest
for sustainable use of natural resources.
According to Manual Barange from the
United Nations Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO), “Sustainability failures
are governance failures, but the reasons
that challenge sustainability are complex.
Beware of simple solutions – seek the
underlying causes.”1
The term ‘wicked problems’ has been
coined to describe those challenges for
which there is no obvious and simple
solution. In development planning there
can never be full knowledge and there are
inevitable tradeoffs between competing
user groups and between people and the
environment. Getting people together
can create an enabling environment for
the design and implementation of new
solutions.
As economies have become more
connected via trade, there is a need to
ensure that the potentially negative
impacts of increased economic activity
are adequately controlled and that the
benefits are properly distributed over the
long term. Seafood is the most highly
1.

traded primary product in the world and
over the past thirty years, fishery production
in developing countries, and its transfer
to the developed world, has increased
substantially.
The United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP) is committed to
enabling people to share their goals,
needs and commitment to managing the
use of natural resources (water, forests,
soils, fisheries) in a way that meets global
sustainable development goals. The UNDP
has been facilitating dialogues between
people involved in a variety of commodities
such as coffee, oil palm, soy, beef and
cocoa. The move into seafood enabled this
approach to be applied to seeking solutions
to the well documented issues associated
with overfishing and the inequitable
distribution of benefits from the use of
fishery resources. As publicly owned
resources, fisheries are more likely to be
sustainable when stakeholders are actively
involved in the management process. The
Sustainable Marine Commodity Platform
approach ensures that those in the wider
supply chain, who also have an interest in
sustainable use, are proactively included.

http://www.fao.org/fishery/static/symposiumfisheriespresentations/TechnicalKeynoteManuelBarange.pdf
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Objectives of
this document
The Global Sustainable Supply Chains
for Marine Commodities (GMC) Project,
funded by the Global Environment Facility,
has been operating for about two years
and much has been learned already (GMC
Project Implementation Report, 2020) The
objectives of this document are to:
▶

Provide interim advice for those
that may wish to adopt the platform
approach in a new fishery or country.

▶

Encourage practitioners to explore
existing consultation arrangements so
as to design a platform of ‘best fit’.

▶

Provide links to more detailed
information if practitioners need to
seek further advice.

This document draws from the experiences
of GMC Project implementation teams in
Costa Rica, Ecuador, Indonesia and the
Philippines as well as observations by the
project’s global fisheries advisor and NGO

partner, Sustainable Fisheries Partnership
(SFP). The management arrangements for
fisheries in each of these countries are
diverse, particularly regarding aspects that
facilitate consultation and participation.
The fisheries involved were managed at a
mix of national (e.g., large pelagics in Costa
Rica) and local levels (e.g., blue swimming
crabs in the Philippines) and had varying,
existing commitments to consultation,
ranging from non-existent through indevelopment, to well developed. Thus, each
country team had a unique situation within
which to implement the Project and the
adaptive nature of the platform approach
has been of assistance.
Based on an analysis of the learnings to
date, ten key lessons are put forward that
may be useful for the establishment of
a successful dialogue space that assists
stakeholders to transition their fisheries
towards sustainability.

Rationale
Capture fisheries are an important source
of food and livelihoods, particularly in
rural areas in developing countries. Fish
resources are generally publicly owned
and, commonly, have not been managed
with long-term benefits as the primary
goal. Globally, fisheries management in
developing countries lags behind the
developed world and reforms are urgently
needed if fishers are to have food and
income in the future.

a commitment to sustainable use. This
commitment should go beyond good
science and enforcement, both of which are
important but without effective governance,
history has shown that lack of respect for
the rules undermines any measures taken
to control catches within sustainable limits.
A notable example is the case of Illegal,
Unregulated and Unreported (IUU) fishing
which is a worldwide threat to sustainable
fisheries.2

Successful fisheries management must
be a partnership whereby all the key
players, from fishers to retailers, share

The GMC Project was established to foster
dialogue and a shared commitment to
making fisheries management work. It

2.
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https://www.un.org/en/observances/end-illegal-fishing-day
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deliberately involves a wide range of
stakeholders, including those in fishery
dependent businesses, whether these be
active fishers, buyers or sellers. The Project
explicitly works with government as the
primary decision and rule-making body in
charge of determining who may catch fish
and how much.
Efforts to engage stakeholders in good
fisheries management are, globally, not
uncommon and there have been some
positive success stories (Bundy et al 2017,
Hilborn and Ovando 2014). The importance
of good governance is now embodied in
guidance available globally. The term ‘co-

management’ has been used to describe
the ‘shared journey’ whereby government
and stakeholders work together. The GMC
Project has developed a platform approach
that provides a model for those that want
to put in place a governance and dialogue
space to enable fisheries to work.
Fisheries are diverse and there is no
simple rule book for determining the
details of the governance arrangements.
The lessons learned from the work to date
clearly demonstrate that a mix of good
preparation, understanding the root causes
of issues, and patience are the keys to
success.
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Key Lessons in Promoting

Fisheries Governance

Lesson 1

Determine the
scope of the platform
A valuable attribute of the platform
approach is that it is highly flexible
in terms of scope. A platform can
apply at different jurisdictional
scales (national to local) and/or it
can cut across agency responsibilities
if required. For example, a platform
may cover more than just the
responsibilities of the fisheries
management agency. Determining
the scope of a proposed platform
is an entry level decision that will
determine who may be interested
in being involved, budgeting,
timetables, long term arrangements
and more.
▶
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Fisheries management jurisdiction The role of the platform should be in
keeping with the scale of the fishery.
If the fishery is managed at a local
level, it is best to have representation
and a mandate that is locally focused.
There may be exceptions such as the
existence of issues that have wider
importance. An example could be a

fishery of strategic importance (that
may be located in a disputed area)
or that requires a wider government
response (e.g., the fishery is but one
of a number in different jurisdictions,
or there are enforcement issues that
require a wider response).
▶

A fisheries diagnostic analysis (e.g.,
root cause analysis or RCA) can
help generate an understanding of
the scope and depth of issues and
thus what information is required. A
diagnostic analysis needs to cover
the status of the fishery resources,
how the fish are used and who
benefits, and what arrangements are
in place to ensure that the fishery
objectives agreed by stakeholders
and government are being achieved.
It can provide valuable information
in itself but also be a useful guide
for what information may be required
to facilitate decision making in the
platform committee. The FAO’s Code
of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries
provides valuable guidance on the
various aspects of a fishery that could
form the basis for an analysis.
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Lesson 2

Document any
existing consultation
arrangements and
how they currently
operate
to success. Membership needs to draw
on the diverse strengths of those in
fishing communities, especially women
and those whose business depends
on decisions that favour sustainability.
Governments need to be encouraged
to be proactive in seeking membership
from groups that are commonly poorly
represented (e.g., women). Participants
in the consultation forums may be
chosen by their peers (either by
elections or by recommendations) or
they may be appointed by government
via an application process. The aim
should be to have committee members
contribute to the management
dialogue based on their expertise and
commitment and not because they
have a personal agenda or want to be
disruptive.

Prior to initiating discussions about
establishing a dialogue platform,
a review of existing consultation
arrangements should be undertaken.
Attention needs to be paid to the
following:
▶

▶

Jurisdictional aspects – Consultation
arrangements should be appropriate
to the level at which decisions are
made about management measures
that affect those who go fishing and
are dependent on utilizing the catch
in some way. It may be that there are
transboundary arrangements in place.
An example is the management of
oceanic tunas where there may be an
international agreement that seeks to
broker agreements among participating
governments who then implement
these via national laws.
Membership – The people issues in
consultations are critical and can make
or break consultation arrangements.
Set out who is guaranteed committee
membership and how they are chosen.
Ownership of the issues and the
solutions by stakeholders is critical

▶

Consultation arrangements –
Describe the aims of the consultation
arrangements. Document whether
the consultation committee provides
higher level strategic advice or whether
it provides feedback on decisions
made by fisheries policy makers.
Consideration needs to be given to
whether the committee is asked to
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be involved in decisions that have a
significant impact on the fishery or
whether the issues addressed are of
a relatively minor nature. Document
the pathway for the committee’s
advice. Elected officials may prefer
unfiltered and considered advice from
stakeholders that is provided in a
transparent manner. Circumstances
where advice which is perceived by
stakeholders to be filtered by agency
policy makers may not generate the
trust and respect needed for decisions
to be widely accepted.
▶

Degree of government commitment
to consultation outcomes – Describe

Multi-stakeholder Platform for Sustainable Fisheries, Indonesia
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how the arrangements are set out
in law or in regulation or whether
they are simply a policy commitment.
The degree of legal strength may
provide an insight into how committed
the government is to servicing and
supporting the consultations and
whether it sees the arrangements
as an integral part of the fisheries
management process and not just an
add-on. Managing a fishery requires
ongoing evaluation and interaction
with stakeholders and commitment
from all parties over the long term.

Lesson 3
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Find out
which of
the existing
arrangements
are actually
being
implemented
and working

▶

▶

Performance evaluation - There may
be formal consultation arrangements
in place but either they have not
been implemented or are clearly not
working. Positions on consultation
committees may not have been filled,
the committees may not have met or
their advice is being ignored. There
is a wide variety of ways that the
arrangements may exist on paper
but not be serving their true purpose.
Evaluating the performance of any
existing consultation arrangements
will help ensure that they are working
as designed.
Trust building - Trust will be enhanced
if stakeholders believe that their
advice is both actively considered and,
within the bounds of sustainable use,
has an influence on decision making.
There needs to be evidence that
stakeholders are both consulted and
their advice is valued and used in the
decision-making process. Transparency
is required around the holding of
meetings and the reporting back
process (e.g., via the timely availability

of minutes). Document any evidence
that agreed advice from stakeholders
to government leads to change. The
government needs to report back on
the recommendations made and how
they were considered in the decisionmaking process.
▶

Generating respect - The wider
community of stakeholders will respect
the process if they understand how
it works and how their aspirations
and needs are reflected by committee
members. There needs to be evidence
that the views of men and women in
the wider fishing community are taken
into account. Affected fishers and other
stakeholders need to understand how
their fishery is managed and that there
are formal arrangements in place for
gathering their views on management
needs. Formal arrangements may
include writing to all license holders,
publishing decisions/consultation
opportunities in a forum that fishers
are known to access and holding
scheduled/regular meetings.
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Lesson 4

Find out who is
involved and what the
relationships between
the players are
Having the right people involved
is as important as having the right
structures and the correct mix of
representation. Consultation and
participative decision making is a
person-to-person exercise.
▶
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Stakeholder mapping - There is a need
to undertake a stakeholder mapping
exercise to document who the players
in the fishery are and how they relate
to one another. Progress in decision
making within the committee may be
helped or hindered by the existence
of connections or networks among
individuals or groups. The exercise
needs to be broad-based to ensure

Costa Rica Large Pelagic Sustainable Fisheries Platform
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that supply chain connections, noncommercial participants (e.g., artisanal
fishers, NGOs) and gender equity
aspects are included.
▶

Understanding existing relationships
- Consultation is all about the
relationships between people and
such relationships are not always
harmonious. Talking with people will
generate an understanding of whether
the interpersonal dynamics on the
consultation committee(s) are likely to
be conducive to making good progress
on decision making.

▶

Potential conflicts of interest - Ensure
that commercial relationships are
not dominating the dialogue about
sustainable use. While the needs of
commerce and private companies are
important, if the needs of one group
are adopted over others for purely
commercial reasons then there may be
a breakdown in discussions.

▶

Understanding deeper motivations
- Determine what are the key issues
of concern as these may well be
the source of conflict or, at the very

least, the source of an inability to
agree on what needs to be done to
pursue sustainable use. Many issues
in fisheries are driven by, at their
root cause, conflict over resource
allocation whereby one group feels
that another is taking all the fish.
Talking with stakeholders will quickly
reveal what are the main concerns
and deeper questioning will reveal
many of the root causes. Much can be
learned outside of formal meetings by
networking with stakeholders on the
committee and/or their constituencies.
▶

Socialization – Participation in the
fisheries management process may not
be familiar to some or all stakeholders
or it may be that some groups have
entrenched disagreements and having
discussions in an open forum may be
unproductive. Some preparatory work
may be needed with groups to ensure
that the platform becomes a place
where there is a shared sense of what
needs to be done and a commitment
to finding solutions that can work
for (or at least be tolerated by) the
participants.
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Lesson 5

Ensure the
platform has
clear objectives,
roles and
responsibilities
linked to
the legal
responsibilities
of the agencies
charged with
managing the
fisheries
The authority of a platform and
the respect it generates from those
involved are strongly influenced by
clarity around its role and operations.
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▶

Clarity of purpose - The platform needs
to have a clear purpose that is strongly
linked to the legal responsibilities of
the agency (or agencies) charged with
managing the fisheries. The primary
purpose of platforms is to catalyze
agreement on sustainable use but other
factors, such as trade, status of the
stocks and national policies on benefit
sharing (e.g., encouraging domestic
processing industries) may require the
involvement of other agencies.

▶

Clarity of roles - The role of the
committee and its members should be
clear and understood by all. In addition,
the responsibilities of the agency staff
in terms of providing information/
data and then faithfully reporting the
deliberations of the members to the
minister/secretary, need to be spelled
out.

Blue Swimming Crab Management plan cluster consultation, the Philippines.
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Lesson 6

Have a clear
and agreed
National
Action Plan
The platform needs to have a clear
National Action Plan that has been
created in a participatory manner
with stakeholders and especially by
government.
▶

Transitionary arrangements – The
platform should include in its plan
measures for ensuring that its legacy
is continued. The platform will have
greater value if it becomes a formally
recognized source of stakeholder input
to the fisheries management process.
A platform has an endpoint but it can
leave a lasting legacy if there is a plan
to ensure that it is incorporated into
legislation/regulation if required.

▶

In addition to the National Action Plan,
it is important to also advance the
development of a Fishery Management
Plan or Plans. If the scope of the
platform is wider than jurisdictionally
feasible for a Fisheries Management
Plan, or if the platform does not have
the formal, legislative basis, an analysis
should be undertaken of how to
progress such a plan with the relevant
authorities.

Sustainable Small Pelagic Fishery Platform, Ecuador

The general guidelines for the
preparation of fisheries management
plans are quite specific and need to
be clear about who has access to the
fishery and under what conditions,
among many other requirements as set
out in the guidelines from FAO.
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Lesson 7

Ensure that
capacity is adequate
▶

▶
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Government leadership - Leadership
from government is critical to setting
the tone of the consultation process.
Government needs to be clear in
its aims and intentions, balancing a
willingness to listen and be flexible
with a commitment to meeting
international norms for resource
sustainability and any nationally
applicable laws. Stakeholders may not
be willing to make tough decisions
or they may provide advice that is at
odds with sustainable use. Government
needs to make the tough decisions
but they also need to exercise some
flexibility where livelihoods and
political stability are at stake. For
example, many fisheries require
quite significant cuts in catches
to become sustainable. Doing this
overnight would be enormously
disruptive and potentially a source
of civil strife. Governments need the
flexibility to effect change in a way
that is manageable for the affected
communities.
Capacity building for members - Ensure
that committee members and their
constituents understand the aims and
methods of fisheries management.
Training on matters such as the role of
consultation and meeting procedures

may be required as part of the
process of capacity building amongst
committee members, including
technical aspects such as stock
assessments.
▶

Sourcing additional skills/capacity
- Additional capacity needs to be
sourced when there are major gaps
in knowledge, experience or skills
but funding needs to be available. It
is unlikely that all the resources and
capacity to provide robust and credible
advice can be source from within
the membership of the committee.
From time to time, there will be a
need to source advice from technical
consultants, university researchers or
others.
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Lesson 8

Create/strengthen links
with other initiatives (e.g., FIPs)
There may be some existing
programs aimed at improving
fisheries management operating
outside of any formal government
structures or in the absence of
existing government structures.
Fishery improvement projects (FIPs)
are one type of effort with the
potential to complement the market
orientation of the platform approach.
▶

▶

Ensure that platform and FIP scopes are
connected – Fisheries may be managed
in different jurisdictions. For example,
many coastal fisheries may be managed
by a local authority and a FIP may cut
across these jurisdictions. A platform may
be established to work at the national
level and thus have limited involvement
at a local level. Moreover, FIPs may
work on issues which are outside of
the scope of the fisheries agency. For
example, some fisheries agencies may
have no legislative mandate to be
involved in post-harvest production
issues (i.e., supply chain, export) or labour
management, among others, and thus
there will be a need for the platform to
work with a variety of agencies.
Synchronize planning – There may be a
need to ensure that the requirements of

several different plans are integrated. For
example, there may be a FIP workplan,
a platform National Action Plan and a
Fisheries Management Plan. The scope
of each plan likely reflects the aims and
objectives of the committee/legislation
under which it is established. While
there are likely to be some clear areas of
alignment, it is important to have a clear
understanding of how the plans may (or
may not) work in harmony.
▶

Connecting FIPs to other consultation
structures - Ensure that any FIPs are
connected into any existing consultation
structures and among FIPs. Having
multiple and possibly uncoordinated
sources of advice to government
generally makes for little or no progress
and the opportunities for synergies in
efforts to collect data, source funding, or
similar, may be lost. Unless the existing
consultation system is completely broken,
it is better to strengthen it than establish
a parallel effort.

▶

Promoting knowledge sharing across
jurisdictions – FIPs and platforms can
share information with other similar
bodies or with other bodies where there
may be a shared interest such as the
same species being fished in another
jurisdiction.
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Lesson 9

Ensure access to facts
and funding
A successful fisheries management
advisory body (platform or FIP)
requires enough facts and funding
to enable participants to develop
the confidence and respect needed
to maintain their commitment to
sustainable use.

▶
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Ensure the committee members have
sufficient information to aid their
decision making – Seek expert advice
on the options for making progress as
there may be a variety of alternatives
available. It may be necessary to bring
in external sources of advice if there is
none available in-country.

▶

Lack of certainty should not prevent
decision making - While data and
information are important, there will
always be uncertainty and there needs
to be a balance between doing more
research that simply postpones difficult
decisions and making a call based on
expert judgement.

▶

All sources of funding should be
explored - All participants have a role
to play in terms of making funding
available or seeking funding. The
private sector has demonstrated
in a number of FIPs and in many
government-run fisheries management
systems that it is willing to contribute
funds towards better fisheries
management if the right conditions are
in place.
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Lesson 10

Keep the end goal of
sustainable use in mind
The platform approach explicitly
seeks to involve supply chains,
including those that may supply
seafood products to international
markets. It taps into a growing global
movement that aims to connect
those with an interest in the need
for fisheries sustainability, no matter
where they are located.

▶

A sustainable fishery is important
irrespective of what market actors
require. The end goal is a sustainable
fishery, whether it is recognized via
certification or not. There cannot be
a ‘sustainable management for one
market and business as usual for
another’ approach.

▶

It may take many years to ensure that
the fishery is sustainably managed
and it is important not to lose sight
of the benefits for people and the
environment. Certification is simply
a tick that the fishery is in good
shape and is not the endpoint. The
real success comes from the fishery
participants having a long-term source
of food and livelihood.
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Conclusions
There has been a considerable amount
written about the problems in world
fisheries in recent decades. The forces
driving unsustainable use are diverse and
variable from place to place and over time.
While there is a plethora of examples of
issues such as overfishing, there is also a
growing number of success stories. While
it is true that good science, the adoption
of clear and enforceable regulations,
the removal or an absence of perverse
incentives (to overfish) and equitable
distribution of benefits are all important, it
is also clear that fisheries do not manage
themselves. Fisheries management is
essentially about people and it is an
activity that needs to be undertaken over
the long term.
The GMC Project and its platform
approach has been demonstrated to
be an appropriate method of fisheries
management in many ways. One obvious
possibility for explaining its utility in
capture fisheries is that it applies a
widely used concept in fisheries, namely;
co-management. For common property
resources such as fisheries, a participatory
governance approach generates a shared
understanding of the issues and the
solutions, thereby increasing the chances of
respect for rules and regulations.
While there is room for non-governmental
initiatives (such as FIPs), the role of

18

government is critical as it has ultimate
responsibility for determining who can
go fishing and how much fish can be
taken. There are economic and social
consequences associated with these
responsibilities for which government
is generally accountable and, especially
where there is overexploitation occurring,
tough decisions to be made. Finally, the
platform approach has proven itself to be
highly flexible in terms of scope. The GMC
Project has implemented platforms that are
administered by a variety of government
agencies (e.g., planning, fisheries), are cross
jurisdictional (cover multiple agencies,
and multiple fisheries jurisdictions)
and incorporate aspects that go beyond
traditional fisheries management. The GMC
Project approach has shown interesting
results in the coordination between
Platforms and FIPs, particularly in relation
to the private sector´s participation
in fisheries management. While it’s
important to ensure that the basics are
fully addressed (i.e. proper controls on
catches), the platform approach provides
opportunities to bring women and men
from the supply chain together and
welcome new ideas and approaches
towards long-term fisheries governance
and sustainability.

About the Global Marine
Commodities Project (GMC)
The Global Sustainable Supply Chains for Marine Commodities
Project (GMC) is an interregional initiative implemented by the
Ministries and Bureaus of Fisheries and Planning of Costa Rica,
Ecuador, Indonesia and the Philippines, with technical support
from the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP),
facilitated by the Sustainable Fisheries Partnership (SFP) and
funded by the Global Environment Facility (GEF).

For more information visit:

www.globalmarinecommodities.org/
Follow GMC Project

Global Marine Commodities
@GlobalMarineCo1

20

