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Overfishing continues to be 

a source of concern around 

the world despite significant 

gains with some types of fisheries, 

especially in developed economies. 

Developing an understanding of what 

may be the drivers of overfishing in any 

given situation is like peeling an onion. 

The discovery of what may seem like a 

cause of overfishing may well simply be 

another symptom and further layers may 

need to be removed. In addition, there 

may be connections between layers 

that require other ways of looking at 

the problem. Removing one layer after 

another may reveal complex connections. 

Finally, one may get to the centre of the 

onion and find that there are multiple 

cores, not one. 

Fisheries are complex interactions 

between people and fish and the drivers 

of overfishing are almost exclusively 

people related. Understanding the 

motivations for how people interact 

with fish and why is critical to solving 

overfishing issues. Economic, cultural 

and social forces may operate to both 

overexploit and conserve fish stocks 

and success in solving overfishing 

may simply come down to shifting the 

balance between forces that are working 

in opposition with one other.

Like many primary products, seafood 

is highly traded, and the beneficiaries 

of fishery exploitation can extend far 

beyond national borders. The reverse 

is also true in that the consequences 

of poor fisheries management can 

affect the livelihoods and businesses 

of supply chain participants, as well 

as fishers themselves. In the past two 

decades, supply chain businesses have 

increasingly sought mechanisms for 

having a say in the implementation 

of good fisheries management. The 

development of the so called ‘sustainable 

seafood movement’ has provided tools 

such as certification/labelling, fishery 

improvement projects and supply chain 

roundtables to help make progress. 

These tools are based on ensuring that 

stakeholders have a clear understanding 

of the issues facing the fisheries of 

interest as a basis for formulating a 

plan for remedial actions to address 

gaps between the current management 

arrangements and those required for 

long term sustainability. 

There are many different fisheries 

assessment systems available, the 

majority of which focus on the technical 

and scientific aspects of fishery 

performance. The outputs from these 

analyses may enable insights into the 

range of issues but may not provide 

an in-depth insight into connections 

between issues or deeper causes. 

Similarly, there exist assessment systems 

that may cover some of the social and 

economic issues associated with fisheries, 

but these too may simply provide an 

insight into the outer layers of the onion. 

The challenge for a guidance document 

such as this one is that there is 

no simple ‘recipe book’ for gaining 

an understanding of the drivers of 

overfishing. There is no substitute for the 

involvement of skilled and experienced 

people with expertise in fisheries 

management to probe, discuss and dig 

deeper with all stakeholders. 

The Global Marine Commodities (GMC) 

project contributes to the transformation 

of the seafood market by mainstreaming 

sustainability in the value chain of fishery 

commodities from developing countries. 

This initiative achieves this goal by 

employing and strengthening emerging 

tools such as corporate purchasing 

policies, sustainable marine commodity 

platforms, and fishery improvement 

projects (FIPs).

Working with stakeholders is a 

central plank of the UNDP and its 

Green Commodities Programme 

(GCP), which covers a wide range of 

agricultural products. The ‘dialogue 

platform approach’ is very similar to 

the co-management approach which 

is employed in fisheries (UNDP, 2020). 

Thus, there is the potential for some of 

the approaches and tools that have been 

developed for other commodities to be 

brought into the seafood space.  

Preface

https://globalmarinecommodities.org/en/publications/key-considerations-for-multi-stakeholder-dialogue-spaces-for-improved-fisheries-governance/
https://globalmarinecommodities.org/en/publications/key-considerations-for-multi-stakeholder-dialogue-spaces-for-improved-fisheries-governance/
https://d.docs.live.net/e1598d935641d931/Documents/DaVinci_Resolve_15.0b1_Windows
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Root Cause Analysis (RCA) was 

developed in the manufacturing 

industry to enable the root 

cause of a problem to be identified. It is 

predicated on probing deeper into the 

basis of a problem to seek the ultimate 

cause, rather than just relying on what 

may be the proximate cause. It has 

developed into a structured approach that 

requires those leading the process to have 

sufficient knowledge of the system being 

investigated to guide an exploration of the 

most likely root causes as well as exploring 

alternatives. 

There are variations to RCA, of which tree 

analysis is described in the Guidance 2 – 

Using component trees with stakeholders, 

as it has been adopted in training materials 

on the Ecosystem Approach to Fisheries 

Management (EAFM). 

Regardless of how the issues are identified 

(whether by RCA or other techniques), 

the aim is to provide the basis for 

the development of an action plan to 

implement remedies. This approach is 

adopted across the Green Commodities 

Programme and is similar to the widely 

used Environmental Management Systems 

approach adopted under ISO 14000 group 

of standards. 

The GMC Project has conducted four Root 

Cause Analyses (RCA) to date, in Costa Rica, 

Ecuador, Indonesia and the Philippines. 

The UNDP methodology for undertaking 

RCA covers a variety of commodities and 

experience by practitioners in the field 

suggests that the preparation of some 

detailed guidance on fisheries would help 

practitioners in the fisheries field. 

In general, RCA is a flexible tool and the 

RCAs undertaken by the GMC project were 

applied to different types of fisheries 

circumstances. For example, in Indonesia it 

was applied at a national policy level while 

in Costa Rica and Ecuador it was applied 

at a national, individual fishery level. In 

the Philippines it was applied at a national 

level even though the main management 

actions apply at a provincial level. 

Flexibility is clearly a need for fisheries. 

The four RCAs also showed some flexibility 

in terms of application, with Indonesia, 

for example, not utilizing the Ishikawa 

fishbone approach (https://en.wikipedia.

org/wiki/Ishikawa_diagram) but Costa Rica 

making use of this. However, in both cases, 

Root Cause Analysis
in fisheries – the GMC experience

the utility of the fishbone approach was 

questioned. Based on observations from 

field staff, it appears the application of RCA 

was too focused on finding a single problem 

and the risks of this approach in fisheries 

are that it may not take into account 

interactions and complex relationships.  In 

the Philippines there was a major focus on 

a stakeholder driven approach whereas in 

Indonesia it was very much expert advice 

based.  A common observation was the 

absence of a structured description of the 

nature of the fisheries being addressed. 

Any fisheries assessment method should 

be viewed as the starting point for a 

discussion among stakeholders aimed at 

enabling them to work towards an agreed 

plan for addressing the issues raised. An 

independent fishery assessment may miss 

important information (or it may be out of 

date), incorrectly interpret information or 

not make the causal connections between 

issues, among other challenges. Moreover, 

stakeholders may have information which 

helps identify root causes and are likely 

to have their own priorities for remedial 

actions based on the availability of 

resources, capacity or other factors. The 

fishery assessment provides information 

to aid the determination of root causes 

and may or may not identify them 

specifically.  

It is recommended that the facilitator 

of the process ask ‘five whys (the key 

elements of an RCA)’ as this probing 

is more likely to get to the root cause. 

RCA can be very participatory where 

stakeholders can be closely involved 

in the process. In this regard, it has 

some similarities to Participatory Rural/

Fisheries Appraisal (PR/FA). For PR/

FA, the guidance strongly suggests that 

the process facilitator(s) have skills in 

fisheries management and the human 

side of fisheries. Biological expertise is 

also valuable but most issues in fisheries 

are based on people management.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ishikawa_diagram
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ishikawa_diagram
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Some of the observations made 

about the limitations of RCA 

as applied to date in the GMC 

project could be best summed up by the 

statement – ‘the answers you get depend 

on the questions you ask’. The Preliminary 

Fisheries Analysis (PFA) is designed 

to provide a standardized approach 

to outlining the scope of the fishery 

assessment to be used for the RCA. It is 

based on the internationally agreed FAO 

Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries 

(CCRF), as updated via the Guidelines for 

Small Scale Fisheries.  

The FAO CCRF was completed in 1995 

after several years of negotiation. It has 

served as a mechanism for elaborating 

legal norms such as the UN Convention 

on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), the UN 

Fish Stock Agreement and environmental 

norms such as the Convention on 

Biological Diversity. It was used as the 

basis for a regional CCRF prepared by the 

South East Asian Fisheries Development 

Center and is often used as an input to 

fisheries management planning. Most 

recently it has been further elaborated 

for small scale fisheries via the Voluntary 

Guidelines for Securing Sustainable 

Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context of 

Food Security and Poverty Eradication 

(hereafter called the SSF Guidelines). 

Of significance for the GMC Project’s 

market orientation, the CCRF also used 

as the basis for a number of private 

sector standards such as those owned by 

the Marine Stewardship Council, Marin 

Trust and others plus the international 

benchmarking program, the Global 

Sustainable Seafood Initiative. Aspects 

of the SSF Guidelines are increasingly 

being incorporated into various fisheries 

assessment systems such as the Asian 

Seafood Improvement Collaborative, 

benchmarking systems such as the World 

Benchmarking Alliance and reporting 

systems such as the Sustainable 

Development Goals. 

It should be noted that certification 

and fishery improvement do not seek to 

implement all aspects of the CCRF or 

the SSF Guidelines. This is due to the 

fact that some requirements are beyond 

the scope of these programs (e.g. food 

quality, coastal zone management), some 

are purely the domain of government 

(e.g. resource allocation) and others 

may be beyond the ability of a fishery to 

resolve (such as inequity in society more 

widely). The absence of issue in the tables 

of indicators below is therefore not an 

oversight but merely reflects a judgement 

about what may be tractable at a fishery 

level given the capacity of participants to 

effects change.  

Figure 1 sets out the relationships 

between GMC dialogue platforms, private 

standards, the fisheries management 

arrangements of governments and the 

Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries, 

noting that these relationships are 

generally informal. However, the CCRF, 

as an internationally agreed document, 

provides an influential source of advice 

and a valuable anchor for both private 

and public sector initiatives alike. The 

GMC approach explicitly links private and 

public sector initiatives and the CCRF can 

also serve as a mechanism for ensuring 

that the connections are based on a 

common understanding of what defines a 

sustainable/responsibly managed fishery. 

Refining 
and focusing the RCA

Figure 1 Relationships between the CCRF, GMC Project Platforms, fishery standards and government laws. 

International laws 
and norms

Private sector fishery standards - e.g. MSC, 
Marin Trust and the Global Sustainable 
Seafood Initiative, private sector social, 
ethical and labour standards such as Fair 
Trade SA8000 family of standards

Government 
laws and fishery 

management 
plans

CCRF
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The GMC Project is predicated on:

While the GMC Project is designed to 

work closely with the private sector, it is 

explicitly oriented towards harnessing 

the skills and commitment of those with 

an interest in sustainable use. Getting 

to the root cause(s) of poor fishery 

status is central to ensuring that scarce 

financial and human resources are 

deployed effectively. Getting to the root 

cause of a problem relies on having an 

adequate identification of the problem 

in the first place. Like many resource 

management challenges, fisheries are 

complex and the drivers of some of the 

most obvious problems such as low stocks 

can be diverse and there may be a lot of 

interactions and feedback loops involved. 

For example, as a fish stock declines, 

fishers tend to fish harder to maintain a 

living, which speeds up the decline. There 

is thus a clear interaction between the 

economics and the biology.

There has been a considerable amount 

of research undertaken on the drivers 

of poor outcomes in fisheries status and 

management and, at least in a general 

sense, there is sufficient known about 

what may be the root cause(s) in any 

given system, noting that these may vary 

in number or degree from one fishery to 

another. There is thus an opportunity for 

participants in a GMC dialogue platform, 

in a FIP or similar spaces to have access 

to tools that help focus them on the most 

likely areas to examine. These tools will 

ensure that there is a thorough overview, 

with none of the main areas overlooked.  

The establishment of a robust and   

influential group of stakeholders (a 

dialogue platform) who are vested in 

the long-term future of a particular 

fishery, commodity group or fisheries 

management regime;

An assessment of the nature of the 

issues that require fixing if the bases 

for long-term sustainable use are to be 

put in place;

The implementation of a plan (or 

plans) which set out what actions 

are required, by whom they will be 

implemented, time periods, funding 

sources and the nature of monitoring 

and review.

1.

2.

3.

Based on the learnings to date, 

this guidance document provides 

a method for preparing a 

structured fishery assessment that can 

be applied at different scales of fishery 

organisation ranging from an individual 

fishery to a national jurisdiction. A 

Preliminary Fishery Assessment (PFA) sets 

out heads of consideration (stock status, 

ecosystem interactions, management 

arrangements, and economic and social 

considerations) based on internationally 

agreed guidance (at the UN level) such 

as that provided in the Code of Conduct 

for Responsible Fisheries (CCRF) and 

associated guidance, including aspects 

such as gender, human rights, fair work, 

and governance, among others.  Using the 

CCRF as a basis helps ensure compatibility 

with other fishery assessment systems 

that may be associated with a dialogue 

platform, FIP or similar space, such as 

those used by the Marine Stewardship 

Council or Marin Trust, among others.   

While the PFA may identify some clear 

root cause fishery issues, the aim is not 

necessarily to find the root cause but 

to provide stakeholders with sufficient 

information to enable them to either agree 

on the findings of the assessment or to 

develop these findings further so as to 

An enhanced method
for exploring root causes 
in fisheries 

http://www.fao.org/documents/card/en/c/e6cf549d-589a-5281-ac13-766603db9c03/


12 13

The Global Marine Commodities Project Key considerations for a diagnosis of fisheries issues – generating information for participatory fishery dialogues

Figure 2 Role of the Preliminary Fishery Assessment in the GMC process and its relationship to the plan 
preparation phase 

The Scope of the planning process will 

be determined by the stakeholders and 

government. There needs to be a clear 

description of the fishery (or fisheries) that 

will be covered including the location, 

species taken, participants, current 

management arrangements, environmental 

interactions, supply chains and governance 

arrangements. This will form the basis for 

a more detailed analysis of the issues that 

may require remedial action. 

The role of the Preliminary Fishery 

Assessment is to ensure that stakeholders 

are provided with information that is 

comprehensive in its treatment of those 

attributes of fisheries that may likely 

reflect or be a cause of poor sustainability. 

The PFA is designed to ensure that advice 

sought from external providers to dialogue 

platform coordinators covers the range of 

issues that are likely to be important for 

understanding the root causes of fisheries 

sustainability issues. The PFA will:

Be based on a list of factors that need   

to be addressed by a desk top review 

of publicly available information;

Provide some preliminary observations 

as to what factors may be significant 

and require further exploration;

This engagement with stakeholders needs 

to be guided by experts with skills and 

experience in fisheries management, 

including but not limited to ecological, 

social (including gender, human rights), 

governance and economic attributes. It is 

valuable if the facilitator has completed 

EAFM training. The Participatory Fisheries 

Appraisal Process devised by the World 

Fish Center and the FAO’s EAFM process 

is designed to facilitate a more detailed 

exploration of the higher-level symptoms 

of sustainability issues to help identify 

underlying causes. Practitioners facilitating 

a dialogue process do not have to utilize 

these tools specifically but may refer to 

them for guidance to assist them to run 

their own discussions with stakeholders.  

As a prelude to the exploration of root 

causes, the Preliminary Fishery Assessment 

Define scope

Geographic 
Jurisdiction 
Fishery Attributes 
- ecological, social, 
governance, economic etc

Could use UNDP Preliminary 
Fishery Assessment tool or 
other

Could use Root Cause 
Analysis, Participatory 
Fishery Appraisal or EAF 
(Problem Tree Analysis

Preliminary 
fishery 
assessment

Expert guided 
exploration of 
root causes

Priority list 
of issues and 
draft action 
plan

Final Action 
Plan (or 
Fishery 
Management 
Plan of FIP 
plan)

Dialogue 
phase

Implement 
phase

Improve 
phase

support their action/management plan. 

This process is comparable to some of the 

private sector systems where stakeholder 

comment is sought (especially with 

regards to the plans required by fishery 

improvement projects) and the pathway 

set out under the Ecosystem Approach to 

Fisheries (EAF).   

Figure 2 sets out where the PFA fits in the 

current GMC designed process. In the past, 

this position has been occupied solely by 

the Root Cause Analysis. The scope setting 

step has been added as dialogue platforms 

can be established at any level of fishery 

organisation and this has implications 

for the scope of the fishery assessment. 

For example, a dialogue established at a 

national level would likely deal with high 

level policy issues more so than details of 

individual fisheries and thus the issues to 

be explored would differ. 

Enable stakeholders to engage 

in discussions that will enable 

priorities and actions to be 

determined.

1.

2.

3.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/227641400_A_Handbook_of_Rapid_Appraisal_of_Fisheries_Management_Systems_Version_1
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/227641400_A_Handbook_of_Rapid_Appraisal_of_Fisheries_Management_Systems_Version_1
http://eafmlearn.org/
http://www.fao.org/publications/card/en/c/701c6108-e79d-57bb-87d8-eeb85effb2cd/
http://www.fao.org/publications/card/en/c/701c6108-e79d-57bb-87d8-eeb85effb2cd/
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Using the
Preliminary Fishery 
Assessment table

The following tables set out 

instructions and guidance for 

the preparation of a discussion 

document aimed at providing fishery 

relevant information for aiding discussions 

by stakeholders who are undertaking a 

diagnostic analysis or fishery assessment 

as part of their fishery action/management 

plan preparation. The FAO Code of 

Conduct for Responsible Fisheries is used 

as the basis for the Preliminary Fishery 

Assessment because it has been widely 

adopted by country governments, it forms 

the basis for a number of private sector 

Standards (such as schemes benchmarked 

by the Global Sustainable Seafood 

Initiative and Marin Trust), is supported 

by a wide variety of interpretive material 

from the FAO and is being updated on a 

regular basis via new documents such as 

the FAO Voluntary Guidelines for Securing 

Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries. 

The Guiding Principles (Table 1) are 

sourced directly from Article 6 of the FAO 

Code of Conduct and are  reproduced here 

to help interpret the indicators in Table 2 

below. They do not have to be addressed 

specifically. 

should be made available to stakeholders 

as a draft with sufficient time for it to be 

analysed and understood. Opportunities 

for clarification need to be provided. 

The facilitator will work with stakeholders 

to prioritize the issues as there are likely 

to be a large number, some of which 

may be easily solvable and some not. For 

example, climate change may be identified 

as an issue, but the underlying causes 

will not be solvable at a fishery level. Two 

useful tools for working with stakeholders 

to help structure their thinking are 

provided in the Guidance 1 - Using 

component trees with stakeholders  and 

Guidance 2 – Prioritizing the issues. Once 

the priorities are identified, the indicators 

from the assessment that become 

priorities need to be highlighted.

Encouraging a discussion among 

stakeholders will help identify any 

potential interactions between factors 

and once there is agreement on what 

the root causes are, the fishery action/

management plan can be prepared. There 

is guidance for working with stakeholders 

on linking solutions and problems to be 

found here – Guidance 3– Working with 

problem/solution trees. Finally, a plan 

will need to be developed which sets out 

what actions will be taken to address the 

issues, including timetabling, budgets and 

responsible persons. 

The remainder of this document outlines 

the four guidance tools recommended to 

carry out this process. 
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6.1
States and users of living aquatic resources should conserve aquatic ecosystems. The right to fish 
carries with it the obligation to do so in a responsible manner so as to ensure effective conservation 
and management of the living aquatic resources.

6.2

Fisheries management should promote the maintenance of the quality, diversity and availability of 
fishery resources in sufficient quantities for present and future generations in the context of food 
security, poverty alleviation and sustainable development. Management measures should not only 
ensure the conservation of target species but also of species belonging to the same ecosystem or 
associated with or dependent upon the target species.

6.3

States should prevent over fishing and excess fishing capacity and should implement management 
measures to ensure that fishing effort is commensurate with the productive capacity of the fishery 
resources and their sustainable utilization. States should take measures to rehabilitate populations 
as far as possible and when appropriate.

6.4

Conservation and management decisions for fisheries should be based on the best scientific 
evidence available, also taking into account traditional knowledge of the resources and their habitat, 
as well as relevant environmental, economic and social factors. States should assign priority to 
undertake research and data collection in order to improve scientific and technical knowledge of 
fisheries including their interaction with the ecosystem. In recognizing the transboundary nature 
of many aquatic ecosystems, States should encourage bilateral and multilateral cooperation in 
research, as appropriate.

6.5

States and subregional and regional fisheries management organizations should apply a 
precautionary approach widely to conservation, management and exploitation of living aquatic 
resources in order to protect them and preserve the aquatic environment, taking account of the best 
scientific evidence available. The absence of adequate scientific information should not be used 
as a reason for postponing or failing to take measures to conserve target species, associated or 
dependent species and non-target species and their environment.

6.6

Selective and environmentally safe fishing gear and practices should be further developed 
and applied, to the extent practicable, in order to maintain biodiversity and to conserve the 
population structure and aquatic ecosystems and protect fish quality. Where proper selective and 
environmentally safe fishing gear and practices exist, they should be recognized and accorded a 
priority in establishing conservation and management measures for fisheries. States and users 
of aquatic ecosystems should minimize waste, catch of non-target species, both fish and nonfish 
species, and impacts on associated or dependent species.

6.8

All critical fisheries habitats in marine and fresh water ecosystems, such as wetlands, mangroves, 
reefs, lagoons, nursery and spawning areas, should be protected and rehabilitated as far as possible 
and where necessary. Particular effort should be made to protect such habitats from destruction, 
degradation, pollution and other significant impacts resulting from human activities that threaten 
the health and viability of the fishery resources.

6.9
States should ensure that their fisheries interests, including the need for conservation of the 
resources, are taken into account in the multiple uses of the coastal zone and are integrated into 
coastal area management, planning and development.

6.10

Within their respective competences and in accordance with international law, including within 
the framework of subregional or regional fisheries conservation and management organizations 
or arrangements, States should ensure compliance with and enforcement of conservation and 
management measures and establish effective mechanisms, as appropriate, to monitor and control 
the activities of fishing vessels and fishing support vessels.

6.12

States should, within their respective competences and in accordance with international law, 
cooperate at subregional, regional and global levels through fisheries management organizations, 
other international agreements or other arrangements to promote conservation and management, 
ensure responsible fishing and ensure effective conservation and protection of living aquatic 
resources throughout their range of distribution, taking into account the need for compatible 
measures in areas within and beyond national jurisdiction.

6.13

States should, to the extent permitted by national laws and regulations, ensure that decision 
making processes are transparent and achieve timely solutions to urgent matters. States, 
in accordance with appropriate procedures, should facilitate consultation and the effective 
participation of industry, fish workers, environmental and other interested organizations in 
decision–making with respect to the development of laws and policies related to fisheries 
management, development, international lending and aid.

6.15

States should cooperate in order to prevent disputes. All disputes relating to fishing activities and 
practices should be resolved in a timely, peaceful and cooperative manner, in accordance with 
applicable international agreements or as may otherwise be agreed between the parties. Pending 
settlement of a dispute, the States concerned should make every effort to enter into provisional 
arrangements of a practical nature which should be without prejudice to the final outcome of any 
dispute settlement procedure.

6.16

States, recognizing the paramount importance to fishers of understanding the conservation 
and management of the fishery resources on which they depend, should promote awareness 
of responsible fisheries through education and training. They should ensure that fishers are 
involved in the policy formulation and implementation process, also with a view to facilitating the 
implementation of the Code.

6.17
States should ensure that fishing facilities and equipment as well as all fisheries activities allow 
for safe, healthy and fair working and living conditions and meet internationally agreed standards 
adopted by relevant international organizations.

6.18

Recognizing the important contributions of artisanal and small-scale fisheries to employment, 
income and food security, States should appropriately protect the rights of fishers and fishworkers, 
particularly those engaged in subsistence, small-scale and artisanal fisheries, to a secure and just 
livelihood, as well as preferential access, where appropriate, to traditional fishing grounds and 
resources in the waters under their national jurisdiction.

Table 1 – FAO CCRF Guiding Principles sourced from Article 6

Table 1 – FAO CCRF Guiding Principles sourced from Article 6Table 2 is based on the FAO CCRF. The 

requirements are not verbatim, nor is every 

article from the Code included. Facilitators 

of the plan preparation process are free to 

add or subtract articles if circumstances 

warrant. However, it is advised to not 

remove too many of the requirements as 

the clues as to the root causes may be 

missed.

The dialogue platform approach can be 

utilised at varying jurisdictional scales and 

applying the tables to individual fisheries 

(for example an individual crab fishery) 

versus groups of fisheries (e.g., all crab 

fisheries) versus jurisdictions (e.g., national 

fisheries management agency) or will 

require some thought and modification.
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The assessment table (Table 2) is designed 

to enable information to be gathered in a 

structured way and for the issues explored 

to be aligned with the FAO CCRF and, thus, 

market-based standards. The table does 

cover some aspects of fisheries which may 

not (yet) be covered by standards but are 

nevertheless important for ensuring that 

the social aspects of fisheries are brought 

into the fisheries management process.

Table 2 is organized to cover the topics 

set out in Figure 3 (the component tree) 

below. The component tree (Figure 3) 

is a mechanism for helping visualise all 

the components of a fishery that need 

to be addressed. It should be noted that 

each column of factors is not separate. 

So, for example, stocks and management 

and economics are inter-related and 

connections across the columns may be 

complex.  Figure 3 shows the relationship 

between the general categories of 

indicators and the main factors that 

determine sustainable fisheries. The top 

row (in blue) relates directly to the Section 

headings in Table 2.

Figure 3 The component tree 

Stocks

Information Threatened Fishers Gender Trade

Status Habitats Consultation Labour Value

Ecosystem Laws Safety Equity

Pollution Management
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Education Efficiency

Ecosystem Social Economic
Governance & 
Management

Sustainable Development

An assessor needs to seek out and evaluate 

available information for each of the 

indicators. It may be that there are indicators 

which do not have significant issues that 

require action. The assessor should use their 

expert judgment to allocate a category for 

each indicator as follows:  

• 1 – not an area where there are 

significant issues that require 

specific actions in the fishery action/

management plan 

• 2 – areas where there are issues that 

require actions in the fishery action/

management plan, but they may not be 

urgent

• 3 – areas here there are some 

significant issues requiring action in 

the short term

If there is uncertainty, the assessor 

should err on the side of caution and 

ensure that there is further investigation 

by the stakeholder group. The expert 

judgement is not a final ruling but simply 

an indication and the stakeholder group 

should not feel compelled to accept the 

views of the assessor if there is good 

reason to disagree.

Some brief guidance on the sorts of 

information/issues that could be covered 

for each of the indicators is outlined in 

Box 1. In addition, there is an enormous 

amount of online guidance material 

available from both the UNDP (see for 

example here) and FAO (see for example 

here). There is a rich source of guidance 

available through the Ecosystem Approach 

to Fisheries training area – and EAFMlearn.

Box 1 – Guidance on interpreting the 

issues that could be covered under each 

of the high-level indicators set out in the 

component tree

Stocks

• Information – all stocks/species need 

to be considered whether they are 

considered to be target species or not. 

May be considered as species groups 

(if too many species). Information 

sources may be landings data (volume, 

place, species), independent scientific 

surveys, observer reports, targeted 

research projects, biological data, 

oldest through to most recent where 

possible, fishery effort data (e.g., 

amount of fishing gear, numbers of 

vessels, days at sea etc), 

• Status – any stock assessments 

undertaken, can be single or 

multispecies, need to know how 

undertaken and when, what the results 

are, how the stocks are performing 

over time and what they are against 

informal or formal reference points.  

https://globalmarinecommodities.org/en/publications/basic-guidelines-for-a-gender-responsive-fishery-improvement-project-indonesia/
http://www.fao.org/fishery/topic/166351/en
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• Threatened – what endangered, 

threatened or protected species are 

taken, how they may be taken and 

whether the fishery is considered to 

be a significant source of mortality, 

measures that are in place to mitigate 

any mortalities,   

• Habitats – includes both any effects 

of the fishery on fish habitats and the 

influence of habitat loss on fishery 

production. The latter may include the 

loss of estuarine nursery grounds due 

to coastal development or the loss of 

freshwater flows and flow blockage 

caused by dams and weirs.

• Ecosystem – does fishing affect he 

ecosystem in an unacceptable way? 

Some ecosystem change will always 

be associated with fishing (or other 

human activities). Is the change caused 

by selective or unselective fishing? 

What controls are in place to limit the 

change to acceptable levels?

• Pollution – includes both pollution due 

to the fishing (or fish processing, ports 

etc.), including solid (e.g., plastics) and 

liquid wastes. Can include greenhouse 

gases if possible. Need to include lost 

fishing gear and measures to mitigate 

such losses. Also need to consider 

non fishery pollution and its potential 

impacts on fish quality (including 

contamination) and productivity. 

Ecosystem

Management and governance

Social and human rights

• Fishers – are fishers organized 

and engaged in the management 

processes? If capacity is an issue are 

there arrangements made to facilitate 

their engagement?

• Consultation – what arrangements 

are put in place by government (or, 

where applicable, a community-based 

management body) to consult with 

fishers and other stakeholders? Are the 

views of fishers and other stakeholders 

proactively sought?? Are meetings 

regular and is there a report back 

mechanism? 

• Laws – what laws or customs are 

in place to manage the fisheries? 

Do these laws/customs have clear 

objectives aimed at ensuring 

sustainable use, transparency of 

decision making, accountability, 

provision for fishery level regulations 

and plans, provisions for enforcement 

• Gender – are women are treated 

equally to men in all aspect of 

workplace payment and opportunity 

and are they also involved in an equal 

way in fishery governance structures? 

Do they have equal opportunity in 

terms of access to fishery resources?  

• Safety – do both boat and shore-based 

workers have access to safe work 

places including the right protective 

gear, access to communications 

equipment (e.g. radios) and appropriate 

training? Do fishing ports and villages 

have arrangements in place for dealing 

with natural disasters such as cyclones, 

tsunamis and similar? 

• Labour – are both boat and shore-

based workers are provided with 

adequate remuneration and non-

monetary benefits (e.g. transparent 

contracting, on-board living 

arrangements etc) in line with ILO 

conventions? Is child labour  used? 

If children are involved in family 

business does their work interfere with 

schooling?

• Education – do fishers and others have 

access to suitable education aimed at 

enabling them to perform their tasks in 

a safe and efficient fashion and enable 

options for new sources of work to be 

available if they so choose? 

and sanctions and reference to 

international norms. 

• Management – if considering 

an individual fishery is there a 

management plan in place? Are 

there management arrangements 

that control catches (either by 

input or output controls or both), 

establish fishery level objectives, limit 

participation, control fishing gear, 

establish reference points (target, 

limit and trigger points), establish 

harvest control rules and tools, make 

provisions for capacity reduction (if 

required) and stock rebuilding (if 

required). 

• IUU control – in addition to laws and 

sanctions, what Monitoring/Control 

and Surveillance measures are in place 

to detect and deter Illegal, Unregulated 

and Uncontrolled fishing? Is there 

capacity to be able to undertake fishery 

enforcement activities and is there a 

record of violations being successfully 

prosecuted.
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• Compatible – are there arrangements 

in place to enable dialogue between 

fisher groups that  share the same 

space (i.e. different gear types, sizes 

of vessels) and are there similar 

arrangements for dialogue between 

fishers that  share water space with 

other waterway user groups (e.g. 

recreational users). Different. Do fishers  

have a voice in coastal development 

and planning?

Economic

• Trade – is the movement of seafood 

both within the country and between 

countries  documented and understood 

including volumes, values and product 

transformations? 

• Value – the value of the fisheries 

needs to be documented, including 

not only the landed catch value but 

value added industries and what this 

may mean for employment and rural 

economies/development. 

• Equity – how is access to fishery 

resources determined? Is the division 

of access between user groups fair? Do 

all key user groups have a mechanism 

to participate in policy decisions that 

allocate fishery resources?

• Efficiency – are resources fully utilized 

and discarding minimised? Is the fleet 

efficient or are there too many vessels 

that are inactive or do not make a 

profit? 

• Traceable – what measures are in 

place to ensure that seafood products 

are traceable back to the source to 

ensure that IUU and substitution are 

minimised and regulatory requirements 

are met.

The assessor needs to provide a rationale 

for the judgement made and to document 

the source of information used. These 

sources need to be publicly available 

so that the stakeholder group has 

access while writing the fishery action/

management plan.

Section 1 Stocks 1 2 3 Assessors
comments

Information 
source

1.1

Information is collected on the amount of fish 
landed by the fishery to the extent that there is 
an adequate understanding of the annual catch 
by the fisheries of interest and any associated 
fisheries that may take the same species. Data 
on landings should be collected at the lowest 
level of taxonomic classification feasible. Where 
species level data are not collected the level of 
aggregation should be described. For example, if 
species of snappers are not segregated then the 
next most relevant taxonomic level should be used 
(genus or family).

1.2
Information on landings is collated by the fisheries 
authority that management responsibility for the 
fishery and is made public in a timely fashion.

1.3

Other information required to develop an 
understanding of the status of exploited fish 
stocks is collected. This could include effort data, 
biological data (including geographic distribution) 
and catch composition. The information sources 
can be scientific or based on traditional knowledge.

1.4 

Regular assessments of the status of fish stocks are 
carried out. The assessments can be carried out on 
a single species or aggregate basis using whatever 
techniques are appropriate to the size and intensity 
of the fisheries.

1.5
There is evidence (quantitative or risk based) that 
none of the individual stocks is depleted (below 
the point of recruitment impairment). 

1.6
Where there is a target reference point there 
should be evidence the stocks of interest (single or 
aggregate) are fluctuating around this.  

Table 2
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Section 2 Ecosystem 1 2 3 Assessors
comments

Information 
source

2.1

The types of fishing gears used in the fishery along 
with their interactions with habitats and species 
that are not of interest to fishers. Information on 
the range of species taken and their characteristics 
(e.g., common sizes) would be valuable.

2.2

Where there are interactions between fishing gear 
and species of conservation concern the nature 
and number of the interactions (capture, mortality) 
should be known along with any efforts being 
undertaken to reduce mortalities.

2.3

Where there are interactions between the fishing 
gear and habitats there is an assessment of the 
significance of the interactions and if there is a 
risk of unacceptable habitat loss then there are 
measures in place to reduce this.

2.4

There is an understanding of the risk to ecosystem 
structure and function associated with the fishing 
activities and that the risks are believed to be 
acceptable or manageable.

2.5

Fishing vessels and fish processing facilities are 
not a source of pollution – solid or liquid. The 
disposal of plastics is appropriately managed and 
there are efforts to eliminate the loss of fishing 
gear.

2.6

Land/sea-based source of pollution from activities 
outside of the fishery are not a threat to fish 
resources, seafood quality (i.e. contamination) or 
habitat/ecosystem integrity.

2.7

Non fishery sources of habitat loss (e.g., coastal 
development, wetland loss) or ecosystem alteration 
(e.g. large scale dams or water irrigation systems) 
are not a serious risk to the ongoing viability of the 
fisheries.

2.8
There are mechanisms in place to allow or 
encourage the recovery of fish or other animals/
plants.

Section 3 Governance and management 1 2 3 Assessors
comments

Information 
source

3.1
Fishers are organized into representative groups 
that can engage in the fisheries management 
process. 

3.2 

Government run, fishery level consultation 
arrangements are known to all stakeholder groups, 
codified in law or policy and are run in a proactive 
and collaborative fashion.

3.3.
Stakeholders are advised about upcoming 
meetings and are given timely feedback on and 
records of the results of previous meetings.

3.4
Fisheries laws are in place which give clear priority 
to the long-term sustainability of fishery resources 
and acknowledges the precautionary principle. 

3.5 
Fishery laws make arrangements for consultation 
over the management of transboundary stocks and 
fleets.

3.6

Stocks should be managed at Maximum 
Sustainable Yield (single or aggregate species 
based) as qualified by environmental, social or 
economic factors.  

3.7 Decision making processes are clear and 
transparent and there are avenues for appeal. 

3.8

There are fishery level management objectives that 
cover environmental, social and economic aspects 
and which are linked to reference points, trigger 
points and indicators. 

3.9 Individual fisheries should have formal 
management plans. 

3.10
There needs to be a monitoring, control and 
surveillance system in place which is appropriate 
to the size and scale of the fishery.

3.11

An enforcement system is in place that 
incorporates a suitable method for detecting 
breaches of regulations and a track record of 
issuing sanctions where required.

Table 2 Table 2
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Section 4 Social and human rights 1 2 3 Assessors
comments

Information 
source

4.1
Fishing is regulated in such a way as to avoid 
the risk of conflict among fishers using different 
vessels, gear and fishing methods.

4.2

The management of fisheries resources gives due 
recognition, to the traditional practices, needs and 
interests of indigenous people which are highly 
dependent on fishery resources for their livelihood.

4.3
In the evaluation of alternative conservation and 
management measures, their social impact and 
cost-effectiveness should be considered.

4.4 Education and training programs should be 
available to increase education and skills of fishers. 

4.5 Health and safety standards should be adopted for 
everyone employed in fishing operations.

4.6
Workers are treated responsibly and in accordance 
with national labour rules and regulations and, 
where appropriate, relevant ILO conventions.

4.7
Workers are paid wages and provided benefits and 
working conditions according to national laws and 
regulations.

4.8 Child labour is not used in a manner inconsistent 
with ILO conventions and international standards.

4.9
Women and men have opportunities for 
participation – there is access to a variety of work 
in the supply chain (from vessels to sales).

4.10 Government collects, analyses and uses sex-
disaggregated data in official statistics.

Section 4 Social and human rights 1 2 3 Assessors
comments

Information 
source

4.11

A gender analysis has been carried out to 
understand the legal framework, women and men´s 
division of roles and responsibilities along the 
supply chain including caring responsibilities and 
their needs and interests along the fishery supply 
chain.

4.12

Women fish workers earn equal pay for equal work. 
Earnings are consistent with decent work and 
sustainable livelihoods and all fish workers are 
provided opportunities to advance.

4.13
Women are represented along the supply chain and 
their knowledge, needs and interests are taken into 
account.

4.14

Women fish workers have full and effective 
participation and equal opportunities for 
leadership at all levels of policy making and 
decision-making.

4.15 Women fish workers have access to training, 
education and credit.

4.16 Women fish workers have access and control over 
assets and resources along the supply chain.

4.17 Representatives of the fisheries sector receive 
sensitization and training on gender. 

4.18

Representatives of the fisheries sector and fishing 
communities are consulted in the decision-
making processes and involved in other activities 
related to coastal area management planning and 
development.

Table 2 Table 2
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Section 5 Economic 1 2 3 Assessors
comments

Information 
source

5.1

There is information available on the value of 
the fisheries – landed catch value and value 
adding within the country. There should also be 
information on the costs associated with the 
fishery such as research and enforcement, and any 
subsidies that are provided.

5.2

Excess fishing capacity is avoided, and exploitation 
of the stocks remains economically viable. 
Mechanisms are in place to remove excess capacity 
if it exists.

5.3
There should be measures to ensure the right of 
consumers to safe, wholesome and unadulterated 
fish and fishery products.

5.4 
Mechanisms for reducing any discarding, whether 
they be focused on reducing capture or increasing 
utilization, need to be in place.

5.5

The economic and social role of the post-
harvest fisheries sector needs to be included 
in the development of national policies for the 
sustainable development and utilization of fishery 
resources.

5.6
Those involved in fish processing, distribution 
and marketing to use fish resources in an efficient 
manner and reduce post-harvest losses and waste.

5.7

The international and domestic trade in fish and 
fishery products accords with sound conservation 
and management practices and the origin of traded 
fish and fishery products is traceable.

5.8

International trade in fish and fishery products 
should not compromise the sustainable 
development of fisheries and responsible 
utilization of living aquatic resources.

Table 2 Guidance 1 

Using component trees 
with stakeholders
What it is

The component tree tool allows you 

to categorize issues according to the 

three main components of sustainable 

development – ecological well-being, 

human well-being and governance - and 

break issues down to a level that can be 

further analyzed. A component tree has 

similarities to Root Cause Analysis in that 

it is a structured way of working with 

stakeholders to tease out the underlying 

causes of issues they may be facing. 

Purpose

The use of the tool is to allow the issues 

to be put into a structured framework for 

subsequent risk analysis and prioritization. 

Thus, the issues in this framework will be 

a mix of ecological, social and economic 

issues for a given fishery.

How to do a component tree

Have the heading “Sustainable 

development” at the top of a large 

piece of paper. Under this put the three 

component headings: Ecological well-

being; Human well-being; and Governance. 

Ask stakeholders to identify the issues for 

their fishery, and categorize each issue 

under one of these three component 

headings. Continue to identify the issues in 

a hierarchical setting. 

It is likely that initially the stakeholders 

will brainstorm a whole variety of issues. 

This process can be disorderly and full of 

debate, but that should be encouraged. 

Get stakeholders to write their issues on 

cards and place them under the headings; 

the cards can then be moved about easily 

during the debate. If possible, broad issues 

should be broken down into more specific 

issues. Starting with the broad issue, 

the hierarchical tree diagram is further 

developed to include all issues relevant to 

that broad issue for a given fishery, noting 

other tools such as problem trees (see 

Annex 3) can also be applied. 

Alternative: FAO’s EAFnet and EAF Toolbox 

suggest a slightly different approach, 

which consists of modifying a set of 

“generic component trees” to document 

and structure the various issues associated 

with a fishery system into their related 

components. Adapting the already tested 
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generic trees minimizes the chance of 

missing issues. See details at www.fao.

org/fishery/eaf-net/topic/166252/en. This 

method also relies more on constructing 

branches of the tree to move from the 

high-level issue to an operational level, 

with as much branching as is necessary 

to specify the issue at a level that can be 

managed with one or more management 

interventions.

Figure G1.1gives an example of the main 

headings in the component tree that might 

need to be considered.

Figure G1.1 Example of a component tree that covers many categories of issues in a fishery

Stocks

Information Threatened Fishers Gender Trade

Status Habitats Consultation Labour Value

Ecosystem Laws Safety Equity

Pollution Management

IUU control Compatible Traceable

Education Efficiency

Ecosystem Social Economic
Governance & 
Management

Sustainable Development

Likely issues could include:

• overcapacity of fishing;

• high level of illegal, unregulated and unreported (IUU) fishing;

• overfishing of the fishery resource;

• degraded critical habitats;

• ecologically unsustainable catches of non-retained species (bycatch), especially 
endangered and vulnerable species;

• detrimental impact on the structure, processes and functions of the ecosystem;

• unsustainable livelihoods; and

• high regional unemployment.

When to use

This tool is most useful in scoping issues 

when stakeholders are identifying their 

FMU issues. It allows one to categorize 

what would otherwise be a mass of 

diverse issues. It can be done simply with 

large sheets of paper stuck together, card 

and pens (on tables or on the floor); in 

this case the final product will need to be 

recorded electronically. Or it can be done 

using spreadsheets and with software 

that all involved in the process can share. 

However, the spreadsheet option requires 

reasonably sophisticated computer and 

display setup and is not as interactive.

Strengths

• Identifies fishery issues for each 

of three sustainable development 

components (ensures all aspects of the 

fishery are considered)

• Fosters discussion and debate and 

creates ownership

Weaknesses

• Time consuming if involving many 

stakeholders

• Can be a complicated process if not 

facilitated well

http://www.fao.org/fishery/eaf-net/topic/166252/en
http://www.fao.org/fishery/eaf-net/topic/166252/en
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Guidance 2 

Prioritising the issues

Inevitably, scoping issues with 

stakeholders always produces a long 

“shopping list”. However, in any one time 

(e.g., five years), only a relatively small 

sub-set of these can be addressed by 

management. 

To reduce the long list to one that is 

manageable, a 2x2 matrix risk assessment 

can be used (Figure G2.1. The tool 

categorizes the issues as high priority if 

they are both very likely and have a large 

impact. 

How to do a risk assessment 
for issues

A risk analysis typically seeks answers to 

three questions: 

     1. What can go wrong? (Risk) 

     2. How likely is it to go wrong? 

         (Likelihood)

     3. What would be the consequences of 

         it going wrong? (Impact)

Risk = likelihood x impact

To conduct a risk assessment, you score 

both the likelihood and impact of failure 

in relation to each issue. This can be on 

any scale, for example, on a scale of zero 

to five. A simple semi-quantitative risk 

assessment is to rate each issue as to 

whether it has (i) high or low likelihood of 

occurring and (ii) high or low impact when 

it does occur. Likelihood is the probability 

of occurrence and impact is how change 

would occur. These are then plotted on a 

2x2 matrix diagram (Figure G2.1). 
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Li
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Low
Impact

Low impact 
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Low impact 
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High impact 
Very likely

High impact 
Not likely

Figure G2.1: Semi-quantitative risk assessment.
In this way, the high likelihood/high impact issues are identified (shown in the circle). These high priority issues 
are the ones that require direct management and need to be taken forward into the planning process. The medium 
risk issues might also be identified and mentioned in the planning in case their priority changes over time.

To correctly assign the levels of 

consequence and likelihood, it is important 

to recognize that these form a pair; they 

are not to be chosen independently. It 

is the likelihood that, given a particular 

fishing management strategy, a particular 

level of impact may be the result (either 

from an accumulation of small events or 

from a single large event). It is assessing 

the likelihood of an outcome being 

generated, not the likelihood of an activity 

occurring. This type of error must be 

avoided as it results in over-rating risks.

When making decisions about what 

are appropriate combinations of 

consequence and likelihood, if more than 

one combination of consequence and 

likelihood is considered plausible, the 

combination with the highest risk score 

should be chosen (this is consistent with 

taking a precautionary approach).

When to use

When stakeholder issues have been 

identified and categorized, they need to be 

prioritized. 

Strengths

• Risk assessment is a very effective tool 

for participatory priority setting

• The assessment can be as simple or 

complicated as needed – caters for all 

audiences

• Can be carried out with simple props

Weaknesses

• Can be time consuming

• Can be made too complicated, which 

defeats its purpose
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An example for a trawl fishery is as follows:

High

High

Li
ke

lih
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d

Low

Low impact 
Very likely

Low impact 
Unlikely

High impact 
Very likely

High impact 
Not likely

Turtle bycatch

Discards Migrant labour rights

Encroaching 
trawlers in 

closed season

Unregistered vessels

Aquaculture 
demand for feed

Too many 
trawlers

Juvenile 
bycatch

Degradation of 
coastal habitat

Catch value 
declining

Trawler 
encroachment 

into 5km 
zone

Conflict between 
trawlers and others

Figure G2.2: An example of using a 2x2 matrix risk assessment tool to prioritize issues.

In this example, the high priority issues were:

• Too many trawlers

• Conflict between trawlers and others

• Trawler encroachment in 5km zone

• Catch value declining

• Degradation of coastal habitat

• Fuel subsidies

• Juvenile bycatch (catching too many juvenile fish)

Guidance 3 

Working with problem/solution trees

What it is

Problem tree analysis is a visual tool 

to help tease out cause and effects by 

mapping out the anatomy of cause and 

effect using an analogy of a tree. The 

effects are the branches of the tree, the 

core problem is the trunk, and the causes 

lie underground in the roots of the tree.

Purpose

The problem tree is designed to provide 

a way of separating out causes and 

effects and being able to identify the 

underlying causes that can be addressed 

by management measures. The problem 

tree can easily be converted to a solution 

(or objective) tree.

How to do a problem tree

A problem tree recognizes four levels of 

an issue that help sort out the causes and 

effects, as follows (Figure G3.1): 

1. Drivers: the large-scale events that 

have a flow-on effect on many issues, 

e.g., growth in population and wealth, or 

climate change;

2. Effects: what the core problem creates;

3. Core problem: the actual problem; and

4. Causes: the causes of the problem. 

These can be broken down further into 

main and underlying causes.

Figure G3.1: The problem tree

PROBLEM TREE

Drivers Effects

Causes
Core 

problem
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The problem tree analysis can be 

conducted by using cards and flipcharts, 

or even drawings in the dirt. In its 

simplest form, and one that promotes 

the participation even of stakeholders 

without formal education, the problem 

tree is a way to set out the problems in 

a hierarchical order using the following 

steps:

1. Take one of the high priority issues 

identified in the risk assessment.

2. Decide whether the issue is a driver, an 

effect, a core problem or the causes of the 

problem.

3. Agree on the core problem and then 

using some of the “issues” identified earlier 

plus adding new effects and causes:

a. Group causes below the core problem

b. If it is an effect, it goes above the core 

problem 

This exercise can be done on a large sheet 

of paper divided into four rows – drivers, 

effects, core problems, and causes.

As with many RCA tools, the “5 whys 

method” that was developed by the Toyota 

Production System can be used to identify 

underlying causes. 

“The basis of Toyota’s scientific approach 

is to ask why five times whenever we find 

a problem … By repeating why five times, 

the nature of the problem as well as its 

solution becomes clear. “ Taiichi Ohno

In practice, anywhere between three and 

six questions might be needed.

Converting a problem tree into a solution 

tree

One of the strengths of the problem tree 

tool is that it can quickly be turned in to a 

solution tree that can be used to frame a 

fishery management plan. The effect in the 

problem tree is often linked to the goal 

and the core problem often identifies the 

operational management (Figure G3.2). 

Appropriate management measures are 

selected that can address the causes of 

the problems (not the effects). Ideally, this 

should be framed as a harvest control rule 

(or decision rule) that specifies an agreed 

action that will be taken to apply the 

management measure

When to use

The problem tree tool should be used 

after the high priority issues have been 

identified. The tool will result in much 

discussion, and as with many tools, the 

process is probably as important as the 

end result.

Strengths

• The approach and terminology are much 

easier to follow than some other tools. For 

example, other tools use the terms such as 

“root cause”, “proximate cause”, “immediate 

causes” that are difficult for stakeholders 

to understand in a participatory process.

• Problem trees can easily by turned into 

solution trees that are used in planning, 

e.g., for developing a fishery action/

management plan.

• Helps define the problem, which is often 

a stumbling block for RCA.

Weaknesses

• It is often difficult to decide whether an 

“issue” is a driver, an effect, or a cause. For 

example, climate change could be a driver 

or a cause, although a more thorough 

analysis often reveals that it is a particular 

aspect of climate change that is the cause, 

rather than climate change per se e.g., 

changing the ecosystem structure of a 

fishery resource.

• Many hours (and days) can be spent 

debating whether an aspect of an issue is 

a cause or an underlying cause, or even 

an effect. Converting the problem tree 

to a solution tree usually resolves these 

uncertainties.

Figure G3.2: Converting a problem tree into a solution tree

FROM THE PROBLEM TREE TO SOLUTION TREE
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