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 Many men go fishing all of their lives 
without knowing that it is not fish they 

are after. 
 

Henry David Thoreau 
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1. Executive Summary 
 
 

The Effectiveness of Eco-labelling and Certification in Sustainable Aquaculture and Fisheries (EECSAF) project 

was funded by the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) and conducted by the Scottish Association 

for Marine Science (Dr Tavis Potts). This report presents the findings of research conducted over the period 

from December 2007 to December 2009. Further supporting research was conducted during 2010. The 

research investigated the structure, management and operations of several of eco-labelling and certification 

organisations (CEOs), public awareness and attitudes concerning seafood labelling, and the views of the fishing 

industry. This report investigates the following questions with a focus on the UK and the Marine Stewardship 

Council (MSC):  

 

1. How does the Marine Stewardship Council implement its standard and what processes are in place 

to build credibility? 

2. What is the impact of certified products in the market? Do labeled products influence consumers? 

3. What are the experiences of industry in regards to the eco-labelling? 

 

This report aims to influence debate about the direction and effectiveness of the eco-labelling movement, 

provide advice and analysis to interested parties, and pull together the latest data on the topic. In contrast to 

recent approaches, EECSAF has taken a critical and in-depth approach to analysis of institutional practices, 

consumer values and the perspectives of the fishing industry. Future reports will cover eco-labelling and 

certification in aquaculture and growing trends in this emerging sector.  

 

The following are 10 key findings from the research:  
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1. The MSC is the leading fisheries ecolabel in the UK and has invested considerable resources 

into governance reform. The MSC Board is dominated by EU and US industry, science and 

conservation interests. More representation is needed across the governance structure from 

small scale and developing world representatives.  

2. For further transparency, the MSC could publish in the public domain aggregated regional 

statistics of pre-assessment and assessment results and performance statistics (e.g. by gear.) 

3. The credibility of the MSC is under challenge over the gear types it assesses and the scale of 

impact within marine ecosystems. There is evidence of generous assessments of ecosystem 

criteria by independent assessors. The MSC should tighten criteria on ecosystem impacts and 

avoid ‘sustainable fisheries within degraded ecosystems’. The MSC should quantify and assess 

the process of ‘certificate sharing’.  

4. Noting the above point, the MSC has achieved significant improvements in fisheries practice. It 

has raised the profile and the implementation of the ecosystem approach at a faster rate than 

government. Through web based reporting, it enables the public to review management systems, 

and access fisheries information.  

5. Public attitudes towards sustainable seafood are positive and improving.  

6. Public optimism is fragile and label confusion is a threat. More effort is needed on public 

awareness of marine issues and the role consumers can play in conservation. In terms of 

labelling, more effort is needed to reach the public – 70% of the public were unfamiliar with the 

MSC logo. Simple measures such as in-store signage can improve awareness and selection at 

point of sale. 

7. Awareness of labels is different to the in-situ purchase of a labelled product. When faced with a 

choice of a ‘for sale’ product (cod) or eco-labelled product (hake), respondents were split. 38% 

would buy the traditional product and 37% would buy the eco-labelled product. Women were 

more inclined to buy the eco-labelled product.  

8. While a price premium was a motivation for industry, market access, demonstrating sustainable 

practices and pressure from the supply chain are the key drivers for fishers to enter certification.  

9. Smaller inshore fishers have concerns about MSC credibility and access. This is driven by 

certification of controversial fishing methods, cost of entry and compliance, and maintaining a 

competitive advantage that was initially given by certification but perceived to be lost by the 

inclusion of larger industrial fisheries.  

10. The consequences of eco-labelling for traditional management are profound. Political discourses 

between labelled and non-labelled fisheries are intensifying and often fisheries sporting the MSC 

logo claim legitimacy to accessing and managing the resource over other non-certified actors. 
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2. Introduction  
 

2.1 Marine Resource Trends 
 

Seafood is one of the largest tradable global commodities that provides employment, income and food for 

developing and developed nations. Fisheries and aquaculture, either directly or indirectly, are an important 

source of employment. The United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) estimated that 43 million 

people depend on fisheries and aquaculture for employment (FAO 2009). In the UK, fisheries employed almost 

13000 people in the catching sector in 2007, while the processing sector employed over 18 000 people in 2005 

(DEFRA 2010). The socio-economic importance of the fisheries sector, coupled with the ecological value of 

marine life, highlight the need for effective management to ensure healthy marine environments and maintain 

opportunities for rural coastal communities. 

 

Globally and in the UK marine resources are increasingly under pressure.  A growing world population and 

preference for seafood means there is a rising demand for goods from the oceans.1 Indeed, the demand for 

seafood is so high that many harvested stocks around the world are considered to be fully or over exploited. 

Landings from marine capture fisheries have levelled and remained around 80 million tonnes since the late 

1980s, in contrast to aquaculture production which has increased to meet demand (Figure 1). Both fish and 

shell-fish farming utilise intensive production methods which can result in environmental impacts if not mitigated 

(Black 2001) and often exploit wild stocks for food and fry. At the same time, aquaculture has played an 

important role in halting depopulation in coastal communities in response to the decline of local fisheries 

(Burbridge 2001). In the UK 600,000 tonnes of shellfish, demersal and pelagic species were landed in 2007 

worth almost £650 million at first sale. Processing from sea fisheries also was an important economic activity 

contributing £385 million GVA in 2007 (DEFRA 2010). 

 

Marine ecosystems support social and ecological systems through a range of ‘natural’ services such as the 

provision of resources and regulation of natural processes. Consequently, degradation can result in negative 

impacts for natural and social systems. A loss of costal ecosystem services could drive downturns in 

employment, erosion of maritime culture, and a reduction in opportunities for maritime industries (for example, 

marine tourism or food production). Conversely, when investment is made in ecosystem restoration and 

industries that support education and skills development, coastal regions can ‘play to their strengths’ and focus 

on food supply, marine services, innovation and employment (Potts 2010). 

 

                                                 
1 For example, the recent record sale of a Bluefin Tuna for £257 000 highlights surging demand from China and Japan. See: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-pacific-12117010 
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Figure 1. World fisheries and aquaculture production 1950-2005. (Source: UNEP-Grid Arendal 2009a). 
 

Traditional fisheries governance has been perceived as having limited success in terms of conservation 

(Hillborn 2007). As shown in Figure 2 overleaf, despite half a century of management, over half of ICES 

assessed stocks in Europe are fished outside safe biological limits. Pauly et al (2005) goes further to describe 

the trends of global fisheries where stocks have been exploited, declined and new stocks found for commercial 

exploitation. This has resulted in ‘fishing down the food web’ (Pauly et al 1998) where higher tropic level 

predators (i.e. large fish such as tuna and cod) valuable in seafood markets, are progressively removed from 

the ecosystem. The fishing effort moves onto smaller species lower down in the food chain (e.g. anchovies, 

mackerel, sardines) many of which are increasingly targeted for aquaculture feedstock.  As Pauly states, ‘we 

are eating bait and moving onto jellyfish’. The repercussions for the ecosystem are significant and have led to 

shifts in the structure and function of marine habitats and the health of species.  Clearly, new approaches are 

needed at national and international scales that improve marine resource sustainability.  
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Figure 2. Proportion of stocks within and outside safe biological limits in the EU (Source: EEA 2009). 

 

An area of reform is the practice of ‘integrated’ management that develops cross sector marine strategies and 

marine spatial planning (Haward and Vince 2008; Agardy 2010). Since the late 1990s other suites of 

instruments have emerged that focus on ‘consumer power’ and markets to steer management and incentivize 

industry to engage in sustainable practices. Eco-labelling is one of a suite of market-based approaches that 

uses product labelling to indicate that a product has been manufactured in an environmentally friendly manner.  

2.2 Market-based instruments in marine policy 
 

Addressing complex marine conservation problems through centralised ‘command and control’ regulation and 

policy has only achieved partial success. One issue is the poor conceptualisation of scale in resource 

management. Often the scale of management is mismatched to the scale of the pressure on the resource in 

question (Mee 2010). For example, in seafood production, pressure can arise from global economic forces and 

supply chains, or from large scale phenomenon such as climate change, but management of the resource often 

occurs at a local or regional scale. This mismatch means that the management solution is only marginally 

influential in terms of addressing the problem. The development of the ecosystem approach in fisheries (Garcia 
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et al 2003) has changed the demands on fisheries management. Ecosystem-based management promotes 

thinking holistically about ecosystem processes and human systems across scales and boundaries and calls for 

innovative methods to restore the integrity of ecosystems (Pikitch 2004). The challenge with the ecosystem 

approach, and with scales, is how to turn the concept into management reality. Market based instruments are 

one set of ‘tools in the toolbox’ that have been developed to attempt to address issues that cut across scales 

and boundaries.  

 

Market instruments use information and/or price signals to achieve policy outcomes and the approach has been 

to develop instruments that direct consumers towards sustainability by providing a range of incentives for 

change. Instruments can take the form of property rights, taxes, or subsidies; standards such as carbon dioxide 

emission limits; and information that aims to influence the consumer and steer markets (EEA 2005). Estimates 

suggest that the growth in use of market-based instruments in Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 

Development (OECD) countries was over 50 per cent between 1989 and 1995 (Jordon et al 2005). Despite this 

growth, questions remain about the selection, use and implementation of market-based instruments to improve 

environmental outcomes.  

2.3 Concepts in eco-labelling and certification 
 

The use of labels to indicate the origin and content of products has a long history but the use of labels to include 

environmental and social information is a recent phenomenon. Eco-labelling is defined as the granting of 

product labels by an organisation to inform consumers about the environmental impact of production. The label 

aims to influence consumers to purchase products that have a reduced impact compared with other products 

(Potts and Haward 2007). Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) have developed schemes including coffee, 

agricultural produce, timber, fisheries and aquaculture that aim to inform about environmental impact.   

 

For example the Fair Trade movement has expanded widely across the retail sector and been influential in 

driving improved trade practices with producers in developing countries. Eco-labelling schemes aim to use 

societal pressures and markets as mechanisms to influence production. The assumption underlying any 

scheme is that consumers are aware of environmental issues and respond to them by choosing a labelled 

product rather than a compatible product that is not labelled. This is an assumption dependent on environmental 

awareness within the general population. The focus of this report is on seafood and the mechanisms that are 

used to develop labelling schemes and their reception by the public and industry.  

 

To achieve their objectives eco-labelling initiatives must produce a market ‘pull’ by appealing to retailers and 

consumers, as well as a market ‘push’ by encouraging producers to enter the scheme. Establishing credibility 

and mobilising consumers and producers is central to achieving this objective. While eco-labelling schemes 

have limited effectiveness where consumer populations have a low degree of environmental awareness, their 

presence can assist in raising the profile of environmental issues in the population (Jordon et al 2008). The role 
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of the consumer in driving successful schemes is fundamental, as all schemes rely on sustained uptake of 

labelled products by an informed populace.  

 

From the producer’s perspective, eco-labelling aims to motivate the industry by providing market incentives 

such as increased price, market access or improved reputation to producers who meet the criteria established 

by initiatives. At the time of writing, the benefits for producers are largely theoretical. On the surface, it appears 

that industry is courting the eco-labelling movement, and while the economic benefits have not been 

conclusively demonstrated, the market share, marketing and recognition of producers that have ‘gone the extra 

mile’ appear to be valid reasons for investing in the schemes. However, the costs of investing in eco-labelling 

appear substantial (Ward & Phillips 2008) and can pose a barrier for a producer wishing to enter and maintain a 

place in a scheme. Cost can include coordination and capture of data for assessment, costs of certification 

processes, compliance, establishing a secure supply chain, and protecting the certified brand. The cost of 

certification has itself opened up a new front in the eco-labelling industry and has become a means of 

competition between organisations offering cheaper or quicker assessments toward certification. 

 

2.4 The process and practice of eco-labelling  
 

Developing an eco-label consists of a number of phases. A principle is ensuring that the process remains 

credible to stakeholders. This includes stakeholders who are purchasing ‘sustainable’ products and producers 

who are investing time and effort in the certification process. If credibility is compromised, consumers will not 

purchase products bearing the label. In fact, active campaigns may evolve to discourage consumers away from 

a label that does not maintain credibility. From the producer perspective, credibility is enhanced though 

transparency of process and the outcomes, industry support, and a robust label that attracts consumer and 

retail interest.   

 

In 2005 the FAO prepared a series of technical guidelines that define a credible process in fisheries (Box 1). 

The guidelines stated that eco-labelling should (FAO 2005):  
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Certification and eco-labelling organisations (CEOs) are standard-setting organisations that define and 

implement a vision of sustainability through a set of standards that are then applied to fishing operations. They 

employ management structures that range from streamlined low cost models to complex and costly 

management structures. The certification process (Figure 3) is influential in determining the success of an 

initiative. In practice, these philosophies have significant implications for the range of certified products available 

to the consumer.  

 

Standards generally fall into two groups:  

 

1. Process improvement approach: Those that aim to improve existing fisheries practices through 

incremental process and management loops that use compliance criteria; and  

2. The ‘gold standard’ approach: Those that reward a level of ‘sustainable practice’ and exclude 

unsustainable practices as defined (for example in the organic sector). 

Box. 1 FAO Guidelines 
 

1. Be consistent with the 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (LOSC) and 
the Fish Stocks Agreement, the FAO Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries and the 
World Trade Organization rules and other international instruments. 
2. Recognise the sovereign rights of states and comply with all relevant laws and 
regulations. 
3. Be of a voluntary nature and market‐driven. 
4. Be transparent, including balanced and fair participation by all interested parties. 
5. Be non‐discriminatory, do not create unnecessary obstacles to trade and allow for fair 
trade and competition. 
6. Provide the opportunity to enter international markets. 
7. Establish clear accountability for the owners of schemes and the certification bodies in 
conformity with international standards. 
8. Incorporate reliable, independent auditing and verification procedures. 
9. Be considered equivalent (with other schemes) if consistent with these guidelines. 
10. Be based on the best scientific evidence available, also taking into account traditional 
knowledge of the resources provided that its validity can be objectively verified. 
11. Be practical, viable and verifiable. 
12. Ensure that labels communicate truthful information. 
13. Provide for clarity. 
14. Be based, at a minimum, on the minimum substantive requirements, criteria and 
procedures outlined in these guidelines. 
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Figure 3. A simplified schematic of the eco-labelling process.  
 

Certification is rarely carried out by the standard-setting organisation because this would compromise 

impartiality. The organisation will usually accredit an independent consultant to ensure they have the capacity to 

carry out the verification of a candidate against the standard. This process, as well as any decisions that are 

made, occurs independently of the standard-setting organisation. Assessment teams use site visits, panels, 

scoring indicators, and consultations to score the fishery against the standard. Often the process will have a 

conflict resolution mechanism where parties can challenge decisions. After the awarding of an eco-label to a 

product, a supply chain assessment is performed to ensure that the products from the certified operation are 

traced through processing and transport logistics to the shelf. This ‘ocean to plate’ process aims to reduce 

fraudulent claims and increases the legitimacy of the label. Another outcome is the implementation of 

compliance and review mechanisms. Initiatives will specify a series of corrective actions to be fulfilled over time 

and hold regular audits to determine compliance. Due to the various mechanisms that attempt to build credibility 

and transparency (e.g. independent verification) the certification process can often be costly. Such costs can be 

prohibitive for smaller operators who wish to enter the market.  

 

2.5 The EECSAF Project 
 
The EECSAF project investigated the structure, management and operations of several international eco-

labelling and certification organisations (CEOs) and explored UK public awareness concerning seafood 

labelling, and the views of the industry. This report has a focus on the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) and 

answers the following questions: 
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1. How does the Marine Stewardship Council implement its standard and what processes are in place 

to build credibility? 

2. What is the impact of certified products in the market? Do labeled products influence consumers? 

3. What are the experiences of industry in regards to the eco-labelling? 

2.5.1 Methods  
 
EECSAF was a field based and mixed methods project that used a variety of approaches:  

 

• Descriptive case studies  

• A consumer survey  

• Semi-structured interviews 

 

Case studies 
 
A case study presents a complete description of a phenomenon in its context (Yin 2003). This research focused 

on understanding the structure of CEOs as a part of determining their effectiveness to contribute towards 

sustainable seafood. Question 1 asks how certification and eco-labelling systems are designed to differentiate 

‘sustainable’ products and the way organisations develop legitimacy and credibility in the eyes of their 

stakeholders.  

 
Initially, the study drew upon The International Social and Environmental Accreditation and Labelling Alliance 

(ISEAL) Codes of Good Practice for Setting Social and Environmental Standards.2. ISEAL is a recognised 

benchmark that has been developed in an international consultative process. This is reflected in the use of the 

Code by several international organisations that have developed positions on certification processes including 

the FAO, World Bank, DEFRA and the European Parliament.3 In addition, this research has drawn upon the 

FAO Guidelines for Eco-labelling of Fish and Fishery Products from Marine Capture Fisheries4 (FAO 2005).  

 

The Code and the Guidelines are useful check points to inform the development of a case study framework 

(Figure 4) that captures the functionality within eco-labelling processes and guides interviews. The framework 

makes two distinctions: functional instruments and governance processes; and the certification system and the 

eco-labelling system. The distinctions are porous, as certification and eco-labelling are integrated in practice. 

However discreet tools and vernacular (and businesses) have evolved to address these different components 

and it is useful to separate out in the initial analysis. 

                                                 
2 To access the codes, see: http://www.isealalliance.org/code 
3 For example, the European Parliament refers to the ISEAL Code in its resolution on Corporate Social Responsibility. 
Available from < http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?Type=TA&Reference=P6-TA-2007-
0062&language=EN> 
4 Available at: ftp://ftp.fao.org/docrep/fao/008/a0116t/a0116t00.pdf 
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Figure 4. The conceptual framework for the certification-eco-labelling system. 
 

Distinguishing between certification and eco-labelling processes is common in the literature (Gulbrandsen 

2006). This distinction separates the processes of developing and administering an independent standard 

(certification process) from awarding and managing a labeled product (eco-labelling process). A further division 

in the analysis splits functional instruments and governance. Functional instruments are the documented tools 

and apparatus that implement the policies of the organisation. They are the means to implement certification 

processes and administer and manage the ecolabel, for example the method to define and measure 

performance against the standard (verification methodology) or the process of establishing traceability of 

labeled product. Governance refers to the broader rules and behaviours by which interests are articulated, 

resources are managed, and power is exercised in the organisation. Below in Table 1 each component of the 

framework has been defined and placed into a question format - this formed the basis of the interviews and 

analysis with CEOs.  

 
 
 

 

  
 

Certification System 
(pre label) 

 

 
 

Eco-labelling System 
(post label) 

 
 
Functional   
instruments 
 

 
• Objective and scope of the 

standard 
• Structure of standard  
• Resourcing required for 

certification 
• Accreditation of assessors  
• Verification methodology  

 

 
• Chain of custody and 

traceability        
• Corrective measures and  

compliance audits 
• Application and regulation of 

label (on product / off 
product)  

• Contractual arrangements  
 

 
 
Governance  
 
 

 
• Organisational  objectives 
• Organisational governance and 

decision making  
• ISO standards  
• Stakeholder consultation 
• Mechanisms for credibility 

(consistency, independence 
and transparency) 

• Review of the standard  

 
• Conflict management and 

appeals   
• Monitoring and effectiveness 

of labels   
• Creating demand, marketing 

and branding 
• Revenue generation  
• Label complementarity 
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Table 1. Questions for case study research.  

 
Certification instruments  
Objective and scope of the 
standard 
 

What is the overall aim for the standard? How is this decided?  
What  broad  aspects  of  sustainability  are  covered  e.g.  economic  –  social  – 
ecological – governance?  

Structure of the standard   
  

How is the standard structured? Does a logical hierarchy flow from objectives to 
measurable components?  
What components are covered? 

Verification methodology and 
instruments 
 

Verification is the process of establishing compliance with the standard. 
What  processes  are  used  to  collect  and  evaluate  the  evidence  against  the 
standard?  
What determines a pass or fail against the criteria? 

Resourcing required for 
certification 

Cost for verification and certification procedures 
 

Accreditation processes  What  are  the  mechanisms  used  to  accredit  certifiers  i.e  independent 
consultants?  

Certification Governance   
Organisational classification & 
objectives 

What is the mission of the organisation? Is it clearly articulated?  
What is the legal status of the organisation? 

Organisational governance and 
decision making structures 
 

How is the organisation governed? 
What are the key policy making, technical, and consultative bodies and what are 
their powers, responsibilities and relationships? 
How are members selected or elected to the bodies?  

Links of ISO standards or 
equivalent 

Does the organisation use, benchmark or refer to ISO standards for certification 
and management practices?  

Stakeholder consultation 
 

What sectors are represented in decision making bodies, how are they selected, 
and to whom are they accountable? 

Mechanisms for credibility 
(consistency, independence and 
transparency) 
 

The credibility of the standard underpins the claims made by producers.
How is consistency interpreted and established across certification procedures?  
What  measures  are  in  place  to  ensure  the  objectivity  and  independence  of 
certification assessments?  

Review of standard  What processes exist to review the standards and criteria? 
What evidence  suggests governance  reform of  the organisation  in  response  to 
audits and reviews? 

Eco‐labelling Instruments  
Chain of custody and traceability  The  systems  used  to  assess the  production  from  primary  producer  to  the 

consumer.  How  is  the  product  traced  from  farm  or  fishery  through  the 
production chain to the consumer. What methods are used? 

Corrective measures and  
Compliance 

What  procedure  is  established  to  improve  operations  that  have  gone  through 
certification. How is the ‘bar’ set?  
How are corrective measures enforced and monitored?  

Application and regulation of 
label 

Once the label is awarded to a fishery, farm or product how is the label regulated 
and policed?  In what ways can  the  label be used by  the certified organisation? 
How strictly controlled is the label?  

Eco‐labelling Governance  
Conflict management and appeals    What processes are in place to mediate and address conflicts in assessments? 

What are some of the notable conflicts in the organisations history and how 
were they resolved?  

Contractual arrangements, and 
revenue generation model  

What contractual arrangements or agreements exist between the organisation 
and industry, retailers, or government. How is the organisation financed? Have 
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  the sources for revenue changed over time? Does the organisation provide 
services?  

Monitoring and effectiveness of 
labels   

How is the effectiveness of the label monitored? Are there demonstratable 
improvements to the fishery or farm?  

Creating demand, Marketing and 
Branding 
 

Marketing efforts refer to the target markets addressed by the schemes and the 
promotion efforts performed by the labeling scheme owners in order enhance 
acceptance. 

Complementarity  What are the relationships to other labelling schemes or system? E.g. Fair trade, 
freedom foods etc. Does the organisation see itself as competitor or 
collaborator?  

 
 
Consumer survey 
 

The consumer survey addressed the question ‘What is the impact of certified products in the market? Do 

labeled products influence consumers?’ For the survey, EECSAF developed an exploratory questionnaire to 

gauge the direction of consumer values towards seafood and eco-labels. A purposeful sampling approach was 

employed that used random sampling elements. This approach was taken as the sampling frame ‘seafood 

consumers’ was difficult to isolate from the general population and the research aimed to capture the responses 

directly from shoppers at the point of sale. It was deemed theoretically relevant and practical to employ a modal 

instance sampling (a purposive approach) and survey consumers shopping for seafood in supermarkets and 

fish counters. 

 

The survey was randomly administered amongst coastal and inland regions, towns and cities, during weekdays 

and weekends across Scotland, England, and Northern Ireland during the period of July to September 2009. 

Sampling occurred across lunch, afternoon and evening sessions at a range of retail outlets and fishmongers 

with 270 respondents surveyed overall. The questionnaire took approximately 10 minutes to administer and 

asked a series of questions concerning seafood purchase, awareness of seafood production issues, seafood 

quality preferences, awareness of differing labels and consumer demographics. 
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Industry interviews  
 
Research for this component used case studies comprised of semi-structured interviews and document 

analysis. The goal was to conduct and expand analysis through delving into the context of the fishing industry 

and its experience with certification. Face-to-face interviews were considered appropriate as a means of 

examining the ‘live’ issues and complex problems surrounding eco-labelling. In total nine interviews were 

conducted in July 2009. Two of the interviewees were representatives of organisations that had completed the 

certification process, one of which represented multiple fisheries. Three interviewees represented organisations 

that were under certification at that time, again one represented multiple fisheries. One interviewee represented 

an organisation that had not made it through the certification process and the final three interviewees were 

considered ‘industry experts’, representing organisations directly involved with assisting fishermen into and 

through certification. 

 

Interviews were guided by a set of questions relevant to the circumstances of the organisation represented by 

the interviewee. The format of the questions varied between organisations as some represented fisheries that 

have been involved in the certification process for some time whilst others had only recently signed up for 

assessment. Thus, amongst those interviewed, levels of experience of the certification process, reasons for 

entering and subsequent expectations were by no means the same.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 5. Issues explored in the industry interviews. 
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3. Case study: The Marine 
Stewardship Council 
 

3.1 History, Vision and Scope of the Organisation  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) was founded in 1997 by the World Wide Fund for Nature and Unilever. 

It is an international, independent, non-profit organisation which has developed two standards: an 

environmental standard for sustainable fishing and a chain of custody standard for seafood traceability. The aim 

of the program is to assess candidate fisheries against the MSC Standard and create the incentives to 

encourage them to remain well managed. Fisheries that are independently certified as meeting the MSC 

standard may use the blue MSC eco-label on seafood from their fishery.  

 

The aims of the MSC are to: 

 

• Use the MSC eco-label and fishery certification program to contribute to the health of the world’s 

oceans by recognising and rewarding sustainable fishing practices; 

• Influence the choices people make when buying seafood; and 

• Work with MSC partners to transform the seafood market to a sustainable basis. 

 

There has been growing increase in interest in the MSC by consumers and government since its inception in 

1997. It took seven years to certify the first 500 products. As of April 2009, 2400 MSC-labelled products are 

available in 49 countries around the world, representing a growth of 67 per cent in MSC-labelled products in one 

year (MSC Annual report 2009).  The last three years have seen an increase in interest in the MSC and the 

business plan now has a global remit.5  MSC Chief Executive Rupert Howes sees the MSC as now moving into 

its second stage of growth which is focusing on engagement with consumers. 

 

 

                                                 
5 http://www.msc.org/about-us/governance/strategic-plan-2006-2009 
 

“First and foremost, our job as a standard setter is to ensure that the standard is robust, 
credible and is being applied to a high degree of consistency and quality amongst different 
fisheries.” Chief Executive, MSC (Interview 2007) 
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Visions for the MSC have a common theme of healthy oceans, safeguarding seafood supplies, developing 

incentives for sustainable practices, and influencing consumer choices.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In sector terms, the MSC standard focuses exclusively on marine and freshwater wild-capture fisheries 

including, but not limited to finfish, shellfish, crustaceans and cephalopods. While the MSC excludes fishing 

methods using dynamite and poison, most other methods are open for assessment, including bottom trawling 

and dredging. Aquaculture and the farming of marine and freshwater species are not included and will be 

assessed by the emerging Aquaculture Stewardship Council.6 The MSC Principles and Criteria apply up to but 

not beyond the point at which the fish are landed. From the point of landing to purchase, the MSC seafood 

traceability standards apply. The MSC does not define the end use of fishery product as a part of its 

assessment. In a recent Nature article by Jacquet and Pauly (2010) the authors note that the end use of a 

product should be considered and that any fishery undertaken for fishmeal should not be viewed as responsible 

or sustainable.  

 

In terms of geographical scope, the MSC has a clear target market of fishers, retailers, processors and 

consumers in developed countries. In developing countries the focus is on small-scale fisheries and fisheries 

that export to global markets. Prior to 2007, there was an important gap between the MSC vision and its 

geographical scope. While half of the world’s traded seafood comes from developing countries, their small-scale 

and data-deficient fisheries were not able to access MSC certification due to the intensive data requirements 

and high costs of the certification process. The Developing World Fisheries Program, started in 2007, together 

with the Risk-Based Framework (adopted in 2008), have started to close this gap between the MSC vision and 

its scope. Figure 6 highlights UK MSC certified and fisheries under assessment.  

                                                 
6 See: http://www.ascworldwide.org/ 

“Our vision is of the world’s oceans teeming with life, and seafood supplies safeguarded 
for this and future generations.” (MSC website) 

“To ‘make a difference and…create the right incentives for improvements in fisheries 
management practice.  We are here to promote and raise awareness about the best 
environmental choice, to contribute to creating market that really does only want 
sustainable seafood.” (Interview MSC 2007) 
 
“This is about working in partnership with the industry, with the retailers, with the 
government scientists to try and make a race for the top of fisheries management, to try 
and ensure some of these fisheries which have huge challenges in terms of biomass and 
the health of the stock can actually be turned around and restored.” (Interview MSC 
2007) 
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Figure 6. Locations of certified fisheries (blue) and those in assessment (red). Full list available from the 
MSC website.7

                                                 
7Adapted from MSC website. A full interactive map is available from:  
http://www.msc.org/track-a-fishery/certified/certified-fisheries-on-the-map 
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3.2 Governance of the MSC  
 
The governance processes of the MSC are summarised in figure 5 below and discussed in Table 2 
overleaf. 
 

 
  
 

Figure 7. Governance processes of the MSC
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Table 2. Governance procedures and issues in the MSC. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
8 http://www.msc.org/about-us/governance/structure/board-of-trustees 
9 http://www.greenpeace.org/international/en/publications/reports/marine-stewardship-council-MSC/ 

Governance 
mechanism 

Composition  Function  Issues 

 
Board of Trustees 

The  MSC  Board  comprises a 
maximum  of 15  individuals, 
nominated  for  a  three‐year 
term. 
 
The  Chair  of  the  Technical 
Advisory  Board  and  both  Co‐
chairs  of  the  Stakeholder 
Council have a seat each on the 
Board. 
 
The  Finance  Committee  and 
Executive  Committee  form  2 
permanent  committees  within 
the Board. 

The  Board  of  Trustees  sets  the  strategic 
direction  of  the MSC, monitors  progress  and 
ensures the MSC meets its objectives.  
 
Its main activities are: 
 
• ensuring charitable aims are met; 
• approving and implementing strategy;  
• ensuring  that  the  MSC  is  financially 

secure;  
• appointing  members  of  the  Board,  key 

MSC  staff  and members  of  the  Technical 
Advisory Board;  

• publicly  accounting  for  expenditure  and 
income8 

The  MSC  responded  to  stakeholder 
concerns with a governance  restructure 
in  2001  to  create  a more  efficient  and 
transparent  decision  making  process. 
The  Board  of  Trustees  was  created  to 
increase  representation  especially  from 
the conservation and developing world.  
However, the board  is dominated by US 
(5  board  members)  and  European  (5 
board members)  interests. No members 
of  MSC  Board  are  from  developing 
countries (1 member on the Stakeholder 
Council Steering Group). 
 
A Greenpeace assessment of the MSC in 
20099  acknowledges  that  the MSC  has 
addressed many of the transparency and 
governance  issues  identified  by 
Greenpeace.  While  Greenpeace 
acknowledges  that  the  new  Fisheries 
Certification Methodology may  address 
issues  of  consistency  in  the  application 
of the MSC Principles and Criteria, it still 
has  fundamental  concerns  with  the 
Principles and Criteria themselves which 
have not been amended since they were 
first issued in 1999. 
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Governance 
mechanism 

Composition Function Issues

Technical Advisory 
Board (TAB) 

The TAB has 15 seats.
 
The Board of appoints  the TAB 
whilst the TAB is responsible for 
appointing  its  own  Chair  who 
sits on the Board of Trustees. 

The  TAB  advises  the  Board  of  Trustees  on 
technical  and  scientific  matters.  The  main 
activities include: 

• advising  the  MSC  Board  on  the  MSC 
Standards; 

• maintaining  documents  relating  to  the 
MSC Standards; 

• developing  methodologies  for 
certification and accreditation; 

• reviewing  the  progress  of  fisheries 
certifications  and  providing  advice  on 
these. 

 

The  TAB  replaced  the  pre‐existing 
Standards Council as part of the 2001 MSC 
governance restructure. 
 
In 2005,  the TAB  issued a  revised version 
of  the MSC chain of custody standard  for 
seafood  traceability  which  followed  the 
standard‐setting procedure recommended 
by  the  ISEAL  Code  of  Good  Practice  for 
Setting  Social  and  Environmental 
Standards. 
 
The  Board  of  Trustees  is  strongly  guided 
by  the TAB's advice and  it will  set out  its 
reasons  when  reaching  a  different 
conclusion to the TAB.10 

 
Stakeholder Council  The  StC  consists  of  30‐50 

members  organised  into  3 
categories of membership: 

• Public Interest 
• Commercial and Socio‐

Economic 
• Developing World  

Half  the  members  have 
been  appointed  by  the 
Board  in  consultation with 
the  MSC  Executive.  The 
remaining  half  has  been 

The StC meets annually. Annual meetings include 
an open  convention  for  all  interested parties  at 
which  reports  from,  the  Chairman  of  the Main 
Board and the MSC Chief Executive. The StC has 
two  joint  chairs  (1  from  Public  Interest  and  1 
from  Commercial) who  have  seats  on  the MSC 
Board  and  involved  in  Board  matters  and 
decisions.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Stakeholder Council replaced the pre‐
existing  Advisory  Board  and  Senior 
Advisors Group  as  part of  the  2001 MSC 
governance restructure. 
 
No  justification  is given why the co‐chairs 
of the StC are from the Public Interest and 
Commercial  sectors.  Further  reforms 
could  include  rotating  chairs  amongst  all 
three  sectors.  Further  representation 
from developing world fisheries is needed 
on the StC.  

                                                 
10 http://www.msc.org/about-us/governance/structure/technical-advisory-board 
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appointed  by  the  current 
members.  Each  StC 
constituency  is  responsible 
for  its  own  nominations 
and appointments.  

8 members,  one  from  each  of 
the  StC’s  interest  categories, 
form  the  Stakeholder  Council 
Steering Group. 
 
2 co‐chairs sit on the Board. 

The  StC  is  able  to  submit  views  directly  to  the 
Main Board  and  the Main Board must  consider 
them.  The  StC will  see  drafts  of  proposed  TAB 
recommendations intended for submission to the 
Main Board where appropriate. StC members will 
be able to respond to the TAB and the TAB must 
consider  and  advise  the  Main  Board  of  StC 
responses before the Board take a final decision 
on a TAB recommendation. 
 

 

 
 
 



 26

3.3 The MSC Standard  
 
The MSC environmental standard for sustainable fishing (MSC 2010a) was developed following an international 

consultation with stakeholders between 1997 and 1999. It included eight regional workshops and two expert 

sessions and involved more than 300 organisations. The standard is based on the FAO Code of Conduct for 

Responsible Fisheries and other international conservation instruments. In addition to the MSC Principles and 

Criteria, the MSC Chain of Custody standard11 for seafood traceability ensures that products bearing the logo 

come from a certified fishery. To get Chain of Custody, businesses must be audited to show they have effective 

storage and record-keeping systems which prove that only seafood from a certified fishery carries the MSC 

ecolabel. 

 

The standards are maintained by the Technical Advisory Board (TAB) and are periodically reviewed using the 

MSC Standard Setting Procedure which was adopted in May 200712. The Standard Setting Procedure is a 

document which sets out in detail the requirements and procedures to be followed by the MSC for the 

development, review, modification and approval of MSC standards. The standards are implemented by two 

MSC methodologies – the Fisheries Certification Methodology and the Fisheries Assessment Methodology 

(explored below). The MSC Principles and Criteria are the central component of the MSC standard (Table 3). 

They represent, at the highest level, what the MSC is trying to achieve, and the standards that candidate 

fisheries will be held against in assessment. Ultimately, despite the challenges inherent in scoring and 

benchmarking fisheries using expert and consensus approaches, the Principles and Criteria are the 

benchmarks against which certified fisheries will be held accountable.  

 

Principle 1 relates to maintaining the health and productivity of the target species in the fishery over the long 

term. In table 3 the criteria indicate that ‘depleted’ fisheries can still be candidates for certification.  If a fishery is 

considered depleted13 and a recovery plan is in place, it is still a potential candidate for certification if the 

trajectory is one of effective stock rebuilding and recruitment is not impaired. This underlies the MSC approach 

of supporting fisheries in the marketplace that may have some problems, but are actively engaging in 

restoration efforts and adaptive management. This approach to certification has raised concerns from several 

NGOs14 and scientists who contend that depleted fisheries should not be eligible for certification. This issue is 

explored in further detail below.  

 

 

                                                 
11 http://www.msc.org/about-us/standards/standards/chain-of-custody 
12 MSC standard review procedure: http://www.msc.org/about-us/standards/review 
13 The MSC defines depleted as a stock that is consistently below the target reference point, and which may be approaching 
the point at which recruitment is impaired. Stocks which are below the point which recruitment is impaired are not 
considered eligible for certification.  
14 http://www.greenpeace.org/usa/en/media-center/reports/assessment-of-the-msc/ 
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Table 3. The MSC Principles and Criteria 15 

 

                                                 
15 Summarised from MSC (2010)  

 Principle 1:  
Target species 

Principle 2: 
Ecosystem 

Principle 3:  
Management system  
(Management System Criteria) 

Principle 3:  
Management system 
(Operational Criteria) 

Intent 
behind 
principle To ensure that 

productive capacities 
of resources are 
maintained at high 
levels and not 
sacrificed in favour of 
short‐term interests. 

To encourage the 
management of 
fisheries from an 
ecosystem perspective 
under a system 
designed to assess and 
restrain the impacts of 
the fishery on the 
ecosystem. 

To ensure that there is an 
institutional framework for 
implementing Principles 1 and 2, 
appropriate to the size and scale of 
the fishery. 

To ensure that there is an 
operational framework for 
implementing Principles 1 
and 2, appropriate to the 
size and scale of the 
fishery. 

Criteria 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. High productivity of 
target populations 
and associated 
ecological community 

1. Functional 
relationships 
maintained and no 
ecosystem state 
changes as a result of 
fishery 

1. No controversial unilateral 
exemption from an international 
agreement applies to fishery 

12. Bycatch and discards 
avoided, minimised, 
reduced. 

2. If depleted, 
recovery plan 
consistent with 
precautionary 
approach 

2. Biodiversity and 
endangered, 
threatened and 
protected species are 
not threatened by 
fishery 

2. Management system has clear 
long‐term objectives consistent with 
MSC Principles and Criteria, with 
transparent consultative process. 

13. Habitat impacts 
minimised 

3. Reproductive 
capacity not impaired 
by fishing 

3. If depleted, recovery 
plan consistent with 
precautionary approach 

3. Appropriate to cultural context 
and scale 

14. Destructive fishing 
practices (poison or 
explosives) not used  

   
4. Observes legal and customary 
rights of people dependent on fishing 
for food and livelihood 

15. Operational waste 
minimised 

    5. Dispute resolution mechanism 
16. System, legal and 
administrative 
requirements complied  

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

6. Incentives that contribute to 
sustainable fishing, no negative 
subsidies 

17. Collaboration in data 
collection 

    7. Timely, adaptive, precautionary 
actions   

    8. Research plan incorporated   

    9. Stock measurements conducted   

   
10 Management measures and 
strategies specified that control 
exploitation of resource 

 

    11. Compliance, monitoring, control, 
surveillance procedures in fishery   
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Principle 2 states that the ecosystem approach is an essential part of modern fisheries management and should 

be assessed in the certification process. In a similar vein to Principle 1, the fishery should not detrimentally 

impact ecosystem relationships and negatively alter the state of the marine ecosystem. Elements of marine 

biodiversity, including endangered, threatened and protected species, should not be impacted by the fishery. 

However, some impact is acceptable within limits that do not threaten the health and productivity of habitats and 

species. Criteria 3 states that if exploited species are depleted, recovery and rebuilding plans must be put into 

place within specified timeframes and consistent with a precautionary approach. Central to principle 2 is that if 

recovery plans are in place, they must be successful in rebuilding stocks and ecosystems and the candidate 

fishery must not hinder these strategies.  

 

Principle 3 establishes 17 different criteria related to the management system and operational issues. Principle 

3 is a diverse set of issues that highlight different elements of the management system including objective 

setting, the cultural context of the fishery and the minimization of by-catch. An important criterion is that the 

fishery must comply with the prevailing legal regime and not operate on a unilateral basis that contravenes an 

international agreement. This criteria and criteria 14 are ‘gateway’ issues – a candidate must satisfy these 

before any assessment begins. A challenge the MSC faces is how to operationalise and meaningfully score the 

management criteria and account for often complex drivers within fisheries management. This raises the 

challenge of the client fishery being able to provide the evidence that satisfies the scoring of the criteria and in 

some instances, substantial investment by the client in improving data and records.  

 

One component of the MSC philosophy, and one that has been often challenged, is that the MSC is open to any 

fishery regardless of gear type (with the exception of dynamite and cyanide fishing), size of catch, or location. In 

an interview a senior manager emphasized this approach to assessment:  

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

As stated in the interview, the MSC has an open and outcome based policy to assessment. Despite the 

controversies of certifying damaging fisheries practices, it will accept fisheries of any scale, size and location 

regardless of the end use of the product. For example, the MSC will accredit a sustainable fishery that is fishing 

for farm food stock or for direct consumption – it does not differentiate as long as that fishery meets the MSC 

Principles and Criteria. This has led to disagreement with NGOs and experts over the scope of the fishery that 

should enter and potentially benefit from the process. The approach of keeping the process open and 

accessible to any fishery is to due to the MSC maintaining credibility and transparency in the assessment 

‘MSC is open to any fishery around the world, no matter how big, no matter how small, no matter 

what gear type….. We rely on the independent third party scientific process to determine 

whether or not the fishery meets the standard.’ (Interview MSC 2008) 
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process and committing to a science based approach. It also relates to being able to maintain a relationship 

with the broader industry, an issue of immense strategic importance to the organisation and reflected in its 

management structure. If the MSC is to act as a market orientated change agent, then its ability to interact with 

the industry (as opposed to an advocacy based approach) requires a relationship with the industry and the 

ability to encourage fisheries into the system. The MSC TAB has also recently released guidance on 

engagement with ‘enhanced’ fisheries. Although the MSC does not certify aquaculture operations, it does allow 

limited certification of ‘catch and grow’ and ‘hatch and catch’ fisheries.16 

 

3.4 The certification process 
 

3.4.1 Stages in the certification process  
 
How does the MSC certify a fishery? There are several stages a client must pass (Figure 8) and the 

management of the process is taken out of the hands of the MSC and administered by an independent and 

accredited consultant. The MSC Fisheries Certification Methodology (MSC 2010b) sets out the steps that 

accredited certifiers must take to assess a fishery against that standard. It is split into a pre-certification and 

post certification process. In pre-certification the fishery undergoes a pre-certification assessment, and if 

successful it moves into the full assessment phase. External stakeholders can comment on different stages of 

full assessment and the MSC has established an objections procedure for hearing disputes. If the client passes, 

usually conditions are awarded to the fisheries which form the basis of future annual audits. This process 

certifies the catch to the point of landing – a further Chain of Custody assessment is required in order to trace 

the product from fishery to retailer. After 5 years, the fishery may then reapply for certification.  

 

The strengths of the MSC certification process lie in the detailed nature of the assessment process with 

stakeholder engagement throughout, the structure and transparency of this process and the explicit action plans 

accompanying certification which encourage constant improvement of a fishery’s performance. The very depth 

of the assessment process means that it is costly and time-consuming for the client. While the pre-assessments 

weed out the obviously unsuccessful applicants (allegedly up to two-thirds of fisheries fail at the pre-assessment 

stage17) the pressure to achieve a successful certification outcome for those that proceed to full assessment is 

high – in fact, it is rare for a fishery that has passed pre assessment to fail the process. Each step in the 

certification process and the key governance measures are described overleaf in Table 4. 

 

  

                                                 
16 http://www.msc.org/documents/scheme-documents/directives/Policy%20advisory%2010%20-
%20Enhanced%20Fisheries%20FINAL.PDF 
17 MSC interview 2008. 
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Figure 8. The certification process for a candidate fishery. 
 

 

Table 4. Detailed certification process. 

Certification 
component 

Data Interpretation  

Accreditation  
 

Prior  to  2007,  the  MSC  directly  accredited  a 
consultant to undertake certification processes.  
 
Post  2008,  Accreditation  Services  International 
independently  accredits  third‐party  certifiers  to 
conduct assessments against the MSC standards.  
 
MSC Executive was doubtful a  conflict of  interest 
existed,  but  the  MSC  board  was  adamant  that 
process  should  be  fully  independent  and 
consistent with FAO Guidelines.18 

MSC  used  to  accredit  certifiers 
internally.  This  function  has  been 
outsourced  to  an  independent 
accreditation  agency  to  comply  with 
FAO  guidelines  introduced  in  2005, 
which require the certification process 
to  be  independent  of  the  standard 
setter. This builds  in an extra  layer of 
transparency  to  avoid  the  MSC 
favorably  accrediting  certifiers  that 
may bias the process,  i.e. a conflict of 
interest, but it also increases the costs 
of certifications.  

Pre‐assessment   First  formal  stage  of  the  assessment  process.  A 
confidential report by the certifier tells the fishery 
if  it  is ready for full assessment and may also give 
guidance  about  how  to  get  ready  for  full 
assessment.  Identifies  the  strengths  and 

Is  a  confidential  process  unless 
specified  by  the  client.  One  criticism 
leveled at the MSC is that the number 
of  fisheries  that  have  failed  pre‐
assessment  is  unknown  –  driving  a 

                                                 
18 Source: MSC Interview 2008.  
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weaknesses  of  the  fishery  against  the  Principles. 
The unit of certification is specified as “the fishery 
or fish stock (=biologically distinct population unit) 
combined  with  the  fishing  method/gear  and 
practice (vessel(s)) pursuing the fish of that stock.” 

perception it is hard to fail once in full 
assessment.  Despite  comment  from 
MSC that up to two thirds of fisheries 
fail  a  pre‐assessment,19  public 
statistics  that  highlight  success  and 
failures  and  preserve  confidentiality 
would improve transparency.  

Full assessment   This consists of 3 stages:20

 
 
1. Assessment  team  formation  (of  2‐5 

independent fishery experts); determination of 
draft assessment  tree, performance  indicators 
and  scoring  guideposts  using  Fisheries 
Assessment  Methodology  framework  (see 
below), public consultation; 

2. Data  gathering  and  site  visits;  evaluating  the 
fishery  against  the  indicators  and  scoring 
guideposts;    drafting  of  conditions  and 
timelines; selection of peer reviewers and peer 
review  of  draft  report;  public  comment  draft 
report released. 

3. Final  report  that  includes  peer  review, 
stakeholder  comments,  and  interim 
certification  decision;  stakeholder‐MSC 
objections procedure; if successful, final report 
and certificate issued with registration number 
specifying unit of certification. 

 
 

Strength:  clearly  structured 
assessment  process  that  builds  in 
considerable  public  participation  and 
peer review.  
 
Weakness:  the  depth  of  the 
assessment  process  means  that  it  is 
very  time‐consuming  and  costly  for 
the client and is resource intensive for 
stakeholders to engage.  
 
Only  2  fisheries  ‐  the  NESFC  lobster 
and  St  Helena  Pole  and  Line  ‐  have 
failed full assessment against the MSC.  
However  several  fisheries  appear  to 
have  stalled.  For  example,  the  Clyde 
nephrops  trawl  and  creel  fisheries 
entered  assessment  in  August  2007. 
Following  a  split  in  the  unit  of 
certification  into  2  separate 
assessments  in December  2009,  both 
assessments  were  scheduled  for 
completion  1st  June  2010.  As  of 
November 2010  the  trawl  fishery has 
not  progressed  beyond  proposing 
peer reviewers while  the creel  fishery 
issued a revised timeline  in May 2010 
and  again  in  November  2010  after 
‘dialogue  with  client  delayed  the 
process’.21 

Scoring procedure  In stage 1 of the assessment, a draft scoring tree is 
developed  in  line  with  FAM  (Fig  9  below)  that 
specifies the parameters against which the fishery 
is scored. Any changes to default tree are required 
to  be  approved  by  MSC.  To  obtain  MSC 
certification, the fishery needs to obtain a score of 
60  or more  for  each  performance  indicator.  If  a 
fishery  achieves  a  score  of  less  than  60  on  any 
performance  indicator,  certification  fails. 
Additionally,  the  fishery must have an aggregated 
score  of  80  or more  for  each  of  the  three MSC 

Strength:  Predominantly  clear and 
publicly  available  guidelines  with 
guidance  on  scoring.  Terms  and 
definitions  are  defined  in  the  Fishery 
Assessment  Methodology.  Client 
knows  what  to  expect  and 
certifications  are  increasingly 
consistent.  While  essentially  a 
qualitative  process,  scoring  draws 
upon  scientific  guidance  and  is  peer 
reviewed.  

                                                 
19 MSC Interview 2008 
20 MSC 2010c 
21 http://www.msc.org/track-a-fishery/in-assessment/north-east-atlantic/clyde-nephrops-creel/assessment-downloads-
1/18.11.2010_Clyde_Nephrops_Creel_Assessment_Advisory.pdf 
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principles in order to be certified.

Where  a  fishery  achieves  a  score  for  any 
performance indicator of less than 80, but at least 
60,  the  certifier will  set  one  or more  conditions 
that the client must address post certification. The 
condition(s)  shall  improve  performance  of  the 
fishery to at  least the 80  level within a period set 
by the certifier but not longer than the term of the 
certification. 

Weakness: the performance indicators 
focus  on  the  unit  of  certification, 
which  can  comprise only a portion of 
the  boats  fishing  the  stock  in  the 
relevant  area.  The  result  of  an 
assessment may therefore be artificial 
from  an  ecosystem  perspective,  as 
while  the  smaller  unit  of  certification 
may  not  be  having  an  unsustainable 
impact on habitat this may not be the 
case in relation to the broader fleet.  
 
The  scoring  approach  has  been 
described as  ‘hard  to  fail’ as many of 
the  60  level  scores  are  interpretable 
and  obtainable  by  the  assessing 
consultant.  

Consultation and 
Objections Process 

Stakeholder consultation runs through many of the 
steps of the assessment process:  
 
Step 1: Certifier announces to general and 
targeted stakeholders that fishery undergoing 
assessment; MSC emails interested stakeholders, 
updates website and issues press release. Certifier 
consults with stakeholders about who will be on 
the assessment team. MSC website often has 
announcement inviting comment on proposed 
team. 
Step 2: 30‐day consultation period to allow full 
public comment on changes to default assessment 
tree.  
Step 3: stakeholders are consulted by assessment 
team as part of information gathering. 
Step 4: MSC publishes draft assessment report on 
website for public review and comment for at least 
30 days. Client and certifier may organise 
stakeholder meetings. 
Step 5: MSC publishes final draft report allowing 
15 days for parties to lodge their ‘intent to object’ 
to the certifier’s decision as to whether the fishery 
should be certified or not.  
 
If an objection is raised during the 15 working day 
period  of  ‘intent  to  object’,  the  fishery  proceeds 
into MSC’s  ‘Objection  Procedure’.  The Objections 
Procedure  provides  a  mechanism  for  any 
disagreement with  the  assessment  of  the  fishery 
to  be  resolved.  If  the  objection  cannot  be 
informally settled, an Independent Adjudicator will 
review the objection. The Independent Adjudicator 
will  make  a  decision  on  whether  the  objection 
should be upheld. 

Strength:  the  process  is  very 
transparent  and  actively  tries  to 
engage stakeholders throughout. 
 
Weakness:  stakeholder  objections 
which  relate  to  the  content  of  the 
standards  themselves,  i.e.  the  actual 
principles and criteria, cannot be dealt 
with by  the  certifier, as  these are  set 
by  the  MSC.  The  fisheries  standards 
have  not  been  amended  since  the 
MSC  was  set  up  (but  the  process 
changed  under  the  FAM)  so  it  is 
evidently  difficult  for  stakeholder 
objections  to  the  content  of  the 
standards  themselves  to  effect 
changes  in  the  standards.  However, 
amendment  to  the  scoring 
interpretations  has  occurred  (see 
below).  
 
The  logistics  and  effort  involved  in 
objecting  to  a  procedure  are 
considerable  for  smaller  operators, 
NGOs,  community  organisations  or 
individuals.  Costs  aside  (see  below) 
there  is  considerable  administration 
and  research  involved  in  presenting 
and defending an objection. This may 
lead towards a bias in favour or larger 
and  better  resourced  institutions  (on 
both sides of the objection).  
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Initially  the  Adjudicator  reviews  if  a  case  can  be 
made, on the basis of:  
a. The objection  identifies a serious procedural or 
other  irregularity  in  the  assessment  process  that 
made a material difference  to  the  fairness of  the 
assessment; 
b.  The  score  given  for  one  or more  performance 
indicators  cannot be  satisfactorily  justified by  the 
certifier due to factual errors, omission of relevant 
information  or  arbitrariness;
c. Additional  information has been  identified  that 
is  relevant  to  the  assessment  by  the  date  of 
Determination and was not available or known to 
the certifier. 
 
The  Adjudicator  will  then  initiate  a  process  of 
consultation with the objector, certifier and client 
in  order  to  address  the  objection.  If  this  is  not 
resolved the case can move to formal adjudication 
and  an  oral  hearing.  The  Adjudicator will  issue  a 
decision: confirming  the original determination or 
remanding  the  determination.  If  the 
Determination  is  remanded  the  certifier  has  10 
working days  to submit a written response to  the 
MSC,  the  fishery  and  the  objector,  followed  by 
submissions  by  other  parties.  Finally  the 
Adjudicator within 10 days of the response of the 
certifier will  accept  the  response  and  finalise  the 
objection  and  approve  the  original  or  amended 
determination  or  uphold  the  objection.The 
certifier  will  then  amend  the  Final  Report  and 
Determination  in  the  light  of  the  findings  and 
release the Public Certification Report. 
 

Costs  The costs of fishery assessments and certification 
costs are negotiated between the client and the 
certifier. The main elements of the fishery 
assessment and certification process that carry a 
cost are: 
•    Pre‐assessment 
•    Full assessment 
•    Annual audits 
Fees charged by certifiers are generally kept 
confidential between the client and the certifier, 
and are usually determined on a case‐by‐case 
approach based upon each stage of the fishery 
assessment process. Grants are available to help 
fisheries cover these costs. 

The cost of fishery assessments varies 
and depends on the complexity of the 
fishery,  the availability of  information 
and  the  level  of  stakeholder 
involvement.  Anecdotal  information 
indicates  that  the  current  cost  of 
certification  can  vary  between 
$15,000  (USD)  and  $120,000  (USD), 
perhaps  more  for  more  complex 
assessments  with  multiple  units  of 
certification. 22 
 
The cost of the objections process has 
undergone  criticism  predominantly 
from  NGOs,  aimed  at  the  high  cost 

                                                 
22 MSC Interview (2008)  
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  excluding  access  to  objections. 
Formerly  the  cost  of  the  procedure 
was capped at £15,000 pounds, a cost 
prohibitive  to  potential  objections.  In 
August  2010,  the  MSC  Board 
responded  by  cutting  the  maximum 
limit  to  £5,000  pounds.23  In  addition, 
the cost can be  shared across  several 
objectors and  in certain conditions an 
objector  can  apply  for  a  waiver  to 
costs. 

Chain of Custody  Product  traceability  has  become an  important 
element  of  post  certification  practice.  The  MSC 
requires  all  its  labelled  products  be  identified  as 
part of a ‘chain of custody’ before the product can 
carry the MSC label. This chain of custody ensures 
that all products carrying the MSC label are part of 
an  audited  supply  chain,  traceable  back  to  the 
original certified fishery.  
 
All companies trading in MSC‐labelled fish must be 
certified  as  meeting  the  MSC  chain  of  custody 
standard  in order to ensure that the supply chain: 
fish wholesalers, processors, packers and retailers 
separate MSC certified fish from non‐certified fish 
and apply the eco‐label correctly. This is important 
for  maintain  label  credibility  in  the  market  and 
maintain  consumer  trust  in  the  quality  of  the 
product. 

It is important to note that Chain is 
Custody is the other side of the 
certification process. While a fishery in 
the ‘water’ can be certified, in order 
for its products to reach the market, 
the supply chain also engages in an 
assessment.  

Logo licensing   While the costs of fishery certification and chain of 
custody certification go to the consulting certifier, 
the MSC can recover some of its own costs 
through logo licensing. The MSC charges an annual 
fee and volume royalty fee to parts of the supply 
chain that use the logo. The annual fee is based on 
the total value of MSC certified seafood 
sold/purchased during a UK financial year.  
 
0‐ $200,000 =  $250 fee  
$200,000‐$500,000 = $1,000  fee 
>$500,000 =  $2,000 fee.  
 
If the logo is used on a product or a menu, the 
MSC charges royalties. Royalties are calculated at 
0.5% of the value of seafood that is sold. The 
annual fee and royalties feed back into the trading 
arm of the MSC (MSC International) which then 
contributes to the running of the charity (i.e. the 
standard setting process).  

Early evidence suggests that the 
uptake of chain of custody and 
licensing of logo to end users is not 
widespread. More research is need on 
the uptake of end users of the MSC 
logo, for example, restaurants and 
retailers. End use is an important 
factor driving the pull of fishers into 
the MSC.  

                                                 
23 See: http://www.msc.org/newsroom/news/msc-board-reduces-cap-on-costs-in-objections-procedure-1 
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3.4.2 Interpreting the Standard - the Fisheries Assessment Methodology (FAM) 
 
The interpretation of the MSC Principles and Criteria is the heart of the certification process. It is driven by the 

accredited certifier and independent from the MSC. It is the space where the interpretation of the fishery occurs 

against the assessment tree. It is also the place where most conflict occurs in the process as a result of the 

scores assigned to the different indicators by the assessment team. Conflict can rise from process elements 

(where due process has not been followed) or from the interpretations of the scores themselves – the latter 

being more common.  

 

In 2006 the MSC undertook a review of its approach to certification practice, looking at the quality and 

consistency in assessments. As a result of this process, the MSC released the MSC Fisheries Assessment 

Methodology (MSC 2010c) that provides guidance on how to interpret the standard into measurable scoring 

posts and score fisheries. Assessment procedures involve the construction of an ‘assessment tree’ built around 

a set of prescribed criteria and default performance indicators (see Figure 9). The assessment team has an 

opportunity to develop additional criteria indicators and consult with stakeholders (and the MSC) over the 

proposed structure (see table 4).  These may reflect the specific conditions and concerns associated with the 

fishery, but in most cases the assessment will use the default tree and sets of scores in the FAM. The FAM 

provides detailed and consistent guidance use to allocate scores of 100 (ideal), 80 (industry best practice) and 

60 (threshold of acceptability) to each Performance Indicator. A team of fishery experts appointed by the 

certifier then proceed to score the client fishery and give comment on the allocation of scores. 
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Figure 9. The standardized assessment tree for scoring against the MSC Principles. Each Principle is broken down into a number of 
components (derived from the MSC criteria) and performance indicators (each of which has a 60/80/100 threshold). Source: 
www.msc.org
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The MSC has been criticised over the years for the variability in the quality and consistency of its assessments. 

This was due to different certification teams interpreting the MSC principles and criteria in different ways as 

each certification team was responsible for creating its own assessment tree (including performance indicators 

and scoring guideposts) for the fishery under assessment.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Initially the reason for individual assessment trees was to recognise that each fishery is different in subtle ways, 

but according to the MSC it was not anticipated that differences would creep into assessment trees purely due 

to differences in expert opinion and between the way different certification bodies work. 24 Importantly, this could 

lead to disputes between similar fisheries that were getting different outcomes, for example over the allocation 

of compliance conditions or if one fishery failed assessment while the other passed.  Having acknowledged the 

consistency problem, the MSC embarked on a significant two year project to reform the scoring process.  

 

The output of the project was a 120 page Fisheries Assessment Methodology (FAM), adopted in July 2008 and 

re-released in May 2010 (MSC 2010c). It consists of a standardised assessment tree with a pre-defined set of 

31 performance indicators and associated scoring guideposts (Figure 9). MSC has emphasized that this new 

assessment tree did not, however, involve a change to the overall quality of the standard. As stated in an 

interview: ‘The Board was very clear that we were adding clarity to what the standard actually means, but we 

haven’t changed the wording of the existing principles and criteria…we weren’t raising or lowering the bar’.25 

The MSC describes the process of developing the new assessment tree as involving ‘a huge stakeholder 

involvement including fishery clients who have been through the process, [and] including fishery management 

scientists’ with the assessment tree itself being ‘the biggest, most significant development in our history’.26 

 

The MSC describes the new process as “more rigid” as any exception has to be agreed with the standard 

setter. However while there is more rigidity at certifier level, flexibility appears to be retained at standard 

setter/MSC level. This would make sense since additional indicators may appear in the future or further 

guidance may be developed in assessing the scoring guideposts, particularly in the realm of ecosystem based 

management or application to different fisheries. An updated version of the FAM was released in July 2009, 

which includes a Default Assessment Tree and Risk-Based Framework27 which apply to small-scale and data-

deficient fisheries (described by the Senior Fisheries Assessment Manager as “fisheries that do not have a full 

                                                 
24 MSC Interview 2008.  
25 MSC Interview 2008.  
26 MSC Interview 2008. 
27 This was developed under a separate project, the Developing World Fisheries Program, which started in 2007 

‘We accept there was some variability in the quality and consistency in part that reflected 
diverging competencies of third party certifiers even if they are accredited, you are very much 
dependent on the quality of the assessment teams they pull together…there was variability but in 
relatively narrow boundaries, what this was about was nailing it down.’ (Interview MSC 2008) 
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level of information, data, stock assessment knowledge and the assessment process for the fishery). The 

development of this separate standard was influenced by FAO guidelines on eco-labelling which require 

certification systems to be available to different types of fisheries. 

 

While the MSC did involve different certification bodies in the testing process of the new FAM, and while the 

new tree has been described as a ‘logical re-ordering of the structure to be able to score it more rationally’28 

some difficulties with the new FAM have been highlighted in discussion with a member of an assessment team. 

It appears that the new FAM scores at a more general level than some of the old assessments, so that, for 

example a condition might not now be triggered under the new FAM for a particular issue, because that issue 

has been absorbed under a more general heading. For example, under the old system, in relation to discards of 

retained species, high levels of discards would have triggered a condition regardless of the impact the discards 

were having on the retained species. Under the new assessment tree, discards of retained species are scored 

under Principle 2 against 3 performance indicators (Outcome Status; Management Strategy; and 

Information/Monitoring). All 3 indicators measure the risk posed by the fishery to the retained species. If the 

fishery has a high level of discards (based on the evidence) but this does not pose a risk of serious or 

irreversible harm to the retained species, then applying the related scoring guideposts it would not trigger a 

score of below 80 and therefore no condition would be triggered in relation to discards. A situation like this may 

necessitate some tweaking on the part of the assessors to ensure that a condition is triggered for a particular 

aspect of a fishery such as in the example above. The Information and Monitoring Performance Indicator under 

Principle 1 which addresses the information base for the management of the target stocks could be used in this 

case to trigger the desired condition. However, this involves a somewhat convoluted tweaking of the 

assessment tree to deal with an issue under Principle 1 which the assessment tree has placed under Principle 

2. Another concern raised in relation to the new assessment tree is that, while scoring is now faster under the 

new FAM as there are fewer issues to score, there is a risk of the assessors not considering an issue because it 

is not explicitly listed as an item to be scored. However, some of the difficulties being experienced could be 

simply due to getting to grips with applying a different assessment approach to the one used in the past and that 

as familiarity with the new FAM increases, some of these concerns may subside.

                                                 
28 MSC Interview 2009. 
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3.5 Challenges for the MSC  
 

Each fishery that enters the MSC process is interpreted and scored by a group of experts established by the 

certifier as described in section 3.4. The success of the MSC in attracting industry support, increasing the 

number of fisheries coming forward for certification, and dominating the discourse about sustainable marine 

ecosystems is focusing increasing attention on the organisation. On one side of the debate is the concern that 

the MSC may be certifying individual fisheries that may be unsustainable or locking in what might be 

sustainable fishing operations in unsustainable systems. Counter to this point is the assertion that the MSC has 

significantly advanced the practice of the ecosystem approach and provided incentives for industry reforms.  

 

In a recent paper in Nature, Jacquet and Pauly (2010) state the MSC is potentially locking in unsustainable 

practices, particularly where claims to be rebuilding overfished stocks are highly variable. The authors point out 

the apparent decline of several stocks since they have been certified by the MSC. In the paper, Jacquet and 

Pauly contend that several fisheries including US trawl fishery for Pollock and the Pacific Hake fishery have 

been certified and recertified after declines in biomass. The Pollock fishery was the largest certified by the MSC 

in 200529, yet between 2004 and 2009 the spawning stock biomass fell by 64%. The fishery entered the 

reassessment process in 2009 where it is currently subject to an objections procedure. In the Pacific Hake 

fishery, stocks have declined since the mid-1980s by 89% yet the fishery was certified as sustainable in 2009.30 

The fishery is subject to an annual audit beginning in 2010. Greenpeace also contends that no fishery should be 

certified as sustainable when catch is taken from a depleted stock and that this practice violates the 

precautionary principle (Greenpeace 2009). It cites the example of the increasing number of North Sea Herring 

fisheries certified since 2005, despite advice from ICES of the decline of the stock. Greenpeace contends that 

the ICES stock report for 2008 showed that the stock was below precautionary limits and that the management 

plan was not in accordance with the precautionary approach. 

 

The MSC recently countered on its website31 that all fisheries assessed by the MSC are considered sustainable 

under the MSC Principles and Criteria and that stocks in decline may not necessarily indicate overfishing or 

unsustainability. Performance Indicators 1.1.1 and 1.1.3 (See Table 5) define the scoring posts for stock status 

and stock rebuilding respectively under Principle 1. The MSC establishes that fish stocks that are below the 

target reference point on stock status but above the limit reference point (that impairs recruitment) are 

considered depleted and would score between SG60 and SG80. Any fishery below the point where recruitment 

is impaired scores below SG60 and fails certification outright. If the fishery is between SG60 and SG80, it 

triggers performance indicator 1.1.3 on stock rebuilding that emphasises that a strategy must be in place which 

                                                 
29 View the certification at:  http://www.msc.org/track-a-fishery/certified/pacific/bsai-pollock 
30 View the certification at: http://www.msc.org/track-a-fishery/certified/south-atlantic-indian-ocean/south-africa-hake-
trawl-fishery 
31 http://www.msc.org/newsroom/news/msc-responds-to-nature-opinion-piece 
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leads to the recovery of the stock.32 The assessment guidance for 1.1.3 (MSC 2010c) states that the minimum 

SG 60 can be achieved where rebuilding strategies have a ‘reasonable expectation’ of success. This slightly 

ambiguous language does open the scoring to interpretation by the certification teams over what ‘reasonable 

expectation’ means in practice, particularly in the case of scientific uncertainty.  However, it is important to note 

that the fishery must still achieve an 80 score for Principle 1 in order to pass, and any conditions developed will 

be monitored annually and subject to consultation and review. Fundamentally, certified fisheries will need to 

demonstrate improvements.  

Table 5: Performance Indicators 1.1.1 and 1.1.3 relevant to stock status. Source (MSC 2010c) 

Principle  Performance Indicator Scoring Guidepost 

Principle 1  PI 1.1.1 Stock Status: the stock is at a 
level which maintains high 
productivity and has a low 
probability of recruitment 
overfishing 
 

SG60 It is likely that the stock is above the point 
where recruitment would be impaired.  

SG80 It is highly likely that the stock is above the 
point where recruitment would be impaired. The 
stock is fluctuating around its target reference 
point. 

SG100 There is a high degree of certainty that 
the stock is above the point where recruitment 
would be impaired. Fluctuating around or above 
its reference point.  

PI 1.1.3 Stock Rebuilding: where the 
stock is depleted, there is evidence 
of stock rebuilding 
 

SG60 Where stocks are depleted rebuilding 
strategies which have a reasonable expectation 
of success are in place. Monitoring is in place to 
determine whether they are effective in 
rebuilding the stock within a specified 
timeframe. 

SG80 Where stocks are depleted rebuilding 
strategies are in place. There is evidence that 
they are rebuilding stocks or is highly likely 
based on simulation modelling, within a 
specified timeframe.  

SG100 Where stocks are depleted, strategies are 
demonstrated to be rebuilding stocks 
continuously and there is strong evidence that 
rebuilding will be complete within the shortest 
practicable timeframe.  

 

In cases where stocks were not depleted at the time of assessment, but then become depleted during 

certification, rebuilding strategies shall be put in place within a maximum of 1 year after the determination of 

                                                 
32 The MSC is currently holding a consultation on rebuilding timeframes for depleted stocks. 
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depleted status. The response by the MSC in regards to the US Pollock fishery highlighted known natural 

fluctuations in the stock and according to the assessment these fluctuations are around the target. The MSC 

contends that management and quota setting is responsive to these fluctuations. This claim was supported by 

Hilllborn and Cowan (2010) in recent correspondence in Nature, stating that fish populations will naturally 

fluctuate and quota should be reduced when abundance declines. The authors contend that the strategy 

enabled successful rebuilding of the MSC certified New Zealand Hoki stock.  

In the case of the Pacific Hake, the fishery underwent a 2 year consultation and an additional 3 month 

objections process contesting several scores against MSC criteria, with arguments centred on the status of the 

stock. The MSC contends that the use of the historical high in biomass in the fishery is not an appropriate 

criterion to determine the stock status. The current measure in use in the fishery is unfished spawning stock 

biomass (SSB) and the current management target aims to maintain the stock at a level of 40% SSB which it 

has achieved in recent assessments. Despite the conclusions of the MSC and the independent adjudicator that 

the fishery has met the MSC Principles and Criteria, significant debate remains amongst stakeholders and 

scientists over the application of the science and the establishment of levels of catch that have been argued 

may lead to overfishing. With the success of the MSC growing in terms of certifications, it is likely that as 

‘borderline’ stocks are certified, further debate over stock status and health will ensue. As certifications mature, 

these issues will continue to be monitored and challenged in the public domain. 

Principle 2 raises a critical point in the MSC assessments: issues of scale. While Principle 1 looks at the health 

of the target stock, Principle 2 is mainly concerned with the impacts of the assessed fishery (or unit of 
certification) on the ecosystem. In other words, when the assessment of a fishery takes place against the 

standard, the scoring of the ecosystem component relates to the number of vessels in the assessment, not 

necessarily the entire fishery. Often in MSC assessments it is a smaller subset of the fleet which is considered  

in the process, for example, in the Stornaway Nephrops fishery on the West Coast of Scotland and the North 

Sea Plaice fishery, both ‘units of certification’ were subsets (less than 10 boats) of the total fleet fishing the 

resource. As a result, the certifier will only assess the impact of that portion of the fleet on the ecosystem (in 

contrast to the Principle 1 where the entire health of the stock is considered). Many objections to Principle 2 

outcomes have been based on the overall impact of the fishery as opposed to a subset. For example in the 

Stornaway Nephrops fishery assessment (Moody Marine 2009) the certifier responded to an objector: 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“The levels of bycatch taken in the fleet proposed for certification at Stornoway would not in 
themselves pose a threat to these populations; they are a small component of one among 
several fisheries that impact populations of these species in the area. Nevertheless, there is 
not presently enough information available to be certain, on a precautionary basis, that the 
client fleet’s impacts on ecosystems and populations satisfy the requirements of an 
unconditional (SG80) score for this Performance Indicator.”  (Moody Marine 2009, p.106) 
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The new MSC Fisheries Assessment Methodology (MSC 2010c) did not apply to the Stornoway Nephrops 

fishery – it was assessed under an assessment tree developed by the certification body which consisted of 77 

performance indicators. Based on the following analysis, it is debatable whether the fishery would have 

achieved certification had it been subject to the new FAM. The lowest score awarded to the Stornoway 

Nephrops fishery was 65; this score related to performance indicator 2.3.1.3: Do management measures allow 

for the recovery of affected populations?33 The closest equivalent performance indicator in the new FAM is 

performance indicator 2.2.2: There is a strategy in place for managing bycatch that is designed to ensure the 

fishery does not pose a risk of serious or irreversible harm to bycatch populations. 

 
Table 6: Scoring guidance for 2.3.1.3 

 
 
There is a contrast between the Scoring Guidepost 60 (SG60) for these performance indicators (Table 6). SG60 

for the FAM contrasts to SG60 in the Stornoway assessment tree in that the former is time-specific (‘the 

measures are considered likely to work’) – which means the measures are considered to be working now, not at 

the time they were introduced or at some point in the future. In contrast, SG 60 of the Stornoway assessment 

tree states that ‘rebuilding measures based upon appropriate information exist and are being implemented.’ The 

absence of time-specificity here meant that the certification team was able to note that ‘these rebuilding 

measures were considered by the EC and ICES to be appropriate at the time of their introduction.’ [emphasis 

added]. The rebuilding measures referred to the EU cod recovery plan that affects the West Coast fishery. As 

pointed out by the certification team, scientists and the fishing industry consider that the cod recovery plan is not 

working. In fact the certification team had initially awarded a score of 70 to this criterion and dropped it to 65 in 

the light of the reviewers comments which noted that the cod recovery plan is not working and that the spurdog 
                                                 
33 The indicator refers to affected by-catch species, in this case Cod.  

Principle 2: Ecosystem 
 
Criteria 2.3 Where exploited populations (of non‐target species) are depleted, the fishery will be executed 
such that recovery and rebuilding is allowed to occur to a specified level within specified time frames, 
consistent with the precautionary approach. 
 
Indicator 2.3.1.3: Do management measures allow for recovery of affected populations? 
 
Scoring 
Guidepost 

Stornoway Nephrops trawl fishery 
assessment tree (original) (2.3.1.3) 

MSC Fisheries Assessment Methodology (new) 
(2.2.2) 

SG60  Rebuilding  measures  based  upon 
appropriate  information  exist  and 
are  being  implemented.  Measures 
may  not  have  been  tested,  but  are 
considered appropriate. 

There are measures in place, if necessary, which 
are expected  to maintain main bycatch species 
at  levels  which  are  highly  likely  to  be  within 
biologically  based  limits  or  to  ensure  that  the 
fishery does not hinder their recovery. 
 
The  measures  are  considered  likely  to  work, 
based  on  plausible  argument  (e.g.  general 
experience,  theory  or  comparison with  similar 
fisheries/species). 



 43

measures are unlikely to succeed.  It is arguable that the Stornoway Nephrops fishery may have failed 

certification for the equivalent, but differently worded, criterion under the new FAM, as the “measures in place” 

(the cod recovery plan and, according to the peer reviewers, the spurdog measures) are not now considered 

likely to work. On the contrary, the assessment noted how the certified fishery has implemented additional 

measures beyond the recovery plan to reduce bycatch. The Stornoway fleet implemented the ‘Youngs Trace 

System’ to monitor effects and was trialing new gear to reduce impacts. As a result of these measures the 

assessment team noted that they were considered an ‘entirely appropriate response to this issue that warrants 

the score awarded’.  

 
This case study highlights a challenge in assessments. While the subset of a fishery may be sustainable the 

cumulative impacts of several fisheries in a region may not be sustainable, potentially contravening the 

principles of the ecosystem approach. Ecosystem impacts can, and have, been scored as acceptable when in 

comparison with the actions of the total fleet, particularly when the certified unit is implementing additional 

management measures that reduce its share of the impact. This has been a long term problem for the MSC, 

where smaller operations that are certified as sustainable occur within a system with serious ecological 

problems. An example that is being watched closely is the status of two undecided assessments for nephrops in 

the Firth of Clyde, Scotland. While the Clyde is reported as a system that has suffered the effect of ‘fishing down 

the food web’ for 200 years (Thurstan and Roberts 2010) a fixed gear creel fishery and a trawl fishery have 

come forward for assessment. This could potentially be a test case for how far Principle 2 can be interpreted.  

 

The question is where does the MSC draw the line? While some fisheries may indeed be sustainable they 

operate against the background of declining marine ecosystem health. On the other side of the argument, the 

MSC aims to reward fisheries for putting in place management measures that reduce impacts and restore 

ecosystems. The approach and philosophy of the MSC appears to be that other operators will realise the 

benefits and come forward for certification, therefore spreading good practices around the fleet, known within 

the MSC as ‘certificate sharing’. This is a complex issue that will need to be observed and may in the future 

drive changes to the assessment process. There is a question whether certificate sharing will be successful in 

driving changes across the industry.  

 

The MSC should continue to explore criteria, performance measures and guidance over the impacts of client 

fleets in relation to the overall state of the marine environment. An additional condition could be evidence that 

suggests certificate sharing is occurring or the fishery is influencing and improving ecosystem practices outside 

the direct area of its operations. Just as the successful certification of a fishery can allow sustainable operations 

to occur within systems that have ecological problems, the benefits of receiving certification should trigger 

corresponding actions across the scale of the ecosystem that leads to uptake of sustainable practices. While 

the MSC is not perfect, the evidence suggests that it is a driver in advancing the ecosystems approach in 

fisheries, in fact, has achieved considerably more than existing regulation that is often centralised and reactive 

in nature.  
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4. UK Consumer Survey on Eco-labelling 
4.1 Aims of the study  
 
The data used in the study are taken from a survey of consumers that purchase seafood in the UK34. The 

survey was based on a structured questionnaire constructed to collect information on respondents’ attitudes and 

perceptions about seafood in general and labeled seafood in particular. The questionnaires also collected 

information on respondents’ demographic characteristics (such as age, gender, annual income and occupation).  

The survey design specifically aimed to capture the opinion of consumers who were directly shopping for 

seafood at the point of sale. Traditional survey techniques such as phone polling and mail shots, while important 

for capturing population samples, have low response rates and 

do not capture the behaviour and responses of consumers as 

they purchase seafood at the point of sale. This survey captures 

consumers’ in-situ and responses can be considered reflective 

of attributes and behavior in the retail environment. 

 

Table 7 identifies the demographic attributes of the survey.  The 

survey was carried out through face-to-face interviews and took 

place from September to December 2009. The response rates 

were high (greater than 80%) and the average length of the 

questionnaires was 10 minutes. The sample accounted for 265 

individuals, with females 63% of the sample. The interviews 

were conducted in a range of retail outlets (72%) (Tesco, 

Cooperative, M&S, ASDA) and in fishmongers (12%). A number 

of surveys were undertaken at community events and in public 

(16%). While the survey did not sample from a random 

population, it employed several mechanisms to randomise respondents. Surveys were undertaken in Scotland 

(28%), England (66%) and Northern Ireland (6%) across randomly selected regions, stores, and opening times. 

Sampling was performed in 2 hour blocks across morning, midday and evening. When in the store or 

fishmongers, consumers who were actively purchasing seafood products in this time block were actively 

approached and asked if they would participate. After identification of the interviewer a short explanation of the 

survey was given, and the questionnaire administered.  

 

 

 
                                                 
34 This report will identify and discuss the descriptive statistics and will be followed by a more detailed statistical analysis 
in the near future.  

©T.Potts 2009 
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Table 7. Demographic and other characteristics for the respondents in the study (n=265). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Frequencies of 
occurrence (%)  

Demographic characteristics  
Gender (%)  

Male 36.6 
Female 63.4 

Age group (%)  
18-25 14.3 
26-35 17.7 
36-45 16.6 
46-55 21.1 
56+ 30.2 

Income level (%)  
< £15000 35.8 
£ 15000-24999 26.1 
£ 25000-34999 19.4 
£ 35000-49999 10.1 
> € 50000 8.6 

    Other  
Location of survey (%)1  

City  82.2 
Town 17.8 

Region (%)  
Scotland 27.8 

        Northern Ireland 6.1 
        England (North)             15.2 
        England (Midlands)             15.2 

    England (South) 35.7 
Location of survey (%)  

Retailer 71.6 
     Fishmonger 12.5 

Other  15.9 
Newspaper (%)  

Broadsheet  32.7 
Tabloid 23.7 
Both (broadsheet and tabloid) 2.7 

     None 30.7 
Other 10.2 

Note: 1City (includes Aberdeen, Bath, Birmingham, Bristol, Dundee, Newcastle, 
Newry, Oxford and Plymouth,), Town (includes Campbeltown, Dunoon, Oban, 

Scarborough and Whitby)
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4.2 Perceptions about seafood products 
 

Table 8. Perceptions and attitudes about seafood products and labels (n=265). 
 

 Frequencies of 
occurrence (%) 

Frequency which buys seafood (%)  
Frequently 66.4 
Occasionally 20.4 
Infrequently 12.1 
Never 1.1 

Preferences for farmed or wild (%)  
Farmed 5.0 
Wild caught 34.7 
No preference 60.3 

Thinks about how seafood is caught or farmed (%)  
Yes 56.6 
No 43.4 

Label that indicates that seafood product is “environmentally 
friendly” affects purchase decision (%) 

 

Yes 80.0 
No 20.0 

Label that claims that that seafood product is “organic” affects 
purchase decision (%) 

 

Yes 38.9 
No 61.1 

  
 
87% of consumers bought seafood frequently or occasionally, while 13% purchased infrequently or never. 

Preferences for the purchase of farmed or wild caught seafood revealed that while 30% of respondents 

preferred wild caught product, the majority of consumers (60.3%) had no preference for the source of 

purchased seafood. Interestingly, in terms of the production processes behind wild caught or farmed seafood, a 

slim majority (57%) actively considered how their seafood was produced. In terms of product labeling, the 

majority (80%) of consumers indicated that a label that indicated that the product was ‘environmentally friendly’ 

(left undefined) would influence their purchase decision. While this question was potentially leading the 

consumer in the direction of a positive response, it indicates that amongst survey respondents there is a 

positive inclination towards effective labeling by consumers. However, when it came to ‘organic’ produce, there 

was a clear pessimism (61.1%) about organic production influencing the purchase. During questionnaires 

consumers were clearly pessimistic about an organic label being applied to seafood and saw it as a means of 

marking up prices. This result could partially be explained by a lack of organic farmed seafood product on the 

market (generally 1 salmon product available) and a lack of awareness that organic principles can be applied to 

aquaculture.  
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Respondents were asked to rank attributes of seafood products that influence their purchase (Table 9 and Fig 

10). Freshness is the characteristic that respondents regard to be the most important when it comes to buying 

seafood products and brand the least important characteristic. Price, environmental impact, origin and health 

benefits were clustered around median ranges of 4, of relative high priority to consumers.  

 
Table 9. Respondents’ purchase decision with regards to seafood product. Results presented as means 
(± Standard Deviation). Statements were measured in a five-point scale ranging from “Low” (=1) to “High” (=5). 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10. Median values of consumer preferences for seafood purchase. Statements were measured in a 

five-point scale ranging from “Low” (=1) to “High” (=5). 

 

 
Seafood product Rank 

Freshness 4.73 (0.56) 
Price 3.58 (1.04) 
Environmental impact 3.66 (1.12) 
Location or origin of product 3.42 (1.31) 
Health1 3.80 (1.32) 
Brand 2.07 (1.31) 

Note: 1Buy fish for personal health reasons. 
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Consumers were asked about the state of high profile fishery resources in order to gauge the public 

understanding of the health of stocks (Table 10). While the survey was undertaken, a substantial media 

campaign and film release had occurred six months prior to the questionnaire.  

 

Table 10. Descriptive statistics for statements designed to quantify respondents’ perceptions about the 
state of two fishery resources.  
 

Statement: 
 “Which of the following do you  
think is true” 

% Responses 

Atlantic Cod Atlantic Bluefin tuna 

Severely overfished 50.2 35.1 
Moderately overfished 23.0 10.9 
Not overfished 2.3 1.5 
Unsure 24.5 52.5 

 

 

Figure 11. Consumer responses on the status of Atlantic Cod and Bluefin Tuna.  
 

Respondents seem to have different perceptions about the state of different resources, while most respondents 

considered Atlantic Cod to be severely or moderately overfished (73%),  they were less certain about the state 

of Atlantic Bluefin tuna (53% unsure) (Fig 11). The results for cod would likely be influenced by the fact that cod 

is considered a ‘national dish’ and is the staple for fish and chips. Its profile appears to register higher in the 

public mind. Interestingly less than 2% of respondents indicated that either species was ‘not overfished’. 

Despite the inherent uncertainties involved, the public are aware that key fisheries stocks are facing 

considerable fishing pressure even if they are unaware of their exact status.  
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4.3 Perceptions on seafood labelling 
 

When it comes to perceptions about existing product labels and information that is present on product 

packaging, there was clearly a mixed response amongst consumers. 17% indicated that there are too many 

labels on packaging, while a third of respondents (32%) thought that the right amount exists. A quarter (26.4%) 

of respondents indicated that there was not enough information to make informed purchasing decisions at the 

point of sale while a further quarter (23.8%) do not read labels on packaging. Male consumers report to mostly 

either not reading the information or looking at the label or are of the opinion that there is the right amount of 

labels and information in the market. Females were of the opinion that there is the right amount or not enough 

labels and information. 

 

Table 11. Perceptions about labels and information 
 

 
% Responses 

  
Too many labels and too much information 17.0 
Right amount of labels and information 32.8 
Not enough labels and information 26.4 
Don’t read or look at the labels 23.8 

 

 
% Responses 

 
Male Female 

   
Too many labels and too much information 20.6 14.9 
Right amount of labels and information 29.9 34.5 
Not enough labels and information 17.5 31.6 
Don’t read or look at the labels 32.0 19.1 

 
Consumers were asked to identify their familiarity with several ‘in use’ labels (Figure 12 overleaf). A card was 

displayed that showed the Marine Stewardship Council logo35 (MSC); Seafish Responsible Fishing Scheme 

(Seafish); Feel Good Fish (a dummy logo); the Fair Trade Foundation; and the Soil Association organic logo. 

The label that respondents stated to be the most familiar with was the Fair Trade label, with 71% of respondents 

stating to be very familiar with this label. Respondents were generally unfamiliar with the MSC, Seafish, SOIL 

Association and the dummy logo. Respondents were most unfamiliar with the dummy logo. 

 

                                                 
35 http://www.msc.org; http://rfs.seafish.org/; http://www.fairtrade.org.uk/; http://www.soilassociation.org/ 
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Figure 12. Consumer familiarity with different labels. Note FG Fish was a dummy logo. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 13. Consumer familiarity with the MSC logo. 
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It is apparent that the most developed seafood label available to consumers, the MSC, is yet to fully engage 

with the broader public. While 30% of consumers were very familiar (14%) or somewhat familiar (16%) with the 

label, 70% of consumers are unfamiliar (Figure 13). This converges with a recent study36 that suggests that 

23% of the general public is aware of the MSC label, up from 9% in 2008. While this is consistent with an 

increasing trend in consumer awareness, it would be expected that after 13 years of operation, more of the 

general public would be familiar with the logo. In comparison with the Fair Trade Foundation, the first products 

to carry the Fair Trade logo were launched in the UK in 1994 and the Fair Trade Certification mark was 

launched and expanded in 2002.37 In a similar time frame, that logo has achieved considerable recognition, as 

indicated by the 80% familiarity in the survey. This could potentially be related to the high number and diversity 

of products now carrying the logo which are available to consumers. In addition, the Fair Trade ‘brand’ regularly 

engages in public events such as the ‘Fair-trade Towns’ and ‘Fair Trade Fortnight initiatives. This has clearly 

paid off for the organisation in terms of product recognition.  

 

For the MSC, the organisation is increasingly investing in marketing the logo and developing initiatives to raise 

awareness. In 2008 the MSC developed a joint program with the advertising firm Saatchi and Saatchi to 

improve awareness and a range of consumer campaigns and partnerships have been initiated.38  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 14. A MSC poster in a Sainsbury’s store in the UK (Photo: T.Potts). 

                                                 
36 Refer to: http://www.fishnewseu.com/latest-news/uk/4396-public-awareness-of-msc-ecolabel-leaps-says-latest-
research.html 
37 Refer to: http://www.fairtrade.org.uk/what_is_fairtrade/history.aspx 
38 Refer to: http://www.msc.org/business-support/campaigns  
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In conducting this survey around the UK, one consistent observation was the lack of signage across UK 

retailers that informed consumers about sustainable seafood, MSC products, or improved choices. The 

standard facing was a mix of predominantly uncertified products with a small number (generally 5-20% 

depending on retailer) of MSC certified products dispersed amongst the stock. The MSC logo was generally 

‘drowned out’ amongst the competing product information – a problem highlighted by the heterogeneous 

answers given in Table 9 over label information. One exception were the displays at Sainsbury’s outlets. Figure 

14 highlights an example of the signage that directed customers to the MSC range and provided improved 

choice for sustainable seafood.   

 

It is important to note that while the above data indicates awareness of different labels, the actual purchase of a 

labelled product is a different issue. In order to determine if consumers would shift purchasing habits towards 

labelled product, respondents were read a statement (“Cod is on special offer this week for £2.50. You notice 

however that Eco-labelled Hake39 is available for £3.50”) and asked to choose what they would buy (Figure 15). 

Mostly, when faced with a choice of a special offer or and eco-labelled product, respondents are generally split 

across the purchase.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 15. Consumer ability to switch to eco-labelled product. 
 

                                                 
39 This was clarified to the respondent to mean that the product has a logo that indicates it is environmentally friendly.  
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When observing the responses to this statement by gender, men report to mostly buying the special offer cod 

(42%) and women to trying the eco-labelled hake (41%). Women were more statistically likely to purchase eco-

lablled hake over cod.40 Overall Consumers from different regions also reported different choices (Figure 17). In 

Scotland, a similar number of consumers would buy the cod and try the hake, consumers from Northern 

England and the Midlands would mostly buy the cod and consumers from Southern England would try the hake. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 16. Differences between males and females 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 17. Differences between regions  
 

 

                                                 
40 Chi square analysis, p = 0.09 
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In terms of the development of labels for sustainable seafood, consumers were asked what type of 

organisations they would trust to provide information. Table 12 indicates that respondents seem to trust that 

environmental groups are the most trustworthy organization when it comes to providing seafood information, 

and that the government is the least trustworthy. When looking at the median scores (Fig 18), results are 

clustered around higher trust in environmental groups and industry and lower trust in retailers and government. 

These statistics indicate that the public are increasingly ready to accept schemes driven by NGO and industry 

actors (i.e. market based eco-labelling schemes) as trusted sources of sustainable seafood.  

 

Table 12. Respondents’ level of trust in organisations which develop labels. Results presented as means 
(± Standard Deviation). Statements were measured in a four-point scale ranging from Untrustworthy (=1) to 
Trustworthy (=4). 
 

Trust in organisation when it comes to seafood information Rank 

Environmental groups 3.11 (0.82) 
Government 2.04 (0.87) 
Fishing and fish farming industry 2.81 (0.96) 
Retailers 2.28 (0.89) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 18. Median values of consumer trust in organisations that produce seafood information. 
Statements were measured in a four-point scale ranging from “Low” (=1) to “High” (=4). 
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4.4 Conclusion  
 
The key messages of the consumer summary can be summarised as follows:  
 

• Public attitudes towards sustainable seafood are positive and improving.  
 

Overall, there appears to be an emerging optimism in the market by consumers towards sustainable seafood 

labelling. While consumers tend not to be particularly preferential about wild caught or farmed seafood, over half 

of consumers do tend to think about how it has been produced. When initially prompted about an 

‘environmentally friendly’ product, most agreed this would influence their purchase decision. When it comes to 

organic farming and seafood, a considerable amount of pessimism is evident in the population. Traditionally 

freshness has been the most important quality that consumers look for in the product. However, the survey 

indicates that price, environmental impact, origin and health benefits are all important factors in the decision. 

Brand appears not to be important to consumers.  

 

• While the public appear receptive to sustainable seafood, more work is needed on awareness of 
fisheries status and the role that consumers can play. Considerably more effort is needed to 
reach the general public over seafood labelling.  

 

While most consumers were aware of the status of cod (but still purchased cod off the shelf) they were less 

aware of iconic species that were generally not domestically available. The public inherently trust environmental 

organisations and the fishing industry to provide information on sustainable fisheries over information from 

government or retailers.  

 

The majority of the public, while indicating they support seafood eco-labelling in general, are not aware of the 

specific products or suppliers available to them. When it comes to similar labels such as Fairtrade, the public 

are highly aware of what products are available. When paired against a product that is cheaper but not as 

ecologically friendly, half the consumers will opt for the sustainable product or ask for more information. 

Consumers appear willing to switch to more ecologically friendly products.  

 

• The MSC, as the premier UK seafood eco-label, needs to improve its reach to consumers in 
partnership with other sectors.  

 
While 30% of consumers were very familiar or somewhat familiar with the MSC label 70% of consumers are 

unfamiliar with it. This report recommends increased partnerships between retailers and industry to raise 

awareness of the logo, and to work to improve consumer awareness of sustainable fisheries in general. 
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5. Industry Responses to Eco-labelling 
 
 

5.1 Aims of the study 
 
Understanding industry engagement in seafood eco-labelling is fundamental to assessing effectiveness 

because, as in the case of MSC, producers self-select into certification schemes (Gulbrandsen 2009). Whilst 

there is now a decade of experience with the MSC, it is only recently that the industry has ‘upped the ante’. 

Consumer and retailer awareness of eco-labelling is changing, as are market dynamics. This will continue to 

influence industry to enter the certification process. Therefore it is timely to catalogue the experiences of the 

seafood producer, whilst also examining the emerging trends in more detail. 

 

This study focuses on the experiences of the seafood producer – the fisher – and deals with fisheries that have 

some experience of the MSC assessment process. This study places its findings on fisheries within the UK. Any 

heavier emphasis on the experiences of Scottish fisheries simply reflects the fact that the Scottish fishing 

industry accounts for 80% of all UK landings (Table 13). It should also be mentioned that, although other 

certification organisations exist in the UK, none are as prominent as the MSC in the certification of fisheries. No 

comparison is drawn between certifying organisations. Indeed, within the UK, it is widely acknowledged that 

there is no equivalent organisation that would merit a direct comparison.  

 

To date, little exploration of the perspective of the fisher as regards eco-labelling has occurred. This study asks 

the question, ‘what have been the experiences of producers who have engaged in eco-labelling of their 

products?’ Questions covered in a series of interviews include: 

 

• What has driven entry into the certification process? 

• What issues have arisen through direct experience of the certification process? 

• What are current perceptions on the future of certification and eco-labelling? 

• Will the sustainability of wild-capture fisheries ultimately be impacted by this market-based instrument? 
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Table 13. Interviews with Fishing Organisations and Institutions. 
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5.2 THEME 1: What have been the drivers, perceptions and expectations of 
MSC certification? 
 

 

Fishers and industry representatives gave wide-ranging responses including reasons on drivers including 

promoting conservation; achieving higher prices; and gaining access to new markets or retaining existing 

markets. It was seen as a way to initiate improved management plans at a time when the industry needs to ‘up 

its game’, particularly in light of increased demand from the retail sector for sustainably sourced product. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fisheries were consistently driven to select the MSC as it appeared a ‘readymade’ and credible option. MSC 

has taken industry engagement seriously since inception, and built procedures to build transparency and 

stakeholder engagement. As a result, the programme is deemed ‘robust and transparent’ by many users.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When a fishery has opted to go with the MSC they select the accreditation body that will assess them. The vast 

majority of UK fisheries have opted for the multinational consulting company, Moody Marine, with the driver for 

selection of the accreditation body generally a commercial one. The assessment process was found, for many, 

harder than expected, being seen as ‘very thorough’ and ‘tougher than expected’ (this was not perceived as a 

negative). It was commented that, in the UK, the number of certification bodies involved in accreditation is 

distinctly lacking, leading to limited competition and choice and potentially inflating prices.  

 

“It seems to me that if someone in your sector or your species gets accreditation 
then you should get it as well. There’s just nothing else, it gives your competitor a 
lead on you if they supply the same market as you – so that in itself drives you 
on.” (Large-scale fishery) 
 

“So with just being out there listening at seminars, conferences, what was going 
on, the thrust of the direction, and just saying that eventually this will be too strong 
for us to swim against…..That’s the direction I took, that it was best to try and get 
the industry in order and do it our way as opposed to leaving it too late where, 
then, others do it for you.” (Industry Expert) 

 
“The only worldwide acclaimed [approach] that had notoriety was the MSC and it 
seemed to be growing in stature. We believed to go with MSC was the right step 
forward and it’s proved to be right because now it’s a world certification […] so that’s 
obviously a step in the right direction.” (Artisanal fishery) 
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For several small scale fisheries, many claimed to use sustainable practices prior to certification, and were 

interested in the MSC process to legitimise existing practices and gain market advantage. These fisheries 

stated the added value they were hoping to gain was a price increase and a return back to fishers exhibiting 

sustainable behaviour. In addition, being certified allowed a degree of independent and public recognition that 

could be used to aid in management negotiations or further co-management responsibilities.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Often the realisation of added value would not appear. While small scale fisheries hoped for a premium as a 

return to industry for investing in sustainable practices, industry experts conceded that that a price premium for 

an MSC product was unlikely. In practice, the evidence for increased price differentials is thin. However, 

improved market access for products and increased brand recognition appear to be outputs from the MSC 

process and a significant pull on for industry.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The evidence seems to suggest that the true value of the MSC to the fishing industry is the opening up of new 

markets. The German North Sea Saithe trawl identifies that markets benefits have come from new product 

areas rather than price premiums (MSC 2009). This fishery in particular is developing new product lines in the 

“We’ve got 2 reasons really why we like MSC certification – first we hope to gain a 
reward back to the fishermen but secondly there’s an endorsement of the 
environmentally friendly fishery. Now when we’re arguing government policy it’s a 
very useful tool to say ‘but why are you not letting us fish if we are a sustainable 
fishery’?” (Artisanal fishery). 

“It’s something I never say, you know, you get more money for MSC product. But 
you definitely get more market for it. I believe there are other benefits that are non-
market based, the fact that if your fishery hasn’t been sustainable and you’ve 
worked it through the MSC process you have a better, long term future” (Industry 
Expert) 
 
“So why are we doing MSC? There’s a huge market in England that is untapped 
that we think we will gain access to if we do 3 things. MSC is one of those 3 things, 
quality assurance onboard the vessel is one and accreditation of our factories is the 
3rd….if we get those in place we will crack the UK market and then it will make a big 
difference, both to price and volume.” (Industry expert) 
 

“The added value? You may get some added value, yet for me it was never about 
added value…it was about keeping yourself in the marketplace. There was no, will 
we get a 10% mark-up, will we get a 20% mark-up, hey let’s just keep ourselves in 
there.” (Large Scale Fishery). 
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frozen sector, and receiving increased demand from discount retailers such as Lidl and Aldi for certified frozen 

product.  

 

The reaction to the question, ‘how do you see the ramifications of the retail support for certified product’, 

generated a mixed, but overall cautious response. Some fisheries perceived that a sudden surge in demand for 

sustainable products could leave retailers having to backtrack on their commitments as demand outstrips the 

ability to supply. Coupled with this view, was the claim that fisheries will have to ‘get their house in order’ and 

that this would provide the most effective way to push forward sustainable practices amongst producers. 

 

In light of the boost in demand from the supply chain (i.e. producers and retailers) the MSC is becoming the 

industry standard for sustainably sourced seafood products. Although retailers wishing to sell such products 

could construct their own sustainability criteria (and often create in house schemes) MSC does offer a ready-

made standard that has done the groundwork for setting up guidelines for a process of assessment.41 This does 

not necessarily mean, however, that a product needs to be sold with an MSC logo. To add to this, issues and 

complexities currently exist around the amount of labelling on packaging as too much information can be 

considered to ‘bombard’ the consumer (see previous chapter.) 

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Not all fisheries are affected directly by the boost in demand from the retail sector. Of those interviewed, many 

do not sell their product bearing the MSC logo and many have a supply chain set up whereby their goods are 

exported abroad, typically to nations where MSC certification has little impact upon purchasing decisions. 

Despite this, the role of the supply chain is important in driving behaviour in the fishing industry. Several 

examples exist where processors have driven assessment of the industry, likely due to the fact that the 

processors deal with retailers who are responsive to public (and NGO) demands for sustainable product. The 

MSC was also used as a lever for pushing change through the industry by managers or those with a stake in 

seeing the fishery competitive and accessing new markets. 

 

 

 

                                                 
41 Refer to: 
http://corporate.marksandspencer.com/howwedobusiness/our_policies/sustainable_raw_materials/sustainable_processes for 
an example of using the MSC as a part of food supply strategy.  

“There’ll be alternative labels and then a battle for who’s going to recognise 
which label.” (Large Scale Fishery). 
 
“…just because there is a huge demand, whether it be the retail sector, or 
the wholesale sector it doesn’t necessarily mean they have to put an eco-
label on the product. Some supermarkets don’t.” (Industry expert) 
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5.3 THEME 2: What are the realities of MSC certification for industry? 
 

In discussing the ‘realities’ of certification the interviews focused on topics such as problems with the 

certification process, additional management, time and expense incurred after assessment, and the level of 

understanding surrounding the obligations of certification.  

 

Grievances with the assessment process seemed to centre on a lack of information - clients often did not know 

what was going on. This came up regularly in the interviews and was attributed to reasons such as the 

accreditation consultant being ‘swamped’ by the sheer number of fisheries now entering into assessment. 

Delays during assessment that resulted in extension of the time-scales, was another common issue. This was 

not always perceived as a problem as it could give some fisheries extra time to prepare. It should be noted that 

the assessment process is a fairly ‘organic’ process, taking shape as it proceeds - therefore it is often not 

possible to predict in advance problems and delays in timing. Often delays in the timetable can be attributed to 

political and economic factors in the fisheries community as evidenced by the considerable delay in the Clyde 

nephrops assessments due to a split in the unit of certification between the trawl and creel (fixed gear) sector.42 

 

Of the fishing sectors interviewed, the question of additional time and expense drew minimal comment.  

Response from small-scale fisheries was typically that there would be little added input as they assumed 

certification would simply mean the continuation of existing regimes. Some large-scale fisheries conceded that it 

would result in more administration, and that it would probably mean the employment of an individual to ‘make 

sure everyone is sticking to the spirit of the system. 

 

Typically fisheries certify only up to the quayside so, when a product leaves the boat, the obligation to uphold 

standards passes on to the next link in the chain of custody - the fish merchant, processor and retailer in the 

supply chain.  

 

                                                 
42 See: http://www.msc.org/track-a-fishery/in-assessment/north-east-atlantic/clyde-nephrops-trawl/assessment-downloads-
1/2009.12.11-clyde-nephrops-assessment-advisory.pdf 

“The only people who wanted this locally were the processors and they’ve convinced 
the fishermen they have to have it or they won’t be able to buy the stock. The other 
thing I should say about MSC is, it’s one of those things that if you don’t do it you 
suddenly find you’ve dropped behind the rest of the market so it’s not giving us an 
advantage…it’s keeping us level.” (Industry Expert) 
 
“The two reasons we did it, one was to access new markets and one was to use it as 
a driver for change, as in to get the management group going, get the fishermen to 
possibly change the way they fish. So we’re using the MSC as an excuse to get the 
industry to do things we’d like them to do anyway.” (Industry Expert). 
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Financial obligations were discussed, and understanding of what was involved, specifically for those undergoing 

assessment, was high. Many of the small-scale fisheries receive some form of funding to aid them with the 

certification process. Pre-assessment and assessment fees are charged at a rate specific to the needs of the 

fishery. Post certification licensing fees are charged to organisations in the supply chain that use the MSC logo. 

After five years the fishery can chose to be recertified leaving large-scale fisheries in a better position to absorb 

the on-going costs. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The attitudes of fishermen towards the certification process were questioned. Many fishers were initially 

reluctant to accept MSC as the way forward, treating it with suspicion. Over time industry representatives have 

observed increasing support for certification, driven largely through the perception that they have no choice and 

certification is inevitable. This shift is coupled with an increased awareness amongst UK fishers of what the blue 

MSC ‘tick’ logo means, and a perception that the process is credible. Coincidentally, whilst the commitment of 

supermarkets to sourcing sustainable has grown, so too has the realisation of fishermen that certification 

provides them with a market access benefit. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5.4 THEME 3: Scale and type of fishery being certified by the MSC 
 
The two most common concerns voiced during the interviews were that of the scale and type of fishery moving 

into the process. Certified small-scale fisheries, particularly those using fixed gear, were unsettled by recent 

shifts which have seen large-scale fisheries enter into the process. Small operators expressed concern at the 

“The chain of custody is quite important...it’s paramount that you actually keep the 
links in the chain of custody. To do that, it starts from the boat and it’s not 
necessarily what everybody wants to do as they aren’t necessarily getting any 
financial gain from it.” (Artisanal fishery) 

 
“We have actually talked about pulling out of the MSC because of the 5 yearly 
certification costs…it’s a lot of money for a small organisation.” (Artisanal fishery) 

“Right now I would say it’s not a choice that we’ve made, to gain accreditation, 
but it’s a necessary thing that we have to do to maintain our own future. 
Fishermen, I believe, are being forced into it.” (Large scale fishery). 

 
“There are 2 or 3 different pots of people in the industry. Those that are very 
business-minded, very clever, they can see things, they can plan ahead – they 
understand what this is about. Then the middle group who think it is annoying to 
do all this but the guy over there thinks its ok so I’ll follow him, and then you’ve 
got the 5% at the end, they’re the renegades.” (Large scale fishery). 
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level of subsidies43 and political support for larger fleets. As noted by Jacquet et al (2008), the small scale 

sector on a global scale employs 25 times more people and uses 25% of the total fuel to catch the same 

amount of fish as the industrial sector. As argued in the paper, despite the comparatively higher sustainability of 

small scale fisheries through increased employment and smaller localised impacts, industrial fleets maintain 

significant market and scale advantages that they can use to support certification.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the interviews smaller operators believed that certifications will increasingly preference large scale and 

industrial fisheries over smaller scale and/or developing world fisheries. This concern may be driven by actual or 

perceived loss of market share and position to larger fisheries catching the same species that have been 

certified. Smaller artisanal fisheries, as expressed in the interviews, identified that they sought MSC certification 

to differentiate their existing catching practices from the industrial sector and use it to counter the influence of 

the larger fleets.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Whilst the certification approach of the MSC is not designed to favour large-scale fisheries, it is a reality that 

they are more engaged at a political level and can draw upon more resources. For example, larger fisheries, 

often as a result of management, tend to have better data sets. Conversely, for smaller inshore stocks, data 

sets can be informal or non-existent. Data collection is a fundamental part of the MSC assessment process and, 

if it is not already in place, it may complicate, delay or invalidate the assessment. Until recently, the only fishery 

to fail the full MSC certification process was the North Eastern Sea Fisheries Committee Lobster Fishery in 

2007.44 This was based on a failure of the fishery against Principle 1: stock sustainability - the fishery had a lack 

                                                 
43 See the website on EU fisheries subsidies: http://fishsubsidy.org/ 
44 http://www.msc.org/newsroom/news/lobster-fishery-denied-msc-eco-label 

“…what I don’t want to see is that anybody can afford to put in for MSC and obtain 
it if they’ve got enough money to buy it and that’s something I’m worried about 
because the small artisanal fisheries such as us are, we believe, are what the 
accreditation is about. Effectively if everybody can obtain accreditation it would be 
pointless us trying to…” (Artisanal fishery) 
 
“… inshore fishermen generally are obviously not large financial bodies that can 
support that process and pay for it. So in some senses the certification process is 
geared up for bigger fisheries...” (Artisanal fishery) 

“… the trend in Scotland is that the bigger commercial fisheries are perhaps 
more alert to the prospect of eco-labelling and the benefits. Many of them 
have found that competitors in other countries, because it’s a global label, 
have been going forward. So they’ve been quite switched on and ahead of 
the curve whereas we’ve found that other fisheries, particularly smaller 
inshore fisheries, maybe had less information at their disposal.” (Industry 
Expert). 
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of data that would support the management of the stock. Recently another small scale fishery failed 

assessment. The St Helena Island pole & line and rod & line fisheries for albacore, bigeye, yellowfin and 

skipjack tuna failed under the risk based approach for data poor fisheries, due to a lack of compliance from 

other larger industrial fisheries fishing the same stock (Food Certification International 2010).  

 

Access to the scheme by small scale fisheries in the developing world is an issue that is gaining considerable 

attention amongst critics and supporters of the MSC. Gullbrandsen (2009) identifies that many fisheries in the 

developing world have characteristics that may exclude them from achieving certification. For example, a lack of 

strict management regimes, sharing resources with other fishers, and common property aspects that lead to a 

lack of control (like the example above) would considerably hinder assessments – or make them more 

expensive. This problem may be relieved somewhat on the MSC side by the application of the risk based 

approach for data poor fisheries and on the producer side by formation of collectives and producer 

organisaitons. However, at present it is clear the MSC is dominated by developed rather than developing world 

fisheries – small and large scale.45  The caution is that the opportunities of the MSC may be perceived as 

distant from the reality of small scale fisheries in the developing world.  

 

The instance of several trawl fisheries having recently been certified as sustainable through the MSC process is 

a cause for concern amongst some interviewees, particularly small scale fixed gear operators. Trawling on the 

seabed can have damaging impacts on benthic marine ecosystems, and it is to the dismay of several operators 

that this has received sustainability recognition. Aside from the perceived negative aspects of the fishing 

method, the concern seems to be that this indicates a drop in standard if the MSC is becoming more all-

encompassing. 

 
 

 
 
 
 

From the standpoint of the MSC, the organisation has always sought to be all encompassing, encouraging 

independent certification for any fisheries regardless of scale or gear type. This has been a strategy to 

encourage all sections of the fishing industry to engage and come forward to be certified. As noted by the MSC: 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

                                                 
45 Refer to the MSC map of certified fisheries: http://www.msc.org/track-a-fishery/certified/certified-fisheries-on-the-map  
There is a clear trend toward certified fisheries in the EU (particularly the NE Atlantic) and North America.  

“I don’t support the fact that the MSC have given a trawl fishery accreditation 
because it opens the door.” (Artisanal fishery) 

“Greenpeace want a global ban on bottom trawling. MSC can’t say yes, you are 
right bottom trawling that’s not good and let’s get rid of it. We rely on the 
independent third party scientific process to determine whether or not the 
fishery meets the standard.” (MSC Interview). 
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Whilst there has been and will continue to be much objection to the inclusion of bottom-trawl fisheries into the 

MSC process, it should be pointed out that those in the UK (and globally) who have been certified have adopted 

measures to minimise impacts on the benthic environment and with bycatch. This is in line with the MSC 

practice of improving fisheries management regardless of the approach used to harvesting.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

The MSC Report ‘Net Benefits’ (MSC 2009) identifies that in several trawl fisheries, improvements have been 

made that were driven by MSC certification. For instance, in the German North Sea saithe trawl fishery, the 

MSC certification drove investment in new trawl gear that has little or no contact with the sea floor, and mesh 

sizes that reduce the catch of smaller juvenile fish. This has also had financial dividends for the fishers in the 

form of fuel efficiency and reduction of discards.  

 

The issue of ‘large vs small’ fisheries is one that will continue in the evolution of the MSC. There appears to be 

two interpretations of the MSC in practice by fishers – one for small scale and one for larger industrial fisheries. 

Many small scale fisheries entered the process to secure a market advantage and to demonstrate existing 

sustainable practices, and many appear to be concerned about the increase in certification of larger industrial 

fleets as this essentially eliminates any competitive advantage. On the other hand, the MSC strongly identifies 

that its system is ‘open to any fishery regardless of location, scale or gear type’ and this approach is 

fundamental to securing its credibility. Traditionally these fisheries have rarely mixed but now the MSC is 

bringing them together. A case in point is the St Helena Island pole, line, and rod fisheries – a small scale 

fishery that has failed certification due to the impact of larger fleets on the same stock.  

5.5 THEME 4:  The MSC, fisheries management and industry relations.  
 
This theme identified issues over the engagement of MSC certified fisheries with non-certified fisheries and the 

consequences for future management arrangements. Two topics emerged, the on-going credibility of the 

program and industry relations, primarily with non-certified fisheries competing in the same market.  

 

Credibility of the MSC, now and into the future, emerged as a prominent issue for interviewees and is central to 

the MSC agenda. It was seen as imperative for future credibility that the MSC not lower its standards. Some 

“Because of the nature of the fishing we looked at what type of trawling we 
do. We use a very light rope and therefore cause no damage to the flora and 
fauna of the seabed as opposed to heavy metals for trawling that a lot of 
people use in other areas. The difference is  [name removed] would tow a 
stone mattress and obliterate the seabed where we almost till the seabed”. 
(Artisanal fishery) 
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interviewees expressed dismay (in theme 3) that trawl fisheries have been successfully certified and saw this as 

evidence of standards being lowered.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

If by ‘level’ we refer to the MSC Principles and Criteria, then it is highly unlikely that these will change in the 

near future due to the intensive reform process that gave rise to the Fisheries Assessment Methodology. While 

the MSC acknowledges that further guidance may emerge on interpretation, the overall structure of Principles 

and Criteria and the scoring indicators in the FAM will likely stay the same. The key threat to the credibility of 

the program from the industry perspective appears to be related to the type of fishery being certified and the 

experience that the producer has had with certification process. What fisheries apply and become certified are 

at arm’s reach from the MSC itself – this is the domain of the accreditation consultant. The credibility ‘gap’ 

appears to be related to relations between competitors within the same fishery, geographical area or market.  

 

While most interviewees appeared satisfied with the process, one particular group found the results inconsistent 

and that the process lacked transparency. This was related to disagreement over the scoring of assessment 

criteria, the credibility of the assessors, and the fact that another similar fishery had been certified.  The result 

was a breakdown in trust and communication between the consultant and the applicant and an assessment 

process that that been bogged down in conflict.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The consequence of eco-labelling for traditional management is profound. Political discourses between labelled 

and non-labelled fisheries are intensifying and often fisheries sporting the MSC logo claim legitimacy to 

accessing and managing the resource over other actors. For example, in the recent controversy about the 

“If they drop the bar, any credibility that they have will soon fly out the 
window – there’s enough press out there that will shoot that type of thing 
down.” (Artisanal fishery) 
 
“It’s one thing to set a level but if you then start mucking about with that 
level, up and down, down’s maybe just as dangerous as up, it would 
mislead the consumer. I’m not sure that is something we want to see.” 
(Industry Expert.)  

“Through this whole process we’ve become very disillusioned with the 
meaning of the MSC accreditation and it’s the consumer that may think, 
well it’s got the sticker, it’s a sustainable fishery so we’ll buy that instead of 
that one that doesn’t have the sticker on but, it turns out that there’s wheels 
within wheels that are possibly misleading the consumer.” [Large Scale 
Fishery]. 



 67

management of mackerel fisheries in the NE Atlantic46, the actions of Iceland and the Faroe Islands unilaterally 

increasing quota could potentially result in the removal of the MSC logo and ‘sustainable’ status from fisheries in 

the UK, Netherlands, Denmark, and Ireland that have invested considerable resources into certification. The EU 

and Norway have accused Iceland of plundering a common stock by establishing a unilateral quota of 130,000 

tonnes in 2010 outside of the recommended sustainable total allowable catch set by the EU and Norway.47 

Scotland, for which mackerel is one of the country’s most valuable fisheries, has continually used the MSC 

certification as the basis of claiming its legitimacy as a responsible manager. It, and several other European 

industrial fisheries who have been through an extensive and costly accreditation process, are using MSC 

certification as a part of the argument of limiting access to the stock from ‘unscrupulous’ industry actors and 

legitimising their claim. The problem arises from the fact the mackerel stock is highly migratory and subject to 

climatic influences. Over recent years, the stock has increasingly found its way into Icelandic and Faroese 

waters, with Iceland claiming that their catch is proportional to the increase in their mackerel coastal stocks, and 

it accuses Norway and the EU of unfair competition. Recently, the EU has indicated that it will explore trade 

sanctions against Icelandic boats landing mackerel in EU ports.48 

 

The MSC has indicated49 that if quota arrangements are not agreed to levels that ensure the health of the stock, 

then it is likely that the label will be removed. While this is a decision that would be taken by the independent 

certifying consultant and not by the MSC, it would raise major implications for the organisaiton as it would be 

required to notify the supply chain, including retailers of the reason for the loss of certification. While the conflict 

centres strongly on allocation of quota amongst competing nations and fleets, the health of the mackerel stock 

is clearly at stake, and a result, so is the status awarded by certification. This is a clear example of where the 

MSC has shifted from the periphery to the centre of fisheries management debates and is driving changes to 

the actions of the industry players. At the core of the debate is the issue of access to common fisheries by 

components of the industry that are certified ‘sustainable’ against those who are not – an issue that is clearly 

going to expand with further fisheries entering into the process.  

                                                 
46 See: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-north-east-orkney-shetland-11987778 and 
http://www.eubusiness.com/news-eu/fish-environment.7mm  
47 http://theforeigner.no/pages/news/bilateral-norway-eu-talks-set-mackerel-quotas/ 
48 http://www.reuters.com/article/idUSTRE6BD2O820101214 
49 See: http://www.foodmanufacture.co.uk/Business-News/Mackerel-fisheries-could-lose-MSC-accreditation-by-2012-if-
overfishing-not-tackled-warns-body  
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6. Synthesis 
 
 

This report has endeavoured to answer in detail three questions related to the growth of the seafood eco-

labelling movement in the UK.  

 

1. How does the Marine Stewardship Council implement its standard and what processes are in place 

to build credibility? 

2. What is the impact of certified products in the market? Do labeled products influence consumers? 

3. What are the experiences of industry in regards to the eco-labelling? 

 

This conclusion aims to highlight the pressing issues that are emerging for the MSC, the market and industry 

and identifies future trends.  

6.1 The MSC: increasing influence and maintaining credibility 
 
Is a perfect third party and market based eco-labelling system available or possible? The author of this report 

doubts it. Such schemes will always need to find a balance between involvement of the industry, the public, 

environmental NGOs, and government, and chart a course according to the principles of the organisation. They  

generally fall into two camps: those attempting a ‘gold star’ approach that sets a high standard and certifies 

activities with a relatively low impact; and organisations that aim to be inclusive of the industry at large, engage 

across a variety of fishing practices, and take an incremental process improvement approach. The first 

approach rewards those who either implement superior environmental practices and/or are sufficiently small 

scale with minimal impact. The hurdle is set deliberately high so only the most environmentally friendly fisheries 

pass certification. In this approach, the spill over effect to industry is minimal, as accessibility and cost of entry 

may be too high. However small fisheries in developed or developing countries may benefit from this type of 

scheme as it allows these types of fisheries to benefit from existing practices and to compete with better 

resourced and more powerful industrial counterparts. The latter approach to certification is one more attuned to 

the management concept of best practice, where activities that may be problematic have the opportunity to be 

improved, incrementally over time. In this system, applicant fisheries still are required to pass a minimum 

standard and demonstrate management quality and environmental mitigation. This broader approach appeals to 

a wider section of industry and enables more fisheries to enter the process. However, this inclusive approach 

runs the risk of diluting the benefits of certification and potentially improving minor practices at the expense of 

broader reforms that are needed to restore marine ecosystems. It also runs the risk of alienating smaller inshore 

fisheries that are competing in the same market as the benefits of certification are eroded by larger players 

entering the market.  
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While the MSC has elements of both systems, from the examination of its practices and the number of fisheries 

coming forward, it is taking the broader and more inclusive approach across a range of fisheries and gear types. 

This is demonstrated by the increasing number of fisheries that are coming forward into the MSC process and 

the commitment of the organisation to internal governance reforms that improve transparency, consistency and 

quality in assessments. The MSC is growing in terms of the number of fisheries coming forward for certification 

and the number of products existing the system. This popularity is taking the organisation into new territory, 

particularly as controversial fisheries that are debatably ‘sustainable’ are being certified to the logo.  

 
 
Criticism has been leveled at the MSC that it is moving away from its original goal, certifying an increasing 

number of larger industrial fisheries while small scale fisheries form a smaller part of the portfolio or are not 

attracted to the process. While it is true that he MSC is increasingly certifying larger scale fisheries, such as the 

Bering Sea Pollock, the New Zealand Hoki and the NE Atlantic Mackerel fisheries, it is also true that it is actively 

certifying smaller scale operations such as the Loch Torridon Nephrops fishery, Bury Inlet cockles, Cornish 

Hake gillnet, and the Shetland inshore lobster potting industry. Logically, the industrial fisheries land a 

significantly higher volume of catch and this would dominate the statistics of total landings of certified product. 

On the other side, in terms of numbers of fisheries certified, the small scale and inshore fisheries are a strong 

feature of the MSC process but are concentrated in the NE Atlantic and the US. However, where the MSC falls 

short is the advance of assessments and certifications in the global south. It is likely that the comprehensive 

and costly process has been a barrier to entry to certification by developing world fisheries with the complexity 

of data arrangements and stakeholder consultation particularly suited to modern developed countries’ fisheries 

systems. The current certifications listed on the MSC website clearly indicate a dominance of US and European 

fisheries (with the exception of the Mediterranean). The lack of representation of developing nation 

representatives on the MSC Board of Trustees may exacerbate this situation. The recent development and 

application of the Risk Based Framework however may be a means of improving access by developing country 

fisheries to the scheme. 

 

While the access of developing world fisheries is peripheral to the implementation of the MSC in the UK, the 

issue of credibility is central to its effectiveness. This study highlights a significant challenge to the MSC – the 

issue of sustainable fisheries within declining ecosystems. While some fisheries may indeed be certified, they 

increasingly operate against the background of declining marine ecosystem health. While the smaller part of a 

regional fishery may achieve certification due to improved practices (e.g. the Stornoway Nephrops fishery) the 

impact of the larger fishery may cause significant ecosystem impacts or limit restoration. The danger is that the 

MSC is ‘fiddling at the edges’ and diverting effort from the wholesale changes that need to occur to restore 

marine systems, for example  the implementation of marine protected areas, or broad scale changes to fishing 

methods. On the other side of the argument, the MSC is to be lauded for incentivising fisheries to put in place 

improved measures that reduce many ecosystem impacts. The approach of ‘certificate sharing’ where other 
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operators will realise the benefits and come forward for certification, therefore spreading good practices around 

the fleet, is yet to be seen in practice. The MSC may have to consider in the future the current state of the 

marine ecosystem against its historical background as a requirement for certification – not just the impact of the 

smaller unit of certification – in a similar manner to what it already does for the target species.  That said, this 

report recognizes that the MSC program has been highly effective at promoting and implementing the 

ecosystem approach in fisheries, and has been more effective at this than centralised regulatory instruments.  

 

As consumers and retailers become increasingly aware of what happens under the water, they will likely 

demand evidence of verified ecological changes – the turning around of fish stock decline and the restoration of 

marine ecosystems. As many fisheries have entered the process and passed with conditional certifications, 

these will need to be monitored to ensure that species and ecosystem improvements are occurring – or the 

credibility of the certification concept will decline.  

6.2  The Market: The Role of the Consumer and Retailer  
 
The consumer survey highlighted that public attitudes towards sustainable seafood are positive and improving. 

There is an emerging, yet fragile, optimism in the market by consumers towards seafood eco-labelling but this is 

offset by a lack of awareness of the action that consumers can take. Awareness of eco-labels, and the MSC in 

particular, is generally low (14% very familiar and 16% somewhat familiar). The good news is that this figure 

appears to be rising. While familiarity with a logo does not necessarily translate into a purchase, consumers, 

given the option, appear to be willing to shift to products that are from certified fisheries.  

 

There is still a considerable amount of work to be done in terms of public engagement and outreach to inform of 

the status of the seas and the health of stocks and the role that the public can play. Relatively simple means 

such as signage within stores and awareness campaigns will boost the consumer awareness and importantly, 

the steps they can take to support certified fisheries. While there has been an increase in media reporting and 

campaigns from NGOs over marine conservation, the key when it comes to sustainable seafood is to reach 

consumers at the point of sale.  

 

One issue that was consistently raised in the CEO and industry interviews was the issue of label confusion. 

While the MSC is the dominant third party label in the UK, new competitors such as the Italian based ‘Friend of 

the Sea’50 are emerging in the fisheries sector and the newly incorporated Aquaculture Stewardship Council is 

developing a range of standards through the international Aquaculture Dialogues.51 In addition several 1st party 

self-certified labels have been developed by commercial interests (e.g. Young’s ‘Fish for Life52) and several 

consumer orientated ‘seafood guides’ are available from conservation NGOs (e.g. Marine Conservation Society 

                                                 
50 See: http://www.friendofthesea.org/ 
51 The ASC can be viewed at: http://www.ascworldwide.org/ 
52 See: http://www.youngsseafood.co.uk/web/fish_for_life.asp 
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‘Good Fish Guide’53). There is a rapidly increasing array of information available to inform decisions – but is it 

changing consumer habits?  

 

The positive result from more information in the market is to inform the choice of consumers and potentially 

steer purchase decisions towards sustainable products. However, the other side of this issue is that as more 

labels appear on market shelves, consumers will be increasingly bombarded by product information. This could 

result in confusion over what product to buy. It may also result in consumers ‘switching off’ to labeled products, 

potentially reducing the market pull and undermining the sustainable seafood movement.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The survey indicated that individual awareness of what the labels (and the organisations behind them) stand for 

was low, and at this point in time, customers at the point of sale would not differentiate between a poorly 

managed label and an effective and credible one. However, this is a trend that may change as awareness 

grows of the choices the public can make when it comes to sustainable seafood and new outreach. There is a 

role for different stakeholders including retailers, NGOs, and academics to independently assess the quality and 

outcomes of different labelling schemes. Calls have been made for government to develop centralised 

benchmarks for certification systems, akin to the legal standards for organic production.  However, it is arguable 

that government involvement could negatively impact the market mechanisms behind eco-labelling when setting 

benchmarks for standards and that agencies may not be keen to influence markets, employment and profits 

(Ward and Phillips 2008).  

 

Ultimately, what is the role of the consumer in the sustainable seafood equation? While the consumer 

represents the end ‘pull’ in seafood markets, it is clear that the role of the consumer in terms of direct purchase 

is a limited one. The growth of labelling initiatives over the past 15 years has occurred without broad based 

consumer support, as identified in this and other surveys with low recognition of labelling schemes or large 

scale switching to new products. We note that the optimism for change is there, but still requires considerable 

investment. However, the role of the consumer may extend beyond simply changing purchasing practices in the 

market to being an informed and active citizen that creates pressure and the need for change. The key driver for 

the demand of certified seafood to date has been the supply chain, from processor to retailer. This pressure has 

emerged primarily as a result of NGO influenced public pressure (for example by the Marine Conservation 

                                                 
53 See: http://www.mcsuk.org/ 

“It’s not my specific worry about any one scheme like Iceland having a label, Japan 
having a label, Friends of the Sea, or tuna or Krav or whoever it might be, my worry is if 
you get a proliferation of labels and any of them are not very credible, you run the risk of 
confusing consumers in the marketplace but also belittling what we are actually trying to 
collectively do.”  [MSC Interview].  
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Society UK supermarket survey won in 2009 by the Cooperative54) and reporting on the state of oceans and 

fisheries across the media, NGOs and public organisations. Retailers have been generally supportive of marine 

conservation efforts and have developed sustainable seafood procurement policies, in turn driven by 

competition, product differentiation, the drive to secure long term supplies, and efforts to demonstrate corporate 

social responsibility. Despite the lukewarm response by consumers to date, it is the retailers that have created 

the environment for the sustainable seafood market to emerge, and created substantial pull through the supply 

chain. While it will be critical to monitor how consumers will respond to increased labelling in the future, retailers 

may increasingly move towards procurement policies that ensure that all products are from identifiably 

sustainable sources – regardless of product labels. In this context, the role of the citizen is important but 

broader: a purchaser of sustainable seafood, a means of ensuring credibility, applying pressure, and creating 

the ‘buzz’ that enables the sustainable seafood movement to grow.  

6.3 The Industry: Eco-labelling and fisheries management  
 
This report has taken a novel approach in exploring the values of industry towards eco-labelling and opening 

this issue up for deliberation and debate. Overall, the report finds that industry is broadly supportive of the shift 

to third party certification, but beneath this support is a variety of views. It is clear that the fishing sector, 

regardless of the location, scale, or type of gear sees a commercial, social and political advantage in engaging 

in certification and is willing to invest in the process. The sector has actively courted certification, but the initial 

desire for a price increase has not materialised. Some sectors of the industry have come forward into 

certification after seeing no other alternative as the market shifts towards procurement of certified product. It is 

this increasing condition of access to existing markets and the creation of new markets that is the primary driver 

of industry involvement. The rise of the MSC, increased demands from the supply chain, and the broad scale 

engagement of industry are all positive developments. However there are early indications that this success is 

driving several considerable challenges within the industry.  

 

Several small scale fisheries are clearly concerned that the MSC focus appears to be shifting to large-scale 

fisheries that are better equipped to absorb the costs of certification whilst supplying product competitively and 

consistently to the market. However, a number of small fishing fleets in the UK have started to form regional 

amalgamations. This has the effect of forming a larger regional fishing fleet which can take the fishery forward 

into certification with a stronger resource pool to draw from, both financially and in terms of knowledge input. 

This would also to some extent provide a more consistent base for management reforms and resolving 

ecosystem impacts across fleets. There is a danger that, as MSC certification is harmonised to large-scale 

fishing industry ‘norms’, it could become a means of governing access to the market.  

 

                                                 
54 http://www.mcsuk.org/what_we_do/Fishing for our future 
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While legitimate concerns exist amongst smaller operators, the MSC is making a clear attempt to improve the 

coverage and access by small scale fisheries. The adoption of the risk based framework is intended to facilitate 

the inclusion of data-deficient fisheries in the absence of sufficient quantitative data and it will be important to 

observe what emerges from its implementation. To date, small scale fisheries have been certified primarily from 

the UK, North Western Europe, Australia, the US and Central and Southern America – but are limited to a very 

small number. Challenges remain in certification of small scale fishers from the Mediterranean, Africa and South 

East Asia, areas where the MSC program has limited influence and most small scale fisheries occur. The 

concern by small scale fisheries of domination by large scale interests appears to be driven primarily by 

commercial motivations, with small scale fishers losing their relative competitive advantage against the larger 

players due to certification. The claims of the credibility ‘gap’ within the MSC appear to be related to the 

relations between competitors within the same fishery or the same market. Certification was initially seen as 

‘levelling the playing field’ by the smaller operators, but now that advantage is being reduced with the inclusion 

of ‘sustainable’ industrial fleets. However, the inclusion of larger fleets within the certification process offers 

considerable opportunity to mainstream sustainable practices through the fishing industry and substantially 

reduce impacts on ocean ecosystems – assuming that conditions are adhered to and achieve demonstrable 

outcomes.   

 

The certification of controversial fishing methods will continue to haunt the MSC. While the organisation strives 

to bring ‘fisheries into the fold’ and improve practices through process improvement there has been, and 

continues to be, considerable debate over the role of the organisation in advancing marine sustainability. As it 

continues to certify more fisheries around the world and becomes a central player in the market, the MSC will 

continue to attract fisheries that are deemed controversial. The MSC does not discriminate against particular 

gear types.55 Instead, the position of the organisation is that it relies on an independent scientific process and 

expert opinion to deliver its results and looks at outcomes from the fishery concerned.  

 

Despite this approach, or perhaps because of it, the uncertainty in the science and the political debates about 

the type and extent of fishing practices still have a voice in the MSC process. Any assessment of ‘sustainability’ 

will attract a variety of supporters and critics, despite MSC assertions that it is a science driven process. Many 

aspects of fisheries are inherently political, and while it is clearly not the role of the MSC to determine ‘who 

fishes where with what gear’ the ramifications of certifications, particularly when they legitimize fishing practices, 

will be a feature of debate in marine policy.   

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
55 With the exception of destructive dynamite based and poison based fisheries.  
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6.4 Conclusion  
 

The rise of eco-labelling and the Marine Stewardship Council has brought together elements of the market, 

industry, environmental interests and communities to debate and move towards a healthy future for capture 

fisheries. While the MSC and similar schemes, and market based instruments in general, are one component in 

a broader push for marine sustainability, they are an increasingly dominant discourse in fisheries management. 

Retailers, industry and consumers have, to different extents, embraced the culture of eco-labelling and have 

used it to further their interests but also to drive sustainability in their own operations. While considerable 

concerns exist about the role of eco-labelling in driving wholesale changes to the fisheries sector, it is clear that 

the industry has embraced the concept and many pragmatic improvements to operations have been the result. 

These improvements, the fisheries themselves and the ecosystems they operate within will continue to be 

monitored to ensure that market based approaches are delivering sustainable practices. The eco-labelling 

approach, as discussed, is one ‘tool in the toolbox’ for furthering the advance of sustainable fisheries, and must 

sit alongside other approaches such as marine protected areas, devolution of decision making to appropriate 

scales, and reform of regulatory frameworks such as the EU Common Fisheries Policy. It is clear that eco-

labelling has grabbed the attention of the industry and the public, and offers an innovative, flexible and 

optimistic means of improving practices and advancing the ecosystem approach - despite the risk of becoming 

a victim of its own success.  
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