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ABSTRACT 

The concept of an ecosystem approach to fisheries management (EAF) is reaching a point of general 

acceptance by those involved in fisheries. There is also growing agreement that fisheries management 

must incorporate the complicated and often not-well-understood links between human activities and the 

environment. As a primary goal of an ecosystem approach is "to balance diverse societal objectives", 

social, economic, and institutional considerations are necessary components of any EAF-based policy 

making and, indeed, are the units of control available for EAF implementation. This paper presents the 

preliminary outcomes of the UN FAO Expert Consultation on the Economic, Social, and Institutional 

Considerations of Applying the Ecosystem Approach to Fisheries Management (June, 2006). This 

meeting was designed to provide an understanding of the roles played by these ‘human side’ perspectives 

within the EAF process; including 1) as driving forces for the EAF, 2) as a means for understanding the 

potential costs and benefits associated with EAF implementation, 3) as instruments in the application of 

EAF, and 4) as supporting or constraining roles in the EAF. This paper focuses on the process followed 

during the workshop as a great effort was made to incorporate principles of the ecosystem approach into 

the meeting itself. 
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THE NEED FOR THE MEETING 

In 2003, the FAO published its Technical Guidelines on the Ecosystem Approach to Fisheries [1] in 

accordance with a request in the Reykjavik Declaration on Responsible Fisheries in the Marine 

Ecosystem [2] to develop technical guidelines for an ecosystem approach to fisheries (EAF), focusing on 

fisheries management. Recognizing the wide range of interpretations of the approach, the FAO proposed 

the following definition, which is aligned with the more general ecosystem approach (EA) [3]; however 

taking a pragmatic approach in that the EAF remains mainly bounded by the ability of fisheries 

management to implement the EA but not downplaying the fisheries sector’s responsibility in 

collaborating in a broader multi-sectoral application of the EA: 

 

“an ecosystem approach to fisheries (EAF) strives to balance diverse societal objectives, by 

taking account of the knowledge and uncertainties of biotic, abiotic and human components of 

ecosystems and their interactions and applying an integrated approach to fisheries within 

ecologically meaningful boundaries”  

 

The call for the EAF has continued to increase in volume, as seen through an increasing number of 

conferences, projects, and policy statements broaching the subject explicitly and an increase in awareness 

with regards to fisheries-ecosystems interactions has been the fruit of these discussions. However, there 

remains a sense of frustration at the management and policy levels due to a lack of full understanding of 

how the EAF should be applied in practice. Questions remained such as, ‘What are the entry points into 

the EAF?’ and ‘What are the variables we can control in order to implement the EAF?’ The following 

figure provides an over-simplified interpretation of the variables we have available to implement the 

EAF: the right-hand side representing the ecosystem goods and services and the left-hand side the human 

activities. The former are variables that are given to us (i.e. we can affect but not control them); while the 

latter are those variables that we can control, for the most part, and, therefore, must be considered the 
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entry point for the application of the EAF.  The arrows in between represent the linkages between the two 

activities (i.e. impacts of fishing activities on the ecosystem and impacts of changes in the ecosystem on 

fishing activities); some of which are known to us, while other are currently unknown but need to be 

recognized as uncertainties in the management process. 

 

HUMAN ACTIVITIES

Variables we can control

ECOSYSTEM ACTIVITIES

Variables we are given
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Figure 1. Entry points for the application of the ecosystem approach to fisheries management 

 

More specifically, this ‘human side’, comprising a wide range of social, economic and institutional (SEI) 

considerations, is relevant to the implementation of an EAF as: 

 

1. Social, economic and institutional objectives and factors may be driving forces behind the need for 

EAF management (e.g. macroeconomic context, societal values, economic efficiency); 

2. The costs and benefits to individuals and to society of applying the EAF have social, economic, 

institutional aspects (e.g. distribution, scope, and temporal elements); 

3. Social, economic and institutional instruments are all crucial in the application of the EAF (e.g., 

incentives for adoption); and 

4. Social, economic and institutional factors can play supporting or constraining roles in EAF (e.g. 

governance, local context, buy-in).   

 

Basically, the EAF must take place in the context of societal and/or community objectives, which 

inherently reflect human aspirations and values, and, as the implementation of the EAF is a human 

pursuit, there are actions to be undertaken in terms of the governance-institutional arrangements that are 

needed, the social and economic forces at play to be understood, and the carrots (incentives) and sticks 

(disincentives) to be investigated that can induce actions compatible with societal objectives. 

 

To gain a deeper understanding of the role that SEI should play in the implementation of the EAF, the 

decision to hold an Expert Consultation focusing in on the human side of the EAF was made and the 

meeting held at the FAO headquarters in Rome from 6-9 June, 2006. The following two sections of this 

paper will provide a description of the process followed during the meeting and of the results emanating 

from this process.  

 

THE MEETING’S APPROACH    

The participants 

In the spirit of the EAF, 15 individuals were invited to participate in the workshop representing: 

• a global distribution of experiences; 

• a multi-disciplinary team of biologists, ecologists, economists, sociologists, and institutional experts; 

and 
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• a wide range of interests (small-scale and large-scale fisheries, government, NGOs, donor agencies, 

academia, research centres, and government). 

What EAF meant to the group 

During the group introductions, at least two participants identified themselves as “non-believers” in the 

EAF.  Reasons for incredulity included 1) the belief that EAF was merely the latest fad or sexy term of 

the moment and that it did not represent anything new; 2) given the very high data requirements involved 

in the approach, only the very rich countries could afford to implement the EAF; and 3) that the term EAF 

contained the word ‘ecosystem’ for a reason: it concerns only ecologists and biologists; therefore, there is 

no role for social scientists in the approach.  

 

The participants took advantage of these criticisms to help define what the approach meant to them; not 

only as a starting point for the meeting, but also as a means of solidifying their own understanding of the 

approach. 

 

Why is the EAF needed? The participants recognized several factors that have led to the call for the EAF 

at the international level: the inadequacies of management approaches focused solely on target species, 

the promotion of conservation-oriented policies, the need for more participatory/co-management 

approaches, and the fact that EAF-type management approaches have already been used implicitly in 

many local-level and/or community management schemes. 

 

The nature and contents of the EAF. The group affirmed that the EAF represents a holistic, participatory, 

and integrated approach to fisheries management, as opposed to a strictly biological/ecological approach. 

However, there were concerns about the high data/information needs that the EAF seems to imply, 

especially when those required for single stock management have often proved unsuccessful. In this 

regard, the participants discussed the notion of using the “best available [scientific] information” that, for 

example, in small-scale fisheries could, in some cases, be confined to traditional knowledge. The 

participants agreed that data inadequacy in itself should not hinder the application of EAF. The group also 

acknowledged that there was often an imbalance in available data and information across disciplines with 

a bias towards natural science data and information. This was both a consequence of how management 

objectives are being formulated and stated (often in biological terms) and the shortcomings in the 

allocation of research funding and staffing to social sciences.  

 

The participants agreed that the move towards EAF would in many instances be accomplished on an 

incremental and adaptive management basis in view of the much greater uncertainties and risks, the time 

needed to learn and acquire new knowledge, and the need to carefully assess the distributional 

implications of EAF interventions. In many developing countries, EAF would have to be applied in a 

“low-cost” manner to be feasible and become widely adopted.  

The background document: the SEI of the EAF 

In recognition of the wide range of backgrounds of the participants, a substantial background report on 

the SEI components of EAF was prepared
b
 so that the participants would have a broad overview of the 

concepts, vocabulary, and methodologies used by the various disciplines. The hope behind the 

background document was to facilitate communication within a multi-disciplinary group, to provide a 

better understanding of the role of the economic, institutional, and socio-cultural components within the 

EAF process, and to examine some potential methods and approaches that may facilitate the adoption of 

EAF management. 
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The document was divided into four parts. The first part discussed concepts and issues relating to the 

Ecosystem Approach to Fisheries, with emphasis on social, economic and institutional aspects, as well as 

interactions with complementary approaches. The second part highlighted the many ways in which 

aquatic ecosystem goods and services are valued, socially, culturally and economically, as well as the 

various non-market and market valuation techniques for assessing those values. The third part of the 

document covered the key issues of implementing the EAF: (a) the various benefits and costs involved, 

from social, economic, ecological and management perspectives, and how these are measured; (b) intra-

fisheries incentives (economic, social, and institutional) that can be created and utilized for promoting, 

facilitating and funding the adoption of EAF management; (c) extra-fisheries approaches for financing 

EAF implementation; and (d) social considerations to be taken into account in implementing EAF 

management, including equity issues. Finally, the fourth part of the background document examined some 

aspects of the policy and institutional frameworks – within fisheries and more broadly – that relate to 

EAF implementation. 

 

Testing the usefulness of the background document 

 

Angel Alcala, Patrick McConney and John Ward had been asked by the FAO Secretariat to initiate the 

discussion on the background document through a discussant panel. These thoughtful reviews were then 

followed by an open discussion in which the whole group reviewed the background document, section by 

section; to providing comments and discussion point to be incorporated into a final document to be 

published as an FAO Technical Paper.  

 

As another aid toward testing the background document for its usefulness in the application of the EAF, 

three case profiles (the Mesoamerican reef spiny lobster fishery, the Tanzanian coastal mixed-species 

fisheries, and the Norwegian Barents Sea Cod fishery
c
) were examined by three multi-disciplinary break-

out groups to assess. The idea was not to analyze the case profiles themselves, as the limited time 

available would not have done justice to the case examples, but to place the multi-disciplinary groups into 

various situations providing for different EAF contexts, complete with their own specific needs in terms 

of applying the EAF.   

 

Through these varied mechanisms, many useful comments were received from the participants, including 

the need to strengthen the discussions on 1) the understanding and application of decision-making theory 

to address situations of limited information and uncertainty; 2) more attention to the notion of nested 

institutional arrangements at various scales, from local to national to international, and 3) additional 

issues be included such as power and political considerations, demography, local indigenous knowledge, 

change management, issues of legitimacy and transparency, and greater attention to gender and family 

planning. Although an annotated outline was defined by the group, only the concise version is reproduced 

below: 
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Table I: Suggested outline for the Technical Paper: the Human Side of the EAF: a Background 

Reader 

Part I Setting the Economic, Social, and Institutional Context for the EAF 

• Introduction and Background 

• Human Values of Ecosystem Services 

• Policies, Legal and Institutional Frameworks relevant to the EAF 

• Social and Economic Considerations of Applying the EAF 

 

Part II Facilitating the Implementation of EAF 

• Introduction  

• General Principles  

• Approaches and Decision-making Tools  

• Mechanisms for Applying/Achieving EAF 

• Sustaining an EAF 

Moving toward FAO Code of Conduct Technical Guidelines on the Social, Economic, Institutional 

Considerations of Applying the Ecosystem Approach to Fisheries 

With the background document providing guidance and technical information, the participants felt it 

necessary to produce a separate document targeting, inter alia,  “decision makers, managers, researchers, 

leaders of fishing communities, industry, who would be part of, or drive, the development and 

implementation of EAF”. To this aim, the participants recommended the development of FAO Technical 

Guidelines, which would be “generic guidelines, not a step-by-step guide, and would offer a suite of 

approaches, mechanisms and tools which could applied and adopted to specific contexts and situations”. 

 

As the use of smaller, multi-disciplinary break-out groups had proved successful during the analysis of 

the background document, the participants decided to employ this technique to draft three separate 

outlines for the proposed Technical Guidelines. Although risky at the outset as three completely different 

outlines would be difficult to combine, there was, in fact, very quick convergence of ideas among the 

three groups. This was due, in part, to the efforts of the previous days: by the time the group began 

discussing the Technical Guidelines, there was already a strong consensus and mutual understanding of 

the SEI needs with respect to implementing the EAF. The resulting draft outline for the Technical 

Guidelines is as below and reflects a four-step logic: 1) understanding where we are and what the entry 

point to the EAF is for the given situation; 2) understanding where we want to go given 1); 3) how do we 

get there?; and 4) how do we sustain and continue the process once we have attained our objectives? 

 

Table II: Suggested outline for the FAO Technical Guidelines: the Social, Economic, and 

Institutional Considerations of Applyi8ng the Ecosystem Approach to Fisheries Management 
Chapter 1. Background & Introduction 

• Nature, scope target group of this Guideline 

• Objectives of this Guideline 

• Rationale of EAF  

• Setting the Scene, Historical development of EAF  

• Explanation of principles (e.g. multi/interdisciplinary; participatory; holistic, integrated; transparent; 

legitimate; accountability; fairness; equity) and definitions 

• Starting/entry points for engaging with EAF 

Chapter 2. Understanding the SEI context for EAF  

• Participatory situation analysis (clarify your entry point, looking at the social, economic and institutional 

context) 

• SEI issues including: 
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• Risks & uncertainties; vulnerabilities (references to tools how to do it) 

• National differences in terms of fishery type 

• Political realities 

• Power 

• Assess current governance relative to good governance principles (accountability, transparency, etc.) 

• Know societal goals and values (get consensus on what these are) 

• Relevant Policy Frameworks  

• External influences (e.g., climate change, trade and global market forces, regime shifts, natural 

disasters) 

• Special considerations (GMO, alien species, etc.) 

Chapter 3. Formulating objectives 

• Identifying and agreeing on EAF priorities (at different levels) 

• Policy and Management – decide on entry point 

• Policy and Strategy considerations 

• Take into account aspects of  

• Gender, Poverty, Livelihoods, Equity 

• Human realities of interaction between politics, etc., and EAF implementation 

• Inter-generational and intra-generational equity issues (i.e. serving needs and interests of current and 

future generations) 

• Management and access regimes. 

Chapter 4. SEI Aspects of Developing and Implementing an EAF Plan of Action 

• Clarify context 

• Wide variety of contexts (e.g., coastal community, middle-scale, industrial, freshwater) 

• The Plan of action  

• Identifying and evaluating options for action 

• Resources and resource mobilization (i.e. human and financial resources, capacities & capabilities) 

• Capacity building 

• Institutional requirements (legislative change; local organization development; encouraging ownership, 

cooperation & support);  

• Incentive mechanisms (rights; economic incentives; correcting market failures; encouraging social 

organization); 

• Livelihood diversification, economic diversification and other non-fishery approaches to fishery issues 

• Enabling appropriate access regimes, such as rights-based management, where appropriate (implement 

with high degree of participation; add value to the asset, implications for who does the research; take 

into account all use rights to ecosystem services including fishery resources) 

• Conflict management and cooperation (More skills & institutional arrangements for conflict 

management/resolution, negotiation, mediation, arbitration) 

• Considerations to take into account  

o adaptive process 

o inter-sectoral linkages 

o sustainability of the plan of action 

• Analytical approaches: 

o Assessment and evaluation framework (giving attention to cumulative and secondary and induced 

impacts); 

o Identifying information requirements 

o Decision-making under uncertainty  

o Assessing economic, social and institutional implications & trade-offs, using various approaches 

and tools (SLA; valuation methods; SIA; CBA; decision-making techniques and tools) 

Chapter 5. Monitoring & evaluation  

• Iterative, adaptive process needed throughout 

• Agreeing on criteria for M&E  

• Identification of M&E indicators, using base-line information, reference points, etc. 

• Mechanisms and methods for M&E  

• Implications of increased scale and scope of EAF for MCS 
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• Learning lessons & revision of policy, strategy, plan of action 

Chapter 6. Research, Data and Information 

• What SEI info is needed? Need a balance of SEI and bio-physical information 

• Participatory process of data collection and research, in every relevant field 

• Members of community and fishermen can be involved in all aspects 

• Provide mechanisms for fishery-related SEI research (e.g. universities)  

• Appropriate capacity building and acquisition (SEI) – in broader context (IM) 

• Education for society. getting into schools 

• GIS with relevant socioeconomic data of all ecosystem users 

• Application and use of traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) 

• Utilize simplified low-cost approaches where possible 

Chapter 7. Sustaining an EAF 

• political commitment and buy-in at relevant levels 

• awareness raising; education/training 

• sustainable financing 

• differs depending on the fishery context (e.g. inshore vs. offshore) 

• broaden perspective on who is receiving benefits, who pays costs self-reliant financing to ensure long 

term sustainability (through, e.g., cost-recovery; resource fees; beneficiary-pays principle) 

• adaptive management and institutional learning 

 

NEXT STEPS 
 

The co-authors of the background document will incorporate the comments received from the Expert 

Consultation, draft the relevant Technical Paper, and provide the document to the participants for their 

comments before publishing the final version by the FAO. 

 

The Technical Guidelines on the SEI of implementing the EAF will be drafted, with preference by a 

multi-disciplinary subset of the Expert Consultation participants, by the end of 2006 in order to provide 

the FAO Fisheries Committee (COFI) with a draft version of the document during its 2007 session. 

 

In addition, an on-going effort to collect examples of applications of the EAF and to provide the lessons 

learned from these applications would further assist in the wider application of the EAF around the world. 

International projects, such as the ECOST and the various GEF-funded large marine ecosystem projects
d
 

are examples of on-going efforts to explicitly implement the EAF. Other examples to investigate include 

local-scale and nationally-initiated projects that are implementing the EAF either implicitly or explicitly.  
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