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Introduction 
 
Mismanagement of global fisheries resources is having an overwhelmingly 
negative impact on the ability of community-based fisheries to survive. 
Although world fish production topped 120 million tons in 1997, the 200 million 
people around the globe who depend on fishing for their livelihood find 
themselves squeezed out of this way of life (http://www.worldwatch.org/press 
/news/1998/06/18). Survival of these artisanal fishermen is inextricably linked to 
sustainability in marine resources, and the intrinsic characteristics of artisanal 
fisheries – small vessels, low waste, seasonal diversity, and fishing within a 
small distance from shore – tend to make overharvest a near impossibility 
(http://www.fortalnet.com.br/~fishnet/afolder_pcv.htm). Unfortunately, 
regulations and subsidies that favor industrial fisheries are creating perverse 
incentives for communities and governments alike to harvest unsustainably. 
 

The Marine Stewardship Council 
 
International failure to protect fish stocks has prompted conservation 
organizations to examine alternatives to traditional management in order to 
ensure both fish stocks and fishing communities will continue into the future. 
One such organization, the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC), developed a 
strategy for providing market-based, economic incentives to fisheries that 
operate in a sustainable manner via an ecolabel certification program. 
  
The MSC is a non-profit, non-governmental organization that seeks to promote 
the long-term sustainable use of the world’s marine resources. The initial 
mission of the MSC was “to work for sustainable marine fisheries by promoting 
responsible, environmentally appropriate, socially beneficial, and economically 
viable fisheries practices, while maintaining the biodiversity, productivity and 
ecological processes of the marine environment” (http://www.msc.org 
/html/content_482.htm). 
 
Fisheries that voluntarily conform to MSC standards of sustainability can 
request assessment of their fishery. In order to use the product logo of the MSC 
to gain access to high-dollar specialty or “green” markets, a fishery must have 
all aspects of their fishery certified as sustainable. This so-called “chain of 
custody” takes the fish product from the point of capture – the fishery – to the 
point of sale – the market – and ensures that no other, unsustainably harvested 
products have been mixed in. Rigid inspection of the chain of custody is 
essential to the credibility of the MSC, and guarantees that the product 
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purchased by the consumer is, in fact, from a sustainable source (MSC, 2001). 
The MSC hopes to use this process to provide an economic benefit to fisheries 
operating in a sustainable manner, and to provide an economic incentive for 
other fisheries to change their unsustainable practices. Ideally, fishers operating 
within a MSC certified fishery exact a higher price for their product from 
socially and environmentally conscious consumers (Charles et al., 2003). 
 
Since the first MSC fishery certification in 2000, the overwhelming majority of 
fisheries that achieve certification follow a pattern: mechanized, industrial, 
originating in developed nations with excellent data collection, and exclusive 
access to their resource (http://www.msc.org/html/content_482.htm). This is not 
often the case for community-based fisheries, which are characterized by a lack 
of data, lack of exclusivity, and a lack of organization (McGoodwin, 1990). In 
contrast to numerous industrial fisheries, the MSC certified only one 
community-based fishery as sustainable, begging the question: can this model 
effectively appraise the sustainability of a community-based fishery?  
 
Both scientists and conservation organizations expressed concern that the MSC 
certification program would not be able to measure and assess community-based 
fisheries, especially those located in developing nations and areas without 
management based on Western-style scientific information (Schärer, 2001). In 
order to evaluate the success of the MSC certification model on community-
based fisheries, this research examined the failed certification of one such 
community – Prainha do Canto Verde in Northeast Brazil. 
 

Prainha do Canto Verde, Ceará State, Brazil 
 
Spiny lobster (Panulirus argus) is commercially captured along a vast expanse 
of Brazil’s coastline. In fact, the fishing area encompasses 150,000 square 
kilometers and has hundreds of villages and ports where the catch is landed. 
Though exact data are sparse, the lobster fishing industry includes a chain of 
custody of thousands of workers who capture, transport, process, and export the 
valuable product. The Brazilian government views fishing as primarily a 
socially valuable enterprise as opposed to an economically valuable one (where 
the major benefit to the nation comes from employment of many people, not 
from profit generation), and thus the fishery receives little attention or money 
(Fonteles-Filho, 2000). 
 
While Brazil’s fishery policy and management seek to design regulations based 
on science, economic or political realities often corrupt the system. As a result, 
illegal and unsustainable spiny lobster fishing is a very lucrative practice. The 
current system rewards those who choose to fish out of season with illegal gear 
and unlicensed vessels, and who illegally harvest pre-spawn juveniles or egg-
bearing female lobsters. Regulatory enforcement is non-existent. In spite of this, 
lobster fishers from the Northeast Brazilian fishing community of Prainha do 
Canto Verde (PCV) fish in accord with the little-followed national regulations 
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that require responsible and sustainable practices. This dedication attracted the 
attention of the World Wildlife Fund and the Marine Stewardship Council to 
apply a MSC assessment of sustainability on a community-based fishery.  
 
At the time of the assessment, representatives of the MSC and members of the 
PCV fishing community held strong suspicions that the depleted state of Brazil’s 
lobster stock would prevent certification. The sustainability of the lobster fishery 
in the waters surrounding PCV is dependent on the heath of the stock as a 
whole, and it is impossible to separate out one single lobster population in Brazil 
that is not dependent on the entire fishery for recruitment. While PCV has its 
own management system, the entire 150,000 square kilometer fishery is 
governed by national agencies that do not require the strict compliance that is 
observed in PCV (Fonteles-Filho, pers. comm. June 17, 2004). While Prainha do 
Canto Verde’s lobster fishing practices were under assessment, the sustainability 
of the entire nationwide lobster stock was also in question. The assessment team 
(Chaffee and Phillips, 2000) had this to say about the fishery:  
 

“In general, we found that the Prainha do Canto Verde fishing 
community was doing everything it could to ensure the long-
term sustainability of its fishery. The PCV community and 
fishers should be applauded for their hard work, their 
diligence, and their continued commitment to making their 
local fishery as sustainable as they possibly can. Through no 
fault of its own, the PCV fishery at this time would not meet 
the MSC requirements as the stock is in serious decline with 
what appears to be little or no effort being made [by the 
government] to reverse the situation.” 
 

A review of PCV’s experience with the Marine Stewardship Council reveals the 
problems of a certification program designed for data-rich industrial fisheries 
when used in community-based artisanal fisheries. Since the MSC is powerless 
to affect government agencies that use command and control disincentives to 
manage fisheries, they rely instead on providing economic incentives outside the 
traditional regulatory framework. These incentives are contingent on having 
distinct fishery products that can be certified as coming from a sustainable 
source. Because the MSC definition of sustainable source includes a sustainable 
stock, certification relies on the sustainability of an entire fishery. Villages like 
PCV do not have exclusive access to their resource, and can neither impose their 
fishing practices on other areas, nor distinguish their product from other 
Brazilian lobster. Thus, despite Prainha do Canto Verde’s good fishing 
practices, they are prevented from MSC certification by the actions of other 
participants in an unsustainable fishery. 
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Conclusion 
 
As an organization, the MSC is dedicated to ensuring the world’s marine fish 
supply by promoting practices that are environmentally responsible and socially 
beneficial (http://www.msc.org /html/content_482.htm). Yet the certification 
process that would have promoted these practices in Brazil was ineffective. If 
the MSC mission is to promote sustainable fishing practices, the question 
becomes: how do you reward this ethic of sustainability so as to encourage other 
villages to participate?  
 
Certification may yet hold the answer. Fishers, government officials, 
enforcement officers, scientists, and members of NGO’s agreed that if PCV 
were given some tangible benefit for their efforts at sustainability, fishers from 
nearby villages would change their behavior to gain access to those rewards 
(Pers. Comm.: B. DeLima, June 8, 2004; J. Ribero-Neto, June 16, 2004; A.A. 
Fonteles-Filho, June 16, 2004; J.A Aragao, June 18, 2004; and R. Schärer, 
August 8,2004. This anecdotal evidence is supported by work done by Charles 
et al. (2003) in a more industrialized, French fishery). The MSC, as it is 
currently structured, cannot provide those benefits to the fishers because it 
cannot provide certification to sustainable communities existing within a larger 
unsustainable fishery. 
 
However, with changes in the way the MSC certification process operates within 
community-based fisheries, it may be possible to successfully apply an 
ecolabeling program. The MSC could create a certification program to credit the 
communities that are instituting environmentally responsible practices (as 
opposed to the resulting products). Fair Trade coffee provides an excellent 
example. The Fair Trade coffee program developed networks that connect poor 
communities of producers with privileged gourmet consumers across thousands 
of miles, and attained a special status outside of the conventional agro-food 
business. The purchase of coffee from small-scale producers in developing 
countries grew out of a social justice movement directed at providing a fair price 
to impoverished, family farms that produce coffee and must compete with a 
depressed floor price set by large-scale production plantations (Rice, 2001). 
 
This kind of community certification is non-existent in fisheries. A gap exists 
between the luxury product – lobster, in this case – and a collection of 
consumers willing to pay more money for a product that comes from a place 
where fishing is done in an environmentally responsible manner. Brazil’s 
experience with certification reveals the potential for this gap to be filled and 
utilized just as Fair Trade coffee created and took advantage of a market for 
equitable labor practices in Latin America. Fair Trade coffee now includes over 
240 producer organizations representing over 430,000 growers worldwide. 
European markets show (depending on the nation) between one and five percent 
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penetration by Fair Trade coffee – numbers that are on the increase (Rice, 2001). 
The Fair Trade coffee framework proves that consumers not only care about the 
nature of their food, but about the people who produce it. 
 
In contrast to the Fair Trade coffee network that certifies people, the MSC 
certifies products. The Marine Stewardship Council seeks to provide the best 
environmental choice to conscientious consumers across the globe, but fails to 
deliver a service that applies to the numerically superior, community-based 
fisheries. By providing an incentive for the adoption of sustainable practices, 
certification of communities would have a greater impact on the sustainability of 
the overall fishery, and the food security of the surrounding area. The MSC 
should use its global associations to provide the link between gourmet consumer 
and small-scale producer, thereby better achieving their mission and promoting 
much-needed sustainability in community-based fisheries around the globe. 
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