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nesses and non-governmental organizations (NGOs). In the case of the latter, private
actors govern fisheries consumption and production through corporate social responsibility (CSR). In this contribution, we focus on three key tools that businesses
are increasingly turning towards in an effort to meet the one particular CSR goal of
sustainable seafood sourcing. In this context, the key tools of certifications, fisheries
improvement projects (FIPs) and traceability are reviewed, and their potential as well
as limits in contributing to continual improvement in pursuit of global seafood sustainability are analyzed. We argue that seafood CSR has created its own whimsical
and fantastical world, a Seussian world, in which company image has become more
important than sustainability performance. We posit four important barriers that
must be overcome to bring seafood CSR back to reality. Specifically, we suggest
moving away from the business case for CSR, reducing accessibility barriers for
small-scale and developing world fisheries, reconciling different labels and sustainability concepts, and better recognizing the imperative role of the state in governing
fisheries and seafood.
KEYWORDS

corporate social responsibility, Dr. Seuss, MSC, private governance, seafood sustainability,
sustainability as fantasy

Ghoti papers
Ghoti aims to serve as a forum for stimulating and pertinent ideas. Ghoti publishes succinct commentary and opinion that addresses important areas in fish
and fisheries science. Ghoti contributions will be innovative and have a perspective that may lead to fresh and productive insight of concepts, issues and research agendas. All Ghoti contributions will be selected by the editors and peer reviewed.
Etymology of Ghoti
George Bernard Shaw (1856–1950), polymath, playwright, Nobel prize winner, and the most prolific letter writer in history, was an advocate of English spelling
reform. He was reportedly fond of pointing out its absurdities by proving that ‘fish’ could be spelt ‘ghoti’. That is: ‘gh’ as in ‘rough’, ‘o’ as in ‘women’ and ‘ti’ as
in palatial.
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1 | I ’ M S O R RY TO SAY S O B U T, SA D LY IT ’ S
TRU E TH AT BA N G - U P S A N D H A N G - U P S
C A N H A PPE N TO YO U

society, and the role and responsibility that society chooses to place

By and large, global fisheries are underperforming, regardless of

2 | U N LE S S S O M EO N E LI K E YO U C A R E S A
W H O LE AW FU L LOT, N OTH I N G I S G O I N G
TO G E T B E T TE R . IT ’ S N OT

varied and multilevel management interventions, while the food
security resilience offered by aquaculture has also been ques-

on businesses in pursuit of environmental and social justice.

tioned (Troell et al., 2014). In accordance with the United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea, fisheries are managed by coun-

Corporations are increasingly “caring,” by internalizing social and

tries, under the auspices of the nation-state, but, the state has been

environmental concerns in an effort to meet societal demand for

ineffective in ocean and fisheries management, with global fish

responsible behaviour. Three-quarters of the top seafood corpora-

catches stagnating or even declining, and the sustainability of fish

tions have some sort of CSR profile including those from the largest

stocks and fisheries being questioned by scientists and practitioners

seafood markets (Japan, the European Union, and the United States).

(Costello et al., 2016; FAO, 2016; Pauly & Zeller, 2016). Aquaculture

Given that these markets consume, on average, 35% of total marine

may be managed locally or nationally depending on the location of

fisheries landings (Swartz, Sumaila, Watson, & Pauly, 2010), largely

the production system, and oversight may be varied from agricul-

from developing countries (Belton, Bush, & Little, 2017), shifting

ture to fisheries offices, and in many cases will overlap with fisheries.

them towards more sustainable choices could potentially have a sig-

The UN also recognizes that the state has not been the only actor

nificant impact on the way fisheries are managed in producing coun-

influencing the way that the ocean, amongst other natural ecosys-

tries. Indeed, the globalized nature of the seafood industry suggests

tems, is managed. Through Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 17,

there is great potential in using CSR and the market to push “key-

the UN calls for a Global Partnership for Sustainable Development,

stone” actors towards more sustainable practices (Osterblom et al.,

which would bring “together governments, civil society, the private

2015). However, caution is necessary, as the market push, by design,

sector, the United Nations system and other actors” (2030 Agenda

is not singular. Public-facing companies and brands may be the ones

for Sustainable Development Article 39). This is an explicit acknowl-

making CSR commitment, but the real work gets pushed upstream

edgement that all actors and stakeholders, be they public or private,

and the burden then often becomes the smaller producers’ to bear.

have a pivotal role to play in attaining the new SDGs—including SDG
14, which pertains to life below the water.

One of the most prolific CSR approaches for seafood companies is that of sustainable sourcing commitments (or purchasing

One of the many activities happening below (or on) the water,

policies). This strategy refers to pledges that mid-supply chain and

is the pursuit of wild capture or farmed fish and seafood. The

downstream actors make that commit them to sourcing raw mate-

seafood industry is linked to a number of negative environmen-

rials from “sustainable” sources. This, of course, is a CSR strategy

tal and social impacts, including overfishing, habitat destruction,

found in many industry supply chains not just in the seafood sector,

by-c atch and discards, illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU)

with the movement towards sustainable sourcing often a result of

fishing, labour abuses, unfair distribution of trade benefits and

internal business management ethic. But additionally, external pres-

unsafe working conditions (Bailey & Egels-Z andén, 2016; Costello

sures such as NGO “smear campaigns,” where businesses are forced

et al., 2016; Kittinger et al., 2017; Marschke & Vandergeest, 2016;

to manage their reputational risk by committing to, and following

Worm, 2016). However, fish and seafood remain one of our plan-

through with, sustainable sourcing are motivating change (Schneider

et’s most traded food commodities (Asche, Bellemare, Roheim,

& Wallenburg, 2012). Walmart’s famous 2010 commitment to source

Smith, & Tveteras, 2015) and much of the power to influence fish-

only sustainable seafood by 2015 (the deadline for which came and

eries production practices is thought to be held by so-c alled down-

went unmet), is but one example of this strategy with few conse-

stream value chain actors, such as retailers. The downstream end

quences for their reputation (Sampson et al., 2015).

of the seafood industry is also made up of a number of high profile
seafood brands.

Although often set by downstream actors like retailers, sustainable sourcing commitments can have huge ramifications for produc-

Recently, these brands have formally incorporated social and en-

tion practices upstream, that is, for fishers, farmers and processors

vironmental values into business practices as a defined Corporate

alike. Once persecuted and shamed by NGOs, many companies’ CSR

Social Responsibility (CSR) programme to remain competitive

purchasing policies are now developed in partnership with these

(S Bush, Oosterveer, Bailey, & Mol, 2014; Mayer & Gereffi, 2010;

groups, which provide expertise on the sustainability of particular

Roheim, 2008). The role of CSR is to represent the corporation in

fisheries and advise on how to support improvements in less sus-

the sustainable seafood movement and ensure that sustainability is

tainable supply chains. Sustainable sourcing volume commitments

taken into account in business operations. Thus, in addition to many

will differ amongst corporations, with the larger commitments ne-

popularized NGO-driven sustainability campaigns, we also see in-

cessitating a broader and potentially less rigorous approach to sus-

dustry members developing their own mandates for ecological and

tainability. This results in different corporations having different

social responsibility. CSR is dynamic and relational, in that it is con-

purchasing policies, some being more ambitious or strict than oth-

tinually redefined based on the relationship between business and

ers. Yet, if these different CSR goals are all carried out under the
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banner of sustainable seafood, the programmes differing in rigor

3

awarded certification. Aquaculture standards more broadly cover

with be similarly named, and consumer confusion will ensue (Tlusty

social standards (M. F. Tlusty, Thompson, & Tausig, 2015) than do

& Thorsen, 2016).

fishery standards, although only the BAP has been recognized by

In this contribution, we examine three key tools used to meet
sustainable sourcing goals, including seafood certifications, fish-

the Global Social Compliance program (https://bapcertification.org/
blog/bap-completes-gscp/).

eries improvement projects (FIPs) and seafood traceability. The

Concern has been raised that certification can only drive im-

impacts of these tools are reviewed, emphasizing and questioning

provement so far because once a fishery or farm is certified, there is

their potential effectiveness and their limits in contributing to global

no impetus for further improvement, which therefore makes sustain-

sustainable seafood production. Despite all of the limitations, the

ability a static rather than dynamic goal (Bush, Toonen, Oosterveer,

sustainable seafood movement seems to exist in a fantastical world

& Mol, 2013; Tlusty, 2012; Tlusty & Thorsen, 2016). The lack of im-

of self-congratulatory corporate speak. But major barriers to real

provement also occurs because of over-promising to deliver a sus-

sustainability exist, including lack of a business case for CSR, lack

tainable product. When a company uses CSR to define their view of

of equitable CSR access to small-scale and developing world fish-

“sustainable,” upon achieving their goal of sourcing all product that

eries, competing labels and concepts of sustainability, and a lack of

meets their definition of sustainable, the 100% declaration is then

engagement with public policy. In some way, seafood sustainability

made. This ceases further improvement because why (or how) do

exists as an example of what Jasanoff and Kim (2009) have termed

they improve when the product is sustainable? The mere transition

socio-technical imaginaries: collectively imagined forms of social re-

to discussing “sustainability” instead of “sustainable” can promul-

ality reflected in the fulfilment of technological projects. Jasanoff

gate continuous improvement (Tlusty & Thorsen, 2016; Tlusty et al.,

and Kim were speaking specifically of nation-specific imaginaries,

2012).

while here we are dealing for the most part with private and not

A more egregious outcome is when a CSR commitment gives

public imaginaries. Regardless, the outcome of employing the tools

credit to less-  and unsustainable products. Intuitively, the most

reviewed here, and experiencing the shortcomings we outline with-

important question to be asked about sustainable seafood certifi-

out addressing them, is a Seussian world of seafood sustainability.

cations is: are the products they certify actually sustainable? With
regard to fisheries and stock status, Gutiérrez et al. (2012) found

3 | IT ’ S N OT A B O U T W H AT IT I S , IT ’ S
A B O U T W H AT IT C A N B ECO M E
3.1 | Certification

that when looking at Principle 1 of the MSC standard (stock status
and harvest levels), nearly 75% of certified fisheries were above biomass levels that would produce maximum sustainable yield (BMSY )
and over 80% had an exploitation rate that would maintain the stock
at, or rebuild it to, BMSY. Yet these results differ to those from a study

One of the most prominent tools employed by the seafood indus-

published only three months earlier that looked at the same stocks,

try to demonstrate its commitment to sustainable sourcing is that

which found that only 44% of MSC stocks had a biomass level above

of third-party certification (Ward & Phillips, 2008). Certification

BMSY and only 52% had an exploitation rate that would maintain

standards most relevant to the seafood industry include the Marine

BMSY or rebuild the stock (Froese & Proelss, 2012). This latter study

and the Aquaculture Stewardship Councils (MSC, ASC), Friend of the

also examined Friend of the Sea certified fisheries, with the result

Sea, Global Aquaculture Alliance’s Best Aquaculture Practices (BAP)

being worse, only about a third of certified stocks were “sustain-

and Fair Trade USA (FT-USA). Seafood certifications, which usually

able.” These two different studies are in one way evidence of two

go hand-in-hand with associated eco-labels, are voluntary (although

parallel realities unfolding in the realm of seafood sustainability: the

sometimes coerced (Miller & Bush, 2014)) and convey an issue of

Seussian world that MSC is living in, versus the grounded reality that

resource sustainability, low environmental impact, and/or responsi-

scholars and practitioners are living in.

ble fisheries or aquaculture production practices. Environmentally

Just short of 15% of total fisheries and about 5% of total aqua-

focused certification programmes for capture fisheries certify the

culture production is certified by MSC or ASC (Bush, Belton et al.,

fishery and this approach is mainly employed by companies that

2013; Marine Stewardship Council, 2016). The criticisms reviewed

own, control or have significant influence overfishing activities

above, coupled with the small volume of certified seafood currently

such as fishermen, vessel owners, or even a buyer or group of buy-

available, and the low certifiability of future fisheries and farms glob-

ers that buy all the product from the entire fishery (a “monopolis-

ally (i.e., how much production will ever be certifiable? See Bush,

tic” buyer). Despite the call for more socially responsible seafood

Belton et al. (2013)), certifications may always remain on the periph-

(Kittinger et al., 2017), few fishery standards are available to certify

ery and not be a scalable solution for seafood sustainability. In the

good working conditions at the vessel or fishing company level ex-

end, certifications will continue to be important because they help

cept for the recently developed FT-USA fisheries standard (Asche

define how seafood is caught or produced but do not guarantee the

et al., 2015; Bailey, Bush, Oosterveer, & Larastiti, 2016; Bailey &

most sustainable seafood (Jonell, Phillips, Rönnbäck, & Troell, 2013).

Egels-Zandén, 2016) and Seafish’s Responsible Fishing Scheme

Despite this reality, an incredible amount of money, and business

(Seafish, 2015). In addition to environmental criteria, the FT-USA

and scholarly attention (this paper included!) continue to be directed

standard includes social and labour criteria that must be met to be

4
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to certifications, leaving other important potential solutions to re-

way for civil society and governments to hold companies account-

main off the radar of those in the Seussian world.

able with regard to the sustainability and legality of their operations,
which is key for accountability and legitimacy of private governance

3.2 | Fishery improvement projects

such as CSR (Cashore, 2002).
One way seafood companies have chosen to increase the

Not all fisheries are able to attain eco-certification, either because

transparency of their activities is through seafood traceability.

they are unable to meet the data/demonstration requirements, or

Certain governments are tackling the current opaqueness in sup-

they are operated using unsustainable practices. Sustainable sourc-

ply chains through data requirements for imported seafood prod-

ing policies may therefore also include procuring products through

ucts while some NGOs are running campaigns that aim to increase

FIPs, with the hope that this active engagement will improve envi-

consumer demand for traceable seafood products (Bailey, Bush,

ronmental aspects of a fishery in order for it to eventually meet a

Miller, & Kochen, 2016). Improving traceability in seafood supply

standard of sustainability (usually the MSC standard). FIPs can lead

chains is not without challenges as it requires intense sectoral and

to collaboration between a variety of private and public actors in-

intra-s ectoral collaboration across countries, cultures, and busi-

cluding fishermen, processors, buyers, retailers, government and

nesses. Moreover, there are currently no agreed upon guidelines

NGOs. In the case of companies, there are several ways to support

or standards delineating what constitutes a minimum set of data

a FIP, for example, companies can lobby governments for better

elements to be reported and or acceptable verification systems

fisheries management, and may also take part in fulfilling public re-

that make up a credible traceability system. Consequently, com-

sponsibilities such as port-side data collection; both of which are key

panies tend to develop their own systems resulting in a myriad

issues in developing country fisheries (S Bush et al., 2017; Pauly &

of traceability systems and databases that may not be compatible

Zeller, 2016; Smith et al., 2010).

with each other. Additionally, the United States relies on com-

Fisheries improvement projects are one way to increase the pull

pany to company traceability, operationalized through their new

towards a certification defined threshold, and in this way, may be

Seafood Import Monitoring Program (SIMP), while the European

an important component towards continual improvement in seafood

Union relies on country to country traceability, operationalized

(M. F. Tlusty, 2012). However, FIPs can also erode progress when,

through the EU IUU programme. This lack of coordination has lim-

through their CSR mandates, businesses use them to meet a sustain-

ited implementation, interoperability and impact of seafood trace-

able purchasing goal. Fisheries in FIPs are not managed to the same

ability (Hardt, Flett, & Howell, 2017).

rigorous level as those that meet a voluntary sustainability standard.

To address some of these issues, WWF and the Global Food

Thus, companies that source seafood within a “certification or FIP”

Traceability Center initiated a Global Dialogue on Seafood

to meet volume needs have lowered their sustainability bar.

Traceability (GDST) that seeks to develop a global framework

Furthermore, the success and effectiveness of FIPs have been

for seafood traceability useable by businesses around the world.

mixed and uneven with reports showing a large number of FIPs in

Beyond technological roadblocks, traceability is also challenging

the early phases of improvement (i.e. workplan design), without

due to the unequal distribution of costs and benefits associated

moving on to the implementation phase (Sampson et al., 2015). The

with its implementation. The perception is that benefits tend to

effectiveness of FIPs is limited to the extent that it is a top-down

be higher for downstream companies in terms of increased legiti-

approach to improvement (based on market demand), is still subject

macy and reputation and costs carried by upstream actors (Bailey

to weak transparency and verification, and often lacks “fair” cost-

et al., 2017). Broadly speaking, traceability holds great potential

sharing structures as middle and upstream actors often bear most

for eliminating IUU fishing, combatting seafood fraud, and ensur-

of the costs. The business case for these upstream actors has yet to

ing sustainability claims are verified but it is questionable whether

be demonstrated. Despite these limitations, FIPs hold potential for

consumers should be—and can be—the ones driving the demand

using market forces to drive improvements through a collaborative

for traceable and legal seafood products (Bailey & Egels-Z andén,

approach, particularly in small-scale and developing world fisheries.

2016).

Aquaculture improvement projects are nascent in their inception
and are focusing on ensuring to minimize impacts over larger areas
than just a farm. Because of their infancy, we forego any further
discussion.

3.3 | Traceability

4 | TH E Y SAY I ’ M O LD - F A S H I O N E D A N D
LI V E I N TH E PA S T, B U T S O M E TI M E S I
TH I N K PRO G R E S S PRO G R E S S E S TO O FA S T
The corporate attention devoted to ensuring our oceans can pro-

Growing awareness of the negative impacts of seafood produc-

vide seafood for future generations has yielded improvements

tion around the world has led to an increase in regulatory and non-

both in our understanding of the complexity of this important

regulatory pressure on the industry to be more transparent about

food source and our desire to properly manage it. Yet, in an at-

production practices and sustainability attributes of seafood prod-

tempt to prove the worth of the tools used to develop CSR strate-

ucts (Bush et al., 2017). This increased demand for transparency is a

gies, a bargain has been struck, whereby NGOs and businesses see

|
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only the world they want to live in, and worry not about whether
1

5

what that means is itself a problematic question, as we explore

they are indeed creating it. The seafood CSR agenda has pro-

below) is what has allowed the Seussian world to flourish. In being

gressed willy-nilly, leading to a whimsical and fantastical alternate

willing to pay for a sustainability attribute, we have fooled ourselves

reality, a Seussian world as we see it. The current sustainable

into believing we are delivering on sustainable seafood.

sourcing tools suffer from evidence complacency (Sutherland &
Wordley, 2017), telling us what we want to hear rather than reporting metrics where we actually are. A key question to ask: what

4.2 | Accessibility limited where it matters most

is the danger in this? If we report that we are doing well—that is

Private sustainability initiatives probably have more room to make

that we are sourcing sustainably—but this is actually false, what

impact where state oversight is weak or partial, yet it is fisheries

are the consequences? The damage so far has been economic,

in these countries that remain largely unable to harness the poten-

both from lost sales, and the costs necessary to fight the negative

tial impacts of CSR (Bailey, Miller, Bush, van Zwieten, & Wiryawan,

perception (Roheim, 2009). A signal about the true state of the

2016c; Bush et al., 2017). Additionally, much of the seafood produc-

ocean is also being masked by the sustainable seafood trade

tion in the developing world comes from small-scale operations,

(Crona et al., 2016). However, we would argue that this cost to

which in some cases may be more ecologically sustainable than their

companies or corporations who have failed to follow through on

industrial counterparts (Cao, Diana, Keoleian, & Lai, 2011; Jacquet &

their commitments or provide false assurances has been relatively

Pauly, 2008). But for fisheries, the MSC remains inaccessible to much

minor. Until there are real consequences resulting from this

of the world’s developing country fisheries due to the expenses as-

Seussian outcome, very little will change. Here we discuss four

sociated with the programme and the high data requirements for

major issues for CSR to overcome in order to move into a post-

assessment (Bush, Belton et al., 2013; Jacquet et al., 2010). And

Seussian era and to increase and illustrate its sustainability

traceability has been posited as a way for developed world markets

impact.

to leverage more control over developing country producers, such
that transparency through traceability will also disadvantage the

4.1 | The problem with the business case
Given that CSR is based on voluntary activities that usually aim to

developing world (Bailey, Bush, Miller, et al., 2016). As more than
half of the internationally traded volume of fish exports by value
originate in developing countries (FAO, 2016), it is imperative to gain

meet a public and/or market demand for sustainability, the extent to

an understanding on how to best utilize CSR tools to promote sus-

which companies engage in CSR largely depends on whether there is

tainability. As the developing world moves forward to secure market

a business case for CSR. But, even if consumers have the willingness

access and improve their fishing practices, answering the question

to support companies engaging in CSR activities, not all have the

of which types of standards or programmes are most appropriate

financial capacity to do so, especially as products sold by responsi-

for small-scale developing world fisheries is paramount (Borland &

ble companies may be more expensive (Valor, 2008). Additionally,

Bailey, In review).

beyond a certain level of investments in CSR, the market may cease

Given the global nature of seafood supply chains, any market

to reward it (Mintzberg, 1983). In other words, there is an optimal

that creates too high a barrier to access (through price, or compli-

CSR investment (den Hond, 2006), and the business case for CSR

ance with third-party certifications) will be out-competed by mar-

may only occur for large companies with a high public profile, leaving

kets without these barriers. If the North American and European

behind small and medium-sized enterprises, which make up a large

markets set their sustainability criteria at too rigorous a level, instead

percentage of the business community (Williamson, Lynch-Wood, &

of being incentivized to engage in certifications or FIPs, developing

Ramsay, 2006). Lastly, relying on the business case for sustainabil-

world producers may turn to more accommodating markets (e.g.

ity means that the sustainable seafood movement “is constrained by

Asia) where fewer barriers exist. To truly engage the seafood indus-

the extent to which sustainability enhances profitability” (Konefal,

try in a move towards greater sustainability will take a global effort,

2013). The question whether there is a “market for virtue” has been

and not the stewardship of a privileged few. Indeed, the Seussian

extensively addressed by Vogel (2006) who expresses several res-

worldview on seafood sustainability seems to be heavily subscribed

ervations of how much voluntary corporate activities can actually

to in developed world fisheries, where these tools are linked with

achieve. Looking at seafood, some authors go as far as saying that

sustainable seafood outcomes, and where the developing world ex-

current private initiatives have only created a market for sustain-

perience, and the worldview contained therein, is ignored.

able fish rather than driving improvements for sustainable fisheries
(Ponte, 2012). Now, this is not to say that CSR initiatives do not have
value in raising awareness in the business community and amongst

4.3 | Clash of sustainability concepts

consumers, but requiring a business case to promote CSR as a good

Beyond the logistical and economic challenges of assessments and

business strategy is inherently problematic. The fact that someone is

market access, conflicting ideas of sustainability are also a barrier

apparently willing to pay more for a “sustainable” product (although

to large-scale improvements. Not only do sustainability definitions
clash between NGOs and the industry, but even between NGOs

1

https://simonrogerbush.wordpress.com/2015/02/13/the-end-of-the-movement/

engaged in the sustainable seafood movement (Roheim, 2008)
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and between different certification schemes (Jonell et al., 2013).

the implementation of sustainable development at the discretion of

Typically thought of as the purview of the ecologically-minded,

the private sector (Clapp, 2005; Konefal, 2013). This discretion has

CSR has demonstrated its lack broader reaching ecological analy-

meant that a slow but unmistakable privatization has occurred by

ses and energy footprinting (Ziegler et al., 2016). Now, CSR is now

which public resources (or common pool resources), are appropri-

turning towards addressing growing concerns for the social aspects

ated to certain business actors, likely at the expense of others (Foley

of seafood value chains are becoming increasingly topical (Bailey &

& McCay, 2014). Are businesses equipped to solve global social and

Egels-Zandén, 2016). Standards are evolving to include such criteria

environmental issues and is it wise to put these responsibilities in

as ensuring fundamental human rights, empowerment and commu-

such powerful hands only? Certainly not. The state remains the key

nity development, wages, working conditions and access to services.

regulator for fisheries and needs to bridge the gap between a face-

FT-USA developed a standard for capture fisheries that places ad-

less regulator, and a consumer-facing entity. For example, the United

ditional emphasis on the social sustainability of the fishery, while

States has been discussing a federal seafood certification based on

the BAP standard was just recognized as GSCP compliant. Some

principles of the Magnuson-Stevens Act (Stoll & Johnson, 2015).

groups confound social issues in the context of locality but there

This certification would apply to US seafood generally because if

is a difference between social sustainability and local sustainability

managed in accordance with Magnuson-Stevens, the seafood should

(McClenachan, Dissanayake, & Chen, 2016). While the former ac-

be sustainable. Iceland decided on a similar trajectory, ignoring the

counts for safe working conditions and fair pay of fishers (regardless

romanticization of MSC as a solution to their marketing problems,

of where the fish they catch is sold), the latter focuses on ensuring

and instead focused on a national branding campaign (Kvalvik,

fish is sold close to where it is caught. Primary supporters for the lat-

Noestvold, & Young, 2014).

ter suggest that reducing the length of the supply chain offers more

But it’s not just about the state moving back to reclaim authority

money to the fisher, directly supports the local economy (where it is

over business practices, rather, the extent to which private CSR ini-

sold), and has a lower environmental impact as the cost of transport

tiatives are driving improvement in international seafood governance

is removed (Fluech, 2011). However, audits on the cost of produc-

is understudied, and an exciting area for future research. States have

tion and distribution suggest that products from afar may actually

a role in regulating and incentivizing CSR and are essential for facil-

require less energy and thus have lower greenhouse gas emissions

itating certifications in many ways (Foley, 2013). Still, it seems that

than local products (Tlusty & Lagueux, 2009). Therefore deciding

CSR, in its own right, is also incentivizing improvements in state be-

between seafood products on the basis of “sustainability” is prob-

haviour. For example, in the case of the MSC certified Parties to the

lematic, when sustainability can mean such different things to dif-

Narau Agreement (PNA) free-school skipjack fishery, eight Pacific

ferent people.

Island countries have increased their bargaining power and are push-

There is no guarantee that simply because a fishery addresses

ing for change at the international level (Yeeting, Bush, Ram-Bidesi,

human rights issues or sells most of its catch close to where it is

& Bailey, 2016). This movement away from a fully corporate-centred

landed that it will also meet the requirements of ecological sustain-

CSR approach has been deemed “political CSR,” whereby business-

ability. The Japanese-based label PrideFish places a heavy emphasis

centric ethic is softened, and CSR moves into the public sphere to

on locality and encourages consumers to support national fisheries.

address social and environmental issues (Scherer & Palazzo, 2011).

To this end, the only requirement for products bearing this label is

State regulations tend to be less rigorous, as the goal is to have the

that they are from Japanese coastal waters and thus it has no bear-

state industry be as profitable as possible, and thus include as many

ing on what impacts those fisheries may have had on local stocks

participants as possible. Voluntary certifications operate across

or habitats (Swartz, Schiller, Sumaila, & Ota, 2017). A similar situ-

many nations, and thus can have greater rigor (Tlusty et al., 2015).

ation exists in New England, with the Gulf of Maine Responsibly

Yet, being a business, they also need to certify products, and thus

Harvested eco-label. Again, consumers are encouraged to support

cannot be expected to be the bastion of sustainable production. This

local fishers from an explicitly defined region off the east coast of

evolution is certainly a space to watch in the coming years.

the United States, but the programme’s criteria surrounding stock
health and effective management are ambiguous and no clear scoring or assessment process is explained (GMRI 2010). The ability to
blindly select a few token sustainability dimensions and ignore the
others is another example of living in a Seussian reality.

4.4 | Creeping authority of the private sector
One of the arguments against relying too much on the CSR approach

5 | YO U H AV E B R A I N S I N YO U R H E A D.
YO U H AV E FE E T I N YO U R S H O E S . YO U C A N
S TE E R YO U R S E LF A N Y D I R EC TI O N YO U
C H O OS E
Private governance, of which CSR is a part, is generally believed to
have emerged in response to the difficulties that states have had

to sustainability is that, by being involved in defining responsibilities

in effectively regulating public marine resources such as fisheries.

through guidelines and private standards, businesses are creating

By setting “higher” standards than state legislation, voluntary, often

a business-friendly environment made up of soft rather than hard

NGO-led, governance vis a vis certifications (Tlusty et al., 2015) is

laws. This allows for the avoidance of creating regulations, leaving

argued to incentivize governments to “ratchet up” their regulatory

|
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performance (Cashore, Auld, Bernstein, & McDermott, 2007). But it
is not “either-or” when it comes to seafood governance. Rather, we
are increasingly seeing a discussion of hybrid forms of governance,
where states contribute fundamentally to how private governance
is assembled and operates (Gale & Haward, 2011). Perhaps this hybrid approach is what can bring us back to reality, and away from
the fantastical and whimsical Seussian world of pseudo-seafood
sustainability.
There is still debate around the extent to which CSR programmes, particularly certified, labelled, and traceable products,
are actually representative of sustainable fisheries. As is the case
with the public management of fisheries, all private approaches
come with their own set of challenges and criticisms. These have
been highlighted here to provide some food for thought on avenues of future research. So: where to from here? Interactions between standards and approaches (such as MSC, FT-USA, Monterey
Bay Aquarium’s Seafood Watch), and between private and public
actors are constantly evolving. Ideally, improved transparency in
production and purchasing practices will promote a race to the top
(Bailey & Egels-Z andén, 2016). It will be important to ensure the
largest number of players can compete in that race, however, particularly those in the small-s cale sector in the developing world.
Coming back around to the idea of socio-technical imaginaries
(Jasanoff & Kim, 2009), it is likely harder to keep up the imaginary façade, as the number of participants increases; maintaining
a Seussian world means continuing to keep sustainable seafood
the purview of the few. Yet seafood sustainability is a “governance
concert” (Barclay & Miller, 2018), and probably a symphony if it is
to be at its best. Moving into the post-S eussian seafood sustainability era will therefore require all hands on deck to ensure that
seafood CSR delivers in reality.
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