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ABSTRACT 
 

  
Dominique Schmidt                                                    Advisor: 
University of Guelph, 2012                                                     Professor Ben Bradshaw 

 
 
 
 

In the absence of effective national and international fisheries regulation, evidenced by the 

precipitous decline of global fish stocks, market-based governance strategies have surfaced as a 

supplement to traditional fisheries management. These include certifications and ranking schemes, 

consumer awareness campaigns, and retailer sourcing commitments, all of which have been 

deployed in Canada over the last decade. Notably, between 2009 and 2011, all major food retailers in 

Canada publicly pledged to offer sustainable seafood, and have thus become central actors in this 

country’s seafood governance network. The network, also comprised of NGOs, certification bodies, 

fisheries regulators, and industry players, is the subject of this thesis. Research was conducted with 

the dual aim of describing the structure and behaviour of this emerging seafood governance network 

and evaluating its maturity and its ability to produce the outcomes intended by its key actors. Semi-

structured interviews with these actors, supplemented by a document review and participant 

observation at two major seafood conferences, yielded a description of the network which highlights 

the contributions of its key players but also the considerable tensions among them. This thesis 

suggests that Canada’s seafood governance network has not yet reached a state of maturity in which 

participants agree to be regulated by a common sustainability standard. The standard to which the 

network is bound is, in fact, subject to fragmentation and downward pressure due to a number of 

factors, including: competition between NGOs and their market-based programs; the use of seafood 

sustainability as a platform for competitive differentiation by retailers; shortages of sustainable 

product alternatives; and the burden of fishery certifications on the state, which has invited weaker 

and less prescriptive certification standards. 
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CHAPTER ONE – INTRODUCTION 
 

1.1 Practical Context 
 

 
Growing concern for the decline of global fish stocks has been validated by a number of 

alarming studies over the past decade. The UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) has 

reported that as of 2008, 85 percent of fish stocks were overexploited or fully exploited with no 

room for expansion (2010). The majority of stocks of the top ten species, which make up 30 percent 

of marine capture fisheries production, are fully exploited or overexploited (FAO, 2010).  

Comparable findings have been published by independent fisheries scientists; Myers and Worm 

(2003) used data collected from 1952 to 1999 by Japanese pelagic long line fishermen to 

demonstrate that industrialized fishing has reduced populations of large predatory fish by 90 

percent, and that current rates of extraction could lead to a global collapse of fisheries by 2048. 

Though dwindling fish stocks represent a substantial problem on their own, there is mounting 

evidence that the decline of predatory fish causes cascading effects on the pelagic food web, 

drastically altering the composition and function of marine ecosystems (Jackson et al., 2001; 

Scheffer, Carpenter & Young, 2005).  

 

Overfishing is evidently at the heart of the decline of fish stocks, and what continues to 

drive this practice, in part, is the growing consumer demand for seafood. The global per capita 

consumption of fish has risen to 16.7 kg per year, which is higher than ever (FAO, 2010). Demand 

nearly doubled between 1976 and 1990, and fish now supplies 2.9 billion people with an average of 

15 percent of their animal protein intake (FAO, 2010). Fish consumption typically increases as 

incomes rises, particularly in developing nations with a traditional fish diet.  Since many urban 

centres in the developing world, and particularly in China, have seen dramatic increases in both 
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population and per capita income, fish consumption is growing (Tibbetts, 2004; Jacquet et al., 

2010b). In developed nations, populations afflicted with obesity, diabetes and heart disease are 

increasingly substituting other meat sources with seafood (Tibbetts, 2004).   

 

In the Western world, harmful patterns of ocean use are not only driven by health concerns 

but also by the socio-cultural phenomenon of consumer preference. Levin and Dufault (2010) have 

surveyed over three thousand seafood recipes published in American cookbooks between 1885 and 

2007, asserting that cookbooks are cultural artefacts which embody consumer preferences. Their 

study revealed a large increase in the average trophic level of fish in recipes over time, meaning that 

Americans have been replacing low-trophic invertebrates such as mollusks with high-trophic species 

such as rockfish (Sebastes spp., Sebastidae). This shift is all the more significant in light of trends 

affecting both global and regional fisheries: the average trophic level of captured fish is steadily 

declining (Essington et al., 2006; Pauly et al., 2002). It has been suggested that the increasing rarity 

of high-trophic species increases their price, and thus their appeal as a luxury food associated with 

social status (Courchamp et al., 2006; Levin & Dufault, 2010). The socially constructed appeal of 

rare or overexploited fish species has created a negative feedback loop which, if left unchecked, 

could drive many species to collapse.  

 

In the face of declining fisheries, much criticism has been directed toward the traditional 

state-led fisheries management regime which has arguably failed to protect fisheries resources from 

overexploitation. Within their areas of jurisdiction, states have employed a number of fisheries 

management strategies, most of which were heavily centered on the ‘command-and-control’ model 

of regulation and enforcement.  As evidenced by the collapse of many coastal fish stocks, such as six 

Canadian populations of Atlantic cod (Myers, Hutchings & Barrowman, 1997), oysters in Eastern 
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Australia and on both North American coasts (Kirby, 2004), and orange roughy in New Zealand 

(Clark et al., 2000), these measures have not been entirely successful. Because profits and job 

creation are the primary mandate of government agencies, policy changes are often postponed in 

what has been described as “a conspiracy of optimism” (Hirt 1994, as cited by Clapp, 1998). When 

trip limits, days at sea or catch quotas have been enforced by governments, they have not eliminated 

the race for fish nor reduced the overcapitalization of fishing fleets (McCay, 2004; Brady & Waldo, 

2009). 

 

Due to the seeming inability of states to curb fisheries decline, the attention of marine 

scientists, scholars, and policymakers has shifted to market-based forms of fisheries governance 

including civil regulation through certification programs, Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)-

driven purchasing standards, and consumer awareness campaigns. These market-based forms of 

governance, in which civil and corporate actors attempt to further develop and to harness 

consumers’ environmental preferences to create positive outcomes, are becoming widespread in the 

developed world (Lemos & Agrawal, 2006).  

 

Notable examples of market-based fisheries governance abound in the Canadian context, 

though they have not yet been adequately described by governance scholars. For instance, initially in 

response to mounting pressure from Greenpeace (Jacquet et al., 2010b), Loblaw committed to 

sourcing 100% of its fresh, canned and frozen seafood products from sustainable sources by 2013 

(Loblaw, 2009). The retailer has committed to meeting sustainability standards set by the Marine 

Stewardship Council (MSC), a leading international seafood certification body. Since the launch of 

Loblaw’s policy, all major Canadian retailers have launched unique seafood policies of their own, 

which aim to eliminate overfished species from grocery shelves and to demand continuous 
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improvement from suppliers.  Retailers’ policy commitments are supported by Non-Governmental 

Organization’s (NGO) seafood programs, which use the leverage provided by consumer preference 

and supply chain standards to create improvement in domestic and international fisheries.  

   

The decline of fisheries is no longer the subject of speculation – it is a reality which has 

foreseeable repercussions on the health of marine ecosystems and on human subsistence. This 

realization is a powerful one, as it presents as an opportunity to revaluate the global practices that 

have contributed to resource collapse and to reform fisheries management (Pauly et al., 2002). It is 

within this practical context, and with the support of preliminary evidence that market-based 

mechanisms have significant applications in Canada, that this research was undertaken.  

 

1.2 Scholarly Context 

 

The impetus for this thesis research also stems from the existing environmental governance 

scholarship and by the knowledge gaps that a survey of this literature reveals. In general, 

environmental governance scholarship is characterized by rich descriptions of mechanisms, each 

with its own qualities and potential. For instance, scholars have thoroughly described the civil 

regulation through certification programs like that of the Marine Stewardship Council (Jacquet et al., 

2010b; Kaiser & Edwards-Jones, 2006; Wessells et al., 2001), retailer seafood sourcing policies (Iles, 

2004; Roheim & Sutinen, 2006; Vandenbergh, 2007),  and consumer guides (Iles, 2004; Kemmerly & 

Macfarlane, 2008; Roheim, 2009; Roheim & Sutinen, 2006; Schmitt, 2011; Seaman, 2009). These 

descriptions have made essential contributions to our understanding of market-based seafood 

governance. They have indicated, for instance, that consumer guides and eco-labels can indeed 

produce significant changes in consumer awareness and purchasing behaviour (Johnston & Roheim, 
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2006; Kemmerly & Macfarlane, 2009), but that the sustainability attributes of seafood do not 

generally trump consumers’ preference for certain species (Johnston & Roheim, 2006) and rarely 

secure price premiums, except in some mature UK markets (Roheim, Asche & Insagnares Santos, 

2011) and among some higher-income ‘foodies’ (Brécard et al., 2009). The scholarship also suggests 

that certification schemes, which are designed to reward compliance to sustainability standards with 

increased market access and price premiums (Auld et al., 2009), are hampered by this lack of 

consumer support (Goyert et al., 2010). Moreover, authors have described how, in the absence of 

the ‘carrot’ of price premiums, compliance to sustainability standards has instead relied on the ‘stick’ 

wielded by NGOs; boycotts and smear campaigns targeting major retailers have motivated 

sustainable seafood purchasing policies that can generate improvements down the supply chain 

(Bernstein & Cashore, 2007; Gulbrandsen, 2006; Vandenbergh, 2007; Vogel, 2008). Although the 

current scholarship aptly describes many governance mechanisms, their potential, and their pitfalls, 

it remains largely focused on the European and American contexts and does not yet reflect the 

particularities of fisheries governance in Canada.  

  

An addition of a Canadian case would be useful because case studies are an indispensible 

tool in our exploration of governance. As Young (2009) has suggested, the very nature of 

governance, the fact that it creates flexible and tailor-made solutions for environmental problems, 

means that we will never find ‘one size fits all’ governance. But we can, through the comparative 

analysis of cases, achieve agreement about which institutional designs are best suited to addressing 

fisheries overexploitation. We can also, through a detailed study of Canadian market-based seafood 

governance, better appreciate the contributions and challenges of key actors. In particular, we can 

highlight the role of the state in what is frequently portrayed as a strictly ‘market-based’ system. To 

this end, this thesis aims to describe the Canadian case. 
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Governance research has also tended to be compartmentalized by governance mechanism, 

and there is debate within each of these compartments not only about the effectiveness of individual 

mechanisms, but about the effectiveness of governance more broadly (see, for example, Jacquet et 

al., 2010b and Kemmerly & Macfarlane, 2009). While describing the function of individual 

mechanisms like consumer guides, MSC certification, or supply chain contracting is invaluable, it 

neither offers a complete picture of governance nor provides sufficient grounds for the evaluation 

of market-based governance as a whole. The research conducted for this thesis suggested that a core 

network of actors including major retailers, NGOs, certification standard organizations, industry 

associations and governmental agencies do not exercise their influence through individual 

mechanisms, but rather acknowledge the complexity and the networked quality of the governance 

system and operate through multiple channels simultaneously. The work of a single NGO, for 

instance, can involve the development of consumer awareness programs, retailer partnerships, policy 

advocacy strategies, and accountability mechanisms for certification standards. Thus, this thesis aims 

to reflect the networked quality of governance and emphasize the interplay between governance 

mechanisms that are often studied in isolation. This broader, more inclusive approach is perhaps less 

tidy, but it is important to our evaluation of the function of market-based governance as a means of 

improving fisheries outcomes. 

 

Fisheries governance literature is also qualified by one overarching and yet unanswered 

questions: is it working? Some evaluative research has attempted to use fisheries outcomes as 

indicators of the effects of governance (Jacquet & Pauly, 2007), but this research has been criticized 

for reaching the “premature conclusion” that seafood governance has failed, after only a decade of 

gradual implementation (Roheim, 2009, p.303). Fish stocks may not yet be appropriate indicators of 

good governance given the difficulty of defining sustainable stock levels, of tracking and counting 
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fish, and of isolating the conflated causes of change in fish populations (Dietz, Ostrom & Stern, 

2003; Garcia & Charles, 2007; Jacquet et al., 2010b; Roheim, 2003).  

 

More suitable at this point, perhaps, is an evaluation based on the internal functionality of 

seafood governance systems. Notable theoretical work on ‘non-state market-driven’ governance 

systems by Bernstein and Cashore (2007) has identified phases in the evolution and maturation of 

governance systems. It posits that a mature and politically legitimate governance system is achieved 

when firms, which at first only participate because of pragmatic considerations (i.e. the balance of 

costs and benefits), grant the system ‘moral legitimacy’ as a result of learning and normative 

pressures. In this phase, firms agree to be regulated because it seems like ‘the right thing to do’ 

(Bernstein & Cashore, 2007; Gulbrandsen, 2009). When the number of firms regulated to the same 

standard reaches a critical mass, standards are negotiated within the governance community, and can 

be raised without reducing participants’ comparative advantage. In theory, this mature system has 

sufficient regulatory authority to reconfigure the seafood market and significantly reduce the impacts 

of consumption on the environment.  

 

This theoretical framework provides the means for a thoughtful evaluation of Canada’s 

fisheries governance system which does not lean on the description of a single mechanism or on the 

challenging quantification of changes in fish stocks. 

 

1.3 The Research Question, Aim, and Objectives 

In light of the gaps and opportunities presented by the practical and scholarly contexts 

described above, this thesis answers the question: What is the structure of Canada’s emerging 

seafood governance network, and to what extent does this network display maturity?  
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Research was conducted with the dual aim of describing the structure and behaviour of Canada’s 

seafood governance network and evaluating its maturity, and hence its ability to produce the 

outcomes intended by its central participants. To these ends, the thesis research is designed to meet 

three specific objectives: 

1. to identify the key actors in Canada’s seafood governance network;  
 

2. to describe their roles in the network (i.e. their applications of market-based governance 
mechanisms) and their relationships with other actors; and 
 

3. to offer an evaluation of the maturity of Canada’s emerging seafood governance network, 
based upon its internal organization and function (aided by Bernstein and Cashore’s model) 

 

1.4 Thesis Outline 

 

This thesis proceeds in four further chapters: Chapter two describes the research methods 

employed to meet each of the three objectives described above. Chapters three and four present 

research findings in the form of two distinct manuscripts. The first of these (Chapter 3) presents a 

description and evaluation of Canada’s governance network which closely corresponds with the dual 

aim of this thesis. The second manuscript (Chapter 4) focuses more specifically on the role of the 

state, which was proven to be very significant in the Canadian fisheries governance case. While 

describing the role of the state in fisheries governance is consistent with the aim of this thesis, and 

hence with the content of the first manuscript, producing a second manuscript has allowed for a 

fuller contextualization of the description in relevant scholarship. A fifth and final chapter 

summarizes the findings of this work, and describes its contributions and limitations. 
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CHAPTER TWO – RESEARCH METHODS 

 

2.1 Research Orientation and Scope 

 

Most broadly, the research presented herein was designed to contribute to the growing 

scholarship on environmental governance. Work in this field typically draws from a wide range of 

disciplines, including political science, economics, and management (Delmas & Young, 2009), and is 

not strictly tied to the traditions of any discipline with respect to theory or method. That said, 

methodological guidance was offered by sociological institutionalism. Also known as ‘new 

institutionalism,’ sociological institutionalism is a body of theory that accounts for the “cognitive 

and normative imperatives [...] promoting or impeding the adoption of particular policies” (Miller & 

Banaszak-Holl, 2005, p.192). This approach is a response to rational institutionalism, which arguably 

overemphasized the strategic calculations of individuals and institutions, and rewards and sanctions 

as drivers of change (Miller & Banaszak-Holl, 2005; Gulbrandsen, 2009). Grounding the research in 

this body of theory has allowed the research to show how both network configuration and 

normative pressures contribute to the effectiveness of governance, as Bernstein and Cashore (2007) 

have suggested.  

 

 Because this research focused on a network of interactions pertaining to the governance of 

seafood, it was not bound by a physical study site. Though the system is described as Canadian, this 

is strictly a reference to the location of the final retail sale of seafood products. In other words, this 

work was open to the inclusion of all seafood that is governed for sale within Canada and the 

governance network was expected to include actors such as government agencies, suppliers, NGOs, 

and certification bodies that were not necessarily situated in Canada. Some indications of 
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international linkages appears in the final manuscripts; European and American retailers, for 

instance, are shown to have influenced domestic retailer commitments and provided the demand 

that launched a wave of MSC certifications in Canada, and the activities of NGOs from across the 

border has spurred on and, at times, conflicted with the efforts of Canadian NGOs.  

 

However, because this thesis was conducted with limited time, resources and access to 

participants (see section 5.3) it does not capture the complete global network that contributes to the 

governance of seafood products sold and consumed in Canada. Instead, it relied in part on the 

selection of participants through snowball sampling to help define its scope. Snowball sampling is a 

sampling technique commonly used to uncover a hidden network by inviting each informant to 

provide relevant contacts (Welch et al., 2002). The network was considered sufficiently complete 

when recommendations for additional participants became redundant. The resulting network was 

comprised, predominantly, of Canadian retailers, Canadian NGOs, and Canadian government 

agencies. Some participants, namely the Marine Stewardship Council and Sustainable Fisheries 

Partnership operate globally and are based outside of Canada. This research has not directly engaged 

Canadian consumers, although their role in the network is acknowledged in this thesis. Information 

about Canadian consumers was collected through interviews with other actors in the network and 

through a preliminary review of scholarship on Green Consumerism (see Appendix F). 

   

This thesis focuses, in part, on the impacts that seafood governance mechanisms are having 

specifically on domestic fisheries. This was not the intended aim of the study, but rather a result of 

the focus of participants themselves, most of whom frequently related seafood governance 

mechanisms such as retailers’ sourcing policies to their effects on domestic fisheries issues. The 

focus on domestic fisheries is particularly strong in the second manuscript, which deals with the role 



 
 

11 
 

of the state, because the state’s mandate pertains exclusively to the management of domestic 

fisheries. Avoiding the conflation of seafood governance through market-based mechanisms, which 

affects retailers’ global supply chains, and the governance of Canadian fisheries by state, private, and civil 

actors is challenging, as there is substantial overlap between the two trends. The reader should be 

aware, however, that this thesis has aimed to describe the former, and that focus on the latter 

reflects the interests of actors in the governance network. 

  

2.2 Methods Used to Address Objectives 

 

 To meet the first research objective, which is to identify the key actors in Canada’s seafood 

governance network, a review of governance scholarship was conducted to reveal, in a general sense, 

what types of actors are typically involved in seafood governance. This literature review (see 

Appendix F), revealed that retailers, by virtue of their sustainable seafood policies, their partnerships 

with NGOs, and their endorsement of seafood standards, are central governance players. Retailers’ 

seafood policy announcements, which received significant coverage in seafood trade literature, were 

also indicative of their significance in the governance context. Retailers thus became the starting 

point for tracing the network of actors.  

 

 From this point, a list of network actors (and potential study participants) was assembled, 

based on the governance relationships of major Canadian retailers. These relationships were inferred 

from an unstructured review of corporate websites, policy documents and press releases, and were 

also confirmed in preliminary conversations with the seafood team at Loblaw. This broad range of 

sources was appropriate given the goal of determining ‘who’s who’ on the seafood scene. Key actors 

were also identified through participant observation conducted at the 9th Annual Sustainable Seafood 
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Summit, hosted in Vancouver in February 2011. Attendance at formal conference sessions and 

informal conversations were helpful in identifying key players and understanding their relationships 

to one another. Beyond this initial selection, participants were added by snowball sampling, meaning 

that each participant was asked to identify other players in the network whose insights would be 

valuable to the research. The network, and thus the pool of participants, was considered sufficiently 

complete when new players were no longer identified (Welch et al., 2002). In addition to 

recommending other seafood governance actors, some participants were instrumental in promoting 

the research to their contacts and thus helping to secure interviews. In particular, Paul Uys, the Vice 

President of Sustainable Seafood at Loblaw, acted as an informal gatekeeper and invited a number of 

potential participants in his personal network to participate in the study. This invitation was met 

with many positive responses. It is the view of the principal researcher, however, that no undue 

influence was exercised by Mr. Uys during the delineation of the network because all of the 

participants he contacted had been previously identified during preliminary document reviews and 

through participant observation at the aforementioned Seafood Summit. In most cases, these 

participants had already been contacted for an interview but had not responded favourably. As 

recommended in the research design literature, the contributions of Mr. Uys and of other 

participants from Loblaw were consciously and persistently monitored to ensure that they were not 

privileged over those of other participants (Bailey, 2006).  

 

To achieve the second objective, which is to describe the actors’ roles in the network and 

their relationships with other actors, three methods were employed. The primary method was the 

semi-structured interview, which was selected because it enabled the researcher to obtain answers to 

standard questions while allowing for new information to shape the discussion (Yin, 2003). This 

format is recommended in the research design literature as it is inherently flexible and well suited to 
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exploratory and descriptive work, but allows the researcher to retain some control, which can be 

crucial when engaging with high status informants like corporate executives (Welch et al., 2002; 

Thomas, 1993). A total of 21 interviews were conducted in person whenever possible, and 

otherwise, over the telephone. Interviews were digitally recorded, transcribed in full, then coded 

using NVIVO software in order to aggregate data around specific thematic nodes. This process 

helped to clarify the data and allowed significant themes to emerge. The significance of particular 

responses or ideas was determined by the number of participants who expressed similar sentiments 

(which were subsequently coded to the same node or sub-node).  

 

The information collected in semi-structured interviews was triangulated through a 

document review of corporate reports and websites, policy documents and press releases, which 

began ahead of the interviews and contributed to the researcher’s preparedness (Thomas, 1993; 

Laurila, 1997), but also continued throughout the research period and into the analysis phase. 

Information derived from interviews was also triangulated and supplemented through participant 

observation conducted at the aforementioned Seafood Summit in Vancouver, as well as the Boston 

Seafood Show. The special sessions, keynote speeches, and panel discussions at these events were 

particularly useful in confirming the relationships between actors and the key tensions or challenges 

faced by the governance network. Additionally, a report of preliminary findings (Appendix D) was 

distributed to all participants in order to generate feedback.  

 

 The third and final objective of this thesis, which is to evaluate the maturity of Canada’s 

seafood governance network based upon its internal organization and function, compared the 

descriptions achieved through the first two objectives with the ideal depiction of a legitimate and 

functional governance system provided by Bernstein and Cashore’s three-phase theoretical model 
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(2007). This comparison revealed some of the Canadian network’s shortcomings and some ways in 

which it might be improved.  
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CHAPTER THREE – MANUSCRIPT A 
 

Making sense of market-based seafood governance in Canada 

   

Abstract 

In the absence of effective national and international fisheries regulation, evidenced by the 
precipitous decline of fish stocks around the world, market-based governance strategies have 
surfaced as a supplement to traditional fisheries management. These include certifications and 
ranking schemes, consumer awareness campaigns, and retailer sourcing commitments, all of which 
have been deployed in Canada over the last decade. Notably, between 2009 and 2011, all major food 
retailers in Canada made public pledges to offer sustainable seafood, and have subsequently become 
central actors in this country’s market-based seafood governance network. The Canadian seafood 
governance network, also comprised of NGOs, certification bodies, fisheries regulators, and 
industry players, is the subject of this paper. Semi-structured interviews, document review, and 
participant observation were conducted with the aim of describing the structure and behaviour of 
this emerging network, and of evaluating its maturity and its ability to produce the outcomes 
intended by key actors. By comparing this network to an ideal depiction of functional governance, 
provided by Bernstein and Cashore (2007), this paper argues that it has not yet reached a state of 
maturity. Competition between NGOs and between retailers, the indifference of consumers, and 
shortages of sustainable product alternatives present significant challenges to the political 
legitimization of a strong and unified sustainable seafood standard.  

 

1. Introduction 

 

Growing concern for fisheries decline has been strongly substantiated by recent studies 

suggesting 85% of fisheries are currently fully exploited or overexploited (FAO, 2010), that the 

majority of stocks of the top ten species are fully exploited or overexploited (FAO, 2010), that 

predatory fish populations are down by as much as 90% (Myers and Worm, 2003), and that current 

rates of extraction could lead to a global collapse of fisheries by 2048 (Worm et al., 2006). Though 

dwindling fish stocks represent a substantial problem on their own, there is mounting evidence that 
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the decline of predatory fish causes cascading effects down the pelagic food web, drastically altering 

the composition and function of marine ecosystems (Jackson et al., 2001; Scheffer et al., 2005).  

 

 Driving this steady decline of fish stocks is a growing consumer demand for seafood. The 

global per capita consumption of fish has risen to 17.2 kg per year, which is higher than ever (FAO, 

2010). Fish now supplies 2.9 billion people with an average of 15 percent of their animal protein 

intake, and pressure on stocks will continue increase as population and per capita income grow in 

the developing world, particularly in China (Tibbetts, 2004; Jacquet et al., 2010b). In the Western 

world, harmful patterns of ocean use are, in part, driven by the socio-cultural phenomenon of 

consumer preference. Since 1885, Americans have been steadily replacing low-trophic invertebrates 

such as mollusks with high-trophic species such as rockfish (Levin & Dufault, 2010). It has been 

suggested that the increasing rarity of high-trophic species increases their price, and thus their appeal 

as a luxury food associated with social status (Courchamp et al., 2006; Levin & Dufault, 2010).  

 

In the face of declining fisheries, much criticism has been directed towards traditional state-

led fisheries management regimes, which have arguably failed to effectively protect fisheries 

resources from overexploitation. Within their areas of jurisdiction, states have employed a number 

of fisheries management strategies, most of which were heavily centered on the ‘command-and-

control’ model of regulation and enforcement.  As evidenced by the collapse of many coastal fish 

stocks, such as six Canadian populations of Atlantic cod (Myers, Hutchings & Barrowman, 1997), 

these measures have not been successful. In this context, private and civil actors have proffered 

market-based solutions which attempt to harness, and further develop, the environmental 

preferences of consumers and of supply chain actors to create positive outcomes (Lemos & 

Agrawal, 2006). As these market-based strategies have gained traction, they have received significant 
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attention from policymakers, governance scholars, and fisheries scientists interested in their potential 

for achieving social and environmental standards in global fisheries that have seemingly not been 

achieved by state regulation. 

 

A rich body of environmental governance literature has developed to describe the 

application of these market-based mechanisms. To date, studies have tended to focus on the 

European and American contexts and have generally addressed mechanisms individually, focusing 

on the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) fisheries certifications (Auld et al., 2009; Cashore, 2002; 

Jacquet et al., 2010a; Kaiser & Edward-Jones, 2006), retailers’ supply chain contracting 

(Vandenbergh, 2007; Fuchs and Kalfaginanni, 2010; Konefal, Mascarenhas & Hatanaka, 2004), and 

consumer seafood guides (Iles, 2004; Kemmerly & Macfarlane, 2008; Roheim, 2009; Roheim & 

Sutinen, 2006; Schmitt, 2011; Seaman, 2009). However, this growing body of scholarship has not yet 

adequately described the emergence of market-based seafood governance in Canada. Since 2001, 

when export-oriented British Columbian salmon harvesters first sought MSC certification to retain 

their share of the European market, 18 Canadian fisheries have achieved certification and 6 more are 

currently in the assessment process (MSC, 2012a)1. Over this same period, a number of competing 

fishery certification standards have emerged, along with myriad aquaculture certifications; all of these 

contend for industry and market buy-in. In addition, between 2009 and 2011, all major Canadian 

food retailers have independently developed and acted on sustainable seafood policies, in response 

to their European and American counterparts and to pressure exerted by Greenpeace. NGOs have 

participated in this process through the development of seafood guides and eco-labels meant to 

harness consumer preferences for sustainable seafood, and through retailer partnerships meant to 

tackle fisheries depletion from the supply side. The multiple governance mechanisms at play in 

                                                             
1 Author’s count, from data available on the MSC website. 
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Canada are not new, but, as this paper will show, the interactions between them – and between the 

retailers, NGOs, standards organizations, and government agencies – are arguably context-specific 

and will have implications for social and environmental outcomes over time. The first aim of this 

paper, therefore, is to move beyond tracking the workings of single governance mechanisms (e.g., 

MSC certification) and describe the structure and behaviour of the emerging Canadian seafood 

governance network (e.g., numerous actors, commitments, and strategies).   

 

This descriptive element lays the necessary groundwork for evaluative work, calls for which 

abound. Young (2009) has pointed out that due to the very nature of governance, the fact that it 

creates flexible and tailor-made solutions for environmental problems, we will never find unified 

theory or a ‘one size fits all’ version of governance. However, we can arguably identify key tensions 

or challenges that ought to be rectified and thus encourage progress.  Some evaluative research has 

attempted to use fisheries outcomes as indicators of the effects of governance (Jacquet & Pauly, 

2007), but this research has been criticized for reaching the “premature conclusion” that seafood 

governance has failed, after only a decade of gradual implementation (Roheim, 2009, p.303). Fish 

stocks may not yet be appropriate indicators of good governance given the difficulty of defining 

sustainable stock levels, of tracking and counting fish, and of isolating the conflated causes of 

change in fish populations (Dietz et al., 2003; Garcia & Charles, 2007; Roheim, 2003).  

 

More suitable at this point, perhaps, is an evaluation based on the internal functionality of 

the seafood governance network, which constitutes the second aim of this paper. Bernstein and 

Cashore (2007), through their notable theoretical work on ‘non-state market-driven’ governance 

systems, have provided a useful framework for this evaluation. Non-state market-driven systems are 

sector-wide institutions which do not derive their authority from the state, but create binding and 
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enforceable rules to which participants in the supply chain must comply once they ‘sign on’ to the 

system. These systems can take many forms, including that of a single sector-wide certification 

system like the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) or the MSC, but also that of networks that share 

common norms or standards (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007). Bernstein and Cashore (2007) have 

identified phases in the evolution and maturation of governance systems based on the type of 

legitimacy conferred upon civil regulators by regulated firms (see Figure 1).  

 

 

Figure 1. Phases of non-state market-driven governance systems (Adapted from Bernstein & Cashore, 2007) 

 

They posits that firms, which at first are only bound by pragmatic considerations and internal 

regulation (i.e. the balance of costs and benefits), can eventually come to grant the system ‘moral 

legitimacy’ as a result of  learning and normative pressures. In this phase, more firms agree to be 

regulated because it seems like ‘the right thing to do’ (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007; Gulbrandsen, 

2009). When the number of firms regulated to the same standard reaches a critical mass, the 
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governance system achieves maturity and political legitimacy: standards are negotiated within the 

governance community, and can be raised without reducing participants’ comparative advantage. In 

theory, this mature system has sufficient regulatory authority to reconfigure the seafood market, and 

therefore, improves its potential to reduce negative social and environmental impacts of seafood 

production.  

 

By comparing the Canadian seafood governance network to Bernstein and Cashore’s (2007) 

ideal depiction of a functional governance system, this paper seeks to identify the degree to which 

Canada’s emerging seafood governance network has achieved maturity as a governance system, and 

to highlight some of the its specific challenges and shortcomings. Specifically, it shows that 

competition amongst NGOs has impeded the development of a unified sustainability standard to 

which retailers can be held. Retailers themselves, despite recognizing that the application of a unified 

standard across the board would allow them to secure better prices for sustainable products, seem 

more interested by the prospect of using their seafood policies as platforms for competitive 

differentiation.  This paper also suggests that a current shortage of certified seafood product is 

testing the network’s commitment to recognized certification standards and that, in certain cases, 

‘doing the right thing’ by supporting more rigorous standards is paradoxically at odds with retailers’ 

own commitment deadlines.  This analysis suggests that Canada’s governance system is, though 

increasingly robust, still far from mature and politically legitimate. Retailers have demonstrably 

embraced sustainable seafood procurement, but fisheries will not reap the full benefits of their good 

intentions until sustainability standards – both those set by NGO seafood programs and those 

supporting fisheries certifications – gain widespread support best achieved through collaboration.   
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This paper follows in three further sections. First, the research methods used to achieve this 

paper’s dual aim are described in Section 2. Next, the research findings, which consist of a 

concurrent description of Canada’s seafood governance network and an evaluation of its maturity, 

are presented in Section 3. A final concluding section offers a summary of the findings and some 

suggestions for fostering the network’s maturity and its capacity for producing outcomes. 

  

2. Research methods  

 

The first step towards meeting this paper’s dual aim, which is to describe and evaluate 

Canada’s emerging seafood governance network, was to define the network through a review of 

governance scholarship. This review revealed that retailers, by virtue of their sustainable seafood 

policies, their partnerships with civil organizations, and their endorsement of seafood standards, are 

central actors in the network. Retailers’ seafood policy announcements, which received significant 

coverage in seafood trade literature, were also indicative of their significance in the governance 

context. Retailers thus became the starting point for tracing the governance network, and other 

actors (and potential study participants) were identified through a review of corporate websites, 

policy documents and press releases. Relationships between actors in the network were also 

confirmed in preliminary conversations with representatives from Loblaw and Sobeys, and through 

participant observation conducted at the 9th Annual Sustainable Seafood Summit hosted in 

Vancouver in February 2011. Formal conference sessions and informal conversations were helpful 

in identifying key actors and understanding their relationships to one another.  Beyond this initial 

selection, participants were added by snowball sampling, meaning that each participant was asked to 

identify other actors in the network whose insights would be valuable to the research (Welch et al., 
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2002). The network, and thus the pool of participants, was considered sufficiently complete when 

new players were no longer identified.  

 

This initial delineation strongly suggested that core actors, including major retailers, NGOs, 

certification standard organizations, industry associations and governmental agencies, do not 

exercise their influence through individual governance mechanisms.  Rather, actors acknowledge the 

complexity and the networked quality of market-based governance and choose to operate through 

multiple channels simultaneously. The work of a single NGO, for instance, can involve the 

development of consumer awareness programs, retailer partnerships, policy advocacy strategies, and 

accountability mechanisms for certification standards.  To adequately capture and evaluate such 

practice, this paper works to portray a networked understanding of Canadian seafood governance 

and describes the interplay between various mechanisms that are often studied in isolation. Indeed, 

past research has tended to assess the application of individual governance mechanisms separately 

and to summarize these compartmentalized assessments to speak to the viability of market-based 

governance more broadly (see, for example, Jacquet et al., 2010b and Kemmerly & Macfarlane, 

2009). While unpacking individual mechanisms like consumer guides, MSC certification, or supply 

chain contracting is invaluable to governance scholarship, it is possible that this approach may 

obscure the confluence and interaction of numerous mechanisms, as is evident in the Canadian 

context.  Thus, evaluating the function of market-based governance may be a useful step toward 

understanding and improving social and environmental outcomes. 

 

The findings presented in this paper are primarily drawn from semi-structured interviews 

conducted with key actors in the seafood governance network, including representatives from major 

Canadian food retailers, NGOs involved in fisheries policy advocacy and/or retailer partnerships, 
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the Marine Stewardship Council, fisheries associations, independent scientists, and Fisheries and 

Oceans Canada (DFO). A total of 21 qualitative interviews were conducted in person or over the 

phone; these were designed to yield detailed descriptions and explanations of each participant’s role 

in Canada’s emerging market-based seafood governance network. Interviews were digitally recorded, 

transcribed in full, then coded using NVIVO software in order to aggregate data around specific 

thematic nodes. This process clarified the data and allowed common themes to emerge. The 

information collected through interviews was triangulated through a review of corporate reports and 

websites, policy documents, and press releases, and through participant observation conducted at 

the aforementioned Seafood Summit in Vancouver, as well as the 2012 Boston Seafood Show. The 

special sessions, keynote speeches, and panel discussions at these events were particularly useful in 

confirming the key tensions or challenges faced by the governance network. The findings presented 

in this paper reflect ideas emanating from multiple interview transcripts and/or supporting 

documents, and only nodes that were coded from three or more data sources are discussed here. 

Some particularly representative interview segments appear as block quotes throughout the paper 

and are attributed to organizations, as agreed upon with participants.  

 

3. Description and evaluation of Canada’s emerging seafood governance network 

 

Here research findings are presented in 5 subsections which are at once descriptive and 

evaluative. The first (3.1) describes the multiple roles of NGOs in the governance network, 

including their policy advocacy work and their increasing focus on retailer partnerships. The next 

subsection (3.2) describes Canadian retailers’ sustainable seafood policies which are different from 

one another because they are shaped by divergent NGO programs. Then, in subsection 3.3., it is 

shown that the discrepancies between NGO programs, which have been entrenched through retailer 
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policies, have made it difficult for the network to support one unified sustainability standard. The 

standard supported by the network is, in fact, susceptible to fragmentation and to downgrading. 

Subsection 3.4 discusses the role of the consumer in the network, and suggests that the 

discrepancies between NGO programs and between retailer policies are contributing to the problem 

of consumer disengagement. It also suggests that the role of consumers is significant to retailers, 

some of whom have indicated that their long-term commitments are contingent on the willingness 

of consumers to purchase sustainable product. Finally, subsection 3.5 demonstrates the interplay 

between retailer policies and fisheries certifications, and shows how a shortage of certified seafood 

has forced some retailers to adopt ‘interim positions’ to meet their policy deadlines. The adoption of 

these ‘interim positions’ demonstrates that the seafood sustainability standard upheld by the network 

is indeed mutable, and that it still relies on the strategic considerations of retailer and the vigilance of 

NGOs.   

 

3.1 NGOs as advocates, catalysts and partners 

 

Environmental governance is distinct from ‘government’ in that it includes non-state actors, 

new management mechanisms, multiple political levels, and new spheres of authority (Pattberg, 

2005). This distinction between ‘old’ and ‘new’ is perhaps most clearly demonstrated by the 

increased involvement of NGO players, who are in a unique position to disrupt the strictly bipartite 

decision-making of state and private actors (Eden, 2009; Eden and Bear, 2010; Vogel 2008) and 

have developed a “new and different model for framing, voicing, and implementing market and 

public policy rules” (Webb, 2004, p.23). The Canadian seafood case suggests that the NGO sector is 

indeed instrumental to fisheries governance and that its influence is increasingly exercised through 
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market-based channels; NGOs seek to shape the purchasing decisions of consumers and the 

sourcing decisions of retailers to leverage change in fisheries.  

 

Many NGOs that currently engage in market-based governance strategies have long histories 

of policy advocacy work related to an array of marine conservation issues and to sustainable fisheries 

management. NGOs previously involved in this type of non-market work suggest that it was not 

always effective, and that progress was generally very slow:  

It was identified that it was slow and that we were really missing a piece, which was the 
business community and the leverage in the marketplace. (David Suzuki Foundation)  

In Canada, like other countries like the UK for example, there’s an iron triangle of 
fisheries bureaucrats, the fishing industry, and the Minister of Fisheries. And it’s pretty 
impossible to break through that, especially if you’re Greenpeace. So we needed another 
leverage point. (Greenpeace) 

Thus, NGOs began changing their strategies, most adding new market-based programs focusing on 

‘seafood’, as opposed to on ‘fisheries’ or ‘marine conservation’ more generally. Early on, market-

based programs sought to harness consumer demand through seafood purchasing guides or product 

labels, and were intended to shrink the market for unsustainable or ‘red listed’2 products. The most 

prominent consumer campaigns in the Canadian context are the SeaChoice coalition’s wallet guide, 

which categorizes seafood as either ‘avoid’, ‘some concern’, or ‘best choices,’ and the Vancouver 

Aquarium’s Ocean Wise program, which uses an eco-label on product packaging, on menus, and on 

display cases to distinguish sustainable options. Both of these programs were initially modeled after 

the Monterey Bay Aquarium’s successful Seafood Watch program which has distributed over 20 

million seafood guides in the United States and has succeeded in raising consumer awareness and 

altering purchasing behaviour (Kemmerly and Macfarlane, 2009).  

 

                                                             
2 Participants most commonly refer to the Red List developed by Greenpeace International.  
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Although consumer awareness programs experienced some success, particularly in British 

Columbia, NGOs quickly identified seafood retailers as both a bottleneck in the system and as a very 

promising leverage point for change. Even the Vancouver Aquarium, whose Ocean Wise program 

was in line with its mission to affect marine conservation “through display, communication, public 

programming and education, research and direct action,” perceived a gap in the marketplace 

between consumer demand for sustainability and industry improvements driven by high-level 

organizations like the MSC (Vancouver Aquarium, 2012). Ocean Wise began working with 

restaurants and small retail shops, and more recently with West Coast grocery chains Marketplace 

IGA and Thrifty Foods. Likewise, SeaChoice moved beyond their popular seafood guide and began 

assessing the seafood supply of major retailer partners to shift their offerings toward ‘best choices’. 

In both cases, consumer engagement and empowerment through guides or eco-labels has become a 

secondary strategy. Other prominent NGOs such as WWF Canada, Greenpeace, and Sustainable 

Fisheries Partnership (SFP), did not transition from consumer-based to retailer-based efforts, but 

launched their market-based programs with the goal of utilizing the leverage of retailers and other 

seafood buyers to enforce sustainability standards down the supply chain. This evidence suggests 

that NGOs currently recognize that retailer programs and policies provide “political levers that exist 

outside the states-system” (Falkner, 2003, p.79). The overall result is that the Canadian NGO sector 

is highly focused on retailer engagement as a fisheries improvement strategy (see Table 1), and the 

private and civil spheres are being bridged by numerous official partnerships as well as more casual 

consulting relationships.  
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Table 2. Canadian NGOs with market-based seafood programs and their primary targets of engagement 
 

NGO Retailers Other Buyers Consumers 

Greenpeace x   

SeaChoice x  x 

Ocean Wise x x x 

WWF Canada x   

SFP  x x  

 

 As described in the next subsection, retailer seafood policies can effectively create incentive 

for improvement down seafood supply chains. However, the attention and contribution of NGOs 

to retailer initiatives have been numerous and strategically differentiated. First, NGOs have acted as 

catalysts for retailer policies, employing approaches that range from targeted smear campaigns to 

partnership ‘pitch’ meetings. These various appeals to retailers have effectively secured many fruitful 

partnerships and seafood policy commitments, and they have also contributed to retailers’ 

appreciation of fisheries issues which were inadequately addressed by CSR initiatives. Canadian 

retailers typically claim to have deep-seated corporate commitments to sustainability, but 

nevertheless acknowledge that conversations with NGOs highlighted the gap between previous 

seafood sourcing practices and truly sustainable ones, prompting them to develop stronger policies. 

One NGO representative recalled a promotional meeting which turned the tides for one retailer:  

I’ll never forget that meeting where [the President] just looked at us and said, ‘you know 
what, this is the right thing to do.’ And he looked at his team and he said, ‘we’re doing 
this,’ and those guys jumped! (SeaChoice) 

 

Since the initiation of retail commitments, NGOs have provided sustained support in the 

form of fisheries sustainability expertise. By their own admission, retailers lack the knowledge 

required to transform a desire to ‘do the right thing’ into a reformed product list, and routinely seek 

sourcing advice from their partners as well as from the NGO community more broadly. The 
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breadth of consultation varies among retailers – some preferring to consult almost exclusively with 

an official partner while others inform decisions by reaching out to multiple organizations and 

independent experts – but all have emphasized the collaborative nature of their seafood sourcing 

decisions. NGOs have been involved in developing alternative sourcing strategies for specific retail 

products as well as spearheading policy advocacy and improvement projects to address specific 

problems at the fishery level.  

 

NGOs have also created accountability for retailers, encouraging the continuous 

improvements of the policies themselves and spurring on their timely implementation. Greenpeace 

Canada has been particularly instrumental in this regard, and their annual retailer report card is 

widely acknowledged by NGOs and retailers alike as a clear measure of progress and as a powerful 

motivator that exploits retailers’ sensitivity to brand damage:  

Even though they’re partnered with us, they’re still looking over at that stick that 
Greenpeace is wielding. And you can’t deny it’s an effective model.  (David Suzuki 
Foundation) 

Just two weeks ago, I was asked, “well how are we going to get a higher score than 
Loblaw on the Greenpeace report?” (…) So we take a look at the report and our current 
strategic plans for seafood and say, “(…) this is what we’re going to do.” (Overwaitea) 

Other NGOs rely on Greenpeace to issue judgement for retailers’ lack of progress, but they also 

actively monitor the actions of retailers and have, though rarely, publicly criticised specific policy 

decisions.3 NGOs that are officially partnered with retailers typically reward policy commitments and 

specific sourcing improvements with positive statements on their own websites and in press releases. 

 

 To summarize, prominent Canadian NGOs whose marine conservation efforts have long 

been made through the traditional channels of public campaigning and policy advocacy have 

                                                             
3  David Suzuki Foundation’s criticism for Loblaw’s endorsement of IMTA salmon, for instance, was aired publicly in a 
Globe and Mail article that appeared during the 9th Annual Seafood Summit.  
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embraced market-based strategies for affecting change. These NGOs have provided indispensable 

support for the development of retailer sustainable seafood policies; they have catalyzed new policies 

to some extent, supported improvements in sourcing with their scientific and policy expertise, and 

motivated continuous progress with apparently meaningful sanctions and rewards.  

 

3.2 The rise of the sustainable seafood policies among retailers 
 
 

Scholars of the political economy of the global food system have argued that food retail 

companies themselves are increasingly perceived as legitimate purveyors of private norms, rules and 

standards (Fuchs and Kalfaginanni, 2010), and that they exercise unprecedented control over where 

and how food is produced, and over its social and environmental attributes (Konefal et al., 2004). 

Retailers’ influence on the sustainability characteristics of seafood first became apparent in the late-

1990s, when UK retailers launched sustainable seafood policies in rapid succession. Marks and 

Spencer’s landmark policy predated the 1997 launch of the MSC by a year, and by 2002, Sainsbury's 

had set the first MSC-based targets and committed to sourcing all wild fresh, frozen and canned 

products sustainably by 2010 (Dorey, 2005). The seafood policy trend swept the UK, partly as the 

result of pressure from Greenpeace UK (Fiorillo, 2009), and was soon echoed in the United States. 

In a momentous policy unveiling at the Boston Seafood Show in 2006, Walmart Stores Inc. and its 

Sam’s Club subsidiary committed to sourcing 100% of their wild fish products from MSC-certified 

sources by 2012 (Walmart, 2008).    

 

 In 2008, major Canadian retailers had not yet made policy commitments of their own. 

Loblaw,  who had begun sourcing some products from MSC-certified fisheries but had no formal 

policy, became the target of a Greenpeace Canada campaign that culminated with the staging of a 
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crime scene featuring a banner that read “caught red-handed selling red listed fish” at a Loblaws 

supermarket in Toronto. Greenpeace did not select Loblaw as a target of its campaigns due to 

particularly egregious seafood sourcing, but rather because the organization believed that Canada’s 

largest retailer had the potential to demonstrate leadership as an “oceans advocate” in the Canadian 

context.  After Greenpeace representatives held meetings with Loblaw CEO Galen Weston Jr., 

Loblaw created a seafood-specific partnership with WWF Canada and publicly announced a seafood 

policy in May 2009. The policy resembles commitments made by some European and American 

retailers in that it expresses the retailer’s intent to source 100% of seafood products in all categories 

from sustainable sources by the end of 2013. Loblaw’s definition of a sustainable source of wild 

seafood is one that demonstrates compliance with the MSC standard, either through MSC 

certification or an equivalent certification, should one arise. Loblaw also committed to sourcing 

farmed seafood certified by the Aquaculture Stewardship Council, a standard that is still in 

development stages. Tuna is to be sourced exclusively from members of the International Seafood 

Sustainability Foundation (ISSF), an international conservation NGO whose membership is 

comprised of processors and distributors that procure tuna from fisheries that meet ISSF’s 

responsible harvest criteria.   

  

 Between May 2009 and July 2011, all other major Canadian retailers released sustainable 

seafood policies of their own, each unique and evidently shaped by their selection of NGO partners 

(see Table 2). For instance, Overwaitea’s 2009 policy reflects the company’s partnership with 

SeaChoice in that it aims to increase visibly labelled green or “best choice” options for consumers 

while gradually delisting red listed items. Likewise, Sobeys’ policy bears evidence of its partnership 

with Sustainable Fisheries Partnership (SFP) in that the company aims to use its existing contracts in 
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problem fisheries to motivate changes through Fisheries Improvement Projects (FIPs), delisting 

products as a last resort, should fisheries fail to engage in FIP work within a specified time horizon. 

 

Table 2. Summary of Canadian Retailer Sustainable Seafood Policies 

Retailer  
(in order of policy 
announcements) 

Key NGO 
Partner(s) 

Policy Target Date 

Loblaw  WWF Canada Wild: Source from MSC-certified or equivalent1 

Farmed: Source from ASC-certified or equivalent1 
Tuna: Source from ISSF members1 

2013 

Overwaitea Food Group SeaChoice Eliminate all red list and SeaChoice ‘Avoid’ 
products while increasing ‘Best Choices’ 
options2,3(1) 

2015 

Federated Co-ops  SeaChoice Eliminate all red list and SeaChoice ‘Avoid’ 
products while increasing ‘Best Choices’ options2,3 

None 

Walmart Canada SFP Wild: Source from MSC-certified or equivalent2 

Farmed: Source from ASC, BAP certified or 
equivalent 2 

Tuna: Source from ISSF members3 

2013 

Metro None Withdraw or continuously improve at-risk species 
Favour suppliers that demonstrate improvement 
(e.g. MSC certification)2,3 

None 

Costco Canada WWF US (through 
parent company) 

Wild: Increase MSC or equivalent products2 

Farmed: Source from ASC-certified or equivalent 2 

Tuna: Source from ISSF members 3(2) 

None 

Marketplace IGA Ocean Wise Offer Ocean Wise labelled products2,3  None 
Sobeys SFP Delist problem fisheries unless they commit to a 

FIP. Endorse MSC, ASC or BAP products 2,3 
2013 

Thrifty Foods Ocean Wise Offer Ocean Wise labelled products2,3 None 
Canada Safeway SeaChoice Farmed: Source BAP-certified2  

Eliminate SeaChoice ‘Avoid’ category2, 3 

Encourage FIPs 

2015 

1 Applies to all product categories, including pet food and cosmetics 
2 Applies to fresh and frozen products 
3 Applies to canned products  
(x) Planned application to specified product category  
 

3.3 NGO-retailer partnerships and the fracturing of the sustainability standard 

 

 The trend of retailer-NGO partnerships has been a great boon for NGOs’ public image, as 

retailers now prominently feature their ties to NGOs through in-store displays, promotional 
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literature, web content, and high profile public appearances. The exposure garnered by NGOs who 

first partnered with retailers sparked intense competition amongst their counterparts who, likewise, 

sought to increase their presence on the Canadian seafood scene. An increased profile bears rewards 

for civil organizations by increasing the public recognition of their brands, which supports strong 

program outcomes and fundraising efforts, as well as by helping them secure increasingly 

competitive grants. Because NGO efforts emanate from within this highly competitive context, the 

differentiating features of programs are highly valued and, arguably, are reinforced by retailers’ high 

profile endorsements.  

 

 The multiplicity of competing NGO seafood programs may, however, be problematic, 

because it introduces the potential for discrepancies in how specific fisheries or species are ranked 

and/or evaluated. Indeed, competing organizations have developed different standards for what 

constitutes sustainable seafood. For example, the programs of SeaChoice and Ocean Wise both use 

information collected by the Monterey Bay Aquarium’s SeafoodWATCH program and a Canadian 

supplement to that information provided by SeaChoice members. Despite working from the same 

information, SeaChoice uses a three-tiered system which classifies products as green, yellow, or red, 

while Ocean Wise uses a two-tiered system which classifies products as either labelled or not 

labelled. The design of these programs means that some seafood in the SeaChoice yellow category 

receives an Ocean Wise label, while some does not.  

 

At times, the discordance between various programs has led to significant conflict.  Two 

NGO representatives described a particularly charged situation that arose when Environmental 

Defense partnered with American retailer Wegmans Food Market in 2006, and had planned to 

source British Columbian farmed salmon as an environmentally responsible alternative. Meanwhile, 
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the Coastal Alliance for Aquaculture Reform, a coalition of four Canadian NGOs had been actively 

campaigning against open-net salmon farming which has known environmental impacts including 

sea lice and benthic loading (CAAR, 2011). When discussion between the involved organizations 

failed to produce consensus, the Packard Foundation, which was funding organizations on both 

sides of the conflict, insisted that the NGOs create a forum to resolve the issue. This forum 

eventually became the Conservation Alliance for Seafood Solutions (“Conservation Alliance”), 

which currently has sixteen NGO members from Canada and the United States. The group is 

working to build consensus on the definition of sustainability, tackling the issue of inconsistency 

between various seafood programs, and is also involved in comparatively evaluating seafood 

certifications.    

 

NGO representatives generally agree that there are many “pieces to the puzzle” of 

governance, and hence room for several players, but many also admit that organizations are 

duplicating existing efforts because they present new sources of funding: 

[T]he market is huge and growing. So what’s happened is a lot of other groups have 
created sustainable seafood programs in response to that. And really it likely is driven by 
opportunities for funding. You know, if you’re on the hot button topic you’re front and 
center, you get your name on the news, you get to show what you’re doing. (Ocean Wise) 

Though the Conservation Alliance does represent an effort to build consensus on key issues and 

create a common strategy for market engagement, progress has been slow, and some NGOs 

involved in partnerships with major retailers are not currently participating in the process. Some 

participating NGOs have suggested that competition amongst organizations will continue to hamper 

progress. Even the most enthusiastic supporters of the process suggest that it is highly unlikely that 

Conservation Alliance will produce any unified standard, and even less likely that groups would 
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unanimously support one single eco-label representing adherence to the standard because of its 

members’ relentless quest for brand recognition and the funding that it affords. 

 

The apparent multiplicity of NGO seafood programs has enabled retailers to espouse a wide 

range of product standards and improvement strategies which appear, on the surface, equally 

legitimate. This is advantageous, from the perspective of many retailers, because it allows them to 

use their seafood policy as a platform for competitive differentiation in CSR-based marketing. 

Retailers tend to justify their various policy designs not only by invoking a particular theory of 

change, but also by emphasizing the marketability of their chosen strategy compared with those of 

key competitors.  For instance, Loblaw representatives believe that incentivizing fisheries 

certifications constitutes a ‘real solution,’ but also that they have devised a strategy and a partnership 

that is marketable. Sobeys, Loblaw’s primary competitor, emphasizes the importance of addressing 

currently uncertifiable fisheries through FIPs, but also notes that differentiation from Loblaw’s 

strategy is an important consideration. One retailer compared seafood policies to Excel and Lotus, 

computer programs that have essentially the same function but that remain in the market due to 

sufficient differentiation and competition.  

 

Despite key differences, retailers insist that all the policies are similar enough to leverage 

improvements down the supply chain, and that together they create a critical mass that raises 

sustainability requirements. The commitments of large retailers, in particular, are seen to push new 

standards down the supply chain allowing all retailers to access supply that meets their new market 

requirements: 

Because if Loblaw is getting sustainable seafood, we’re on the same boat. It’s coming off 
the same boat, it’s going to the same processor. (Overwaitea) 
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[A vendor] is selling to us but they’re also selling to Sobeys’, they’re selling to Loblaw, and 
whatnot. If they start hearing us ask for the same stuff in all of their sales meetings, then 
obviously they’ll go back and say “well obviously this is important; we’ve got to do this.” 
(Walmart) 

The question remains whether retailers can continue to create a strong and clear demand for 

sustainable alternatives if their policies reflect different definitions of responsible or sustainable 

product.  In many cases, the discrepancies between seafood programs are small and can be mitigated 

by well-informed retailers -- for example, differences between the MSC’s standards for ecosystem 

impacts and those of other NGOs4 can be taken into account by retailers as they make sourcing 

decisions.  However, as major players like Sobeys and Walmart employ a FIPs-based approach while 

other retailers aim to source only ‘best choice’ or certified options, there may be a fracturing of the 

standards imposed down the supply chain by the Canadian market.  Some NGOs, though they do 

recognize the necessity of FIPs in creating new sustainable sources, have indicated concern over the 

inclusion of FIP-associated products in retailer sustainable seafood programs:  

They’re saying, “oh it’s part of our sustainable seafood thing because we’re working with 
them and they’re improving” […but] it still comes out as a red item. […] How do you 
continue to drive incentives for change when they’re getting the green light in the 
marketplace? (David Suzuki Foundation)  

As FIPs develop, NGOs will need to be vigilant in their monitoring of retailers to ensure that 

fisheries that do not make improvements within a reasonable timeframe are delisted as promised. 

  

3.4 Retailer policies and consumer confusion 

 

Differences between retailer policy strategies may also be contributing to the problem of 

consumer confusion and disengagement, though only a minority of retailers readily acknowledge this 

                                                             
4 This is most clearly and routinely evidenced by NGOs filing objections in MSC’s certification process. In some cases 
when a fishery has been certified despite strong objection from the NGO community, retailers have chosen to exclude 
certified product on the advice of NGOs or independent scientists.   
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possibility. In an effort to promote their seafood programs and differentiate themselves from 

competitors, retailers have found unique ways to communicate their various policy approaches in 

display cases, on products themselves, and in literature available in-store and online. While some 

retailers have chosen to highlight the SeaChoice ‘stoplight’ colours, others have emphasized 

consumer-facing traceability programs, and still others rely on certification labels. Though all of 

these strategies are meant to guide consumers to more sustainable products, it is conceivable that the 

lack of consistent messaging across supermarkets dilutes consumer awareness.  

 

NGOs whose programs strongly colour retailer approaches suggest that even small 

discrepancies between programs contribute to consumer confusion. For instance, because 

SeaChoice and Ocean Wise rankings are based on information about species and sub-species while 

the MSC certification earned by individual fisheries, some sustainably harvested MSC products are 

not clearly recognized in consumer guides.  NGO representatives suggest that such discrepancies 

can erode consumer confidence and inspire cynicism: 

People who are getting more into it are saying, “oh, this seems a bit odd! How come you 
can promote a yellow product in Save-On-Foods and yet over there at Thrifty’s or IGA 
it’s not marked as Ocean Wise?”  (David Suzuki Foundation)  

It’s a concern because if you confuse the consumer too much, they’re going to shut 
down. If you get too many mixed messages, finally they’re going to throw their hands up 
and go, “I can’t figure this out. […] I don’t know what to do, so I’m just going to stay 
away from it.” (Ocean Wise) 

Indeed, this concern is justified according to studies suggesting that consumers are particularly 

sensitive to feeling gullible and tend to react with scepticism if detailed explanations are required to 

make sense of assurance schemes (Eden, Bear & Walker, 2007; Scholderer & Frewer, 2003). In other 

words, it is difficult to reverse consumers’ distrust through subsequent consumer education efforts 

(Eden et al., 2007). 
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 A failure to engage consumers could prove problematic for the future of market-based 

seafood programs in Canada and elsewhere, because it further erodes an already weak business case 

for retailer commitments. Numerous studies have shown that ‘green’ purchasing behaviour provides 

a tenuous foundation for market-based programs because consumer appreciation for the 

sustainability characteristics of seafood is low, good intentions do not always translate to 

commitment at the till, and premiums for green products can rarely be secured (Brécard et al., 2009; 

Dauvergne & Lister, 2010; Johnston et al., 2001, Johnston & Roheim, 2006). The experience of 

Canadian retailers does little to contradict research done in other markets and there is strong 

consensus in the network that consumers did not initiate the seafood movement in Canada.  In 

effect, retailers suggest that they launched policies despite very low consumer concern over the issue, 

as measured by comments or complaints, but had hoped that their efforts would be recognized and 

supported by consumer purchasing behaviour. Thus far, retailers have been disappointed by a lack 

of response:  

So the customer -- and this is what has held us back for some time -- the customer has 
not and does not, on any large scale, say, “I need to have sustainable seafood.” (Sobeys) 

[…E]ngaging the consumer is very important. I would however add to that that what 
we’re doing is not engaging the consumer – because we’re not at the moment. And 
actually, disappointingly, we have not received the sort of kudos that we would like to. 
(Loblaw) 

 

However, this disappointment does not appear to be currently paired with concern or 

resignation that seafood programs will have to persist outside of the profit model into the 

foreseeable future.  While retailers indicate that they are true converts to the idea of sustainable 

seafood and are changing their sourcing policies because ‘it’s the right thing to do’, they are also very 

clear that their primary mandate is to meet consumer demand:   

What will determine whether this is successful or not will be […] acceptance by 
consumers of what we’re suggesting is important. (Loblaw) 
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 Ultimately, our biggest thing is about offering the consumers choice. Because at the end 

of the day, the consumers are going to tell us whether they want it or don’t. (Overwaitea) 
 
 It’s a whole leap to begin to do […]fundamental education on ‘why should I […] buy 

sustainable?’ you know, but that’s what’s required to help bring people along.  (Sobeys) 

These passages suggest that retailers seem to accept that they are faced with the task of creating 

demand for more sustainable products, often based solely on sustainability attributes.  While they 

typically compete on price, retailers work towards this objective by engaging in primary demand 

marketing to bolster consumer appreciation for sustainable seafood as a product category, a task 

arguably made more difficult by fragmented messaging.  

 

Pressure is mounting to do so because retailers have indicated that they have, to this point, 

been undertaking their sustainable seafood activities without requiring that consumers pay a price 

premium. Instead, the costs of MSC certifications and other labelling programs have generally been 

absorbed lower down the supply chain, by harvesters and processors. However, retailers are 

expressing concern that aggressively expanding sustainable seafood offerings will be difficult unless 

the entire sector moves simultaneously or, barring that unlikely scenario, that consumers 

demonstrate a willingness to preferentially purchase sustainable options and absorb additional costs. 

For instance, Overwaitea is offering SweetSpring salmon, a land-based and efficient alternative to 

red listed farmed Atlantic salmon, and acknowledges that the product’s profitability is capped by 

other retailers’ offerings of conventional farmed Atlantic salmon. Similar challenges exist for popular 

offerings like shrimp, for which alternatives like domestic spotted prawn are much more expensive. 

Notable price differentials between conventional and sustainable options mean that retailers will 

likely bear significant profit losses unless consumers come onside.   
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3.5 Certification standards and the ‘or equivalent’ clause 

 

Eco-certification is often touted as one of the more promising mechanisms of 

environmental governance because it creates enforceable rules and tracks compliance to 

sustainability standards along entire supply chains (Cashore, 2002; Bernstein & Cashore, 2007; 

Cashore, Auld & Newsom, 2004; Auld et al., 2009). As now described, Canada’s emerging 

governance network has embraced certification as a way of both creating and demonstrating seafood 

sustainability. Many retailer policies endorse products certified to particular standards, and some 

retailers like Loblaw, Walmart Canada and Costco have designed policies that rely heavily on the 

MSC standard as a measure of ‘sustainability’. NGOs collectively uphold fishery certifications, 

particularly to the MSC standard, as an essential component of the governance system and are 

working to strengthen the certification process through stakeholder committees. 

  

  Though the uptake of the MSC standard by global fisheries has been strong and is still 

growing, MSC-certified product currently represents only 8% of the total global catch (MSC, 2012b).  

The limited supply of MSC-certified products has been taken into account by retailers; even those 

whose policies rely heavily on MSC-certification have inserted an ‘or equivalent’ clause to ensure that 

policy goals can be met even in the absence of adequate supply. Representatives from Loblaw, 

whose partnership with WWF illustrates their strong commitment to fishery certification as a 

solution, have expressed concerned with the lack of supply and are actively exploring alternative 

strategies to move forward with their policy goals in the short term:    

Loblaw came to us very quickly after they partnered with WWF and said, “you know, we 
realized with quick homework that we’re not going to be able to meet our commitments 
with MSC.” There’s not going to be enough product by 2013 to be 100% MSC-certified. 
And so they’re going, “what do we do?”  (David Suzuki Foundation) 
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This concern is not reflected in public statements, which remain highly optimistic in the company’s 

ability to meet its targets (SeafoodSource, 2012), but one NGO representative acknowledged that 

current seafood ranking programs and certifications do not yet constitute complete solutions for 

retailers because so many popular products are harvested or farmed unsustainably:   

 [O]n one level, we’re working around the edges of sustainable seafood work.  Because 
restaurants, and even the retailers, where you’re dealing with all their other product mix, 
we’ve had some good success there and they’re definitely moving some things and 
changing some things, but you get into farmed salmon, shrimp and canned tuna, and 
that’s the bulk of your problem.  (David Suzuki Foundation) 

 

In response to this shortage of alternatives for top sellers, retailers have been forced to adopt 

‘interim positions’ while they work to create long term solutions for problem fisheries. For example, 

they are increasingly engaged in FIPs – a process where their existing leverage in problem fisheries, 

combined with that of other large seafood purchasers, can create sufficient incentive for a fishery to 

do remedial work and eventually achieve certification. Retailers have also explored species-specific 

solutions:  Loblaw has elected to source a portion of their salmon from a producer that practices 

integrated multi-trophic aquaculture (IMTA), a farming technique that reduces benthic loading by 

using mollusks and aquatic plants to filter salmon waste. Though acknowledged by Loblaw as a step 

forward instead of a permanent solution, this initiative drew strong criticism from NGOs who 

publicly portrayed it as green wash in the midst of an international seafood summit (Leung, 2008). 

Loblaw, Walmart Canada, and Costco Canada’s use of the ISSF as part of their tuna sourcing has 

drawn similar criticism from the NGO community, particularly Greenpeace, whose 2012 tuna 

ranking clearly suggests that ISSF membership does not equate with sustainable practice 

(Greenpeace, 2012). Though these interim positions will likely play an important part in creating new 

sources of sustainable seafood, they also illustrate the current difficulty of abiding by certification-

based commitments, and the downward pressure placed on retailers’ standards by supply shortages. 
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Indeed, many challenges are impeding the expansion of certified products at the rate 

required by such ambitious retailer commitments. For many fisheries, both domestic and 

international, demand for certification is outweighed by the substantial cost or difficulty of the 

certification process (Jacquet et al., 2010a; Jacquet et al., 2010b). Even in Canada, where the state 

does support the certification process and institutional capacity is relatively strong (Gale & Haward, 

2011), challenges exist for certain fisheries due to their structure. Lobster, for instance, which 

represents 38% of Atlantic Canada’s commercial landings, is managed by 41 distinct Lobster Fishing 

Areas encompassing 10,000 licensed fishing enterprises with anywhere from a few to a few hundred 

harvesters (Parliament of Canada, 2009). In part because of its complex organization, this fishery is 

not well-suited to the MSC’s assessment process.   

 

Because of these impediments to certification, fishery industry associations have been strong 

proponents of an FAO-based certification which would act as an alternative to the MSC. This 

certification would serve to recognize the responsible management of Canadian fisheries, based on 

their adherence with the FAO Code of conduct for responsible fisheries.5 The Fisheries Council of 

Canada and the Canadian Aquaculture Industry Alliance have received financial support from 

Fisheries and Oceans Canada (DFO) to develop separate FAO-based responsible fisheries 

management certification systems for capture fisheries and aquaculture (AAFC, 2011). Both 

associations have hired Global Trust to assist with program development, and the projects are based 

on that company’s previous work in Iceland and Alaska (CAIA, 2012).  

 

                                                             
5 The FAO-Based certification is based on a checklist derived from the FAO Code of conduct for responsible fisheries, the FAO 
Guidelines for the eco-labelling of fish and fishery products, and the FAO Fisheries Circular No.917  (“J. Caddy Checklist”), and it 
achieved full ISO 65 accreditation in February of 2012 (Global Trust 2012 and 2012b). 
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The Alaska Seafood Marketing Institute has made the case for its application of the FAO-

based model by claiming that the state’s constitutional mandate for sustainability and its long history 

of responsible fisheries management is sufficient assurance for most fisheries clients. In the case that 

clients require an additional assurance, the FAO-Based certification helps them demonstrate that 

they source from legal and responsible fisheries (ASMI, 2012). Likewise, the Iceland Responsible 

Fisheries Foundation program is one that demonstrates the origin of Icelandic seafood, which is 

claimed to be synonymous with responsible fisheries management (IRF, 2012).  By the certifier’s 

own admission, the FAO-Based certification is not meant to drive improvements in fisheries 

management, but rather, “it just provides the independent assurance that [...] fisheries are being 

responsibly managed” (ASMI, 2012).  However, critics have suggested that the certification is being 

improperly portrayed as a substitute for the MSC and used to make public-facing claims of 

sustainability. 

 

The Canadian NGO community has been highly critical of the FAO-Based model of 

fisheries certification and does not consider it equivalent to the MSC because it not generally viewed 

as a third-party certification, nor is it fully consistent with the FAO and the International Social and 

Environmental Accreditation and Labelling Alliance (ISEAL) international guidelines (Wright, 

2012). In spite of its comparative shortcomings, NGOs fear that the market may accept the FAO-

Based model as a substitute for MSC when their only other option is to drastically reduce seafood 

offerings to meet their policy objectives.  

 

A similar scenario is playing out in the aquaculture sector, where numerous certifications are 

currently vying for support from the industry and from market players. In connection with Canadian 

retail commitments, the most significant certifications are Global Aquaculture Alliance’s Best 
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Aquaculture Practices (BAP) and the Aquaculture Stewardship Council (ASC). The latter, which is 

the WWF’S aquaculture equivalent of the MSC, is currently in development, as species-specific 

standards are being constructed through Aquaculture Dialogues involving hundreds of stakeholders. 

Retailers who have committed to the ASC standard suggest that it is the stronger certification, a 

judgment that has been supported by at least one benchmarking study (SERG, 2011), but have also 

notably inserted the “or equivalent” clause to leave room for alternatives should they be necessary. 

As alternative aquaculture certifications, many of them species-specific, continue to proliferate, the 

role of NGOs will be critical in guarding the sustainability standard. As one NGO representative 

remarked, certifications are “all works in progress” and the standard they uphold is mutable.   

 

Because approximately 85% of Canada’s catch and 85% of its aquaculture production are 

exported (Magera & Beaton, 2009; CAIA, 2012 ), international retailers’ stance on proliferating 

certification standards will have significant influence on the outcome of Canada’s fishery 

certification landscape. However, the positions of domestic retailers should not be discounted, 

particularly because they have become increasingly engaged in domestic policy advocacy as a way of 

creating new sources of sustainable product. Though not all retailers are engaging directly with 

government agencies, some retailers have communicated directly with the Fisheries Minister, the 

Prime Minister’s Office, or provincial fisheries and agriculture ministers to advocate for, among 

other things, federal investment in research and development for closed-containment salmon 

aquaculture6 and the DFO’s continued support for MSC certifications in domestic waters7. Loblaw 

and Sobeys, the retailers with the most active seafood-related government relations, have also been 
                                                             
6 Overwaitea has sent a letter to the Prime Minister’s Office and to the DFO requesting financial assistance for the 
development of closed-containment salmon to meet market demand 
 
7 Loblaw communicates to the DFO, through various channels, that MSC certification is the foundation of their policy 
and that they encourage support of that standard. 
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invited to represent the interests of retailers in the Seafood Value Chain Roundtable, a forum co-

chaired by the fishing industry, the DFO, and Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada (AAFC). The 

relationships between retailers and government agencies are qualified by all involved parties as 

‘dialogue’ and ‘a two-way street’, as retailers gain expertise on fisheries management while 

government agencies gain insight about market pressures and their effect on specific fisheries. 

However, one retailer involved in dialogue with government suggested that the interaction is 

necessary as some government policies have ‘certainly not helped’ retailers achieve their seafood 

policy goals. In other words, the content of retailers’ sustainable seafood policies is significant not 

only because of its direct pressure on supply chains, but also because it receives consideration during 

policy discussions about fisheries management on a national level. 

  

4. Conclusion 

 

Bernstein and Cashore (2007) offer a framework for the evaluation of Canada’s emerging 

seafood governance system. Although their work is centered on the legitimacy of specific 

certification bodies like the FSC and MSC, the authors have conceded that we cannot “pre-judge the 

exact institutional form” of a legitimate, functional, and mature governance system because it may 

actually look more like a “coordinated network bound together by shared norms, or a common set 

of minimal standards and practices” (2007, p.361-362).  The authors also suggest that in order to be 

fully effective, the network must not be exclusively driven by firms’ strategic or utilitarian interests 

such as short-term financial gain or the avoidance of shaming or boycotting by NGOs.  Instead, 

standard setters must gain rule-making authority so that standards can be set, monitored, and raised 

across the network without creating a competitive disadvantage for participants. The evidence 

provided in this paper illustrates the networked character of the Canadian seafood governance 
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system but does not suggest that unified rules and norms exist at this point, or that there is an 

agreed-upon standard setting process or body. 

 

Therefore, although retailer commitments seem to stem from genuine concern for fisheries 

and an interest in ‘doing the right thing’ and retailer-NGO partnerships have resulted in 

indispensable dialogue and learning, it is important to consider limitations and tensions in the 

network. Competition between NGOs and between retailers, shortages of sustainable supply, and 

the indifference of the consumer base are conspiring against the political legitimization of strong 

sustainability standards for capture fisheries and aquaculture. There has yet been no conclusive 

evidence that standards are spiralling downward under these pressures, but neither is there any 

indication that retailers will collectively agree to be bound by standards that reduce profitability or 

run against competitive and strategic interests.  

 

For market-based seafood governance to reach an ideal state, one in which standard setters 

enjoy political legitimacy while enforcing ever more rigorous production standards, the NGO 

community ought to consolidate their various seafood standards and agree upon a baseline to which 

retailers should adhere. The lack of such a standard has allowed retailers to endorse a range of 

standards and approaches and has likely encouraged competition amongst retailers instead of 

collaboration. This gap has already been recognized by many NGOs and is being addressed, albeit 

slowly, through the Conservation Alliance. These efforts must be sustained, and the outcomes of 

this forum should be closely monitored and further incentivized by funding agencies. 

 

Canada’s governance network might also benefit from mechanisms that encourage exchange 

of ideas among retailers and facilitate, if not the standardization of approaches, at least a sense of 
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community. In particular, retailers would benefit from organized approaches to improvement 

projects and policy advocacy actions to address the current shortages of sustainable supply. They 

might also collectively benefit from more streamlined efforts to reach the consumer, whose capacity 

to “vote for eco-friendly products with their shopping dollars” (Dauvergne and Lister, 2010) and 

“influence policy through their purses (Iles, 2004) is currently underutilized.  
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CHAPTER FOUR – MANUSCRIPT B 
 

The Role of the State in Canada’s Market-Based Fisheries Governance 

 

Abstract 

In the absence of effective national and international fisheries regulation, evidenced by the 
precipitous decline of global fish stocks, market-based governance strategies have surfaced as a 
supplement to traditional fisheries management. These include certifications and ranking schemes, 
consumer awareness campaigns, and retailer sourcing commitments, all of which have been 
deployed in Canada over the last decade. The scholarship describing these market-based 
mechanisms has tended to situate them squarely outside of the purview of states and state-based 
institutions, because they emanate from the private and civil sectors. Although governance is 
certainly no longer solely focused on the behaviours and actions of governments, it is important to 
recognize and to understand the continuing role of the state, which arguably underpins “non-state” 
or “market-based” governance mechanisms in many cases. The success of these mechanisms is 
dependent, in part, on their ability to recognize and adapt to national politics, institutions, and 
norms. Based on interviews with key actors in Canada’s emerging seafood governance network, this 
paper shows that the state’s numerous interactions with market-based instruments, particularly 
through the work of Fisheries and Oceans Canada (DFO) is having an effect on the shape and 
outcomes of seafood governance in the country. The DFO, for instance, has provided indispensable 
support for MSC certifications which is now being threatened by budget cuts, making less 
cumbersome alternatives more attractive. The DFO’s response to the policy advocacy activities of 
NGOs and their retail partners will also have implications for the outcomes of market-based 
governance in Canada.   

 
 
1. Introduction 

 

Environmental governance scholarship has had a tendency to situate emerging ‘market-

based’ mechanisms squarely outside of the purview of states and state-based institutions (Lemos & 

Agrawal, 2006). This is, in part, due to the fact that governance approaches initially evolved as a 

response to many notable failures of state-based regulation and management (Gale & Haward, 

2011). It is now widely acknowledged that states’ capacity to regulate has been ‘hollowed out’ by the 
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ascendance of neo-liberalism in the 1980s and 1990s, which was compounded by the WTO’s refusal 

to regulate based on ‘process and production methods’ in the mid-90s (Gale & Haward, 2011; 

Gunningham, 2005). States had smaller budgets to support environmental regulation, and 

international regulations preventing a global ‘race to the bottom’ in environmental standards were 

lacking in many cases (Gale & Haward, 2011; Gunningham, 2005). The emergence of market-based 

strategies for commodity governance, therefore, is presented in the context of state-based 

environmental management failures and of a growing ‘governance gap’ (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007; 

Cashore et al., 2007; Gunningham, 2005; Pattberg, 2005; Vandenbergh, 2007).  

 

 The various market-based governance strategies that emerged to fill the gap left by state 

failure have some commonalities, one of which is that they were initiated by private or civil actors 

(Gale & Haward, 2011). Vandenbergh, for instance, has argued that the absence of the state is a 

foundational characteristic of governance, which he describes as resource management that could be 

done by the state but is rather done by a private actor (2007).  This conception emphasizes industry-

led supply-chain contracting to ensure compliance to environmental or social standards down the 

supply chain. Likewise, Bernstein and Cashore have defined governance as any private alternative 

designed to compensate for failed national or intergovernmental regulation (2007). Their description 

includes processes such as industry self-regulation, CSR initiatives, public-private partnerships, and 

most notably what they have termed “Non-State Market Driven” (NSMD) systems, which they have 

touted as the most promising form of environmental governance. NSMD systems are voluntary 

certification schemes, like the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) standard, which derive the 

authority and legitimacy to create “binding and enforceable rules” through markets (Bernstein & 

Cashore, 2007, p.348). The features of NSMD systems suggest that governmental authority is not 
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exercised, but rather that producers and consumers along the supply chain voluntarily comply to a 

standard, usually based on the costs and benefits of compliance (Auld et al., 2009, p.188). 

 

Governance is no longer solely focused on the behaviours and actions of governments, and 

even scholars within the traditional disciplines of Political Science and International Relations have 

acknowledged that their disciplines must be redrawn if they are to remain relevant to the discussion 

of global environmental problems (Auer, 2000; Young, 2009). However, for several reasons, it is 

important to recognize and to understand the continuing role of the state, which arguably underpins 

“non-state” governance mechanisms. First, many intergovernmental organizations or standards 

bodies involved in governance have statist origins and, though they may have prevalent roles in 

knowledge-building, policy promotion, or enforcement, they are maintained by “the state’s largess” 

(Auer 2000, p.156, 161). States may also support market-based governance mechanisms through 

public procurement policies and formal endorsements (Gulbrandsen, 2006). Moreover, through 

their policies, states can also create an environment conducive to market-based systems. For 

instance, the province of British Columbia introduced a ‘results-based code’ in the forestry sector to 

demonstrate support for the uptake of the Forestry Stewardship Council (FSC) certification in the 

late-90s (Cashore, Auld & Newsom, 2004). Likewise, Canada’s recent Ocean to Plate strategy clearly 

demonstrates the state’s support for the market-based governance of fisheries through traceability 

and sustainability certifications (Foley, 2011).  

 

The complex relationships between governance mechanisms and the state are beginning to 

be reflected in governance literature. Recent papers suggest that mechanisms like certification 

systems are intertwined with state-based politics, institutions and norms (Foley, 2011; Foley 2012; 

Gale & Haward, 2011; Gulbrandsen, 2010; Hallström and Boström, 2010; Bartley, 2011). Authors 
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are also beginning to assert that the success of governance mechanisms is dependent on their ability 

to understand and adapt to national contexts; private regulation that pretends to operate outside of 

statist structures operates with a significant blind spot and may thus be of limited effectiveness: 

Because it pretends to bypass the state (even though this is impossible), pretends (to?) 
work the same way no matter where in the world it is being implemented (but doesn’t), 
transnational private regulation is blind to crucial features of the national context and 
silent about patterns of extraction and capital mobility that greatly limit improvements in 
labor and environmental standards (Bartley, 2011 p. 18) 

 
It has also been suggested that invoking the phrase ‘market-driven’ to explain the proliferation and 

adoption of governance mechanisms is an oversimplification and “obscures a complex set of agents 

and driving forces” (Foley, 2011, p.209).  

 

Consistent with this recent scholarship, this paper aims to show that the state does indeed 

shape the implementation of market-based governance mechanisms and their outcomes. It presents 

evidence in support of the argument that the state’s mandate, as expressed through its numerous 

interactions with market-based instruments, is prioritizing some mechanisms over others and thus 

helping steer market-based fisheries governance. In Canada, the key agent of the state in fisheries 

management is the Fisheries and Oceans Canada (DFO). The core mandate of the DFO is to 

advance sustainable aquatic ecosystems while fostering economic prosperity across maritime sectors 

and fisheries (DFO, 2012). 

 

Specifically, this paper demonstrates that the economic element of the DFO’s dual mandate 

has resulted in various degrees and types of support for eco-certification, including the MSC 

program. The support provided includes science, funding, and personnel resources. This reliance on 

the DFO’s resources, particularly in a political era characterized by shrinking budgets, however, has 

made the program vulnerable to competition from an emerging alternative certification, the Global 
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Trust’s FAO-based certification. The FAO-based model is generally perceived as less cumbersome 

and resource intensive, but it is also far less prescriptive. Though the DFO cannot endorse one 

standard over another, its involvement in the certification process will affect the outcome of any 

competition between the MSC and alternative standards. This paper also presents evidence that 

Canada’s NGO community is seeking to affect change through an ‘enhanced’ version of policy 

advocacy by harnessing the support of major Canadian retailers and reasserting the importance of 

state-based fisheries management in the pursuit of sustainability. The DFO, however, has not been 

particularly responsive to this domestic advocacy and has, instead, focused on the demands of more 

economically significant markets. This has implications for the efforts of even the largest domestic 

retailers, NGOs, and for governance strategies that target the demand of Canadian consumers.   

 

The findings presented in this paper emerged from interviews with key actors in Canada’s 

seafood governance network. This network was defined through a preliminary review of press 

releases, corporate websites and reports, certification reports, and other policy documents. Insights 

were also gathered through participant observation at two major seafood conferences, namely the 9th 

Annual Seafood Choice Alliance Seafood Summit, and the 2012 Boston Seafood Show. Speeches, 

special sessions, and panel discussions at both of these events have helped define the network and 

have contributed to the general understanding of its configuration and function. A total of 21 semi-

structured interviews were conducted with participants including representatives from major 

Canadian food retailers, NGOs involved in fisheries policy advocacy and/or retailer partnerships, 

the Marine Stewardship Council, fisheries associations, independent scientists, and the DFO. The 

interviews, conducted in person or over the phone, were designed to yield detailed descriptions and 

explanations of each participant’s position in Canada’s emerging market-based seafood governance 

network. Interviews were digitally recorded, transcribed in full, then coded using NVIVO software 
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in order to aggregate data around specific thematic nodes. This process aided in clarifying the data 

and allowed common themes to emerge. Subsequently, a report of preliminary findings was 

distributed to all participants in order to generate feedback. Participants were also asked to review 

and consent to the use of some particularly representative interview segments, which appear as 

block quotes throughout this paper and are attributed to organizations, as opposed to individuals, as 

agreed upon with participants.  

 

The proceeding section presents a brief background on state-based fisheries management in 

Canada and a description of the uptake of market-based governance mechanisms in Canada that 

focuses on MSC certification, FIPs, and the recent wave of NGO partnerships and policy 

commitments in the food retail sector. The sections that follow contain the paper’s key findings and 

discuss their implications. 

 

2. Background: From fisheries management to seafood governance   

 

 Traditionally, the management of Canadian fisheries has been characterized by a top-down 

structure and very limited public consultation (Shelton & Sinclair, 2008). However, after the 

environmentally and economically devastating collapse of six populations of state-managed Atlantic 

cod in the early 1990s (Haward & Vince, 2008; Myers, Hutchings & Barrowman, 1997), Canada 

adopted a few international agreements that signalled a shift toward ecosystem-based thinking and 

the precautionary approach (Shelton & Sinclair, 2008).  These agreements included the legally-

binding UN Fish Stocks Agreement on the conservation and optimal use of straddling and 

migratory species (United Nations, 1995) and the UN Convention on Biological Diversity (United 

Nations, 1992) which later resulted in a specific commitment to maintaining or restoring stocks to 
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MSY levels by 2015 (United Nations, 2002). Perhaps most notably, Canada played a leading role in 

the development of the FAO Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries (“FAO Code”). The FAO 

Code, among other things, establishes principles and criteria for the design of national fisheries 

management policies.  It urges national governments to design management and conservation 

policies that ensure the long-term sustainability of fisheries and emphasizes the importance of 

scientific data collection and the implementation of a precautionary approach (FAO, 1995). The 

FAO Code also urges states to develop stock-specific target reference points, limit reference points, 

and harvest control rules (FAO, 1995).  

 

International agreements were supplemented by national acts that emphasize the state’s 

commitment to sustainable fisheries management, such as the Fisheries Act (Government of 

Canada, 1985) and the Oceans Act (Government of Canada, 1996). After participating in the FAO 

Code, the DFO developed the Canadian Code of Conduct for Responsible Fishing Operations 

which was meant to reflect the national application of the FAO Code informed by “the needs and 

priorities” of Canadian fisheries (DFO, 1998). The DFO also began developing fishery-specific 

Integrated Fisheries Management Plans (IFMPs), which are currently being implemented in 

accordance with the department’s priorities.   

 

Shelton and Sinclair (2008, p.2309) argue that the sum of Canada’s national policies and 

international agreements can be distilled into five “guiding principles”: (1) the application of the best 

scientific information to achieve conservation and sustainable-use aims, (2) the prioritization of 

genetic diversity in commercially important and incidentally affected species, (3) the implementation 

of a harvest strategy incorporating limit and target reference points and harvest control rules, (4) the 

use of simulation testing to prove the performance of harvest control rules under a variety of fishery 
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behaviours, and (5) the development of strategies that reflect societal values through cooperation 

with stakeholders.  The authors argue that these guidelines can form the basis for sustainable 

fisheries management, but that Canada still lacks implementation plans to move from policy to 

action. Indeed, Canada’s incomplete implementation of international commitments has drawn 

criticism, and some have called the failure an “ironic twist” given Canada’s leadership in the design 

of the FAO Code in the 90s (Pitcher et al., 2009, p.659; Pitcher, 2010; Pew Environment Group, 

2011). Weak implementation has been attributed to the substantial financial costs of putting policy 

into action (Pitcher et al., 2009) and an unwillingness to commit to a harvest strategy (Shelton & 

Sinclair, 2008).  

    

The knowledge, regulations and guidelines of national and international regulatory bodies 

have long constituted the sum total of fisheries governance in Canada. However, these have been 

gradually supplemented by market-based governance mechanisms (Ponte, 2012). These emerging 

governance mechanisms are distinct from traditional forms of state-based management because they 

are more collaborative in nature and draw on the previously untapped perspectives and resources of 

the private sector, the civil sector, and the individual citizen to ‘ratchet up’ the fishing industry’s 

social and environmental standards (Lemos & Agrawal, 2006; Lyon, 2009; Webb, 2005). In Canada, 

a few new mechanisms have gained traction and have considerably altered the fisheries governance 

landscape over the last decade. 

  

One notable change in Canadian fisheries governance has been the uptake of MSC fishery 

certification, predominantly by export-driven fisheries. The MSC, a global standards organization, 

was conceived in 1996 as the result of a partnership formed between Unilever and WWF with the 

intention of harnessing economic incentives to drive fisheries improvement through certification. In 
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2000, the first fisheries were certified to MSC’s standard, and global uptake of the certification has 

steadily increased since.  In 2001, the British Columbia sockeye salmon fishery, which was supplying 

Unilever at the time, became Canada’s first fishery to enter the MSC certification process, a year 

after its Alaskan competitor achieved certification.  Since then, a wave of Canadian fisheries have 

achieved or entered into MSC certification; a total of 18 are certified, with 6 more in process (see 

Appendix E). The Canadian uptake of the MSC certification reflects the upward global trend; as of 

April 2012, 156 fisheries have been certified and 120 more are in assessment (MSC, 2012). Fisheries 

engaged in the program, either certified or in full assessment, represent over 10% of the global 

annual harvest of wild-capture fisheries (MSC, 2012b).  

 

A distinct but simultaneous development in Canada’s case of fisheries governance is the 

mobilization of large food retailers by domestic and international NGOs and the resulting wave of 

sustainable seafood policies. The first Canadian retailer to release a comprehensive sustainable 

seafood policy was Loblaw Companies Ltd (“Loblaw”). Although Loblaw had already made some 

efforts to procure MSC certified products, it was the subject of a Greenpeace campaign that 

included the staging of mock crime scenes featuring banners reading “Caught red-handed selling 

red-listed fish” at eight stores in the Toronto area in 2009 (Jacquet et al., 2010). The retailer forged a 

seafood-specific partnership with WWF Canada and committed to sourcing 100% of the fish and 

seafood in all its product categories from sustainable sources by 2013 (Loblaw, 2009). The retailer 

used the MSC criteria as its baseline for defining ‘sustainable’ sources, and its policy specifies that 

products must be “certified to MSC, ASC or other independent equivalent standards” (Loblaw, 

2011). Soon after the launch of Loblaw’s policy, other Canadian retailers embraced partnerships with 

NGOs and designed policies of their own. Overwaitea, a retail chain in Canada’s western provinces, 

was second out of the gate with sustainable seafood policy largely shaped by the company’s 
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longstanding partnership with the David Suzuki Foundation and its consequent support for the 

SeaChoice coalition, a group of five Canadian NGOs known first for their ‘green-yellow-red’ or 

‘stoplight’ consumer seafood guides and increasingly for their industry partnerships. Overwaitea’s 

policy reflects the NGO partnership at its core – it commits the company to gradually shifting 

procurement to sustainable sources by eliminating offerings in the SeaChoice ‘Avoid’ category. The 

retailer also endorses MSC certified products as part of their strategy, but defaults to the SeaChoice 

ranking in the case of a discrepancy. As of July 2011, when Canada Safeway’s policy was announced, 

all major food retailers in Canada have public sustainable seafood commitments. Some of these 

resemble Loblaw’s MSC-based example or the SeaChoice model. Despite differences in the details, 

retailers’ sustainable seafood policies are collectively stimulating changes in the supply chains of 

store-bought seafood in Canada. Retailer commitments have bolstered wholesale demand for 

demonstrably sustainable seafood products, whether MSC certified, SeaChoice ‘green’, Ocean Wise 

eco-labeled, or other alternatives.  

 

The engagement of the retail sector has also contributed, albeit marginally, to the 

proliferation of Fishery Improvement Projects (FIPs) domestically and internationally. FIPs are 

remedial projects targeting fisheries that are considered ineligible for the MSC assessment process 

due to poor performance. The Honolulu-based NGO Sustainable Fisheries Partnership (SFP), now 

partnered with Sobeys and Walmart Canada, was founded on the concept of FIPs which they 

describe as ‘convening the supply chain’ and mobilizing key industry players to affect change 

through political pressure and supply chain tools like control documents. The SFP’s work has 

yielded measureable changes ‘on the water’ in four fisheries outside of North America, two of which 

have gone on to achieve MSC certification (SFP, 2012). Support for FIPs has grown in Canada as 

retailers like Sobeys have adopted a ‘fix the worst first’ strategy and others are increasingly 
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concerned with their inability to meet ambitious sustainability targets while relying on a relatively 

small supply of MSC certified products.  Because FIPs recruit the key clients of the fishery in 

question, Canadian retailers’ efforts are not necessarily aimed at Canadian fisheries, nor do Canadian 

FIPs necessarily involve domestic retailers. WWF Canada’s work on Newfoundland’s cod fishery, 

for instance, has led the organization to enlist the support of UK retailer Marks & Spencer, a major 

client for that fishery. Likewise, SFP’s work on British Columbian salmon launched in 2010 has 

involved retailers in the UK, in continental Europe, and in the United States in addition to Sobeys.  

By leveraging domestic and international fishery clients, FIPs are affecting Canada’s fisheries 

governance landscape. 

 

These market-based mechanisms, which are rooted in the activities of the civil and private 

sectors, are indeed distinct from the partially implemented state-based arrangements that constituted 

fisheries management. They are, however, shaped by the legal and political-economic backdrop of 

state-based fisheries management.  They are also subject to the direct influence of the state which, as 

the next sections indicate, is relevant to market-based governance through its partnerships, its 

resources, and its unalienable role as the manager of commonly-owned Canadian fisheries.   

 

3. Evidence and implications of state engagement in Canadian market-based seafood governance 
 

 

This section presents research findings that reveal the significance of the interplay between 

the state-led and market-based fisheries governance mechanisms. The first subsection (3.1) shows 

that the DFO has adopted a supportive stance towards MSC certification, and that this support is 

essential to its application in Canadian fisheries. Subsequently, it is shown that this support comes at 

a cost for the DFO, because it entails adjustments to management priorities and timelines (3.2). 
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These demands on the DFO, the effects of which are compounded by the Department’s shrinking 

budget, have made less prescriptive certifications more likely to enjoy state backing in the future 

(3.3).  A final subsection (3.4) discusses the role of the state vis-à-vis the distinct but interconnected 

manifestation of market-based governance in Canada: retailer sustainable seafood policies. To meet 

their commitments, retailers are increasingly petitioning the state to implement regulations that 

would increase the supply of domestic sustainable products. While retailers’ advocacy activities 

highlight the state’s critical and continuing role in fisheries governance, their limited success 

indicates that the state is currently focused on maintaining market access for export-oriented 

fisheries through certifications and that the domestic retail-based movement does not yet enjoy the 

same codified and supportive response as do certifications. 

 

3.1 DFO support for MSC certification  

 

The logic of MSC certification is that fisheries participants will voluntarily comply with MSC 

standards when faced with downward pressure from processers, wholesalers, and retailers in global 

supply chains (Berstein and Cashore, 2007). When pressure was exerted on Canadian fisheries in the 

early 2000s, largely by foreign actors, participants had to decide how to respond. However, fishers 

and the organizations that represent them were not the only ones forced to weigh the costs and 

benefits of compliance to the MSC standard – so too did the DFO, without which many fisheries 

would not have access to sufficient funds and fisheries data to support the certification process.  

Though it is responsible for the sustainable management of publicly owned Canadian 

fisheries resources, the DFO also has a strong economic mandate. Management priorities of the 

DFO are shaped by what might be seen as a dual regulatory responsibility “to advance sustainable 

aquatic ecosystems” and to “foster economic prosperity across maritime sectors and fisheries” 
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(DFO, 2012). In order to respond to industry requests for certification, the DFO therefore had to 

adopt a stance on the MSC. This section suggests that the economic mandate was the most 

significant influence in the subsequent uptake of MSC certification in Canada.  

Study participants, including retailers, NGOs, and scientists, frequently suggested that the 

DFO’s economic mandate often supersedes its conservation mandate, which can be manifest in its 

management priorities: 

On the one hand, [DFO]’s there to support economic activity from fisheries and 
aquaculture, and on the other hand it’s there to conserve. […] Yeah, and the economic 
activity driver has always been the squeakier of the two wheels and that’s where we have 
shifted things. 

Indeed, DFO was concerned with the growing demand for MSC-certified products in key export 

markets, particularly in the UK where retailers unanimously adopted the MSC standard early on. 

DFO data (see Figure 2) paints a clear picture of the potential market loss due if new certification 

requirements were unmet: 90% of Canadian exports, totalling $3.67 billion were at medium or high 

risk of being terminated. Ultimately, interplay between the DFO’s economic mandate and its 

response to MSC appears to have informed: 1) conditions for uptake of MSC in Canada; and 2) how 

fisheries governance trajectory might be guided by the state’s mandate in the future. 
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Figure 2. Export markets for Canadian seafood where businesses are most vulnerable to losing market share due to 
increased eco-labelling requirements (Adapted from Magera & Beaton, 2009) 

 

For example, Canada’s Pacific sockeye salmon fishery, which supplies UK retailers Tesco 

and Sainsbury’s with canned salmon, sought certification in an attempt to retain shelf space after its 

Alaskan counterpart was certified in 2000 (MSC, 2000). Similarly, East Coast producers of once-

frozen cooked and peeled shrimp joined together to seek certification which differentiated them 

from a small pool of uncertified competitors (MSC, 2011). In these instances we see how European 

demand for MSC certifications created substantial pressure on Canadian fisheries, both directly 

through requests from the end of the supply chain and through competition with newly certified 

foreign fisheries. 

 

Simultaneously, the DFO began examining how it should respond to industry demands for 

MSC certification. Hired consultants helped them recognize that  a) in many cases, certification will 

be costly and cannot be afforded by industry without assistance, b) the DFO would benefit from a 

standardized approach to deal with industry’s growing interest in certifications, and c) fisheries’ 
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failure to achieve certification could reflect badly on national fisheries management,  not only 

because Canada would fail to ensure market access, but also because the gap between Canada’s 

policies and practices would be exposed (Shelton & Sinclair, 2008; Gale & Haward, 2011). To 

summarize, early information provided to the DFO, much of it by consultants, suggested that 

ignoring the MSC was “not an option”, and that the DFO embraced the MSC, but not “especially 

enthusiastically” (Gale and Haward, 2011). One participant in this research recalled a particularly 

significant early tension produced by the DFO’s early reluctance: 

[i]nitially the government was refusing to give the fisheries this data so that they could go 
out and get MSC, and that took a good year before that barrier was overcome and the 
government finally freely gave that information. [...] They are behind the scenes making 
those shifts to make sure they have a viable industry. (Loblaw) 

 

The DFO’s support for fisheries certification was eventually codified in the national Ocean 

to Plate policy framework, which aimed to create “an economically viable industry that is able to 

withstand supply and demand shocks” (DFO, 2008).  Of course, it is not in within the department’s 

purview to promote certain eco-certifications over others; it claims to support all eco-certifications 

or eco-labelling regimes equally as long as they are consistent with the FAO Code of Conduct and 

FAO Guidelines on Ecolabelling. Thus, the Ocean to Plate framework supported the development 

of sustainable management systems and the coordination between the activities of federal 

departments, provincial governments and the fishing industry to make it easier for fisheries to 

capture the added value and market access offered by any relevant certification. This formal, but 

general, support for eco-certification , stemming from the DFO’s own economic mandate did, 

however, created conditions essential to the uptake of MSC certification in Canada.  

   

Most specifically, the DFO plays two critical roles in the MSC certification process: it is the 

main depository of information used in the fisheries assessment process; and, it bears responsibility 
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for the vast majority of conditions set on certifications. In the case of MSC, the assessment process 

measures the fishery against performance indicators related to three key principles: the health of the 

fish stock, the impact of the fishery on ecosystems, and the management system governing the 

fishery (see Appendix E; MSC 2012c). It is the responsibility of the fisheries clients, usually 

harvesting and/or processing companies, to ensure that the assessment team has access to all the 

necessary data to assess the fishery against the MSC’s performance indicators in each category. 

However, the information is predominantly collected and maintained by the DFO. By the 

department’s own admission, the necessary data are not readily accessible to fisheries clients 

electronically or otherwise, and so clients must speak directly with DFO staff to retrieve it. Though 

efforts are underway to make all the necessary information available, data exchanges with clients still 

represents the DFO’s most significant and onerous contribution to the MSC process.  

 

The DFO is also engaged in the MSC certification process by meeting certification 

conditions. An important part of the MSC’s fishery certification process is the identification of areas 

where improvement is needed.  “Correction Action Requests” are issued as conditions on the vast 

majority of certification certificates – they are connected to all performance indicators that achieved 

the passing score of 60 but did not exceed 80 (MSC, 2012c). Fisheries must work toward meeting 

the conditions, and progress is monitored during annual surveillance audits (MSC, 2012c). A survey 

of conditions by Leadbitter (2003) demonstrated that they most often required improvements on 

information availability, evidence of performance and monitoring, and management frameworks and 

controls. In the case of information gaps, the DFO may be required to collect additional fisheries 

data.  In other cases, conditions may reflect a judgement on fisheries management by the DFO, 

which must subsequently be improved to maintain the certification: 
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MSC judges […] what DFO does on a daily basis with respect to fisheries management 
and science. And so at the end of the day, when a certificate says, ‘yes, you’re certified 
sustainable, subject to conditions’ […] 98% of the conditions are associated to stuff that 
we do. It means we have to change the way we are doing science, information collection, 
managing the fishery’s conditions on the licences, you name it you’ve got it. (DFO) 

The number of conditions issued on MSC certificates in Canada is certainly significant, with five 

fisheries having received 30 or more (see Appendix E). 

 

3.2 MSC’s effect on fisheries management 

 

The collective burden of MSC certification conditions is having a significant impact on the 

DFO’s resource allocation and management priorities. Because demand for the MSC certification is 

so strong, and conditions so numerous, the DFO has encouraged interested fisheries clients to 

discuss the prospects with the department to ensure that a proposed MSC certification is within 

budgetary constraints and corresponds with existing management priorities.  If it is not, the DFO 

may ask fishery clients to contribute funds to data collection or other work that the MSC pre-

assessment deems necessary. Fisheries can sometimes secure grants from government funds, such as 

Agriculture and Agri-food Canada’s Agricultural Flex Fund, and sometimes pay for certification-

related work if funds are unavailable. 

 

Canada’s wave of MSC certifications has, in many cases, shortened the DFO’s management 

timelines and has, therefore, rearranged some of the department’s spending priorities. By the DFO’s 

account, the MSC’s deadlines for meeting certification conditions are very tight, and work plans that 

previously had ten to fifteen year time horizons must often be completed in five years for fisheries 

to qualify for re-certification:    

What the MSC has done, because it does an assessment and issues conditional certificates 
for those that don’t meet a certain threshold, it has forced the department in some cases, 
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if we want to support the industry with obtaining their certificate, it’s forcing the 
department to reprioritize, which we were not prepared to do in the first place. So it’s a 
problem. And it’s also forcing us to meet these requirements in a much shorter period of 
time than we may have planned. (DFO) 

 

Some study participants suggested that tight deadlines were needed, because the DFO did 

not act swiftly enough without them.  Other participants  emphasized that the DFO’s tight budget 

could well force fisheries managers to choose between fisheries work in line with their own 

objectives and work that is demanded by markets in the short term. The DFO has identified this as a 

problem, and has attempted to adjust to this pressure by engaging in pre-emptive talks with industry 

players that are likely to seek certification. This has reportedly helped the department maintain its 

planning priorities to some extent, but it is clear that further budget cuts could make juggling 

priorities even more difficult.  As the DFO is already requiring fisheries clients to pay for some of 

work associated with MSC assessments or with conditions in some cases, there is also reason to 

believe that further budget cuts could increase the need for private financing of MSC-related work.   

  

It is important to note that despite being pressured to work more quickly, the type of work 

required of the DFO is not usually at odds with the department’s own plans.  In other words, the 

gaps revealed by assessments are often the same gaps that are revealed by the DFO’s own ‘quick and 

dirty’ assessment of fisheries, which was put in motion before the MSC began certifying Canadian 

fisheries. The self-evaluation tool devised by the DFO to guide fisheries work plans is, in fact, a 

pared down version of the MSC’s pre-assessment. The similarity between the DFO’s plans and MSC 

requirements has been noted by some industry representatives who claim that the impact of MSC 

certification ‘on the water’ has been negligible:   

[W]hat certification requires is not so very different from what DFO was actually doing, 
or the direction that DFO was going in. So generally, I would say that what MSC 
certification has meant is that it codifies the direction that fisheries management was 
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going in anyway, it speeds it up because of the five-year horizon of certification, and it 
makes measuring progress a much more open and transparent process because of the 
annual surveillance audits. (BC Seafood Alliance) 

Though there are some cases when meeting MSC conditions is not the best way for DFO to 

accomplish its management goals, the most significant changes that MSC certifications have entailed 

are the order in which fisheries are addressed and the strict time horizons within which work must 

be completed. 

 

3.3 Shrinking budgets and MSC Alternatives 

 

As now discussed, the DFO’s involvement in MSC certification is significant because it 

affects the extent to which the program can be implemented in Canada. Perhaps more importantly, 

however, the program’s considerable demands are now making the possibility of alternative 

certifications all the more attractive to the Department, particularly in an era of deep budget cuts.  

 

The Canadian government participated in the development of the FAO Guidelines on 

Ecolabelling, which they refer to as the framework for acceptable fisheries ecolabelling practices. 

The guidelines were developed in 2005 in response to the global proliferation of eco-certifications, 

both in fisheries and forestry sectors, and to Iceland’s early efforts to develop its own national 

certification.  The development of these guidelines has long been interpreted as an attempt by 

governments and fisheries associations to set the terms of certifications, thus reasserting their power 

in fisheries governance (Gulbrandsen, 2006).  These guidelines, in a sense, create a minimum 

standard for certifications which states can use to issue broad statements of support for 

certifications, without ever having to explicitly support the MSC nor eliminate the possibility of 

national alternatives. One participant stated:  
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The Canadian government has been open that they would support ecolabelling regimes 
that are consistent with the FAO Code of Conduct and with the FAO Guidelines on 
Ecolabelling. So you can’t have government say “we’re only going to support one 
organization.” (DFO) 
 
 

 Other fishing regions are currently experiencing complications and tensions that result from 

competition between different certification standards. Iceland and Alaska are known for their 

national/regional certifications, both of which have been formalized with the help of Global Trust, 

an Ireland-based certification company, through the development of the FAO Based Responsible 

Fisheries Management Certification (“FAO-Based”). In Alaska, The Alaska Seafood Marketing 

Institute has made the case for its application of the FAO-Based model by claiming that the state’s 

constitutional mandate for sustainability and its long history of responsible fisheries management is 

sufficient assurance for most fisheries clients. In the case that clients require an additional assurance, 

the FAO-Based certification helps them demonstrate that they source from legal and responsible 

fisheries (ASMI, 2012). Whereas fisheries in the MSC program risk losing their certification if 

conditions are not met within set timelines, the FAO-Based certification is not meant to drive 

improvements in fisheries management, but rather, “it just provides the independent assurance that 

[...] fisheries are being responsibly managed” (ASMI, 2012).  Likewise, the Iceland Responsible 

Fisheries Foundation program is one that demonstrates the origin of Icelandic seafood, which is 

claimed to be synonymous with responsible fisheries management (IRF, 2012).  Fisheries whose 

management is assessed through the FAO-Based certification can achieve certification and use a 

modified form of the Iceland Responsible Fisheries logo that indicates this added assurance (see 

Figure 3). 
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Figure 3. Iceland Responsible Fisheries logos (IRF, 2012) 

 

The possibility of Canada developing its own national label has been explored in the past.  In 

2009, the House of Commons Standing Committee on Fisheries and Oceans recommended that the 

DFO partner with the lobster industry to develop a Canadian certification system based on the FAO 

Code of Conduct, as a way of helping the industry respond to buyer and retailer demands for 

sustainability certification (Parliament of Canada, 2009). The Canadian lobster fishery, representing 

38% of Atlantic Canada’s commercial landings, is divided into 41 Lobster Fishing Areas 

encompassing 10,000 licensed fishing enterprises with anywhere from a few to a few hundred 

individual harvesters. In part because of its complex organization, it would be very difficult to assess 

the fishery for MSC certification. The Government of Canada, however, rejected this 

recommendation stating that the DFO, as regulator and manager of Canadian fisheries, cannot 

credibly certify its own fishery management regime and that its role should be to help the fisheries 

achieve credible and globally recognized certifications like the MSC (Parliament of Canada, 2009). In 

line with these recommendations, the DFO Minister announced that 65$ million would be invested 

to help the lobster industry develop sustainability plans (Parliament of Canada, 2009).  

 

Since the 2009 decision, industry uptake of the FAO-Based certification has increased, but 

the global market remains undecided about whether the FAO-Based model meets the needs of 
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sustainable seafood procurement policies. An increasing number of fisheries have become certified 

under the FAO-Based model and one of MSC’s flagship fisheries, Alaskan salmon, threatened to 

abandon the certification in favour of FAO-Based certification in 2012 (Wright, 2012). The highly 

publicized decision was eventually reversed in April 2012 as the Purse Seine Vessel Owners’ 

Association decided to serve as the client organization for the whole of the Alaskan salmon fishery 

to retain the certification (Hedlund, 2012). Nonetheless, the initial decision by eight major Alaska 

salmon processors stimulated debate about whether the FAO-Based certification would be accepted 

by global markets as the ‘equivalent’ of MSC. Although most European retailers, whose 

sustainability commitments are built on the MSC standard, avoided the decision in the end, it was 

expected that many would have had to accept the change due to lack of certified options (Holland, 

2012). The MSC itself maintains that the model is not equivalent because it not a third-party 

certification, nor is it fully consistent with the FAO and the International Social and Environmental 

Accreditation and Labelling Alliance (ISEAL) international guidelines (Wright, 2012).  

 

Despite the government’s rejection of a national certification and thus far untested market 

demand, this study’s participants indicated that the idea of a Canadian version of the FAO-Based 

model is still being explored by fisheries associations with the support of the DFO. Indeed, the 

government announced funding for the development of two separate responsible fisheries 

management certification systems capture fisheries and aquaculture based on the FAO model 

(AAFC, 2011). Together with a lobster traceability program, the pilot projects are receiving up to 

$816,000 through Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada’s under the Canadian Industry Traceability 

Infrastructure Program (AAFC, 2011b). The aquaculture project is headed by the Canadian 

Aquaculture Industry Alliance while the Fisheries Council of Canada is piloting the capture fisheries 
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version. Both associations have hired Global Trust to assist with program development, and the 

projects are based on that company’s work in Iceland and Alaska (CAIA, 2012).  

 

The DFO cannot endorse any certification over others and takes no ownership of the new 

certification, stating in an interview, “it’s not our regime at DFO – it’s a regime that belongs [...] to 

the Canadian industry.” However, participants from NGOs and fisheries associations have 

suggested that the FAO-Based model closely resembles a national ‘made in Canada’ label, and that 

support for this model is a response to the burden of meeting conditions issued against MSC 

certificates:  

The Government of Canada is (...) talking to certain certifiers about what the 
government’s role is embedding some of the regulatory requirements that would give 
Canada the opportunity to say that they generally have sustainable fisheries. That’s what 
they’d love. Although they already say it, they say, “all our fisheries are sustainable 
otherwise we wouldn’t authorize fisheries for those items.” (David Suzuki Foundation) 
 

Not only is the DFO faced with an ever-increasing list of conditions to meet as fisheries continue to 

seek certification, but the department also has to meet conditions that do not necessarily correspond 

with its pre-established management priorities, which will likely create increasing tension as the 

department’s budget is set to shrink by 15.7% between the 2010-11 and 2012-13 fiscal years 

(Treasury Board of Canada Secretariat, 2011).  

 

The possibility of securing market opportunities for Canadian fisheries that cannot achieve 

or maintain MSC certification, either on account of their size, structure, or limited means is 

important to the industry and to the DFO alike. However, the NGO community fears that the 

FAO-Based certification will create a crutch for the DFO which will be increasingly ill-equipped to 

meet the demands of a certification that is prescriptive, if cumbersome. 
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3.4 ‘Enhanced’ policy advocacy and FIPs  

 

 The role of the state in fisheries governance is not limited to support for global certification 

schemes; the state is also petitioned directly by domestic retailers and their NGO partners for both 

of whom policy advocacy is integral to responsible seafood sourcing.  In the Canadian context, a 

community of civil organizations had, until recently, focused on policy advocacy at the national and 

provincial levels. Critical of Canada’s slow policy implementation and the lack of harvest control 

rules, they attempted to create change through the state’s consultative channels, such as standing 

committees and communications with federal and provincial agencies. However, this research 

suggests that over the course of the last decade, NGOs became frustrated with the policy advocacy 

approach which was seen to be very slow and ineffective, and many organizations recognized that 

traditional policy advocacy strategies left out major industry stakeholders whose influence, it was 

felt, had the potential to catalyze improvements:  

[…J]ust dealing with management authorities to achieve healthy oceans is insufficient. We 
realized that at some point. And it’s also incredibly slow. (WWF Canada) 

We had, for years been working on fisheries and sustainable fisheries kinds of issues, but 
largely aimed at policy work, working directly with producers, working with government, 
primarily DFO, trying to get changes to fisheries management rules and things like that. 
And it was identified that it was slow and that we were really missing a piece, which was 
the business community and the leverage in the marketplace. (David Suzuki Foundation) 

 

Canadian NGOs thus gradually began adopting market-based strategies by partnering with retailers 

and other industry players. Early NGO-retailer partnerships were forged between Loblaw and WWF 

Canada and between western retail chain Overwaitea and SeaChoice, a coalition of five Canadian 

NGOs. These retailers, with the help of their partners, drafted seafood procurement policies and 

made public commitments to phase out red-listed or unsustainable seafood with those that meet 

established criteria. As a result of these examples and the continuous pressure exercised on retailers 
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by Greenpeace Canada, all major food retailer in Canada, in addition to many smaller chains, have 

accepted policy guidance from NGOs and made public seafood commitments.  This approach has 

been codified in the Common Vision drafted by the Conservation Alliance of Seafood Solutions, a 

new coalition of 16 North American NGOs including Canada’s David Suzuki Foundation, Ecology 

Action Centre, Sierra Club BC, Living Oceans Society, and the Vancouver Aquarium’s Ocean Wise 

program. The Common Vision establishes a ‘market-based’ strategy for fisheries improvements and 

encourages buyers and sellers of seafood to partner with conservation organizations to develop and 

implement comprehensive seafood procurement policies (CASS, 2011).  Thus, while targets and 

strategies espoused by retailers and their partners do vary (see Manuscript A), NGOs are clearly 

united in their application of market-based approaches.    

 

Due to the new direction taken by North American NGOs, it would seem that policy 

advocacy has been demoted in favour of market-based approaches to fishery improvement, 

minimizing the role of the state in fisheries governance. Although supply chain contracting and 

consumer purchasing behaviour have become central elements of the conservation community’s 

theory of change, it is clear that NGOs do not rely on market incentive alone to yield positive 

fisheries outcomes.  Evidence of this surfaced in many interviews as NGOs revealed a secondary 

rationale for adopting market-oriented programs: to use the backing of industry or retail players to 

strengthen their policy advocacy. The organizations recognize the importance of DFO’s 

management role, and believe they can increase the department’s responsiveness to the conservation 

community’s demands by having industry speak on its behalf: 

 Without that engagement [of the public and corporations], the government won’t be 
persuaded or won’t have that push on them to necessarily change. (Living Oceans 
Society) 
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Our campaign isn’t about – I mean, it is and it isn’t – about changing what’s in the 
supermarket. It’s about developing or creating advocates for ocean protection. 
(Greenpeace Canada)  

The health of Canadian fisheries is ultimately going to be determined by the management 
processes and governance by the federal government in Canada. And I think that by 
having a sustainable seafood policy and being engaged in a way that they were not 
previously, that Loblaw, as the largest seafood retailer in the country, you know, ministers 
will listen. (Dr. Jeffrey Hutchings) 

 

In two recent examples of this enhanced form of advocacy, WWF Canada and SeaChoice 

member organizations compelled retailers to write to the Fisheries Minister and to the Prime 

Minister’s Office to demand cod recovery plans and investments into closed-containment salmon 

aquaculture projects. WWF Canada has also encouraged Loblaw to speak directly with key decision 

makers in Ottawa on the implementation of a precautionary approach and concrete rebuilding plans 

for depleted stocks.  

 

In addition to petitioning the government for improvements, retailers and their NGO 

partners are also increasingly espousing FIPs-based approaches in order to create new sources of 

sustainable supply. FIPs, which are meant to convene the supply chain in order to pressure fisheries 

to change unsustainable practices, are quintessentially market-based solutions. However, FIPs 

targeting domestic cod and salmon fisheries have involved the DFO and provincial agencies as 

stakeholders, along with supply chain companies (harvesters, processors, and distributors), retailers, 

fisheries unions, civil organizations, and consultants leading the FIP process. This broad stakeholder 

group works through a pre-assessment of the fishery, often based on MSC criteria, and gathers all 

existing information about the fishery in order to identify issues. The involvement of state agencies 

is vital to this process, as the government holds much of the essential information about the 

fisheries’ management. In the Canadian context, FIPs also amount to a form of policy advocacy 
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because companies in the supply chain, in the end, depend on the support of state agencies for their 

proposed improvements. The dependence of FIPs on the government is summarized by Jim 

Cannon of SFP: 

Yeah, there’s been a lot of response, certainly from the DFO and the like. But what we 
haven’t seen is a clear resourcing of the Wild Salmon Policy yet. (…) At the end of the 
day, these major buyers can say, “well this is what we’d like to see happen” but ultimately, 
this is a fishery that’s publicly owned by the people of that country and the government 
that represents them. And if they decide not to do this, then that’s fine, that’s they’re call. 
We’re just not going to buy the fish. And so there are limits. 

Despite all the market pressure embodied in FIPs, the state remains the linchpin of any fishery 

improvement project based on changes to fishery management – it ultimately decides whether to 

implement changes or not.  

 

It is not yet clear whether enhanced policy advocacy or FIPs will be more effective than 

NGOs’ previous state-focused advocacy efforts in the Canadian context.  Although the civil society 

organizations trust that increasingly engaged retailers will be effective advocates for policy changes, 

the DFO has not formally recognized the market risks associated with retailers’ advocacy and FIPs 

work as it did with MSC certifications. In fact, the department’s own opinion is that the influence of 

NGO-retailer partnerships is minimal; it is currently focused on accessing and maintaining export 

markets for Canadian products by supporting MSC certifications:  

I think the eco-labelling movement has, and the importance of accessing markets, has had 
a big difference or impact on DFO in listening to the issues. Not the retailers. And not 
the influence that ENGOs have had on the retailers. (DFO) 

What is most clear, however, is that retailers and NGOs – the key purveyors of market-based 

fisheries governance in Canada – do not view themselves, or the market forces they represent, as 

complete solutions for sustainable fisheries management. On the contrary, they rely heavily on the 

decisions and the actions of the DFO to fulfil their sustainable seafood policy goals.  
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4. Conclusion 
 

 

Market-based environmental governance is, by its very definition, distinct from traditional 

state-based regulation. In the fisheries context, it consists of mechanisms that have been devised and 

implemented by private and civil actors in order to supplement national and international 

approaches. Scholars have consequently emphasized the distinction between ‘old’ and ‘new’ 

governance and characterized the new as ‘non-state’, ‘private’, or purely ‘market-based’ (Auld et al., 

2009; Bernstein & Cashore, 2007; Gunningham, 2005; Vandenbergh, 2007). This distinction, though 

it is helpful in identifying and delineating the phenomenon of governance, has also arguably 

obscured the continuing role of the state in governance. A growing number of scholars also suggest 

that the successful implementation of governance mechanisms requires understanding of their 

interactions with state-based politics, institutions and norms (Cashore et al., 2007; Foley, 2011; 

Foley, 2012; Gale & Haward, 2011; Gulbrandsen, 2010; Hallström and Böstrom, 2010; Bartley, 

2011).  

 

 This paper’s review of key market-based mechanisms at play in Canada’s fisheries 

governance landscape has revealed that the state retains a central position, particularly through the 

involvement of the DFO. Based on its own economic risk assessment, the state has created suitable 

pre-conditions for the widespread uptake of fisheries certifications, especially MSC, by the domestic 

seafood industry and has supported the laborious certification process with financial, informational 

and personnel resources. It has also, at times, felt pressure to alter its fishery management priorities 

to meet the conditions set on MSC certificates. Recognition of the MSC’s reliance on state’s willing 

collaboration and resources is important, not only as a remedy to erroneous state-less conceptions of 

market-based governance, but also because it highlights a limitation in the governance system:  the 
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state could conceivably facilitate and promote the competing FAO-based certification, which is 

weaker and less prescriptive, if it is found to be less resource intensive. Because the state maintains 

that it is already sustainably managing fisheries, it views fisheries certification simply as an 

endorsement tool that improves market access for Canadian fisheries products rather than as a 

mechanism that incentivizes necessary improvements in the industry.  Thus, should the market 

accept alternative and arguably less prescriptive certifications, the state will unreservedly promote 

these as well.  The position of the state will thus have significant bearing on the effectiveness of eco-

certification as a tool for fishery improvement in this country.   

 

 The state is also clearly involved in market-based governance because it is the target of policy 

advocacy activities of NGOs and their retailer partners.  When retailers advocate for improvements 

to fisheries management through letter writing and in meetings with ministers, and when they 

convene the supply chain through organized FIPs, the result is the same: the state, as manager of 

fisheries, must decide whether or not to reform or implement policies. It seems, in the Canadian 

case, that the extent to which domestic retailers’ policies can transform domestic fisheries is largely 

dependent on the response of government. 

 

 These findings suggest that the state, by virtue of its resources and its central role in fisheries 

management, can act as a significant aid or impediment to the governance efforts of private and civil 

actors.  The interplay between state agencies and mechanisms like certification, retailers’ policy 

advocacy and FIPs has important implications for the outcomes of fisheries governance, and merits 

careful consideration in governance scholarship.  
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CHAPTER FIVE – CONCLUSIONS 
 

5.1 Thesis Summary 
 
 

This thesis has been motivated by both the decline of global fisheries and the emergence of 

alternative governance mechanisms intended to reverse it. Market-based solutions such as retailer 

seafood policies, supply chain contracting by major retailers, fisheries certification, and consumer-

facing seafood ranking guides, are proliferating in much of the developed world (Lemos and 

Agarwal, 2006). This trend also extends to Canada, where all major retailers released sustainable 

seafood policies between 2009 and 2011. Through these policies, retailers have forged new seafood-

specific partnerships with NGOs, and have demonstrated their support for seafood ranking 

programs, eco-certifications, and improvement projects for problem fisheries.  

 

While this transformation in fisheries governance is occurring, the body of scholarship 

describing and evaluating it has grown rapidly. The study of governance mechanisms has yielded rich 

descriptions of their content, their proliferation, and some of the challenges and effects of 

implementation in particular cases. However, the notable application of governance mechanisms in 

the Canadian context has not yet been adequately described. In addition to descriptive work, 

governance scholars have also made early attempts to evaluate the capacity of these emerging 

mechanisms to create the desired outcomes on the water (e.g. Jacquet et al., 2010) resulting in 

judgements that some have called “premature” (Roheim, 2009, p.303).  

 

 Guided by the gaps in scholarship, this thesis sought to produce a description of the 

structure and behaviour of Canada’s seafood governance network and an evaluation of its maturity. 

To these ends, the thesis had three objectives: to identify the key actors in Canada’s seafood 
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governance network; to describe their roles in the network and their relationships with other actors; 

and to offer an evaluation of the network’s maturity based on its internal organization and function 

(guided by Bernstein and Cashore’s [2007] theoretical framework).  

 

 To fulfil these objectives, several methods were employed, as described in Chapter 2. 

Twenty-one semi-structured interviews were conducted with key actors in Canada’s seafood 

governance network. The content of these interviews was transcribed in full, then coded using 

NVIVO software in order to aggregate data around specific thematic nodes. This process added 

clarity to the data, and allowed significant themes to emerge. The resulting findings were 

substantiated through a review of relevant websites, promotional material, CSR reports and policy 

documents, and by participant observation at two major seafood conferences.   

 

The findings of this work were presented in two distinct manuscripts. The first of these 

closely reflects the objectives detailed in the introductory chapter of this thesis. It describes Canada’s 

seafood governance network, which is based on the market-based programs of a few key NGOs and 

their new partners in the retail sector. Its key findings are that Canada’s seafood governance network 

is characterized by the commendable efforts of key actors. Retailer commitments, emanating from 

every single major Canadian retailer, seem to stem from genuine concern over fisheries decline and a 

desire to ‘do the right thing’. Retailer-NGO partnerships have resulted in indispensable dialogue and 

two-way learning, and have yielded joint efforts in both the market and policy spheres. However, 

this network is still far from mature and politically legitimate compared to the ideal system described 

in Bernstein and Cashore’s framework (2007). Specifically, the competitive nature of relationships 

amongst NGOs has impeded the development of a unified sustainability standard to which retailers 

can be held. Retailers themselves, despite recognizing that the application of a unified standard 
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across the board would allow them to secure better prices for sustainable products, seem more 

interested by the prospect of using their seafood policies as platforms for competitive 

differentiation. The article also suggests that a current shortage of certified seafood product is testing 

the market’s commitment to recognized certification standards and that, in certain cases, ‘doing the 

right thing’ by supporting more rigorous standards is paradoxically at odds with retailers’ own 

commitment deadlines. 

 

The second manuscript focuses on the role of the state, particularly of Fisheries and Oceans 

Canada, in the market-based governance of Canadian fisheries. The same research that yielded the 

description of the network for the first manuscript also yielded a tremendous amount of data on the 

connection between the governance activities of retailers and NGOs and the fisheries management 

role of the DFO in Canadian waters. The intricate connections between the role of the state and 

market-based governance tend to be underplayed in the governance literature, which often portrays 

new governance as a strictly non-state phenomenon. The key finding presented in this manuscript is 

that the state has numerous interactions with market-based instruments and that its involvement is 

helping shape market-based fisheries governance in Canada. More specifically, the creation of MSC-

certified sources of domestic seafood, on which many retailers now depend to meet their policy 

commitments, is highly dependent on the support of the DFO. This support is not guaranteed in 

the future, as alternative certifications like the Global Trust’s FAO-based model could achieve 

market uptake and, hence, present a more favourable option from the DFO’s perspective. The DFO 

is also involved in governance through the mounting policy advocacy activities of retailers, and have 

a significant role to play in helping retailers achieve their policy goals.   
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5.2 Contributions of the Research 
 
 

The contributions of this research, detailed below, are both practical and scholarly.  

 
 

5.2.1 Practical Contributions 

 

 In a practical sense, this research offers an impartial description of the contributions of 

individual companies, organizations and agencies, to Canada’s seafood governance network. This 

description will likely encourage self-reflection among participants and present an opportunity for 

them to evaluate their roles and strategies in light of the bigger picture. Because the application of 

governance mechanisms had not yet been described, this thesis may also facilitate dialogue between 

participants about their respective involvement in the network. To facilitate this dialogue, a 

simplified description of the network has been made available to all participants (Appendix D) in 

addition to the full thesis. 

 

This thesis also evaluates the network’s capacity to create outcomes and suggests a few 

practical ways in which this capacity might be increased, including increased collaboration among 

NGOs and among retailers, which would facilitate the collective enforcement of a minimum 

sustainability standard. It suggests that the standardization work that has begun among retailers 

through the Conservation Alliance for Seafood Solutions should be continued and expedited, and 

should strive to involve all NGO stakeholders that are active in the Canadian seafood market (WWF 

Canada has been notably excluded). Judicious funders ought to follow the lead of the Packard 

Foundation and refuse to fund competing and contradictory seafood programs that place downward 

pressure on sustainability standards. This work also suggests that retailers, whose interactions with 
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one another are currently limited, should find ways to foster a sense of community around seafood 

sustainability issues so that each retailer might be more inclined to be regulated to higher standards. 

Retailers could also, while respecting Canadian competition laws, work together on category creation 

marketing (for sustainable seafood in general) and reduce the mixed messaging that is currently 

alienating consumers. And finally, this thesis suggests that the DFO, on whom MSC certifications 

depend, should be well funded to support the work required during and after the certification 

process. The DFO, though it has the difficult task of balancing economic and fisheries management 

mandates, should not endorse certifications simply because the market accepts them, but rather for 

their potential to motivate management improvements on the water.  The Department also has an 

opportunity, at present, to ease the downward pressure on domestic retailer commitments by 

working with the governance community to create new sources of domestic sustainable seafood. 

 

5.2.2 Scholarly Contributions 

 

The most fundamental scholarly contribution of this work is the description of the Canadian 

seafood governance system, which rectifies the absence of an important case in the governance 

literature and puts Canada on the seafood governance map. Because it provides an overview of the 

governance system and its key players, this descriptive work can also act as a springboard for more 

specific studies in the Canadian seafood context. The addition of the Canadian case is also useful 

because case studies are an indispensible tool in our exploration of governance. As Young (2009) 

has suggested, the very nature of governance, the fact that it creates flexible and tailor-made 

solutions for environmental problems, means that we will never find “one size fits all” governance. 

But we can, through the comparative analysis of cases, achieve agreement about which institutional 

designs are best suited to addressing fisheries overexploitation. The evidence here suggests, for 
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instance, that market-based fisheries governance might be most effective when there is 

standardization or at least collaboration between NGOs; when funding models encourage 

collaboration instead of multiplicity; when the state agencies in charge of fisheries management are 

sufficiently funded to support the applications of the most rigorous standards; and when these same 

agencies are not forced to balance economic and sustainability mandates.   

 

This work also contributes to governance scholarship because of the way it differs from 

other studies that use specific mechanisms as a starting point (pocket guides, eco-labels, or 

certification programs, for example). This thesis shifts the focus away from individual mechanisms 

and instead captures an entire system, emphasizing the effects of its structure and organization on its 

overall performance. The confluence of mechanisms and its significance to governance outcomes is 

very frequently ignored in the governance literature.   

 

This thesis, finally, represents the application of Bernstein and Cashore’s theoretical model, 

and demonstrates its usefulness as an evaluative tool in the seafood governance context.    

 

5.3 Limitations and Future Research 
 

This thesis has captured a snapshot of Canada’s governance network, which is constantly 

evolving. There is a need for future research to monitor and document the progress of this network. 

In particular, this work has emphasized the possibility that sustainability standards may succumb to 

downward pressure resulting from the limited supply of sustainable options, retailers’ tight policy 

deadlines, declining state resources, and the proliferation of certification alternatives. Tracking the 

sustainability standard to which Canada’s governance network adheres will constitute meaningful 

evaluative work in the future.     
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This thesis is also limited in that its sample was not totally inclusive, as a result of limited 

time and resources. It represents a first attempt at delineating a network of actors in the Canadian 

case of seafood governance and its coverage is thus comprehensive, but also quite general; many 

specific questions and perspectives have been left unexplored. In particular, the perspectives of the 

fishing industry (harvesters, processors, distributors) have been underrepresented. Two 

representatives from fishery industry associations were interviewed as proxies for the industry they 

represent, but there is certainly room for future research to explore the involvement of industry 

players in more detail. This research, for example, has not examined how the activities of the 

governance network are interpreted by fishers, or whether there has been any discernible change in 

the way things are done ‘on the water’. Additionally, interviews with government agencies other than 

the DFO were limited due to time and access issues. Because the role of government has proven to 

be so significant, future research could potentially address the contributions of Agriculture and Agri-

Food Canada as well as relevant provincial ministries.  The involvement of the aquaculture sector 

also merits further research, as it encompasses a distinct supply chain, industry associations, and 

certification bodies that this thesis has not been able to fully address.  Finally, this thesis has not 

directly engaged Canadian consumers, though it has acknowledged the significance of their 

contribution to the function of seafood governance in Canada. Consumer research could serve to 

quantify Canadian consumers’ appreciation of sustainable seafood, and to identify any impediments 

to their support for retailers’ efforts.  

 

 This thesis is limited, lastly, because its findings are specific to the Canadian case and cannot 

readily be generalized to discuss other contexts. However, the approach utilized here is replicable 

and may prove useful for researchers who wish to explore the interconnectivity of seemingly distinct 

governance mechanisms and acknowledge the regional particularities of fisheries governance.   
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APPENDIX A: PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 
 

 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

 “Evaluating the Maturity of Canada’s Market-Based Seafood Governance”  

You are asked to participate in a research study conducted by Dominique Schmidt and supervised by Dr. Ben 
Bradshaw and Dr. Jennifer Silver from the Department of Geography at the University of Guelph. The 
results of this study will contribute to Dominique Schmidt’s Master’s thesis. This study has been generously 
funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council.  

If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact Dr. Ben Bradshaw at 
(519) 824-4120 Ext. 58460.  

 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this study is to describe and explain how market-based sustainability standards for seafood 
consumed in Canada are being created. The research will identify all the key actors involved in seafood 
governance in Canada, and will describe their respective goals, policies and practices, as well as their roles in 
setting or enforcing seafood standards. 

The study will also be used to explore the relationships between governance actors such as private companies, 
non-governmental organizations, certification bodies and government agencies. Understanding these 
relationships will be helpful in evaluating the structure and behaviour of the seafood governance system.  

 
PROCEDURES 
 
If you volunteer to participate in this study, we would ask you to do the following things: 

Interview 

Your primary contribution to this study would be a one-on-one interview, approximately one hour in 
duration. The interview will be held at a time and location that we agree upon ahead of time. At the time of 
the interview, you will be asked to answer questions, drawing upon your knowledge and expertise.  

Follow-Up 

After the interview, you will be contacted by telephone or email at least two times before research results are 
shared in the spring of 2012. The purpose of these follow-ups will be to verify any answers that are unclear, 
to ask for consent to attribute information to you in publication, and/or to answer any questions that you 
might have. You will also be sent a summary of research findings by email before the study’s publication.  
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POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 
 
Participating in this research may involve sharing information about your company/organization/agency that 
has not been made public. In this sense, there is a risk that privacy could be compromised.  

This risk has been mitigated by research design. Information that you provide at any time will only be 
shared/published with your consent after the interview. If you wish for certain information to be used but 
not attributed to you or your employer, this can also be done. You are free to retract or reword statements at 
any time before publication, and you may request a copy of your interview transcript for review.  

Information that you provide will also be treated confidentially, stored securely, and properly destroyed. 
Please see the Confidentiality section below for more details.  

 
POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO PARTICIPANTS AND TO SOCIETY 
 

This study represents a learning opportunity for participants and their companies/organizations/agencies. 
The interview process will encourage self-reflection about your position and role in the seafood governance 
network.  The research results, which will represent a collective interpretation of seafood governance in 
Canada, will also allow you to learn about your contribution to governance, as perceived by other participants.  

This research will also have important scholarly contributions. It will describe and explain the emergence of 
seafood governance in Canada for the first time. Because it will provide an overview the governance system 
and its key players, this work can also act as a springboard for more specific studies in the Canadian seafood 
context. This research will also offer an early evaluation of the maturity of Canada’s seafood governance 
system, and may foster optimism in market-based seafood standards. The research may also point out gaps or 
glitches in the system which could conceivably be mended to improve its overall impact. 

 

PAYMENT FOR PARTICIPATION 
 

There is no remuneration for participation in this study.  

  
CONFIDENTIALITY 
 
Every effort will be made to ensure confidentiality of any identifying information that is obtained in 
connection with this study. 
 
Anonymity  

Because of the nature of this study, full anonymity is not possible. Because you will be engaging in a face-to-
face interview, the researcher must know who you are when you are sharing information.   

 

 



 
 

99 
 

 

Confidentiality  

All of the information you share will be treated confidentially to ensure that it remains between you and the 
researcher unless you explicitly consent to its publication. Upon transcription, your interview data will be 
assigned an ID code representing you and your company/organization/agency. Only the primary researcher 
will have access to a master list of participant names and their associated ID codes. This list will be stored 
apart from any research data, on a different secure drive, in a different locked office.  

Information collected in this study will not be shared with anyone other than the primary researcher, 
Dominique Schmidt, and her faculty supervisors Dr. Ben Bradshaw and Dr. Jennifer Silver, until thesis 
publication. 

This measure of confidentiality will be maintained throughout the research process. Before research findings 
are shared or published, your consent will be required to attribute certain pieces of information to you or 
your company/organization/agency. If consent is not granted, the information will be presented without 
identifying the source or it will be entirely omitted (upon your request). At any time after your interview, you 
can request access to your interview transcript in order to revise or remove information.  

Storage and Disposal of Information 

Audio recordings of your interview will be encrypted and stored on a private password-protected work 
station in a locked office at the Department of Geography. Upon transcription, the audio files will be erased. 
The transcribed interview will be encrypted and stored on this same work station. One backup of the data will 
be kept on a password protected drive in a faculty researcher’s locked office.  

After the research results are published in the spring of 2012, the data will be retained for one year. All the 
files will then be deleted from the desktop and the backup drive. 

 
PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL 
 

You can choose whether to be in this study or not.  If you volunteer to be in this study, you may 
withdraw at any time without consequences of any kind.  You may exercise the option of removing 
your data from the study.  You may also refuse to answer any questions you don’t want to answer 
and still remain in the study.  The investigator may withdraw you from this research if circumstances 
arise that warrant doing so.  

 
RIGHTS OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS 
 
You may withdraw your consent at any time and discontinue participation without penalty.  You are 
not waiving any legal claims, rights or remedies because of your participation in this research study.  
This study has been reviewed and received ethics clearance through the University of Guelph 
Research Ethics Board.   If you have questions regarding your rights as a research participant, 
contact: 
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 Director, Research Ethics               Telephone: (519) 824-4120, ext. 56606 
             University of Guelph   E-mail: sauld@uoguelph.ca 
 437 University Centre   Fax: (519) 821-5236 
 Guelph, ON   N1G 2W1 
 
SIGNATURE OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANT 
 
I have read the information provided for the study “Evaluating the Maturity of Canada’s Market-
Based Seafood Governance” as described herein.  My questions have been answered to my 
satisfaction, and I agree to participate in this study.  I have been given a copy of this form. 

 
 ______________________________________ 
 Name of Participant (please print) 
 
 ______________________________________                          __________________ 
 Signature of Participant       Date (dd-mm-yyyy) 
 
  
SIGNATURE OF WITNESS 
 
 ______________________________________ 
 Name of Witness (please print) 
 
 ______________________________________              _________________ 
 Signature of Witness      Date (dd-mm-yyyy) 
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APPENDIX B: PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT LETTER 
 
 

 

Name and address of company/organization/agency    

   

Date 

   

Dear [Name of intended recipient], 

 

This letter is a request for [name of company/organization/agency]’s assistance with a project I am 
conducting as part of my Master's thesis in the Department of Geography at the University of 
Guelph, Ontario, under the supervision of Dr. Ben Bradshaw. The title of my research project is 
“Evaluating the Maturity of Canada’s Market-Based Seafood Governance”. I would like to provide 
you with more information about this project that explores the ways in which new sustainability 
standards for seafood are being created by private companies, NGOs, seafood certifiers, and 
government agencies in Canada.  

The purpose of this study is to describe the structure and behaviour of Canada’s seafood governance 
network, and to explain the positions of companies, organizations and agencies within it, as 
evidenced by their goals, policies, and practices. The knowledge and information generated by this 
study will help to lay the foundation for further evaluation of seafood governance in Canada. It may 
also identify strategies or partnerships that would be beneficial to strengthening seafood governance.  

It is my hope to connect with as many seafood retailers and suppliers, NGOs, seafood certifiers, and 
government agencies in order to capture a full range of perspectives on private seafood regulation. I 
believe that [name of company/organization/agency] has a unique role in the Canadian seafood 
sector, and that you have important insight into the ways in which non-governmental environmental 
standards for seafood are being developed.  

This study is dependent on your participation, which is entirely voluntary. Participation in the study 
would entail consenting to an interview approximately one hour in length, which would be 
scheduled at our mutual convenience sometime in the next few months. Should you express interest 
in participating, I will gladly provide more detailed information about the research design, including 
how information will be treated confidentially, stored securely, and used with consent.  

If you have any questions regarding this study or would like additional information to assist you in 
reaching a decision about participation, please contact me at (519) 824-4120 Ext. xxxx or by email at 
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xxxx@xxxx. You may also contact my supervisor, Dr. Ben Bradshaw at (519) 824-4120, Ext. xxxx 
or by email at xxxx@xxxx.   

I hope that the results of my study will be beneficial to the [name of company/organization/agency], 
to the other key players in Canada’s seafood certification network, and to the broader research 
community. I very much look forward to speaking with you and thank you in advance for your 
assistance with this project.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Dominique Schmidt,  M.A. Candidate 
Department of Geography 
University of Guelph 
 dschmidt@uoguelph.ca 
(519) 824-4120 Ext. xxxx 
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APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS 
 
 

Michel Bélanger, Oceanographer*   Metro Inc. 

Betty Beukema, Director of Retail Services  Overwaitea Food Group 

Geoff Bolan, Commercial Director, Americas  Marine Stewardship Council 

Nadia Bouffard, Director of Fisheries Renewal  Fisheries and Oceans Canada 

Christina Burridge, Executive Director   BC Seafood Alliance 

Jim Cannon, CEO and Founder    Sustainable Fisheries Partnership 

Sherry Casey, Senior Director of  
Nutrition & Regulatory Affairs    Loblaw Companies Ltd. 

Bob Chant, VP Corporate Affairs    Loblaw Companies Ltd. 

Mike DeCesare, Communications Director, Americas Marine Stewardship Council 

Vic Huard, VP Corporate Affairs    Federated Co-operatives Ltd. 

Jeffrey Hutchings, Fisheries Conservation Biologist  Dalhousie University 

Susan Jackson, President     International Seafood Sustainability Foundation 

Sarah King, Oceans Campaign Coordinator  Greenpeace Canada 

Jay Lugar, Fisheries Outreach Manager   Marine Stewardship Council 

Mike McDermid, Partner Relation Manager  Vancouver Aquarium, Ocean Wise  

Patrick McGuinness, President    Fisheries Council of Canada 

Kelly Roebuck, Sustainable Seafood Campaign Manager  Living Oceans Society & SeaChoice 

David Smith, VP Retail Strategy and Sustainability  Sobeys Inc. 

Bettina Saier, Director of Oceans Program  WWF Canada 

Andrew Telfer, Manager of Sustainability   Walmart Canada Corp. 

Paul Uys, VP Sustainable Seafood    Loblaw Companies Ltd.  

Bill Wareham, Senior Conservation Specialist  David Suzuki Foundation & SeaChoice 

 

* Partial interview, via email correspondence 
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APPENDIX D: PRELIMINARY REPORT TO PARTICIPANTS 
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APPENDIX E: TABLE SUMMARIZING CANADIAN MSC CERTIFICATIONS 
 

Certified 
Fishery  

Status Client Group Average 
Score 
(Conditions, 
Total) 

Distinct 
Fisheries 

Scores (Conditions) 
for P1; P2; P3  

Commercial 
Market 

British 
Columbia 
Pink 
Salmon  

Certified 
July 
2011 

Canadian Pacific 
Sustainable 
Fisheries Society 

84.3 (47) North Central 
Coast Pink 
Salmon 
 
Inner South 
Coast Pink 
Salmon 
 
Fraser River 
Pink Salmon 

81 (8);  87 (3); 81 (8) 
 
 
80 (9); 85 (2); 91 (3) 
 
 
81 (8); 83 (2); 90 (4) 

International 

British 
Columbia 
Sockeye 
Salmon 

Certified 
July 
2010 

Canadian Pacific 
Sustainable 
Fisheries Society 

87.5 (43) Fraser River 
Sockeye 
 
Barkley Sound 
Sockeye 
 
Skeena Sockeye 
 
Nass Sockeye 

83 (8); 82 (2); 87 (7) 
 
86 (4); 89 (1); 91 (4) 
 
82 (5); 85 (2); 87 (7) 
 
92 (2); 89 (1); 97 (0) 

USA, Europe, 
Japan, 
Australia, 
New Zealand 

British 
Columbia 
Spiny 
Dogfish 

Certified 
Sept. 
2011 

BC Dogfish Hook 
& Line Industry 
Association 

83.5 (6) Strait of Georgia 
 
Outside, 
migratory stock 

80 (1); 85 (1); 86 (1) 
 
80 (1); 84 (1); 86 (1) 

Germany and 
continental 
Europe, UK, 
Eastern 
markets (fins) 

Canada 
Pacific 
Halibut (BC) 

Certified 
Sept. 
2009 

Pacific Halibut 
Management 
Association 

90.3 (2) Canada Pacific 
Halibut  

94 (0); 87(2); 90 (0) North 
America, UK, 
Europe 

North 
Pacific 
Albacore 
Tuna (BC) 

Certified 
March 
2010 

Canadian Highly 
Migratory Species 
Foundation (BC)  

91.6 (1) Canadian EEZ 
and North 
Pacific Albacore 

86 (1); 97 (0); 92 (0) International 
sashimi 
market 

Canada 
Sablefish 

Certified 
July 
2010 

Wild Canadian 
Sablefish Ltd. 

87 (6) Long line hook 
& line 
 
Long line 
Korean trap 

82 (1); 81 (3); 94 (0) 
 
82 (1); 89 (1); 94 (0) 

Japan 
(majority), US, 
Europe, 
China, 
Domestic  

Canada 
Northern 
Prawn 

Certified 
August 
2008 

Association of 
Seafood 
Producers 

87.3 (10) Scotian Shelf 
Prawn 
 
Gulf of St-
Lawrence 
Prawn 

92 (1); 80 (3); 90 (1) 
 
92 (1); 80 (3); 90 (1) 

US, Europe 

Canada 
Offshore 
Northern 
and Striped 
Shrimp 

Certified 
June 
2011 

Canadian 
Association of 
Prawn Producers 
and Northern 
Coalition 

83.8 (35) Striped Shrimp 
 
Northern 
Shrimp (Areas 
2-6) 

80 (0); 81 (6); 87 (2) 
 
86 (0); 82 (6); 88 (2) 
 
84 (1); 84 (6); 81 (2) 

Russia, 
Ukraine, 
China, Japan, 
Western 
Europe 
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Northern 
Shrimp (Area 7) 
 
Northern 
Shrimp (Area 1) 

 
85 (2); 82 (6); 86 (2) 

Eastern 
Canada 
Offshore 
Scallop 

Certified 
March 
2010 

Adams and 
Knickle Ltd.,  
Clearwater 
Seafoods L.P.,  
Comeau’s Sea 
Foods Ltd.,  
La Have Seafoods 
Ltd., & 
Ocean Choice 
International L.P. 

88 (5) Offshore Scallop 91 (1); 83 (2); 90 (2) 
 

International 

Eastern 
Canada 
Offshore 
Lobster 

Certified 
June 
2010 

Clearwater 
Seafoods L.P.,  
 

85.3 (4) Offshore 
Lobster 

88 (2); 80 (3); 88 (2) 
*4 conditions, each 
relating to more than 
one principle 

US (majority), 
Europe, Japan 

Gulf of St. 
Lawrence 
Northern 
Shrimp 

Certified 
Septem
ber 
2008 

Association 
Québécoise de 
l’Industrie de la 
Pêche, 
Produits Belle-
Baie Ltée., 
L'Association 
Cooperative des 
Pecheurs de l'Ile 
Ltée. 

88.6 (3) Northern 
Shrimp 

89 (0); 88 (3); 89 (0) Europe 
(majority), 
North 
America 

Canada 
Scotia-
Fundy 
Haddock 

Certified 
October 
2010 

Groundfish 
Enterprise 
Allocation Council 

88.4 (33) Otter Trawl 
(4X5Y) 
 
Bottom 
Longline (4X5Y) 
 
Gill Net (4X5Y) 
 
Hand Line 
(4X5Y) 
 
Otter Trawl 
(5Zjm)  
 
Bottom 
Longline (5Zjm)  
 
Gill Net (5Zjm) 
 
Hand Line 
(5Zjm) 

84 (1); 81 (4); 88 (2) 
 
 
84 (1); 83 (3); 87 (2) 
 
 
84 (1); 92 (0); 87 (2) 
 
84 (1); 99 (0); 87 (2) 
 
 
93 (1); 86 (1); 88 (2) 
 
 
93 (1); 84 (1); 87(2) 
 
 
92 (1); 93 (0); 87 (2) 
 
93 (1); 99 (0); 87 (2) 

Canada, US, 
Europe 

Gulf of St. 
Lawrence 
Northern 
Shrimp 
(Esquiman 
Channel) 

Certified 
March 
2009 

Association 
Québécoise de 
l’Industrie de la 
Pêche, 
Association of 
Seafood 
Producers (NL),  
L'Association 
Cooperative des 
Pecheurs de l'Ile 
Ltée. (NB), 

88.6 (3) Northern 
Shrimp 

89 (0); 88 (3); 89 (0) US, Europe 
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Produits Belle-
Baie Ltée. (NB) 

North West 
Atlantic 
Harpoon 
Swordfish  

Certified 
June 
2010 

Swordfish 
Harpoon 
Association, 
Nova Scotia 
Swordfishermen’s 
Association, 
SHQ Swordfish 
Harpoon Quota 
Society 

88.3 (4) North West 
Harpoon 
Swordfish 

81 (2); 100 (0); 84 (2) US  

OCI Grand 
Bank 
Yellowtail 
Flounder 
Trawl 

Certified 
October 
2010 

Ocean Choice 
International L.P.  

82.0 (9) OCI Grand Bank 
Yellowtail 
Flounder 

84 (1); 81 (4); 81 (4) North 
America, 
Japan 

Scotian 
Shelf 
Shrimp 

Certified 
June 
2011 

Northsyde 
Processing, 
L'Association 
Coopérative des 
Pêcheurs de l'Ile 
Ltée, and Produits 
Belle Baie Ltée 

86.3 (4) Scotian shelf 
shrimp 

88 (1); 84 (3); 87 (0) US, Europe 

Fogo Island 
cold water 
shrimp 

Certified 
October 
2011 

Fogo Island 
Cooperative 
Society Ltd. 

87.6 (2) Cold water 
shrimp 

90 (0); 87 (2); 86 (0) Europe 
(majority), US 

Pacific Hake 
Mid-Water 
Trawl 

Certified 
October 
2009 

Pacific Whiting 
Conservation 
Cooperative, 
Association of 
Pacific Hake 
Fishermen, 
Oregon Trawl 
Commission 

86.3 (11) Pacific hake 
(Canadian) 

85 (3); 85 (5); 89 (3) International 

In Assessment 

British 
Columbia 
Chum 
Salmon  

Stakehol
ders 
Reviewi
ng  
Draft 
Report 
(Until 
May 15, 
2012) 

Canadian Pacific 
Sustainable 
Fisheries Society 

85.0 (47) North Central 
Coast Chum 
 
West Coast 
Vancouver 
Island Chum 
 
Inner South 
Coast Chum 
 
Fraser River 
Chum 

80 (7); 85 (1); 86 (8) 
 
 
82 (6); 85 (1); 90 (3) 
 
 
 
 
80 (7); 85 (1); 90 (3) 
 
82 (5); 85 (1); 89 (4) 

International 
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NAFO 
Division 4R 
Atlantic 
Herring 
Purse Seine 

Stakehol
ders 
reviewin
g 
Assessm
ent 
Timeline 
(Until 
May 23, 
2012) 

    Caribbean, 
Japan, US, 
Eastern 
Europe 

North West 
Atlantic 
Canada 
Longline 
Swordfish  

Stakehol
der 
Objectio
ns 
Process 
Underw
ay 

Nova Scotia 
Swordfishermen’s 
Association 

81.3 (11)   81 (2); 82 (6); 81 (3) US (majority) 

Clearwater 
Seafood 
Banquereau 
and Grand 
Bank Arctic 
Surf Clam 

Assessm
ent in 
Progress 

Clearwater 
Seafoods L.P. 

   US, Japan, 
China 

Scotian 
Shelf and 
Gulf of St. 
Lawrence 
Snow Crab 
Trap 

Stakehol
ders 
reviewin
g Draft 
Report 
(Until 
April 20, 
2012) 

Affiliation of 
Seafood 
Producers 
Association of 
Nova Scotia 

91.1 (5) Scotian Shelf 
Snow Crab 
 
Southern Gulf 
of St. Lawrence 
Snow Crab 

88 (2); 97 (0); 85 (0) 
 
 
97 (0); 97 (0); 83 (3) 

Japan 
(majority), 
Asia, US 

Canada 
Atlantic 
Halibut 

Assessm
ent in 
Progress 

Atlantic Halibut 
Council 

   Canada, US, 
Europe 
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APPENDIX F: REVIEW OF RELEVANT SCHOLARSHIP 
 

The following section is a review of five bodies of scholarship which are relevant to this thesis, 
including: environmental governance, ‘smart’ regulation, civil regulation, green consumerism, 
corporate social responsibility (CSR), and the critique of governance as neoliberalization. The review 
of this scholarship was undertaken prior to the design of this thesis research and was included in a 
context paper submitted for a research methods course.  

 
 
Environmental Governance  
 
 

Environmental governance literature describes and explains the shift away from traditional 

forms of government, and toward new governance mechanisms addressing environmental issues. 

Scholars have emphasized the need for consensus on what constitutes governance (Young, 2009), 

and indeed, some general consensus has been reached. After drawing on this consensus to define 

environmental governance, this section will highlight key debates in the scholarship and characterize 

the environmental governance research effort.  

 

Governance is broadly described as a set of regulatory processes, mechanisms and 

organizations which allow political actors to create environmental actions and outcomes (Lemos & 

Agrawal, 2006). These political actors, however, do not belong exclusively to the state, as 

governance is a collaborative approach to problem-solving which draws on the previously untapped 

perspectives and resources of the private sector, the voluntary sector, and the individual citizen 

(Webb, 2005). Environmental governance is born out of different spheres or streams; government 

legislation and regulation, negotiations between NGOs and corporations, and the workings of the 

market-place. As demonstrated in Lemos and Agrawal’s conception of governance (see Figure 2), 

strategies are increasingly hybridized, representing the interplay of these actors and their respective 

contributions (2006; Lyon, 2009). New partnerships between markets, state agencies and  



 
 

112 
 

 

communities have led to a multiplicity of governance arrangements (Lemos & Agrawal, 2006). In 

the fisheries context, these include: adaptive co-management between the state and communities 

(Armitage et al., 2009); market-based management through individual transferable quotas (ITQs) 

(McCay, 2004); regulatory reform to include civil actors in state decision-making (Griffin, 2010); 

civil regulation through certification programs (Wessells et al., 2001); CSR-driven purchasing 

standards (Vandenbergh, 2007); consumer awareness campaigns and seafood guides (Jacquet et al., 

2010; Kemmerly & Macfarlane, 2009).  

 

The normative aims of governance have also been recognized. Governance has shifted 

decision-making from the realm of the state, where it was largely reactive, technocratic and closed, 

to the realm of civil society, where it is preventative, proactive, socially-relevant and significantly 

influenced by stakeholders (Eden & Bear, 2010). Because it involves a multiplicity of actors and 

Figure 1. Lemos and Agrawal's (2006) conception of governance 
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instruments, governance is inherently more flexible, robust, responsive and efficient than traditional 

government (Webb, 2005; Lemos & Agrawal, 2006).  

 

Outlying conceptions of governance have been conceived and maintained by some scholars. 

Bernstein and Cashore (2007) have described governance as any private alternative to failed national 

or intergovernmental regulation.  Their conception includes processes such as industry self-

regulation, CSR, public-private partnerships, and most notably supply-chain certification schemes, 

which they have touted as the most promising form of environmental governance. Vandenbergh 

has similarly focused his conception of governance exclusively on private and civil actors. In fact, 

the absence of the state is foundational to his definition, which includes resource management that 

could be done by the state, but is rather done by a private actor (2007).  This conception emphasizes 

industry-led supply-chain contracting to ensure environmental or social standards are met at every 

step of the production chain. These market-based types of governance mechanisms, in which civil 

and corporate actors harness consumers’ environmental preferences to create positive outcomes, are 

becoming widespread in the developed world (Lemos & Agrawal, 2006).  

 

Very few scholars have placed governance exclusively within the realm of traditional state-

based regulatory processes. Even scholars within the traditional disciplines of Political Science and 

International Relations have acknowledged that these disciplines must be redrawn if they are to 

remain relevant to the discussion of global environmental problems, a discussion which is no longer 

exclusively in the purview of nation-states (Auer, 2000; Young, 2009). Governance is now global; it 

has been removed from the realm of international, national, and subnational levels (Lemos & 

Agrawal, 2006). 
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Though governance is no longer centrally focused on the behaviours and actions of 

governments (Young, 2009), the continuing role of the state has been emphasized. Auer argues that 

the “non” in “non-state” must not be taken for granted, as many intergovernmental organizations 

who participate in governance have statist origins and, though they may have prevalent roles in 

knowledge-building, policy promotion, policy assessment, or enforcement, they are maintained by 

“the state’s largess”(2000, p.156, 161). Gulbrandsen (2006) has reasserted the importance of the 

state in governance mechanisms which have been largely framed as market-based and steered by 

civil actors (Berstein & Cashore, 2007; Vandenbergh, 2007). He underlines the importance of state 

support, both through public procurement policies, enforcement of minimum standards, and 

endorsement of governance systems (Gulbrandsen, 2006). Though the state is sometimes ill 

equipped to resolve environmental issues on its own, it is nevertheless involved in the design of 

alternative options, and it also acts as a safety net in the event of governance failure (Gunningham, 

2005; Lemos & Agrawal, 2006). The complex relationship between government and governance are 

broadly acknowledged. 

 
 

The overarching question that is yet unanswered in the environmental governance 

scholarship is, quite simply, is it working? Though, in many instances, governance is deemed to be 

better than state inaction (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007; Vandenbergh, 2007), there are still concerns 

that its focus on values like participation, equity and efficiency may be obscuring the need for limits 

on resource exploitation to ensure environmental sustainability (Jacquet et al., 2010; Lemos & 

Agarwal, 2006).  

 

The environmental governance scholarship is currently characterized by rich descriptions of 

mechanisms, each with its own qualities and potential (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007). As this field of 
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study is relatively recent, research is still largely focused on studying the application of specific 

governance mechanisms to specific cases, which has not yet yielded any strong or unifying theory. 

Young (2009) has pointed out that the very nature of governance, the fact that it creates flexible and 

tailor-made solutions for environmental problems, means that we will never find “one size fits all” 

governance. But that we can, through comparative analysis, achieve agreement about which 

institutional designs are best suited to addressing specific environmental problems.  

 

In the context of fisheries governance, there is not yet consensus about the best mechanism 

or combination of mechanisms that is best suited to create positive outcomes. Research has been 

largely compartmentalized by governance strategy, and there is debate within each of these 

compartments on the outcomes produced (see, for example, Jacquet et al., 2010 and Kemmerly & 

Macfarlane, 2009). Research has also been geographically focused on Europe and the United States, 

and thus more research is necessary before governance can be properly assessed as a global solution.   

 
‘Smart’ Regulation 
 
 

Some scholarship has emphasized the role of the state in the shift toward governance. These 

scholars have noted the adoption of new regulatory mechanisms, which often represent a 

compromise between strict command-and-control and industry self-regulation. What is here termed 

‘smart regulation’ entails governance initiatives resulting from an ongoing regulatory reconfiguration 

at the state level (Gunningham, 2005).  They are tailor-made strategies for environmental regulation 

which have resulted from the fine tuning of regulatory variables (Sinclair, 1997). More simply, they 

are new or alternative environmental policy instruments used by the state instead of traditional 

command-and-control (Jordan et al., 2003; Lyon, 2009).  
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Lyon (2009) has argued that smart regulation is a response to the impossibility of perfect 

coercion. Garret Hardin’s solution to the Tragedy of the Commons was “mutual coercion, mutually 

agreed upon” (Hardin, 1968, p.1247). In reality, coercive power in both national and international 

spheres is severely constrained by several factors: the lack of political will, the absence and 

sometimes unlawfulness of strict penalties, significant informational limitations, and the high costs 

of monitoring and enforcement (Lyon, 2009). State-led environmental regulation is also hampered 

by budget cuts which have affected most economically advanced states due to the resurgence of 

neoliberal ideology in the 1980s and 1990s (Gunningham, 2005; Jordan et al., 2003). Globalization 

has also forced states to act in the favour of industry, due to the threat of capital flight to other 

countries with lax environmental regulation and lower taxes (Gunningham, 2005; Vandenberg, 2007; 

Webb, 2005; Lemos & Agrawal, 2006).  

 

Through the 1990s, policy scientists were embroiled in a debate about whether command 

and control should be supplanted by industry self-regulation, a much less costly, cumbersome and 

confrontational regulation strategy. The debate was a largely ideological one, in which private self-

regulation was seen as an attempt to further the neoliberal agenda of deregulation, and in which 

regulation was seen as an unwarranted intrusion on individual freedoms (Sinclair, 1997). Iles (1996) 

was among the first to point out that the typical characterizations of regulation and voluntary 

standards did not reflect the complexities of regulation.  Sinclair has since argued that most policy 

options fall somewhere between self-regulation or volunteerism and coercive regulation, and that 

environmental regulation can benefit from customization to suit its regulatees and the nature of the 

specific environmental issue (1997).  A multiplicity of smart regulation instruments have now been 

adopted by many countries and arguably represent the future of state-led environmental governance 

(Gunningham, 2005). 



 
 

117 
 

One of the earliest and most notable applications of smart regulation in the fisheries context 

is the implementation of ITQs by several developed nations, including Canada, the United States, 

Iceland, Australia, New Zealand and the United Kingdom. ITQ systems allocate harvesting rights, 

which can be transferred between fishers, letting the market determine the most efficient resource 

use (McCay, 2004). ITQs are typically instituted after many failed attempts at command-and-control 

regulation, in the hopes that states will succeed at fisheries management if proper pricing is used to 

reconcile private and public interests (Dubbink & van Vliet, 1996; Tietenberg, 2007). Theoretically, 

the market for harvesting rights creates efficient and profitable fleets, results in the extraction of 

fewer fish, and reduces the need for state regulation (Dubbink & van Vliet, 1996). In practice, 

however, ITQs require much more state intervention than even previous regulatory arrangements: 

quotas must be allocated and enforced through rigorous monitoring (Tientenberg, 2007), the market 

must be adjusted through subsidies and levies (Dubbink & van Vliet, 1996), and the state must 

devise solutions for the social and economic consequences of reduced fishing capacity on fishers, 

processors and their communities (McCay, 2004). In many instances, institutional capital has been 

inadequate for the launch of successful ITQ programs. In New Zealand, where this initial 

investment was afforded, ITQs have grown to manage a viable multi-species fishing industry, 

subsidize regulatory and administrative costs through a cost recovery program, and now require 

much less state involvement than traditional command-and-control management (Aranda & 

Christensen, 2009). 

 

Another example of smart regulation is direct partnership between government and industry 

with the aim of producing win-win outcomes that avoid the high costs of regulatory enforcement 

(Gunningham, 2005). In the fisheries context, partnerships between the governments of many 

developed nations and private fishing enterprises have been used to reduce fishing overcapacity 
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(Leal, 2004). In the case of the geoduck fishery of British Columbia, for example, the government’s 

harvest target was frequently exceeded and landings were inconsistent due to overexploitation. In 

1988, the government entered an agreement with the Underwater Harvesters Association 

representing geoduck fishers to launch the trial of an industry-funded ITQ and monitoring program. 

The program was successful in maintaining consistent landings while remaining within government 

harvest targets (Townsend, 2005).  

 

 It has been suggested by some that smart regulation represents a new generation of 

regulatory arrangements that can reduce the institutional cost associated with traditional regulation 

(Gunningham, 2005). Others have argued that smart regulation has only supplemented traditional 

regulatory arrangements and that it has not yet reduced state involvement in environmental 

management (Jordan et al., 2003). Because governance solutions need to address the problem of 

institutional cost, the design of state-led fisheries governance requires a clear resolution of this 

debate.  Questions have also been raised about the capacity of state-based initiatives to address 

global environmental problems (Auer, 2000). Further research on smart regulation may reveal 

opportunities for states to increase their global reach, through partnerships with multi-national 

corporations or civil actors, for example.  

 

Civil Environmental Regulation  

 

One of the key features of environmental governance is the inclusion of the ‘third sector’ 

non-governmental organizations (NGOs). Their inclusion is significant, as it presents a challenge to 

strictly bipartite decision-making between state and private actors (Eden & Bear, 2010). Though 

they may generate environmental outcomes, these bipartite agreements often fail to inspire the trust 

of citizens, and are not readily held accountable through the standard channels of democracy. To 
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address this deficiency, NGOs have harnessed public opinion and have targeted firms to encourage 

environmental standards that surpass legal requirements (Vogel, 2008; Eden & Bear, 2010). Civil 

environmental regulation, therefore, refers to socially focused business regulation which is 

‘voluntary’ in that it is not legally enforced, but that scholars argue is entirely motivated by pressure 

from the civil sphere (Gulbrandsen, 2006). This section will discuss the place of civil actors in 

environmental governance, and will highlight their widespread adoption of market-based 

instruments. Some evaluations of this governance mechanism will be provided, followed by research 

gaps. 

 

 NGOs have long claimed to represent the interests of citizens in a more direct and 

democratic way than private and public actors, and have appealed to governments through various 

forms of activism. More recently, NGOs have targeted firms, and have harnessed consumer 

demand to enforce environmental standards through market-based instruments. NGOs’ adoption 

of market-based tools has two explanations: firstly, globalization has created opportunities to create 

campaigns which subject domestic firms to increasing global scrutiny (Cashore et al., 2004; Cashore, 

2002), and secondly, firms can refuse to import products from suppliers with bad environmental 

practices whereas states bound by WTO jurisdiction cannot because of rules restricting nontariff 

trade barriers (Vogel, 2005 & 2008).  

 

NGOs have indirectly pressured firms by raising awareness of environmental issues and 

attempting to modify consumption patterns. An example of this type of action in the fisheries 

context is the proliferation of seafood guides, which now number over 200 globally (Roheim, 2009). 

These have been found to produce significant changes in consumer awareness and purchasing 

behaviour (Kemmerly & Macfarlane, 2009). However, even strong proponents of seafood guides 
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admit that consumers may not have access to all the information necessary to make informed 

purchases (Roheim, 2009).   

 

Due to these limitations, NGOs have taken to targeting firms directly through boycotts and 

extensive smear campaigns to great effect (Gulbrandsen, 2006; Vogel, 2008). A notable example of 

this is the extensive campaign of Greenpeace targeting grocers who sell red-listed fish species. In 

2008, Greenpeace staged ‘crime scenes’ at Loblaw groceries stores across Toronto, prompting an 

increase in Loblaw’s certified seafood offerings (Jacquet et al., 2010). It is argued that this type of 

coercion does not depend on consumers’ ethically and politically motivated consumption, and thus 

is perhaps less representative or democratic than often suggested (Gulbrandsen, 2006; Vandenberg, 

2007), but it is nonetheless successful in forcing firms to adopt environmentally sound policies 

without the promise of short-term economic gain (Bernstein & Cashore, 2007).  

 

Though pressure from NGOs acts as a ‘stick’, threatening to punish environmental or social 

wrongs, civil actors have also been central to the design of a ‘carrot’ – certification schemes which 

provide recognition, increased market access, and even a price premium in exchange for compliance 

to set standards (Auld et al., 2009). Ecocertification has been applied to many products, but their 

application in the forestry and fisheries sectors have been the focus of much governance scholarship 

(Gulbrandsen, 2006; Cashore, 2002; Cashore et al., 2004; Bernstein & Cashore, 2007; Eden & Bear, 

2010; Vandenberg, 2007; Auld et al., 2009). The Forestry Stewardship Council (FSC) and the Marine 

Stewardship Council (MSC) were independently conceived through collaborative efforts between 

NGOs and private interests. Both bodies have developed broad principles and specific criteria, for 

which compliance is verified by an independent certifier on the ground. When forestry or fishery 
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operations are certified, they benefit from the use of a label, which indicates good environmental 

and social performance to purchasers (Eden & Bear, 2010).    

 

A significant amount of governance scholarship has been devoted to ecocertification, which 

is touted as one of the more promising mechanisms of environmental governance (Cashore, 2002; 

Bernstein & Cashore, 2007; Cashore et al., 2004; Auld et al., 2009). Bernstein and Cashore have 

argued that certification schemes, which constitute non-state market-based (NSMD) governance 

systems, create “binding and enforceable rules” and successfully track compliance along the entire 

supply chain (2007, p.348). The most significant features of NSMD systems (summarized in Figure 

3) are the absence of governmental authority and, despite this, the use of hard law to ensure 

compliance to “on the ground” standards (Auld et al., 2009, p.188). Though NSMD have achieved 

some success in raising the bar for environmentally and socially responsible production, Bernstein 

and Cashore (2007) have stressed the need for political legitimization of these governance 

arrangements in the long term. They have claimed that in order to achieve effective governance, 

these systems must stop relying exclusively on firms’ strategic or utilitarian interests for compliance 

such as short-term financial gain or the avoidance of shaming or boycotting by NGOs.  NSMD 

systems must gain rule-making authority over entire sectors and all firms involved so that 

governance standards can be increased without creating a competitive disadvantage for participants.  

This perspective at once highlights the current limits of NSMD systems, which still largely depend 

on firms’ strategic interests, and evokes an ideal vision of the future, when NSMD systems enjoy 

political legitimacy while enforcing ever more rigorous production standards. 

 



 
 

122 
 

 
Table 1. Significant Features of Non-State Market Driven Governance (Source: Auld et al., 2009) 

 

 

Though much scholarship has been devoted to the promotion of certification schemes, 

some have been more doubtful of their governance potential.  Barriers to the success of eco-

certification schemes include a lack of adoption in developing countries, where the relative costs of 

certification implementation are higher due to the weakness of existing regulatory frameworks, and 

in some cases, high levels of corruption (Dauvergne & Lister, 2010). Jacquet et al. (2010) have 

criticized the MSC certification scheme by underlining problems such as the lack of product life 

cycle and energy analysis, consumer confusion due to conflicting information, lax certification 

criteria and an inability to incorporate small-scale fisheries. Another criticism of MSC certification is 

that it is a time consuming and costly process and is unlikely to provide worthwhile price premiums 

for seafood products whose other qualities, such as freshness and origin, are key selling points 

(Goyert et al., 2010). Typically, evaluations which have focused on improvements to fisheries 

management, as opposed to measureable improvements to fish stocks, have been more optimistic. 

Leadbitter et al. (2006) have argued that MSC certification has created new markets for labelled 

products, increased demand and prices of certified products, secured management commitments 

from fisheries, and increased the number of retailers seeking to carry the MSC logo. 
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The evaluations of civil environmental regulation have been tentative, as they are based only 

on early outcomes; the sum of the research remains inconclusive. Though some scholars seem 

willing to assume that certification programs will achieve the goals of sustainability, there is much 

research to be done before this causal relationship can be verified. Another question which has 

surfaced in the literature is how to maintain appropriate certification standards while increasing 

participation from producers, particularly in the absence of a price premium.  

 

Bernstein and Cashore (2007) have been particularly optimistic about the future of civil 

environmental regulation, which they argue can achieve rulemaking authority by capturing an entire 

community of producers and suppliers. The gap between current realities and these future 

projections invites many questions, the most salient of which is: Will firms ever move beyond 

economic or strategic self-interest? What can facilitate this transition? Should civil environmental 

regulators like the MSC ever achieve political legitimacy as a rulemaking body, new and interesting 

question about the contributions of citizen-consumers to environmental governance would be 

raised.  

 

Green Consumerism 
 

Green consumer demand has been identified as the backbone of many market-based forms 

of civil environmental regulation (Vogel, 2005).  Eco-certification schemes, which were discussed in 

depth in the previous section, are able to verify compliance to environmental or social standards of 

production along the supply-chain. The primary incentive for compliance is a seal of approval, an 

ecolabel, which communicates to the consumer that the product meets a certain environmental 

standard. Other market-based strategies, such as awareness campaigns and green product guides 
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equally rely on consumer demand.  The field of green consumer studies has provided some useful 

insights on green consumption, which are reviewed in this section.  

 In the grand scheme of environmental governance, the will of ordinary citizens is directly 

exercised through consumption. NGOs have attempted to create and mobilize large communities of 

consumers who take on the role of “influencing policy through their purses” (Iles, 2004, p.127), or 

“voting for eco-friendly products with their shopping dollars” (Dauvergne & Lister, 2010, p.133). 

The assumption behind this strategy is that the pervasive pro-environment values of civil society will 

allow the green business to increase market access and even secure a price premium for 

environmental responsibility (Gulbrandsen, 2006). Based on this assumption, ecolabels have been 

applied to everything from forestry products, and oil and gas, to apparel and jewellery (Dauvergne & 

Lister, 2010). Current ecocertification schemes, if completely successful, would govern 20 percent of 

all globally traded products (Auld et al., 2009).  

 In many cases, ecolabels have been successful in changing consumer purchasing behaviours.  

For example, the ENERGY STAR label for household appliances and electronics has been adopted 

globally, as evidenced by the sale of 2 billion labelled products since 1992 (Dauvergne & Lister, 

2010). The Nordic Swan label in northern Europe, which labels household products such as 

cleaning products and toilet paper, has also enjoyed significant success and has been able to capture 

a 13 to 18 percent premium (Bjorner, et al., 2004). In the seafood context, pocket guides have 

proven most successful in changing consumer behaviour: seafood guides distributed by Sea Choice, 

resulted in 86 percent of users avoiding species of concern, compared with 45 percent of people 

without pocket guides (Kemmerly & Macfarlane, 2009). Guides also significantly increased the 

responsible practice of checking labels to determine the origin of seafood, as well as asking 

restaurant staff and grocers about fishing practices (Kemmerly & Macfarlane, 2009).     
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 Although consumer demand is sometimes harnessed by labels or product guides, many 

scholars suggest that this demand is highly elastic. Consumer studies have demonstrated that the 

number of consumers willing to pay a small premium for an ethical product decreases by over 40 

percent if the purchase requires a sacrifice of functionality (Auger et al., 2008). In the case of 

seafood, taste trumps conviction for consumers, in that they will not select a less favoured species 

simply on account of an eco-label (Johnston & Roheim, 2006). Moreover, consumer demand for 

ecolabels varies greatly by consumer group (Brécard et al.,2009; Johnston et al., 2001), by country 

(Johnston et al., 2001), and by labelling agency (Dauvergne & Lister, 2010; Johnston et al., 2001). 

Another interesting finding is that consumer education campaigns do not necessarily reduce the 

elasticity of demand; they can increase consumers’ scepticism of food assurance schemes like 

ecolabels (Eden, Bear & Walker, 2008). 

 

 Campaigns reliant on green consumerism have encountered other significant obstacles. 

Some scholars have noted that they have been unable to create a community of responsible 

consumption because shopping is an anonymous and private activity (Iles, 2004). This anonymity 

allows for a large discrepancy to exist between consumers’ stated intentions and their actual 

purchasing behaviour (Vogel, 2008). One European study revealed that although 75 percent of 

consumers indicated that social and environmental considerations were significant enough to 

modify their purchasing behaviour, only 3 percent had ever done so (Vogel, 2008).  These few green 

consumer, though not uniform in their demographic characteristics, are typically a narrow group of 

upper-class ‘foodies’ (Iles, 2004) who are also more discriminating about other product 

characteristics such as freshness and geographic origin (Brécard et al., 2009). The direct outcome of 

this is that even in studies relying on self-reporting, income is a significant predictor of purchasing 
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behaviour (Kemmerly & Macfarlane, 2009).  This has unfortunate implications for a governance 

system that equates consumption and citizenship.  

 

 Consumer studies have laid a tenuous foundation for market-based forms of environmental 

governance. The field is characterized by a near-consensus that consumer behaviour is difficult to 

shape, that good intentions do not translate to commitment at the till, and that premiums for green 

products can rarely be secured. Finding ways to overcome these obstacles may become central to 

environmental governance research, as market-based initiatives have been built on the assumption 

that NGO demands would be reflected by consumer behaviour, at least to the extent that 

responsible private actors must defy their own profit motives.  

 

 The literature has suggested that the link between consumers’ stated preferences and their 

real purchasing behaviour is weak. Despite this, many studies, particularly on seafood consumption, 

have been conducted with mail-in surveys, telephone surveys, and in-person surveys outside of the 

grocery store context (Johnston & Roheim, 2006; Kemmerly & Macfarlane, 2009; Wessells et al., 

1999). There is room for future research to examine purchase data, addressing the gap between “real 

and stated preferences” (Dauvergne & Lister, 2010, p.135).  Likewise, research must extend beyond 

Europe and the United States, as consumer behaviour has been described as very case and place 

dependent.  

 
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 
 

 

Though corporate social responsibility dates back to 19th century England, interest in the 

social and environmental performance of businesses experienced a resurgence in the 1960s and 
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1970s (Vogel, 2005). In this period, protests, boycotts and tax law reforms encouraged corporations 

to launch charitable foundations and to support social and environmental projects (Auld, Berstein & 

Cashore, 2008; Vogel, 2005). These philanthropic gestures diverted attention from the social and 

environmental impacts of production, but they did not affect core business practices (Auld et al., 

2008). In the 1990s, largely on account of globalized pressures from consumers and NGOs (Vogel, 

2005), firms began instituting environmental and social standards for their core business practices 

and competing for the favour of stakeholders in a “race to the top” (Auld et al., 2008, p.415).   

 
 This contemporary version of CSR has attracted much scholarly attention, but there are still 

debates around its definition (see Dahlsrud, 2008). Some scholars have argued that CSR is largely 

motivated by the moral obligation to reflect society’s expectations, and thus must exceed regulatory 

compliance and market demand for social or environmental responsibility (Baron, 2001). Others, by 

contrast, have argued that CSR driven by profit motives has created some of the most “important 

and innovative efforts to promote stewardship through the marketplace” (Auld et al., 2008, p.416). 

In fact, profit motives which constitute ‘the business case’ for CSR, have long been explored as a 

way to reconcile socially and environmental responsible action with the fundamental purpose of 

business: long-term profitability (Carroll & Shabana, 2010).  

 

The business case for CSR is most obvious when profits are a direct result of the 

implementation of solutions. For example, firms reducing their carbon footprint will adopt efficient 

technologies that are less costly, simultaneously securing more profit and benefitting from 

recognition for environmentally responsible practice (Auld et al., 2008). However, even in this win-

win scenario, there is a diminishing return as a certain standard of performance is exceeded;  

investments to achieve higher goals is more costly, and once competitors are surpassed, there is little 

to gain in outdoing them any further (Carroll & Shabana, 2010). 
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 In some cases, CSR requires firms to engage in practices that are unprofitable, and they must 

seek external economic benefit to offset these costs (Auld et al., 2008). This win-lose scenario is 

prevalent in the fisheries context, as destructive harvesting practices such as catch underreporting 

and highgrading are profitable, and overexploited fish species often fetch a higher price for seafood 

retailers (Courchamp et al., 2006; Levin & Dufault, 2010). Responsible fishers and seafood retailers 

therefore risk suffering a comparative disadvantage vis-a-vis negligent ones, unless sufficient 

compensation can be secured through price premiums (Auld et al., 2005).  

 

 The business case for win-lose CSR less evident, but has been thoroughly analysed by many 

scholars. Profit motives for CSR can take many forms; if CSR does not immediately reduce costs or 

create competitive advantage, it can help a firm develop legitimacy and a good reputation with 

stakeholders (Kurucz et al., 2008). CSR can also meet the distant but pragmatic goal of product 

sustainability, as certain natural resource sectors like forestry and fisheries expect to encounter 

scarcity (Vandenbergh, 2007).  

 

 In the fisheries context, there are still questions about the motivations for the increasingly 

common CSR activities of large retailers and their suppliers. In the likely absence of short term 

rewards through price premiums (see section 2.4), other compelling motivations must underpin CSR 

for it to be maintained. There is interest in knowing whether firms will continue to draw on ‘the 

business case’ for CSR, or if morality or conscience will challenge the profit-driven corporate 

directive in this sector. Understanding these motivations is significant, but there is also room for 

research to assess the collective and individual contributions of CSR to the achievement of policy 

goals (Barth, Wolff & Schmitt, 2008). It remains to be seen whether CSR initiatives can meet or 

exceed the standards set by government regulation in the fisheries context.  
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Critique of Governance as Neoliberalization  

Some have argued that the perceived inefficiency of state-based environmental regulation 

has led to a growing sympathy for economic liberalism more generally and created a global climate 

supportive of market-based governance (Cashore et al., 2004; Bernstein & Cashore, 2007; 

Vandenbergh, 2007).  Though market-based instruments have proliferated, the support for this 

tendency is far from universal. Environmental governance and its mechanisms have been heavily 

criticized as a representation of the neoliberal agenda of capitalism (Heynen & Robbins, 2005; 

McCarthy & Prudham, 2004; St.Martin, 2005). This critique is briefly summarized here, followed by 

a discussion of research implications. 

 McCarthy and Prudham (2004) have aptly described what neoliberalization entails. First, it 

entails a reliance on the concept of a self-regulating market, which is viewed as a comprehensive 

mechanism for allocating all goods and services as commodities. Second, it involves antagonism 

toward state interference, and deep cuts to the state’s fiscal and administrative resources. Lastly, it 

relies heavily on the repackaging of citizens in the image of ‘homo-economicus’. Given this 

conceptualization, it is clear how elements of environmental governance have been linked to global 

neoliberalization. Ecolabels, for instance, operate independently of state interference, they 

commodify and create a market for responsible or ethical production, and they devolve regulatory 

responsibility to consumers and their pocketbooks (Guthman, 2007). 

 

 Not only does environmental governance support the ongoing agenda of capitalism, but it 

contributes to the neoliberalization of nature, a process which involves the privatization of natural 

resources. Privatization wrests the control over nature from the public sphere (communities or 

states), and awards it to the private sector. This process redefines nature as private property which is 
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tradable on the market. ITQs have exemplified this process by creating a market for privatized 

harvesting rights (Mansfield, 2007). Criticisms of ITQs represent criticisms of the liberalization of 

nature more generally: options for those who once relied on public resources are reduced, while the 

new holders of the rights derive not only subsistence, but wealth (Mansfield, 2004). Social 

inequalities are common externalities of capital production, and although some research has 

suggested that this can be rectified through modified forms of property rights (see Brady & Waldo, 

2009; Mansfield, 2007 and McCay, 2004), strong critics maintain that governance regimes involving 

privatization have “devastated public ecologies” and resulted in resource scarcity and uneven access 

(Heynen & Robbins, 2005, p.2).  

 

Some scholars have founded their objections in the idea that neoliberalization has been 

unduly presented as “natural”, or “fated, inescapable, and evolutionary” (Heynen & Robbins, 2005, 

p.2). In the words of McCarthy and Prudham, “profoundly political and ideological projects have 

successfully masqueraded as a set of objective, natural, and technocratic truisms” (2004, p.276). 

Because the discourse used to describe the natural world, and common resources in particular, is 

overly capitalocentric, alternative understandings and solutions are relegated to the past, and the 

only way forward is through capitalism (St. Martin, 2005). In other words, framing the natural 

environment with capitalist rhetoric can blind society to management strategies that reflect the will 

of individual communities and that do not require enclosure, valuation, and a strong reliance on 

markets. Scholars are also sceptical of neoliberalization as an environmental solution because they 

consider unrestrained consumption the primary cause of degradation (Heynen & Robbins, 2005).  

 

There has been some evidence of public resistance to neoliberalization through 

environmental governance (Heynen & Robbins, 2005). Even the American public, which has 
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willingly rejected some protections of the welfare state, has contested neoliberal attempts to dissolve 

social controls and regulations on the environment (McCarthy & Prudham, 2004). The extent of this 

resistance and its effects on environmental governance strategies are still largely unexplored. 

Scholars have invited research that makes use of historically and geographically specific case studies 

to unpack the interplay between environmental politics and neoliberal governance projects 

(McCarthy & Prudham, 2004).  

 

 The critique of governance as neoliberalization highlights the need to explore alternative 

strategies that reflect and embed social norms of equality. Whether this can successfully be 

accomplished within neoliberal governance structures, as Mansfield has suggested (2007), remains 

open for debate. Strong criticisms of governance by sociologists and anthropologists also suggest 

that more interdisciplinary collaboration is necessary, both in environmental governance scholarship 

and in its real-world application. The challenge for environmental governance scholarship is to work 

toward an understanding of which mechanisms work best to target specific issues without, as Young 

has put it, “degenerating into a cacophony of discordant voices” (2009, p.37).  
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