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Key environmental challenges faced by the aquaculture sector demonstrate that
aquaculture production is not isolated from the surrounding environment, and we
see a policy shift towards area‐based approaches. However, without an understanding of the farmer's perspective, there is a danger of misrepresenting how
farm‐level practices relate to area‐based approaches and to environmental risk
management. This paper empirically examines how individual aquaculture farmers
interpret and manage environmental risks and the extent to which they operate
beyond the boundaries of their farms. The analysis is based on a comparison
between intensive aquaculture farmers in Kung Krabaen Bay, Thailand, representing an area of closed production systems; and a mixture of integrated mangrove
shrimp and extensive shrimp farmers in Kien Vang Forest, Vietnam, representing
an area of open production systems. Data were collected through semi‐structured
interviews and participatory mapping. The spatial configuration of environmental
risk management in both areas demonstrated a focus on the farm. Though farmers
did recognise off‐farm risks, this did not result in collectively practised risk management strategies at a broad landscape scale. These observations demonstrate the
need to rethink the development of area‐based approaches for both closed and
open systems. Instead of the designation of aquaculture zones or all‐encompassing
integrated landscape models of area‐based management, the findings suggest an
alternative model. This third way of conceptualising spatial models of area‐based
aquaculture management is based on a nested set of areas within a landscape
defined by the socio‐spatial extent of farmer networks within which the interpretation of risk is homogeneous.
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| INTRODUCTION

The primary unit of aquaculture production has traditionally been understood as the territory of the farm. Consequently,
environmental problems have also been largely dealt with by interventions targeting farm‐scale production practices (Anh et
al., 2011; Soto et al., 2008). However, the key challenges faced by the sector, including disease and water quality, demonstrate that aquaculture production is not isolated from the surrounding environment (Subasinghe et al., 2009). Building on
concepts such as agro‐ecology (Tomich et al., 2011), landscape management (Freeman et al., 2015) and traditional spatial
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planning, NGOs and governments alike have shifted their attention to area‐based forms of management to overcome a
range of these risks (Aguilar‐Manjarrez et al., 2017; Sustainable Fisheries Partnership, 2018; The Nature Conservancy,
2017).
The degree to which a farm is integrated into a larger area depends on physical and social factors. First, the embeddedness of a farm within a landscape depends on the degree to which a farm is physically “open” or “closed” to the surrounding environment (Bush et al., 2010; Vandergeest et al., 2015). Intensive closed systems are characterised by high stocking
densities and limited physical interactions between farms and surroundings. Extensive open systems are characterised by
minimal inputs and frequent physical interactions between farms and surroundings (Joffre et al., 2015). All systems along
this open–closed spectrum are, however, embedded in a set of environmental risks that force farmers to adopt both on‐ and
off‐farm management practices (Soto et al., 2008; Waite et al., 2014). Aquaculture farms can therefore be understood (to
varying degrees) as environmentally permeable units. As such, boundaries delineating the farm as the unit of production
and management become less clearly defined.
Second, a farm's embeddedness is also dependent on the degree to which social relations between farmers influence both
on‐ and off‐farm risk management decisions (Adger, 2003). It is assumed that the degree of collaboration to mitigate risks
corresponds to how open or closed a system is. The more open a system, the more intense collaboration should be to
reduce mutual impact (Bush et al., 2010). While the importance of collaboration has been observed, much of the existing
literature explores risk in aquaculture production in quantified, farm‐level measures of risk perception, attitude and management (Ahsan, 2011; Joffre et al., 2018; Le Bihan et al., 2013). However, these studies do not explore all the environmental
risks that farmers encounter, nor do they make their spatiality explicit. Furthermore, these studies do not focus on whether
farmers manage environmental risks individually, collectively or otherwise.
By ignoring the farmer's perspective, we argue there is a danger of misrepresenting how farm‐level practices relate to
area‐based approaches to environmental risk management. This paper addresses this gap by empirically examining how
individual aquaculture farmers interpret and manage environmental risks, and the extent to which they operate beyond the
boundaries of their farms, using an interpretative and relational approach. In taking this approach, we critically examine
preconceived ideas about “farm‐level” production space. We do this by determining how production spaces are defined by
farmers themselves and the extent to which social relations enable or constrain farmers to deal with environmental risks.
Our analysis is based on a comparison between intensive shrimp and grouper farmers in Kung Krabaen Bay, Thailand,
and integrated mangrove shrimp (IMS) and extensive shrimp farmers in Kien Vang Forest, Vietnam. Kung Krabaen Bay
represents an area with closed production systems, with clear delineation of farm boundaries and highly regulated water
management. In contrast, Kien Vang Forest represents an area with open production systems, less clearly defined farm
boundaries and less regulated water management. These differences are expected to result in two dissimilar situations in
terms of the location of environmental risks in the landscape, the consequent activities farmers practise to manage these
risks, and the social relations farmers pursue to deal with them.
The following section presents the analytical framework for understanding aquaculture production space. In the third
section we describe methods of data collection and analysis. We then elaborate on the spatial distribution of production systems and institutional setting in the two cases before presenting our findings on the spatial and relational configuration of
environmental risk management in the fifth section. The sixth section discusses how farmers set boundaries through risk
management in open and closed systems, and we reflect on how this matches with what we expect to find in area‐based
approaches. The final section reflects on the contribution of our findings to contemporary debates around area‐based
approaches in aquaculture.

2 | AQUACULTURE SPACE, ENVIRONMENTAL RISKS AND SOCIAL
RELATIONS
The dichotomy of open and closed farms implies two forms of area‐based management. In its ideal state, integrated landscape management (which we take to include landscape and agro‐ecological approaches), corresponding to open systems,
engages all stakeholders and reconciles trade‐offs between different land uses, thereby integrating agricultural and environmental priorities (Sayer et al., 2013). Actors organise themselves around consensual boundaries and risks are addressed
through collaborative relations. Alternatively, conventional spatial planning, corresponding to closed systems, relies on
models developed by experts to deliver optimal solutions and often segregates protected and productive areas, isolating production from vulnerable ecosystems (Sayer et al., 2013). The closed nature of systems thus arguably diminishes the need
for collaboration between farmers.
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We use this dichotomy to examine whether assumptions about environmental risk management in closed and open systems hold. In doing so, we assume space and risk to be interpretative and relational. First, risks are concurrently material
and social. Risk interpretation is how farmers anticipate the outcomes of choices made, by themselves or by other decision‐
makers, in the face of uncertain events (Elliott & Pais, 2006; Kjærnes, 2006; Richard Eiser et al., 2012). Second, there is
no one space; there are multiple co‐existing spaces that change over time (Massey, 2005; Murdoch, 1998). Each farmer has
his or her own interpretation of space, which is dynamic and shaped by the material and social context. Third, this view of
space presents alternative territorial units which go beyond rigid farm boundaries and lead to constantly shifting concerns
(Bear, 2013; Kidd & Shaw, 2013; Vandergeest et al., 2015). Risks in aquaculture production are therefore no longer limited
to individual on‐farm issues. They include risks outside the farm which can involve multiple actors. Thus, changes in the
understanding of aquaculture production space influences which risks are recognised, as well as the strategies applied and
relations sought to address them.
To understand how environmental risk management is spatially organised in closed and open systems, we first group
environmental risks into three spatial categories. We classify environmental risks as production risks, which affect the volume or quality of production (Hardaker et al., 1997; World Bank Group, 2016). Based on a review of literature and certification schemes we distinguish between three, sometimes overlapping, categories (Aquaculture Stewardship Council, 2014;
Arthur et al., 2009; Best Aquaculture Practices, 2014; Bostock et al., 2010; GLOBAL G.A.P., 2012; Naturland, 2016). The
first are environmental risks flowing into the farm from the surroundings and manifested on‐farm; for example, poor quality
or disease‐carrying inputs and climate‐related risks. The second are environmental risks caused by the farm, manifested as
impacts outside the farm, such as waste and water disposal. Third, there are environmental risks transferred between farms,
such as disease.
The second step in understanding the spatial configuration of environmental risk management is determining where
farmers intervene to address these three flows of risk: on‐farm or off‐farm. Lebel et al. (2016) distinguish between strategies applied at farm‐scale and those applied at watershed‐scale. However, risk management practices (RMPs) may also be
carried out further away. In this investigation we distinguish between RMPs practised on‐farm and those practised off‐farm.
We hypothesise that farms with open systems apply more RMPs outside the farm than farms with closed systems, since the
effectiveness of their on‐farm RMPs is inherently limited.
Third, we distinguish between three risk management strategies: individually practised, externally practised and collectively practised RMPs. Individually practised RMPs, frequently applied in aquaculture management (Bergfjord, 2009), present the farm as the only unit of decision‐making in mitigating risk. External RMPs are those practised or facilitated by
external actors. Norms and sanctions set by external actors can act as institutions which shape farmers’ responses to risk
(Lo & Chan, 2017). Relations of reciprocity between a farmer and another actor may also result in RMPs carried out by
this external actor. Collective RMPs are carried out collaboratively by multiple farmers. Networked relations, as exhibited
by farmer groups or collectives, may facilitate the formulation of shared norms, information sharing and collective management (Lo & Chan, 2017). Based on research by Bush et al. (2010), we hypothesise that farmers in open systems apply
more collective strategies to mitigate environmental risks than farmers in closed systems, and we predict that the diversity
of the landscape contributes to advancing their capacity for self‐organisation.

3

| METHODOLOGY

Following a scoping study in search of illustrative examples of aquaculture area management in Vietnam, Thailand and
Bangladesh carried out in June 2016, Kung Krabaen Bay and Kien Vang Forest were selected as two exceptional cases in
which there were efforts to solve environmental problems at a spatial level beyond the farm. Kung Krabaen Bay represented an area dominated by closed production systems and Kien Vang Forest an area of open production systems.
Farmers were sampled and interviewed in two steps. First, government agencies responsible for area management, the
Department of Fisheries (DoF) in Kung Krabaen Bay and the Forest Management Board (FMB) in Kien Vang Forest, were
interviewed to understand the spatial distribution of farmers and environmental risks and to select farmer respondents.
Government representatives in both areas claimed that there was no significant variation in terms of environmental risks
throughout the areas. At the time of the research many of the farms in Kung Krabaen Bay were empty due to seasonality,
so farmers were sampled from three of the eight user groups of the local irrigation system because there was a relatively
large number of members present. Farmers in Kien Vang Forest were randomly sampled from three sub‐areas of Kien Vang
Forest. These sub‐areas were selected because they contained both farmers who had Selva Shrimp certification, a form of
organic group certification, and those who did not.
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Second, 20 aquaculture farmers were interviewed at each study site between January and May 2017. In Kung Krabaen
Bay, 18 shrimp farmers and two grouper farmers were interviewed. In Kien Vang Forest, 18 IMS farmers and two extensive shrimp farmers were interviewed. Semi‐structured interviews with individual farmers based on prompting lists of environmental risks were used to understand the risks they experienced and the management practices they applied to mitigate
them. Interviews included a participatory mapping exercise using cadastral, bay and commune level maps to clarify the
location of RMPs, actors in the landscape, and with whom farmers communicated about environmental risks. On the basis
of these maps, a walk in or around the farm was made with farmers where information from the interviews was verified. It
was concluded after the 20 interviews that the variation in responses was no longer high enough to warrant additional interviews.
All interviews and digitised participatory maps were coded and analysed using ATLAS.ti software. The codes used correspond directly to the themes within the three parts of the analytical framework. Environmental risks were weighted and
ranked according to the risk magnitudes assessed by the respondents, ranging from zero risk to very high risk, and to the
number of respondents experiencing them. RMPs described in interviews were ranked according to the number of respondents applying them.

4 | CONTEXTUALISING ENVIRONMENTAL RISKS IN KUNG KRABAEN BAY
AND KIEN VANG FOREST
4.1

| Kung Krabaen Bay: An area of closed systems

Kung Krabaen Bay represents an area of highly institutionalised, spatially bounded aquaculture production (Figure 1). In
response to mangrove clearance and unplanned shrimp farming, the Kung Krabaen Bay Royal Development Study Centre
was founded in 1981 to serve as a shrimp culture demonstration area. According to Boonsong (1997), in 1987, about 166 hectares
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F I G U R E 1 Image of characteristic aquaculture landscape in Kung Krabaen Bay, Chantaburi (left) and Kien Vang Forest, Ca Mau (right).
Source: Esri, DigitalGlobe, GeoEye, Earthstar Geographics, CNES/Airbus DS, USDA, USGS, AeroGRID, IGN and the GIS User Community.
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of the bay's inland portion of deteriorated mangrove forest was allocated for a shrimp culture project managed by the DoF,
while a fringe of bay‐side forest was maintained for conservation and restoration.
Despite a high level of oversight provided by the Centre and DoF, the lack of sound wastewater management led to
deterioration of water quality, self‐contamination and high disease incidence (Boonsong, 1997; Satumanatpan et al., 2011).
In 2001, the Royal Thai Government built a seawater irrigation system. Offshore seawater is pumped to shore, tested by
the DoF and distributed through an input canal. Effluent from farms is treated in a separate treatment canal (Satumanatpan
et al., 2011). Farmers are grouped into eight user groups, pay a fee and follow waste management regulations, such as
building sedimentation areas for sludge.
Kung Krabaen Bay is spatially bounded at two levels: bay and farm level. The 15 square kilometres of the bay, fringed
with a mangrove forest, is entirely dedicated to fisheries and aquaculture (Tookwinas & Songsangjinda, 1999). There are
210 intensive shrimp and fish farms. Farm sizes among the respondents ranged from 0.4 to 3.2 hectares. Each farmer must
use water from the irrigation system, which eliminates water transfer between farms, thereby closing off farms.

4.2

| Kien Vang Forest: An area of open systems

Kien Vang Forest is dominated by open, integrated production systems (Figure 1). The forest lies in a coastal zone dedicated mainly to IMS farming. The Vietnamese government assigned these areas to create livelihood opportunities through
shrimp farming, while conserving mangrove forest (Tran Thi Thu Ha et al., 2012). In the study area, IMS farmers were
required to protect mangroves on at least 60% of their land (Quoc Vo et al., 2015). Shrimp production on the remaining
40% was their primary income source.
The FMB manages forest in Tan An commune, Tam Giang Tay commune and Rach Goc town. IMS farmers are contracted by the FMB under “Green Book” tenure, which stipulates the forest‐to‐pond area ratio, tree density and timber‐marketing conditions (Joffre et al., 2015). Extensive farmers produce on land owned by the People's Committee under “Red
Book” tenure, which stipulates less stringent regulations. All farming activities must also adhere to provincial regulations
that seek to minimise production risk (Ha et al., 2014). For instance, the Ca Mau People's Committee stipulates that farmers
must follow a seasonal calendar for dredging, and instructs farmers to arrange storage areas for sludge.
Kien Vang Forest features IMS farms and extensive shrimp farms, with a small number of intensive farmers, hatcheries
and factories in designated zones. Like extensive shrimp farmers, the 866 IMS farms in Kien Vang Forest often combine
shrimp culture with other aquatic species. Farms are established along brackish water estuaries. Farm sizes among respondents ranged from 2.5 to 13 hectares. These ponds connect to estuaries by gates which control water inflow and outflow
according to tides (Blueyou Consulting Ltd., 2016). Primary water sources for aquaculture farmers in the study area are
several sea gates and Rach Goc river.

5
5.1

| THE SPACES OF ENVIRONMENTAL RISK MANAGEMENT
| On‐farm risk management practices

The location of environmental risks and RMPs described by farmers demonstrates that farmers are primarily focused on the
space inside their farm. In both areas, over 70% of environmental risks described flow from the surroundings to the farm.
In Kung Krabaen Bay 12% and in Kien Vang Forest only 3% of risks described flow from farm to environment. In terms
of risk management, in Kung Krabaen Bay 88% and in Kien Vang Forest 74% of RMPs described were carried out on the
farm.
In both cases, the majority of on‐farm RMPs were carried out individually (Figure 2). These individually practised on‐
farm RMPs varied between the two areas due to the nature of production systems and risks experienced. This can be illustrated though a comparison of biosecurity and water management. Biosecurity RMPs were central in both cases, but were
applied more frequently in Kung Krabaen Bay, since those farms had many options for preventing disease, such as nets
and plastic linings (see Piamsomboon et al. (2015) for further detail). In contrast, RMPs to prevent disease in Kien Vang
Forest mainly involved minimising water exchange.
Farmers in Kien Vang Forest experienced higher risks from poor quality of input water than farmers in Kung Krabaen
Bay, but due to the open nature of production systems, controlling water quality was difficult. In Kung Krabaen Bay, 80%
of respondents did not see poor quality of input water as a risk, and if they did, farmers filtered or treated input water. In
contrast, farmers in Kien Vang Forest ranked poor water quality stemming from water disposal by intensive shrimp farms,
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F I G U R E 2 Distribution of on‐farm and off‐farm risk management practices in Kung Krabaen Bay and Kien Vang Forest.

hatcheries and factories as a high risk. However, due to the size and open nature of ponds, practices to improve water quality like those applied in Kung Krabaen Bay were inapplicable for respondents in Kien Vang Forest.
Farmers in both areas believed that physical location influenced their vulnerability to certain environmental risks. However, challenges related to physical location (for example, proximity to pollution sources such as sea gates) were more
prominent and played a bigger role in determining RMPs in Kien Vang Forest than they did in Kung Krabaen Bay. This
can be explained by the openness of production systems and dependency on the nature of the hydrological system in Kien
Vang Forest, which led to more environmental interactions and consequentially greater vulnerability to off‐farm risks.
External actors, particularly the government, also played a role in on‐farm RMPs in both areas. In both cases the government formulated and enforced regulations for wastewater management, mangrove conservation and pond management.
As such, formalised norms prescribed the way farmers should manage on‐farm risks. However, in Kung Krabaen Bay, the
role of government actors extended beyond these formalised norms. The DoF helped farmers manage the risk of poor quality post‐larvae, which was the highest ranked risk. Farmers trusted the DoF, who played an active role in advising farms.
In Kien Vang Forest, the FMB and the district level Department of Agriculture and Rural Development did not support
farmers in this way.
Processing companies also played a notable role in on‐farm risk management in both cases. Though not described
specifically as RMPs by farmers, processing companies stipulated rules for on‐farm risk management. In Kung Krabaen
Bay, farmers who were members of Pracharat (a public–private partnership among the DoF, the Centre, the Kung Krabaen
Fisheries Cooperative and Charoen Pokphand Group [CP]) applied biosecurity RMPs stipulated by CP. The Cooperative
also set on‐farm biosecurity RMPs as conditions for loans. Similarly, in Kien Vang Forest, Minh Phu Seafood Corporation
collaborated with Blueyou Consulting and the FMB to certify 387 farms to produce Selva Shrimp. Certified farms were
grouped and applied on‐farm RMPs, for example prohibiting chemical use, stipulated in the Selva Shrimp standard.
Feed suppliers played a role in on‐farm risk management in Kung Krabaen Bay, but not in Kien Vang Forest, since
IMS and extensive farms in this area depend on natural feed. In Kung Krabaen Bay, feed suppliers tested water quality and
shrimp health for free, as part of the service provided to farmers in exchange for buying feed, a role common to feed suppliers in the shrimp industry.
In Kung Krabaen Bay none of the on‐farm RMPs were practised collectively, while in Kien Vang Forest 8% of on‐farm
RMPs were carried out collectively. Farmers in Kien Vang Forest coordinated dredging and water discharge. More than
half of respondents in Kien Vang Forest who dredged claimed they coordinated the rental of dredging machines with
others, to minimise costs and to deal with challenges related to spatial distribution of farms. Dredging machine transportation often required travelling through other farms, requiring coordination. About 60% of respondents claimed they coordinated water discharge with neighbours to address the risk of dykes breaking from water pressure differences caused by
uncoordinated discharge. Half of these farmers stated this coordination took place through informal agreements between
neighbours, while 50% stated coordination emerged naturally, since the tide prescribed discharge timing.
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In Kien Vang Forest a number of informal and formal groups also set norms for collective or coordinated on‐farm risk
management, due to shared disease risks. For example, Dai Hiep Cooperative set rules for common water management to
reduce disease transfer between farms, and members were encouraged to coordinate stocking post‐larvae. Similarly, some
Selva Shrimp certified farmers stocked simultaneously with other farmers in their group, due to coordinated delivery of
post‐larvae from Minh Phu.

5.2

| Off‐farm risk management practices

Off‐farm RMPs were more frequently applied in Kien Vang Forest than in Kung Krabaen Bay. In Kien Vang Forest 26%
and in Kung Krabaen Bay 12% of RMPs were practised outside the farm. This difference can be explained by material
characteristics of the production systems and the local contexts. Due to the open nature of farms, farmers in Kien Vang
Forest could not apply some on‐farm RMPs that intensive farms commonly apply to keep out environmental risks. Furthermore, farmers in Kien Vang Forest were faced with specific risks like produce theft and illegal wastewater disposal, which
demanded action outside farm boundaries.
The social configuration of off‐farm RMPs differed considerably from that of on‐farm RMPs; the majority were practised collectively or by external actors (Figure 2). There was a notable difference between the two cases. In Kung Krabaen
Bay, off‐farm RMPs were mostly practised by external actors, followed by those practised collectively and individually. In
Kien Vang Forest most off‐farm RMPs were practised collectively, followed by those practised individually and externally.
There were more off‐farm RMPs practised individually in Kien Vang Forest than in Kung Krabaen Bay. In Kien Vang
Forest these were individual strategies for selecting post‐larvae and individual reporting of problems regarding water pollution to the local government. These were not mentioned among respondents in Kung Krabaen Bay, where farmers talked
more about the role post‐larvae suppliers played in managing post‐larvae quality outside the farm, and where farmers did
not experience risks associated with water pollution in the same way as farmers in Kien Vang Forest.
External actors played a major role in off‐farm RMPs in Kung Krabaen Bay, while they played a smaller role in Kien
Vang Forest. In Kung Krabaen Bay, the government managed the irrigation system which arguably mitigated key risks.
Farmers stated that the system supplies clean water, irrigation canals perform water catchment services and the treatment
canal performs waste management services. Three of the four respondents who cultured shrimp before the irrigation system
was built stated that disease transfer decreased after the irrigation system was constructed. Farmers in Kien Vang Forest, by
contrast, expressed their lack of faith in the local government's capacity to address the poor quality of input water. Despite
formal regulations for waste management and an Environmental Monitoring Group, assigned by the commune government
to monitor wastewater management, farmers claimed that it was very difficult to enforce regulations. Consequentially, farmers searched for other ways to address this problem.
In both cases farmers described the role suppliers played in managing post‐larvae quality. Trust in post‐larvae suppliers
was constant throughout respondents in Kung Krabaen Bay, but varied in Kien Vang Forest. Despite poor quality of post‐
larvae ranking as the highest risk in Kung Krabaen Bay, farmers had confidence that suppliers tested their product. Post‐larvae suppliers were required to show farmers test results from the DoF. RMPs carried out by suppliers in Kien Vang Forest
naturally differed due to the dissimilar nature of their production systems, and involved matching conditions of their nursery ponds to water conditions in the area. Trust in post‐larvae suppliers varied among respondents; some farmers suspected
suppliers of misleading them, while others trusted suppliers based on longstanding working relations, brand or relations of
kinship.
Farmers in neither area reported the stipulation of rules for off‐farm risk management or risk sharing by processing companies. Though CP and Minh Phu provided training to teach farmers dredging techniques, hygienic farm management and
appropriate stocking and harvesting schedules, they did not set conditions for off‐farm risk management.
Instead of depending on external actors to manage risks outside the farm, farmers in Kien Vang Forest placed emphasis
on the application of collective risk management. This can in part be explained by the perceived lack of capacity of the
local government to address certain risks in Kien Vang Forest, but can also be attributed to the nature of the environmental
risks experienced. The most important risk farmers in Kien Vang Forest addressed collectively is the poor quality of input
water caused by discharging of wastewater by intensive shrimp farms, factories and hatcheries. Respondents described
informal local systems of surveillance whereby IMS and extensive farmers warned each other when intensive shrimp farms
were suspected of releasing water illegally. Farmers stated that they collectively approached local government when problems occurred by raising them at Farmer Association or village meetings. However, farmers reported the local government
did not have the authority to take the necessary action and described how sometimes farmers took matters into their own
hands, leading to serious conflicts between intensive shrimp farmers and IMS or extensive farmers.
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The key similarity in off‐farm RMPs in the two cases is that farmer groups collaborated in evaluating input quality,
which suggests that this type of collaboration is common to farmers with both open and closed systems. In Kung Krabaen
Bay, farmers with Thai GAP‐7401 certification, a form of group certification run by the Thai government (see Samerwong
et al., 2018), helped each other sample feed quality. In Kien Vang Forest selection of post‐larvae was an activity shared
among neighbours, relatives, Selva Shrimp certified farmers and Cooperative members. Farmers assessed quality together
with others and bought post‐larvae collectively, not only to save costs, but also to use the knowledge of other farmers and
share risk information.
A notable difference in the nature of collectively practised RMPs in the two areas is that in Kien Vang Forest these
were generally initiated by individual farmers, while in Kung Krabaen Bay, off‐farm RMPs practised collectively were
mostly requirements from membership of formal farmer groups. For example, the Centre initiated collective removal of seaweed from the irrigation canal, a mandatory activity for all irrigation system users.

5.3

| The spaces between: Communication about environmental risks

In both cases communication about risks between farmers appeared to be an important component of environmental risk
management, particularly for managing disease. Farmers in both areas stated that it was important to share information
about diseases with other farmers, presumably because a significant amount of environmental risks farmers faced were risks
transferred between farms. In both areas roughly 16% of risks described were those transferred between farms.
In both cases neighbouring farmers communicated about disease and shared solutions, indicating a shared level of trust.
Seven farmers in Kung Krabaen Bay mentioned that they communicated with neighbours when encountering disease. In
Kien Vang Forest, half of the respondents said they communicated with other farmers about disease. A quarter of farmers
described how they shared information regarding disease through daily communication with farmers who shared an input
canal, thereby warning other farmers when water was unsuitable to take in. Farmers in both areas consulted each other
about solutions.
Though there appeared to be an informal understanding of the value of communicating disease risks with neighbours, there
was no formal structure for communication. In both areas, communication generally occurred between individuals connected
through familial ties, common species cultivated, or vicinity of farms. However, in Kien Vang Forest there were also examples
of farmers warning others in a collective context; through Farmer Association meetings, in Selva Shrimp certification groups,
and in Dai Hiep Cooperative. Interestingly, in Kung Krabaen Bay the more formalised farmer groups, like irrigation system
user groups and Kung Krabaen Bay Fisheries Cooperative, did not function as groups for risk communication.
In both areas, a number of spatial and scale aspects influenced communication structure and collaboration between farmers. More than half of respondents in Kung Krabaen Bay stated that the irrigation canal acted as a boundary for communication, with farmers only communicating with farms on the same side of the canal. Some farmers shared water inlets,
reservoirs or sedimentation ponds with neighbours, which required collaboration.
Though the scale of farms in Kien Vang Forest is not comparable to Kung Krabaen Bay, the spatial structure of communication was in some ways similar. Farms were relatively large and far apart. More than 50% of respondents claimed
they seldom or never communicated with farmers on the other side of their input canal, because they were too far away.
A key difference between the two areas was the interaction between aquaculture actors in the landscape. Though there
was clear variation across farms in Kung Krabaen Bay in terms of success rate, species cultured, level of technology and
management practices applied, the seawater irrigation system resulted in equal access to good quality water and the removal
of cross contamination of farms through water. Contrastingly, in Kien Vang, IMS and extensive farmers shared their landscape with intensive shrimp farms, hatcheries and factories, forming a hybrid landscape and creating, from the perspective
of respondents, winners and losers. There was a high sense of hostility towards intensive shrimp farms. Intensive shrimp
farmers were repeatedly accused of illegally dumping untreated wastewater. There was little communication between intensive farmers and interviewed farmers, and respondents perceived that intensive shrimp farms physically and socially closed
themselves off from other farms.

6

| DISCUSSION

The open and closed systems compared in this research illustrate how social and spatial configurations of environmental
risk management lead us to question some assumptions about open and closed systems, and in turn the formation of area‐
based management (cf. Bush et al., 2010; Joffre et al., 2015; Vandergeest et al., 2015). More specifically, the close
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association of closed systems with traditional spatial planning through zoning (Figure 3a), assumes the homogenisation of
risk in combination with strong (external) planning and control over shared infrastructure; and the association of open systems with landscape approaches (Figure 3b), assumes full integration and communication between land users at a broad
and encompassing scale. We question this dichotomy based on three observations.
First, the spatial configuration of environmental risks and RMPs demonstrates a focus on the farm. In both cases the
majority of environmental risks identified and therefore acted upon by farmers were those flowing from the environment to
the farm. The urgency to address risks off‐farm appears to increase the more open systems are, and, as hypothesised, off‐
farm risk management is applied more in open systems than in closed systems. However, the configuration of off‐farm
RMPs in open systems does not suggest that farmers with open systems proactively organise the mitigation of risks outside
their farm. Instead, off‐farm strategies are applied to protect farms from acute environmental risks that have a direct impact
on production.
Second, while farmers do recognise off‐farm risks, recognition alone does not result in collectively practised risk management strategies at an area level. In the case of Kung Krabaen Bay, farmers were embedded within a wider irrigation system that
was controlled by the government, which arguably removed the need for farmers to address key water quality risks. Reflecting
research by Bush et al. (2010), the relatively high degree of control these farmers have over flows on and off their farms, coupled with the high degree of government oversight at the landscape level, means they have less need to negotiate with surrounding farmers about water management. In contrast, the open production systems in Kien Vang Forest, with weaker
government oversight, did encourage the need to communicate about shared risks and at times these were addressed collaboratively at a very local scale. But in contradiction to our hypothesis and the expectations presented in Bush et al. (2010), this
communication did not translate into proactively shared risk management at a broad landscape level.
Third, it appears that unlike the ideal notion of integrated landscape management (e.g., Freeman et al., 2015; Tomich et
al., 2011), farmers do not appear able to build relations with surrounding land users. For example, IMS and extensive farmers in Kien Vang Forest did not communicate effectively with intensive shrimp farmers, who they believed to be responsible for water pollution. Instead, intensive shrimp farmers were described as “closed” and communication with them often
led to conflict. Hence, IMS and extensive farmers did not appear to create effective fora for negotiation with other land
users in the absence of external actors and, in contradiction to our hypothesis, the landscape's diversity did not advance
capacity for self‐organisation. The fragmented social networks involving different kinds of farmers across the landscape presumably interpret environmental risks differently, resulting in the existence of multiple spaces of risk and hindering the
emergence of a landscape‐scale approach.
These observations demonstrate the need to rethink the development and application of area‐based approaches for both
closed and open systems, taking into account the most effective socio‐spatial scale of shared risk management; and the

(a) Traditional spatial
planning approach

(b) Integrated landscape
management approach

Legend
Aquaculture farmer
Other land users
Collaboration
F I G U R E 3 Models of area‐based management in aquaculture.

(c) Networked clusters of homogenised
environmental risk management

10

|

BOTTEMA

ET AL.

coordinating role of external actors, such as the government, in managing shared infrastructure aimed at mitigating common
risks. The consequence is that area‐based management is unlikely to emerge, spontaneously or externally managed, at an
all‐encompassing landscape level, where there is maximum diversity of production systems, risks and competition between
farmers. Instead, the results indicate that risk homogenisation, and therefore an effective scale of area‐based management, is
best realised at scales that reflect both the biophysical dimensions of risk and the shared experience of farmers to collectively mitigate these risks.
These observations open up the possibility of a third way of conceptualising spatial models of area‐based aquaculture
management for both closed and open systems. Instead of designation of aquaculture zones or all‐encompassing integrated
landscape models of area‐based management (Figures 3a and 3b), the results suggest an alternative model based on a
nested set of areas or “compartments” within a landscape defined by the socio‐spatial extent of shared risks (Figure 3c).
These compartments do not as such meet the wider landscape level goals of area‐based management by linking all risks
and production activities in an area. Instead they are defined by scalar concordance of the biophysical extent of environmental risks, including shared infrastructures to mitigate these risks, and the social experience of these risks. Based on our
findings, it is the social dimension that provides a starting point for the design of these compartments and is therefore key
to their effectiveness. Once established, these compartments can be scaled up by establishing, with assistance from external
institutions, networks that can proactively manage certain environmental risks shared across the landscapes.

7

| CONCLUSION

The results confirm the basic premise of area management; aquaculture farms are undoubtedly embedded, physically and
socially, into their surroundings. But while sharing environmental risks through collective risk management strategies is a
worthy ambition in aquaculture management, it is not necessarily dealt with effectively through area‐based approaches at a
broad and holistic landscape scale. This leads us to two main conclusions on how research and practice on the development
of area‐based management should proceed.
First, “areas” are best defined by the socio‐spatial extent of farmer networks within which the interpretation of risk is
homogenous. This does not mean that the biophysical dimensions of aquaculture landscapes are unimportant. What it stresses is that the actions of and cooperation between farmers to mitigate risks are driven by shared and therefore social interpretations and experiences. Recognising this offers an entirely new and fundamentally social starting point for the
definition of area management units in the aquaculture sector, upon which management activities and risk assessments can
be built.
Second, nested socio‐spatial areas should be seen as building blocks for the management of wider landscapes. This
research presents a socio‐spatial approach to understanding risk management, which is fundamentally different from existing conceptualisations of area management. This approach appears as some kind of middle ground between, on the one
hand, spatial planning approaches based on an understanding of the landscape's ecological functions and, on the other hand,
utopian views of integrated approaches advocating the full integration of social and economic activities across landscapes.
We argue that an understanding of the social connectivity between farmers is as important as understanding the landscape's
physical characteristics, as it is these social relations interacting with environmental risks which shape shared environmental
risk management in space. As such, we propose networked clusters of farmers organised around homogenised environmental risks as an alternative starting point for understanding and scaling up area management in aquaculture.
Though we are confident that the manner in which farmers address environmental risks can be explained by the interpretation of shared environmental risks, differences in terms of culture, political history and institutional context may influence
how environmental risks are managed. For example, the failure of collectivisation in Vietnam (for details, see Ha & Bush,
2010; Ha et al., 2013) may very well influence farmer decisions to address environmental risks collectively. Further
research into how such contextual factors influence shared environmental risk under conditions of area management would
therefore be valuable.
More directly, further research is needed to provide better understanding of the extent to which external actors can stimulate collaboration between farmers to collectively manage environmental risks across landscapes. The public sector's inherent capacity to formalise institutions and delineate areas, the private sector's economic imperatives for risk management,
and the moral authority of NGOs appear to result in different approaches. Insight into how each of these actors can organise and facilitate risk management beyond the farm would help further our understanding of the potential of area‐based
management in aquaculture, and in other food sectors.
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