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Small-scale fisheries account for 40% of global fish catch and employ more than 90% of the world’s fishers. 492 million 
people depend at least partially on small-scale fisheries for their livelihoods and food and nutrition security, including 
Indigenous peoples, Afro-descendants, and religious and other minorities in coastal and riverine communities. As such, 
this sector defines the livelihoods, nutrition, and culture of a substantial and diverse segment of humankind, as well as 
being of global significance for ocean sustainability. 

In 2014, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations released the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing 
Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries, the first internationally agreed instrument dedicated to the small-scale fisheries 
sector. Centred on a human rights-based approach, these guidelines were developed through a participatory and 
consultive process that aims to support the effective management of small-scale fisheries. Yet managing small-scale 
fisheries is inherently complex, and top-down approaches to small-scale fisheries management have faced many 
obstacles. In recent decades more local forms of marine management, including fisheries co-management, have 
captured global attention as the most appropriate mechanisms to manage small-scale fisheries.

Fisheries co-management is a relationship between resource-users such as fishers or a fishing community and another 
organization or entity (often a government agency) for the purpose of managing a fishery. It is a collaborative 
arrangement where both groups have some responsibility and authority. This approach is now widely considered to be 
the most appropriate, fair, and effective form of governance for small-scale fisheries. It is envisioned as a process by 
which to reverse the interconnected crises of hunger, poverty, and biodiversity loss, transforming small-scale fisheries 
into engines of prosperity, inclusion, and sustainability. 

Figure 1. Fisheries co-management is envisioned as a process by which to reverse the downward spirals of 
social-ecological crises, transforming small-scale fisheries into engines of prosperity, inclusion, and sustainability 
(adapted from Eriksson et al. 2021).

This guidebook aims to provide practitioners with the information required to drive positive impacts from 
fisheries co-management.
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Fisheries co-management will continue to grow. Yet co-management can succeed or fail, and implementation does not 
mean positive impacts for food security, nutrition, livelihoods, or biodiversity. Nor does it imply programs will respect 
human rights, gender equality, or principles of justice and equity. Fewer management programs implemented well might 
achieve far more than many implemented poorly, and poorly implemented co-management can be worse than no 
management. 

This guide was designed to assist practitioners in understanding the latest research on what constitutes successful 
fisheries co-management, and how to reach this objective. The aim is to synthesize emerging research that, if adopted, 
would substantially improve impacts across both ecological and social dimensions. The guide is presented as an 
infographic series with each infographic summarizing a substantial body of research from a particular field. 

This guide is divided into five sections. Section one – What is fisheries co-management? - defines small-scale fisheries and 
co-management. Section two – Ethical principles – outlines ethical considerations that should form the basis of any 
program. Section three – Fisheries management – outline specific management strategies, ecological considerations, and 
how they can be applied to achieve certain objectives. Section four – Social structures – discusses the social contexts and 
processes surrounding any co-management system. Section five – Managing for impact – outlines the processes required 
to understand whether management is making a difference. Each infographic also includes reflection questions that ask 
the reader to imagine how they would apply this information in a small-scale fisheries with which they are familiar, as well 
as suggested further reading.

Purpose

Figure 3. The main sections of the guidebook. 

What is Fisheries Co-Management?
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What is fisheries
co-management?
The FAO Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries (top) 

and the Illuminating Hidden Harvests report (bottom) are two key documents
for understanding the definitions of, and contributions by,

the small-scale fisheries sector.

W H AT  I S  F I S H E R I E S  C O  M A N A G E M E N T ?



0 7



W H AT  I S  F I S H E R I E S  C O  M A N A G E M E N T ?

0 8



Ethics, Law,
and Principles

E T H I C A L  P R I N C I P L E S

0 9



1 0

E T H I C A L  P R I N C I P L E S



1 1

https://www.fao.org/3/cc2823en/cc2823en.pdf


1 2

E T H I C A L  P R I N C I P L E S



1 3



1 4

E T H I C A L  P R I N C I P L E S



1 5

F I S H E R I E S  M A N A G E M E N T

Fisheries
Management



1 6

F I S H E R I E S  M A N A G E M E N T



1 7



1 8

F I S H E R I E S  M A N A G E M E N T



1 9



F I S H E R I E S  M A N A G E M E N T

2 0



2 1



S O C I A L  S T R U C T U R E S

2 2

Social
Structures



2 3



S O C I A L  S T R U C T U R E S

2 4



2 5



2 6

S O C I A L  S T R U C T U R E S



2 7



Managing for
Impact

2 8

M A N A G I N G  F O R  I M P A C T



2 9



3 0

M A N A G I N G  F O R  I M P A C T



3 1



3 2

M A N A G I N G  F O R  I M P A C T



Abrahamse W and Steg L. 2013. Social influence approaches to encourage resource conservation: A meta-analysis. Global  
 Environmental Change 23(6):1773–1785.

Abesamis RA, Green AL, Russ GR and Jadloc CRL. 2014. The intrinsic vulnerability to fishing of coral reef fishes and their  
 differential recovery in fishery closures. Reviews in Fish Biology and Fisheries 24:1033–1063.    
 https://doi.org/10.1007/s11160-014-9362-x.

Allison EH, Kurien J, Ota Y, Adhuri DS, Bavinck JM, Cisneros-Montemayor A, Fabinyi M, Jentoft S, Lau S, Mallory TG, Olukoju A,  
 van Putten I, Stacey N, Voyer M and Weeratunge, N. 2020. The Human Relationship with Our Ocean Planet.   
 Washington, DC: World Resources Institute.          
 https://oceanpanel.org/blue-papers/HumanRelationshipwithOurOceanPlanet.

Allison EH, Ratner BD, Åsgård B, Willmann R, Pomeroy R and Kurien, J. 2012. Rights-based fisheries governance: From fishing  
 rights to human rights. Fish Fisheries 13(1):14–29. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-2979.2011.00405.x.

Almany GR, Berumen ML, Thorrold SR, Planes S and Jones GP. 2007. Local replenishment of coral reef fish populations in a  
 marine reserve. Science 316(5825):742–744.

Anderson JL, Anderson, CM, Chu J, Meredith J, Asche F, Sylvia G ... and Valderrama D. 2015. The fishery performance   
 indicators: A management tool for triple bottom line outcomes. PLoS One, 10(5): e0122809.

Andrew NL, Béné C, Hall SJ, Allison EH, Heck S and Ratner BD. 2007. Diagnosis and management of small-scale fisheries  
 in developing countries. Fish and Fisheries 8(3):227–240.

Barclay K, Mangubhai S, Leduc B, Donato-Hunt C, Makhoul N, Kinch J and Kalsuak J. 2021. Pacific handbook for gender  
 equity and social inclusion in coastal fisheries and aquaculture. Noumea, New Caledonia: Pacific Community.

Bennett NJ. 2022. Mainstreaming equity and justice in the ocean. Frontiers in Marine Science 9:587. doi:    
 10.3389/fmars.2022.873572.

Boyko, C and ‘Aulani W. 2022. We are ocean people. Parks Stewardship Forum 38(2):180–181.

Brewer, TD, Cinner JE, Fisher R, Green A and Wilson SK. 2012. Market access, population density, and socioeconomic   
 development explain diversity and functional group biomass of coral reef fish assemblages. Global Environmental  
 Change 22(2):399–406. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2012.01.006.

Chambers JM, Wyborn C, Ryan ME, Reid RS, Riechers M, Serban A, Bennett NJ, Cvitanovic C, Fernández-Giménez ME, Galvin  
 KA. 2021. Six modes of co-production for sustainability. Nature Sustainability 4:983–996.

Cinner J. 2005. Socioeconomic factors influencing customary marine tenure in the Indo-Pacific. Ecology and Society 10(1).  
 https://doi.org/10.5751/ES-01364-100136.

Cinner J. 2018. How behavioral science can help conservation. Science 362(6417):889–890.

Cinner JE, Maire E, Huchery C, MacNeil MA, Graham NAJ, Mora C, McClanahan TR, Barnes ML, Kittinger, JN and Hicks CC. 
 2018. Gravity of human impacts mediates coral reef conservation gains. Proceedings of the National Academy of  
 Sciences 115(27):E6116–E6125. 

Cinner, J, Marnane MJ, McClanahan TR and Almany GR. 2006. Periodic closures as adaptive coral reef management in the  
 Indo-Pacific. Ecology and Society 11(1).

References

R E F E R E N C E S

3 3



R E F E R E N C E S

3 4

Cohen, PJ, Allison EH, Andrew NL, Cinner J, Evans LS, Fabinyi M ... and Ratner BD. 2019. Securing a just space for small-scale  
 fisheries in the blue economy. Frontiers in Marine Science 6:171.

Cohen PJ, Jupiter SD, Weeks R, Tawake, A and Govan H. 2014. Is community-based fisheries management realising   
 multiple objectives? Examining evidence from the literature. Traditional Marine Resource Management and   
 Knowledge Information Bulletin 34:3–12.

Cox M, Arnold G and Tomás SV. 2010. A review of design principles for community-based natural resource management.  
 Ecology and Society 15(4).

Crosman KM, Jurcevic I, Van Holmes C, Hall CC and Allison EH. 2022. An equity lens on behavioral science for conservation.  
 Conservation Letters 15(5):e12885.

Eriksson H, Blythe J, Österblom H and Olsson P. 2021. Beyond social-ecological traps: Fostering transformations towards  
 sustainability. Ecology and Society 26(1).

[FAO] Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations. 2015. Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable   
 Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and Poverty Eradication. Rome: FAO.

[FAO] Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, Duke University and WorldFish. 2023. Illuminating Hidden  
 Harvests: The Contributions of Small-scale Fisheries to Sustainable Development. Rome.

[FAO] Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations. 2023. Practical guide for the incorporation of the   
 intersectionality approach in sustainable rural development programmes and projects. Santiago: FAO.   
 https://doi.org/10.4060/cc2823en

Ferraro PJ. 2009. Counterfactual thinking and impact evaluation in environmental policy. New Directions for Evaluation  
 122:75–84.

Foale S, Dyer M and Kinch J. 2016. The value of tropical biodiversity in rural Melanesia. Valuation Studies 4(1):11–39.

Green AL, Maypa AP, Almany GR, Rhodes KL, Weeks R, Abesamis RA, Gleason MG, Mumby PJ and White AT. 2014 Larval  
 dispersal and movement patterns of coral reef fishes, and implications for marine reserve network design.   
 Biological Reviews 90(4):1215–1247. https://doi.org/10.1111/brv.12155.

Gurney GG, Mangubhai S, Fox M, Kim MK and Agrawal A. 2021. Equity in environmental governance: Perceived fairness of  
 distributional justice principles in marine co-management. Environmental Science & Policy 124:23–32. doi:   
 10.1016/j.envsci.2021.05.022

Gurney GG and Darling ES. 2017. A Global Social-Ecological Systems Monitoring Framework for Coastal Fisheries   
 Management: A Practical Monitoring Handbook. New York: Wildlife Conservation Society. 63 pp.

Halpern BS, Klein CJ, Brown CJ, Beger M, Grantham HS, Mangubhai S, ... and Possingham HP. 2013. Achieving the triple  
 bottom line in the face of inherent trade-offs among social equity, economic return, and conservation.   
 Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 110(15):6229–6234.

Hardin, G. 1968. The tragedy of the commons. Science 162:1243–1248.

Harper S, et al. 2022. Towards gender inclusivity and equality in small-scale fisheries. In: FAO, Duke University 
 and WorldFish. Illuminating Hidden Harvests: the contributions of small-scale fisheries to sustainable
 development. Rome.

Harrison HB, Williamson DH, Evans RD, Almany GR, Thorrold SR, Russ, G. R., ... and Jones GP. 2012. Larval export from   
 marine reserves and the recruitment benefit for fish and fisheries. Current Biology 22(11):1023–1028.



Abrahamse, W., & Steg, L. (2013). Social influence approaches to encourage resource conservation: A meta-analysis. Global  
 Environmental Change, 23(6), 1773–1785.  

Allison, E. H., Kurien, J., Ota, Y., Adhuri, D. S., Bavinck, J. M., Cisneros-Montemayor, A., Fabinyi, M., Jentoft, S., Lau, S., Mallory,  
 T. G., Olukoju, A., van Putten, I., Stacey, N., Voyer, M., & Weeratunge, N. (2020). The Human Relationship with Our  
 Ocean Planet . https://oceanpanel.org/blue-papers/  

Allison, E. H., Ratner, B. D., Åsgård, B., Willmann, R., Pomeroy, R., and Kurien, J. (2012). Rights-based fisheries governance:  
 From fishing rights to human rights. Fish Fisheries 13 (1), 14–29. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-2979.2011.00405.x  

Almany, G. R., Berumen, M. L., Thorrold, S. R., Planes, S., & Jones, G. P. (2007). Local replenishment of coral reef fish   
 populations in a marine reserve. Science, 316(5825), 742-744.  

Almany, G. R., Connolly, S. R., Heath, D. D., Hogan, J. D., Jones, G. P., McCook, L. J., ... & Williamson, D. H. (2009). Connectivity,  
 biodiversity conservation and the design of marine reserve networks for coral reefs. Coral reefs, 28, 339-351.  

Anderson, J. L., Anderson, C. M., Chu, J., Meredith, J., Asche, F., Sylvia, G., ... & Valderrama, D. (2015). The fishery performance  
 indicators: a management tool for triple bottom line outcomes. PLoS One, 10(5), e0122809.  

Andrew, N. L., Béné, C., Hall, S. J., Allison, E. H., Heck, S., & Ratner, B. D. (2007). Diagnosis and management of small�scale  
 fisheries in developing countries. Fish and Fisheries, 8(3), 227-240.  

Bennett, N. J. (2022). Mainstreaming equity and justice in the ocean. Front. Mar. Sci. 9, 587. doi: 10.3389/fmars.2022.873572  

Boyko, Cindy, and ‘Aulani Wilhelm. 2022. We Are Ocean People. Parks Stewardship Forum 38(2): 180–181.  

Brewer, T. D., Cinner, J. E., Fisher, R., Green, A., & Wilson, S. K. (2012). Market access, population density, and socioeconomic  
 development explain diversity and functional group biomass of coral reef fish assemblages. Global    
 Environmental Change, 22(2), 399–406. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2012.01.006  

Chambers JM, Wyborn C, Ryan ME, Reid RS, Riechers M, Serban A, Bennett NJ, Cvitanovic C, Fernández-Giménez ME,   
 Galvin KA. 2021. Six modes of co-production for sustainability. Nature Sustainability:1-14.  

Cinner, J. (2005). Socioeconomic factors influencing customary marine tenure in the Indo-Pacific. Ecology and Society,  
 10(1). https://doi.org/10.5751/ES-01364-100136  

Cinner, J. (2018). How behavioral science can help conservation. Science, 362(6417), 889–890.  

Cinner, J. E., Maire, E., Huchery, C., MacNeil, M. A., Graham, N. A. J., Mora, C., McClanahan, T. R., Barnes, M. L., Kittinger, J. N., &  
 Hicks, C. C. (2018). Gravity of human impacts mediates coral reef conservation gains. Proceedings of the National  
 Academy of Sciences, 115(27), E6116–E6125

Cinner, J., Marnane, M. J., McClanahan, T. R., & Almany, G. R. (2006). Periodic closures as adaptive coral reef management in  
 the Indo-Pacific. Ecology and Society, 11(1).    

3 5

Harrison, HB, Bode M, Williamson DH, Berumen ML and Jones GP. 2020. A connectivity portfolio effect stabilizes marine  
 reserve performance. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 117(41):25595–25600.

Hicks CC, Cohen PJ, Graham NA, Nash KL, Allison EH, D’Lima C ... and MacNeil MA. 2019. Harnessing global fisheries to tackle  
 micronutrient deficiencies. Nature 574(7776):95–98.

Jentoft S, McCay BJ and Wilson DC. 1998. Social theory and fisheries co-management. Marine Policy 22(4-5):423–436.

Jones GP, Milicich MJ, Emslie MJ and Lunow C. 1999. Self-recruitment in a coral reef fish population. Nature    
 402(6763):802–804.

Jupiter SD, Cohen PJ, Weeks R, Tawake A and Govan H. 2014. Locally-managed marine areas: Multiple objectives and diverse  
 strategies. Pacific Conservation Biology 20(2):165–179. https://www.publish.csiro.au/PC/pdf/PC140165.

Kimmerer R. 2013. Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge and the Teachings of Plants. Milkweed  Editions.

Lavin CP, Jones GP, Williamson DH and Harrison HB. 2021. Minimum size limits and the reproductive value of numerous,  
 young, mature female fish. Proceedings of the Royal Society B 288(1946): 20202714.

Lawless S, Cohen PJ, Mangubhai S, Kleiber D and Morrison TH. 2021. Gender equality is diluted in commitments made to  
 small-scale fisheries. World Development 140:105348.

Mangubhai S, Lawless S, Cowley A, Mangubhai JP and Williams MJ. 2022. Progressing gender equality in fisheries by building  
 strategic partnerships with development organisations. World Development 158:105975.

McClanahan TR, Friedlander AM, Wantiez L, Graham NA, Bruggemann JH, Chabanet P and Oddenyo RM. 2022. 
 Best-practice fisheries management associated with reduced stocks and changes in life histories. Fish and Fisheries  
 23(2):422–444.

McClanahan TR, Graham NAJ, Calnan JM and MacNeil MA. 2007. Towards pristine biomass: Reef fish recovery in coral reef  
 marine protected areas in Kenya. Ecological Applications 17:1055–1067.

Mills M, Bode M, Mascia MB, Weeks R, Gelcich S, Dudley N, Govan H, Archibald CL and Romero-de- diego C. 2019. How  
 conservation initiatives go to scale. Nature Sustainability 2(October):935– 940.      
 https://doi.org/10.1038/s41893-019-0384-1.

Muradian R and Pascual U. 2018. A typology of elementary forms of human-nature relations: A contribution to the valuation  
 debate. Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 35:8– 14.

Newing H and Perram A. 2019. What do you know about conservation and human rights? Oryx 53(4): 595–596.   
 https://doi.org/10.1017/S0030605319000917.

Ostrom E. 1990. Governing the Commons: The Evolution of Institutions for Collective Action. Cambridge University Press.

Peckham SH, Tullos Anderso J and Drugan J. 2020. The Triple Impact Fisheries Improvement Framework: Integrating Fisheries’  
 Environmental, Social and Financial Performance. Ocean Outcomes, 16pp.

Plummer R, Crona B., Armitage DR, Olsson, Tengö M and Yudina O. 2012. Adaptive comanagement: A systematic review  
 and analysis. Ecology and Society 17(3):11.

Pomeroy RS and Berkes, F. 1997. Two to tango: The role of government in fisheries co-management. Marine Policy   
 21(5):465–480. 

Pomeroy RS and Williams MJ. 1994. Fisheries co-management and small-scale fisheries: A policy brief. ICLARM.



R E F E R E N C E S

3 6

Pressey RL, Visconti P and Ferraro PJ. 2015. Making parks make a difference: Poor alignment of policy, planning and   
 management with protected-area impact, and ways forward. Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society B  
 370:20140280.

Pressey RL, Visconti P, McKinnon MC, Gurney GG, Barnes MD, Glew L and Maron M. 2021. The mismeasure of  conservation.  
 Trends in Ecology & Evolution 36(9):808–821.

Pressey RL, Weeks R and Gurney GG. 2017. From displacement activities to evidence-informed decisions in conservation.  
 Biological Conservation 212:337–348.

Robinson JP, Mills DJ, Asiedu GA, Byrd K, Mancha Cisneros MDM, Cohen PJ, ... and Hicks CC. 2022a. Small pelagic fish supply  
 abundant and affordable micronutrients to low-and middle-income countries. Nature Food 3:1075–1084.

Robinson JP, Nash KL, Blanchard JL, Jacobsen NS, Maire E, Graham NA ... and Hicks CC. 2022b. Managing fisheries for   
 maximum nutrient yield. Fish and Fisheries 23(4):800–811.

Sen S and Nielsen JR. 1996. Fisheries co-management: A comparative analysis. Marine Policy 20(5):405–418.

Smallhorn-West P, Weeks R, Gurney G and Pressey B. 2019. Ecological and socioeconomic impacts of marine protected areas  
 in the South Pacific: Assessing the evidence base. Biodiversity and Conservation 29:349–380.

Smallhorn-West P, Sheehan J, Stone K, Malimali S, Halafihi H, Bridge T, Pressey B and Jones G. 2020. Incentivizing   
 co-management for impact: Mechanisms driving the successful national expansion of Tonga’s Special Management  
 Area program. Conservation Letters 13(6):e12742. https://doi.org/10.1111/conl.12742.

Smallhorn-West P and Pressey RL. 2022. Why does conservation minimize opportunity costs? Conservation Science and  
 Practice 4(11):e12808.

Smallhorn-West P, Cohen PJ, Morais RA, Januchowski-Hartley FA, Ceccarelli DM, Malimali SA ... and Cinner, J. 2022a. Hidden  
 benefits and risks of partial protection for coral reef fisheries. Ecology & Society 27(1).     
 https://doi.org/10.5751/ES-13112-270126.

Smallhorn-West P, Cohen PJ, Phillips M, Jupiter SD, Govan H and Pressey RL. 2022b. Linking small- scale fisheries   
 co-management to UN Sustainable Development Goals. Conservation Biology 36(6): e13977.

Smallhorn-West P, Allison E, Gurney G, Karnad D, Kretser H, Lobo AS, Mangubhai S, Newing H, Pennell K, Raj S, Tilley A,  
 Williams H and Peckham SH. 2023. Why human rights matter for marine conservation. Frontiers in Marine Science  
 10:1089154. doi: 10.3389/fmars.2023.1089154. 

Steenbergen DJ, Song AM and Andrew N. 2021. A theory of scaling for community-based fisheries management. Ambio  
 51:666–677. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13280-021-01563-5.

[U.N.] United Nations. 1948. Universal declaration of human rights. UN General Assembly 302 (2), 14–25. New York.

[U.N.] United Nations. 2007. United nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. New York. United Nations   
 Publications.

Vunisea A. 2008. The “culture of silence” and fisheries management. SPC Women in Fisheries Information Bulletin 18:42–43.

Weeks R, Green AL, Joseph E., Peterson N. and Terk E. 2017. Using reef fish movement to inform marine reserve design.  
 Journal of Applied Ecology 54(1):145–152.








