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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.
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