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society organizations and practitioners managing the design and implementation of fisheries 
policies and social protection interventions and providing technical and/or financial support 
to both sectors. The Technical Paper provides a coherent framework for fisheries-dependent 
communities, poverty and natural resources management, in which socio-economic aspects 
are reconciled with the well-being of fisheries-dependent communities and environmental 
considerations. It has has been prepared particularly with a view to assisting countries in 
developing and implementing coherent fisheries policies and social protection. The Technical 
Paper provides the most up-to-date synthesis on the vulnerabilities of the fisheries sector and 
the benefits of designing and implementing coherent interventions, in the context of poverty 
alleviation and sustainable natural resource management. It covers the rationale for linking 
fisheries policies and social protection (Section 1), the enabling environment for seeking 
greater coherence (Section 2), and the opportunities to strengthen coherence through 
programming (Section 3). The Technical Paper also identifies ways to design and implement 
fisheries policies and social protection interventions in a coherent manner.
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Preparation of this document

The FAO Fisheries and Aquaculture Technical Papers 671/1 and 671/2, titled respectively 
Strengthening coherence between social protection and fisheries policies: Framework 
for analysis and action and Strengthening coherence between social protection and 
fisheries policies: Diagnostic Tool, were prepared to support countries in strengthening the 
design and adoption of coherent social protection and fisheries policies and programmes.

The documents are the product of interdivisional work between the Fisheries Division 
(NFI) and the Social Protection Team in the Inclusive Rural Transformation and Gender Equity 
Division (ESP) of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO).

The drafting of the documents was led by Greta Campora (ESP), Omar Benammour (ESP) 
and Mariaeleonora D’Andrea (NFI), with contributions by Daniela Kalikoski (NFI), Daniella 
Salazar Herrera (NFI), Marco Knowles (ESP) and Anna Carlson (General Fisheries Commission 
for the Mediterranean). Technical guidance was provided by Daniela Kalikoski (NFI) and Nicole 
Franz (NFI). The documents build on earlier versions prepared by independent consultants, 
Cecile Brugere and Angela Lentisco, and that were piloted in Cambodia and Thailand in 2016 
and 2017 and in Senegal in 2019 under the lead of Mariaeleonora D’Andrea (NFI). The inputs of 
Susana Siar (FAO Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific) and Florence Poulain (NFI) provided 
to earlier versions of the documents are also gratefully acknowledged.

The importance of social protection was re-emphasized during the Thirty-fourth Session 
of the FAO Committee on Fisheries (COFI) and endorsed by the 2021 COFI Declaration for 
Sustainable Fisheries and Aquaculture, which calls on parties to urgently:

Promote the attainment of safe, healthy and fair working conditions for all  in  the  sector,  
support  efforts  to  prevent  and  halt  forced  labour,  facilitate access to social protection 
programmes for fishers and aquaculture producers and their communities, support measures to 
improve safety at sea, and work towards enhancing the standards of living for all in the sector, in 
cooperation with other relevant international organizations, including the International Labour 
Organization and the International Maritime Organization (COFI, 2021, para. 13).

The documents build upon existing international instruments aimed at promoting sustainable 
fisheries and aquaculture around the world, such as the FAO Code of Conduct for Responsible 
Fisheries and the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-scale Fisheries in the 
Context of Food Security and Poverty Eradication. They also build upon the frameworks 
described in the FAO publications titled FAO Social Protection Framework: Promoting Rural 
Development for All (2017) and Strengthening Coherence between Agriculture and Social 
Protection. Framework for Analysis and Action (2016), and the Diagnostic Tool accompanying 
the latter developed in the FAO publication Strengthening coherence between agriculture and 
social protection to combat poverty and hunger in Africa: Diagnostic Tool (2016).
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Abstract

At a global level there is increasing recognition of  the role that fisheries policies and social 
protection can jointly play in combating poverty and hunger, whilst simultaneously promoting 
sustainable natural resources management. Efforts are being made at the country level to bring 
together these two domains, but more needs to be done. For fisheries-dependent communities, 
the full range of  benefits derived from greater coherence between fisheries policies and social 
protection is not yet widely understood; nor are the means through which improved coherence 
can be promoted. This Framework for analysis and action seeks to fill these knowledge gaps. 
By drawing from concrete country experiences, the Framework for analysis and action clarifies 
the benefits of  strengthening coherence between fisheries policies and social protection, and 
identifies options for achieving improved coherence through policy and programming. 
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Introduction

Background
Fisheries support the livelihoods of  millions of  people globally in rural and coastal com-
munities, and often play a crucial role in the culture and identity of  a society (FAO, 2018a). 
In particular, approximately 60 million people around the world are involved in small-scale 
fisheries (on a part-time or full-time basis), a figure that accounts for 90 percent of  all cap-
ture fisheries employment along the value chain. An additional 53 million people engage in 
subsistence activities. Moreover, four out of  ten people engaged in small-scale fisheries are 
women (FAO, 2022a). For all of  these people, fish is also an essential source of  healthy and 
nutritious food in a context of  growing populations, which puts natural resources – and 
therefore individuals’ earnings – under increasing pressure. Indeed, the fisheries sector re-
ports high levels of  poverty, vulnerabilities and marginalization. Their revenues are particu-
larly variable, according to seasonality, risks (e.g. environmental, economic, social, political 
and health risks) and the state of  natural resources, which in many cases are overexploited 
due to poorly managed fisheries. Further, many fishing communities are often located in 
remote areas, where livelihood opportunities are limited, unemployment rates are high (par-
ticularly among youth) and unhealthy and unsafe working conditions prevail.  The acute and 
chronic effects of  climate change and the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic 
have further complicated this scenario. 

Social protection can play a key role in protecting fishers’ livelihoods by reducing their 
vulnerabilities, helping them manage risks more effectively, and enabling them to better 
manage fish stocks. Evidence shows that when combined with agricultural schemes (crop, 
forestry, livestock and fisheries), social protection interventions can generate a broad range 
of  additional positive impacts on productivity, income diversification, increased ability to 
manage risks – including those associated with climate change – and food security and nutri-
tion (FAO, 2016, 2017a, 2017b). To this end, coherent interventions that seek to maximize 
the economic and social benefits for fisheries-dependent communities while also ensuring 
environmental sustainability of  the sector are needed. 

This Framework is a first attempt towards identifying pathways through which cohe-
rent social protection and fisheries interventions can promote sustainable use of  natural 
resources, mitigate the impacts of  climate change, reduce rural poverty and end hunger, in 
order to contribute to the achievement of  various Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)- 
especially SDGs 1, 2, 8, 10, 14 and SDG Target 17.14 on policy coherence - and the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development (2030 Agenda).

This Framework is fully aligned to the directives provided by the Voluntary Guidelines 
for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the context of  food security and poverty 
eradication (SSF Guidelines) established by the Food and Agriculture Organization of  the 
United Nations (FAO), which highlight the vulnerability and marginalization of  small-scale 
fisheries communities – both formal and informal – around the world and the special atten-
tion they need (FAO, 2015). The SSF Guidelines and their chapter on “Social development, 
employment and decent work”, as well as the chapter on “Policy coherence, institutional 
coordination and collaboration”, promote small-scale fishers’ access to social protection 
and decent work conditions and support their economic inclusion in wider economic devel-
opment processes, respecting the sustainability of  natural resources on which they depend 
(FAO, 2015). 
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The SSF Guidelines also emphasize that fragmentation among development policies and 
interventions in fishing communities can lead to inefficiencies in resource allocation, and 
to outcomes that are detrimental to both fishing communities and aquatic ecosystems. The 
SSF Guidelines call for policy coherence across different sectors in order to achieve sustain-
able development and the overarching goals of  the 2030 Agenda. 

The Framework will also help shape and influence the work of  the International Year of  
Artisanal Fisheries and Aquaculture (IYAFA 2022), led by FAO in collaboration with other 
relevant organizations and bodies of  the United Nations system. During IYAFA 2022, sev-
eral events, panel discussions and conferences will take place all over the world to fully 
recognize and empower small-scale artisanal fishers, fish farmers and fishworkers and their 
contributions to human well-being, healthy and blue food systems, poverty eradication and 
sustainable management of  natural resources. Additionally, the Framework is aligned with 
the 1992 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC),  the 2015 
Paris Agreement and the new FAO Strategic Framework 2022-31 (FAO, 2021a).

Finally, this document is based on the Framework for Analysis and Action for strength-
ening coherence between agriculture and social protection (FAO, 2016), a literature 
review of  relevant published FAO and non-FAO studies and global, regional and national 
reports on social protection and fisheries. Country-specific case studies describe experi-
ences about strengthening the linkages between social protection, sustainable use of  natural 
resources and climate change adaptation and mitigation (CCAM) in fisheries. The results 
of  an earlier version of  a coherence diagnostic tool, piloted in the context of  inland 
capture fisheries in Cambodia (FAO, 2019a) and in Senegal (FAO, forthcoming), are also 
used in the Framework. Regional studies undertaken in Africa, Asia and Latin America 
to assess fisheries-dependent social protection needs and propose recommendations for 
public policies, have also been used to develop this Framework (FAO, 2019b; FAO, 2019c; 
Tietze and van Anrooy, 2019). 

This document also follows up on the findings of  t h e  FAO  technical workshop 
on “Social protection to foster sustainable management of  natural resources and reduce 
poverty in fisheries-dependent communities” held in 2015. Those findings resulted in rec-
ommending the creation of  a conceptual framework for fisheries-dependent communities, 
poverty and sustainable natural resources management, in order to reconcile socioeconomic 
development and natural resources conservation (FAO, 2017a).

Fostering policy coherence (SDG Target 17.14) by reconciling the three pillars of  sus-
tainable development according to the 2030 Agenda – the economic, environmental and 
social pillars – is essential to more effectively promote poverty reduction, economic inclu-
sion, food security and nutrition, CCAM and sustainable management of  natural resources. 
In fisheries, coherence with social protection will help reflect the interconnected economic, 
social and environmental dimensions of  blue food systems (oceans, inland waters and sus-
tainable aquaculture) and make them more sustainable, resilient and equitable. 

Objectives 
This Framework aims to gather empirical evidence on the positive outcomes of  coherence 
between social protection and fisheries policies for poverty reduction, eliminating hunger, 
environmental sustainability and CCAM. It then identifies programmatic approaches to 
implement coherent measures, including operational features that can facilitate synergies 
and assist in managing unintended negative consequences when interventions work in 
isolation. By doing so, this Framework aims to set guidelines for the implementation of  
more coherent policies and programmes and greater coordination between the two sectors, 
with a view towards achieving sustainable development. 
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This approach is an integral part of the FAO Strategic Framework 2022-31, which 
seeks to support the 2030 Agenda through a transformation towards more efficient, 
inclusive, resilient and sustainable agrifood systems for better production, better nutrition, 
a better environment, and a better life, leaving no one behind. The Framework described 
in this document has been produced in parallel with a Diagnostic Tool, which provides a 
methodological approach – including interview guides – for assessing coherence at policy 
and programme level within a country.  

Audience
This Framework should be used by all stakeholders that play an active role in improving 
the welfare and resilience of fisheries-dependent communities and fisheries’ sustainability, 
through the design and implementation of coherent interventions. It includes:

i. government officials and decision-makers engaged in:
• the design and implementation of  fisheries policies and social protection (e.g. national

ministries of  fisheries, the environment or natural resources management; national
ministries in charge of  social protection or focused on poverty reduction, hunger 
and climate change issues);

• financing (e.g. national ministries of  finance, parliamentary committees and other
institutions involved in financing governmental interventions); and

• cross-sectoral coordination (e.g. national ministries of  planning, national and
decentralized committees, and other institutional and governmental entities
supporting cross-sectoral coordination).

ii. development partners providing technical and financial support to government-led
social protection, poverty reduction, food security and nutrition, sustainable natural
resource management, climate change and fisheries policies; and

iii. civil society organizations, including research bodies, non-state service providers,
fishers’ cooperatives and community-based fisheries’ organizations engaged in
advocacy and service delivery to eradicate poverty and hunger, to foster sustainable
natural resource management and to support CCAM.

Key definitions
Fisheries-dependent communities
This Framework refers to fisheries-dependent communities as communities “whose 
livelihoods are dependent on the natural marine, coastal or inland resources, with people 
actively involved in harvesting, processing and/or selling the resources as a primary means 
of  income; and whose social and cultural identity is integrated into these practices” (Béné, 
Devereux and Roelen, 2015; Government of  Paraguay, 2014). This includes not only fishers 
but also their families and other socioeconomic groups along the small-scale fisheries value 
chain (from pre-harvesting to harvesting): boat crew members, fish processors and fish 
retailers, processing factory workers, gleaners, fish farms and fisheries-dependent families. 
When the Framework refers to fisheries-dependent communities, it circumscribes interest 
to the small-scale sector (both subsistence and commercial), as opposed to the large-scale 
sector (industrial fisheries and large-scale fisheries), although the boundaries between the 
two are not globally fixed and are generally context-specific. This Framework uses some 
categorizations of  the fisheries-dependent communities’ value chain, as follows (Béné, 
Devereux and Roelen, 2015):

• Small-scale, coastal or artisanal fisheries are terms that are often used 
interchangeably. Small-scale fisheries are characterized by “low capital input” activities, 
low capital investments and equipment, labour-intensive operations, and, generally, 
relatively low productivity (Garcia et al., 2008; FAO, 2012). What differentiates small-
scale fisheries from larger ones is not necessarily clear, and the “scale” is often partly
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contextual. This topic has been regularly debated in various forums at the global 
level, for example within the context of  specific regional fisheries management 
organizations. The SSF Guidelines acknowledge the great diversity of  small-scale 
fisheries around the world and identify that there is no single, agreed-upon definition, 
nor would such a definition be appropriate for such a diverse and dynamic sector 
(FAO, 2015). This category also includes gleaners, known as shore or beach fishers, 
who fish on foot, gathering shellfish.

• Boat crew members are persons contracted by boat owners to operate on industrial,
semi-industrial and family-owned vessels.

• Fish processors and fish retailers are especially women, often wives, widows or
partners of  fishers. These activities are often largely informal and unregulated, as in
the case of  gleaners.

• Processing and storage factory workers – who are predominantly women –
operate in factories to transform or preserve fish through different processing
methods. Smoking, sun-drying and salting are typical low-cost processing operations
associated with small-scale fisheries value chains.

• Fisher-farmers or farmer-fishers are terms relating to families that undertake
fishing as part of  a broader portfolio of  livelihood activities (often on-farm).

• Fisheries-dependent families are families that are equally affected by the same
vulnerabilities, livelihoods shocks and threats arising in the fishing sector.

It is difficult to establish the exact number of  fishers in the world, especially concern-
ing small-scale operators, as these are scarcely accounted for due to a lack of  statistical 
data and the nature of  their work. Fishing can be an occupation of  last resort or part of  
a larger portfolio of  (often on-farm) livelihood activities.

Fisheries policies
Fisheries policies refer to the Code of  Conduct for Responsible Fisheries (CCRF), which 
establishes guidelines and international standards of  practice for responsible conduct 
to secure the successful conservation, sustainable management and development of  
living aquatic resources while respecting the ecosystem and biodiversity (FAO, 1995). 
The CCRF recognizes the nutritional, economic, social, environmental and cultural 
importance of  fisheries, and the interests of  all those involved in the fishery sector (FAO, 
1995). Accordingly, states should ensure that fisheries policies deliver a long-term vision 
for sustainable small-scale fisheries and the eradication of  poverty, using an ecosystem 
approach to fisheries (EAF) (FAO, 2015). 

Fisheries policies also refer to human rights, as enshrined in the SSF Guidelines. States 
involved in fisheries are generally supported in applying the CCRF and establishing fisheries 
policies for the responsible conservation of  fisheries resources and fisheries management 
and development. This Framework focuses primarily on “fisheries management policies” 
aiming to correct inadequate use of  natural resources and preserve sustainability (see Box 
1).  

BOX 1
Fisheries management policies and the ecosystem approach to fisheries

Fisheries management policies aim to attain optimal and sustainable use of  fishery resources 
for the benefit of  the world’s population, while preserving the ecosystem’s biodiversity. 
Governments and other public agencies often introduce regulatory mechanisms to correct 
unsustainable use of  natural resources. Examples of  such mechanisms are: 
• no-take zones (no fishing in certain areas);
• closed seasons (no fishing in certain seasons);
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• fishing bans (no fishing of  certain species);
• quotas or permits (limited fishing of  certain species);
• restrictions on the size of  fish that can be caught; and
• restrictions on the mesh size of  fishing nets and fishing gear.

Fisheries management policies include not only direct regulations, but also the management 
of  access rights, the influence of  fishers’ behaviours towards natural resources, and other 
wider matters, implying the existence of  a broader paradigm – the ecosystem approach to 
fisheries (EAF).1

The EAF concept emerged in the 1995 CCRF. It is linked to the 1982 Convention on the 
Law of  the Sea (UNCLOS) and the 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and 
Development (UNCED), and was then emphasized by the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing 
Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context of  Food Security and Poverty Eradication 
(SSF Guidelines). The EAF is an important guiding principle that embeds the notions of  
comprehensiveness and sustainability of  all parts of  ecosystems, as well as the livelihoods of  
small-scale fishing communities and ensuring cross-sectoral coordination with other sectors. 

Source: FAO (2015, 2021c)
Note: For further information on EAF and its application to fisheries management, please refer to the FAO e-learning 

course titled “Ecosystem Approach to Fisheries - Introduction” (https://elearning.fao.org/course/view.php?id=784).

In addition to fishing regulations that prevent and prohibit excessive use of  environmental 
resources and polluting means, fisheries policies also include interventions that aim to change 
fishers’ behaviours regarding natural resources, as part of  the broader EAF. An example of  
such policies are the widely used payments for ecosystem services (PES) (FAO, 2011), which 
require users of  natural resources to be paid for conserving or managing them in a more 
sustainable way. These payments can both incentivize the sustainable use of  resources and, in 
some cases, compensate for adherence to fisheries management policies (Mohammed, 2012). 
The Framework considers these monetary transfers as fisheries policies with an underlying 
social protection function.

Social protection

Social protection refers to the “set of  policies and programmes that addresses economic, 
environmental and social vulnerabilities to food insecurity and poverty by protecting 
and promoting livelihoods” (FAO, 2017a). Social protection is “aimed at preventing or 
protecting all people against poverty, vulnerability, and social exclusion throughout their 
lifecycles, particularly the most vulnerable groups” (ISPA, 2014) through three pillars:

• social assistance that alleviates chronic poverty through non-contributory transfers that
can be provided in-kind or in cash (this includes interventions such as cash transfers, cash +, 
school feeding, food transfers, fee waivers, input subsidies and public works programmes);

• social insurance that protects the uninsured against adverse personal circumstances,
lifecycle hazards and livelihood risks through contributory insurance to mitigate the effects 
of  shocks (such as allowances for old age, disability and survivors, sickness, maternity and 
work injury, as well as families and children); and

• labour market interventions that facilitate employment and promote livelihoods to
ensure basic work standards and extend rights through protection for labour, such as skills 
development. 
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Despite the progress made in recent years towards expanding social protection coverage 
on a global scale, the COVID-19 pandemic has halted this attempt to reverse gains in 
poverty reduction and in achieving the SDGs. In 2020, 53.1 per cent of  the world’s 
population – as many as 4.1 billion people – do not have access to any kind of  social 
protection. In other words, the world is still far from achieving the universal coverage 
targets (ILO, 2021). Beyond these global figures, there are significant inequalities between 
and within regions, as well as between rural and urban areas, and between women and men. 
One of  the main challenges identified is to extend social protection coverage to workers 
who are not yet protected, including those in the informal and rural economy (ILO, 2021).

Policy coherence
Policy coherence is defined as “a systematic promotion of  complementary and 
consistent policies and programmes across sectors, thereby creating synergies to 
combat poverty more effectively” (FAO, 2016). Policy coherence (SDG Target 17.14) is 
not an end. Rather, it is a process to eradicate poverty and hunger, to sustainably manage 
natural resources and to foster resilience to shocks, including climate change. With specific 
reference to fisheries, it also aims to transform blue food systems. 
Therefore, coherence is an approach to harnessing and harmonizing complementarities 
between different sectors while avoiding and minimizing potential conflicts (FAO, 2016).

BOX 2
FAO’s social protection approach

FAO adopts a comprehensive approach to social protection, which encompasses four 
essential functions:

• protective (to guarantee relief  from deprivation);
• preventive (to avert deprivation);
• promotive (to enhance capabilities and build resilience); and
• transformative (to address power imbalances and inequalities in society).

FAO works on expanding social protection coverage (SDG Target 1.3) to effectively 
reach rural men and women involved in agrifood systems, with a focus on rural areas. These 
efforts are carried out in coherence with agriculture, fisheries, livestock, pastoralism and 
forestry, in order to eliminate hunger and eradicate poverty and inequality through 
improved natural resource management, economic inclusion, resilience and ability to adapt 
to climate change. 

Sources: FAO (2017a, 2017b); Charles, Kalikoski and Macnaughton (2019).
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Structure of  the Framework

This document is structured as follows.

• Section 1 provides evidence of  persistent poverty, vulnerability and marginalization 
of  fisheries-dependent communities, with specific data and country case examples. It 
then demonstrates the rationale for promoting coherence between social protection and 
fisheries policies, showing the main positive outcomes of  such an approach towards the 
transformation of  blue food systems and presenting the undesirable effects of  policies 
working in isolation. By drawing empirical evidence from country case studies, this 
section shows the multiple benefits of  coherence between fisheries policies and social 
protection.

• Section 2 identifies ways of  operationalizing coherence, through an enabling 
environment (e.g. political commitments, policy architecture, coordination arrangements, 
financing arrangements and human capacities) and specific programmatic approaches, 
including operational features that can foster synergies and help manage trade-offs when 
intervention work in isolation from one another.
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Section 1

1. Why do we need coherence between fisheries policies and
social protection?

Understanding how policies and programmes in various areas work together to achieve 
sustainable development outcomes is key to meeting the overall goals of  the 2030 
Agenda and its specific target on policy coherence (SDG Target 17.14). Policy coherence 
between fisheries policies and social protection is essential for an equitable and sustainable 
transformation of  blue food systems, while it also ensures that unintended negative 
effects when interventions work in isolation from one another are avoided, minimized or 
compensated.

This chapter first brings to light the vulnerabilities, risks and stresses (of  e.g. environ-
mental, economic, social, political and health nature) faced by fisheries-dependent commu-
nities, based on the frameworks for poverty, vulnerability and marginalization proposed by 
Allison, Horemans and Béné (2006), Allison, Béné and Andrew (2011) and Béné, Devereux 
and Roelen (2015). The chapter combines a conventional focus on monetary poverty with 
the concepts of  vulnerability and marginalization, to better reflect the underlying nature of  
the harmful challenges affecting these communities. Then, it presents the complementary 
roles of  social protection and fisheries policies in reducing poverty and hunger, facilitating 
economic inclusion and transition to climate-smart activities, and mitigating the effects of  
climate change and other shocks, illustrated by concrete evidence. 

1.1 Poverty, vulnerability and marginalization of  fisheries-dependent 
communities

The debate about the (monetary) poverty of  fisheries-dependent communities, including 
small-scale fisheries, is an extremely long-standing and complex one, and is still ongoing 
(Béné and Friend, 2011; Jentoft, 2003). 

Poverty is a complex issue for fisheries-dependent communities, with a wide ar-
ray of  causal factors. Poverty often stems from the fact that fisheries-dependent com-
munities are highly dependent on natural resources because their overall revenues depend 
for a large part on their catches, which are generally highly variable according to sea-
sonality, risks and the state of  natural resources. Thus, fisheries-dependent communities 
have uneven and unpredictable incomes and livelihoods. The increasing competition for 
accessing natural resources, especially with large-scale fisheries and other economic sectors 
such as tourism, agriculture, aquaculture, energy, mining and infrastructure development, in 
an unregulated open space, affects the level of  poverty of  such communities. In addition, 
fishers’ poverty can result from several structural factors beyond the sector and that allows 
for the intergenerational transmission of  poverty, such as the remoteness and isolation of  
communities, their limited access to assets, natural resources, education and public services 
and their lack of  a voice in political decision-making. Despite these difficult conditions, the 
promise of  additional income to their subsistence activities may lead new households to en-
ter the sector, increasing the pressure on fish stocks and eroding the knowledge of  fishers’ 
communities on co-managing their natural resources efficiently. Such outcomes have been 
noticed in Cambodia (FAO, 2019a) and in Senegal (FAO, forthcoming). 
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Béné and Friend (2011) have showed that there is “no firm causal relationship between fishing 
and being poor”, undermining the assumption that fishers are the poorest of the poor. Never-
theless, scholars have questioned whether fishers are poor or vulnerable to poverty, as they are 
often below the poverty line, especially in economically less developed countries. Estimates 
from a 2012 report state that 5.8 million fishers, among whom small-scale fishers, earn less 
than USD 1 per day (World Bank, 2012). A more recent study based on intergovernmental 
and regional data sets, as well as case studies on income earned from marine wild-capture 
fisheries, revealed a gap between large- and small-scale fisheries, with the former earning 
twice as much as the latter (Teh et al., 2020). However, fishers’ economic status is difficult to 
assess, especially in small-scale fisheries, as the sector is predominantly informal and thus 
poorly represented in national statistics. Socioeconomic data on such fishers are often 
not avail-able, standardized or accessible, which prevents scaled-up or comparative analyses. 
Moreover, gender-disaggregated data are also lacking, which contributes to underestimating 
the role of women in fisheries activities. This unavailability of data on fishing income 
undermines the ability to inform the design, monitoring and evaluation of policies, and 
allows distorted per-ceptions about their status to persist (Teh et al., 2020).

The concept of vulnerability is generally defined as “the function of the risks to which 
people may be exposed (exposure), the sensitivity of  their particular livelihoods to 
those risks (sensitivity) and their ability (or inability) to adapt to, cope with, or recover 
from the impacts of  external shocks (adaptive capacity)” (IPCC, 2001). The incomes 
and livelihoods of fisheries-dependent communities are extremely vulnerable to several 
interrelated and overlapping shocks and stresses (environmental, economic, social, political 
and health) -  see Table 1 in the Annex to this publication - across space and time (Béné and 
Friend, 2011). Moreover, structural bottlenecks exogenous to the sector (e.g. remoteness and 
isolation) may also undermine the communities’ ability to cope with these shocks (Béné, 
Devereux and Roelen, 2015). 

First, some of the major shocks suffered by fisheries-dependent communities are directly 
linked to the environment. This has led scholars to question, in recent decades, whether pov-
erty drives the use of destructive fishing practices, or whether a degraded environment leads 
to or further contributes to poverty (Kassa, Teferi and Delelegn, 2018; Chen, De Bruyne and 
Bollempalli, 2020; Béné, Devereux and Roelen, 2015). The overexploitation of resources and 
degradation of supporting habitats and ecosystems reduce available resources and create a 
vicious cycle in which overfishing increases poverty, and vice versa. On several occasions, 
fisheries-dependent communities have no alternative but to engage in unsustainable fishing 
practices in order to meet present needs, at the expense of their future benefits. Converse-
ly, environmental degradation and overexploitation of resources tend to exacerbate poverty 
through deterioration of communities’ livelihoods, income and health (Chen, De Bruyne 
and Bollempalli, 2020). Nevertheless, the small-scale fishing sector bears the least burden in 
terms of damaging natural resources compared to larger actors, namely large-scale fisheries 
and trawlers (Uitto, 2016; UNDP-UNEP, 2015; Hallegatte, Fay and Barbier, 2018; Györi, 
Diekmann and Kühne, 2021). This creates an economic paradox by disproportionately and 
regressively affecting the livelihoods of the poorest and most vulnerable small-scale fishing 
communities. 

Acute and chronic effects of climate change further complicate the poverty–environment 
nexus. Fisheries-dependent communities are particularly vulnerable to disasters due to their 
location, characteristics of their livelihoods, and their overall exposure to natural hazards, 
shocks and climate change impacts (Béné, Devereux and Roelen, 2015). For example, cy-
clones, rising sea levels, floods and tropical storms can quickly disrupt the lives and livelihoods 
of fisheries-dependent communities, causing acute damage and losses to their productive 
assets and infrastructures. In addition, more gradual changes undermine the sustainability of 
their livelihoods.
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For instance, the global increase in temperature is the major stress from climate change 
and has protracted effects – for example affecting the growth, reproduction, movements, 
sizes and survival of fish stocks – therefore structurally reducing the income of fisher-
ies-dependent communities. In addition, climate change may also reduce coral reef cover, 
which provides coastal protection and supports fisheries and ecotourism. Finally, climate 
change also poses a major threat to mangroves, which are critical for providing food, tim-
ber, wood fuel, medicine, habitats and nurseries for fish and other wildlife; it also threat-
ens mangroves’ vital function as a form of natural infrastructure that mitigates the effects 
of climate change, for example against flooding and erosion (Blankespoor, Dasgupta and 
Lange, 2016). 

Growing demand for fish with poor sustainable fisheries management and governance 
(whereby practices are admitted such as free access to natural resources; illegal, unreported 
and unregulated [IUU] fishing; subsidies that are “harmful” to fisheries, for example fuel 
subsidies) may increase the overexploitation of resources and the degradation of support-
ing habitats in the long term. Fishing on an IUU basis, which globally accounts for up to 26 
million tonnes of fish caught each year, mainly affects rural and vulnerable coastal popula-
tions by removing available resources and leading to the collapse of local fisheries (FAO, 
2022b). In addition, IUU fishing jeopardizes the national and local capacity to manage 
fisheries sustainably and conserve marine biodiversity. Moreover, “harmful” or “capacity-
enhancing” subsidies to fisheries – consisting for example in artificially increasing profits 
through the reduction of the cost of fuel, vessels, gear and bait – are some of the most 
threatening drivers of overfishing and environmental degradation (Martini and Innes, 
2018; Sumaila et al., 2019).  

Second, fisheries-dependent communities are extremely vulnerable to economic shocks 
resulting from daily fishing activities, such as variability of catches, unemployment due to 
seasonality and bad weather conditions, as well as exogenous shocks such as inflation and 
fluctuations in inputs costs. Further, life-cycle events, if not promptly compensated by so-
cial insurance, can cause interruption of work and economic losses due to disability, illness, 
maternity, old age, etc. Relations between fisheries-dependent communities and interna-
tional fish trade are relatively limited for small operators especially, unless they can organize 
themselves or benefit from the support of cooperatives or professional organizations (Ha, 
Bush and van Dijk, 2013). Limited financial and credit inclusion, lack of assets for collateral 
and low provision of social protection make these communities’ ability to cope with income 
shocks particularly scarce. Moreover, fisheries management policies can also cause econom-
ic shocks to those dependent on fishing, especially small-scale fishers, and for instance lead 
to temporary loss of  fishing income due to closed seasons, bans or regulations on fisheries 
management (see Box 1). These measures can lead to social and economic injustice, as the 
costs of conservation disproportionately fall on vulnerable and marginal small-scale fisher-
ies communities. In addition, such conservation measures are often implemented without 
fishers and their productive organizations being able to participate in the decision-making 
processes concerning the management of local fisheries. This could lead fishers to refrain 
from accepting the imposed management mechanism, thus undermining stock maintenance 
(Musiello-Fernandes, Zappes and Hostim-Silva, 2017). 

Third, fishing remains one of the most hazardous occupations worldwide, with an esti-
mated 32 000 fatalities per year and a higher number of people injured by accidents at sea 
and conflicts with industrial fishing operations (FAO, 2020a), thus posing serious threats in 
terms of public health. Moreover, fishing communities are generally informal actors, and 
are not always adequately covered by national health care systems (even for basic care). 
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This is particularly true for women, who generally work in gleaning, harvesting and post-
harvesting processes such as skinning, drying, smoking, curing, salting and marketing. Their 
work is physically demanding, entailing walking long distances daily at low tide, bending 
over in uncomfortable positions in the hot sun, or standing in mud or up to their knees in 
freezing sea water (Evans Ogden, 2017). This can have health implications, including inhala-
tion of  harmful fumes from drying fish. 

Lastly, fishing communities can be subject to political shocks, such as conflicts within 
and between sectors over control of, access to and use of natural resources, especially when 
governance is perceived to be inequitable and not just. 

The concept of  marginalization (or social exclusion) describes “a process where 
certain groups are systematically disadvantaged because they are discriminated 
against on the basis of  their ethnicity, race, religion, sexual orientation, caste, gen-
der, age, education, class, disability, HIV status, migrant status or where they live” 
(Atkinson, 1998). Fishing communities, being predominantly informal and geographically 
remote, are mostly invisible to national statistics; thus, their role in and contribution to 
the local economy are poorly considered and appreciated at political and societal levels. 
Fisheries-dependent communities have been historically neglected, and politically and so-
cially excluded from processes of development planning at macroeconomic level due to 
their remoteness, mobility (consisting in large part of unregistered migrants), low level of 
education, informality (Thorpe et al., 2004; Béné, Devereux and Roelen, 2015) and altered 
perceptions about their contributions to national development and food security and 
nutri-tion (Jentoft et al., 2018). Exclusion from political dialogues on fisheries policy 
management leads the communities to consider such management as unfair and 
socially unjust, thus contributing to the overexploitation of resources (Jentoft et al., 2018; 
Musiello-Fernandes, Zappes and Hostim-Silva, 2017). Low levels of literacy and education 
among fishing com-munities, coupled with a lack of awareness of rights among small-scale 
fishers, keep them in a marginalized dimension; this contributes to challenges around 
obtaining equitable benefits from public information (FAO, 2017b; FAO, 2019a). Limited 
national investments in po-tential alternative livelihoods and insufficient access to health, 
education services and social protection due to several barriers (see Box 3) also increase 
the sector’s marginalization. This marginalization is even more severe in the case of 
women – especially those involved in fish gleaning, harvesting, post-harvesting and 
marketing – whose role has long been and still is invisible, underestimated, or not 
enumerated at all. Women are also marginalized by lack of training, exclusion from the 
market and having a limited voice in fisheries management and decision-making processes 
(Evans Ogden, 2017). 

In several cases, there are no social protection schemes, including social insurance (see 
Box 3), that fisheries-dependent communities can access. In other cases, schemes exist but 
are of limited adequacy. These communities may, due to informality of work and irregu-
lar revenues, find it difficult to contribute to social security schemes that require 
paying a monthly fee. As a result, fisheries-dependent communities often adopt “low-
risk, low-return” livelihood strategies that reduce their ultimately income-earning 
potential, such as disinvesting in healthcare and resorting to migration or child labour 
(FAO, 2017a). Child labour is widespread in the sector, and often, children engage in all 
phases of a fishing trip (loading of equipment, motoring, bailing water out of boats or 
canoes, etc.); shore collec-tion of fish and shellfish; illegal and harmful practices (e.g. fish 
poisoning or fishing with explosives); and building and maintenance tasks, such as boat 
and net making and repairing (FAO, 2018b).
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BOX 3
Main barriers to access social insurance faced by fisheries-dependent 

communities

The main barriers to access social insurance that fisheries-dependent communities face are: 

• Legal – the fisheries sector may not be formally integrated into labour and social 
security legislation.

• Financial – the communities may have limited capacity to contribute to social insurance 
(including the cost of  affiliation to and compliance with social security schemes) due to 
poverty and irregular and unpredictable incomes.

• Institutional and administrative – governments have low administrative capacities 
and burdensome procedures. These constraints tend to be even more severe in the 
fisheries sector due to a low level of  registration and pervasive informality.

• Geographic – the geographic accessibility of  social services in rural settings may be 
limited.

• Cultural – there may be a lack of  trust in social security systems, limited knowledge 
about the rights to access social protection or the wrong perception that benefits are 
not relevant.

• Political – There may be reluctance to expand insurance schemes due to political 
decisions and perceptions, especially with regard to small-scale fishers, who are seen by 
governments as backward, informal and marginal economic actors destined to disappear 
with economic development and modernization.

Source: Adapted from Allieu and Ocampo (2019).

1.2 Rationale for strengthening policy coherence

In case of  covariate and idiosyncratic shocks, social protection can prevent fisheries-dependent 
communities from adopting negative coping strategies – such as the use of  child labour – by 
ensuring access to essential health care and income security (ILO and UNICEF Office of  Re-
search, 2022). By stabilizing the income of  fishing communities, social protection can potentially 
increase the demand for nutritious food and provide liquidity and certainty to fisheries-depen-
dent communities. This, in turn, can foster engagement in more profitable, sustainable and 
potentially alternative livelihoods and in longer-term poverty reduction strategies, as it enables 
investments in their productive capacities, more sustainable technologies (such as by-catch re-
duction fishing gear), and their human capital. Additionally, social protection provides income 
security; this allows fisheries-dependent communities to avoid unsustainable use of  natural re-
sources by facilitating their participation in co-management processes and by compensating the 
negative impacts of  fisheries management policies (marine protected areas [MPAs], fishing bans, 
closed seasons, etc.) on their incomes.

On the other hand, as highlighted in the SSF Guidelines, fisheries policies can provide 
a long-term vision for sustainable small-scale fisheries and the eradication of  hunger and 
poverty, using an EAF. Fisheries policies can ensure the effective conservation, manage-
ment and development of  living aquatic resources, with due respect for the ecosystem and 
biodiversity. 

This poverty, vulnerability and marginalization framework shows how socioeco-
nomic development and human and ecosystem well-being are intimately tied to one 
another and interconnected in a complex web of  human–environment relationships. 
This requires the development and implementation of  coherent policies across economic, 
social and environmental sectors to foster sustainable development outcomes, in order to 
achieve the SDGs and promote sustainable, inclusive and resilient blue food systems. 
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Fisheries policies can also safeguard the conservation and, where appropriate, rehabilita-
tion of  aquatic habitats, helping to sustain the productivity of  fishery resources. They can 
promote the economic viability of  the sector through livelihood diversification and devel-
opment of  the value chain, in accordance with market demand; and increase the availability 
of  high-quality fishery products for the domestic market, including increased production 
of  low-price fish for popular consumption. These policies can also address structural con-
straints faced by fisheries-dependent communities that limit access to water resources, in-
puts, social protection, financial services, advisory services and markets. Fisheries policies 
in the form of  PES can provide fishing communities with the means to adhere to fishing 
restrictions without further depleting the environment. Moreover, fisheries policies can in-
crease the economic inclusion of  fisheries-dependent communities, on the condition that 
the sector is formalized as a function and incentive to expand social security coverage and 
to increase measures for safety at sea, risk management, disaster preparedness and CCAM 
(Box 7). Lastly, the financial reallocation of  national expenditure from “harmful” fisheries 
subsidies, which exacerbate overcapacity, overfishing and IUU fishing, to the extension of  
social protection coverage for fisheries-dependent communities could potentially amplify 
these positive outcomes towards poverty alleviation, environmental sustainability, risk miti-
gation, and supporting the transition to climate-smart livelihoods. 

The complementary roles of  social protection and fisheries policies in the pro-
motion of  sustainable, inclusive and resilient blue food systems provide the ratio-
nale for strengthening synergies between the two fields, achieving win-win positive 
outcomes and avoiding unintended negative effects on both the environment and 
fishing communities’ well-being. 

BOX 4
FAO’s Blue Growth Initiative and Blue Transformation programme priority 

area

The goals of the FAO Blue Growth Initiative are to coherently maximize economic and social 
benefits while minimizing environmental degradation from fisheries and aquaculture. The 
Blue Growth Initiative is closely aligned with the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 
the Voluntary Guidelines for securing sustainable small-scale fisheries in the context of 
food security and poverty eradication, and the concept of Blue Economy. Implementation 
spans the three pillars of sustainable development, referred to here as three platforms: blue 
communities (social), blue production (environmental) and blue trade (economic). The Blue 
Growth Initiative’s focus on blue communities is of relevance to understanding the needs 
and interests of marginalized women, youth, Indigenous Peoples and migrant groups. 
The approach works alongside governments, communities and civil society to advance 
policies and incentives designed to empower these groups and ensure their access to decent 
work and social protection, all the while safeguarding the aquatic environment.

Following FAO’s Blue Growth Initiative, which gave rise to several programmes around 
the world, FAO has developed the programme priority area on “Blue Transformation”. This 
area was introduced as part of the new Strategic Framework 2022-31, under the principle 
of “Better Production”. The Blue Transformation programme priority area focuses on the 
contribution of the blue food systems (oceans, inland waters and sustainable aquaculture) to 
food and nutrition security, improved employment and livelihoods, and on mainstreaming 
them within the 2030 Agenda. It reconciles environmental sustainability, food security and 
livelihood priorities providing a pathway to achieving the SDGs. Among the major critical 
implementation principles, the programme area focuses on socioecological outcomes, 
participatory approaches, inclusivity, decent working conditions and coherence between 
fisheries management and social protection. 

Sources: FAO (2018b, 2021a)
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1.3. Benefits of  coherence between social protection and fisheries policies 

The Framework recognizes that social protection and fisheries policies have complemen-
tary roles that can work together synergistically to achieve objectives of  poverty reduction, 
ending hunger, sustainable management of  natural resources and CCAM. Thus, including 
policy coherence in national policy agendas is necessary to optimize the complementary 
roles and to achieve three specific outcomes outlined by this Framework.1  

1. Improving fisheries-dependent communities’ sustainable management of  natu-
ral resources.

Social protection and fisheries policies can improve the sustainable management of  natu-
ral resources when they provide liquidity or means to protect the environment through a 
number of  operational arrangements.

First, social protection can be used as an incentive to restore landscapes and natural 
resources, in alignment with the objectives of  fisheries management policies. In India, 
within the framework of  the FAO Fisheries Management for Sustainable Livelihoods proj-
ect, the Ministry of  Fisheries provides cash support in exchange for sustainable fisheries 
management services (FAO, 2017b). In South Africa, the FAO Mussel Rehabilitation Proj-
ect in Coffee Bay has equipped fishery-dependent women with inputs to establish a local 
garden where they can grow their own vegetables, thus reducing mussel harvesting (FAO, 
2017b). Similarly, coastal communities in the country have greatly benefited from the Ex-
panded Public Works Programme, which has delivered short-term employment and skills 
training and provided cash transfers in return for work on alien vegetation removal, dune re-
habilitation and coastal erosion prevention, firefighting and coastal clean-up (FAO, 2017b). 
The Manzanar Project in Eritrea offers coastal communities, especially small-scale fishers, 
small financial and in-kind benefits to plant mangrove trees. In return, project participants 
(mostly poor women) receive a free meal and 20 nakfa (equivalent to approximately USD 
1.33) each day they work (European Commission, 2019). Paraguay introduced the Socio 
Manglar Programme (PSM), which consists of  a monetary transfer to communities and 
ancestral groups of  users, conditional on compliance with the conservation of  mangrove 
forests (Global Mangrove Alliance, 2017). Similarly, the Mikoko Pamoja community-led 
mangrove conservation and restoration project in Kenya (Global Mangrove Alliance, 2022) 
provides payments to the Gazi and Makongeni communities for mangrove conservation 
and restoration. In addition to their biological and ecological importance (e.g. due to their 
provision of  ecosystem services2  and their contribution to mitigation and slowing of  the 
rate of  climate change, such as by serving as natural barriers against floods and reducing at-
mospheric CO2), mangroves can provide several sources of  income for fisheries-dependent 
communities in the long term (e.g. ecotourism and aquaculture). 

Second, social protection measures can be used as compensatory measures to opti-
mize and compensate for the impact of  fisheries restrictions on natural resource 
management, by mitigating the costs of  these restrictions for the income of  small-scale 
fishers. For example, cash transfers are provided in Nicaragua during the closed season for 
lobster, while short-term subsidies are available in Colombia because of  the decrease in ter-
ritorial sea (FAO, 2017b). A similar social protection function is performed by PES; these 

1 Gender issues and the fight against hunger, undernutrition, and micronutrient deficiencies are 
considered crosscutting issues in the three main outcomes presented.

2 Mangroves provide a habitat for rearing, spawning and hatching for off-shore fisheries, as well 
as for the production and export of  organic matter to the marine environment and nutrients for 
fauna both in the mangroves themselves and in adjacent ecosystems.
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provide decent and blue employment to fisheries-dependent communities, allowing them to 
comply with fisheries restrictions and sustainably manage the environment (e.g. rehabilitation 
of mangroves). This is the case of the new ‘Mangrove for Life’ project in Nigeria, which 
aligned with MPAs is aimed at improving coastal sustainability by increasing mangrove cover 
by at least 25 percent in the coming years (One Earth, 2021). In Paraguay, the National Fish-
ers’ Assistance Programme subsidizes poor fishers who are unable to work during the closed 
season, providing a non-contributory transfer. To access the benefit, fishers need to be part 
of the General Fisheries Registry (GFR) and meet a poverty-based proxy means-testing eligi-
bility criterion (FAO, 2019d). Likewise, in Brazil, the unemployment insurance for small-scale 
fishers (Seguro Desemprego do Pescador Artesanal) provides a short-term stipend during the 
closed season for fishers who are registered in the GFR, as compensation for their loss. This 
fulfils the twofold aim of contributing to the stability of fishers’ income and providing incen-
tives for ecosystem conservation (INSS, 2020) (see Box 7). 

Beyond its compensatory role, social protection can also be used as a way to ensure the 
efficiency of fisheries management policies by remunerating members of fisheries-
dependent communities for enforcement and surveillance activities. For example, in 
Mexico, the Commission of Protected Areas (CONANP) has provided temporary national 
employment to fisheries-dependent communities to conserve the area affected by the re-
strictions of the national fishing ban. It also runs the Promoting Community Surveillance 
programme (PROVINCOM) in the Sian Ka’an Biosphere, which selects fishers from fishing 
cooperatives to join community surveillance committees with park rangers (Méndez-Medina 
et al., 2021).  

Furthermore, fisheries policies can be used in promoting the recognition and empow-
erment of  local grassroots institutions, which in turn support sustainable natural re-
source management practices, fisheries co-management and the provision of social 
protection benefits. In Senegal, fisheries cooperatives created through fisheries policies have 
been strengthened to provide fishers with conditional cash transfers for abstaining from de-
structive fishing, and with sustainable management training programmes (FAO, 2017b). Fur-
ther, collective actions play a pivotal role in advocating for the expansion of  social 
protection coverage to fisheries-dependent communities for sustainable uses. For ex-
ample, in Morocco, fishers’ organizations contributed to communicating the benefits of for-
malizing the sector within port structures by supporting the process of registration to social 
security funds, which in turn support them in case of shocks. This makes it possible to avoid 
further depleting fish stocks (FAO, 2019c). 

2. Enhancing fisheries-dependent communities’ economic inclusion, diversifica-
tion, transition to alternative sources of  income and climate change adaptation

Economic inclusion refers to “a process composed of  mechanisms that enhance the income 
generation capacity of  the poor, or marginalized individuals within non-poor households, ad-
dressing social, environmental and productive constraints in a sustainable manner, to ensure 
a certain level and stability in income sources, out of  poverty” (FAO, 2020b). In fisheries, as 
well as in rural areas in general, three pathways can be identified to reduce rural poverty:

• the agriculture path, to increase sales and productivity;

• the diversification path, to diversify income through in-farm and off-farm activities; and

• the non-agriculture path, to diversify income through non-farm activities.

By promoting coherence, different examples show that outcomes in terms of  economic
inclusion can be optimized. However, these three non-linear pathways should be as environ-
mentally friendly as possible, promoting climate adaptation (FAO, 2020b). In fact, unsustain-
able fisheries practices could mean a loss of  income for some households in the short or long 
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term, perpetuating an intergenerational vicious cycle in which overfishing, environmental 
degradation and climate effects increase poverty, and vice versa.

A first example of programmes is home-grown school feeding (HGSF). Aiming firstly 
at providing a social safety net to households, HGSF can promote the economic inclusion 
of small-scale fishers and fish processors and retailers by providing a secure market and 
regular source of income for fisheries-dependent communities, while stimulating local food 
production, sales and economies, and incorporating locally caught fish into the diets of 
schoolchildren. For example, the Worldfish Center’s Scaling Innovative, Nutrition-Sensitive 
Fisheries Technologies and Integrated Approaches pursued in the State of Odisha in India 
aim to include locally caught small fishes within school feeding programmes, raise awareness 
among communities about the nutritional importance of fish, and secure a reliable market 
for fisheries-dependent communities by linking it to public procurement processes. Also, 
the governments of Angola, Brazil, Cabo Verde (FAO, 2021b), Honduras, Peru and Uru-
guay have developed strategies to link public procurement to school feeding programmes 
by including fish in their meals (Miranda and Klug, 2018; FAO, 2015; FAO et al., 2021). 
This led to easier access to markets and improved terms of engagement with the local 
economy. In addition, a pilot was carried out in Ghana to explore the feasibility of 
including fish in school meals, specifically using underused fish species such as anchovy 
and flying gurnard, dried and processed into ground fish powder, to avoid food waste 
(Ahern et al., 2021).

Second, when social protection is associated with fisheries policies it can, at the same 
time, facilitate the diversification of fisheries-dependent communities’ livelihoods in aqua-
culture, within the fish value chains or outside them (e.g. off-farm and non-farm 
activities), and improves the capacity of households to prosper economically in a context 
of climate change. For example, to compensate for loss of earnings due to fishing 
restrictions, natural resource management can be improved and alternative sources of 
income can be promoted at the same time. The Government of Bangladesh supports 
fishing communities by deliv-ering assets (e.g. small livestock and poultry, sewing 
machines, cash for net making, plant nurseries, kitchen gardening and cage culture), in 
addition to rice, during the closed seasons. In South Africa, environmental organizations 
made conditional cash transfers and climate change adaptation training available to 
safeguard fishing communities in cases of climate shocks (FAO, 2017b). Likewise, in 
Cambodia, Ghana, Peru, the Philippines, Saint Lucia and Sri Lanka, cash transfers are 
provided for climate adaptation and disaster preparedness (e.g. floodproof housing, vessel 
safety, training, sanitation on board) (FAO, 2017b). Likewise, the abovementioned 
Scaling Innovative, Nutrition-Sensitive Fisheries Technologies and In-tegrated 
Approaches not only institutionalized HGSF in the State of Odisha in India, but also 
provided natural resource management training and new techniques and technologies 
(low-cost solar dryers) to women beneficiaries (USAID, 2021). In South Africa, non-gov-
ernmental organizations (NGOs) and academic and research institutions have established 
various projects that offer a mix of social protection and fisheries interventions, support-
ing sustainable fishing and alternative livelihoods. The Emergency Cyclone Recovery 
and Restoration Project in Bangladesh facilitated restoration and recovery and promoted 
eco-nomic inclusion and climate change adaptation, by providing small-scale coastal 
fishers with improved boats, nets and safety equipment, as well as technical assistance 
and training in aquaculture practices (FAO, 2019b). 

Further, social protection schemes can provide alternative livelihoods and jobs through 
public work programmes that rehabilitate on-farm infrastructures (e.g. community infra-
structures such as cyclone shelters, fish landing centers, fish ponds), which can 
increase the adaptive capacity of households to climate change. After Cyclones Sidr and 
Aila, the Government of Bangladesh reconstructed coastal embankments and other non-
natural in-frastructure (roads, houses) as well as mangrove afforestation through cash-for-
work pro-grammes. 
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3. Strengthening fisheries-dependent communities’ risk management and resil-
ience to shocks, including those associated with climate change

In the short term, to cope immediately with covariate shocks, social protection – especially 
social assistance – can create a buffer effect that positively influences resilience by stabi-
lizing consumption and reducing negative coping strategies. For example, social transfers 
can safeguard people’s welfare and assets, and assist them in better managing unexpected 
covariate shocks. In Trinidad and Tobago, the Minister of People and Social Development 
established an Emergency Case Fund, which provides various grants intended to support 
vulnerable people, including victims of natural disasters such as hurricanes, fires or floods 
(ODPM, 2021). Similarly, the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries of Cambo-
dia, in collaboration with the WorldFish Center and FAO, is discussing the establishment 
of a shock-sensitive social protection system as part of its fisheries policies. Likewise, the 
Government of the Philippines, with technical support from FAO, is piloting anticipatory 
action and shock-responsive social protection systems in the Bicol Region – an area prone 
to typhoons and destructive flooding – to prepare fisheries-dependent communities for 
disasters and building short-term resilience (FAO et al., 2021). Lastly, social protection, es-
pecially social assistance, has emerged as a key response to alleviate the short-term impacts 
of  COVID-19 restrictions on fisheries-dependent communities (see Box 5). 

Social insurance can protect vulnerable fisheries-dependent communities against adverse 
personal circumstances, lifecycle hazards and livelihood risks through contributory and 
noncontributory schemes aimed at mitigating the effects of shocks. In Peru, the Ministry 
of Production introduced the Mandatory Insurance for Small-Scale Fishers, which is a form 
of personal accident insurance and covers the risk of death and bodily harm suffered by 
independent small-scale fishers, including crew and non-crew members (see the Peru Law 
creating the Mandatory Insurance for Small-Scale Fishers (SOPA), Law n. 30636, 2017). Ad-
ditionally, the General Directorate of Agrarian Promotion offers independent small-scale 
fishers and other fishworkers an insurance policy called Seguro + VIDA, which covers per-
sonal accidents and grants compensation in case of death or total or partial permanent dis-
ability (see again Peru Law n. 30636). In Mauritius, the Ministry of Blue Economy, Marine 
Resources, Fisheries and Shipping introduced the Fishermen Welfare Fund, to assist and 
promote fisheries-dependent communities’ welfare through a number of contributory and 
non-contributory schemes. The support includes scholarship award schemes for children 
of fishers, sick and maternity allowances, compensation for damage sustained at sea dur-
ing work, winter allowance, funeral grants, and financial assistance to fishers in purchasing 
materials for the building up of basket traps damaged by natural calamities, such as cyclones 
and high tidal waves (Government of Mauritius, 2020). In Senegal, the National Agricul-
tural Insurance Company of Senegal (CNAAS) aims to protect, through social insurance, 
individuals exercising an agricultural profession against the risks of natural disasters and 
risks related to agricultural activities. The CNAAS has developed insurance products that 
cover the risks to which fishers are exposed during their fishing operations, such as damage 
to boats and to fishing equipment on board, as well as crewmembers’ bodily injuries (FAO, 
forthcoming). 
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Lastly, fishing cooperatives and producer organizations can also provide community-
based social protection that grants financial support to the community in response to 
shocks, such as in the case of revolving funds in certain states of India (Parappurathu et 
al., 2017). Moreover, in 2017, the National Authority for Aquaculture and Fisheries of 
Colom-bia (AUNAP), with the technical assistance of FAO, created two small-scale fish 
farming organizations to develop and manage a collectively owned revolving fund, which 
has since-been used as a social safety net in case of  shocks. 

BOX 5
The role of social protection in the response to the COVID-19 pandemic for 

the fisheries sector

The impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic and the associated containment measures severely 
affected the fishery sector. For the first time, such impacts caused significant disruptions 
in consumer demand for fish, thus leading to a 10-percent decline in global fishing activity 
and severely reducing the incomes of fisheries-dependent communities. In particular, those 
who were most affected along the agrifood system were those who were already working 
informally, with limited access to social insurance, earning below the minimum wage, and 
without a written contract or who were self-employed. These include small-scale fishers, 
migrant fishworkers, crew members, harvesters, gleaners and vendors, especially women. 

Social protection has proven to be a key response in alleviating the socioeconomic impacts 
of COVID-19 restrictions for fisheries-dependent communities. Such measures mostly took 
the form of social assistance (e.g. temporary cash and in-kind transfers), as in the case of 
Algeria, Brazil, Chile, Costa Rica, Egypt, India, Montenegro and Sri Lanka. Input subsidies 
were the chosen means of social protection in countries such as in Antigua and Barbuda, 
Guinea, Mauritius, Saint Kitts and Nevis, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines and Samoa. 
Governments either implemented new measures or expanded existing schemes, by increasing 
the coverage, the benefit value, the duration and/or introducing extraordinary temporary 
payments. Measures also resulted from the modification of entitlements or the relaxation 
of normally applicable requirements, in order to facilitate access also to vulnerable fisheries 
dependent. 

The global pandemic has demonstrated the need to expand social protection to fisheries-
dependent communities in order to build comprehensive and inclusive national social 
protection systems, with particular attention to vulnerable groups such as women and 
migrants. This must be accompanied by facilitating transition to the formal economy and by 
addressing the barriers to entry faced by these communities, in order to avoid negative coping 
strategies in the event of shocks such as child labour, excessive pressure on natural resources 
and non-compliance with fisheries regulations (bans, quotas, MPAs, etc.). Social protection 
represents key incentives to keep blue food systems functioning and to avoid further spread 
of poverty and hunger, vulnerability and marginalization across fishery value chains. 

Sources: FAO (2020c, 2021e); OECD (2020). 

1.4. Negative outcomes of  a lack of  policy coherence  

When there is a lack of  coherence between the two sectors of  fisheries policies and social 
protection, negative unintended consequences may emerge. The Framework summarizes 
two main negative outcomes, with the aim of  reinforcing the rationale for synergies. 

First, if  not well coordinated, social protection and fisheries policies can 
enhance fishing efforts, thus leading to increased environmental degradation. For 
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example, “harmful” or “capacity-enhancing” fishing subsidies, which have long been seen 
as fisheries policies that reduce price fluctuations in the sector, can lead to household 
dependency, environmental degradation and overfishing (Béné, Devereux and 
Roelen, 2015; Györi, Diekmann and Kühne, 2021; Martini and Innes, 2018; Sumaila et 
al., 2019). In marine fisheries, these subsidies mostly go towards fuel costs and are 
provided to large-scale fleets for commercial purposes – ravaging fish stocks, fueling 
emissions and driving changes in climate. Similarly, some social protection measures, if 
not well designed and implemented in coherence with fisheries policies objectives, can 
lead to an increase of fishing activities. Similarly, despite being a successful example of 
combining sustainable management of fishery resources and social protection, the seguro defeso 
(a contributory social security measure targeting artisanal fishers) initiative in Brazil presented a 
number of shortcomings. Indeed, a recent critique argues that it creates “perverse” incentives, as it 
has attracted many new entrants (small-scale fishers as well as non-fishers) to the industry, 
primarily to claim seguro defeso payments, making the support measure extremely expensive in 
fiscal terms (Corrêa, Kahn and De Carvalho Freitas, 2014) and putting the environment at even 
greater risk. Indeed, because the capacity to enforce the closed season is limited in many inland and 
coastal areas, overfishing of protected species may have increased rather than declined. 

Second, unless not properly coordinated, social protection and fisheries policies may 
neglect their socioeconomic impacts on poor and vulnerable communities dependent on 
fisheries, thereby increasing the communities’ social exclusion. For example, harmful or 
capacity-enhancing fisheries subsidies are biased towards industrial fisheries and have a far-reaching 
impact on people who depend highly on fish resources for subsistence and protein intake, such 
as small-scale fishers. Thus, these people unfairly bear the consequences of these unsustainable 
measures, which deeply undermine their economic viability (Schuhbauer et al., 2020). This is the 
case of small-scale fishers in the Mediterranean Region, who are affected by harmful or capacity-
enhancing fisheries subsidies generally provided to relatively larger-scale vessels (FAO, 2019c). 
Similarly, although fisheries management policies are essential to preserve natural resources, they 
should not disproportionately burden the most vulnerable segment of the population. Indeed, many 
fisheries policies (MPAs, closed seasons, quotas or permits, etc.) can have regressive effects – that 
is, poor and vulnerable households lose a higher percentage of their disposable income as a result. 
This was the case with the small-scale fisheries and boat crew members in Bangladesh who were 
negatively affected by a monsoon closed season in the Bay of Bengal, which was aimed at ensuring 
the conservation of fish stocks and productive spawning grounds (Islam et al., 2021). On the other 
hand, social protection, including the administrative organization of programmes and services, 
should be carefully designed and adapted to the specific needs and barriers to access (linguistic, 
geographical, technological, etc.) of fisheries-dependent communities, including Indigenous People, 
in order to avoid marginalizing them further.  
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Section 2

2. Operationalizing coherence between social protection and 
fisheries policies

Coherence does not happen naturally. It must be purposely sought. It requires coordinated 
efforts across different government agencies (FAO, 2016). Political, institutional and 
operational factors often pose barriers to effective joint action across ministries of  fisheries 
and social protection. The paragraphs below describe some of  the barriers identified by 
this study.

Limited disaggregated socioeconomic data, assessments and evaluations cov-
ering the sector. There is a consistent lack of  data adequately covering the sector. 
Systematically disaggregated socioeconomic data (by sector and gender) on fisheries-
dependent communities, from pre-harvesting to harvesting and trade, are missing. Thus, it 
is not possible to inform the legislation and policy design required to make the intended 
reforms and extend social protection benefits to fisheries-dependent communities. 
Likewise, data on accidents and fatalities are also necessary to further improve the offer of  
affordable and adequate social protection programmes for fisheries-dependent communi-
ties. These data should provide an indication of  the scale, demographics, needs and vulner-
abilities, contributions, income and potential barriers to access social protection faced by 
fisheries-dependent communities, in order to facilitate the design and funding of  coherent 
programmes and policies. Similarly, evaluations of  social protection programmes for fisher-
ies-dependent people that assess their impact and share these results with the international 
community could help pave the way for a more systematic integration of  social protection, 
fisheries policies and climate action.  

Limited formalization and legal recognition of  the sector, accompanied by the 
lack of  a globally agreed definition of  small-scale fisheries. This means that most 
fisheries-dependent communities, including small-scale fishers and fishworkers such as 
female harvesters and gleaners, are completely left out of  existing social protection sys-
tems and cannot easily contribute to social insurance schemes. Further, there is a lack of  
adequate infrastructures and incentives provided by national governments to formalize the 
sector.

Different strategic goals and approaches. One of  the main challenges behind the 
lack of  coherence between fisheries policies and social protection interventions – in line 
with the SSF Guidelines and its enabling environment and coherence chapter – is that their 
respective objectives can diverge. Ministries may adopt different approaches; for example, 
ministries of  fisheries recognize women in the post-harvest sector within their definition 
of  small-scale fishers, while some ministries of  labour do not include the group. The 
divergence in definitions can restrain access to social protection or the provision of  first 
relief  assistance to a key population (women) that depends on the fisheries sector, because 
it is “invisible” and not formally registered in the fisheries registry systems. Thus,the two 
sectors sometimes do not have a joint long-term agenda towards poverty and hunger 
alleviation, sustainable natural resources management, CCAM and economic inclusion of  
fisheries-dependent communities.
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Competition for resources. Competition for natural resources with other economic 
sectors, such as tourism, agriculture, aquaculture, energy, mining and infrastructure 
development, can occur. This leads to difficulties in cross-sectoral collaboration between 
stakeholders and government agencies. 

Limited institutional capacity. There is limited institutional capacity to adapt existing 
social protection systems to the needs and specificities of  the sector, such as by facilitating 
the registration and formalization of  small-scale fisheries, properly defining parameters 
for collecting social insurance contributions, providing incentives for sustainable fisheries 
management and co-management activities, rewarding the provision of  ecosystem services, 
properly monitoring and enforcing these sustainable and climate-friendly measures and 
building up fisheries-dependent communities resilience against shocks.

2.1 Enabling environment 

FAO considers that five aspects are relevant to creating an enabling environment for 
coherence, as well as key entry points and actions for overcoming these challenges (FAO, 
2016). These aspects are:

• political commitment
• policy architecture
• coordination arrangements
• financing arrangements
• human capacity.

2.1.1 Political commitment 

High-level political commitment is critical for harnessing synergies between different sectors 
(FAO, 2016). Opportunities for mobilizing political commitment to coherence are influenced 
by interests and values relating to fisheries-dependent communities’ development and 
poverty reduction, sustainable natural resource management and CCAM. Global evidence 
shows that ministries of  lower- and middle-income countries are mostly focused on large-
scale fisheries, as opposed to subsistence production. Large-scale fisheries are perceived to 
have higher potential for generating growth, due to their higher productivity, income and 
ability to contribute to national food availability. This is demonstrated by governmental 
considerations of  small-scale fishers as backward, informal and marginal economic actors 
doomed to disappear with economic development and modernization (Béné, Devereux 
and Roelen, 2015). These misconceptions and inequities in the distribution of  government 
support compound the persistent political and economic marginalization of  the small-scale 
sector globally. The Framework identifies two ways in which high-level support for coherence 
can be mobilized and achieved:

1. Growing consensus towards the establishment of  a common understanding of  
policy coherence between fisheries policies and social protection. Evidence shows 
that socioeconomic development, and human and ecosystem well-being are closely 
interconnected and cannot be dealt with in isolation. The lack of  socioeconomic data 
on the artisanal fisheries sector hinders government discussions on reform projects and 
creates challenges in building and fostering political will around policy coherence. To 
this purpose, systematic disaggregated data collection (by sector and gender) is needed 
to calculate: (i) the sector’s socioeconomic characteristics; (ii) contributions to sustainable 
development, food security and poverty reduction; (iii) risks and vulnerabilities, including 
data on accidents and fatalities at sea; (iv) barriers to access social protection, and (iv) the 
linkages to the conservation and overexploitation of  natural resources and degradation 
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of  habitats. The absence of  updated socioeconomic data at both national and regional 
level is mirrored by the tremendous informality of  the sector. Several countries have 
tried to fill this data gap in recent years, by including socioeconomic information 
about the sector in agricultural surveys and national statistics. A specific module was 
created by Béné and Friend (2011) as part of  the Living Standards Measurement Study-
Integrated Surveys on Agriculture (LSMS-ISA) project. The module has been piloted in 
Malawi and Uganda as an attempt to generate detailed household-level data on fishery 
production systems, to inform policymakers adopting development measures. Other 
countries have used fishery-specific registers to collect this information, such as Brazil 
and Paraguay (see Box 7). In addition, the FAO General Fisheries Commission for the 
Mediterranean (GFCM) is working to increase consensus towards the contribution 
of  small-scale fisheries to sustainable development, by improving socioeconomic 
data collection and drawing attention to the synergies between social protection and 
fisheries policies, considering the latter as a means to strengthen the resilience of  
coastal communities. In this regard, the GFCM launched socioeconomic surveys in 
several Mediterranean countries. Likewise, FAO, under the umbrella of  the Socpro4fish 
programme, is supporting Colombia, Malawi, Paraguay and Tunisia in generating data 
on the current socioeconomic characteristics of  small-scale fishers and fish workers, 
including their barriers to access social protection schemes (FAO, 2022a). This can 
accelerate and support coherent reforms and strategies. 

2. Leveraging national, regional and global commitments. International and global-
level political commitment may help states to leverage and frame their national 
laws, policies and programmes towards policy coherence. Some international 
regulations are extremely relevant to efforts to ensure and promote coordinated actions 
between the two sectors, such as Chapter 3 of  the SSF Guidelines and its specific 
section on “Policy coherence, institutional coordination and collaboration”; the 
CCRF; and the Work in Fishing Convention of  the International Labour Organization 
(ILO). Consistent with the SSF Guidelines, in 2018, several coastal countries of  the 
Mediterranean Sea committed to the ten-year Regional Plan of  Action for Small-Scale 
Fisheries in the Black Sea and Mediterranean Sea (RPOA-SSF) through a Ministerial 
Declaration (GCFM, 2020). This Declaration includes actions and commitments on 
decent work and social protection, along with fisheries governance and development in 
alignment with the relevant ILO conventions and recommendations (see in particular 
the Work in Fishing Convention and the Social Protection Floors Recommendation). 
For example, through the RPOA-SSF, the Government of  Tunisia committed to 
expanding access to social protection to small-scale fisheries in the country and 
improving the current provision of  social protection benefits, in order to reduce their 
level of  poverty and vulnerability, as well as improve the management of  fish stocks. 
In the same year, social protection entered the discussions of  the Fifth Forum of  
Fisheries and Aquaculture Parliamentarians of  Latin America and the Caribbean, held 
in Panama. Among other measures, the Forum agreed to explore the development 
of  a model law on social security for small-scale fishers. In supporting the uptake of  
international standards, FAO and partners organized seminars in Asia, the Southwest 
Indian Ocean and West Africa to promote safety in fisheries and decent work, as well as 
coherence between social protection and fisheries policies. The meetings led to calls for 
improved cooperation between safety, labour and fisheries authorities. Other actions 
have been developed to prevent labour and human rights abuses in the sector, with 
greater attention paid to the vulnerabilities of  small-scale fisher communities. 

2.1.2 Policy architecture 
Policy architecture defines the “joint role played by fisheries and social protection policies 
in moving people out of  poverty, vulnerability and marginalization and can provide the 
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strategic vision and guidance necessary to translate political commitments into action” 
(FAO, 2016). Ministries responsible for fisheries and social protection frequently have 
different mandates and potentially competing priorities, which creates fragmentation in 
programme and policy implementation. Sectoral ministries may have limited incentives 
to coordinate when they do not recognize the complementary roles and outcomes they 
can achieve if they work together, complementarities that commonly reflect the three 
pillars of sustainability: ensuring sustainable natural resource conservation; contributing 
to social well-being; and generating economic benefits in a context of food security and 
poverty eradication. Moreover, objectives in the fisheries sector focus predominantly on 
enhancing the catch capacities of large-scale fleets through the provision of fisheries 
subsidies (Schuhbauer et al., 2020), while social protection mostly addresses fisheries-
dependent communities’ poverty, vulnerability and marginalization. Sectoral objectives can 
be reconciled by building integrated policy coherence frameworks and by incorporating 
social protection into fisheries development strategies. This could be done through the 
design and implementation of regional and national coherence policy guidelines and 
frameworks that are linked to broader agendas, such as achieving the SDGs (especially 
Target 1.3 on “social protection for all”), the SSF Guidelines, CCAM and the transition 
towards much more inclusive and resilient blue food systems. The abovementioned ten-
year RPOA-SSF and the Fifth Forum of Fisheries and Aquaculture Parliamentarians of 
Latin America and the Caribbean could be entry points to the translation of political will 
for coherence and best practices into action, such as national and regional policy coherence 
frameworks. Similarly, incorporating social protection into fisheries development strategies 
to increase effectiveness would foster complementary incentives, encourage formalization 
of the sector, and enhance poverty reduction, sustainable natural resources management 
and climate action. For example, in 2009 Morocco adopted the Plan Halieutis (2009-2020), 
a framework for the development, sustainability and competitiveness of the fishery sector, 
which included a specific mention of social protection (FAO, 2019c). 

2.1.3 Coordination arrangements

Coordination processes can facilitate cooperation between and within different agencies, 
as well as between different programmes, ensuring that policy and programme formulation 
is harmonized and aligned, and that interventions are well implemented (FAO, 2016) by 
avoiding, minimizing or compensating for unintended negative effects. Such procedures 
are essential to facilitate and foster communication between different agencies and sectors, 
including a number of actors from the government, civil society and development partners. 
Guidelines that clearly outline stakeholders’ involvement at national and subnational level 
can facilitate the discussions and the coordination work. The Framework identifies two 
ways in which coordination mechanisms can be fostered. 

• Building or strengthening platforms for integrated work and dialogue at
both national and regional level. This coordination effort could be improved
by creating new and/or re-establishing platforms for designing, monitoring and
implementing coordinated measures and ensuring that these institutions feature
adequate representation of  social protection and fisheries stakeholders, as well as of
civil society (fisheries-dependent communities’ representatives, fishers’ cooperatives,
NGOs, etc.).

For example, in Morocco, the formalization and extension of  the national social security 
system to small-scale fishers (Box 7) was made possible through a collaboration mechanism 
instituted between the Department of  Maritime Fisheries, the National Social Security 
Fund (CNSS), the Ministry of  Employment and Social Affairs and the National Fisheries 
Office (ONP). First, the Department of  Fisheries has incorporated the urgency to extend 
social security benefits to small-scale fishers into the Halieutis Plan for the sustainable 



Strengthening coherence between  social protection and fisheries policies. Framework for analysis and action24

development of  the sector (FAO, 2019c). This then triggered negotiations with the CNSS 
and the ONP, along with industrial and coastal fishers. Working jointly since 2012, these 
institutions have been fostering the formalization and registration of  fishers within the 
CNSS, which integrates them into the social security system. Each of  these actors played a 
precise role, clearly defined by shared guidelines, as follows:

• The Department of  Marine Fisheries registers boats and fishers working on
each boat and provides fishing permits; it implements the enhanced port
infrastructures and gives basic services for fishers, such as basic health care.

• The CSS includes fishers into the social insurance scheme (compulsory since
2017).

• The ONP registers catches and subtracts contributions at the point of  sale in
port markets to cover contributions to the CNSS and the Compulsory Health
Insurance (AMO), together with port fees.

Coordination mechanisms at regional level also provide platforms for discussion 
between state and non-state actors on the implementation of coherent policies. For 
example, the Small-Scale Fisheries Forum (SSF Forum) (FAO, 2022c) and the Friends of 
Small-scale Fisheries (Friends of SSF) (FAO, 2022d), under the implementation of the 
RPOA-SSF, are two regional networks of actors sharing common interests and objectives 
for the sector. The creation of these cooperation platforms has also made it possible to 
address interdisciplinary issues, such as access to social protection, and to build synergies 
between the ongoing work of regional actors. Moreover, the IYAFA 2022 is another 
dialogue platform that will enable state and non-state actors, including civil society, to work 
together and advocate for poverty reduction, economic inclusion, sustainable management 
of fisheries stock and climate action.

Strengthening harmonized targeting systems such as unified registries, as well 
as enhancing the interoperability of  information systems (e.g. fishery registries, 
unified registries, programme management information systems) is crucial. 
Targeting is a critical mechanism for fostering policy coherence between social 
protection and agricultural interventions, including fisheries. For this purpose, 
harmonized targeting systems such as unified registries can provide critical mechanisms 
for exchanging information and fostering coordination across programmes and sectors, 
generating an overall reduction of operational costs (Cirillo, Györi and Soares, 2017). For 
example, in Brazil, a key element required to implement intra-ministerial coordination was 
the design and development of the single database named Cadastro Único (Unique Register). 
The database acts as an intersection point for social policies, collecting information from 
households with monthly per capita incomes of up to half the minimum wage or a total 
household income of up to three wages. Despite the excellent potential of the database, it 
does not inform the seguro defeso programme, which is based on the GFR. 

2.1.4 Financing arrangements

Financing is key to establishing coherence between fisheries and social protection, 
because it helps determine priorities, including a focus on policy coherence (FAO, 2016). 
Challenges to coordination between fisheries and social protection departments stem in 
part from existing priorities; for example, fisheries ministries may not be committed to 
the development of small-scale fishing communities and therefore may not prioritize 
funding for this group. This has been demonstrated by a study that provides updated and 
refined analyses of the financial support that fishery subsectors receive from public bodies: 
according to the study, it is estimated that only 19 percent of public subsidies have been 
allocated to small-scale fisheries, showing the huge divide between the large- and 
small-scale fishing sectors (Schuhbauer et al., 2020). 
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To this end, government and development partners can create sustainable financial 
support for coherence by leveraging sustainable financing agreements and schemes. For 
example, Article 9 of  the Paris Agreement, the Climate Investment Funds (CIF), the Green 
Climate Fund (GCF), the Global Environmental Facility (GEF) and the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change COP26 Fund all present good opportunities 
for leveraging sustainable financing for policy coherence. Likewise, governments can create 
fiscal space by reallocating resources from harmful and capacity-enhancing fisheries subsidies 
towards extending social protection coverage to vulnerable communities, such as in the case 
of  Morocco (FAO, 2019c). Lastly, pooled funds for coherence can be developed, such as in 
the case of  the establishment of  a National Hilsa Conservation Fund in Bangladesh (see Box 
6), and can help to improve the cost efficiency of  expenditures targeting fishing-dependent 
communities.

2.1.5 Human capacity

In addition, to ensure coherence, it is necessary that government agencies responsible 
for implementing policies and programmes and for facilitating collaboration between 
institutions, have the skills and capacities required to implement this agenda (FAO, 2016). 
In this respect, it is possible to develop technical and functional capacities using various 
modalities, such as in-class training, e-learning, experiential learning and on-the-job coaching, 
by sensitizing government staff  on the design and implementation of  coherent fisheries and 
social protection. Staff  within ministries of  fisheries might require training to gain a basic 
understanding of  social protection and its nexus with fisheries policies. Similarly, staff  dealing 
with social protection may require training on fisheries interventions and their linkages 
with social protection. In recent years, FAO has promoted the training of  government 
staff  in both fisheries and social protection through the International Training Centre of  
ILO (ITCILO) course on the extension of  social protection coverage to rural populations, 
including fisheries-dependent communities. Part of  the course generally addresses policy 
coherence between the social protection and agriculture subsectors to develop cross-sectoral 
coordination and synergies in outcomes.

2.2 Approaches to strengthen linkages

This section discusses the practical approaches and interventions that policymakers and 
programme staff  can adopt to systematically pursue coherence (FAO, 2016). This can 
be achieved by: (i) designing or adapting standalone policies and programmes with win-
win objectives; (ii) combining measures into a single intervention; and (iii) aligning and 
coordinating different policies and programmes.

2.2.1. Design or adapt standalone interventions with win-win objectives

“Freestanding” social protection or fisheries programmes can be designed or adapted to 
maximize coherence between their objectives, towards the achievement of  poverty and 
hunger reduction, economic inclusion, environmental sustainability and mitigation of  
climate change effects. Fisheries policies can be designed to reach fisheries-dependent 
communities and can include a social protection function into their designs. This is the case 
with the implementation of  exclusive fishing zones (EFZs) purposely established to protect 
the fishing rights of  small-scale fishers against the intrusion of  semi-industrial and industrial 
fishing vessels. For example, in 2006, the Government of  Mozambique established an EFZ 
as part of  the implementation of  its fisheries policy; this was in line with the SSF Guidelines, 
which advocate for state spatial planning approaches. Such approaches include inland and 
marine spatial planning, which take due account of  small-scale fisheries’ interests and role 
in integrated coastal zone management through consultation and co-management processes. 
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Fisheries policies could also promote the competitiveness of  sustainable processing 
activities, through the introduction of  simple, inexpensive, sustainable and healthy 
technologies. These can have a tremendous effect on the small-scale fisheries value chain, 
particularly in increasing earnings, food security and nutrition, and improving livelihoods, 
especially for women involved in the harvesting and processing stages. This has been 
the case, for example, with Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana, where the introduction of  new 
technologies such as more efficient fish smoking kilns – the FAO-Thiaroye fish processing 
technique (FTT) – supported economic, social and environmental benefits compared to 
traditional drying systems (Mindjimba, 2020). Similarly, PES can target vulnerable fisheries-
dependent communities the livelihoods of  which are threatened due to the destruction 
of  natural environments such as mangroves. A case in point is the Mikoko Pamoja 
community-led mangrove conservation and restoration project, in Kenya. The project 
provides ecosystem payments to the Gazi and Makongeni fishing communities both for the 
prevention of  deforestation of  the local mangrove forest, as well as for community-based 
reforestation. The project has been designed through a participatory project design (e.g. 
holding open village meetings and participatory appraisal exercises) and empowers these 
communities, including women and youth, in the co-management of  natural resources.

On the other hand, the administrative organization of  social protection programmes 
can be adapted to be coherent with the specificities of  fisheries-dependent communities and 
the barriers to access characterizing them (which may be legal, administrative, geographic 
etc. in nature). For example, in 2021, the Ministry of  Agriculture of  Brazil, through the 
Secretariat of  Aquaculture and Fisheries, launched SisRGP 4.0, a new computerized system 
for the registration of  fishing activities, in order to facilitate the collection of  information, 
overcome administrative and geographic barriers and ensure better verification of  eligibility 
criteria. Fishers will be able to remotely apply for registration on the platform and submit 
the protocol to obtain their fishing licence without having to physically visit dedicated 
offices and take time away from fishing activities. The whole process is conducted within 
the Information System of  the GFR. The SisRGP 4.0 platform is presented as a safer and 
faster system that will benefit fishers by reducing bureaucracy. Similarly, the Federative 
Republic of  Brazil has just signed a new technical cooperation agreement with a number 
of  Brazilian state governments to facilitate Amazonian fishers’ access to internet in order 
to support their access to social protection benefits, especially in the interior municipalities 
(Government of  Brazil, 2021a, 2021b). In addition, social protection initiatives, such as 
public work programmes, can be timed to be coherent with the livelihoods of  fisheries-
dependent communities, thus providing employment to small-scale fishers according to 
seasonality. Moreover, sustainable fisheries management elements can be incorporated 
into the design of  social protection interventions to increase and diversify their livelihood 
impacts. Cash transfers could be made conditional upon the implementation of  sustainable 
fisheries management activities and climate-smart behaviour, as done for example in Eritrea, 
India and Paraguay (European Commission, 2019). Similarly, public works programmes 
could also be designed to provide employment in exchange, for example, for clearing alien 
vegetation, aiding dune rehabilitation, preventing coastal erosion, fighting fires or cleaning 
up the coast, as done in South Africa (FAO, 2017b).

Finally, sustainably caught bycatch and by-products can foster local economic 
development, as they can be used and repurposed for commercial or charitable purposes, 
which can increase income and generate alternative livelihoods. For instance, in Colombia, 
women in the post-harvest sector process bycatch and transform it into artisanal processed 
fish products, which is then commercialized locally, therefore generating an additional 
income (Yue, Salazar Herrera and Benammour, forthcoming). 
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Table 1. Standalone intervention with win-win outcomes

Standalone 
intervention with 
win-win outcomes

Fisheries policies 
can be designed 
to be more 
socioeconomically 
inclusive

• Fisheries policies are designed to be more 
socially inclusive and reach poor and 
vulnerable fisheries-dependent communities

• Promote competitiveness of  small-scale 
fisheries’ value-chain activities through 
innovative and sustainable technologies and 
fishing practices

Social protection 
can be adapted to 
be coherent with 
the specificities of  
fisheries-dependent 
communities

• Administrative organization of  social 
protection programmes can be adapted to be 
coherent with the specificities of  fisheries-
dependent communities

• Social protection can be timed to avoid 
conflicting with small-scale fisheries activities

• Social protection can be designed to promote 
environmentally sustainable fisheries

2.2.2 Combine multiple interventions

Fisheries policies and social protection interventions can be “combined into one programme 
so that targeted households participate in both fisheries and social protection interventions” 
(FAO, 2016). For instance, fisheries-dependent communities can benefit from multi-
component programmes. In South Africa, coastal communities have benefited extensively 
from a package of  interventions such as skills training on sustainable natural resource 
management and cash transfers in exchange for employment in clearing alien vegetation, 
dune rehabilitation and prevention of  coastal erosion, fighting fires and cleaning up the coast 
(FAO, 2017b). Similarly, in the State of  Odisha, India, the Scaling Innovative, Nutrition-
Sensitive Fisheries Technologies and Integrated Approaches institutionalize HGSF and 
provides sustainable livelihoods, techniques and technologies to women beneficiaries, such 
as nutrition-sensitive aquaculture, natural resource management training and solar dryers 
(USAID, 2021). Likewise, the FAO Sustainable Management of  Bycatch in Latin America 
and Caribbean Trawl Fisheries project (REBYC-II LAC) addresses both the need for 
environmental sustainability and socioeconomic development by using new sustainable 
shrimp fisheries technologies to reduce bycatch and improve the utilization of  the sustainable 
portion of  the bycatch as an alternative employment for fishers and fishworkers. In addition, 
in the six project countries, Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica, Mexico, Suriname and Trinidad and 
Tobago, co-management arrangements in line with the SSF Guidelines to fisheries-dependent 
communities were introduced. 

Similarly, initiatives to connect the use of  bycatch and by-products that would be otherwise 
lost or wasted using social assistance and other social protection schemes would support the 
sustainable management of  fisheries resources and poverty reduction (Yue, Salazar Herrera 
and Benammour, forthcoming). Social protection can support the incorporation of  these 
products by providing access to processing technologies and increasing fisheries producers’ 
capacity to invest in productive endeavours. Likewise, through public procurement processes, 
bycatch and by-products otherwise wasted could be incorporated into school or institutional 
meals, enhancing the nutrition of  the receiving communities. 
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Table 2. Combining multiple interventions

Combining multiple 
interventions

Social protection and fisheries policies can be combined 
into one programme so that targeted households 
participate in both 

Packages of  interventions with win-win outcomes (e.g. cash 
transfer, in-kind food assistance, inputs and skill training on 
sustainable fisheries management)

2.2.3. Coordinate and align multiple programmes and policies

Fisheries policies and social protection interventions can be coordinated and aligned to 
reach different beneficiaries in various locations through different independent interventions. 
Examples of  coordination and alignment between social protection and fisheries policies include 
monetary compensation to comply with and mitigate the costs imposed by fisheries restrictions 
(bans, closed seasons, quotas and permits), such as in the case of  Colombia and Nicaragua, 
where monetary transfers are provided to help address, respectively, the decrease in territorial sea 
and the closed season for lobster (FAO, 2017b). Likewise, the compensation PES-like scheme for 
hilsa shad (Tenualosa ilisha) fishers in Bangladesh aims to both reduce vulnerability of  fishing 
communities and improve fish stocks (Box 6). The scheme is implemented through a fishery and 
compensation and livelihood diversification mechanism, as a response to the fishing regulations 
introduced by the Government. It provides assets to develop alternative income-generating 
activities, as well as a rice bag for fishing families excluded from a fish sanctuary delineated for 
conservation purposes. This is coordinated with awareness-raising initiatives to inform about 
the benefits of  fisheries restrictions during the spawning season. The measure also turns fishers 
from “recipients” to “stewards”, a fundamental shift in human development philosophy. Such a 
paradigm change may also prompt the question of  whether a line should exist at all between the 
realm of  fisheries interventions and that of  social protection. 

Likewise, in Colombia, a bill currently under consideration proposes the creation of  
unemployment insurance for small-scale fishers that would compensate the sector for economic 
activities that cease during the closed season, for an amount up to the legal monthly minimum 
wage (FAO, 2019d). This mitigates the conditions of  socioeconomic vulnerability of  small-scale 
fishers. For their part, beneficiaries will carry out activities during the closure for the benefit of  
the improvement of  the prohibited fishing species’ essential habitats, such as cleaning of  pipes 
or fishing areas, assistance with training in fishing regulations, or alternative productive activities 

BOX 6

An incentive-based fisheries management cum social protection scheme

The hilsa shad fishery (Ilish in Bengali), which holds religious and cultural significance and is the fish 
of  choice for most people in Bangladesh, is crucial for food security and nutrition. Once abundant, 
it started declining in the 1970s, due to overfishing and disruption to its habitat, spawning grounds 
and migration patterns. In 2003, in response to reported stock declines, the Government began 
introducing various regulations for the protection of  jatka (juvenile hilsa shad), such as ring-fencing 
five sites in the country’s coastal rivers as hilsa shad sanctuaries, where fishing is restricted during 
the breeding and spawning season; banning jatka fishing and related activities from November to 
July across the country; and banning monofilament gillnets. 
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In recognition of the socioeconomic hardships imposed by these regulations, the hilsa shad fishery 
was protected by the Government with an incentive-based management approach complemented 
by social protection measures. Thus, to compensate for loss of earnings due to fishing restrictions, 
the Government started providing affected fishing communities (187 000 households identified 
as vulnerable) with 30 kg of rice per household per month. This was coupled with awareness-
raising initiatives to inform about the benefits of fisheries restrictions during the spawning season, 
and assets for developing alternative income-generating activities (e.g. small livestock and poultry, 
sewing machines, cash for net making, plant nurseries, kitchen gardening and cage culture). 
The compensation scheme is fully funded by the Government of Bangladesh. With the aim of 
expanding to up to 287 000 hilsa shad fisher households, an innovative approach is being explored 
to finance the scheme through the establishment of a National Hilsa Conservation Fund and 
earmarking a percentage of government earnings from hilsa shad exports.

Benefits, challenges and lessons

Benefits for the hilsa shad stock have been observed (e.g. changes in size, sex ratios and composition 
of large hilsa shad, abundance of breeding and spawning and spent hilsa, and increased egg and 
fry production). Fishers have become more self-reliant and better able to break their dependence 
on rural moneylenders and, having used the ban period and the incentive scheme as an opportunity 
to diversify their income-generating activities, spend more time with their families, take care of 
children’s education and welfare, and improve their overall well-being. However, there has not been 
any counterfactual or before-and-after impact evaluation of the intervention on the sustainability 
of the fishery, nor of the extent to which fishers’ behaviour has changed and livelihoods and well-
being increased. Inequalities in targeting and benefits, both within communities and households 
(unequal food distribution among family members) were also reported. Strengthening institutional 
capacities and local legitimacy, assessing the preference of fishing communities for certain types 
of compensation, empowering local fishers to monitor and enforce compliance and ensuring 
sustainable financing through the proposed National Hilsa Conservation Fund are critical to the 
effective and sustainable implementation of the scheme over the long term, and to its replication 
in other parts of the world.

Source: Dewhurst-Richman et al. (2016); Mohammed and Wahab (2013); IIED (2020).

Similarly, the Seguro defeso Scheme in Brazil provides unemployment benefits to small-
scale artisanal professional fishers who fish as individuals or to families affected by 
closed fishing seasons (defeso) and who are registered in the GFR. The subsidy is an 
unemployment benefit equal to the official minimum wage during the months of the closed 
season for shrimp and lobster, in both marine and freshwater fisheries (Freitas, Reis 
and Apel, 2010; Milani and Fontoura, 2007; Scharer, Ribeiro and Nascimento, 2011; 
Souza et al., 2009). Law violators are subject to fines and loss of their fishing licenses 
(FAO, 2017b). The results of an impact evaluation of the fishers’ unemployment benefit 
programme in Brazil (seguro defeso) granted during fishing closures show that the greater 
the household exposure to the programme benefit, the higher the percentage of 
children enrolled in school, the better the quality of the beneficiaries’ housing and the 
lower the percentage of youth who are simultaneously out of school and out of work. 
The results also indicate that the programme makes it possible to avoid needing 
alternative employment. In some communities, fishers who receive the seguro defeso 
are less likely to break the closed season bans (FAO and IPC-IG, forthcoming). The 
seguro defeso scheme sets a precedent in aligning and coordinating legislation and 
practice for compensating marine resource protection by artisanal fishers.
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Likewise, in Colombia, a bill currently under consideration proposes the creation of  
unemployment insurance for small-scale fishers that would compensate the sector for 
economic activities that cease during the closed season, for an amount up to the legal 
monthly minimum wage (FAO, 2019d). This mitigates the conditions of  socioeconomic 
vulnerability of  small-scale fishers. For their part, beneficiaries will carry out activities 
during the closure for the benefit of  the improvement of  the prohibited fishing species’ 
essential habitats, such as cleaning of  pipes or fishing areas, assistance with training in 
fishing regulations, or alternative productive activities that have been identified.These 
interventions will be further aligned and coordinated with certain requirements applicable 
to the fishers: (i) registration within the GFR by the National Aquaculture and Fisheries 
Authority; (ii) demonstration to the authority that they are engaged in artisanal fishing as 
a main source of  subsistence; and (iii) proof  that at least 70 percent of  their catches do 
not correspond to the prohibited species. In coordination with unemployment insurance 
measures, the bill proposes the creation of  a subsidized social security regime for small-
scale fishers, taking into account that small-scale fishers have high vulnerability rates and 
that their access to social protection, education and healthcare have been historically limited 
(FAO, 2019d).

BOX 7

Extension of  social insurance coverage to fisheries-dependent communities

The extension of  social insurance requires the formalization of  the sector as well as that 
participants make predictable and regular contributions to public funds. This means that 
most fisheries-dependent communities are left outside formal coverage. A growing body 
of  evidence shows how mechanisms have been put in place to link fisheries policies to 
social insurance, whether by providing incentives, simplifying contributions or encouraging 
registration to fisheries-dependent communities to participate in social funds. 

After the mobilization of  fisheries-dependent communities began in the 1990s, Brazil 
included small-scale fisheries in its social security system. Specific insured status has been 
provided to small-scale fishers, their spouses and children over the age of  16, and registration 
has been incentivized through a reduced level of  contribution requirements. This includes 
pensions, unemployment insurance, maternity leave, health care and work injury insurance for 
small-scale fisheries. 

Since 2013, Senegal has developed a programme to extend social protection to the 
informal sector, mainly through a simplified scheme for small contributors (the Régime 
simplifié pour les petits contribuables, or RSPC). Indeed, the agriculture insurance provided 
by the National Agricultural Insurance Company of  Senegal (CNAAS) is subsidized at 
50 percent by the Government, to allow fishers to participate. Further, examples from 
Argentina, Mexico and Uruguay demonstrate how registration to social security funds has 
been incentivized and simplified for fisheries-dependent communities. 

In Morocco, the Ministry of  Employment and Social Affairs cooperated with the 
Department of  Maritime Fisheries not only to promote registration to the social funds but 
also to privilege workers in the small-scale fisheries sector with cross-subsidized social security 
benefits between different contributor groups and direct subsidies from the state. Fishers 
are the only group of  workers who receive more from the social fund than they contribute. 
This recognizes the specific vulnerability and marginalization of  fishers compared to other 
sectors. Furthermore, by enabling instant deduction of  contributions at the point of  sale, 
costs are reduced, enhancing the feasibility of  implementing a contribution-based system; also, 
pragmatic barriers are removed, making it easier for fishers and boat owners to contribute.
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In Tunisia, the Government is considering to introducing a state subsidy for small-
scale fisheries, supported by the Tunisian Union of  Agriculture and Fisheries (UTAP). 
Nevertheless, neither in Morocco nor Tunisia has a mechanism has been identified to 
promote the registration of  gleaners or those involved in other low-value support activities 
(e.g. making and mending nets).  

Similarly, in Paraguay, the National Fishers Assistance Programme, which compensates 
fishers unable to work during the closed season with a non-contributory transfer, requires 
registration on the GFR and passing of  a poverty-based proxy means-testing eligibility 
criterion. 

Source: FAO (2019c, 2019d, forthcoming); Government of  Brazil (2021a, 2021b, 2021c); 
Government of  Paraguay (2021).

Further, the achievement of SDG Target 14.6 (prohibit certain forms of fisheries The 
development of a feasible approach to bringing programmes together can be shaped by: 
(i) mapping existing fisheries policies and social protection within a country and identifying 
their level of integration and gaps; (ii) defining whether ongoing programmes should be 
adapted, combined or better aligned and coordinated; and (iii) assessing the institutional 
mechanisms and capacities of national and local institutions to promote coherence. This 
process can be informed using the Diagnostic Tool associated with this Framework at 
country level, to map existing programmes and policies, identify gaps in coherence, and 
develop recommendations on how to revise, merge, extend or better coordinate these 
interventions towards transformed blue food systems. Fisheries policies can be designed to 
be more socioeconomically protective and promotive, and social protection interventions 
can be designed to support small-scale fisheries livelihoods, sustainable natural resource 
management and CCAM. Identifying the instruments (compensation, incentives, etc.) and 
approaches (e.g. designing or adapting standalone interventions with win-win objectives; 
combining multiple interventions; or coordinating and aligning multiple programmes and 
policies) that are most needed – taking into account the needs of individual subgroups 
(e.g. women, youth, elders), those who depend mostly on informal work (migrant workers, 
crew members, gleaners and vendors) as well as geographic and ecological variations 
and climate change – can only be achieved through a bottom-up, participatory approach 
(e.g. co-management, human rights-based approach) that will pave the way for more 
equitable implementation, compliance and enforcement of fisheries and social protection 
interventions.

Additional examples of coordinated and aligned interventions include the ongoing 
efforts in several countries to link HGSF and public food procurement processes, such 
as in the case of Angola, Brazil, Cabo Verde, Honduras, Peru and Uruguay (Miranda and 
Klug, 2018; FAO, 2014; FAO et al., 2021). In Brazil, the Government coordinates and 
aligns school feeding programmes and public food procurement to purchase food within 
the national family farmer category, prioritizing the most vulnerable producers, farmers and 
fishers’ organizations, including women, Indigenous Peoples and quilombolas.  One of the 
intentions of this coordinated intervention is to promote small-scale fishers’ production 
by providing them with a guaranteed market and adequate support, while simultaneously 
contributing to better education, health and nutrition among vulnerable children. Similarly, 
in 2014, the Government of Uruguay earmarked a proportion of its food procurement 
to be sourced from family farmers and fishers. Law No. 19.299 of Uruguay established 
a quota of 30 percent for centralized food purchases and 100 percent for decentralized 
ones. The initiative is targeted at family fishers’ organizations, as well as small-scale 
food processing actors. The Government procures a wide range of foods, including fish 
(Miranda and Klug, 2018). 
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Table 3. Coordinating and aligning multiple measures

Coordinating and 
aligning multiple 
measures

Fisheries policies 
and social protection 
interventions can be 
aligned to reach different 
beneficiaries in various 
locations through 
coordinated interventions

• Monetary compensation to 
adhere to fisheries management 
restrictions 

• Formalization as an incentive for 
social fund registration 

• Aligning the elimination of  
harmful fisheries subsidies with 
social protection compensations

• Linking school feeding with public 
procurement programmes to 
include local fish products 

2.3 Design and operational arrangements that can support policy coherence

Strengthening coherence between social protection and fisheries policies is anchored to 
the EAF and translates into action the guidance provided by the SSF Guidelines, which 
emphasize the vulnerability and marginalization of  small-scale fishing communities around 
the world, and the special attention they need (FAO, 2015). 

As noted in the Introduction to this publication, this Framework is fully aligned with 
the 1992 UNFCCC, the 2015 Paris Agreement and the new FAO Strategic Framework 
2022-31. The Framework is core to the work of  FAO and the 2030 Agenda, and is criti-
cal for promoting synergies between poverty and hunger alleviation and climate actions 
towards inclusive, sustainable and resilient blue food systems. Lastly, it will help shape 
IYAFA 2022, led by FAO in collaboration with other relevant organizations and bodies of  
the United Nations system. 

In this context, taking into account the heterogeneity of  fisheries-dependent communi-
ties and their particular neglect and marginalization in existing policies, FAO has developed 
considerations applying to design and operational arrangements that may prove useful in 
improving coherence in programme or policy work. FAO also provides technical support 
to countries in order to promote implementation of  these considerations, which include 
the following.

• Understanding the complexity of  socioeconomic and ecological systems
At the design stage, it is important for stakeholders to properly identify ecological and bio-
logical characteristics of  the fisheries at stake, possibly down to the species level, as well as 
to identify the social, cultural and economic characteristics of  the fishing communities to 
be targeted, including their level of  dependence on the fisheries, degree of  marginalization, 
vulnerabilities and means to cope. A heterogeneous approach must be used in order to 
consider all the actors along with the fisheries value chains that may require differentiated 
treatment, with a particular focus on women.
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To this extent, current data on fisheries-dependent communities, that can inform legisla-
tion and policy design, are required to extend adequate social protection coverage. It is neces-
sary to ensure that disaggregated data by gender and sector are available on: (i) the sector’s 
socioeconomic characteristics; (ii) contributions to sustainable development; (iii) risks and 
vulnerabilities, including data on accidents and fatalities at sea; (iv) barriers to access social 
protection; and (iv) the linkages to the conservation and overexploitation of  natural resources 
and degradation of  habitats. Further data on the scale of  fisheries-dependent communities’ 
activity, fisheries production, income and potential contributions, as well as demographic 
information on workers in the sector, are required to facilitate actuarial modelling and cost-
ing and design of  appropriate institutions for formalization, registration, paying contributions 
and delivering social protection benefits. These data will also inform future social protection 
design aimed at reducing poverty and limiting reliance on adverse coping strategies, such as 
unsustainable fisheries practices. Lastly, research and data should be available on the most 
vulnerable and invisible segments of  the fisheries-dependent communities who usually work 
informally, such as boat crew members; fish processors, especially women; and gleaners, who 
are generally excluded from social protection systems. 

• Identifying feasible approaches to foster policy coherence 
Feasible approaches to foster coherence between fisheries policies and social protection will 
vary from country to country, based on local requirements and existing operating systems. The 
development of  a feasible approach to bringing programmes together can be shaped by: (i) 
mapping existing fisheries policies and social protection within a country and identifying their 
level of  integration and gaps; (ii) defining whether ongoing programmes should be adapted, 
combined or better aligned and coordinated; and (iii) assessing the institutional mechanisms 
and capacities of  national and local institutions to promote coherence. This process can be 
informed using the Diagnostic Tool associated with this Framework at country level, to map 
existing programmes and policies, identify gaps in coherence, and develop recommendations 
on how to revise, merge, extend or better coordinate these interventions towards transformed 
blue food systems. 

Fisheries policies can be designed to be more socioeconomically protective and promo-
tive, and social protection interventions can be designed to support small-scale fisheries live-
lihoods, sustainable natural resource management and CCAM. Identifying the instruments 
(compensation, incentives, etc.) and approaches (e.g. designing or adapting standalone in-
terventions with win-win objectives; combining multiple interventions; or coordinating and 
aligning multiple programmes and policies) that are most needed – taking into account the 
needs of  individual subgroups (e.g. women, youth, elders), those who depend mostly on in-
formal work (migrant workers, crew members, gleaners and vendors) as well as geographic 
and ecological variations and climate change – can only be achieved through a bottom-up, 
participatory approach (e.g. co-management, human rights-based approach) that will pave the 
way for more equitable implementation, compliance and enforcement of  fisheries and social 
protection interventions.
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• Promoting participatory processes in the design, implementation, monitoring
and evaluation of  coherent interventions

Fisheries-dependent communities should be seen as protectors of  natural resources rather 
than destroyers, encouraging protection through community contracts and rewarding in-
dividuals for abandoning unsustainable practices. This recognizes that a greater voice in 
decision-making, capacity building in sustainable activities and social support are essential 
for both poverty reduction and ecological protection. The involvement of  civil society – 
government agencies, NGOs, fisheries cooperatives, etc. – should be strengthened and 
mobilized to co-participate in the design, implementation and enforcement of  coordinated 
responses. Fisheries co-management practices between resource users and governments 
should be promoted in order to tackle overfishing, overcapitalization, rising conflicts, loss 
of  livelihoods and lower incomes, food and nutrition insecurity, in a world challenged by 
uncertainties linked to population growth, increasing demand for food and climate change. 
Blue food systems transformation seeks to strengthen collective actions and rebuild an 
equitable and sustainable social contract between governments and their citizens.

• Accurate and well-defined targeting for fisheries-dependent communities
Accurate and well-defined targeting is crucial for cross-sectoral coordination between
programmes and sectors. Key national stakeholders should assess whether targeting
criteria take into account those in particular need of  support. Harmonized targeting
systems, such as a single or unified register and information exchange through programme
management information systems, can be key in promoting coherence and coordination
between programmes, improving targeting efficiency and strengthening monitoring and
enforcement activities.

• Leveraging mechanisms that facilitate the transition from the informal to
the formal economy

Fisheries policies can be important to trigger virtuous cycles of  formalization and valori-
zation of  the sector, by progressively including and extending social protection coverage 
to fisheries-dependent communities. This can be done either by encouraging registration, 
simplifying contributions or providing fisheries-dependent communities with incentives 
to participate in social funds. This process can lead to a gradual transition from social 
assistance to social insurance for all, crucial to deliver increasingly higher levels of  protec-
tion.  In addition, this process and mechanisms must be closely linked to the context and 
the existing policies and legal frameworks for fisheries-dependent communities.egistra-
tion, providing incentives and promoting the portability of  benefits should be introduced, 
to accommodate the migratory nature of  such work and the typical irregularity of  its 
incomes.

• Determining the adequate compensation, incentive or benefit size
Adequate benefit size does not inevitably mean “bigger”, but rather that the transfer 
corresponds to the objectives of  the programme (FAO, 2016). When social protection, 
compensation or PES are intended to have sustainable fisheries management and CCAM 
impacts, transfers will only succeed if  the replacement rate is economically comparable to 
the foregone opportunities of  existing alternative use options (opportunity cost) and if  
accompanied by climate-smart training or capacity building. 
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• Ensuring congruence with seasonality 
Cycles in fisheries, fish migrations and seasonality of  determinate species have important 
implications for the timing of  interventions designed to support fisheries-dependent 
activities and consumption. Benefits can be timed to avoid the withdrawal of  small-scale 
fishers from fishery activities, while allowing them to smooth consumption during periods 
of  seasonal underemployment or due to their government’s fisheries policies. It is also 
important to promote flexible social security contribution payment options by adapting the 
way in which contributions are determined and collected, potentially including an annual 
lump sum or other deviations from regular contribution such as subsidizing social insur-
ance contributions for low-income earners. In addition, measures encouraging registration, 
providing incentives and promoting the portability of  benefits should be introduced, to 
accommodate the migratory nature of  such work and the typical irregularity of  its incomes.

• Ensuring timely and predictable delivery of  benefits 
Benefits should be provided frequently and predictably to facilitate consumption smooth-
ing, expenditure-planning and risk-taking in anticipation of  future payments. For example, 
ensuring that the payments are predictable over long periods is essential to enhance sus-
tainable fisheries management activities. 

• Monitoring, evaluation and enforcement systems 
Monitoring, evaluation and enforcement systems enable programme planners to moni-
tor interventions effectively, ensure that programmes are reaching intended beneficiaries, 
avoid unintended effects, and better manage trade-offs between natural resources manage-
ment and fisheries-dependent economic inclusion objectives. For example, compensation 
payments and incentives need to be monitored to ensure that agreed behavioural changes 
(e.g. not fishing during the closed season) are undertaken. If  regulations are not enforced 
by fisheries authorities and governments, the overfishing of  protected species might 
increase rather than decrease. Monitoring and enforcing the effective use of  environmental 
payments is essential to avoid negative repercussions on the ecology.  

• Investigating mechanisms for sustainable financing 
The allocation of  sufficient public spending to policy coherence should be promoted 
through the financial reallocation of  national expenditure from harmful and capacity-
enhancing fisheries subsidies – which exacerbate overcapacity, overfishing and IUU fish-
ing – to the extension of  social protection coverage for fisheries-dependent communities. 
Harmful and capacity-enhancing fisheries subsidies are considered inefficient and regres-
sive as policies, as poor and vulnerable households consume only a tiny proportion of  
the subsidized items. This inevitably increases the vulnerability and marginalization of  
small-scale fisheries, which cannot compete commercially with larger fleets. To this end, 
several low-income countries are currently creating fiscal space by undergoing processes of  
subsidies removal, such as in the case of  some governments in the North African region. 
In addition, several international initiatives present attractive opportunities for financing 
policy coherence, such as the Climate Investment Funds, the Green Climate Fund and the 
Global Environmental Facility. 
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Glossary

Adaptive capacity refers to “the ability or capacity of a system to modify or change to 
cope with changes in actual or expected climate stress” and “the capacity of people in a 
given system to influence resilience” (Engle, 2011; Walker et al., 2004; Walker et al., 2006; 
Folke, 2006).

agrifood systems cover the journey of food from farm to table – including when it is 
grown, fished, harvested, processed, packaged, transported, distributed, traded, bought, 
prepared, eaten and discarded. They also encompass non-food products that contribute 
to livelihoods and all of the people, activities, investments and choices that play a part in 
obtaining these food and agricultural products (FoodDrinkEurope, 2021). 

Blue food systems refer to oceans, inland waters and sustainable aquaculture that can pro-
vide humankind with a significant proportion of nutritious food and healthy diets, resilient 
livelihoods, equitable and sustainable management of fisheries resources needed to meet 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

Cash+ refers to monetary transfers plus agricultural inputs, assets and/or training. 

Climate-change adaptation and mitigation (CCAM). Climate change adaptation refers 
to “the process of adjustment to actual or expected climate and its effects”. Climate change 
mitigation aims at “stabilizing the greenhouse gas concentration in the atmosphere at a 
level that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate system” 
(United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change).

Community-based social protection refers to a grouping of activities that protect com-
munity members from risk through “locally arranged social protection measures that are 
predicated on people’s cultural beliefs, norms and values” (Mupedziswa and Ntseane, 2013, 
p. 85).

Covariate shocks refer to shocks that affect groups of households, communities, regions 
or even entire countries, such as a regional drought, flooding or war.

Destructive fishing is the use of fishing gear in ways or in places such that one or more 
key components of an ecosystem are obliterated, devastated or rendered useless (UN Atlas 
of the Oceans, 2002–2016).

Fishing is a “unit determined by an authority or other entity that is engaged in raising and/
or harvesting fish. Typically, the unit is defined in terms of some or all of the following: 
people involved, species or type of fish, area of water or seabed, method of fishing, class 
of boats and purpose of the activities” (FAO, 2020d). 

Fisheries subsidies are defined as “any direct or indirect financial transfer from public 
entities to the private fishing sector, which enable the enterprise, here the fishery, to make 
more profit than it would otherwise” (Sumaila et al., 2010; Sumaila et al., 2019).

Fisheries co-management refers to “a mode of governance through which resource 
users and government share responsibility and authority for the management of fishery 
resources, with support and assistance as needed from other stakeholders, external agents, 
academic and research institutions”. 
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Fisheries co-management can be a sustainable way to tackle overfishing, overcapitalization, 
rising conflicts, loss of livelihoods and lower incomes, food and nutrition insecurity in a 
world challenged by uncertainties linked to population growth, increasing demand for food 
and climate change (FAO, 2021c).

“Harmful” or “capacity-enhancing” fisheries subsidies. Fisheries subsidies can often be 
defined as “harmful” or “capacity-enhancing” when the increase fishing capacity and effort, 
instead of promoting sustainable management and conservation of fisheries. In marine 
fisheries, about two-thirds of all subsidies can be considered harmful, therefore increasing 
overfishing (examples are subsidies for fuel and other inputs). Among these, 22 percent sub-
sidize the cost of fuel and are mostly provided to large-scale fleets (more than 80 percent), 
which use them to travel greater distances and fish for longer, using fuel-intensive methods 
such as bottom trawling, thus increasing the vulnerability and marginalization of small-scale 
fisheries (Sumaila et al., 2019). Despite the commitment made through the 2030 Agenda and 
SDG Target 14.61 of reaching agreement, by 2020, to ban harmful subsidies that contribute 
to overfishing, negotiations continue and the deadline has not been met. Indeed, the pro-
portion and the relative amounts of harmful or capacity-enhancing fisheries subsidies have 
dramatically increased (Schuhbauer et al., 2017; Schuhbauer et al., 2020).

Home-grown school feeding (HGSF) refers to a concept that is designed to provide 
schoolchildren with safe, diverse and nutritious food from local producers, thereby support-
ing local agricultural production (crop, livestock and fisheries) and processing and providing 
a continuing market for producers.

Idiosyncratic shocks are those that affect individuals or households, such as illness or death 
of an income-earning household member. 

Illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing is a broad term that captures a wide 
variety of fishing activities. Such fishing is found in all types and dimensions of fisheries, 
and occurs both on the high seas and in areas within national jurisdictions. It concerns all 
aspects and stages of the capture and utilization of fish, and may sometimes be associated 
with organized crime (FAO, 2022e).

In-farm activities comprise agriculture (production of crops), plantations, animal husband-
ry (milk, meat, eggs, etc.), forestry, logging and fishing. 

Non-farm activities cover all areas other than in-farm activities, such as agro-processing 
industries, wholesale and retail trading, storage and communication, transport, tourism and 
education, health industries and other service-related activities.

Public procurement refers to “the process through which public bodies purchase goods, 
works and services to fulfill their functions. Public food procurement is considered as a 
policy instrument to achieve Sustainable Development Goals and a game changer for 
agrifood system transformation” (FAO et al., 2021).

1 “By 2020, prohibit certain forms of  fisheries subsidies which contribute to overcapacity and 
overfishing, and eliminate subsidies that contribute to IUU fishing, and refrain from introducing 
new such subsidies, recognizing that appropriate and effective special and differential treatment for 
developing and least developed countries should be an integral part of  the WTO fisheries subsidies 
negotiation”. https://indicators.report/targets/14-6/ 
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Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and Agenda 2030. The Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) are a universal call to action to end poverty, protect the 
planet, and ensure that by 2030, all people enjoy peace and prosperity. The SDGs have been 
conceived as part of  United Nations General Assembly Resolution 70/1 (2015) introduc-
ing the Agenda 2030. The 17 SDGs set therein are broad and interconnected, serving, as 
stated by SDG Target 17.14, to “enhance policy coherence for sustainable development”. 
The SDGs cover sustainable development objectives such as ending poverty, hunger, AIDS 
and discrimination against women, as well as combating global warming and enhancing 
environmental and social justice.

Sustainable financing refers to a “process of  addressing environmental, social and gov-
ernance considerations when making investment decisions, leading to longer-term invest-
ments in sustainable economic activities and projects through both public and private 
investments” (European Commission, 2022).

Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context 
of  Food Security and Poverty Eradication (SSF Guidelines) represent the first global 
instrument dedicated to small-scale fisheries. They set up principles and guidance for small-
scale fisheries governance and development. The SSF Guidelines were developed in close 
collaboration with representatives of  small-scale fisheries organizations in a participatory 
process between 2011 and 2013, involving over 4 000 stakeholders and facilitated by FAO, 
based on a mandate by the FAO Committee on Fisheries. The SSF Guidelines “are directed 
at all those involved in the sector and intend to guide and encourage governments, fishing 
communities and other stakeholders to work together and ensure secure and sustainable 
small-scale fisheries for the benefit of  small-scale fishers, fish workers and their communi-
ties as well as for society at large”. They are aligned with and compound existing interna-
tional instruments, such as the Code of  Conduct for Responsible Fisheries, the Voluntary 
Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of  Tenure of  Land, Fisheries and Forests and 
the Voluntary Guidelines to support the progressive realization of  the right to adequate 
food in the context of  the national food security.
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Annex 

Potential typology of  risks at micro and macro level 
Idiosyncratic Covariate

Risks/shocks Risks and shocks affecting individuals 
& households (micro)

Risks and shocks affecting groups, 
communities, regions or nations (macro)

Health • injury 
• illness (particularly waterborne 

diseases) 
• disability, old age, death

• epidemic 
• patents and cost structures 

affecting access to drugs, 
vaccinations, etc.

• government lockdown measures 
due to the pandemic COVID-19

Natural/
environmental

• freak waves 
• waterspouts or droughts 
• interaction with dangerous 

marine/aquatic animals

• threats to fish stocks 
• tsunamis or floods 
• high winds/hurricanes 
• ecosystem damages

Social • fishing crew forced labour 
• crime 
• domestic violence 
• drug and alcohol abuse  
• child labour

• forced labour in fish processing 
factories 

• social exclusion 
• exploitative working conditions
• community disputes over 

resources
• migrants’ rights 
• illegal transnational fishing 
• piracy and maritime and 

transnational crime

Economic • unemployment 
• loss of  fishing equipment 
• capsizing, grounding, collision 

and sinking vessels, fire on 
board 

• oil spill or other pollution 
caused by fishing vessels

• lack of  access to other 
livelihoods 

• lack of  alternative source of  
subsistence (e.g. alternative 
working activity) 

• limited investments in potential 
alternative livelihoods

• price volatility 
• overfishing 
• high prices for inputs
• national and international 

regulations on fishing (e.g. no 
take zones, closed season, quotas 
or permits) 

• trade bans (e.g. Thailand, shrimps 
in the United Kingdom/United 
States)

• low prices for fish sales 
• competition over resources with 

other sectors such as tourism, 
agriculture, energy, mining and 
infrastructure development

Political • discrimination on grounds of  
ethnicity, nationality, gender, 
religion or party political 
affiliation

• political marginalization 
• maritime security 
• piracy 
• crime 
• theft and vandalism and
• international maritime boundary 

disputes

Source: Adapted from Sinha and Lipton, 1999; World Bank, 2001, p. 136.
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This FAO Fisheries and Aquaculture Technical Paper is aimed primarily at policymakers, 
development partners, civil society organizations and practitioners managing the design and 
implementation of fisheries policies and social protection interventions and providing technical 
and/or financial support to both sectors. The Technical Paper provides a method for mapping and 
understanding the state of coherence between fisheries policies and social protection within a given 
context, and aims to assist countries in the development of coherent interventions. It provides an 
overview of the three main areas of enquiry, namely policies and programmes; enabling 
environment; and programme performance and beneficiary experiences. It also offers a 
methodology for conducting the assessment and guidelines for implementing the methodology in 
the field, including a roadmap for data collection and analysis, a training agenda for the team that 
will collect data, a fieldwork protocol, and a guide for recording and analysing qualitative 
information. The Technical Paper provides a set of proposed interview questions tailored to 
different types of respondents and organized around the three core areas of enquiry that can be 
used to collect data in the field. 
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