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FAO and Small-Scale Fisheries

FAO has recently developed a vision for small-scale fisheries where:

 the contribution of  small-scale fisheries to sustainable development is fully-realized;

 small-scale fishers and fish workers are not marginalized; and

 the importance of  small-scale fisheries to national economies and food security is recognized, valued and 

enhanced.

Key issues

 To achieve this vision, a range of  key issues must be addressed, supported by timely and accurate 

information on which to base decisions and action.

 These issues are grouped around five major themes:

 people and communities, focussing on livelihoods and key aspects of  poverty alleviation;

 the supply chain from catch to markets, looking at opportunities and risks;

 policy, legislation, governance and institutional arrangements, emphasizing rights-based management 

approaches and increased integration of  small-scale fisheries in decision-making;

 small-scale fisheries worldwide, spotlighting regional similarities and differences regarding their role, 

contribution, constraints and challenges;

 learning and knowledge resources, with a view for methodologies tailored to the small-scale fisheries 

environment.



Relevant publications and existing tools



Why a matrix?

There is increasing interest in trying to characterize small-scale and large-scale 

fisheries for a variety of  reasons, spanning across governance (policy, 

legislation, access and tenure), economic (taxation, subsidies, special 

preference) and management (regulation, gears, zoning) considerations. 

 In reality, there is no simple cut-off  for defining a small-scale or large-scale 

fishing activity or operation.

Characterizing the scale of  fisheries is often both necessary and useful for 

informing fisheries management, policies and governance. 

There is a need for methods that assess scale without imposing a narrow 
definition and that allow for a participatory characterization process. 

↓

Matrix approach



The Matrix



How the matrix works

The matrix provides users with a tool to describe a fishing unit  across multiple 
dimensions or characteristics of scale. 

The flexible nature of the matrix means that the fishing unit being assessed can 
either be an entire fishery/fleet, a part of it, or an individual vessel/ fisher, 
allowing it to be applied to diverse types of fishing activity around the world. 

Once scores from all the categories are aggregated, an overall picture emerges 
that facilitates differentiation between larger- and smaller-scale fisheries. By 
looking at different scores for different fishing units, it is possible to determine if 
there is a clear cut off between distinctly small-scale fisheries and distinctly 
large-scale fisheries. 

If applied correctly, the matrix should highlight those fisheries which may be on 
the edge of small-scale and large-scale (i.e. a small vessel with a high-powered 
engine and large-scale level of fishing effort), assigning them their own 
category. 



How the matrix works (cont.)

By incorporating multiple 
dimensions, the matrix 
approach seeks to avoid 
misleading or inappropriate 
characterizations of fisheries 
as small-scale or large-scale.



How the matrix works (cont.)

Applying the matrix 
generates an aggregate 
score for the given unit 
under assessment, with 
relevance for discussions 
of scale.

It is important to highlight that this characterization carries no value judgement of 
the nature of the fishing operation (no implication of a ‘good or bad’ activity).

A given fishing unit may have 
characteristics typically 
associated with both smaller-
scale and larger-scale fisheries, 
so many will receive lower 
scores in some categories and 
higher scores in others.



How to apply the matrix

To effectively use the matrix, 

users should score a fishing 

unit. This unit may be defined 

differently depending on local 

needs and available 

information. For example, the 

fishing unit may be:

• An individual fisher or vessel

• A relatively homogenous 

group of fishing activity

Step 1: Determine the fishing unit



How to apply the matrix

For each category (row) within the 

matrix, select the option which most 

closely describes the fishing unit, 

selecting only one option per 

category

Step 2: Assess each individual fishing unit through application of the matrix



How to apply the matrix

Assign a value from 0-3 for each response 

given according to the column heading.

Step 3: Calculate the total assessment score

Calculate the total assessment score for 
each fishing unit by adding up all 
responses. The total assessment score 
should be between 0 and 39.



How to apply the matrix

Compare the total 
assessment score of 
each fishing unit 
assessed and 
determine if there is 
a clear cut-off 
between small-scale 
and large-scale 
fishing activity. 

Step 4: Compare results

Total score: 

21

Total score: 

10



How to apply the matrix
Step 4: Compare results

Total score: 

21

Total score: 

10
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What the matrix is, and what it is not

The matrix is a tool which …
• Describes fishing units across multiple dimensions related to scale

• Picks up on quantitative characteristics without a quantitative cutoff

• Provides flexibility within the scoring range by not standardizing the scoring categories 

• Is designed to be inclusive enough to be applied to diverse fisheries throughout the world

The matrix isn’t a tool which…
• Serves the purpose of a questionnaire, in particular not a research questionnaire 

• Considers characteristics only pertinent to one type of fishery, but rather considers sliding 

features of small-scale to large-scale fishing operations around the globe

• Has pre-determined definitions and with fixed scoring categories

• Is designed to fit the fishing characteristics of one specific region/sub-region



Further testing of  the matrix

The matrix is currently in an early stage of testing and, as such, may require 
future adjustments pending initial results. 

 After applying the matrix to a fishing unit, should the cut off between 
small-scale and large-scale fisheries be messy, the value in the scoring 
matrix may need some adjustment. 

 In initial testing, should the matrix not pick up on those fisheries which 
fall somewhere between small and large-scale and assign them a distinct 
category, then certain characteristics may need to be tweaked. 

 Further along, one may consider adding weighting to some of the 
characteristics in order to achieve more sensitive distinctions between 
categories. 



In summary

There is no simple cut-off  for defining a small-scale or large-scale fishing 
activity or operation.

Characterizing the scale of  fisheries is often both necessary and useful for 
informing fisheries management, policies and governance. 

The Matrix methodology could assess scale without imposing a narrow 
definition and that allow for a participatory characterization process. 

The matrix provides users with a tool to describe a fishing unit  across multiple 
dimensions or characteristics of  scale. 

 It picks up on qualitative characteristics without a quantitative cutoff, but it 
should not be confused for a questionnaire.

By incorporating multiple dimensions, the matrix approach seeks to avoid 
misleading or inappropriate characterizations of  fisheries as small-scale or 
large-scale.

The Matrix aims to determine a clear cut off  between distinctly small-scale 
fisheries and distinctly large-scale fisheries.

Further testing is needed to refine and improve the Matrix as an effective 
characterization tool.



Your thoughts and comments are essential for the development of  

a useful tool!

Please help us improve the Matrix by providing your input to the 

following sections.



The assessment – Section 1



The assessment – Section 2



The assessment – Section 3



The assessment – Section 4
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