
MARE Publication Series 19

Viability and 
Sustainability 
of Small-Scale 
Fisheries in Latin 
America and
The Caribbean

Silvia Salas
María José Barragán-Paladines
Ratana Chuenpagdee Editors



MARE Publication Series

Volume 19

Series editors
Maarten Bavinck, University of Amsterdam, The Netherlands  
J.M.Bavinck@uva.nl

Svein Jentoft, UiT-The Arctic University of Norway, Norway  
Svein.Jentoft@uit.no

mailto:J.M.Bavinck@uva.nl
mailto:Svein.Jentoft@uit.no


The MARE Publication Series is an initiative of the Centre for Maritime Research 
(MARE). MARE is an interdisciplinary social-science network devoted to studying 
the use and management of marine resources. It is based jointly at the University of 
Amsterdam and Wageningen University (www.marecentre.nl).

The MARE Publication Series addresses topics of contemporary relevance in the 
wide field of ‘people and the sea’. It has a global scope and includes contributions 
from a wide range of social science disciplines as well as from applied sciences. 
Topics range from fisheries, to integrated management, coastal tourism, and 
environmental conservation. The series was previously hosted by Amsterdam 
University Press and joined Springer in 2011.

The MARE Publication Series is complemented by the Journal of Maritime 
Studies (MAST) and the biennial People and the Sea Conferences in Amsterdam.

More information about this series at http://www.springer.com/series/10413

http://www.springer.com/series/10413


Silvia Salas  •  María José Barragán-Paladines 
Ratana Chuenpagdee
Editors

Viability and Sustainability  
of Small-Scale Fisheries  
in Latin America  
and The Caribbean



ISSN 2212-6260	         ISSN 2212-6279  (electronic)
MARE Publication Series
ISBN 978-3-319-76077-3        ISBN 978-3-319-76078-0  (eBook)
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-76078-0

Library of Congress Control Number: 2018939180

© Springer International Publishing AG, part of Springer Nature 2019
This work is subject to copyright. All rights are reserved by the Publisher, whether the whole or part of 
the material is concerned, specifically the rights of translation, reprinting, reuse of illustrations, recitation, 
broadcasting, reproduction on microfilms or in any other physical way, and transmission or information 
storage and retrieval, electronic adaptation, computer software, or by similar or dissimilar methodology 
now known or hereafter developed.
The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this publication 
does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are exempt from the relevant 
protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.
The publisher, the authors and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and information in this book 
are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. Neither the publisher nor the authors or the 
editors give a warranty, express or implied, with respect to the material contained herein or for any errors 
or omissions that may have been made. The publisher remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims 
in published maps and institutional affiliations.

Cover illustration: Hard-working circle net fishermen, Trindade, Brazil, December 2010, Courtesy of 
Patrick McConney, The University of West Indies

Printed on acid-free paper

This Springer imprint is published by the registered company Springer International Publishing AG part 
of Springer Nature.
The registered company address is: Gewerbestrasse 11, 6330 Cham, Switzerland

Editors
Silvia Salas
Marine Resources Department
Cinvestav Mérida
Mérida, Yucatán, Mexico

Ratana Chuenpagdee
Department of Geography
Memorial University of Newfoundland
St. John's, NL, Canada

María José Barragán-Paladines
Development and Knowledge Sociology-
Social Science Department
Leibniz Centre for Tropical Marine 
Research (ZMT)
Bremen, Germany

 

Too Big To Ignore (TBTI; toobigtoignore.net) is a global research network and knowledge mobi-
lization partnership, funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, 
and supported by 15 partner organizations and over 400 members from around the world. The 
network aims at elevating the profile of small-scale fisheries, arguing against their marginalization 
in national and international policies, and developing research and governance capacity to address 
global fisheries challenges.

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-76078-0


v

Foreword

In June 2014, a remarkable world event took place during the 31st Session of the 
Committee on Fisheries (COFI) at the FAO Headquarters. FAO member states for-
mally endorsed the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale 
Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and Poverty Eradication (SSF Guidelines). 
The SSF Guidelines are now in place and initiatives are being pursued to begin their 
implementation.

When my esteemed colleague Dr. Silvia Salas kindly invited me to read the book 
that she was coauthoring and coediting with Dr. M. Jose Barragán-Paladines and Dr. 
Ratana Chuenpagdee  – within the frame of the activities in support of the SSF 
Guidelines being carried out by Too Big to Ignore: Global Partnership for Small-
Scale Fisheries Research (TBTI) – I could not help but experience some flashbacks 
related to my past work connected with small-scale fisheries in the Latin America 
and Caribbean (LAC) region. I also thought back to two world events that were 
necessary steps in the full adoption of the SSF Guidelines. I remembered the high 
level of involvement of governments, fishers’ organizations, and other stakeholders 
in the region during the deliberations related to small-scale fisheries that took place 
at the FAO World Fisheries Conference on Fisheries Management and Development 
in Rome in 1984. This early momentum occurred in a context of the recent adoption 
of the Law of the Sea Convention (UNCLOS 1982), and during the 1995 adoption 
by member countries of the FAO Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries in the 
context of the recommendations of United Nations Conference on Environment and 
Development (UNCED 1992). Identical commitment was shown by key LAC actors 
during the process that led to the adoption of the SSF Guidelines. This involvement 
and commitment should be considered an encouraging factor when looking forward 
to the implementation of the SSF Guidelines in countries across the region.

LAC small-scale fisheries are characterized by highly diverse ecosystems, fisher-
ies, fishing gears, types of fishers’ organizations, and fisheries management 
approaches. Despite this diversity, the activity presents to a varying degree of tech-
nological, economic, social, and cultural features that give a common identity to 
small-scale fisheries at regional, national, and local levels in Latin America and the 
Caribbean.
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The role historically played by small-scale fisheries (both marine and inland) in 
the LAC region is being increasingly considered by governments and other stake-
holders as a strategic social and economic priority. In many countries in the region, 
small-scale fisheries make a significant contribution to the generation of employ-
ment, incomes, and foreign exchange earnings, as well as being a major source of 
national food supply and a cornerstone of regional food security. This contribution 
is especially important in the context of rural development, particularly to the food 
security and livelihoods of poor and isolated riparian and marine coastal 
communities.

The evolution of small-scale fisheries in the region in recent decades has very 
often been strongly influenced by external factors, such as macroeconomic policies, 
national economic crises, increasing international demand for fish and fish products, 
and the need to meet international product safety, quality, and environmental stan-
dards, among others. Large segments of the subsector showed resilience and adapted 
rapidly to cope with these new circumstances, thus largely succeeding in maintain-
ing its important role in the economic and societal well-being of countries in the 
region.

However, in the present day, the consequences of several persistent factors make 
small-scale fisheries of the region vulnerable and may threaten their future sustain-
ability. One of these factors is the continuous growth in international demand for 
fish and fish products that pose additional pressure over already fully exploited or 
overexploited fisheries resources and their ecosystems. This heightened exploitation 
occurs in the absence of adequate or specific fisheries policies, governance systems, 
and management approaches in the region. The vulnerability of the region’s small-
scale fisheries may also increase due to the increased frequency of natural disasters 
and climate change-related phenomena, which, in the absence of appropriate pre-
paredness or mitigation and adaptation policies, threaten the sustainability of small-
scale fisheries across the region. Current efforts involving both academia and ad hoc 
fisheries research institutions are directed to addressing such vulnerabilities.

Academia and research institutions, together with regional organizations, Civil 
Society Organizations (CSOs), and Non-governmental Organizations (NGOs), act 
as one of the three key pillars in the implementation of the SSF Guidelines. These 
actors have a mission to interface supportively between the other two pillars, namely 
governments who serve as the crucial implementing party, and fishers and their 
communities as the main drivers in implementation strategies. Existing and future 
research at various levels of social, economic, bioecological, and geographic con-
texts can contribute valuable inputs to improving small-scale fisheries policy forma-
tion in a collaborative interaction with the other key stakeholders. This collaboration 
can, in turn, lead to improved governance systems and management approaches 
with potential to fill the significant gaps between present realities and the changes 
needed in the LAC region to ensure the implementation of the SSF Guidelines.

The chapters of this book, prepared by authors from many different countries, 
offer invaluable theory, empirical knowledge, and methodological innovations 
related to the sustainability of small-scale fisheries. These case studies span a wide 
geographical extent of the region, while still often presenting issues and analysis at 
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regional, subregional, national, and local perspectives as relevant. From a thematic 
point of view, the studies included in this volume present information, analysis, and 
findings from several perspectives, such as the economic and social conditions sur-
rounding small-scale fisheries operations, critical issues surrounding the vulnerabil-
ity and risk facing small-scale fisheries, different assessment and management 
approaches, and issues related to governance for sustainability. The insights uncov-
ered by the book are surely of interest to a wide audience of stakeholders and will 
be instrumental in enhancing the science-policy interface in many countries of the 
region. Most of the research currently being conducted in the region on small-scale 
fisheries is slowly being refocused and expanded in order to address these questions 
and global priorities. The findings and methods presented in this book through the 
lens of specific contexts of small-scale fisheries in the region could serve as inputs 
to help stimulate that process.

There are not many forums in the LAC region for fishery researchers to present 
their work and findings among a community of practice, or to exchange experiences 
and establish collaboration with their colleagues in the region. This book aims to 
serve as a starting point to make the research being conducted on LAC known to a 
wide audience both within and beyond the region, while also stimulating collabora-
tion and further research among scholars across the world working on the imple-
mentation of the SSF guidelines.

This book perfectly embodies the role that the SSF Guidelines urge the academic 
and research community to play in the regional context of LAC. The studies included 
in the volume present multiple approaches to small-scale fisheries governance that 
are in line with what is enshrined in the document’s principles. In this regard, the 
book may constitute a baseline for future research to be conducted in several fields 
in order to help define the gaps that need to be filled and provide options for how 
ongoing research can work alongside other key actors to advance the implementa-
tion of the SSF Guidelines in the LAC region.

Former Senior Fishery Officer of FAO� Angel Alberto Gumy
and International Consultant

Foreword
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Series Editor’s Preface

Much of the world’s food supply comes from the sea and is made available by mil-
lions of people who harvest, process, and market its products. An overwhelming 
majority of these people operate in the small-scale fisheries sector. At the same time, 
we know that marine resources and environments are under threat from overfishing, 
industrial pollution, and climate change. These compounding threats create great 
challenges for fisheries stakeholders, policymakers, civil society organizations, and 
academia worldwide.

The MARE Book Series by Springer includes edited volumes and monographs 
focusing on people and their manifold relations with the sea, as manifested in dif-
ferent parts of the globe. As the editors of the series, we are happy to include another 
important study in our portfolio. This volume is yet another contribution of the Too 
Big to Ignore (TBTI)  research partnership that showcases its focus on applied 
scholarship about small-scale fisheries.

Latin America and the Caribbean, the region from which all the case studies in 
this volume originate, display many of the features of small-scale fisheries else-
where, notably enormous ecological, social, and cultural diversity and complexity. 
However, these fisheries are neglected by policymakers, which hinder their sustain-
ability and viability and reduce their potential to play an even more important role 
in job creation and food supply. It is difficult for people within the sector to break 
out of the poverty trap that exists in the region.

With the advent of the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the 
Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context 
of Food Security and Poverty Eradication, which were endorsed by FAO member 
states in 2014, small-scale fisheries are now in focus as never before. In pursuit of 
the implementation of these important international instruments, the research com-
munity has a vital contribution to make regarding small-scale fisheries. This book, 
and the other publications of the MARE Series produced in collaboration with 
TBTI, should also be seen in this context.

This new book, much like other publications in the MARE Series, provides cru-
cial insights into the realities and prospects of small-scale fisheries, which are essen-
tial for effective policy and governance outcomes. We are extremely pleased that the 
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editors Silvia Salas, María José Barragán-Paladines, and Ratana Chuenpagdee have 
chosen the MARE Book Series as a venue for their findings. This book deserves 
widespread attention in the Latin America and Caribbean region and beyond.

Tromsø and Amsterdam Svein Jentoft and Maarten Bavinck 
MARE Series editors

Series Editor’s Preface
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The main focus of most technical publications on fisheries theory and practice has been 
on the offshore industrial fishery, but this book is concerned with our understanding of 
near-shore harvests and communities. While smaller in scale, inshore fisheries are more 
complex ecologically, and cannot be successfully managed without understanding their 
socioeconomic context which is of immediate relevance. Therefore, the successful 
management of small-scale, inshore fisheries requires the integration of fisheries within 
the economy of coastal communities, implying a need to understand diverse topics such 
as bioeconomics, ecological and environmental protection, and user rights and respon-
sibilities. The book illustrates the complexity, diversity, and dynamics of small-scale 
fisheries in the Latin American and Caribbean region, and presents experiences, tools, 
and approaches to lead toward sustainable and viable fisheries. The reader of this com-
pilation of essays on inshore fisheries will gain a new understanding of the range of 
actions, approaches, and information needed for their successful management.

John F. Caddy  
International Fisheries Expert

This book provides a detailed description and analysis of the complexities and 
heterogeneities of small-scale fisheries in the Latin America and Caribbean (LAC) 
region. It also enhances the traditional knowledge and resilience of fishing communities 
to cope with current challenges stemming from changing ecosystems patterns, extreme 
climate events, market fluctuations, and governance regimes. The reported richness of 
diversity of ecosystems, species, fishing methods and gears, community involvement 
in the governance of their fisheries, information availability, and methods of fisheries 
analysis all play an important role in achieving sustainable and viable small-scale fish-
eries in the future. This book, prepared by the Too Big To Ignore project, constitutes a 
very valuable resource for policy makers, fisheries scientists, nongovernmental organi-
zations, civil society organizations, and fishing communities interested in putting in 
place sound small-scale fisheries management strategies, research, and actions to con-
tribute to the sustainability of small-scale fisheries and food security in the LAC region.

Juan Carlos Seijo, Professor of Fisheries Bioeconomics  
Marist University of Mérida
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Chapter 1
Big Questions About Sustainability 
and Viability in Small-Scale Fisheries

Ratana Chuenpagdee, Silvia Salas, and María José Barragán-Paladines

Abstract  Like elsewhere around the world, small-scale fisheries in Latin America 
and the Caribbean are highly diverse and complex, thus posing great challenges to 
governance. Coupled with these characteristics are the various changes that small-
scale fisheries are exposed to, including climate-induced changes, environmental 
variability, and market fluctuation. Several tools and approaches have been used to 
manage small-scale fisheries in the region and lessons from their application pro-
vide a strong basis for the discussion about what needs to be done in light of these 
changing conditions. The focus on the viability and sustainability of small-scale 
fisheries, which is the topic of the book, aligns with the objectives of the interna-
tional instruments such as The Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable 
Small-Scale Fisheries and the Sustainable Development Goals. The chapter pro-
vides the rationale for the examination of viability and sustainability in small-scale 
fisheries in Latin America and the Caribbean and introduces the case studies cov-
ered in the book.
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1.1  �Introduction

According to the Sea Around Us Project, small-scale fisheries in Latin America and 
the Caribbean contribute about 11% to the global small-scale fisheries catch and 
about 12% of total market value (Pauly and Zeller 2016). These figures may seem 
low in comparison with other regions, like Asia and Oceania (52%) and Europe 
(13%). However, 74% of all catches in Latin America and the Caribbean come from 
small-scale fisheries, which is higher than other regions (70% in Asia and Oceania 
and 24% in Europe). In other words, small-scale fisheries in the Latin America and 
Caribbean region are the predominant sector and thus require much greater policy 
and research attention in order to foster and secure their viability and 
sustainability.

A large body of literature has been written about numerous aspects of fisheries in 
the Latin America and Caribbean region, with a growing contribution of research 
and discussion focusing specifically on small-scale fisheries. Because some of these 
studies are written in Spanish, French, and Portuguese, they have not been cited as 
highly as those in English (Table 1.1). Also, as shown in Fig. 1.1, when compared 
to ecology and economics (in English and other languages), less is known about the 
social aspects of small-scale fisheries, such as their contribution to viable liveli-
hoods, food security, poverty alleviation, and sources and conditions of their vulner-
ability. Research into these questions can complement the strong foundation of 
natural science knowledge, thus leading to a more comprehensive understanding 
about fisheries systems. This interdisciplinary approach is called for in the United 
Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) Code of Conduct for Responsible 
Fisheries (FAO 1995).

The importance of a holistic and integrated approach to governing fisheries is 
also one of the key principles promoted in the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing 
Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and Poverty 

Table 1.1  Search results for literature in scientific journals: ISI Web of Knowledge, SCOPUS, 
Google Scholar, and Latindex

Source of search Search keywords
# of 
hits Language

ISI Web of Sciences
apps.webofknowledge.com

“Small-scale fisheries” 2072 English
“Latin America” + “small-
scale fisheries”

22

SCOPUS
www.scopus.com

“Small-scale fisheries” 2113 English
“Latin America” + “small-
scale fisheries”

198

Google Scholar 
scholar.google.com

“Small-scale fisheries” 20,100 English, Spanish, 
Portuguese, and French

“Latin America” + “small-
scale fisheries”

2440 English, Spanish, 
Portuguese, and French

Latindex
http://www.latindex.org

“Fisheries” 33 Spanish and Portuguese
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Eradication (SSF Guidelines) (FAO 2015). The adoption of the SSF Guidelines in 
2014, 25 years after the Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries was passed, 
marks an important moment in the global discourse on fisheries governance. Unlike 
other international instruments, the SSF Guidelines were developed through a ‘bot-
tom-up’ process, with fisheries-related civil society organizations (CSOs) playing a 
critical role in initiating the discussion, producing drafts of the guidelines, and con-
ducting consultation to solicit inputs from fishers and fishers’ organizations in vari-
ous locations around the world.

The SSF Guidelines contain several principles that speak to the importance of 
small-scale fisheries and the need to promote a sustainable and viable future for this 
sector. These principles center around fundamental elements like human rights and 
dignity, nondiscrimination, and equity and equality, with an emphasis on gender. 
They also refer to major governance principles such as transparency and account-
ability, consultation and participation, rule of law, and a holistic and integrated 
approach. The SSF Guidelines also promote the examination of diverse values and 
the contribution of small-scale fisheries to culture, social responsibility, feasibility, 
social and economic viability, and social, economic, and environmental sustainabil-
ity. The discussion about the SSF Guidelines and the deliberation about these prin-
ciples, along with the recognized research gaps stated above, inspired the creation 
of this edited volume.

As suggested by Jentoft (2014), the implementation of the SSF Guidelines will 
require commitment and effort from all stakeholders. Recent research conducted by 
Too Big To Ignore: Global Partnership for Small-Scale Fisheries Research (TBTI; 
toobigtoignore.net) covers various aspects of small-scale fisheries and contributes 
to supporting the implementation of the SSF Guidelines. For instance, through more 

Fig. 1.1  Main research topics on small-scale fisheries in the Latin America and Caribbean region 
between 1950 and 2015. (Sources: ISI Web of Knowledge, SCOPUS, Google Scholar and 
LatIndex)
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than 30 case studies around the world, Jentoft and Chuenpagdee (2015) offer les-
sons about issues affecting small-scale fisheries governance and highlight how sev-
eral countries are moving away from hierarchical governance models to participatory 
and co-governance, while some are in a hybrid form or in transition. In Jentoft et al. 
(2017), another 30 case studies directly examine challenges and opportunities in the 
implementation of the SSF Guidelines. Finally, Johnson et al. (2017) bring the dis-
cussion to another level with the focus on values and well-being of small-scale 
fisheries, mainly with examples from Asia. These three volumes speak to the need 
to broaden the research scope and policy perspectives to recognize the existing con-
tribution of small-scale fisheries and foster their potential to address global con-
cerns related to ecosystem health, food security, and poverty alleviation.

The current volume adds to this discourse by focusing on the viability and sustain-
ability of small-scale fisheries and fishing communities, using case studies in the Latin 
America and Caribbean region as illustrations. It begins with the observation that the 
high diversity, complexity, and dynamics of small-scale fisheries, along with the wide 
range of spatial distribution and jurisdiction, pose significant challenges to under-
standing the necessary conditions for viable and sustainable fisheries in the region. 
These characteristics can be found within many countries and across the region over-
all. For example, several ecosystem types exist in Latin America and the Caribbean, 
from the volcanic environments in Galapagos Islands to tropical rainforests in the 
Amazonian River basin. The coastal regions of the Atlantic, Pacific, and Caribbean are 
also diverse in geophysical characteristics, habitats, and biodiversity, giving rise to a 
variety of demersal, pelagic, and benthic fisheries with different species compositions 
(Salas et al. 2007, 2011). Similarly, the Latin America and Caribbean region is highly 
diverse and complex in terms of languages, historical and cultural attributes, eco-
nomic and social contexts, and institutional and governance arrangements (Orensanz 
et al. 2005; Alcalá-Moya 2011). All of these features make small-scale fisheries dif-
ficult to govern, as also suggested by Salas et al. (2011) in an early volume of country-
level studies that focused on challenges in the assessment and management of coastal 
fisheries in the region. Current global trends (e.g., market changes, climate change, 
etc.) impose a greater challenge that must be addressed to understand and govern 
small-scale fisheries in the region, and in order to  identify factors that can lead to 
viable and sustainable fisheries (Defeo et al. 2013; Crona et al. 2015).

1.2  �The Emphasis on Sustainability and Viability

Sustainability has long been on the policy and research agenda. However, sustain-
ability in the context of small-scale fisheries is a recent topic providing a major 
foundation for the SSF Guidelines and has been discussed at various venues. The 
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) include concerns about 
sustainable fisheries in Goal 14, which aims to conserve and sustainably use the 
oceans, seas, and marine resources for sustainable development (UN 2017). 
Specific reference to small-scale fisheries is made in Target 14b under this goal, 
which speaks to the need to provide access for small-scale fishers to marine 
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resources and markets (UNEP 2016). The global indicator for this target is the 
progress that countries make in their application of governance frameworks (e.g., 
legal, regulatory, policy, and institutional), in ways that recognize and protect 
access rights for small-scale fisheries (UN 2017). In effect, SDG 14 and specifically 
Target 14b present a unique opportunity to combine thinking around sustainability 
and viability, rather than looking at these two topics separately. In this view, one 
can argue that for small-scale fisheries to be sustainable, small-scale fishing com-
munities must have viable livelihoods. Likewise, for small-scale fishing communi-
ties to be viable, fisheries need to be sustainable.

Making small-scale fishing communities viable while maintaining sustainable 
fisheries aligns with the objectives of the SSF Guidelines. In discussing responsible 
fisheries and sustainable development, the SSF Guidelines include various domains 
that promote community viability such as social development, employment and 
decent work, and value chain, post-harvest and trade. However, achieving both the 
sustainability and viability of small-scale fisheries is a big challenge. Programs, 
practices, and policies to promote their sustainability and viability are cur-
rently  developed mostly based on sets of quantitative criteria or indicators. Few 
metrics are available to evaluate viability, except in the context of financial perfor-
mance (Schuhbauer and Sumaila 2015a). Within TBTI, a research cluster on eco-
nomic viability has been working on developing and testing an indicator-based 
framework to assess viability from both economic and social perspectives 
(Schuhbauer and Sumaila 2015b). However, a framework to look at the interplay 
between viability and sustainability is currently not available. This book aims to 
take a step in that direction.

1.3  �About This Book

The overall aim of this book is to examine the extent to which small-scale fisheries 
performance can be improved along the entire fish chain (i.e., pre-harvest, harvest, 
and post-harvest). By incorporating conditions and challenges, markets and socio-
economic attributes, and governance systems into the analysis of the case studies, 
this volume reflects on how such improvements can lead to increased viability and 
help to secure the sustainability of fishing communities and resources. The book 
presents and synthesizes findings and lessons learned from the case studies, along 
the wide range of spatial distribution and jurisdictional characteristics of fisheries in 
the region. These learnings are intended as a basis for policy formulation and the 
development of management strategies that can help foster the implementation of 
the SSF Guidelines and the achievement of the SDGs.

Specifically, the main questions concerning the sustainability and viability of 
small-scale fisheries raised in the book revolve around the following issues:

	1.	 The diversity and significance of issues, challenges, and threats faced by small-
scale fisheries in the Latin America and Caribbean region

	2.	 The conditions and factors in different small-scale fisheries contexts that foster 
or inhibit viability and sustainability

1  Big Questions About Sustainability and Viability in Small-Scale Fisheries
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	3.	 The role and adaptive capacity of communities and fisherfolks in reducing vul-
nerability and securing sustainable livelihoods

	4.	 The role of appropriate institutional and legal frameworks, policy interventions, 
and alternative governance models in promoting viability and sustainability

The book consists of 23 chapters, 20 of which are case studies related to 15 coun-
tries and Small Island Developing States (SIDS) in the Latin America and Caribbean 
region (Fig. 1.2). These 20 case studies cover a variety of ecosystems (e.g., marine, 
coastal, and freshwater) in the Pacific, Atlantic, Caribbean, and Gulf of Mexico, as 
well as the Amazonian River Basin. The diversity of the case studies is reflected in 
both bioecological and socioeconomic contexts, including a couple of examples 
from indigenous small-scale fisheries. While the majority of the case studies are 
specific to small-scale fisheries in certain locations, a few chapters present compara-
tive case studies and broader analyses.

The book is organized into six parts. The first and last parts are the introduction 
and conclusion. The four main parts consist of collections of case studies related to 
(1) issues, challenges, and threats; (2) monitoring, management, and conservation; 
(3) socioeconomics, markets, and livelihoods; and (4) communities, stewardship, 
and governance. In addition to this chapter, Part I includes Chap. 2 (Leis et al. [a]), 
which presents a regional overview of the status, challenges, and potentials of small-
scale fisheries of all countries in the Latin America and Caribbean region using 
national-level data and statistics, literature, and the TBTI information system (ISSF 
2017).

Part II contains four chapters that illustrate issues and threats that add to the 
vulnerability of small-scale fisheries and demonstrate how communities cope with 
these stresses. Chap. 3 (Marín) presents an example from central-southern Chile, 
describing how small-scale fishing communities deal with coastal disasters.  
Chapter 4 (Castellanos-Galindo and Zapata) tells the story of small-scale fishing 
communities on the Pacific Coast of Colombia, looking at what happened in the 
past that threatened their viability and sustainability, and discussing the challenges 
that lie ahead. In Chap. 5, Salas et al. discuss the adaptive strategies of small-scale 
fishers in the Yucatán coast of Mexico as the communities are exposed to risks and 
resource use competition. Also in the Gulf of Mexico, Chap. 6 (Tolentino-Arévalo 
et  al.) offers insights about how coastal fishing communities in Tabasco state, 
Mexico, cope and adapt to climate change while dealing with the oil industry.

Part III focuses on the roles of management, including monitoring and assess-
ment, and how stakeholders are involved in promoting conservation and sustain-
ability. This section begins with a description of how small-scale fishers can 
participate in conservation and stewardship by taking part in data collection and 
knowledge production about fisheries (Chap. 7; Fulton et al.). Fujita et al. (Chap. 8) 
present the situation in Belize in which new initiatives are introduced to deal with 
the risk of overfishing and overcapitalization in fisheries. In Chap. 9, a pre- and 
post-analysis is presented by Ramírez-Luna and Chuenpagdee to look at the origin 
and implementation of a management system called “exclusive fishing zone” and 
how it affects small-scale fisheries. Chapter 10 (Lopes et al.) offers an account of 
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how Amazonian small-scale fisheries are managed, along with the key management 
challenges in this fishery. Finally, Galindo-Cortes et al. (Chap. 11) propose a shift 
from stock assessment to fisheries management and governance to achieve viability 
and sustainability goals.

Moving to options and opportunities for small-scale fisheries in enhancing via-
bility and securing sustainability, Part IV presents examples of the interconnectivity 
between socioeconomic, market, livelihoods, viability, and sustainability. Beginning 
with Chap. 12, Edwards et al. introduce the Socioeconomic Monitoring Initiative 
for Coastal Management (SocMon) as a framework to assess the socio-ecological 
dynamics of small-scale fisheries and illustrate its applicability in Brazil, Jamaica, 

Fig. 1.2  The Latin America and Caribbean countries and states; blue denotes the 15 countries and 
states included in the case studies. (Source: M. Agapito, TBTI)
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and the Grenadines Islands. Gill et al. (Chap. 13) present another comparative case 
study, this time looking at St. Kitts and Nevis, Honduras, and Barbados to analyze 
values associated with reef-related fisheries in these contexts. Similarly, Benítez 
and Flores-Nava (Chap. 14) discuss the contribution of small-scale fisheries to food 
security and family income in Chile, Colombia, and Peru. Next, Chap. 15 shifts the 
focus to the post-harvest part of the fish chain, which is often not discussed. 
However, as argued by Pedroza-Gutiérrez (Chap. 15), the way the supply chain is 
organized can help improve viability. The last two chapters in this part focus on 
dynamics. Naranjo-Madrigal and Bystrom (Chap. 16) analyze the dynamics of fish-
ing efforts in Costa Rica and explore the linkages between social and ecological 
systems. In Chap. 17, González presents a rich description of the social dynamics in 
the Nicaraguan Miskito Coast, illustrating how indigenous lobster divers cope with 
external market pressure and the consequences on the resources.

The last set of case studies (Part V) speaks to the key elements for viability and 
sustainability related to community, stewardship, and governance. Chapter 18 
(Seixas et al.) describes a collaborative governance system employed in Brazil and 
discusses the advantages and challenges associated with its implementation. Also in 
Brazil, Leis et al. [b] (Chap. 19) present a case for involving fishers in conservation 
and stewardship efforts, using the top-down establishment of a marine protected 
area as an example. Turner et al. (Chap. 20) offer another illustration of how stew-
ardship initiatives affect governance perceptions among coral reef fishers in 
Barbados, Belize, Honduras, and St. Kitts and Nevis. Chapter 21 returns to Brazil 
with a study by Mattos and Wojciechowski, who analyze the existing institutions 
and legal framework used to govern small-scale fisheries and their implications on 
sustainable development. Finally, Barragán-Paladines (Chap. 22) brings the discus-
sion about governance to the meta-level, examining how principles like Buen Vivir 
(i.e., good way of living) affect the viability and sustainability of small-scale fishing 
people in Ecuador and the Galapagos Islands.

In the conclusion section of the book (Part VI), Salas et al. (Chap. 23) summarize 
experiences and lessons from the case studies presented in the book, highlighting 
examples of the challenges facing small-scale fisheries in different countries in the 
Latin America and Caribbean region. It also shows how these challenges affect their 
viability and sustainability and how these difficulties have been addressed. Based on 
these insights, the chapter concludes with key interventions, tools, and approaches 
that would be desired to improve governance for viable and sustainable future of 
small-scale fisheries in the Latin America and Caribbean region.

The 20 case studies illustrate the diversity, complexity, and dynamics of small-
scale fisheries in many countries and SIDS in the Latin America and Caribbean 
region. Some studies incorporate the complexity of natural, social, and cultural 
assets, arguing for the rights of small-scale fishers, including indigenous groups, for 
access to resources and markets. Other cases deal with the normative and formal 
instruments used to govern small-scale fisheries, showing both success stories and 
challenges. In some instances, the sources of vulnerability and the barriers to viabil-
ity and sustainability are made explicit, with examples of external pressures, such as 
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market fluctuation, related to environmental conditions and climate variability and 
postharvest situations. Many chapters recognize the important roles that the gover-
nance systems (including process, structure, institutional arrangements, and regula-
tory and legal frameworks) play in promoting viability and securing sustainability 
for small-scale fisheries.

The contributions of the 20 case studies and the two synthesis chapters illustrate 
the importance of an in-depth understanding of the entire small-scale fisheries sys-
tems from ecological, economic, social, and governance perspectives. These case 
studies also highlight the importance of contextualizing this understanding in terms 
of the threats and challenges affecting their viability and exploring opportunities for 
improving their conditions. The lessons and experiences presented in this volume 
provide options and alternatives that are worthy of inclusion in the formulation of 
policies and intervention for sustainable small-scale fisheries. They also help pave 
the way for the implementation of the SSF Guidelines in the Latin America and 
Caribbean region and in promoting the achievement of the SDGs, not only in the 
context of SDG14 but also regarding other goals such as alleviating poverty (SDG1), 
ending hunger (SDG2), good health and well-being (SDG3), and gender equality 
(SDG5), to name a few. As illustrated here, fisheries policies and practices need to 
be holistically conceived and integrative in order to promote the livelihoods and 
well-being of small-scale fisheries systems while protecting the health of resources 
and the aquatic environment.

The small-scale fisheries sector in Latin America and the Caribbean is far from 
homogenous. In fact, there are a broad range of similarities and differences within 
the small-scale fisheries in this region which, when compared to small-scale fisher-
ies in other regions of the world, appear to be even more complex. These diverse 
experiences at both the regional and global scales offer to us a great opportunity to 
share and exchange lessons and perspectives that may be useful for fostering a 
broader conversation about the future of the world’s small-scale fisheries.
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Abstract  The importance of small-scale fisheries in Latin America and the 
Caribbean has been widely recognized in terms of income, livelihoods, and food 
security for more than two million people. The highly diverse ecosystems and mul-
tiple species found within this region determine the variety of fishing techniques, 
gears, and target species, as discussed in this chapter. These diverse and complex 
characteristics pose challenges to the region’s governing systems, which may lack 
the technical and financial resources to cope with the numerous resulting manage-
ment and governance challenges. These pressures are further exacerbated when 
fisheries assessment and monitoring are poorly conducted, adding uncertainty in 
relation to the status of the ecosystem and fish stocks. Small-scale fisheries activi-
ties thus have become vulnerable in the face of various challenges in Latin America 
and the Caribbean. Current efforts to enhance small-scale fisheries viability and 
sustainability in Latin America and the Caribbean include the adoption of innova-
tive management approaches that focus on the entire ecosystems rather than on 
single species and that acknowledge the concerns of local stakeholders in decision-
making through strategies such as collaboration with the government in co-
management arrangements. Although many of these co-management arrangements 
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in the region are still nascent, this chapter highlights that fishers and their 
organizations play a significant role in responsible resource governance through 
exercising ecosystem stewardship.

Keywords  Latin America and the Caribbean · Small-scale fisheries · Governance 
· Viability · Sustainability · Environmental stewardship

2.1  �Introduction

Small-scale fisheries in the Latin America and Caribbean region can be traced back 
to pre-colonization periods (i.e., before the fifteenth century) (Diegues 2008; Bray 
2012; Rostworowski 2015). At the time, the inhabitants of the Americas relied heav-
ily on fishing resources for subsistence. Historically, the development of fishing 
practices and knowledge about resources and fishing grounds were passed on from 
elders to younger generations by different strategies, some of which are still present 
in some communities (De Madariaga 1969). After colonization, the monetary value 
attributed to fish and its trade triggered the shift from a subsistence-based to com-
mercial fishery. This change opened space for fishing enterprises that actively 
searched to expand their fishing effort in the region, particularly during the 1980s 
(Allsopp 1985; Tassara 1994; Salas et  al. 2007). This expansion coincided with 
liberal political agendas combined with neoliberal practices such as financializa-
tion, deregulation, and privatization, among other drivers of change (Pinkerton 
2017). In the same vein, nation states made a major push to develop industrial fish-
eries and increase fishing fleets, arguing that such development would generate jobs 
and help secure food availability for coastal communities (Chuenpagdee et  al. 
2011).

According to FAO (2016), almost 90% of all motorized fishing vessels in the 
Latin America and Caribbean region are considered small scale, or less than 12 m in 
length. Despite the recognition that there is no single agreed-upon definition of 
small-scale fisheries (FAO 2015), and that the criteria used in Latin America and the 
Caribbean to define small-scale fisheries vary remarkably across countries, small-
scale fisheries are generally characterized by a small number of fishing crew (3–5 
fishers), are largely community-based, operate in nearshore areas, use low levels of 
fishing technology, and have limited capital investment (Salas et al. 2007). Further, 
they typically target multiple species and use a large diversity of gears and fishing 
techniques that vary spatially and temporally as determined by the dynamics of 
resource availability (Salas et  al. 2007). Small-scale fisheries in the region are 
deeply linked to the history and culture of local fishing communities and have a 
strong influence on the regional economy through the generation of employment, 
income, and livelihoods.
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