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Eco-labels are market tools that provide consumers with relevant information, enabling more informed and sustain-
able purchasing decisions. As fisheries operate on a high production scale, it is possible to dilute the costs of imple-
menting and maintaining these initiatives. However, as the production scale decreases, small producing communi-
ties may need help participating in product certification processes. In global contexts, where consumer markets
become increasingly demanding, the need for certification can translate into a barrier to selling such products. In

this context, the present article aims to investigate existing certifications in the literature for large- and small-scale
fisheries and their benefits and challenges for the fisheries. The systematic literature review was conducted to achieve
the research objectives. A total of 38 articles were analyzed for this study. The Marine Stewardship Council emerged
as the most recognizable certification body worldwide. Market access was the benefit of this certification scheme. On
the other hand, small-scale fisheries face barriers in obtaining this market access tool, with costs being the primary
challenge cited. Certification schemes can significantly enhance the fisheries value chain by fostering better interac-
tions between fisheries stakeholders and reshaping the structure of small-scale fisheries.

Introduction

There has been a growing concern among the popula-
tion regarding the importance of sourcing products from
a clean and sustainable production chain, a trend also
emerging in the seafood sector. Ramachandran and Shi-
noj [39] suggest that ecologically concerned consumers
prefer to buy fish from responsible sources.
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The Triple Bottom Line (TBL) was coined by John
Elkington as a result of pressure from governments and
citizens for measures to manage the impacts of compa-
nies’ actions across multiple domains, thus creating the
sustainability tripod, which evaluates social performance,
environmental and economic aspects of companies [11].

With the popularization of TBL, activities related to
sustainability began to be analyzed from a social, environ-
mental, and economic perspective. In this study, many of
the issues analyzed and understood come from the TBL
perspective. Eco-labels originated from the Sustainable
Seafood Movement in the early 1990s, when non-gov-
ernmental organizations (NGOs) and other institutions
and players pressured market trends to induce sustain-
able practices, recognizing the need to protect fisheries
resources [19].
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Eco-labels are market tools designed to provide infor-
mation to help consumers make informed decisions
on purchasing, adding both ethical and economic value
addition by certifying that the product comes from a sus-
tainably responsible source [39].

Besides the origin knowledge, the eco-labels and certi-
fication schemes play a role in protecting overexploited
fish stocks and overfishing [50]. These initiatives also
combat the impacts of Illegal, Unregulated, and Unre-
ported (IUU) fishing activities by having an assured chain
of custody, as demonstrated by the most recognized sus-
tainable certification scheme, the Marine Stewardship
Council (MSC) [26].

Currently, the MSC blue label is the largest certifica-
tion standard program for fisheries products. Its certi-
fied products include 74% wild white fish, 57% tuna, 83%
wild salmon, and 14% wild lobster and crab [28]. Another
significant institution is Friend of the Sea (FOS), which
claims to certify more than 80 fish stocks in 30 types
of fisheries [16]. According to their 2012-2018 annual
report, FOS claims to certify 770 companies in 65 coun-
tries [15]. Unlike the MSC, which operates predomi-
nantly in developed countries, this certification scheme
has many certifications in developing countries [50].

On the other hand, obtaining certification schemes is
often costly. It may not be reachable for many fisheries
due to complex procedures that not all fish producers can
afford [7]. Price premiums are given to some fisheries to
help cover the costs and to instigate some producers to
seek certification. Still, studies have shown that this kind
of incentive depends on species commercialized, mar-
kets, and the whole supply chain [3].

The first initiatives for fisheries eco-certification
schemes date back to the 90 s when institutions like Dol-
phin Safe created awareness of dolphin bycatch in the
tuna industry [51] and in 1996 with the union between
Unilever and the World Wildlife Fund (WWTF) to create
the MSC [45]. As time progresses, certification is becom-
ing more important due to market entry and sustainabil-
ity concerns, although some fisheries face challenges in
accessing this tool.

Large-scale fisheries can dilute the costs of implement-
ing and maintaining these initiatives. However, as the
production scale decreases, small producing communi-
ties may find it challenging to participate in product cer-
tification processes. In global contexts, where consumer
markets become increasingly demanding, the lack of
certification can translate into a barrier to selling such
products.

Small-scale fisheries play a vital role in seafood pro-
duction globally, accounting for at least 40 percent of the
total catch in global fishery, employing 90 percent of the
people operating in the fisheries value chain. Around 492
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million people depend, at least partially, on small-scale
fishing for their livelihoods [12]. Given the importance
of small producers in the fish production chain, it is nec-
essary to understand the role of certification schemes in
this context.

Unfortunately, the essential role played by small pro-
ducers faces challenges such as a lack of transparency,
specific consumer demand, traceability, limited entrepre-
neurial activities, and no distinction between artisanal
and industrial fish products, pushes the SSF to face heavy
pressure by its globalized value chain [35].

Private certification can address some of the problems.
For instance, the lack of distinction between products
from artisanal or industrial fleets could be resolved if
labels indicated the origin of production. However, the
certification schemes are more concerned with the envi-
ronmental context of catch and product [35].

Although certifications can address some challenges
fisheries face, they can also negatively impact or be more
difficult for some fisheries to attain, mainly due to costs.
To address these problems, territorial eco-certification
schemes have been developed as alternatives to exclu-
sionary certifications like MSC, particularly for small-
scale and developing country fisheries [13].

In this context, the present article aims to investigate
existing certifications in the literature for large- and
small-scale fisheries and their associated benefits and
challenges for fisheries to enrich the data on this subject
and compile information on existing certifications. This
article presents a systematic literature review (SLR) on
fishing certification schemes, their benefits, and chal-
lenges. It seeks to answer the following research ques-
tions (RQ): RQ1—what types of certifications exist for
fisheries? And RQ2—what benefits and challenges do
certifications bring to the fisheries value chain?

Methods
Given the relevance and impacts caused by certification
in the value chain of industrial and small-scale fisheries,
a literature review was conducted on the certifications
currently in force. To this end, a systematic review was
developed, according to the Preferred Reporting Items
for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses guidelines
[32], aiming at a detailed, replicable methodology that
provides a comprehensive structure to objectively evalu-
ate the indicators of quality and risk of bias in research.
A systematic review identifies, evaluates, and inter-
prets all available research relating to the research ques-
tion and aims to understand better and explore the topic,
which is a planned and ideally repeatable way of synthe-
sizing results from the existing body of scientific litera-
ture that has been prepared [30].
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Thus, to achieve our objective, two research questions
were elaborated: RQ1—What types of certifications exist
for products from small-scale fisheries? And RQ2—What
benefits and challenges do certifications bring to the fish
value chain?

We conducted a Boolean search to ensure the cap-
ture of a wide variety of documents: ((“artisanal fishery”
OR “small-scale fisheries” OR fishery*) AND certifica-
tion AND seafood). These terms were chosen based on
an exploratory reading on the topic highlighted in the
articles consulted in the Scopus and Web of Science bib-
liographic databases. The databases were selected due to
the relevance of the journals in their composition and
because they contain a more extensive collection of refer-
ences on the theme. The selection of articles took place
from September to November 2022.

Document selection

The initial research produced 283 articles (Scopus=168
and Web of Science=120) due to the search string and
filters resulting from the inclusion criteria. Table 1 shows
the filters used for each database.

The article selection process consisted of two phases:
an initial selection to identify research results that could
satisfy the selection criteria based on reading the titles
and abstracts of the articles (selection), and the second
part, a final selection based on the reading of their intro-
ductions and conclusions (extraction).

To minimize the bias, two researchers conducted a
blind check of the inclusion and exclusion criteria. A
third evaluator would be consulted if any discrepancies

Table 1 Databases and search filters

Database Search filters

Search in:
Article Title,
Abstract,
Keywords

—Document
type: Article
—Data range:
2000-2022
—Language:
English

Scopus

Search in:
Article, Title,
Abstract,
Keywords

—Document
type: Article
—Data range:
2000-2022
—Language:
English

Web of Science (WoS)

Source: authors (2023)
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were identified; however, no third evaluator was needed
due to the consistent agreement between the first two
reviewers.

In this review, 283 articles were downloaded from the
Scopus (168 articles) and Web of Science (120 articles)
databases. The first stage of the process resulted in the
rejection of 143 articles, and 140 were accepted. At the
end of the second stage, 38 articles were selected for the
SLR, 80 were rejected, and 22 were duplicates, as shown
in Fig. 1. The articles selected for this review can be
viewed in Appendix B.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria and quality assessment
The following criteria were used to guide the selection of
articles that could answer our research questions. These
criteria guided the entire article selection process, from
Stage 1 (reading titles and abstracts) to Stage 2 (reading
introductions and conclusions), as illustrated in Fig. 2. By
the end of Stage 2, the 38 remaining articles were further
assessed based on the criteria described below to deter-
mine their eligibility for this review. Figure 1 shows the
criteria used at each stage of study selection.

Quality assessment was conducted at the end of Stage 2
(extraction), when seven criteria were assessed to analyze
the accepted article’s quality, covering three main qual-
ity issues [10]. The following were analyzed: rigor—Has
a thorough and appropriate approach been applied to the
required research methods?, credibility—Are the findings
well-presented and meaningful?; relevance—How useful
are the findings to the fisheries sector and the research
community? (See Appendix A—based on a quality
assessment).

Articles must meet all quality criteria and present at
least one inclusion criterion to be eligible. In total, 22
duplicate articles were rejected. After excluding dupli-
cates, 140 articles progressed to the first stage of the
selection process. Of these, 80 were eliminated in Stage 2,
leaving 38 articles eligible for data extraction and synthe-
sis (see Appendix B—based on the PRISMA table). Data
were organized using StArt software and Excel.

Results

After the stage of extraction (reading introduction and
conclusion), the articles chosen for the critical reading
are reached, which will extract the quality, quotas, and
group codes for the discussion; 38 articles were accepted,
as shown in Appendix B.

As presented in Fig. 3 below, most of them are pub-
lished in the Marine Policy journal, which accounts for 18
articles. This one shows more relevance to the topic. Still,
there are articles published in 16 distinct journals, with
2 publications on Frontiers, Fish and Fisheries, Fisheries
Research and Ocean and Coastal Management. There is
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Databases:
Scopus and Web of science

Research on the databases

Scopus = 168

articles = 283 ‘ > J

‘ Web of Science =

120

F

one article published on Sustainability from Switzerland,
Agricultural and Food Economics, Aquaculture Reports,
Current Science, Plos One, Environmental Evidence,
Global Environmental Change, Australian Journal of
Agricultural and Resource Economics, Geoforum, Ecol-
ogy, and Society, Ices Journal of Marine Science and Eco-
logical Economics.

No time filter was used because it was understood
that any contributions to certification for fishing activ-
ity can be vital since it is a subject that is still not wide-
spread; even though this study did not seek to filter the
search regarding time, most of the selected articles were
published in the year 2020(7) and 2021(8), as presented
on Fig. 4, demonstrating that research on this topic has
increased nowadays.

After the extraction stage, the 38 articles taken for this
review were fully read; from this analysis, quotations
were grouped into 3 different code groups and 14 codes.

=
o
S Titles and Abstracts Accepted = 140 Rejected = 143
&
Rejected = 80
=
2
© Introductions and S
) . ' ™ Accepted = 38
= Conclusions
L

Duplicated = 22

g. 1 Procedures for the systematic literature review. Source: Authors (2023)

There were 20 types of certification schemes in
the reviewed literature, divided into product origin
and segment type. Table 2 shows the results of those
schemes.

The certification schemes presented in Table 2 were
divided into certification names, segments, production
types, and article codes. The segment specifies what
kind of product the scheme certifies. The production
type presents whether the seafood origin is from small-
or large-scale fisheries or if the scheme is for aquacul-
ture, which can also be headed for the three. The last
topic presents the code of the articles from which the
quotations were extracted, which had information
about these topics (certification name, segment, and
production type). Table 3 presents the quotations refer-
ring to benefits, challenges, and types of certification
schemes for seafood.
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Fig. 2 Inclusion and exclusion criteria and quality assessment. Source: Authors (2023)

Marine Policy

Frontiers

Fish and Fisheries

Fisheries Research

Ocean and Coastal Management
Sustainability (Switzerland)
Agricultural and Food Economics
Aquaculture Reports

Current Science

Plos One

Environmental Evidence

Global Environmental Change
Australian Journal of Agricultural Resource
Geoforum

Ecology and Society

Ices Journal of Marine Science
Ecological Economics

Fig. 3 Relevance of journals in this SLR. Source: Authors (2023)

Discussion

The benefits and challenges regarding fisheries certifi-
cation schemes will be discussed, and the types of certi-
fications in the literature reviewed for seafood products
will be presented.

Types of certifications

Industrial wild-caught fisheries

The large-scale wild-caught seafood supply chain has
increased the demand for private standards such as qual-
ity, safety, and sustainability. These standards include
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certification schemes. Firms seek these -certification
schemes not only to demonstrate to consumers that they
practice responsible fishing, but also to align interna-
tional suppliers and ensure transparency, as traceability
becomes clear and product standardization is followed
[51].

The most cited in the literature reviewed was MSC
leading this market; they are internationally established
in balancing ecological and management standards [7,
34, 40, 43, 47].

Large firms often seek the certification of MSC, as
some markets are only open for these blue-labeled prod-
ucts [51]. The firm’s size differs from non-certified, large-
scale fisheries that can afford the procedures of obtaining
and maintaining the certification, while small firms can-
not [31, 50].

In Japan, MEL certification schemes are used for large-
and small-scale fishers who search for rapid and low-
cost certification. In Iceland and Alaska, fishing industry
actors obtain IRF and RFM certifications to avoid enor-
mous costs, respectively [13].

Small-scale fisheries

To certify fishing communities and small-scale fisher-
ies, some institutions are working on it. IRF, MEL-Japan,
and Slow Food Presidia (Italy) are types of certifications
interesting to regional producers. They need more scal-
able certifiers like MSC, which certifies smaller fisheries
but is interested in certifying sustainability. In contrast,
IRF, MEL-Japan, and Slow Food Presidia certify the local
products 13, 47, 50].

2014

2016 2018 2020

[
o
[
[

Year

Territorial eco-certification has emerged in demand
for certifying local products with less cost and bureau-
cracy. Territorial eco-labels are MEL (Japan), IRF (Ice-
land), and RFM (Alaska) [4, 13]. Some eco-labels focus
only on sustainability standards, and others assemble
the social aspect [40].

The Slow Food Presidia are related mainly to small-
scale and traditional lagoon fisheries and supply only
some retailers that demand their product, like Eataly,
Coop Italia, and Conad [38]. NaturSkansom is a Danish
certification institution committed to certifying only
small-scale fisheries, as they believe it is low environ-
mental-impact fisheries [4].

Aquaculture

As a market-driven segment, aquaculture also followed
the growing demand for sustainability. Therefore, a
bunch of certification schemes for aquaculture prod-
ucts were created. They can differ as organic (IFOAM,
Naturland, SA, and BioGro), nonorganic (GAA,
GlobalG.A.P, ACC and GSA), and sustainable (ASC
and FOS) [42]. The KRAV certificate also plays a role in
the aquaculture labeling scenario [34].

IFOAM, Naturland, Biogro, and GAA seek to improve
small-scale fish farmers’ production, while the others
are headed for large firms [42]. In Tuscany (Italy), some
aquaculture firms adopt the FOS certificate, and others
prefer the Slow Food Presidia label, a local brand certi-
fying regional products [38].
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Certification Segment Fishery type Authors

Naturland Eco-label Small scale and aquaculture Saha [42], Wakamatsu and Wakamatsu [50]

Slow Food Presidia Territorial Eco-label Small scale Prosperi et al. [38]

NaturSkansom Eco-label Small scale Autzen and Hegland [4]

Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) Eco-label Industrial wild-caught and small scale  Robinson et al. [40], Ferndndez Sdnchez et al.
[43], Peird-Signes et al. [34], Miret-Pastor
et al. [31], Wakamatsu and Wakamatsu [50],
Swartz et al. [47], Blasiak et al. [7]

Marine Eco-label (MEL-Japan) Eco-label Industrial wild-caught and small scale  Wakamatsu and Wakamatsu [50], Foley
and Havice [13], Autzen and Hegland [4]

Iceland Responsible Fishery (IRF) Eco-label Industrial wild-caught and small scale  Foley and Havice [13], Autzen and Hegland
[4], Blasiak et al. [7]

Friend of the Sea (FOS) Eco-label Industrial wild-caught and aquaculture  Saha [42], Robinson et al. [40], Prosperi et al.

Swedish Association for Alternative Culti-  Territorial Eco-label

vation (KRAV)

Industrial wild-caught and aquaculture

[38], Fernandez Sanchez et al. [43], Peird-
Signes et al. [34], Miret-Pastor et al. [31],
Wakamatsu and Wakamatsu [50]

Peird-Signes et al. [34], Miret-Pastor et al. [31]

Alaska Responsible Fisheries Management  Eco-label Industrial wild-caught Foley and Havice [13], Blasiak et al. [7]
(RFM)

Aquaculture Stewardship Council (ASC) Eco-label Aquaculture Saha [42]

International Federation of Organic Agri-  Eco-label Aquaculture Saha [42]

culture MoveN.I.ments (IFOAM)

Soil Association (SA) Eco-label Aquaculture Saha [42]

BioGro Eco-label Aquaculture Saha [42]

Global Aquaculture Alliance (GAA) Eco-label Aquaculture Saha [42]

Global Good Agri- cultural Practice Eco-label Aquaculture Saha [42]

(GlobalG.A.P)

Aquaculture Certification Council (ACC) Eco-label Aquaculture Saha [42]

Global Seafood Assurances (GSA) Eco-label Aquaculture Saha [42]

Fairtrade USA Eco-label NI Robinson et al. [40]

Dolphin Safe Eco-label N.I Ferndndez Sanchez et al. [43]
Ocean Wise Eco-label N Ferndndez Sanchez et al. [43]

N.I. not informed
Source: Authors (2023)

Benefits

Environmental

Since the environment has become a key concern for
investors, the market has asked producers to proactively
consider the sustainability question. These changes can
open more markets to products that have a greener foot-
print [31]. Innovation and technology are essential tools
to help these seafood producers achieve those environ-
mental standards [37].

The changes arising from eco-labeling help build a pos-
itive relationship between consumers, market actors, and
industry [26, 49]. The initiatives of sustainable certifica-
tion schemes and eco-labeling have been increasing the
consumer’s understanding and concern about the impor-
tance of consuming products from a clean food chain,
people desire to buy responsible seafood [34, 50].

Once certified by the Marine Stewardship Council
(MSC), the fishery must meet criteria like target stock
health and ecosystem health; even if, at the moment get-
ting the certification, they do not achieve those criteria,
they can still get the certification, but there is a time
frame for achieving those. Otherwise, the fishery can be
withdrawn [45].

Another benefit of MSC’s sustainable certification is
related to fish stocks. The growing demand to increase
production has put pressure on many fish stocks, and the
surveillance method acting on these fisheries can posi-
tively deal with this problem [14, 25]. In addition, some
mentions of the MSC were reported due to improve-
ments in benthic mapping and bycatch exclusion devices
[49]. MSC has changed marine management and envi-
ronmental conditions in many, but not all cases [1].
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and types of certification in each segment

Category Description

Authors

Benefits
Environmental Environmental status change
Stock-specific management

Incentivize sustainable practices

Social Corporate social responsibility achievement
Community empowerment

Government investments

Fisheries value chain actors interactions

Economic Price premium

Market competitiveness

International reputation
Market access

Management Address IUU practices
Improved governance

Public recognition
Management plans

Fishery improvement projects

Value chain actors stewardship

scientific understanding of fisheries
Challenges
Costs Chain of custody certification

Assessments, implementation and maintenance

Market Increased prices
Small sales volume
Consumer preferences
Market competition
Production standards
Management Lack of government support
Community-oriented standards
Data-poor fisheries
Types of certification in each segment

Industrial fishing

Aquaculture

Small-scale fishery

Agnew et al. [1], Selden et al. [45],Long and Jones [25], Van Putten et al. [49]
Selden et al. [45], Long and Jones [25],Van Putten et al. [49]

Wakamatsu and Wakamatsu [50], Peird-Signes et al. [34], Longo et al. [26], Van
Putten et al. [49]

Long and Jones [25]
Perez-Ramirez et al. [52], Carlson and Palmer [9]

Bellchambers et al. [S], Prosperi et al. [38], Perez-Ramirez et al. [52], Carlson
and Palmer [9], Fernandez Sanchez et al. [43]

Ferndndez Sanchez et al. [43], Perez-Ramirez et al. [52]

Lajus et al. [22], Ferndndez Sanchez et al. [43],Long and Jones [25], Peiro-
Signes et al. [34], Bellchambers et al. [5], Van Putten et al. [49], Nyiawung
and Erasmus [33], Agnew et al. [1], Carlson and Palmer [9]

Miret-Pastor et al. [31], Wakamatsu and Wakamatsu [50], Fernandez Sanchez
et al. [43], Blandon and Ishihara [6], Long and Jones [25], Prosperi et al. [38]

Carlson and Palmer [9],Wakamatsu and Wakamatsu [50]

Haas et al. [20], Long and Jones [25],Van Putten et al. [49], Nyiawung and Eras-
mus [33],Carlson and Palmer [9], Miret-Pastor et al. [31], Longo et al. [26]

Longo et al. [26]

Longo et al. [26], Nyiawung and Erasmus [33],Carlson and Palmer [9]
Wakamatsu and Wakamatsu [50],Van Putten et al. [49]

Long and Jones [25], Lallemand et al. [23], Agnew et al. [1]

Travaille et al. [48], Wakamatsu and Wakamatsu [50], Blasiak et al. [7]

Bellchambers et al. [5], Nyiawung and Erasmus [33], Perez-Ramirez et al. [52],
Carlson and Palmer [9]

Wakamatsu and Wakamatsu [50], Nyiawung and Erasmus [33]

Van Putten et al. [49],Swartz et al. [47],

Ferndndez Sdnchez et al. [43], Travaille et al. [48], Nyiawung et al. [53], Carlson
and Palmer [9], Nyiawung and Erasmus [33], Perez-Ramirez et al. [52]

Perez-Ramirez et al. [52]

Perez-Ramirez et al. [52]

Perez-Ramirez et al. [52]

Prosperi et al. [38]

Perez-Ramirez et al. [52], Carlson and Palmer [9], Swartz et al. [47]
Foley and Mccay [14], Bellchambers et al. [5], Carlson and Palmer [9]
Foley and Mccay [14], Arton et al. [2], Autzen and Hegland [4]

Lajus et al. [22], Blasiak et al. [7], Nyiawung et al. [53]

Wakamatsu and Wakamatsu [50], Foley and Havice [13], Miret-Pastor et al. [31]
Saha [42], Prosperi et al. [38], Peird-Signes et al. [34]

Prosperi et al. [38], Wakamatsu and Wakamatsu [50], Foley and Havice [13],
Autzen and Hegland [4], Swartz et al. [47], Robinson et al. [40]

Source: Authors (2023)

Social

Certification schemes and eco-labels bring more sig-
nificant interaction between the various agents in the
fish value chain, such as fishers, fisher guilds, and local
authorities. This cooperation brings positive changes to
the economy and the local ecosystem, and such benefits

directly impact coastal communities that depend strictly
on fishing as a means of subsistence [43, 52].

In addition, certifications that seek sustainability have
drawn consumers’ attention, forcing retailers to seek sus-
tainable practices in their companies. Corporate social
responsibility has been a critical target for organizations



de Melo et al. Environmental Sciences Europe (2024) 36:200

that act in the global seafood market; the retailers want
to be seen by the shareholders as responsible [25].

In the Mexican Baja California (MBC) red rock lob-
ster fishery, the effort from the government to seek MSC
certification brought improvements in the infrastructure
of these fishing communities, like access to electricity,
drinking water, and basic amenities. The formal represen-
tation on national committees was also a positive change
that transformed the fishery’s capacity to influence policy
and management. Government investment was also pro-
vided in West Australia; in recognition of the benefits of
WA rock lobster fisheries, the government invested about
AUS$14 million in a WA MSC program [5].

Cooperation between local fishing communities has
brought national and international recognition, obtained
government support, and increased access rights [52].
The MSC certification has been proven to be an essential
tool for empowering fishing organizations by promoting
autonomy and self-confidence [9, 52].

Seafood labeling has an essential role in structuring
the value chain of fisheries, especially when small-scale
fisheries have access to some market strategies currently
used by large-scale companies, like marketing, tools of
coordination, and production. Those actions can target
new economic models and strategies for small-scale fish-
eries [38]. Learning also plays an essential role for small-
scale fisheries certified by MSC, they can get information
about management strategies, stock status, adopting fish-
ing techniques to reduce bycatch and better seafood pro-
cessing, and managing product losses [9].

Economic

When the private sector sees certification schemes as
valuable business investments, they can rapidly change
international policies and make progress to meet social
demands like environmental concerns [44]. E-certifica-
tions have gained global recognition, which is very sig-
nificant for the seafood value chain actors [9].

Sustainability has been the key concern of both compa-
nies and consumers. New markets are open for corpora-
tions that care for the environment, and eco-certification
differentiates the products from competitors and brings
market segmentation [50]. If consumers are concerned
about the environment, they will seek products with sus-
tainable certification and distance themselves from the
other products [41].

Miret-Pastor et al. [31] presented that MSC impacts
the total incomes of certified fisheries. Eco-labels are a
strategic business tool that leads conventional markets to
compete with large-scale retailers [38]. Market access is
one of the main reasons why fisheries and retailers want
to participate in certifications, they are afraid of being
excluded in the future [25], Blandon and Ishihara [6]. On
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the other hand, market access can vary in the availability
of competing products and trade conditions [49].

To get the certification, there are high costs, but market
access and price premiums balance the injuries [9, 25].
Eco-labels can impact sales and prices positively, making
profits for producers and improving total income [1, 34].
Price premiums have been identified in the retail market
of Alaskan pollock, haddock, and salmon [5].

In France, the price between certificated and uncer-
tificated seafood products varies by 15-20%; this can
motivate fisheries to obtain certification [22]. Euro-
pean market opportunities are increased for certificated
products,consumers want to know if their food comes
from a sustainable source [20]. The MSC secured about
12 million tons of catch volume and, in 2022, was respon-
sible for about 15% of the total global wild marine catch
[29].

Management

Certification schemes like the blue label of MSC have
grown the need to deepen the studies about fisheries
management and improve previous practices [50]. The
knowledge about fishing trap impact and benthic habitat
that this kind of scheme demands increases the manage-
ment plan and research programs to get the use of the
certification still [25, 26]. These projects can also address
Illegal, Unreported, and Unregulated (IUU) fishing prob-
lems with the assured chain of custody assessment [26].

There is a high cost to implement eco-certification
when the fishery is well below the sustainability stand-
ards. To address this problem, Fishery Improvement
Projects (FIPs) are implemented by stakeholders such
as governmental and non-governmental organizations.
Some retailers also recognize the FIPs as fisheries that are
walking to meet sustainability requirements [48].

Implementing FIPs helps fisheries achieve sustain-
ability standards and is also an alternative for small-scale
fisheries that desire MSC certification [48, 50]. Getting
FIPs also gives the fishery market access with the promise
of efforts to obtain the certification [7].

In addition, the MSC has a resilience plan for certified
fisheries, where all certified fisheries never get to a past
undesirable state and always get improvements [48]. To
enter the program, certain requirements need to be met,
and after the assessment, some of the criteria noted for
subsequent assessments have already been resolved [26].

After meeting the sustainable requirements of MSC’s
blue label in South Africa, significant improvements
were made in the fisheries’ management approach by
applying an ecosystem-based management plan [23]. In
Gambia, internal and external forces engaged in improv-
ing sole fisheries by giving financial support to establish
the National Sole Co-Management (NASCOM), which
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enhanced management capabilities such as data col-
lection, exports, processing, and harvest management.
Approaches integrating management power can engage
small-scale fisheries in developing countries in achieving
certification [33].

In Australia, the certified lobster fishery received rec-
ognition at the event United Nations Association of Aus-
tralia World Environment Day, having 15 years of using
the MSC’s logo; this mention brings to the public the
importance of this project and the stewardship of gov-
ernment and industry practices in getting an effort to
achieve that third-party certification [5].

MSC’s certification is proven to be not only a mar-
ket tool, but it can improve local scientific research,
empower fishing by promoting autonomy and self-confi-
dence in political battles, and have a direct relationship
with fishing actors [9, 52], and in general improve man-
agement plan [1, 9].

Challenges

Costs

Obtaining fishery certification is costly due to imple-
menting necessary improvements, data collection, and
the need for knowledge [48]. Small-scale and artisanal
fleets often give up on them, given this high financial
demand being onerous and expensive [33, 43, 53]. More
expenses are related to chain of custody certification and
higher business costs [49].

The assessment, getting standards, and maintaining
certification are the main reasons that make the certifica-
tion process so expensive [33]. Costs are why many fish-
eries do not seek MSC'’s eco-label [9].

In Japan, there are diverse participants in the seafood
supply chain, such as trade houses, wholesalers, and pro-
cessors. MSC requests certification for everyone involved
in the chain, making the process more costly because
many participants in the supply chain are small-scale
operators. The techniques requested for MSC’s certifica-
tion demand investments that those processors hardly
have [47].

Market

Price premiums play a crucial role for small-scale fish-
eries that obtain certification. In contrast, large-scale
fisheries have many benefits through certification, like
expanded market share and artisanal fleets have only
price premiums to benefit from and cover the high costs
that come from being certified [43]. They must also
adopt different strategies to compete in the market [38].
According to Perez-Ramirez et al. [52], it is much harder
to obtain certification for small-scale fisheries than for
large ones.
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Even if price premiums are a key motivator, sales can-
not work as expected, as shown by the FEDECOOP
examples. After obtaining certification, the cooperative
of fisheries which are responsible for the MBC red rock
lobster (FEDECOOP) reported that the sales did not
work as imagined, the costs increased as transport was
demanded, consumers interested in MSC-labeled prod-
ucts had demands for frozen lobster, not for the fishery
alive lobster product [52].

Along the supply chain, not only are sales problems
faced by small fisheries, but international markets and
retailers ask for products with a regularity and uniform-
ity standard, making it difficult for small-scale develop-
ing country fisheries with irregular production to achieve
those requirements [9, 46, 47].

Management

Good management is required when certification pro-
grams are being played, but this reality is only for some
trying to obtain certifications. Some regions have mini-
mal technical resources, government stewardship, and
financial investments [5].

The MSC certification is not addressed for small-scale
fisheries, as community-oriented standards of sustain-
ability are not set and the expensive process remains, it is
harder for small producers to seek those schemes [2, 14,
33]. There is concern that the global south fisheries are
even more disadvantaged in obtaining eco-labels [4].

The lack of government support for fisheries seek-
ing certification is a problem often cited as a barrier [9].
Small fisheries usually need better conditions to maintain
the certification requirements, government incentives are
required to achieve and secure the standards [14].

Lack of data is an essential concern for small-scale fish-
eries in seeking certification, which increases barriers in
the market entry and process of gaining certification [7,
53]. Two inland European small fisheries gained certifica-
tions in 2016. However, they faced problems during the
process due to the need for more information regarding
fish stocks and removing IUU fishing [22].

Not only the lack of data but the scientific capacity,
market structure, fishery management, and NGO net-
works, in some places, are strictly tricky, making the cer-
tification scenario far from those communities [53].

Conclusion

This article aimed to investigate the literature certifica-
tions for fish products, and their benefits and challenges
for fisheries. The certification schemes are programs
capable of modifying social and institutional relation-
ships, so it is vital for some small communities, especially
in developing countries, to reach these schemes. Con-
sumers are more concerned with the environment. Thus,



de Melo et al. Environmental Sciences Europe (2024) 36:200

sustainable certification schemes are taking up from the
traditional, fearing losing market space more organi-
zations are seeking certification schemes. The types of
certifications for seafood products most featured in the
articles were the eco-labels, especially the MSC blue
label, and some alternatives for small-scale fisheries and
aquaculture.

MSC is the most recognizable certification institution
in the world, having a unique space in European mar-
kets. The blue MSC label is required if selling on Euro-
pean markets is desired. Territorial eco-certification and
policies such as FIPs help improve fisheries standards to
achieve MSC certification. Territorial eco-certifications
are examples of programs looking for local demands,
considering the producer’s capital level and business
activities.

Market access and price premiums were the benefits
regarding certification most mentioned by the authors,
even though this second was only reached in some certi-
fied fisheries. Removing pressure on fish stocks was also
pointed out as an environmental benefit accrued from
eco-labels. In addition, the government can get an advan-
tage from the certification procedures by supporting
those fisheries in obtaining the label by structuring the
scientific and basic needs of more remote fishing com-
munities. The feedback gained from these investments
is improved data and fisheries management (by address-
ing IUU fishing problems, for example) and enhanced
development.

Some barriers to small-scale fisheries obtaining MSC
certification are structure, costs, lack of data, and har-
monization of production. Believing that certification
schemes for small-scale fisheries need an approach dif-
ferent from sustainable-oriented standards, commu-
nity-based certification mechanisms should embed the
management and assessment methods for this segment,
where government support and investments can help
these fisheries achieve a better place on the market and
manage the maintenance of this activity.

Certification schemes are measures that significantly
improve the value chain by straightening interaction
between fisheries agents, changing small fisheries struc-
ture, physical improvements, and access to information
on market strategies, stock assessment, technologies to
reduce bycatch, and fishing processing procedures, for
example. The value chain gains a different approach, all
fishery value chain actors must be certified and assessed,
assuring the structuring of the whole activity.

Only some documents were found explaining the
flexibility of fisheries’ certification schemes, leading us
to interpret that few schemes can afford the complex-
ity of fisheries’ reality. The SLR is interested in deal-
ing with scientific reality, but much information about
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eco-label is still in gray literature, so this kind of review
is limited here.

Further research should be conducted to compile
information about certification schemes and eco-
labels, not only on scientific data but also on gray lit-
erature. It should also be reviewed to show government
authorities and fishery agents options to improve their
segment.
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See Appendix A and Appendix B.
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