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Boosting transdisciplinary research for small-scale fisheries
Fisheries are not one and the same, and should not be treated as such. But while there is a lot of knowledge regarding
large-scale, marine-based fisheries in developed countries, far less attention is being paid to small-scale fisheries
in developing countries, whether in marine or inland areas. Under these circumstances, fisheries management
and development strategies work in favour of less than half of the world’s fisheries, and disadvantage the rest.
The Too Big To Ignore (TBTI) global research network has set itself the task of changing this.
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The big five questions driving TBTI transdisciplinary research
1. What options exist for improving the economic viability of small-scale fisheries and increasing their
resilience to large-scale processes of change?
2. What aspects of small-scale fisheries need to be accounted for and emphasised in order to increase
awareness of their actual and potential social contributions and their overall societal importance?
3. What alternatives are available for minimising environmental impacts and fostering stewardship
within small-scale fisheries?
4. What mechanisms are required to secure livelihoods, physical space and rights for small-scale
fishing people?
5. What institutions and principles are suitable for the governance of small-scale fisheries?

scale fisheries (see Box). Addressing these
questions would then require a broad range of
expertise and experience from scientists from
different disciplines, fisheries professionals, and
knowledge holders like fishers, elders and local leaders. A transdisciplinary (TD) process to
co-identify the problem, co-design the studies and consequently co-create the knowledge
can then take place, leading to a better, more
holistic way of framing the questions, and to a
research design that not only enhances learning but also nurtures respect and appreciation
between the people involved in research. The
TD principle underlies what TBTI is doing,
including how it is organised and functions,
and in the offering of the online learning platform to help build TD capacity in research and
governance.
To some, this may seem cumbersome, and
perhaps unnecessary. But investment of time
and resource in getting research and fisheries
governance right is the best way forward, given that small-scale fisheries are too important
to fail. Lessons from past fisheries management
approaches from around the world, especially about the negative consequences of some
ill-suited management decisions on small-scale
fisheries, have been sending clear signals of
how technical fixes no longer work. Examples include the application of tools like individual transferable quotas (ITQs) that tend
to concentrate quotas in a few companies or
how the designation of some marine protected area (MPAs) prevents small-scale fisheries
from accessing the fishing ground. A nuanced
approach to fisheries management, grounded
in mutual respect and agreed-upon principles,
applied with sensitivity and careful consideration for the most marginalised and vulnerable
groups, is called for.
Demands for interdisciplinary and TD research
have been heightened, with growing concerns
about climate change, global food security and
environmental sustainability outlined in the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The
first step in tackling these issues is to build innovative research and governance capacity.

Mobilising for “Blue Justice”
With the Blue Economy/ Blue Growth agenda being enthusiastically adopted by both the
government authorities and large-scale, oceanbased industries around the world, as seen in
the Blue Economy Conference held in Kenya
in 2018, it is more important than ever for the
research community to engage in the debate
about the future of the ocean and fisheries sustainability. In our forthcoming volume “Blue
Justice: Small-Scale Fisheries in the Sustainable
Ocean Economy”, we argue that if governments do not earnestly implement the SSF
Guidelines, the Blue Economy will come at
a loss for the sector. If governments fail to secure sustainable small-scale fisheries, a sector
that is more sustainable and climate-friendly,
and that delivers on secure and just future for
the millions of people who depend on fisheries
for livelihoods and a way of life, there is little
chance to achieve fisheries and ocean sustainability (SDG 14) and other related SDGs.
As a concept, “Blue Justice” speaks to the importance of inclusion of small-scale fisheries and
community members as stakeholders; of paying
a closer look to the power imbalances and inequity that are happening in the ocean space,
mostly in connection with the Blue Growth/
Blue Economy agenda, as well as in the broader
context of the development in marine and inland fisheries. This is largely an issue of power
and the ability of small-scale fisheries to withstand the pressures they are experiencing when
new ocean development projects take place in
the areas that they have been able to access, on
land and at sea. By bringing in basic principles
of justice to recognise that small-scale fisheries have rights and priorities that cannot be
ignored, the Blue Justice lens encourages governments and all sectors of the society to help
restore justice for small-scale fisheries, making
up for past wrongs and enabling them to deliver on their potentials. Blue Justice is also about
the need to build upon the existing capacities
and capabilities of small-scale fisheries people,
so they can be more robust, resilient, and creative. In other words, it is about integrating the
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sector as one of the key actors in a sustainable
ocean development strategy – one that centres
on small-scale fisheries, their nature and values,
rather than one that excludes them.
Levelling the playing field
Much of the TBTI research effort has been
focused on improving fisheries governance
for small-scale fisheries such that the governance system, including fisheries institutions
and regulations, is based on universal principles, like human rights, dignity, and justice.
Appropriate processes and mechanisms need
to be put in place to strengthen the involvement and engagement of small-scale fisheries
people in decision-making. This may require
reform and transformation in the governance
system so that it becomes more interactive and
collaborative. Small-scale fisheries people have
a democratic right, indeed a human right, to
be involved in governance processes and decisions that affect their livelihood opportunities,
with respect for their cultural practices and
norms, which the SSF Guidelines say should
happen. All countries have a starting point for
this, as signatories of many relevant international conventions and agreements. Still, more
effort is required, legally and otherwise, before
the playing field is levelled in a way that would
sustain small-scale fisheries.
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