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   The sea, like a mother, provided nourishment to infant humanity which possibly 
��shed before it hunted. The inventiveness of primitive humankind in ��sh-
catching has amazed many an anthropologist … The earliest cave dwellers in the 
Mediterranean region in Mesolithic times had become ��shermen by the seventh 
millennium B.C. Large numbers of ��shbones were found in their caves. ... Homo 
erectus, the only human species living in Southeast Asia 800,000 years ago, was 
a seafarer, capable of piloting a vessel over at least 600 km of deep fast-moving 
waters, from Java to the Indonesian island of Flores … And since the stone age, 
��sheries have constituted the basis of the economies of coastal communities. 
Fishing encouraged ship-building and enhanced the spirit of science and 
exploration, international trade and naval power.  

  Elisabeth   Mann Borgese*  

 *    The Oceanic Circle: Governing the Seas as a Global Resource  (Tokyo: United Nations University 
Press, 1998), 48–49.  

   Fisheries management, even in the most advanced countries, quite simply, has 
been a failure. ... Reliance on the precautionary approach appears to be the 
common-sense alternative, but it is di���cult to reach political agreement on 
when, where, and how to apply it.  

  Elisabeth   Mann Borgese*  

 *    Ocean Governance and the United Nations  (Halifax: Centre for Foreign Policy Studies, Dalhousie 
University, 1995), 112.  
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Introduction

Editor: Anthony Charles

A little known aspect of Elisabeth Mann Borgese was her passion and support 
for small-scale fishing peoples of the world. Certainly, she is known for her 
achievements on the global stage, forging the law of the sea and other major 
international instruments. But from her coastal home, outside Halifax, Cana-
da, she could see the fishing people heading out to sea, and later returning to 
their families and their community. That day-to-day life of coastal communi-
ties mattered to Elisabeth, and was, I think, important in grounding her big-
picture global work.

The quotations from Elisabeth on the opposite page reflect the range of her 
analysis. First, a sense of history, and a poetic ability to capture the importance 
of fisheries over the course of millennia. Second, a profound concern for 
sustainability, and a practical sense of the new approaches needed to achieve 
that, through better fishery and ocean governance. Third, a view to the future, 
and how the human use of the ocean might develop over time. Fourth, an 
enduring and unshakeable holistic vision—one that brings humans and 
nature together, and brings humans together with one another.

A striking line by Elisabeth is this: “Fisheries management, even in the most 
advanced countries, quite simply, has been a failure.”1 Note that she wrote this 
just following one of the world’s most dramatic and significant fishery collaps-
es, the Canadian cod fishery.2 Indeed, that collapse deeply affected the fishers 
near Elisabeth’s home, and affected her as well. After the collapse, Elisabeth 
wrote about some positive changes emerging, ones continuing to this day. Has 
it been enough? Have we ‘found’ sustainability? Are we at least on the path to 
sustainability? The essays in this chapter evaluate the most prominent among 
those changes, as well as some enduring challenges we continue to face.

When we look to foundational change in fisheries, there are perhaps no 
greater shifts in recognized need for improvement than (a) the governance di-
rection of better involving fishers, and others, in the decision-making process, 
and (b) the need to look more broadly and holistically at the ‘fishery system’.3 

1 E. Mann Borgese, Ocean Governance and the United Nations (Halifax: Centre for Foreign Pol-
icy Studies, Dalhousie University, 1995), 112.

2 A. Charles, “The Atlantic Canadian Groundfishery: Roots of a Collapse,” Dalhousie Law Jour-
nal 18 (1995): 65–83.

3 A. Charles, Sustainable Fishery Systems (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2001); A. Charles, “People, 
Oceans and Scale: Governance, Livelihoods and Climate Change Adaptation in Marine 
 Social–Ecological Systems,” Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 4 (2012): 351–357.
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This part highlights these two shifts, at least in aspiration, toward participatory 
co-management and ecosystem based management,4 that is, the ecosystem 
approach.

A third foundational change in recent years has been international rec-
ognition of the crucial importance of small-scale fisheries, particularly with 
the Small-Scale Fisheries Guidelines.5 A fourth major change is the increas-
ing prominence of market-based approaches—both a controversial use of the 
market to allocate fishery access and catch6 and use of the consumer market as 
an incentive for more sustainable fishing, as covered in this part.

Turning to enduring challenges in fisheries, this part explores three 
key  aspects: the need to connect science and other forms of knowledge 
with management decision-making, the need to balance natural resource 
sustainability and economic development, and the need for strong institutions 
that can effectively work at the necessary spatial scales. For each of these, we 
can say that progress has been made, but challenges remain. On the third of 
the challenges, a shining light of progress has been in tackling illegal (iuu) 
fishing through new global enforcement and compliance measures.

Finally, Elisabeth was prominent throughout her career in looking to the 
future, and in doing so, she predicted a greatly expanded role for aquaculture. 
This part closes with two essays on  aquaculture—focused on sustainability 
and on the offshore areas of the ocean.

As Elisabeth Mann Borgese illustrated so well, the ocean’s wealth, and par-
ticularly its living resources, have been crucial historically, as they are today, 
and into the future. Continuing to create livelihoods from the living resources 
of the sea, sustainably, remains a fundamental requirement of humanity.

4 R.D. Long, A. Charles and R.L. Stephenson, “Key Principles of Ecosystem-based Management: 
The Fishermen’s Perspective,” Fish and Fisheries 18 (2016): 244–253, doi.org/10.1111/faf.12175.

5 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (fao), Voluntary Guidelines for Se-
curing Sustainable Small-scale Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and Poverty Eradication 
(Rome: fao, 2015).

6 P. Copes and A. Charles, “Socioeconomics of Individual Transferable Quotas and Communi-
ty-based Fishery Management,” Agricultural and Resource Economics Review 33, no. 2 (2004): 
171–181.
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