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Ocean and marine stewardship activities across different geographical areas contribute to
global sustainability efforts, management, and conservation of ocean resources. The
Marine Stewardship Council (MSC), through its sustainability standards and market-
based mechanisms, rewards best practices for wild-caught seafood. To date, very few
fisheries in Africa have participated in the MSC’s full assessment and obtained its
certification. This paper explores the MSC certification scheme in the African continent
by examining two case studies: the Namibian hake (Merluccius capensis and M.
paradoxus) trawl and longline fishery and The Gambian sole bottom set gillnet fishery
(Cynoglossus senegalenis and Synaptura cadenati). Drawing on document analysis,
institutional ethnography, and extensive collaborative research with actors in these
fisheries, we utilize three stewardship dimensions, i.e., Care-Knowledge-Agency, to
qualitatively analyze how the MSC program provides an opportunity of actors to design
ocean stewardship tools and promote fisheries sustainability in Africa. The Namibian
fishery demonstrates a large-scale fishery with the adequate agency, technical
knowledge, and interest in self-design improvements and stewardship, compared to
The Gambian fishery, a small-scale fishery motivated to achieve certification but depends
largely on external support to coordinate improvements and stewardship activities. The
key motivation for Namibia and The Gambia actors to participate in the MSC’s
assessment is the interest in increasing their international market access while ensuring
ecosystem-based management and sustainability of the fisheries. Successful
engagement with MSC requires establishing good governance structures, involvement
of local actors, technical knowledge, and sufficient financial resources. The paper
demonstrates the need for practitioners, government/market-actors, and academia to
encourage sustainable seafood management in Africa by promoting various national and
regional sustainability campaigns, environmental awareness programs and ocean
stewardship initiatives.
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INTRODUCTION

Ocean and marine ecosystems face a myriad impact from human
anthropogenic activities, resulting in depleting fish stocks,
marine pollution, destruction of habitats, and unprecedented
changes in the marine environment. These impacts threaten the
ocean ecosystem health and its potential to continue to deliver
essential resources and services to humans and the environment
(Boyd et al., 2018; Fu et al., 2020). The sustainable harvest and
management of marine resources remain a significant global
concern requiring the participation and involvement of
policymakers, scientists, seafood industry, seafood movements,
and local actors in the fishing industry (Sutton and Wimpee,
2008; Konefal, 2013; Gutierrez and Morgan, 2015; Barendse
et al., 2018; Blasiak et al., 2021). Increasing environmental
awareness and stewardship, contributes to the growing demand
for seafood from sustainable and well-managed sources (Jacquet
et al., 2010; Sampson et al., 2015).

To be considered sustainable, a fishery must meet specific
standards and performance measured against different
sustainability and ecological indicators (Ponte, 2012). Amongst
those commanding such performance and sustainability
indicators for wild-caught fisheries is the Marine Stewardship
Council (MSC). The MSC is a non-governmental international
organization that sets certification standards for wild-caught
fisheries and grants successful third-party assessed fisheries the
right to use its blue ecolabel to sell in the international market
(Gulbrandsen, 2009; Foley, 2012; Foley and McCay, 2014). The
MSC standard is designed to reward sustainable and well-
managed fisheries with market access and a ‘price premium’
for best practices (Carlson and Palmer, 2016; van Putten et al.,
2020), including various marine and ocean stewardship
initiatives. MSC advocates for sustainable management of the
ocean ecosystem by ensuring the sustainability of the fish stocks,
effective fisheries management, and a healthy ecosystem (Marine
Stewardship Council (MSC), 2022a). Through its partners such
as supermarkets and restaurants, the MSC program has secured
about 38 000 market sites that have voluntarily accepted to buy
or sell their seafood using the MSC’s unique ecolabel (Marine
Stewardship Council (MSC), 2022b). As of 2022, about 12% of
global wild-caught marine fisheries have MSC certified, with
about 25, 000 seafood products using its label (Marine
Stewardship Council (MSC), 2022b).

Like most certification programs, the MSC has faced several
criticisms and challenges, especially the issue of accessibility for
developing world small-scale fisheries (SSF) who find its
certification process onerous and expensive to achieve and
maintain (Pérez-Ramıŕez et al., 2012; Renckens and Auld,
2019; Velázquez Durán and Ortega, 2022). These challenges
also include research finding limited benefits for small-scale
fisheries and questioning the effectiveness and role of MSC in
fisheries management across the globe (e.g., Bernstein and
Cashore, 2007; Bailey et al., 2018; Velázquez Durán and
Ortega, 2022). In terms of global MSC fisheries certification,
more large-scale fisheries have been MSC certified compared to
small-scale fisheries, with the MSC being criticized for
Frontiers in Marine Science | www.frontiersin.org 2
advertising and promoting certifications for all wild-caught
fisheries (Arton et al., 2020; Le Manach et al., 2020). Moreover,
small-scale fisheries, especially those from developing countries,
are often marginalized, and relatively few have attempted to
engage in the MSC process (Wakamatsu and Wakamatsu, 2017;
Nyiawung R. A. et al., 2021).

Most developing world fisheries are already challenged with
limited resource capacity and enhanced regulatory capacity to
support their activities to engage with the MSC program despite
the benefits associated with being certified (Wakamatsu and
Wakamatsu, 2017). The principal challenge for these fisheries is
the cost of the MSC assessments and certification processes through
its third-party assessors, getting the fisheries to the MSC
certification standards, and maintaining the certification.
Notwithstanding these drawbacks, some developing world
fisheries engaged in the program are experiencing significant
institutional and social changes in their fisheries governance and
management (See Nyiawung R. et al., 2021). Some of these changes
are supported by the engagement of a plethora of transnational
actors, and key stakeholders acting beyond the specified MSC
standards and Fishery Improvement Projects (FIPs) processes to
support institutional and ecological improvements in these fisheries
(Foley, 2012; Foley, 2013; Auld, 2014). However, while the number
of certified fisheries from developing countries seems to be growing,
only two fisheries in Africa have successfully obtained the MSC
label; one attempted and failed, and many other aspirants are
engaged in FIPs. To date, there is a paucity of studies on the
MSC as a stewardship tool for the ocean and marine sustainability
aspects in the African continent.

Specifically, this paper examines the MSC program in Africa as a
tool for ocean and marine stewardship. The paper does so by
exploring the driving factors and engagement of transnational and
local actors to promote ocean stewardship activities and MSC
certifications in Africa. The engagement comprises various multi-
stakeholder partnerships involving international development
agencies, the seafood industry, fishery experts, and NGOs. There
has been slow participation in the African continent in the MSC,
with just two MSC certified large-scale fisheries (Ponte, 2008; Jones
et al., 2020) and no small-scale fisheries (Jeffers et al., 2019). The
certified fisheries are the South African Hake trawl fishery and the
Namibian Hake (Merluccius capensis and M. paradoxus) trawl and
longline fishery, certified in 2004 and 2020, respectively – close to
two decades apart. However, to promote sustainable fisheries and
certification activities for developing world fisheries, especially for
small-scale fisheries, external donors and local actors have been
influential in supporting MSC and FIP-related activities
(Fisheryprogress.Org, 2022). The MSC process requires enormous
financial commitments and technical capabilities (Stratoudakis
et al., 2016), which many small-scale fisheries cannot afford
(Wakamatsu and Wakamatsu, 2017). For this reason and to
achieve global environmental objectives, the international
community has been proactive to help promote MSC and FIP-
related activities and help fisheries make substantial improvements
to get MSC certified if they decide to (Thomas Travaille et al., 2019).

Analytically, this article draws on the stewardship literature
(Barendse et al., 2016; Bennett et al., 2018; Mathevet et al., 2018;
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West et al., 2018; Brown et al., 2019), precisely the three
stewardship dimensions of Care-Knowledge-Agency to
qualitatively analyze ocean stewardship for wild-caught
fisheries in Africa through the MSC program (Enqvist et al.,
2018). The paper uses two case studies (i) The Gambian sole
bottom set gillnet (Cynoglossus senegalenis and Synaptura
cadenati) fishery – a small-scale fishery in West Africa that has
failed to obtain the MSC certification after two attempts in 2007
and 2015, and (ii) the Namibian hake trawl and longline fishery,
a recently MSC certified commercial fishery in Southern Africa.
We use these case studies to contribute to policy and scholarly
discussions on ocean stewardship and marine sustainability in
Africa. The paper draws on extensive collaborative research of
the authors with local and international actors involved in these
fisheries since 2016, including institutional ethnography of
emerging institutions leading the MSC certification processes,
i.e., the Namibian Hake Association in Namibia (NHA) and the
National Sole Co-management committee (NASCOM) in The
Gambia. The paper also builds on existing document analysis
from published peer-reviewed and gray literature, including
electronic documents from the MSC website and participating
partners’ reports. The paper is divided into three sections and a
conclusion. The next section provides an insight into the
stewardship concept, followed by a background on the MSC in
Africa, a discussion on the stewardship dimensions of Care-
Knowledge-Agency in relation to MSC certification, and
a conclusion.
CONCEPTUALIZATION OF STEWARDSHIP

The term stewardship is a boundary word used by scholars and
practitioners to describe humanistic, normative, and ethical
approaches to natural resource management and sustainability.
This normative perception of stewardship is guided by both
intrinsic motivation (ethical considerations, values, and beliefs)
and extrinsic motivation (incentives and rewards) (Worrell and
Appleby, 2000; Bennett et al., 2018). Welchman (1999) defines
stewardship as “a social role individuals adopt toward some other, a
role sustained over time.” (p. 415). This definition reinvigorates and
opens debates on aspects such as indigenous-led stewardship (Reo
et al., 2017; Garnett et al., 2018); earth stewardship (Chapin et al.,
2011); and environmental stewardship (Bennett et al., 2018). These
different dimensions of stewardship are applicable in several
contexts across scales and geographies (See for example Barendse
et al. (2016) on biodiversity stewardship in South Africa; McConney
et al. (2019) on stewardship and sustainable practices for small-scale
fisheries; and von der Porten et al. (2019) on the indigenous
resurgence in marine conservation; and Reed et al. (2020) on
indigenous guardianship). Moreover, scholars have highlighted
the importance of virtues (Welchman, 1999; Welchman, 2012;
Sandler, 2013), self-determination of actors involved in
environmental stewardship and related resource governance
mechanisms (Reed, 2008).

To effectively conceptualize stewardship, the term has been
categorized into different dimensions and theoretical
Frontiers in Marine Science | www.frontiersin.org 3
underpinnings. These include the reformist vs radical,
imaginative vs prosaic dimensions of stewardship (Mathevet
et al., 2018); relational values – dwelling, sense of place and
biocultural diversity (West et al., 2018); aspects of empathy,
place, and identity (Brown et al., 2019); and, also in terms of
ethics, motivation, action, and outcome (Enqvist et al., 2018).
While all these categorizations opine the interconnections and
use of the term stewardship as a boundary word, we
contextualize our argument regarding ocean stewardship in
Africa based on Enqvist et al. (2018) framing. Enqvist et al.
(2018) outline aspects of ethics, action, motivation, and outcome
to embody the concept of stewardship through three key lenses –
Care, Knowledge, and Agency. Care constitutes aspects of ethics
and motivation and refers to personal values, identity and
emotions towards ocean stewardship; Knowledge (motivation
and action) refers to the broader understanding of the existing
social-ecological system complexities, species diversity and use of
technology to advance stewardship initiatives; and finally,
Agency (motivation and outcome) refers to the capacity and
capabilities of individuals to design and achieve specific or global
ocean stewardship objectives.

Thus, the intertwining aspects of Care-Knowledge-Agency
underpinning the concept of stewardship provide a more
explicit approach to our understanding of ocean stewardship,
including factors that either enhance or constrain the sustainable
use and management of marine resources in different geographies.
Further, the Care-Knowledge-Agency provides room for
practitioners, researchers, and civil society to reflect and
reorganize debates in the African continent regarding ocean
stewardship, including management and governance approaches.
Therefore, conceptualizing this paper within the stewardship
literature contributes significantly to the ocean stewardship
literature (e.g., Blasiak et al., 2021) and ocean resources
management in Africa.
OCEAN STEWARDSHIP IN AFRICA

The African continent has numerous natural resources,
including access to the ocean, lakes, and other inland water
bodies. Many communities in Sub-Saharan Africa harbour
around the coastline with adjacency to the Atlantic and Indian
oceans, with access to enormous fisheries and ocean resources.
From Senegal, through Namibia, South Africa to Madagascar,
Mozambique and Kenya, African maritime countries utilize
ocean resources for food and livelihoods (Njock and Westlund,
2010; Sowman and Cardoso, 2010; Nyiawung R. A. et al., 2021).
However, aspects of overexploitation (Parker et al., 2020;
Erasmus et al., 2021a) and Illegal Unreported and Unregulated
(IUU) Fishing (Glaser et al., 2019; Okafor-Yarwood, 2019)
continue to handicap sustainable management and utilization
of these marine resources. These problems necessitate policies
and political interventions to avoid the further decline of fish
stocks and ecological degradation. Among the different
governance approaches, achieving sustainability standards and
acquiring international market access through the MSC’s
June 2022 | Volume 9 | Article 873397
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market-based approach have been efforts to steer ocean
stewardship worldwide. Below, we provide a brief background
on the status and progress of MSC certification in the African
continent as a relevant ocean stewardship tool.

MSC Certification and FIPs in Africa
The MSC is the largest certification scheme for wild-caught
fisheries, with approximately 12% of marine wild-caught
fisheries certified and participating in its program across
different geographies (Marine Stewardship Council (MSC),
2022b). Since its establishment in 1997, few southern fisheries
have been engaged in the fisheries compared to those in the
global North (Arton et al., 2020). Currently, there are only two
Frontiers in Marine Science | www.frontiersin.org 4
MSC-certified large-scale fisheries in Africa, with no small-scale
fisheries and others undergoing fishery improvements to meet
the MSC standards and possibly certification (Figure 1). The two
successfully certified fisheries in Africa are the South Africa hake
trawl fishery which was the first to be certified in the region in
2004 (Ponte, 2008; Butterworth, 2016), and the most recently
certified is the Namibian hake trawl and longline fishery, certified
in 2020 (Jones et al., 2020; Iitembu et al., 2021). These two
fisheries are similar in that they are both wild-capture fisheries,
export-oriented, and large-scale fisheries targeting hake, a
transboundary species in South Africa and Namibia,
including the hake, species targeted a common shared stock
(Henriques et al., 2016).
FIGURE 1 | A map showing African countries that are MSC certified, those that have attempted and failed to obtain MSC certification, and those currently under
Fishery Improvement Projects (FIPs).
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Like most other developing world fisheries, fewer fisheries
can afford the cost and onerous nature of the MSC program due
to varying challenges such as data-poor systems and lack of
management infrastructure (Wakamatsu and Wakamatsu,
2017). The MSC certification can cost between US$15,000 to
US$120,000; however, it can be as much as US$500,000 for
large complex fisheries (Roheim et al., 2011). Additional costs
include annual audits and indirect costs to rightsholders, such
as changing or modifying gear. Notwithstanding these
challenges, the MSC, through its developing world program,
has put in place a risk-based framework (RBF) that can be used
to assess these fisheries against the MSC standard, especially for
data-poor small-scale fisheries. The use of the RBF has
significantly increased the number of developing world
fisheries engaged with the MSC (See Marine Stewardship
Council (MSC), 2022c).

Further, the MSC, together with other organizations such as
WWF are supporting FIPs around the world. FIPs are aimed at
creating a collaborative environment between stakeholders
within a fishery to make improvements to meet the MSC
standard and possibly apply for certification if they choose to
(Crona et al., 2019; Thomas Travaille et al., 2019). Some
African fisheries are engaged in FIPs (See Figure 1),
including The Gambia Sole fishery, the only small-scale
fishery in the region to have engaged in the MSC certification
process but failed to meet the required certification standard
(Keus et al., 2015). Overall, engagement either directly in the
MSC certification program or through FIPs depends on the
motivation of different actors and stakeholders to support such
ocean stewardship and sustainability efforts across the globe.
The agency to drive such stewardship initiatives builds on the
various relational aspects of care and ethics towards natural
resources use and management. In what follows, we provide a
brief background of two fisheries engaged with the MSC
program to explain how the dimension of stewardship
- Care, Knowledge, and Agency- is relevant in steering ocean
stewardship in Africa.
The Namibian Hake Trawl and
Longline Fishery
Industrial fishing in Namibia began in the 1950s, with fishing
activities dominated by European fleets, especially for inshore
pelagic fishing for the South African sardine (Sardinops sagax)
and Cape anchovy (Engraulis encrasicolus) (Bianchi et al., 1999;
Boyer et al., 2001; Kirchner et al., 2010). In 1969, the
International Commission for the Southeast Atlantic Fisheries
(ICSEAF) was established to control and regulate the harvesting
of marine resources off the coasts of Namibia and South Africa,
which was at the time open access (Bianchi et al., 1999; van der
Westhuizen, 2001; Paterson et al., 2013). Despite the fisheries
management measures implemented by ICSEAF, such as legal
minimummesh size and member country quotas, the abundance
of marine resources, especially off Namibia, continued to deplete,
primarily due to continued overfishing (Roux and Shannon,
2004; Paterson et al., 2013).
Frontiers in Marine Science | www.frontiersin.org 5
In Namibia, the fishing sector is the third-highest
contributor to Namibia’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP)
after mining and agriculture, contributing 3.9% in 2020, and
directly employing about 16, 970 people in 2020 (Ministry of
Fisheries and Marine Resources (MFMR), 2020). The hake is
one of Namibia’s most economically valuable fish species (van
der Westhuizen, 2001; Ministry of Fisheries and Marine
Resources (MFMR), 2018; Kainge et al., 2020). The Namibian
fishing sector is well organized, earning Namibia the Food
Security Policy Leadership Award in 2010 and the Silver Future
Award in 2012 (Paterson et al., 2013). The Namibian Hake
Association (NHA), established in 1994, coordinates with all
hake (both trawl and longline) rightsholders to manage the
fishing activities targeting hake in consultations with MFMR
and the Fishery Observer Agency (FOA).

The Namibian hake fishing industry is highly commercialized,
owned by major industrial fishing companies that use advanced
technologies to harvest fish and other marine resources. Very few
people in Namibia fish for subsistence (Erasmus et al., 2021b).
Unlike other African countries such as Ghana, Somali and
Madagascar, Namibia has no legally recognized artisanal fishery
(Sowman and Cardoso, 2010). Similarly, the hake fishing
subsector employs the largest number (66.5%) of employees in
the Namibian fishing sector (Ministry of Fisheries and Marine
Resources (MFMR), 2020).

Namibia supplies fish and other seafood products to more
than 80 countries, including Spain, Portugal, and France
(Ministry of Fisheries and Marine Resources (MFMR), 2018;
MFMR, 2020), exporting about 75% of all fish and seafood
(Ministry of Fisheries and Marine Resources (MFMR), 2018),
with small quantities consumed locally (Erasmus et al., 2021b).
The Namibian hake trawl and longline fishery operate solely in
the Namibian Economic Zone (EEZ). The hake fishery which is
Namibia’s most economically exported fish species, is almost
exclusively export-oriented (Kainge et al., 2020). Hake products
are exported primarily as fresh, chilled, or frozen raw material.
Spain, Italy, and Portugal have been the traditional markets for
Namibian hake. Other countries like France, Switzerland,
Germany, and Holland have accepted hake as a white fish
species in competition with cod and Alaskan pollock). For
example, in 2019/2020, Spain imported 49% of the Namibian
hake (Ministry of Fisheries and Marine Resources (MFMR),
2020). The Namibian hake industry concentrated on value-
added products but was finding that the markets of central and
northern Europe, while wanting hake products, remained closed
because Namibia could not supply fish from a sustainably
certified fishery.

In terms of engagement with the MSC, actors within the
Namibian hake fishery see certification as a means to increase
international market access while also increasing attention to the
fishery’s ecosystem management (Iitembu et al., 2021).
Obtaining MSC certification was listed as one of the
priority actions for the Namibian fishing industry in 2017
(Ministry of Fisheries and Marine Resources (MFMR), 2018).
The main stakeholders involved in the Namibian hake fishery
certification were the Namibian hake industry represented by
June 2022 | Volume 9 | Article 873397
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NHA, MFMR, and assistance from the Fisheries Observer
Agency (FOA). In terms of non-government organizations, the
Albatross Task Force (ATF) has played an essential role in
reducing the impact of the fisheries on seabird life (Da Rocha
et al., 2021), which helped satisfy the conditions of MSC
certifications with regard to ecosystem protection. MFMR
provided services in kind, but the cost of the certification
assessment and any scientific advice from non-local
consultants were fully funded by the NHA from funds
collected from the association members. Up to date, the costs
are estimated to be around N$1.5 million (US$ 97, 911), with
other projects in the pipeline which need to be undertaken
during the current period of certification, including the costs of
the annual audit review. However, the economic contribution of
the MSC certification to the Namibian hake trawl and longline
fishery and the Namibian economy is still to be uncovered, and
the various improvements to the fishery. The South African MSC
certification has increased access to export markets (Lallemand
et al., 2016) and a 90% reduction in seabird bycatch
(Butterworth, 2016).

The MSC certificate is made out to the Namibian Client
Group, represented by NHA and MFMR and valid for five years,
with a yearly surveillance audit. The general procedure for MSC
certification is that the fishery does a pre-audit examination to
determine if it can pass the full audit. Namibia’s interest in MSC
certification began in 2003 (Standing, 2009). In 2008, the
Namibian fishing industry experienced a reduction in the
demand for the Namibian hake in Spain, one of the leading
importers for this product, which raised discussions about the
possibility of MSC certification (Standing, 2009). Namibia did a
pre-assessment in 2010, which indicated that the hake fishery
stood a good chance of being MSC certified and highlighted
some areas for improvements. However, due to a lack of action
towards certification from the government, the matter came to
rest to be again debated in 2015. In 2017, the NHA and other
fishing industry stakeholders prioritized getting the MSC
certification through improvements in the fishery. Finally, the
Namibian hake trawl and the longline fishery was MSC certified
in November 2020. Based on the Public Certification Report for
the Namibia hake trawl and longline fishery, positive aspects
were identified, such as improvements in stock assessment,
ecosystem health, and overall effective management of the
fishery required by the MSC to be certified (Jones et al., 2020).

The Gambian Sole Bottom Set
Gillnet Fishery
As mentioned earlier, The Gambian sole bottom set gillnet
fishery in West Africa is the first small-scale fishery in Africa
to have been pre-assessed by the MSC third-party assessors. Sole
fishing in The Gambia contributes significantly to local socio-
economic development through foreign exports, employment,
poverty reduction and food security (USAID, 2013). The Gambia
is one of the smallest countries in the continent, surrounded by
Senegal, with adjacency to the Atlantic Ocean, and rich in fishery
resources (Belhabib et al., 2016). The country has “an Exclusive
Economic Zone (EEZ) of 200 nautical miles and a territorial sea
Frontiers in Marine Science | www.frontiersin.org 6
extending to 12 nautical miles from the geographical coastal area,
with a continental shelf area of about 4000km2” (Ragusa, 2014,
p. 1). Primarily, the red sole and black sole are important
commercial fish species in The Gambia (Keus et al., 2015). In
2014, the fishery had about 475 sole ‘fishermen’ and a total catch
volume of approximately 1,300 metric tons, with an export value
between US$ 300 000 to 500 000 (Coastal Resources Center of
the University of Rhode Island (CRC), 2014). For more details on
the social, political, ecological, and economic characteristics of
the Gambian sole fishery, see Nyiawung R. et al. (2021).

Although described as a small-scale fishery, the bulk of sole fish
is commercially exported to foreign markets in Europe with the
support of local processing factories in both The Gambia and
Senegal. The Atlantic Seafood Company Limited coordinates sole
fish processing and export, with headquarters in the Netherlands
(Government of The Gambia (GOG), 2012). With growing
international market demand for sole fish, commercial actors
and local stakeholders are interested in acquiring the MSC blue
ecolabel to garner market benefits ascribed to the label and ensure
the fishery’s sustainability. Despite two failed pre-assessments
attempt to obtain the MSC certification through various multi-
stakeholder and transnational actors’ engagements (Nyiawung R.
et al., 2021), our interest in this paper is stakeholder’s motivation
and participation in ocean stewardship activities.

The interest in MSC certification for the Gambian sole began
with an initial invitation for pre-assessment by the Gambian
Artisanal Fisheries Development Agency (GAMFIDA) in 2007
(Keus et al., 2015). The fishery was assessed based on MSC-
designed sustainability principles and for which the fishery failed
to meet the minimum requirement for full assessment (Coastal
Resources Center of the University of Rhode Island (CRC),
2014). A total of nine action areas were recommended to
address problems summarily around data collection/stock
assessment, the fishery’s environment/ecosystem, and a
management plan for the sole (Keus et al., 2015). With such
ambition and motivation for certification for a small-scale
fishery, several transnational actors have collaborated and are
still collaborating with local stakeholders and fishers to address
the MSC recommendations (Coastal Resources Center of the
University of Rhode Island (CRC), 2014).

To support ocean stewardship and other sustainability efforts,
the Government of Gambia, through DoFish and with support
from other external actors, has established a sole management
plan and created the National Sole Co-management committee
to lead improvements and certification activities for the sole
fishery. This progress came in place through revisions and
amendments to the country’s Fishery Act of 2007, providing
exclusive use rights to fishing groups/stakeholders (Government
of The Gambia (GOG), 2012). Further actions include capacity
building for fisheries officials at the state and local levels and
building a flexible information gathering system for the fishery
that will guide improvement, stock health, and productivity
(Coastal Resources Center of the University of Rhode Island
(CRC), 2014). Thus, building local stakeholders’ capabilities and
capacity through engagement with the MSC program has helped
promote local ocean stewardship activities in The Gambia.
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THE STEWARDSHIP DIMENSIONS OF
CARE-KNOWLEDGE-AGENCY IN
AFRICA’S OCEAN AND MARINE
RESOURCES MANAGEMENT

Capability and Capacity for
Ocean Stewardship
The scales of interactions, place identity, and agency influence
the implementation of stewardship actions (Bennett et al., 2018;
Cockburn et al., 2019; Quarshie, 2021; Chapin et al., 2022). Here,
agency constitutes individuals’ capacity and capabilities to design
stewardship tools or initiatives that promote the effective
management of resources across scales (Enqvist et al., 2018, p.
24). The power with which different actors within a fishery can
influence or mobilize effective decisions depends on the existing
governance structure, capital, and other aspects of self-
determination (Reed et al., 2020). In terms of agency, our case
studies provide varying experiences and motivation to engage
with the MSC program.

In The Gambia, institutionalizing a co-management system
through the Fishery Act of 2007 provided power for local fishing
associations to manage ocean and marine resources (Government
of The Gambia (GOG), 2012). The policy provided authority for
GAMFIDA, a local fishery organization, to invite the MSC for a
pre-assessment of The Gambian sole bottom set gillnet fishery
with the motivation to achieve its blue ecolabel and expand their
international market access. Unfortunately, the fishery failed to
meet theMSC certification standard in 2007 and 2015 and is yet to
achieve certification. However, through the involvement of diverse
transnational actors and external financial support, various
improvements have been made to the fishery following
recommendations from the MSC’s first pre-assessment in 2007.
Key improvements include the establishment of the National Sole
Co-management (NASCOM) in 2009 and the enhancement of
capabilities of officials within The Gambia’s fisheries department
on fishery management. Also, other local fishing groups have
equally benefited from various capacity-building programs and
have brought significant changes to the sole fishery from harvest
management, processing, data collection, and export. This
improvement to the sole fishery has provided a collective sense
of action among actors and their power and ability to design and
champion stewardship initiatives. Small-scale fisheries with a co-
management approach have been proven to engage more in
developing stewardship activities (Karr et al., 2017).

Meanwhile, for the Namibian hake trawl and longline fishery,
while the MSC program serves as a stewardship tool and rigorous
approach to ensure the sustainability of wild-caught fisheries,
economic incentives principally drive actors’ motivation/
engagement. As a large-scale fishery, the hake fishery’s
activities are coordinated by the NHA, the Ministry of
Fisheries and Marine Resources (MFMR), with scientific
assistance from the Fisheries Observer Agency (FOA). The
harvesting of the Namibian hake is regulated by a hake
management plan. The government, through MFMR,
determines the yearly total allowable catches (TAC) for each
species, including hake, and assigns quotas for each rightsholder.
Frontiers in Marine Science | www.frontiersin.org 7
As most large-scale fisheries engaged with the MSC, financial
resources are available to coordinate improvements and achieve
certification. The NHA, through funds collected from members,
covered the cost of the MSC full assessment and the hiring of
scientific consultants, which amounted to about N$ 1.5 million
(US$ 97,911), including services in kind from the MFMR. The
mobilization of resources with NHA and MFMR to achieve the
MSC certification is aimed at helping the fishery expand its
access to international markets and compete with neighbouring
South African hake fishery. Thus, fisheries that constitute actors
with the right powers (agency) to design stewardship activities
can easily mobilize resources to engage and meet sustainability
standards such as those of the MSC and contribute to ocean
stewardship (Blasiak et al., 2021).

Understanding/Knowledge of the Fisheries
Achieving sustainability efforts and stewardship requires proper
knowledge of the social-ecological system the willingness to
learn, and a clear understanding of any existing complexities.
While local ecological and scientific knowledge plays a significant
role in marine and ocean resources management (Loring et al.,
2014; Bennett et al., 2018), there are always emerging threats to
the effective management of fish stocks and maintaining
ecosystem health. Ecosystem protection and sustainable
harvesting of marine resources can only be achieved when
local actors understand the fishery (von der Porten et al., 2019).

For The Gambian sole fishery, engagement with the MSC
program opened avenues for different transnational and local
actors to collaborate and share their knowledge of the fisheries
and design a management plan (Table 1). This process was
possible with the willingness of actors to engage in hands-on
training, capacity-building activities, and the institution of a
collective learning process across scales (local and national
levels). The fishery improvement processes included utilizing
traditional and scientific knowledge systems to understand better
and improve existing management practices and governance for
the sole fishery. Since engaging with the MSC in 2007, The
Gambian sole bottom set gillnet fishery has in place a mandatory
six-month close season in line with the sole fishery reproductive
cycle. Moreover, through support from a USAID BaNaFaa
project, staff from the department of the fishery have received
training on data collection and stock assessments (Coastal
Resources Center of the University of Rhode Island (CRC),
2014). Other activities included the tagging/licensing of boats
to ease monitoring and enforcement of regulations regarding
fishing gear. However, there are issues with fishery closure as it
directly impacts the fisher’s livelihood and the lack of
alternatives, thus pushing some fishers not to follow the
required closed season.

Unlike The Gambian sole fishery, the Namibian hake trawl
and longline fishery presents a different characteristic. The
Namibian fishery is more commercialized with the use of
advanced technology in the industry (Table 1). The fishery
benefits from expert knowledge and support from local
scientists within MFMR and other government agencies such
as FOA equipped with fisheries scientists that have a broader
understanding of the hake fishery ecosystem and stock health.
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These local experts collaborate and help the fishery with support
from the MSC to navigate the certification assessment and
improvements necessary to achieve the MSC accreditation for
the fishery. Thus, although the NHA coordinates and leads the
MSC certification process and surveillance auditing, actors in the
hake fishery collaborate to identify and set improvement
priorities and mobilize experts and resources to meet the
requirements of the MSC. Additionally, relevant institutes such
as FOA and ATF also ensure success for the Namibian hake trawl
and longline fishery.

Sustainable Practices and Care for
Ocean Resources
Ocean and marine resources provide not only a sense of place or
identity for people in various locales around the world, but it also
serves as a source of local subsistence and livelihood. For centuries,
the attachment of coastal dwellers and their communities to the
ocean creates a linkage between the ocean, culture, people, and
their social well-being. Such connection and importance of the
ocean and marine resources create a sense of care, empathy and
responsibility towards its use and management (Muller, 2014;
West et al., 2018; Brown et al., 2019). The aspect of care as a
stewardship dimension “has primarily been invoked indirectly
compared to the more explicit acknowledgement of knowledge
and agency” (Enqvist et al., 2018, p. 24). For any marine social-
ecological system, rapid changes from overfishing, for example, or
the growing threats of climate change calls for collective actions,
empathy, and care (Brown et al., 2019). However, such an
approach needs a deep understanding of the impacts/change
and to design a just sustainability and transformation plan (See
Bennett et al., 2019) and actions across scales (Chapin et al., 2022).

For both the Namibian and Gambian fisheries, voluntary
engagement in the MSC program as a stewardship tool is defined
by the motivation to ensure market access and the local ethical
responsibility toward long-term sustainability outcomes for the
fishery resources. However, there is a contrasting motivation for
engaging with the MSC between the two fisheries. For the
Namibian hake trawl and longline fishery, the interest in the
MSC certification is to gain access to international markets while
believing it increases attention on ecosystem approaches to
fisheries management (Iitembu et al., 2021). Further, the
market incentive to comply with regulations to obtain the
Frontiers in Marine Science | www.frontiersin.org 8
MSC certification was listed as one of the priority actions for
the Namibian hake fishing industry and the need for
improvements (Ministry of Fisheries and Marine Resources
(MFMR), 2018). Principally, stakeholders within the Namibian
fishery see engagement with the MSC to improve their
reputation and unlock markets they could not be accessed and
to secure economic and business opportunity for actors along the
fishery’s value chain.

Meanwhile, for The Gambian sole, while access to the
international market and the market incentive for certified
seafood drives actors’ interest in the MSC, local stakeholders
are also interested in ensuring the sustainability of the fishery
resources. The Atlantic seafood company in the Gambia reported
that the sole fish stock had been continuously decreasing to just
under 500 tons in 2014 (Coastal Resources Center of the
University of Rhode Island (CRC), 2014), thus a need to
ensure its sustainability. Stakeholders see engagement with the
MSC as a means to improve the fishery’s stock health, ensure
effective management through boat labelling, recording of catch
and ensuring monitoring and control of fishing activities.
Moreover, just like the management of fisheries in other areas,
actors see engagement in stewardship as an ethical responsibility
to ensure sustainability (Loring and Hinzman, 2018). Also, by
participating with the MSC, local actors have received training
and improved capacity to manage the sole fishery and engaged in
stewardship activities (Bennett et al., 2018). Thus, both market
access and sustainability objectives are motivations driving the
interest and engagement of sole fishery stakeholders in the MSC.
CONCLUSION

While there are debates on aspects of accessibility of large and small-
scale fisheries to the MSC program – especially for fisheries in the
global south, this paper focuses on the MSC certification scheme as
a stewardship tool, contributing to ocean and marine sustainability.
We use Enqvist and colleagues’ (2018) stewardship dimensions of
Care-Knowledge-Agency to discuss engagement and participation
in the MSC program. We examined the engagement and
experiences of these two fisheries in the African continent
with the MSC program, i.e., The Gambian sole bottom set gillnet
fishery – a small-scale uncertified fishery and the Namibian hake
TABLE 1 | Stewardship dimensions of the Namibian hake trawl and longline fishery and The Gambia sole fishery.

The Namibian hake trawl and longline fishery The Gambia sole fishery

Type of
fishery

Large-scale Small-scale

Market Export-oriented to markets in Europe and beyond Export-oriented to markets in Europe and beyond
Ethical
consideration

All stakeholders care and see the need to engage in ocean stewardship
activities and expanding the fishery’s economic potential

Stakeholders are interested in the sustainability of the fishery and are taking
the responsibility to manage the fishery and secure their livelihood

Motivation Solely economic incentive for certification to increase international market
access

Economic and fishery sustainability incentives

Action Local actors led by the Namibian Hake Association (NHA) express
interest and funded the certification process with support from the
fisheries ministry and local fisheries experts

Initial interest in MSC certification was done by a local fisheries association,
but other transnational actors funded improvements, MSC assessments, and
design ocean stewardship activities

Outcome Fishery received MSC certification in 2020 Fishery remain uncertified and current (2022) an inactive comprehensive
fishery improvement project (FIP)
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trawl and longline fishery – a large scale fishery that recently
received its MSC certification in 2020. While the MSC program is
presented as a stewardship tool for the sustainable harvest and
management of wild-caught fisheries, these two case studies show a
broad range of interest, stakeholder motivation to engage in the
program, and the capacity/capabilities to become certified.

The Namibian case study presents evidence of a large-
scale fishery with actors having adequate capacity and
capabilities (agency) to design management/stewardship
activities. Comparatively, The Gambian sole fishery presents a
small-scale fishery challenged with inadequate resources (both
human and financial resources) to effectively engage, attain the
MSC expected standards, and achieve certification. The Gambian
case, like most other small-scale fisheries, supports scholarly
arguments regarding accessibility to the MSC program for some
fisheries compared to others (Jacquet et al., 2010; Wakamatsu
and Wakamatsu, 2017).

Through the stewardship dimensions of Care-Knowledge-
Agency, the MSC program serves as an important stewardship
tool for ocean sustainability, although the problem of
accessibility for African fisheries to the MSC program remains
an issue. However, in the African context, ocean stewardship
initiatives are challenged by a lack of regional/national
environmental awareness, and sustainability campaigns. There
are few programs promoting and ensuring the sustainable
consumption of fisheries resources such as the Southern
African Sustainable Seafood Initiative (SASSI). If global
sustainability of wild-caught fisheries and stewardship
initiatives are to be successful, Africans must be willing to buy
their fish from a coordinated sustainable with good policy and
Frontiers in Marine Science | www.frontiersin.org 9
governance structures and a massive environmental awareness
campaign. The local consumption of certified seafood programs
must be encouraged and promoted by all stakeholders.

Despite the potential of the MSC program as an ocean
stewardship tool, the authors are aware of the challenges
embedded within this eco-certification scheme. There are
unanswered questions such as how Namibia as a country and
the fishery would benefit from being certified and if they can
maintain the label over time. Another question is the accessibility
of developing world small-scale fisheries to certification programs
like the MSC. Overall, the MSC program, as it stands, brings
together local actors to care, make improvements, expand local
knowledge, and design a management plan for fisheries interested
in becoming certified.
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