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The politics of transnational fishers’ movements
Elyse N. Mills

International Institute of Social Studies (ISS), The Hague, the Netherlands

ABSTRACT
This article explores the politics of transnational fishers’
movements, setting out to understand why and how they contest
and seek to influence the politics of global fisheries. It focuses on
two movements representing small-scale fishers, the World
Forum of Fisher Peoples and the World Forum of Fish Harvesters
and Fish Workers, aiming to link the politics of such movements
more directly with academic and political debates. The analysis is
structured around three connected spheres: transnational
movements engaging in the politics of global fisheries;
contentious fisheries issues prioritized by the movements; and
political spaces where movements participate.
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Introduction

Contemporary politics around the production, circulation and consumption of (sea)food1,
and climate change mitigation and adaptation are complex and contentious. New actors,
issues, and agendas constantly emerge, making it unclear who is doing what and why.
What remains particularly obscure is the role that social movements – particularly
fishers’ movements – play in such politics. This article addresses these obscurities, focus-
ing on two transnational movements representing small-scale fishers, the World Forum of
Fisher Peoples (WFFP) and the World Forum of Fish Harvesters and Fish Workers (WFF),
aiming to bring the politics of fishers’ movements more purposefully into academic
and political debates. It explores why and how transnational fishers’ movements
engage in and contribute to the politics of global fisheries, by inquiring into three inter-
connected analytical spheres: transnational movements that engage in the politics of
global fisheries; contentious fisheries issues prioritized by the movements; and political
spaces where movements participate. The article argues that in relation to the first
sphere, three pivotal developments reflect how fishers’ movements are responding to
converging fisheries, food and climate crises, and how agrarian movements and intergo-
vernmental organizations are engaging with fisheries issues. In the second sphere, three
global phenomena reflect how small-scale fishers are being impacted by the expansion of
the industrial (sea)food system, intensive investment in the ‘sustainable development’
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and use of aquatic resources, and the accelerated spread of climate change mitigation
and adaptation agendas. In the third sphere, three political spaces have been targeted
as important spaces for engagement, including the Food and Agriculture Organization’s
(FAO) Committee on Fisheries (COFI) and Committee on World Food Security (CFS), and
the Conference of the Parties (COP) to the United Nations Framework Convention on
Climate Change (UNFCCC). All three spaces also pose critical challenges for movement
participation.

Despite being under-researched, fishers’ movements and their political agendas have
made their mark on contemporary politics of global fisheries, especially in the context of
rural, agrarian and environmental transformations. Climate change politics have moved
to the forefront of development processes and politics; the conception of ‘rural’ has
moved beyond the purely agrarian; and transnational arenas of political contention have
rendered conventional settings for studying movements, namely the national and subna-
tional, relevant but limited (Borras et al. 2018). Such transformations have also accentuated
the importance of fishers’ organizations mobilizing beyond their national boundaries and
expanding their movements internationally. These broad global transformations and
related politics are engaged with here from a political economy perspective, inspired par-
ticularly byO’Connor’s (1998) notionof the second contradictionof capitalism, inwhich this
system of production both depends on and is undermined by intense extraction and over-
consumption of natural resources. The fisheries sector is a vivid example of this contradic-
tion in the global food system, as a mode of food production that remains largely
dependent on extracting animals from their natural habitats, and to such an intensive
extent that many fish stocks are collapsing (Campling and Colás 2021). Fish are the last
hunted commodity left on earth, and due to their portrayal as a renewable resource,
their exhaustibility is often ignored. This is part of why fisheries is such an analytically dis-
tinct and challenging field (Campling, Havice, and McCall Howard 2012).

Studying specific transnational movements, such as WFFP and WFF, helps concretize
our understandings of broad global transformations and politics, and the dynamics contri-
buting to the emergence and political agendas of movements. More specifically, research
on fishers’movements can: first, broaden the scope of food politics beyond land and agri-
culture, implicating fishers, fisheries resources (fish and shellfish) and territories (areas
where fishing activities occur) in food system transformations. Second, extend debates
around climate politics through analysis of the impacts ofmitigation and adaptation initiat-
ives on fishers and fisheries. Third, strengthen strengthen research and understandings of
fisheries politics through the integration of knowledge, insights and alternatives from
fishers and their movements. In this context, the politics surrounding fisheries, food and
climate change are underpinned by the formal and informal structures, practices and pro-
cesses linked both to (sea)food and its production, circulation and consumption, and
climate changemitigation and adaptation measures. These politics also involve numerous
actors, with the focus here being on fishers’movements, which are engaging with (nego-
tiating, establishing and reinterpreting) these structures, practices and processes; and the
political spaces (places of activity, debate or conflict) where the movements engage.

The research presented in this article was conducted using a combination of three
complementary sets of methods, which were used to collect both primary and secondary
data, namely, archival, virtual and in-person. The archival methods involved reviewing and
analysing existing literature, policies, reports, meeting minutes, mailing lists, social media
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pages, and other documents.2 The virtual methods involved tracking discussions, news
and documentation about particular processes and events online, attending online meet-
ings and webinars, and conducting formal semi-structured interviews with key actors. The
in-person methods involved engaging in participant observation at events, conducting
both formal semi-structured and informal conversational interviews with key actors,
and taking and collecting photos to observe visual nuances. All interview participants
have been kept anonymous due to the political sensitivity of the subject matter. This
approach allowed me to cover more ground transnationally and collect a range of data
at multiple places and times, reflecting a necessity that has emerged out of the contem-
porary globalized context, challenging researchers to rethink their units of analysis and
methodologies (Mendez 2008).

In the rest of this article, I first situate fishers’movements in the context of food, climate
and fisheries politics and debates, highlighting why such politics have become both
increasingly significant and complex in the context of contemporary food systems and
climate change mitigation and adaptation. This section also points to critical gaps in exist-
ing bodies of academic literature and political debates on food, climate and fisheries,
which could be broadened and strengthened through engagement with fishers’ move-
ments. I then elaborate on the three analytical spheres introduced above – transnational
movements, contentious fisheries issues and political spaces – and the key elements
within each linking them to the politics of global fisheries.

Fishers’ movements in food, climate and fisheries politics

Since the 2007–2008 food price crisis, the politics of the contemporary food system has re-
emerged as a topic of widespread interest. While this has increased global attention to the
role of small-scale farmers and agrarian issues in the global food system and the issues
affecting them, awareness of small-scale fishers’3 perspectives remains vague and
limited. Small-scale farmers and transnational agrarian movements have been able to
gain access to new avenues for engagement with policymakers, NGOs and researchers,
which has contributed to broadening the visibility of prominent global peasant move-
ments, namely La Vía Campesina (LVC)4, and their agendas (Edelman and Borras 2016).
Yet, their fisher counterparts, namely WFFP and WFF, remain less visible. Fishers are typi-
cally subsumed into ‘agrarian’ or ‘peasant’ categories, which is partially accurate in that
fisheries may be understood as a component of the agricultural sector, but also limits
our understanding of the particular, complex set of issues that fishers face. This lack of
attention is striking considering that transnational fishers’ movements claim to represent

2The majority of the movement-authored reports and other documents that are drawn upon in this article, have been
published by WFFP in collaboration with allied organizations.

3Considering the diverse forms small-scale fisheries take globally, it is difficult to adequately address all of their specifi-
cities within a broad discussion on transnational movements and the politics of global fisheries. Therefore, in this study,
‘small-scale fishers’ refers to people that fish to meet food and basic livelihood needs, and/or are directly involved in
harvesting, processing or marketing fish. They typically work for themselves, without hiring outside labour; operate in
near shore areas; employ traditional, low-technology or passive fishing gear; undertake single day fishing trips; and
engage in the sale or barter of their catches.

4La Vía Campesina is an international grassroots movement founded in 1993 that defends small-scale sustainable agri-
culture as a way to promote social justice and dignity. It opposes corporate driven agriculture and transnational com-
panies that are marginalizing people and destroying nature. It currently has 182 member organizations in 81 countries
around the world (LVC 2017).
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millions of fisher people around the world (WFFP 2014a), as well as the crucial role that
small-scale fisheries play in producing food – contributing 66% of catches for direct
human consumption – and providing 90% of employment in the fisheries sector (FAO
2015). This begs the question: why are transnational fishers’ movements so much less
visible than their farmer counterparts?

From a historical context, all three transnational movements (LVC, WFFP and WFF)
were established in the 1990s, partially in response to the ramping up of international
food trade and the establishment of the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 1995 (WFF
1997; Author, interviews and fieldnotes, 2018, 2019). Initially, WFFP and WFF were one
consolidated international organization. However, internal political tensions caused a
split in 2000 at the 2nd WFF General Assembly in Loctudy, France.5 Two organizations
emerged: the WFFP, comprised of Asian, African and New Zealand national members,
along with a First Nations member from Canada, and the WFF, comprised of Icelandic,
French, and North and South American national members (Sinha 2012). Public lists
show that WFFP currently has 75 member organizations from 50 countries (WFFP
2014b), while WFF has 44 member organizations from 42 countries (WFF 2017b).
Today, WFFP is characterized as:

[A] mass-based social movement of small-scale fisher people from across the world… estab-
lished in response to the increasing pressure being placed on small-scale fisheries, including
habitat destruction, anthropogenic pollution, encroachment on small-scale fishing territories
by large-scale fishing fleets, illegal fishing, and overfishing. Years later climate changewas also
added to the list of threats that WFFP addresses in its work (WFFP 2014a, 1).

Similarly, the WFF is described as:

[A]n international organization that brings together small-scale fisher organizations for the
establishment and upholding of fundamental human rights, social justice and culture of arti-
sanal/ small-scale fish harvesters and fish workers, affirming the sea as source of all life and
committing themselves to sustain fisheries and aquatic resources for the present and
future generations to protect their livelihoods (WFF 2017a, 1).

WFFP and WFF have both played an important role in shaping political agendas in global
fisheries and advocating for the survival of small-scale fishers by continuously voicing the con-
cerns of small-scale fishers and demanding space at decision-making tables, and yet there has
been little empirical work inquiring into their influence and the significance of their role.

Fishers’ movements and food politics

Tracking fishers’movements as actors engaging with food politics, as well as the historical
processes and events that have shaped them and their evolving forms of resistance, is
central to understanding what kind of influence they have had. As Clapp (2014) argues,
the types of actors involved in the global food system, and the tools they use affect
food politics and contexts for resistance. From a historical perspective, the structural
context from which fishers’ resistance has emerged has been referred to as a food

5There are many accounts of what exactly transpired during the Loctudy meeting that led to the split. Interviewees noted
that there were differences of opinion between members from the Global North and South about what small-scale
fisheries entailed, what sort of organizations could become members, and how the movement should be structured
and led. For a more detailed discussion, see Sinha (2012), O’Riordan (2000) and Santiago (2001).
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regime involving an interconnected global system of production, circulation and con-
sumption (Friedmann and McMichael 1989; Friedmann 1993). This food regime has
been built upon the preference for ‘efficient’ large-scale industrial methods, such as
monocropping and capital-intensive aquaculture; corporate dominance over the agricul-
tural and seafood markets; and exclusion from resources due to increasing privatization –
all of which threaten the livelihoods of small-scale fishers (Mansfield 2011; TNI 2017; WFFP
2017).

Debates around food systems and politics highlight the need for radical alternatives
that can address the current global crisis (Duncan and Pascucci 2017; Holt Giménez
and Shattuck 2011; Clapp and Cohen 2009). Yet, there has been limited discussion of
fishers as crucial contributors to such alternative visions. There have, however, been
some efforts toward reframing ‘fish as food’, both in its literal sense and as a political state-
ment, as a move towards broadening food sovereignty discourse (Levkoe, Lowitt, and
Nelson 2017). Food sovereignty is a prominent example of an alternative constructed
by social movements – namely La Vía Campesina – which is understood as:

The right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced through ecologi-
cally sound and sustainable methods, and their right to define their own food and agriculture
systems. It puts the aspirations and needs of those who produce, distribute and consume
food at the heart of food systems and policies rather than the demands of markets and cor-
porations. (Nyéléni 2007)

However, food sovereignty debates have been weak in their engagement with fishers.
While proponents of the food sovereignty movement have always considered fishers to
be allies involved in the movement-building process (Nyéléni 2007; Pictou 2017), there
have only recently been more concerted efforts toward establishing stronger alliances
between fishers’ and agrarian movements. These efforts are slowly becoming more
visible on the ground within movements, as well as in research (Gioia 2017). An important
point of collaboration for fishers’ and agrarian movements has been around climate
change issues, and the recognition that they are facing a common struggle against
both the impacts of climate change and the potential impacts of mitigation and adap-
tation efforts. This has catapulted such movements into the arena of key actors engaging
with the politics of climate change (Gioia 2017; Barbesgaard 2018).

Fishers’ movements and climate politics

Climate change agendas were initially amplified after the United Nations Framework Con-
vention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) was put into effect in March 1994. The UNFCCC aims
to stabilize the level of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere in order to prevent dangerous
impacts on the climate system, by focusing onprotocols and agreements, and setting (non-
binding) limits for emissions in individual ratifying countries (Bulkeley and Newell 2010).
While curbing climate change is a widespread concern, mainstream debates and
approaches tomitigation and adaptation tend to focus on strategies that gloss over imbal-
ances in power, control and consumption in society, and thus do not appropriately address
related issues like uneven access to anddistribution of resources. This stemspartially froma
lack of political will to upset the status quo and address the deep structural issues which
contribute to the ineffectiveness, and even damaging nature, of conventional agendas.
Such agendas often ignore the nuances and specificities of how particular groups of
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peoples are actually impacted by mitigation and adaptation initiatives (Hunsberger,
Corbera, and Borras 2017). To a large extent, academic and political debates also tend to
only engage with civil society perspectives that are politically ‘safe’ or conservative,
while ignoring more radical actors who are raising red flags about how mitigation and
adaptation are currently being implemented. There are some important works by critical
scholars who address such specificities and/or work closely with civil society actors (see
for example Hunsberger, Corbera, and Borras 2017; Newell and Taylor 2018), but this litera-
ture is typically excluded frombroader policy debates, and represents a small proportion of
the research being done on climate change globally.

Although fishers live on the frontlines of coastal climate impacts, such as intensifying
storms, sea level rise, and coastal erosion, there is little attention in research and policy on
their participation in climate politics. Fishers are also some of the first to feel the impacts
of mega projects carried out in the name of sustainable development, such as tidal
energy, dams, wind turbines, and ocean conservation initiatives, such as Marine Protected
Areas and blue carbon initiatives6 (FAO 2012; Barbesgaard 2018; Bavinck et al. 2017). Yet,
little critical reflection has emerged on the social impacts such initiatives could have on
fishing communities, with some notable exceptions including Barbesgaard (2018),
Bavinck et al. (2017), Pictou (2017), and WFFP (2017). Understanding the processes and
actors involved in climate politics more holistically to include fishers, and critically, analys-
ing mitigation and adaptation strategies and their implementation, is urgent (Adger et al.
2005; Gasper, Portocarrero, and Clair 2013). However, it is not obvious how to do this, and
at what level to engage with such a challenge. Bulkeley and Newell (2010), for instance,
assert the importance of shifting our thinking away from the importance of the
nation-state as an actor engaging in climate politics, and to consider other public and
private actors involved, how and why they engage with climate governance, and what
the implications are. In exploring the role of fishers’ movements, for example, tracking
how they negotiate, establish, and reinterpret existing structures, practices and processes
in formal and informal political arenas can contribute to this shift in thinking. This can also
help to re-cast fishers as important actors within the civil society sphere, rather than
simply allies of food, agrarian and climate justice movements, such as La Vía Campesina.

Fishers’ movements and fisheries politics

The rise of the industrial fisheries sector has played a central role in complicating fisheries
politics, not least due to the rapid expansion of international fish trade. Spurred by
growing demand and facilitated by advances in freezing and storage technology, and
decreasing costs of transportation, fish is currently the most highly traded food commod-
ity worldwide. Since 1960, global fish consumption has experienced rapid growth,
increasing by 3.2 per cent per year – exceeding the 2.8 per cent growth in consumption
of all land-based meat combined. This has led to average consumption more than dou-
bling in the last six decades, from 9.0–20.5 kilograms per person per year (FAO 2020c).

6Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) are large ocean and coastal areas that are designated as fully or partly off-limits for
fishing activities intended to conserve the space and the resources therein. Blue carbon initiatives, which target CO2

stored in coastal ecosystems (e.g. mangroves, tidal marshes and seagrasses), involve the establishment of carbon
credits derived from protected coastal areas as an approach to mitigating climate change (Barbesgaard 2018).
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Similarly, the value of global fish trade grew more than twenty-fold since 1976, from
USD 7.8–164 billion per year (FAO 2020c). This has meant that fisheries has become an
extremely lucrative business, particularly for a few large industrial fishing companies.
The world’s top five fishing companies alone, Maruha Nichiro (Japan), Nippon Suisan
Kaisha (Japan), Thai Union Group (Thailand), Mowi (previously Marine Harvest)
(Norway), and Mitsubishi Corporation (Japan) collectively pulled in USD 23.8 billion in
revenue in 2019 (Berge 2019; Bizvibe 2020), illustrating who is benefitting the most
from growth in the sector, and just how few hands in fisheries wealth is concentrated
in. Such concentration has been partially facilitated by fisheries governance strategies
that favour these industrial players through investment in expanding their operations,
support for gear improvement, and fuel subsidies (Mansfield 2011; Campling and Colás
2021). Such strategies have contributed to a transformation of the fisheries sector, in
which government officials and powerful fishing companies maintain a tight grip on
fisheries resources, allowing little space for other actors, such as small-scale fishers, to
determine how resources should be managed (Meynen 1989). Looking critically as
these approaches raises important questions about the implications of investment
flowing into fisheries and rural areas, and who profits from the control of natural
resources, which have mainly been discussed in the context of land and land-based
resources (Borras et al. 2016; Hall 2013; Castree 2003), but more recently also in relation
to fisheries resources (Mansfield 2004; Bennett, Govan, and Satterfield 2015; Longo,
Clausen, and Clark 2015). In the current era of rural, agrarian and environmental trans-
formations, new and existing processes of exclusion emerge out of, and are fuelled by,
the global resource rush, ‘recasting the political economy of land, water, fisheries and
forests in the rural world, and reconfiguring how capital penetrates agriculture and the
countryside’ (Borras and Franco 2018, 11).

In fisheries, the overlap of the global resource rush, numerous existing international
governance institutions and instruments, such as the Committee on Fisheries (COFI);
UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS); and the Guidelines for Securing Sustain-
able Small-Scale Fisheries (SSF Guidelines), and the growing popularity of private prop-
erty-based fisheries management approaches, such as Individual Transferable Quotas
(ITQs)7, highlight clear connections between transformations in global fisheries and pol-
itical-economic shifts that need to be better understood (UNCLOS 1982; Sundar 2012).
This requires the development of innovative approaches, such as the three spheres
approach discussed below, for analysing the political economy and ecology of global
fisheries and the actors therein (such as fishers’ movements), which has become signifi-
cantly more complex by intersecting food and climate crises. These intersections make
it much more difficult to manage and ensure equal access to finite fisheries resources,
which is especially problematic for small-scale fishers, whose political and economic
power continue to be weakened alongside the strengthening of the capital-intensive
industrial fisheries sector (Mansfield 2011; WFFP 2017). While there has been some impor-
tant critical work done on analysing food and agrarian issues and movements (see for
example Martinez-Torres and Rosset 2010; McMichael 2011; Edelman and Borras 2016),

7Individual Transferable Quotas (ITQs), also known as Individual Fishing Quotas (IFQs), are a type of catch share system,
which many governments, particularly in the Global North, use to regulate fishing and adhere to limits established by
sustainability measurements (Bromley 2009).
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few similar explorations have emerged on fisheries, with notable exceptions including
Sinha (2012), Sundar (2012) and Bavinck, Jentoft, and Scholtens (2018).

Transnational movements, contentious fisheries issues and political spaces

The transnational movements, contentious fisheries issues and political spaces that are
the focus of this article, as well as the ways in which they interconnect, are rooted in a
distinct context of uneven capitalist development in global fisheries. This process has
several notable characteristics. First, due to the capitalist economy’s dependence on con-
tinuous self-expansion into new domains, privatization and corporate interests constantly
expand into new spaces and sectors (O’Connor 1998; Schlüter et al. 2020; Campling and
Colás 2021). In fisheries, this materializes in the continuous expansion of the industrial
sector, seeking out new ventures and ways to accumulate capital through seafood pro-
duction, such as the rapid intensification of global aquaculture production in the past
two decades. Capitalist development has also produced uneven spatial distribution,
both between and within regions, of consumption, wealth, and labour relations in the
global (sea)food system. It has also contributed to the particular combination of econ-
omic, social and political characteristics that determine the level of development within
and between regions (O’Connor 1998; Campling and Colás 2021). In fisheries, this materi-
alizes in many levels of unevenness across global fisheries, mainly in terms of manage-
ment, state support, and resource access, in which owners of industrial fishing
companies in some regions are able to accumulate vast amounts of capital, while
small-scale fishers in other regions struggle to survive.

Both the expansion of capital and uneven and combined development have contributed
to transforming global fisheries, and fostering the emergence of organized forms of resist-
ance and contestation, in which fishers’movements react to issues of exploitation, exclusion
and dispossession emerging from capitalist development in the sector (O’Connor 1998;
Campling and Colás 2021). These reactions are also uneven, in that they are not constant
nor consistent, emerging in varying levels of intensity and coherence at different
moments in time. This materializes in the way that fishers’ movements engagement in
fisheries politics has evolved over the past two decades, with their visibility and political
agendas changing depending on current local and global contexts. Fishers’ movements
are not always able to respond and mobilize as they wish, but are often confined by the
constraints created by capitalist development in fisheries. In other words, the politics and
political actions of fishers do not develop and emerge in a vacuum, but have very structural
and material influences (McMichael 2008; Campling, Havice, and McCall Howard 2012). The
three spheres discussed below make these politics more tangible, providing insights into
the development and strengthening of alliances between transnational movements and
civil society and intergovernmental organizations; the contentious fisheries issues that
have propelled movements and become focal points of their political agendas; and the pol-
itical spaces which movements are both participating in and being influenced by.

Transnational movements engaging in the politics of global fisheries

The World Forum of Fisher Peoples (WFFP) and World Forum of Fish Harvesters and Fish
Workers (WFF) have been the two most politically important transnational fishers’
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movements since the mid-1990s. Global transformations in fisheries have contributed to
the expansion of these movements, as they seek out ways to strengthen their global net-
works and find spaces and platforms for engagement. As more platforms emerge for
addressing international concerns, intergovernmental bodies become increasingly impli-
cated in trying to navigate the political integration of diverse global actors (Tarrow 2005;
Smith and Guarnizo 2006), such as transnational fishers’ movements. Also considered
‘fisheries justice’ movements, these movements are collective struggles involving local,
national and transnational alliances of small-scale fishers, fishing communities, and
their allies, who are concerned with issues of inclusion, equity, human rights, democratis-
ing access to and control of natural resources, and the politics of climate change (Mills
2018). In seeking to understand the role of transnational fishers’movements in the politics
of global fisheries, three pivotal developments offer important insights into how fishers’
movements are responding to converging fisheries, food and climate crises, and how
agrarian movements and intergovernmental organizations are engaging with fisheries
issues.

First, fishers’ movements have internalized the convergence of the fisheries, food and
climate crises, and are aligning their activities and demands accordingly. Fishers have put
food, agrarian and climate issues forward as central pillars of their political agendas. For
instance, food sovereignty is a key mobilization tool, analytical guide, and alternative that
fishers’movements have been engaging with in recent years, due to its counter-narrative
that strives for food and climate justice. Fishers are concerned about the impacts of
climate change and mitigation and adaptation on fishing communities, and have mobi-
lized around alternatives like food sovereignty as possible ways forward (WFFP 2017; Bar-
besgaard 2018). Concrete examples of this engagement include the establishment of a
food sovereignty working group involving WFFP members, and a published report on
food sovereignty in small-scale fisheries, in which food sovereignty is defined as ‘a politi-
cal agenda of small-scale food producers in defense of our rivers, lakes, oceans and land. It
is a response to the encroachment of our food system by multinational corporations who,
in the context of fisheries, seek to privatize and consolidate fishing rights in the hands of a
few’ (WFFP 2017, 4). During the WFFP’s 7th General Assembly in India in November 2017,
where WFF members also participated, a workshop was organized dedicated to unpack-
ing and understanding how small-scale fishers relate to food sovereignty. Participants
reflected on their own local contexts and experiences with food sovereignty, with one
participant highlighting:

We have always understood food production is our right, and it is about not destroying our
fish stocks and our natural environment. It is also about how to control and manage that pro-
duction and make sure destructive practices stay out. It is about how we take joint and col-
laborative decisions about production. It is about our culture and belief systems. It is about
how particular species or marine life interact with our daily lives. This is what we have always
know, but we just never called it food sovereignty before –we always had the same principles
but just used different language. (Author, fieldnotes, 2017)

Yet, the food sovereignty discussion within fisheries is not without its challenges, consid-
ering many fishers around the world depend on selling their catches to the international
market – an element which some members of fishers’ movements do not feel is ade-
quately addressed in food sovereignty debates. Several participants at the 2017 food
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sovereignty workshop highlighted that their livelihoods depend on catching species
which are not eaten locally (e.g. octopus), and they felt that food sovereignty is too
focused on the localization of food (Author, interviews and fieldnotes, 2017; 2018;
2019). This localization issue does not only emerge in the context of fisheries, but rep-
resents a contradiction in agrarian food systems as well. Robbins (2015) explores this
dilemma, highlighting that local food systems alone are not enough to challenge the
global industrial food system, and even local food systems that fit an ideal food sover-
eignty type, do not constitute food sovereignty in and of itself. Therefore, it is important
that the food sovereignty discussion continues to evolve, both within fishers’movements
and more broadly, with more attention to which aspects are useful in the context of
fisheries and which are not, if the concept is to have powerful or lasting mobilization
power among fishers’ movements.

Fishers’ movements are also entangled in the complicated issues of private property
and ‘ocean grabbing’ – which refers to powerful economic actors capturing control of
decision-making in fisheries, including around the use, conservation and management
of marine resources (TNI 2014). To address this, the WFFP membership established an
ocean grabbing working group, organized an ocean grabbing workshop at its 7th
General Assembly, and published a report highlighting the differences between human
rights and property rights in fisheries management. This report notes that ‘in addition
to denouncing the negative effects of property rights-based fisheries programs, small-
scale and artisanal fisherfolk have been actively developing and promoting a human
rights-based approach to fisheries; this is the backbone of the SSF Guidelines’ (TNI
et al. 2016, 9). It defines the three main criteria of a human rights-based approach to
fisheries (HRBA): first, it must be multi-dimensional and holistic, meaning all human
rights are interrelated, interdependent and indivisible and must be respected and
upheld equally. Second, it must have a pro-poor stance on decision-making and
impact, meaning the most marginalized communities and individuals within communities
must receive extra attention to ensure their rights are respected. Third, it must involve an
accountability structure in which the state is the key duty bearer, meaning nation states
play a central role in respecting and protecting human rights, particularly due to their
membership in the UN and related international treaties and obligations (TNI et al. 2016).

There has also been increasing discussion within the movements around how, in the
context of climate change and related politics, privatization strategies are being reframed
within new ‘blue’ agendas, using concepts such as the blue economy, blue growth and
blue carbon (WFFP 2015; Barbesgaard 2018). In a report titled ‘Blue Carbon: Ocean Grab-
bing in Disguise?’ published byWFFP in 2015, they highlight that ‘blue carbon needs to be
understood as part of broader processes of the privatisation of nature, and grabbing
resources under the guise of conservation’. One WFFP member further noted that ‘in
Indonesia, the fishers say: ‘the sea is our mother who provides, protects and loves us.’
The Blue Carbon project asks us to sell our mother’ (WFFP 2015, 3). How fishers’ move-
ments grapple with and respond to reframed privatization agendas is still an ongoing dis-
cussion within the movements, since the complexity of such agendas and the wide array
of actors involved often make it unclear who to direct these responses to and what strat-
egies will be most effective (Author, interviews 2018; 2019).

The second pivotal development is that transnational agrarian movements, such as La
Vía Campesina (LVC), and the platforms they participate in, such as the International
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Planning Committee for Food Sovereignty (IPC)8 are increasingly internalizing the
fisheries aspect of converging food and climate crises, which is in part reflected in the
issues and demands they make. This can be seen partly in the participation of WFFP
members in LVC’s 7th International Conference in July 2017, the participation of LVC
members in the WFFP’s 7th General Assembly in November 2017, and the increasing
number of fisher-related stories, statements or reports posted on LVC’s website –
which rose steadily from 3 to 49 between 2000 and 2016 (Author, interviews and field-
notes, 2018). This coordinated effort to enhance the alliance between agrarian and
fishers’ movements is highlighted by the launch of the Global Convergence of Land
and Water Struggles during the March 2015 World Social Forum in Tunisia. The resulting
joint declaration demonstrates that collaborations between social movements and organ-
izations engaged in defending land and water rights led to the recognition of the vital link
between land and water struggles, particularly when faced with the increasing threat of
land and water grabbing globally (see LVC 2015).

The convergence of agrarian and fishers’ movements is also evident within the Inter-
national Planning Committee for Food Sovereignty (IPC), which is an international
network of civil society organizations (CSOs) established in 1996 that LVC, WFFP and
WFF are all member of. The IPC brings together organisations representing farmers,
fishers, agricultural workers, indigenous peoples, and NGOs, and provides a common
space for mobilization that links local struggles and global debate. Since 2002, the IPC
has also been the official platform charged with coordinating civil society participation
in some of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO)9 processes,
such as the Committee on World Food Security (CFS) and Committee on Fisheries (COFI)
(IPC 2017; Claeys and Duncan 2019). In March 2018, Masifundise, a member of WFFP and
its 2014–2017 Secretariat, hosted the biennial IPC General Meeting in South Africa. LVC
members who participated in the meeting noted that they were ‘very impressed with
the organization of the meeting and with the strong voices and presence of WFFP
members’, also highlighting that ‘the exchanges that happened there have helped to
strengthen the alliance between WFFP and LVC’ (Author, interview, 2018). Several
social movement allies further pointed out that the role of fishers’ movements in the
IPC space has also contributed to increasing the visibility of fisheries issues in the IPC
and FAO processes and spaces. However, despite these important gains in alliance-build-
ing between fishers’ and agrarian movements in recent years, there is still work to be done
in strengthening modes of communication and collaboration between them, and as one
WFFP member noted, for fishers’ movements to ‘really learn from the experiences of
farmers’ movements in scaling up our struggles more visibly at the global level’
(Author, interview, 2018).

The third pivotal development is that key intergovernmental bodies within the United
Nations (UN), such as the FAO (and its fisheries division) and the Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change (IPCC), have further internalized fisheries in their analysis and activi-
ties. There are several examples of this. First, the participation of fishers’ organizations
in intergovernmental platforms has increased. Members of both the WFFP and WFF

8The International Planning Committee for Food Sovereignty is explained in more detail below.
9The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) is a specialized agency that leads international
efforts to defeat hunger and improve nutrition and food security. It also has a large fisheries division which leads inter-
governmental policy discussions and negotiations on global fisheries issues.
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have been participating in the Committee on World Food Security (CFS), via the Civil
Society and Indigenous Peoples’ Mechanism (CSM) since its establishment in 2010.
WFFP and WFF each have one member participating in the Coordinating Committee of
the CSM, which is the largest international space of civil society organisations working
to eradicate food insecurity and malnutrition (Claeys and Duncan 2019; CSM 2019; FAO
2020b). Second, there has been greater attention to the protection of fisheries resources
and territories in UN agendas. The most prominent example of this is the inclusion of Goal
14: Life Below Water in the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which were
adopted by the General Assembly in 2015, and are a central pillar guiding the IPCC assess-
ments (see IPCC 2017). More importantly, Goal 14 also includes Target 14.B to ‘provide
access for small-scale artisanal fishers to marine resources and markets’, and countries’
progress will be indicated by the application of legal, regulatory, policy and institutional
frameworks that recognize and protect small-scale fishers’ access rights (UN 2019). Third,
after nearly two decades of movement-led advocacy, the UN Declaration on the Rights of
Peasants and Other People Working in Rural Areas was ratified by the General Assembly in
December 2018. This Declaration aims to protect the rights and improve the living con-
ditions of all rural people, including peasants, fishers, nomads, agricultural workers and
indigenous peoples, while strengthening food sovereignty, fighting climate change,
and conserving biodiversity. The adoption of a high level international governance instru-
ment that was written by and for small-scale producers is a historical event and a land-
mark achievement for agrarian and fishers’ movements (FAO 2018; Claeys and Edelman
2020).

When analysing the significance of these three developments for fishers’ movements,
they can be understood as strategies for broadening their political reach and influencing
repressive social relations, which also provides broader insights into the emergence of
transnational mobilization and movement engagement in contentious actions
(Edelman 2001). At the global level, social movements require a high level of cohesion,
shared collective identity, and horizontal exchange between active members, who
often feel a strong connection with each other despite little direct contact. While the
more precise concept ‘transnational movement organization’ involves an organized
membership base in multiple countries, global justice movements, such as LVC, have
also been described as a ‘movement of movements’ because of the wide array of
actors, such as local organizations, NGOs, and national movements, actively participating
(Fox 2010). However, when attempting to understand the cohesion and shared identity
that actually exists within a movement, and how membership is constructed, such as
who is included and who is excluded, it is important to reflect critically on what this
means in practice in particular movements – particularly in terms of intersecting inequal-
ities stemming from class, gender, generation and ethnicity (Bernstein 2014).

Defining where a movement’s boundaries lie, and classifying which processes or actors
are (or are not) part of movement dynamics, has proven to be consistently problematic in
the breadth of literature on the subject. This is complicated by the existence of both direct
and indirect social and political ties, linking multiple smaller networks, organizations and
individual activists through various movements, issues, and processes. These prove to be
exceedingly difficult to track, especially because movement boundaries are often an ever-
moving target (Diani 2007). Conventional approaches to researching social movements
have been criticised for their opaqueness, with a call for our conception of movements
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to move beyond being comprised only of people, to include objects, processes, moments
– such as rallies, events, techniques used, and virtual interactions – and how these impact
social movements in the long term. Considering the rarity of extensive archives on move-
ments, there is also a need for more information to be collected on their evolution over
time, and how this evolution influences their engagement in collective action and the
issues that they prioritize and highlight (Diani 2007).

Contentious fisheries issues prioritized by movements

Fishers’ movements have prioritized and highlighted several key issues since the mid-
1990s, which have also been prominent and contentious issues punctuating the politics
of global fisheries. These include the exploitation, exclusion and dispossession of small-
scale fishers from traditional fishing territories, resources and markets stemming from
the expansion of industrial seafood production, privatization policies, investment in
resource extraction, and the spread of climate change mitigation and adaptation initiat-
ives.10 Mainstream approaches to fisheries governance in many countries, are under-
pinned by quota allocations, property ownership, management of fishing rights and
resource conservation, which proves exceedingly problematic due to both the mobility
of fish and the transformation of aquatic areas from commonly managed to privately
owned (Campling, Havice, and McCall Howard 2012). Small-scale fisher organizations
and movements have been shaping their political agendas and making demands
around these issues for years, yet empirical research digging deeper into what broader
global processes propel these agendas and demands remains limited. These issues are
becoming more compounded, and subsequently more apparent, by emerging intersec-
tions between fisheries, food and climate politics. The resulting exacerbation of exploita-
tion, exclusion and dispossession in small-scale fisheries globally can be partially
understood through the exploration of three global phenomena involving the expansion
of the industrial (sea)food system; intensive investment in the ‘sustainable development’
and use of aquatic resources; and the accelerated spread of climate change mitigation
and adaptation agendas.

The first phenomenon is that the continuous expansion of the industrial (sea)food
system has broadened and intensified privatization in fisheries, dominated by large-
scale industrial fishing corporations. One prominent example of this process has been
the implementation of fishing quota systems, such as Individual Transferable Quotas
(ITQs), by states in order to control access to fisheries resources (Sundar 2012; Longo,
Clausen, and Clark 2015). ITQs, also known as Individual Fishing Quotas (IFQs), are a
type of catch share system, which many governments, particularly in the Global North,
use to regulate fishing and adhere to limits established by sustainability measurements
(Bromley 2009). An ITQ system allows fishers to sell or lease their quota to another
fisher or a fishing enterprise, leading to the creation of a competitive quota market.
Large-scale industrial seafood corporations, which have grown rapidly in numbers, size,

10While there are certainly many other issues in the broader ocean economy that are squeezing out not only small-scale
fisheries, but fisheries in general, the examples highlighted here are based on those that have been most central to the
political agendas of fishers’ movements in the past several decades. While more recent issues of exclusion in marine
spaces (e.g. due to increasing investment in the development of a ‘blue economy’ and Marine Spatial Planning) appear
to be on the radar of fishers’ movements, they have not yet organized extensively around these issues.
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economic power and capacity, have the capital needed to procure extensive access to
resources by buying up multiple quotas from other fishers. The result is often that
access is concentrated in the hands of a few big corporations and there are fewer
quotas left over for small-scale fishers who have less spending power (Isaacs 2011;
Sundar 2012; Longo, Clausen, and Clark 2015).

This privatization-centred approach has been framed as a type of wealth-based
fisheries management being promoted by the World Bank and international agencies,
and an approach which aims to limit the leakage of resource rent from the sector
(Biswas 2011; Høst 2015). Controversy over how to deal with ‘property and rent have
long been at the heart of debates over the growing fisheries crisis, a debate that is
gaining attention because of the importance of fisheries in ecological systems, food secur-
ity and economic development’ (Campling and Havice 2014, 723). Fishing territories are
not only key sites of production contributing to the global food system, they are also
crucial for the livelihoods of small-scale fishers and coastal communities (Barbesgaard
2018). Yet, in many prominent ITQ-implementing countries (e.g. Iceland, Canada,
Namibia, South Africa, New Zealand, Chile), the allocation of fishing quotas has led to cen-
tralization in the sector, in which a few core fishers hold most of the wealth and control,
while many smaller fishers are squeezed out of the sector (see Arnason 2002, 2005; Bod-
witch 2017; Ibarra, Reid, and Thorpe 2000; Pinkerton 2017). This has subsequently
increased poverty in many small-scale fishing communities, with many fishers finding
themselves in desperate situations without prospects for making a living to support
their families. The ITQ system has caused social fractures within communities, as compe-
tition intensifies between those with quotas, and divisions increase between those with
quotas and without. At a deeper, structural level, the ITQ legacy has also contradicted
efforts toward social justice, while failing to acknowledge and preserve small-scale
fishers’ historical and cultural rights to secure their livelihoods (Biswas 2011; Isaacs
2011; Pinkerton 2017; Campling and Colás 2021).

The second phenomenon is that intensive investment in the ‘sustainable development’
and use of natural resources has extended beyond forests and agricultural lands, and into
new territories and frontiers – particularly the oceans and aquatic spaces. The sustainable
development approach, which has become especially prominent in the context of the
United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), promises to provide economic
growth and opportunities while simultaneously protecting the environment and ensuring
resources will continue to be productive. This discourse has been criticized by many as
one ‘devoted to the rational management of scarce resources so that nature can continue
to serve as a material base for capital accumulation well into the twenty-first century’ (Stein-
berg 1999, 403). In recent years, both freshwater and marine areas, such as mangroves,
marshes, shallow coastal areas, have increasingly become the target of sustainable develop-
ment agendas – especially due to the rise in land conflicts spurred by development projects
that cut off local communities’ access to forests and agricultural land. In contrast, investors
commonly approach global oceans as if they are a lawless frontier full of natural resources
that are up for grabs (Ertör and Ortega-Cerdà 2018; Campling and Colás 2021), or a ‘frontier
replete with opportunity, at last capable of being “conquered”’ (Steinberg 1999, 404).

A prominent example of this phenomenon is intensive investment being poured into
the development of large-scale industrial aquaculture, which has quickly become a
popular ‘sustainable’ solution for addressing the crisis of fisheries resources. Proponents
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of such aquaculture, such as the World Bank, claim it is a sustainable way to provide for
growing global demand, address overfishing by decreasing pressure on wild fish stocks,
and conserve aquatic ecosystems by limiting fishing activity (World Bank 2013; Ocean
Foundation 2021). Since the 1980s, industrial aquaculture has rapidly become one of
the world’s fastest growing food-producing industries, expanding around the world,
from Chile to Norway and Turkey to China (see Ertör and Ortega-Cerdà 2018; Gui et al.
2018; Krøvel et al. 2019). Between 1980 and 2018, while live catch from capture
fisheries increased globally from 67 to 96 million tonnes annually, aquaculture production
increased from 5 to 82 million tonnes (FAO 2019).

This rapid increase is having a significant effect on small-scale fishers’ ability to main-
tain their livelihoods, due to intensified market competition, ecological impact and aqua-
culture developments taking over coastal spaces traditionally used for fishing. The speed
and scale at which aquaculture can produce allows huge quantities of fish to be sold for
relatively low prices, effectively saturating the market and making it difficult for small-
scale fishers to be able to compete (Rigby et al. 2017). Many industrial fishing companies
have also increasingly targeted small fish, such as anchovies, to sell to fishmeal factories to
process into feed for aquaculture fish – exhausting stocks which many small-scale fishers
are highly dependent on (Ertör and Ortega-Cerdà 2018; Clark and Longo 2021). Aquatic
ecosystems are further impacted by fish pen waste collecting on the sea floor, water con-
tamination caused by worn down facilities and production inputs like growth hormones
and antibiotics, and the spread of diseases both among penned fish, and to wild fish that
come into contact with them. All of these issues impact the present and future viability of
wild fish stocks and the health of the ecosystems that small-scale fishers’ livelihoods
depend on (Gui et al. 2018; Krøvel et al. 2019).

The third phenomenon is that the accelerated spread of mitigation and adaptation
initiatives, has intersected with conservation agendas, further restricting access to
fisheries resources and territories. This leads to ‘new’ forms of control over access and
resources, which have overlapped with, and exacerbated, existing exploitation, exclusion
and dispossession of small-scale fishers stemming from decades of privatization and
industrialization in the (sea)food sector (Mansfield 2011; Campling and Havice 2014;
Mills 2018). This acceleration is perhaps most prominent in the context of land-based
initiatives like REDD+ (Reduced Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation), which
involves the sale of carbon credits as a way to purportedly prevent deforestation, offset
existing and future emissions, and slow global warming (Beymer-Farris and Bassett
2012). More recently, this approach has also seeped into fisheries through conservation
initiatives such as the sale of blue carbon credits, as a way to supposedly protect man-
groves, tidal marshes, and seagrass meadows (WFFP 2015; Barbesgaard 2018). Fishing
areas where climate change mitigation and adaptation initiatives overlap with food pro-
duction policies are central points for the emergence of the global ‘climate-food system’.
In this system, ‘new’ initiatives, such as Climate-Smart Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries
(CSA) and blue growth, are presented as win-win solutions to address destructive pro-
duction practices, environmental degradation and climate change-induced natural disas-
ters (Clapp, Newell, and Brent 2018). However, despite promising benefits for all, many
small-scale fishers end up losing either partial or complete access to fisheries resources
and are excluded from potential benefits (Barbesgaard 2018).
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A key element of this phenomenon is that in global and national climate governance
agendas, development initiatives are increasingly being reframed as mitigation and adap-
tation efforts. Such agendas have also begun to prioritize adaptation measures over mitiga-
tion efforts, as the effects of climate change – particularly coastal storms and sea level rise –
become more frequent and severe sooner than predicted. Some governments have also
turned to the private sector to act as development sponsors and manage adaptation initiat-
ives, which has in some ways shifted the social and economic responsibility away from the
state. Some coastal development projects have been presented as part of a national adap-
tation strategy, such as relocating fishing communities for their protection, only to sub-
sequently use vacated areas for the development of high-end tourist resorts (Uson 2017).
Such projects prioritize private interests over the protection of fishers’ livelihoods and the
environments they depend on, while facilitating the expansion of capitalist development
in coastal areas and creating more opportunities for private companies, in partnership with
governments, to accumulate capital under the guise of climate change adaptation efforts
(Longo, Clausen, and Clark 2015). This is just one example of the complex politics that
exist within climate governance agendas, in which economic and technological fixes are
offered up to address environmental limits and resource overexploitation, instead of addres-
sing the core causes of inequality and degradation (Dressler, Büscher, and Fletcher 2014).

Political spaces where movements participate

The three political spaces that are discussed here, namely the Committee on Fisheries
(COFI), the Committee on World Food Security (CFS), and the Conference of the Parties
(COP) to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC),
have been targeted as important, albeit challenging, spaces for fishers’ movements
engagement in the last decade. These are also spaces which they have been able to
gain access to in various ways, which is not always easy or possible. While there are
many other international spaces that play an important role in fisheries politics, such as
Our Oceans Summits, World Ocean Summits, Sustainable Development Goals Summits,
Blue Economy Conferences, fishers’ movements have not participated in these. This is
either because they have not had the capacity to engage, because they have chosen
not to engage, or they are closed spaces where movements have been excluded.
Taking citizen action and participation as a starting point, Gaventa (2006) notes ‘spaces
are seen as opportunities, moments and channels where citizens can act to potentially
affect policies, discourses, decisions and relationships that affect their lives and interests’
(26). He differentiates spaces for participation as: closed spaces, involving decisions being
made by powerful actors behind closed doors without any intention of opening up the
inclusionary boundaries; invited spaces, involving powerful actors, such as governments,
intergovernmental agencies, or NGOs, inviting less powerful people to participate; and
claimed/created spaces, involving less powerful actors claiming spaces from or against
powerful actors, or creating autonomous spaces of their own (Gaventa 2006).

As Diani (2007) highlights, mapping the spaces that emerge as important moments of
interaction for social movements is crucial for understanding their politics. The three pol-
itical spaces that are central here, and the numerous physical events occurring within,
offer important insights into when and where movements are engaging with fisheries
issues, collaborating with other actors, and building alliances. These spaces include
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participation by CSOs representing fishers, farmers, agricultural workers and indigenous
peoples; NGOs; social scientists and non-academic researchers; United Nations govern-
ment delegations; and private sector representatives. Part of the analysis of these
spaces includes tracing how they develop historically, how they are linked, and what
their role is in shaping broader, ongoing processes.

The first space is the Committee on Fisheries (COFI), which was established in 1965 as a
subsidiary body of the FAO. It is currently the only international intergovernmental forum
that examines fisheries and aquaculture issues, negotiates global agreements and instru-
ments, and makes recommendations to governments, regional fisheries bodies, NGOs,
fish workers, and the international community. COFI membership is open to all FAO
members, and non-members, such as international organizations, can participate as
observers without voting rights (FAO 2020a). The COFI biennial meetings are exemplary
of fisheries governance events in which food security, fish production, and climate change
mitigation and adaptation are discussed, and transnational fishers’ movements are
present (FAO 2020a). The 33rd COFI Session in 2018 included 25 participants from
WFFP and WFF, along with 10 from support organizations, namely the International Col-
lective in Support of Fishworkers (ICSF); Transnational Institute (TNI); Crocevia; and Afrika
Kontakt. The fishers’ movements participated in the formal COFI sessions as members of
the IPC –which is considered the official representative of fishers and fishing communities
in this space – and made four interventions during the plenary proceedings regarding
small-scale and artisanal fisheries governance, world and regional ocean processes, the
UN’s 2030 agenda for sustainable development, and climate change (Author, interviews
and fieldnotes, 2018; 2019).

While the COFI space has been an important sphere of engagement for fishers’ move-
ments since the 1980s, even before WFFP and WFF were formally established, it has not
been without challenges, particularly during the development and endorsement of the
SSF Guidelines in 2014. Despite playing a central role in this process, fishers’ movements
had to make concessions on some of the issues they felt should be included in the Guide-
lines because certain governments did not want to make strong commitments toward
protecting fishers’ rights and livelihoods (Author, interviews, 2018; 2019). Fishers’ move-
ments have had to continuously push to have their voices and concerns heard in a COFI
space that is first and foremost providing a forum for government delegates to debate
fisheries policy and priorities. The theme of small-scale fisheries has always been relatively
marginalized, included as a sub-point in official meeting agendas, in which economic
interests like shipping, trade, aquaculture and sustainable development take priority.

In the 33rd COFI session in 2018, a proposal was made to establish a Sub-Committee on
Fisheries Management within the COFI. The decision to create such a sub-committee can
only be made after an official proposal is put forward for governments to deliberate on at
the next official session. This proposal was met with criticism from many WFFP and WFF
members who were present at the COFI, who believed that the creation of a sub-commit-
tee would cause small-scale fisheries issues to be siloed or relegated to the sub-commit-
tee, and should instead be a central theme in COFI, which receives much broader
attention and participation from governments. There is also a more general concern
among movement members that since the 2014 endorsement of the SSF Guidelines,
their voices have become increasingly marginalized in the COFI space (Author, interviews
and fieldnotes, 2018; 2019). One member noted that ‘we need to constantly fight for our
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place at the table, we need to show that we still deserve to be there’ (Author, interview,
2019). Movements have recently been focusing on ways to secure their continued role in
the COFI space, such as by being part of the Advisory Group for the Global Strategic Fra-
mework (GSM), which monitors national level implementation of the SSF Guidelines
(Author, interviews and fieldnotes, 2018; 2019).

The second space is the Committee on World Food Security (CFS), which was estab-
lished in 1974 to serve as a UN forum for reviewing and following up on world security
policies, such as those addressing production and access to food. The CFS is heralded
as the most inclusive intergovernmental platform for collaboration and coordination
between diverse stakeholders working toward ensuring universal food and nutrition
security. It is made up of members, such as member states from the FAO, the International
Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), and the World Food Programme (WFP), partici-
pants, such as representatives from UN agencies, civil society, NGOs and international
research networks, and observers from other invited organizations (FAO 2020b). The
46th annual CFS session in 2019 included 172 CSOs, 141 of which participated via the
Civil Society and Indigenous Peoples’ Mechanism (CSM) – including representatives
from WFFP and WFF, both of which have members in the CSM’s coordinating committee
(CFS 2019; CSM 2019). The CSM actively participated in both the official CFS plenary ses-
sions – making detailed statements regarding agenda items on agroecological
approaches, smallholders, the UN Decade on Family Farming, the SDGs, and urbanization
and rural transformations – and the side events, of which they organized five CSM (2019).
This was also the first CFS in which the CSM was given a symbolically equal position in the
plenary hall, with the CFS Chair noting during the official opening that ‘this is the first time
we have desegregated the participants in the seating arrangement. CSM representatives
are now sitting near the front of the room, rather than at the back’ (Author, fieldnotes,
2019).

Although the CFS space has been an important one for social movement participation,
particularly through CSM engagement, fishers’ voices and fisheries issues have been rela-
tively marginalized in the CFS space. Within the CSM, the vast majority of civil society rep-
resentation comes from the agriculture sector, and this has also meant that small-scale
farmers have received significantly more attention in CFS discussions and initiatives
(Author, interviews and fieldnotes, 2019). This is reflective of a broader issue in global
food governance in which fisheries is often treated as a sub-sector for food production,
while agriculture receives the majority of the attention in food security debates. While
agriculture is certainly a larger sector overall, fisheries provides the primary source of
animal protein for 17 percent of the world’s population, meaning it also plays an integral
role in both food security and nutrition (FAO 2019). Yet, in the CFS space in recent years,
fisheries have not emerged prominently in the agendas of the official annual sessions, nor
in the CSM’s yearly forums. In 2019, for example, there were just two representatives from
fishers’movements (out of 172 CSOs) participating in both the CFS and CSM. These repre-
sentatives, as well as a few other CSM participants, raised the issues faced by small-scale
fishers multiple times in the 2019 meetings, and called on both the CFS delegates and the
CSM to take these issues into account in a more central way. Nonetheless, many fishers’
movements members do still see the CFS and CSM as important spaces to continue to
engage in considering the key role they play in global food politics and food system gov-
ernance (Author, interviews and fieldnotes, 2019).
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The third space is the Conference of the Parties (COP) to the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), which first met in 1995, and is now the princi-
pal global decision-making body on national emission limits and climate change mitiga-
tion and adaptation goals. Every year, all UNFCCC parties (states) participate in the COP in
order to review the Convention’s implementation and related legal instruments and
negotiate various institutional and administrative measures intended to improve its
implementation (UNFCCC 2021). A momentous event in COP history was COP21, which
took place in Paris in December 2015. While the most widely recognized outcome of
the meeting was the adoption of the Paris Agreement, which focused on strengthening
state-level response to tackling climate change, there were also important gains made for
social movements in terms of mobilization and alliance building. Alongside the COP21, a
parallel civil society-led climate summit took place in several locations around Paris, in
which CSOs – including 15 participants from WFFP and WFF – held meetings and work-
shops to debate the ‘false solutions’ to climate change being promoted by world leaders.
This parallel summit included the second meeting of the Global Convergence of Land and
Water Struggles, co-organized by LVC, WFFP and WFF, following its launch a few months
earlier; and a meeting on blue carbon, co-organized by the WFFP and WFF. The culmina-
tion of the week was a massive demonstration in which 30,000 people, including
members of WFFP and WFF, marched across Paris demanding climate and social justice
(Tramel 2016; Author, fieldnotes, 2015).

Despite the global importance of the COP space, high demand for limited civil society
slots in the official conferences have made it difficult for many CSOs to participate. Fishers’
movements have followed the COP negotiations, but have mainly participated virtually or
in civil society spaces organized parallel to the conferences. Physical participation has
decreased in the years following the COP21 in 2015, with only a few representatives
from fishers’ movements participating in the civil society-led climate justice workshop
organized parallel to the COP22 in Morocco in 2016. For the three most recent COPs
(in Germany in 2017, in Poland in 2018, and in Spain in 2019), livestreaming of the
events allowed more virtual engagement globally, and some movement members
were able to follow online. The COP25 in 2019 posed a unique obstacle to participation
when it had to be relocated to Madrid just a few weeks prior to the conference, due to
political unrest in Chile. This made it difficult for CSOs to quickly shift their organizational
capacities to Spain andmobilize as numerously as they had originally planned. There were
many logistical reasons for the lack of physical participation by fishers’movements in the
three recent COPs, including lack of travel funds, and the increasingly complicated
process of getting a European visa (Author, interviews and fieldnotes, 2018; 2019).
However, decreasing participation also raises political questions about whether the
space for CSOs to engage with the COP is shrinking, and whether capacities to organize
or attend autonomous events alongside the formal conference are decreasing. Consider-
ing the COP is the key space for determining international climate regulations, which have
a direct impact on small-scale fishers’ lives and livelihoods, being excluded from or not
having the capacity to participate in COP-related spaces would be a significant loss for
transnational fishers’ movements.

Mapping movement participation in political spaces highlights the importance of ana-
lysing the evolution of transnational movements across time and space, within which par-
ticular events represent important historical markers (Edelman and Borras 2016). It is
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important to understand the historical and political interconnections within particular
spaces, in which time and ‘eventing’ dynamics are key elements in analysing the complex-
ity of the spaces that transnational movements participate in (Schiavoni 2017). The cul-
tural politics of ‘eventing’, or the ways that both current and recent events take on a
specific meaning at particular moments, are crucial for analyses of historical processes
(Jackson 2006). Eventing is a useful tool for understanding connections between
spaces and the events within, which are ‘plucked out of a “dynamic reality”’ (2006,
494). This approach challenges explanatory strategies of systematically linking spaces
and events and their outcomes as a way to generate inflexible generalizations, since pol-
itical spaces have blurred, moving contours, and are continuously being renegotiated.
Eventing should therefore be understood as an ongoing dynamic process in which the
boundaries of spaces and events are constantly being produced and reproduced. This
form of social negotiation, or ‘contentious conversation’, has an unusual temporal charac-
ter allowing it to always take place in the present, even if the event(s) have taken place in
the past (Tilly 2002). In relation to the spheres of transnational movements, contentious
fisheries issues and political spaces, and the particular elements explored in this article
which comprise each, their analysis requires tracing their historical and political intercon-
nections, and reflects the continuous importance of history in shaping the present.

Conclusion

The politics of transnational fishers’ movements, both historically and in the context of
contemporary food and climate politics, have typically been neglected in academic and
policy discussions. Setting out to explore why and how transnational fishers’ movements
engage in and contribute to the politics of global fisheries, this article has focused on two
transnational fishers’ movements that have been engaging in international fora for the
past two decades – the World Forum of Fisher Peoples (WFFP) and the World Forum of
Fish Harvesters and Fish Workers (WFF). The article has argued that it has become increas-
ingly important to bring the role of these movements in fisheries politics more deliber-
ately into academic and political debates, in order to expand and deepen our
understanding of food systems and social movements, and reshape them in the
context of climate change. This is illustrated by some of the emerging connections
between fishers’movements, food politics and food sovereignty; climate politics and miti-
gation and adaptation initiatives; and broader debates around fisheries politics and gov-
ernance. More specifically, deeper analyses of the role of transnational fishers’movements
in fisheries politics can broaden the scope of food politics beyond land and agriculture,
through a focused exploration of the implications of fishers, fisheries resources and terri-
tories in food system transformations; extend debates around climate politics through
analyses of the impacts of mitigation and adaptation initiatives on fishers and fisheries
and responses to these initiatives; and strengthen existing bodies of fisheries research
and understandings of fisheries politics through the integration of knowledge, insights
and alternatives from fishers and their movements.

This article has demonstrated how three interconnected analytical spheres – transna-
tional movements that engage in the politics of global fisheries; contentious fisheries
issues that movements prioritize; and political spaces where movements participate –
can contribute to our understanding of where and how organized fishers’ movements
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are engaging in the politics of global fisheries, and through what channels they are
finding ways to participate. The three spheres approach may also provide a useful starting
point for the future development of an analytical framework that can help us to under-
stand transnational fishers’movements as those which both overlap with, yet are also dis-
tinct from, transnational agrarian movements. Fishers’ movements are responding to
converging fisheries, food and climate crises through their demands and activities,
while raising the profile of fisheries issues and building alliances with agrarian movements
and intergovernmental organizations. The COFI, CFS and COP have been important
spaces for such engagement, despite posing challenges with regards to participation
and representation which movements have had to continuously work hard to overcome.

Within these political spaces, and beyond, movements are engaging with contentious
issues that are impacting small-scale fishers, and which are at the heart of the expansion
of the industrial (sea)food system, intensive investment in the ‘sustainable development’
and use of aquatic resources, and the accelerated spread of climate change mitigation
and adaptation agendas. These issues stem from capitalist development and the econo-
my’s dependence on continuous self-expansion into new domains, spreading privatiza-
tion and corporate interests into new spaces and sectors. Uneven spatial distribution of
consumption, wealth and labour relations in the global (sea)food system have contribu-
ted to a particular combination of economic, social and political characteristics determin-
ing the level of development within and between different regions. As the expansion of
capital and uneven development have transformed global fisheries, organized forms of
resistance and contestation have emerged. Fishers’ movements have reacted to issues
of exploitation, exclusion and dispossession with varying levels of intensity and coherence
at different moments, depending on particular global contexts and capacities within the
movements over the last two decades. Beyond academic debates, the hope is that this
research may offer useful tools for fishers’movements themselves to gain critical insights
into their own positions and contributions to the politics of global fisheries, and to ident-
ify new ways forward in strengthening and expanding practical pursuits toward fisheries
justice.
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