
 

3rd February 2015 

Dear Sir/Madam 

The Monterey Bay Aquarium Seafood Watch program helps consumers and businesses make choices for 
healthy oceans. Our recommendations indicate which seafood items are "Best Choices," "Good 
Alternatives," and which ones you should "Avoid." Seafood Watch recommendations are science-based, 
peer reviewed, and use ecosystem-based criteria.  Our response to this consultation reflects what we 
consider important additions to the Alaska Responsible Fisheries Management (RFM) Conformance 
Criteria that would ensure that fisheries certified to the standard could be supported by Seafood Watch 
in discussion with our business and consumer audiences. 

We thank Alaska Seafood Marketing Institute for the opportunity to comment on the RFM Conformance 
Criteria and welcome the increased transparency surrounding the standard and the assessment process.  
We do however feel that there is a need for further clarity on the assessment process, particularly 
regarding who performs the assessments, how these individual(s) are selected, and how stakeholders 
may engage in the assessment process.  Rather than speak to individual conformance criterion, this 
response will focus on common areas of improvement which we believe would strengthen the standard 
and could be applied to several or all of the 6 key components. 

Inclusion of all Applicable FAO Guidelines 

The RFM Conformance Criteria is based on key FAO reference documents, yet there are additional FAO 
Guidelines and technical documents that have not been included and we believe that the Conformance 
Criteria could be greatly strengthened by including elements of these documents.  These documents 
include:  

• The FAO International Guidelines for the Management of Deep-Sea Fisheries in the High Seas 
2009 

• The FAO International Guidelines on Bycatch Management and Reduction of Discards 2011 
• The FAO Guidelines for the Ecolabelling of Fish and Fishery Products from Inland Capture 

Fisheries 2011 

Specific examples of elements of the aforementioned guidelines that could be implemented are given 
below, and whilst the specific environments for which these guidelines were developed (e.g. deep sea 
areas of the high seas) may not be covered within the scope of the RFM Conformance Criteria, we 
believe the principles behind the FAOs decision to address these issues extend beyond the specific 
fisheries for which they were developed such that they can now be considered integral to the global 
understanding of sustainable fisheries.  This is particularly true when one considers that the original 
Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries was developed almost 20 years ago. 
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We recommend that ASMI include elements of all FAO Guidelines relating to fisheries production, 
particularly the most recently published guidelines which are most likely to reflect global opinion on 
fisheries issues.  

Assessment of Cumulative Impacts 

To ensure the RFM standard recognizes fisheries are conducted in a sustainable manner, we believe that 
cumulative impacts on target species, non-target species, Endangered, Threatened and Protected (ETP) 
and marine habitats must be assessed. To ensure a fishery is sustainable with respect to bycatch 
impacts, a critical consideration is that fishing mortality does not lead to depletion or hinder recovery of 
any already depleted bycatch species. Many bycatch species are impacted by multiple fisheries, 
including fisheries employing different gear types and/or targeting different species within the same 
area, as well as fisheries in different areas that impact the same wide-ranging or migratory bycatch 
species. Each species can sustain only so much mortality and still maintain an optimal population size 
(referred to, in the case of the US Marine Mammal Protection Act, as the “Potential Biological Removal” 
or PBR). If two fisheries are incidentally catching the same bycatch species, each individual fishery may 
cause a mortality level below PBR but the combination of the two fisheries may result in total mortality 
in excess of PBR, which can lead to serious declines in the population of concern. Clearly, in this 
example, those two fisheries cannot be considered sustainable in terms of their impacts to bycatch 
species, but if each fishery were assessed independently without regard for cumulative impacts, that 
erroneous conclusion would be reached. The end result of such a narrow approach to assessing and 
mitigating bycatch impacts may be depletion of bycatch species that are impacted by multiple fisheries, 
each of which may be individually labelled as “sustainable”. The problem is compounded in real-world 
situations where dozens of fisheries may impact the same species. Assessing a fishery without regard to 
cumulative impacts allows these unsustainable impacts to occur without providing any incentive for 
fisheries to collaborate to address cumulative bycatch concerns effectively. 

Ensuring that bycatch species are assessed and addressed at the cumulative level (in the same vein as 
the stock under consideration) also closes a loophole where multi-species fisheries opportunistically 
select the stock under consideration, increasing their chances of successful certification (knowing that all 
other species in the catch will be held to a lower bar). This of course is highly undesirable from a 
conservation perspective, and a certification scheme should by no means create incentives for such 
practices under their label. Certification schemes that do allow such fisheries to be certified provide a 
misleading verification of sustainability.  

Due to the importance of addressing bycatch impacts in a cumulative context, these considerations are 
mandated by the Seafood Watch assessment criteria, the U.S. Marine Mammal Protection Act, and the 
FAO International Guidelines on Bycatch Management and Reduction of Discards (2011; see: 
http://www.fao.org/docrep/015/ba0022t/ba0022t00.pdf) (Bycatch Guidelines). 

The latter proposes that “all significant sources of fishing mortality in a fishery are addressed in fisheries 
management planning and that such planning is based on an ecosystem approach to fisheries”; that  
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“States and RFMO/As should collaborate in assessing bycatch and discard issues throughout the entire 
distribution range of the species of concern where applicable”; and that (with respect to setting bycatch 
quotas), “it is necessary to ensure that quotas for the species as targeted catch and as bycatch are 
accounted for within an overall limit”. 

Just as with bycatch species, cumulative impacts of multiple fisheries on vulnerable habitats may cause 
serious and irreversible damage. As a result, the FAO suggests that, at a minimum, deep-sea fisheries 
should be assessed with respect to cumulative impacts on the habitat. For example, the FAO 
“International Guidelines for the Management of Deep-Sea Fisheries in the High Seas” definition of 
“significant adverse impacts” clearly states that “impacts should be evaluated individually, in 
combination and cumulatively.”( see:  http://www.fao.org/docrep/011/i0816t/i0816t00.HTM) (Deep-
Sea Guidelines). In addition, these guidelines state that impact assessments should address, inter alia, 
“cumulative impacts of activities covered by the assessment on VMEs [Vulnerable Marine Ecosystems] 
and low productivity fishery resources in the fishing area”. 

We recommend that ASMI includes a requirement to consider and address the cumulative impacts of 
fisheries on bycatch species and marine habitats as identified in the Bycatch Guidelines and Deep-Sea 
Guidelines. 

Separation of Ecosystem Components 

Currently all aspects of the ecosystem and impacts upon it are considered collectively, whether they be 
associated species, habitats, or ecosystem functioning such as nutrient transfer.  This is an accurate 
reflection of the FAO guidelines, yet creates an opportunity for misinterpretation and an uneven playing 
field.  The scientific understanding of fishing impacts to associated species and habitats is much greater 
than that relating to ecosystem functions.  By considering all aspects collectively the bar is set at the 
lowest common denominator (our understanding of ecosystem functioning).  An eco-label which is 
certifying high performers should look to identify those fisheries which go beyond reaching the bar of 
the lowest common denominator.  In order to do this, we recommend that ASMI develop separate 
clauses for associated species (or bycatch and discards), habitats, and ecosystem functioning, therefore 
ensuring a high bar of performance is maintained in areas which are well understood. 

Consideration of Enhanced Fisheries 

There is reference to enhanced fisheries in Conformance Criterion 14 and its associated paragraphs.  
These paragraphs are taken from Article 9 of the FAO Code of Conduct (1995) and only go so far in 
addressing the conservation concerns regarding fisheries enhancement.  The scoring guidance for 
Criterion 14 develops these ideas by utilizing the FAO Guidelines for the Ecolabelling of Fish and Fishery 
Products from Inland Capture Fisheries (Inland Guidelines) which take a more in-depth critique of 
enhanced fisheries.  We consider this a step in the right direction, however the issues associated with 
enhanced fisheries are relevant to all of the key components identified in the Conformance Criteria.  We 
recommend that ASMI includes the paragraphs related to enhanced fisheries (e.g. Paragraphs 23, 36.8,  
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36.9, 38, 39, 40, 41 and 43) from the Inland Guidelines into all key components of the RFM Conformance 
Criteria. 

Inclusion of Outcome Based Indicators  

The fundamental and supporting clauses of the RFM Conformance Criteria are focused on the 
management system, what it contains and processes included within it.  An important part of 
determining whether a fishery is sustainable is the end result of the management system which is in 
place, for example, is overfishing taking place?  Is the stock overfished?  These outcome based indicators 
are missing from the RFM Conformance Criteria; we do however recognize that they appear in the 
scoring guidance.  Rather than being hidden away in the scoring guidance, we believe it would greatly 
strengthen the RFM Conformance Criteria and improve transparency if outcome based indicators were 
developed for the key components.  In the present arrangement the inclusion of outcome based 
parameters is implicit, yet as part of the guidance there is room for interpretation. 

We recommend that ASMI develop outcome based indicators for each of the key components of the 
RFM Conformance Criteria to strengthen the standard and improve transparency. 

Summary 

We are encouraged to see an increase in transparency with the ASMI RFM Conformance Criteria, 
however we believe that further improvements are required, specifically regarding the 
acknowledgement of cumulative impacts on bycatch and habitats, separation of ‘ecosystem’ 
components, enhancement of fisheries, developing outcome based indicators, and inclusion of all 
relevant FAO Guidelines. 

 

Yours Faithfully 

     

Jennifer Dianto Kemmerly    Sam Wilding 
Director of Seafood Watch    Seafood Watch Senior Fisheries Scientist 
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