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1. Critique of the Blue Growth Strategy.

the concept of ‘Blue growth’ has become the dominant theme in ocean governance, which 
in turn is increasingly the framework used by international organisations in their approach 
to fisheries reforms. The most influential effort to implement a vision of blue growth has 
been led by the Food and agriculture Organization of the United nations (FaO), with its ‘Blue 
growth initiative’1. Within Africa, this concept is increasingly mentioned in relation to fisheries 
reforms led by the African Union. The current European Commission’s ‘Blue Growth Strategy’ 
is, however, an anomaly, as it has virtually no focus on fisheries, something which gives cause 
for concern for European and international fishing communities. 

1  Food and agriculture Organization of the United nations, Blue growth initiative 2018: http://www.fao.org/3/a-i7862e.pdf
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The EU’s Blue Growth Strategy has been developed since 2010. In 2012 the study ‘Scenarios 
and drivers for Sustainable Growth from the Oceans, Seas and Coasts’ was published2. Based 
on the study’s main findings, the EU Commission published its first Communication on 
Blue growth3. The blue growth agenda has to be understood in the light of global financial 
crisis, climate change and its consequences, the loss of agricultural land and water scarcity. 
the ‘Blue economy’ came up as an answer to dwindling resources on land, a need for 
more protein to feed a growing population, and a ‘Planet B’ when the first planet is being 
exhausted. There are already many actors operating at sea and investments could easily be 
moved from one sector to another. Three key factors were highlighted in the Blue Growth 
strategy: 

1. Technological developments have opened up big business opportunities. 

2. Marine ecosystems are under large-scale threat, meaning that future investments in the 
blue economy need to be sustainable.

3. The maritime sector can be crucial in reducing greenhouse gas-emissions since shipping 
is considered cleaner than, for example, transporting goods by land. But there is also a big 
potential for offshore wind and tidal power 4.

The EU’s Blue Growth Strategy focuses on five core areas: blue energy, aquaculture, coastal 
and maritime tourism, blue biotechnology and sea-bed mining. The most obvious aspect 
of the EU’s current strategy for blue growth is that while fisheries is obviously a key sector in 
the blue economy, fisheries is not considered a sector that needs assistance for growth. The 
EU Commission’s role in managing and regulating fisheries is considered as separate, both 
in terms of funding and policies, to its Blue Growth Strategy. This is problematic because the 
small-scale fisheries sector is such an integral part of many developing nations’ livelihoods, 
although it might not render a high economic value. It is well recognised that the small-scale 
fishing sector is chronically underfunded, which limits its ability to realise its potential for 
supporting livelihoods and contributing to food security. What is even more striking is that in 
many countries, small-scale fishers are marginalised due to their weak financial status. 

Small-scale fishing communities also commonly suffer from unequal power relations. In many 
places, conflicts with large-scale fishing operations are an issue, and there is an increasingly 
high interdependence or competition between small-scale fisheries and other sectors. These 
other sectors can often have stronger political or economic influence, and they include tourism, 
aquaculture, agriculture, energy, mining, industry and infrastructure developments. 

Small-scale fisheries should be a part of any serious blue growth strategy, also taking into 
account the work on reaching the Sustainable Development Goals by 2030. The SDG agenda 
stipulates a move away from a silo mentality and a focus on integrating different development 
perspectives. When it comes to small-scale fisheries and other marine resources, over 3 billion 
people are estimated to depend on fish as their main source of protein5. That is why fisheries 
must be included in blue growth strategies: they provides food-security in both in mainly poor 
coastal states and are essential for socio-economic well-being.

2  ECORYS, 2012. “Blue Growth Study; Scenarios and drivers for Sustainable Growth from the Oceans, Seas and Coasts”, available 
at https://webgate.ec.europa.eu/maritimeforum/content/2946
3  European Commission, 2012. “Blue Growth – Opportunities for marine and maritime sustainable growth”, available at https://
ec.europa.eu/maritimeaffairs/publications/blue-growth-opportunities-marine-and-maritime-sustainable-growth_en   
4  European Commission, 2017. “Report on the Blue Growth Strategy: Towards More Sustainable Growth and Jobs in the Blue 
Economy”, Commission staff working document,available at  https:// ec.europa.eu/maritimeaffairs/sites/maritimeaffairs/files/swd-
2017-128_en.pdf
5  7 reasons why we need to act now to SaveourOcean, available at : http://www.fao.org/zhc/detail-events/en/c/846698/ accessed 
2019-05-23
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2. Blue Carbon and its potential. 

the world’s oceans and coastal ecosystems, such as seagrass meadows and mangrove 
forests, absorb more than 30 percent of the world’s atmospheric carbon dioxide and are 
hence immensely important for reducing climate change6. At the same time, marine 
ecosystems and species are being negatively affected by climate change. During the last 200 
years, ocean pH has decreased and is predicted to decrease even more7 this will eventually 
have a profound effect on all marine life. Coastal communities are already experiencing the 
negative effects of climate change. Rougher seas, the need for longer fishing trips due to 
changes in fish populations  and their migration patterns, aswell as  rising sea levels are just a 
few of the tangible effects threatening the resilience of coastal communities. The need to not 
only mitigate climate change, but also adapt to an already changing environment, is urgent. 

6  IPCC Climate change Full Synthesis report 2014 available at: http://www.ipcc.ch/pdf/assessment-report/ar5/syr/SYR_AR5_FI-
NAL_full_wcover.pdf  
7  IPCC Special report on Global warming of 1,5 °C 2018, section B4 available at: https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/. 
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‘Blue Carbon’ is the carbon stored in coastal and marine ecosystems: mangroves, tidal 
marshes and seagrasses. These ecosystems store large quantities of blue carbon in both 
plants and the sediment below. Over 95 percent of the carbon in seagrass meadows is buried 
in sediments or soils.

Mangroves, salt marshes and seagrasses are all found on every continent except Antarctica. 
These coastal ecosystems cover between 13.8 and 15.2 million hectares (Mha), 2.2 and 40 Mha, 
and 17,7 and 60 Mha respectively. Combined, these ecosystems cover approximately 49 Mha8.

these coastal ecosystems are important for mitigating climate change: they prevent 
shoreline erosion, provide protection from storms and rising sea levels and provide 
food for many coastal communities. In order to not lose more of these vital ecosystems, 
their importance for both climate change mitigation and adaptation needs to be better 
understood and acknowledged.

Both developing nations, as well as wealthier countries, need to preserve and protect these 
vital carbon sinks. When a real value is put on blue carbon, the importance of preserving 
these ecosystems intact can be better understood, and the potential for developing them 
can be tapped. It is estimated that up to 67 percent and at least 35 and 29 percent of 
the global coverage of mangroves, tidal marshes and seagrass meadows respectively 
have been lost9. When degraded or lost, these ecosystems instead become a big source 
of greenhouse gas emissions. Experts estimate that as much as 1,02 billion tons of carbon 
dioxide are being released annually from degraded coastal ecosystems, which is equivalent 
to 19 percent of emissions from tropical deforestation globally10. Mangroves are also the 
nurseries for many fish-stocks, providing shelter and nutrition for the growing fish. 

8  Blue carbon initiative available at http://thebluecarboninitiative.org accessed on 2019-05-05
9  Blue carbon initiative available at http://thebluecarboninitiative.org accesses on 2019-05-05
10  Blue carbon initiative available at http://thebluecarboninitiative.org  accessed on 2019-05-05
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3. The Blue Bonds market. 

Seychelles was the first island state to issue a ‘Blue Bond’, framing it as the first promising 
example of financing marine protection through the issuance of bonds, raising private capital 
to pay for marine conservation. Blue bonds are presumed to create a win-win situation. 
National governments get significant financial resources to invest in natural resources 
that support their economies. Local communities, in turn, see their livelihoods and cultural 
heritage protected; and the donors who provided the original funding realise incredible 
leverage on their philanthropic investments, a multiplier of up to 40 times according to 
estimates11.

11  The Nature Conservancy available at: https://www.nature.org/en-us/what-we-do/our-insights/perspectives/an-audacious-plan-
to-save-the-worlds-oceans/  accessed on 2019-05-05
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the idea of ‘blue bonds’ is booming in popularity, alongside the idea of ‘green bonds’ as an 
alternative to investments in fossil fuels or mining. The promising ideas of blue bonds or a 
trading scheme for blue carbon come from the desire of private companies and individuals 
to ‘green’ their investments and at the same time offer cash flow for marine conservation to 
poor island or coastal states. 

The financing gap for marine protection is very real. The inability of governments to 
ensure that marine ecosystems are used in a sustainable way is not simply due to a lack of 
resources and money, the root cause in most places is political in nature12. It is not likely that 
governments will somehow become responsible stewards of marine ecosystems simply 
by having access to more funds through debt instruments. Indeed, given what we know 
about international debt markets in africa, further reliance on these will most likely lead to 
a growing funding gap for African governments.

there are many different ways in which change could be achieved to support sustainable 
fishing and marine conservation, such as prioritising sustainable small-scale fisheries over 
other commercial fishing companies. If funding is an issue, then other more sustainable 
sources of funds should be encouraged, such as raising taxes on polluting industries, 
or reducing government spending on other areas, such as the military. But there is no 
reason to believe that the only source of financing left for the ocean comes from private 
capital markets. There is also good reason to believe that following this path will provide 
disproportionate benefits for wealthier sections of society.

The move towards the sustainable use of marine ecosystems will also require difficult 
choices to reduce growth and limit consumption.

there are now many reports that claim that the wealth from the oceans is massively 
under-valued, and that if developing countries could implement better management 
and deal with illegal fishing (and sell blue carbon credits), then governments could make 
millions of dollars in extra taxes and levies13. These projections for the enormous wealth 
potential of the oceans have often been based on poor statistics, and they rely on a fantasy, 
whereby governments can easily develop their blue economy into a sustainable cash cow 
that will then fund pro-poor and environmentally friendly development. 

a fundamental problem with relying on private capital markets to fund conservation is 
that the only measure of success is money. Non-monetary values do not translate well into 
financial instruments. The policy of encouraging governments in developing countries to 
raise funds through private capital markets has been strongly criticised for encouraging 
the privatisation of public goods and promoting the interests of multinational firms, at the 
expense of local economies and businesses. 

12  Report CFFA- CAPE, Standing André 2017 ”Blue bonds-saving the your fish or bankrupting the oceans?” available at:   
https://cape-cffa.squarespace.com/new-blog/2018/4/14/blue-bondsaving-your-fish-or-bankrupting-the-oceans
13  Report CFFA- CAPE, Standing André 2017:  ”Blue bonds-saving the your fish or bankrupting the oceans?” available at:  
https://cape-cffa.squarespace.com/new-blog/2018/4/14/blue-bondsaving-your-fish-or-bankrupting-the-oceans
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4. Small-scale fisheries as an undervalued sector. 

approximately one quarter of the more than one billion people who are dependent on 
fisheries or aquaculture for their daily animal protein are directly or indirectly occupied in 
the important but often neglected small-scale fisheries sector14. The small-scale fishers 
catch at least half of the world’s total catches by volume and provide over 50 percent of 
the fish destined for direct human consumption in many developing economies15. But as 
the resources continue to decline, so has the ability to live from them. Women’s livelihoods 
are particularly threatened. The importance of artisanal fishing for food security, national 

14  World fish ” Sustainable fisheries and aquaculture are vital to reducing hunger and poverty for millions” available at:  
https://www.worldfishcenter.org/why-fish accessed on 2019-05-05
15  FAO: newsroom ”Many of the world’s poorest people depend on fish” Fisheries and aquaculture crucial to food security, 
poverty alleviation, available at http://www.fao.org/newsroom/en/news/2005/102911/  accessed on 2019-05-05
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economies and employment is being increasingly recognised by decision-makers. The 
adoption, in June 2014, of the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale 
Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and Poverty Eradication (SSF Guidelines) has played 
a major role for this improved recognition16. However, the Guidelines are far from being 
implemented worldwide. 

To address the needs of small-scale artisanal fisheries the Voluntary Guidelines need to be 
urgently implement, both in national fisheries and other relevant policies, such as the EU Common 
Fisheries Policy (CFP), by establishing national plans of action. Particular efforts should be directed 
towards improving the situation for women and youth in the SSF value chain. 
Another policy tool is the establishment of national insurance schemes for small-scale 
fisheries, including women fish processors and traders, with a clear right to good health, 
property and markets. A further step would be the adoption of a Global Strategic Framework 
for the facilitation and monitoring of the SSF Guidelines implementation.17 

some additional and important measures are to protect fragile ecosystems and marine 
protected areas from industrial fishing and to establish fishing zones exclusively reserved 
for small-scale fisheries. Similarly, the coastal land areas reserved for artisanal fishing 
activities need recognition and protection from encroachment by industrial developments 
(tourism, industrial plants, etc.). 

in several coastal developing countries, including small island Developing states (siDs), 
blue growth strategies have already been adopted. However, there is a risk of stronger 
economic sectors and interests overshadowing and pushing away small-scale fishing, thus 
impacting negatively on food security and poverty alleviation. 

Further research on country- and context-specific issues is needed in order to be able 
to review and implement the WTO-provisions on Special and Differential Treatment for 
developing countries18 in order to facilitate sustainable fisheries and inclusive growth of 
small-scale fishers and primary producers. 

16   FAO Voluntary guidelines for Securing Small-Scale Fisheries 2014 available at http://www.fao.org/3/a-i4356en.pdf
17  For more information, see e.g. FAO, Committee on Fisheries, Thirty-third Session Rome, 9-13 July 2018 UPDATE ON PROGRESS 
TO DEVELOP THE GLOBAL STRATEGIC FRAMEWORK IN SUPPORT OF THE IMPLEMENTATION OF THE VOLUNTARY GUIDELINES 
FOR SECURING SMALL-SCALE FISHERIES IN THE CONTEXT OF FOOD SECURITY AND POVERTY ERADICATION (SSF-GSF)  
http://www.fao.org/3/CA0455EN/ca0455en.pdf  2019-05-16
18  WtO special and differential treatment provisions available at:  
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/devel_e/dev_special_differential_provisions_e.htm accessed on 2019-05-11
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5. Women’s rights in fisheries.

the work of women is neglected in the formal economy in many developing countries, with 
serious consequences for sustainable development. In West Africa, women play a central 
role in small-scale fishing, which is a prerequisite for the country’s food security. The fishing 
industry is globally an industry with the potential to strengthen the position of women.19

World leaders, entrepreneurs and researchers are now increasingly aware of how 
important women in agricultural communities are to our common future and to sustainable 
development. This is because it is mainly women who are responsible for agriculture in 
many poorer countries, but also because they largely remain in their local communities, 
while the men move. All of this makes women change-makers in their local communities.

19  In this report, the term ‘fishing industry’ refers to both recreational, subsistence and commercial fishing, and the harvesting 
processing and marketing sectors, following  http://www.fao.org/faoterm/en/?defaultCollId=21
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West Africans are major consumers of fish. And the demand for the West African fish is 
increasing, both in the local and international markets. When fishermen come back with the 
night’s catch, they are met in the harbour by the women who work in the adjacent markets, 
where they sell their fish. The women in the fishing communities are also responsible for 
processing the fish: it is smoked, dried or salted and then sold in all markets.

the Un has highlighted that women participate to a considerable extent in all stages of 
the small-scale fishing industry, for example in the completion of the fishing boats and 
smoking of the caught fish. But despite the women’s active participation, they are faced 
with a lot of obstacles just because they are women. They have poorer access to credit for 
loans, they have less access to modern technical aids and tools, poorer influence over trade 
and, not least, they live under a greater threat to their own security and personal integrity. 
In some fishing communities, a woman’s body can be bought for as little as just one fish.

Women contribute with perspectives and life experiences, which are a key role in strengthening 
and improving the interest organisations across West Africa who work for the fisheries sector’s 
conditions. It is not just about the women’s own living conditions, but also the well-being and 
broader issues of the whole family and the village, such as health, healthcare and education20.

An example of where women play a leading role is in an ongoing project in Guinea-
Bissau, the coastal nation between Senegal and Guinea on the African west coast. Here, 
various local groups in the fishing industry work to terminate the international fisheries 
agreements that give the large foreign fleets in principle the freedom to fish whatever 
fish they want, including the coastal fish on which the local population is so dependent. 
The successful work of recent years on improving fisheries agreements and controlling 
the foreign fishing fleets is an ongoing struggle. If one country gets a better deal, then the 
fleets go to another country, with worse conditions. And those who wish to conduct shady 
activities also constantly find new loopholes in laws and agreements21. 

The International Collective in Support of Fishworkers, ICSF, is an international non-
governmental organisation that promotes fair, equitable and ecologically sustainable 
fishing.22 Since 1999, the organisation has worked closely with CAOPA, which is an umbrella 
organisation for several West African countries that work for sustainable fishing and fair 
conditions for the local, small-scale fishers. The small-scale fishing organisation CAOPA 
is now actively working to get all African governments to implement the SSF-guidelines 
mentioned above, which would mean major changes in how future international fisheries 
agreements are formulated. And it is especially gratifying that so many states show great 
interest in following the Un recommendations23.

The local fishing sector is highly dependent on a prosperous and dynamic processing 
industry. But an industry under stress, with overfishing and competition from the global 
industry, makes the situation even more difficult for women. With increased fish farming 
in the EU, the number of factories that use parts of the pelagic catch for fishmeal exports 
increases. The fishmeal disappears out of the country and becomes feed for farmed fish, 
and also for other animals, in other parts of the world.

The women in the processing and marketing of fish need modern technique and tools to 
be able to follow hygiene regulations and standards. They are in need of skills development 
and support for organising so that they can cope with the various difficulties of the industry. 
They would benefit from having better access to financial resources in order to be able to 
sustainably prepare and distribute their products.

20  Interview Beatrice Gorez, coordinator for Coalition for Fair Fisheries Arrangements 2017-03-20
21  Interview Beatrice Gorez, coordinator for Coalition for fair fisheries agreements 2017-03-20
22  International Collective in Support of Fishworkers https://www.icsf.net/ accessed on 2019-05-16
23  Interview Beatrice Gorez, coordinator for Coalition for fair fisheries agreements 2017-03-20
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6. Sustainable aquaculture and the potential  
of sustainable harvesting of marine resources.

When more and more fish stocks are depleted, and the oceans are filled with plastics and 
toxins that find their way into fish and shellfish, farmed fish is often presented as the answer 
to our increased demand and reduced marine resources. Aquaculture is by no means a new 
phenomenon. As early as 6,600 years ago, the Gunditjmara ethnic group had developed 
techniques for farming eel in south eastern australia24. In ancient Egypt, the freshwater fish 
tilapia was largely farmed. Today, China accounts for more than half of all farmed fish and 
since the 1960s most of the fish sold in Sweden comes from Norwegian farms. Today’s fish 
farms usually have a substantial environmental impact. Waste from fish farming causes 
eutrophication that affects the seabed negatively. The fish meal, which constitutes the food 
of the farmed fish, can come from the vulnerable and overfished stocks of poorer countries. 
But there are positive examples, although they are not as many as they should be. In different 
places around the world there are cases of aquaculture where sustainability is in focus. Even 
in China, for example, by far the largest producer of farmed fish in the world, there are local 
positive examples in an activity that ordinarily has a very large environmental impact. 

In November 2016, several case studies were published in the scientific journal Asian 
Fisheries Science, where it was found that small-scale fish farms, in both Bangladesh and 
Cambodia, have a great importance for women’s social and economic status25. Through 
the land-based fish farms, the women gain greater control over the entire production 
chain and their strengthened independence gives positive consequences for the entire 
local community. Therefore, investing in ecologically sustainable, local fish farms is not just 
a matter of safeguarding the fish in the world oceans, it is also a matter of international 
solidarity and equality.

24  The remarkable Gunditjimara people available at https://www.environment.gov.au/heritage/places/national/budj-bim accessed 
on 2019-05-22
25  NACA/USAID Thematic Studies on Gender in Aquaculture in Cambodia, Lao PDR, Thailand and Vietnam ARLENE NIETES 
SATAPORNVANIT*, YUAN DERUN1, NIKITA GOPAL AND GLADYS VILLACORTA.Asian Fisheries Science Journal Volume 29, Special 
Issue Gender in Aquaculture and Fisheries: The Long Journey to Equality, 127-145, 2016
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In Sweden, fish production in collaboration with rice cultivation is unfortunately not possible. 
Other solutions are needed here, for example, through land-based fish-farming in connection 
with agriculture. Throughout the country there are several successful examples where the 
aquaculture is linked to agriculture. In 2016, the first steps were taken for what, within a few 
years, will be Sweden’s largest land-based aquaculture project to date, based in Kall, just 
north of Åre26. The specific working methods vary from farm to farm, but the basic concept is 
the same: the fish is grown in large pools in barns. The feed is increasingly vegetable and the 
nutrient-rich water can be used as fertiliser and nutrients for the crops in the fields outside.

Another method is to mix fish farming with mussels and algae. The mussel farms 
effectively filter the nutrient-rich waste from the fish, and the algacultures extract the 
dissolved nutrients, leading to very low emissions.

A major environmental problem with traditional fish farms is, as previously mentioned, the feed 
of the farmed fish. The nutrient-rich fishmeal that the fish is mainly fed with usually consists of 
pelagic fish, harvested from stocks around the world. The feed for farmed fish could in the future 
be based on vegetable proteins and animal residues not used as human food. Tilapia is already 
successfully grown on organic farms in Skåne, on a diet consisting entirely of plant-based food27. 

Although technological advances and new knowledge can of course further refine and 
streamline the systems where resources circulate between agriculture and fish farming, the 
entrepreneurs in the industry argue that all the necessary basic knowledge and technology 
are already in place. What mainly keeps the businesses from a breakthrough today is in part 
consumer demand, and in part the lack of political decisions that can facilitate and make 
organic fish farming competitive. But hopefully this is just a matter of time. Large plants have 
already been put into operation in, for example, Denmark, Norway, Scotland and Poland.

Another obstacle is that land-based fish farms in the case of Sweden are not labelled 
as organic. In Sweden, permits for fish farming are based on the amount of feed that the 
fish are fed, which in open farms is expected to give a certain amount of fish harvest and 
lead to a certain level of eutrophication. But in closed, circular, land-based systems where 
waste residues are used in a completely different way, for example as fertiliser for crops or 
for algaculture, this eutrophication does not occur. Therefore, it would be more relevant to 
base permits for fish farms on their actual environmental impact. This would benefit the 
development of production systems with minimal environmental effects. 

26  Fish-farming in Kall, Åre  available at http://are.se/byggabo/planerpagang/fiskodlingikall accessed on 2019-05-05
27  Gårdsfisk https://www.gardsfisk.se accessed on 2019-05-05
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7. The Blue Commons  
as an alternative to Blue Growth.

Most people probably think of common resources as natural resources such as forests, fish, 
land, water and clean air. These are certainly important types of commons. But there are also 
intellectual and cultural commons, such as the internet, free libraries and scientific research. 

the green movement often talks about preserving and sustaining resources or commons 
for future generations. Typically, common wealth is freely available and shared. Defining 
commons further becomes easier when they are lost. The commons may be destroyed 
through unsustainable use, such as by overfishing or deforestation, or they may be 
degraded by external forces. We can think of streams and lakes drying up through global 
warming, for example. But the commons are also lost through a process of enclosure, 
such as transferring a resource into private ownership, or where the state imposes strict 
restrictions to access for the public.
i have a vivid memory from my childhood, and that involved a recreational area that had 
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always been accessable to everyone. Suddenly, the local government decided that they could 
not afford to manage the beach, the small kiosk for ice cream and cleaning in the park and 
forest. The idea was to sell the whole area off to a developer to build a private mansion. This 
spurred local protests, for the beach and the recreational area had a huge importance for 
the nearby suburban area. The commons that everybody knew so well, a place where we 
grew up and spent most of our summers, was being closed down for us, and tall gates would 
soon rise shutting us all out. This was unthinkable to most of the local citizens. The protests 
were massive, and the leaflets and posters put up everywhere with an angry message: Keep 
your hands off our beach! The solution was a compromise. Part of the area was sold off, and 
a smaller place was kept for the larger public to enjoy. The private owner was also obliged to 
keep the old park with stately trees open during daytime for everyone to enjoy. 

like this example of the privatisation of a ‘commons’, one can see the accumulation 
of genetic and scientific knowledge about marine organisms that is captured by private 
corporations through patents. Historically, the enclosure of the commons has been perhaps 
the greatest (and least emphasised) cause of inequality, between groups of people and 
between regions and countries28. Norway is a striking example, of modern privitisation of 
our common heritage, harvesting samples from the fragile and unique arctic environment 
and putting them in a library for patent-seeking. 

We still live with the idea of the ‘tragedy of the commons’. Garret Hardin was referring to 
a theoretical situation where the commons were unmanaged and overpopulated, which 
can lead to escalating competition that produces the loss of natural resources29. Fishing 
communities experience this in a tangible way when management systems break down 
and oceans get more and more depleted. The Nobel Prize-winning economist Elinor 
Ostrom has shown that people often work together to manage commons in positive ways, 
without relying on either state authority or private ownership30. The commons can be self-
managed successfully without experiencing resource decline and conflict, illustrating how 
people are capable of collective problem solving and reciprocity

Maintaining a commons is not easy. All forms of commons involve internal and external 
struggles to maintain them, including the imposition of sanctions against those who 
violate norms and the regulation of the interests of insiders,outsiders and newcomers. 
Many commons also depend on an effective public criminal justice system, which ensures 
that abuses by state of corporate interests can be effectively addressed. The problems 
associated with the commons need to be understood as challenges associated with state 
and market control.

today we see communities of people developing shared resources outside both the 
market and the state, such as freely available computer programmes (for example linux) 
or online libraries of information (like Wikipedia). But in many contexts where the state 
and the market dominate, developing a commons may require more planning and the 
deliberate establishment of institutions that allow people an opportunity to re-establish lost 
commons, or to create ones that never existed. These strategies for reviving the commons 
could be at the forefront of global efforts to transform coastal and ocean resources. 

the idea of managing a commons does not prohibit entrepreneurship or private 
businesses, nor does it necessarily imply ‘open access’. A common resource held in trust 
for a community can involve leasing access to individual businesses, based on leasing 
agreements that respect the preservation of the commons and ensure benefits are 

28  Greer Allan *Commons and Enclosure in the Colonization of North AmericaThe American Historical Review, Volume 117, Issue 2, 
April 2012, Pages 365–386, https://doi.org/10.1086/ahr.117.2.365, 01 April 2012https://academic.oup.com/ahr/article/117/2/365/30072 
29  Hardin Garett 1968 ”The tragedy of the Commons” https://science.sciencemag.org/content/162/3859/1243
30  Ostrom Ellinor 1990 ”Governing the Commons” Cambridge University Press.
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distributed in a fair manner among 
the people sharing the commons. 
this may be achieved, for example, 
by investing rental payments in a 
commons fund that is then used to 
pay dividends to those with shares 
in the commons or to invest in 
activities that further preserve and 
enlarge the commons. The most 
well-known example is probably 
the norwegian one, where the 
government invests the profits 
of oil extraction in a public fund, 
the earnings of which are then 

distributed to government to be used for the benefit of the population (see further below). 
This arrangement can be contrasted with what often happens to coastal communities. 
There, in effect, governments sell long-term rights to exploit what had traditionally been 
the commons to corporations, with little or no consent from the affected communities. The 
resulting income is spent in ways that further the political interests of the government and 
the corporations, not the local population.

The ‘Blue Commons’ offers an alternative to the blue growth model being promoted 
by international organisations such as the eU and the World Bank, as well as numerous 
international conservation organisations and investment banks. The starting point is a 
recognition that coastal and marine resources are our common wealth, or the ‘Common 
Heritage of Mankind’ as it is sometimes described in international law. A blue commons 
movement should demand that this wealth be preserved or enlarged for future generations. 
a renewable resource should be governed in a way that doesn’t deprive future generations 
of its benefits.

a goal for reviving the commons should be to establish a larger number of areas where 
resources are formally recognised as commons. A means to achieve this lies with the 
formulation of ‘commons charters’. These could be formulated at national or sub-national 
level. There are also many examples of proposed commons agreements or declarations at 
the international level, such as the Outer space treaty and draft proposals for the United 
Nations Convention on the Laws of the Sea and the United Nations Framework on Climate 
Change (although the latter two were finalised in ways that weakened the commons 
perspective). Drafting a blue commons charter might be a first step in advocacy campaigns 
for small-scale fishery organisations and coastal communities.

a commons charter should also set the framework for the management of the commons 
and for rules for benefit-sharing. While there is no blueprint, many people working on the 
commons advocate the establishment of both a ‘commons trust’ and a ‘commons fund’.31 
The trust could be an elected body with the task of acting as the steward for the commons. 
In some ways, this is reminiscent of ‘community co-management’ in fisheries, but it is 
a more radical departure that transfers more decision-making responsibilities to local 
communities and would extend participation beyond fishers themselves. Moreover, unlike 
many co-management arrangements, the trust would be joined by the commons fund; 
which receives income from the commons that is then invested and distributed according 
to principles set out in a commons charter. 

31  Report CFFA- CAPE, Standing André 2017 available at ”Blue bonds-saving the your fish or bankrupting the oceans?”  
https://cape-cffa.squarespace.com/new-blog/2018/4/14/blue-bondsaving-your-fish-or-bankrupting-the-oceans



The Blue Commons  18 
CriTique of The Blue GrowTh sTraTeGy and The way forward.

linnéa engström

8. The Commons Fund idea.

in many countries, authorities have a questionable record when it comes to using natural 
resources for increasing equality for the benefit of the population, especially for the 
marginalised or the poorest. Generally, the worst examples come from countries that rely on 
income from mining and oil. Governments in poor coastal states receive millions of dollars 
from granting foreign fishers access to domestic waters, but uncertainty remains whether 
international fish trade actually improves the lives of most citizens32. How governments 
manage public income from their blue assets becomes a critical question.
the idea of establishing a permanent fund and distributing the income from this fund to all 
citizens may seem radical. Yet this basic proposal has been made by many people, including 
economists at the World Bank33.

Sovereign wealth-funds already exist in many countries, and most have been established 
with payments from natural resource sectors. Alongside Alaska’s fund (see below), Norway’s 
oil fund is probably considered the most impressive. In the 1980s Norway’s parliament 
agreed to set up an independent fund, managed by a governing board. The fund invests in 
both domestic and foreign assets. Only the income from this fund is then made available 

32  Bené Christope 2008: Global Change in African Fish Trade: Engine of Development or Threat to Local Food Security? available 
at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/23649031_Global_Change_in_African_Fish_Trade_Engine_of_Development_or_Th-
reat_to_Local_Food_Security
33  World Bank 2011 ”How Africa can extract big benefits for everyone from natural resources”: http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/
opinion/2011/06/29/africa-can-extract-big-benefits-everyone-natural-resources accessed on 2019-05-22
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for government use34. Setting up the fund was a difficult decision, as the government lost 
substantial income, partly offset by increasing levels of direct taxation. But over the years 
the fund’s assets have grown to over UsD one trillion, in part because of this, norwegians 
are among the wealthiest people on the planet. The Shetland Islands have done something 
similar with great success.

Today, there many different national or sub-national sovereign wealth funds, and the 
majority of these have been based on  mining and oil35. In Africa, countries such as Mauritania, 
Botswana, ghana, nigeria, equatorial guinea,sao tome and Principe, and angola have set 
up their versions. In some of these countries, these funds are already using income from 
the blue economy, mostly from offshore oil and gas. Yet the management of these funds 
is controversial, and some have been calamitous failures, lacking transparency and being 
highly vulnerable to political interference and corruption36. 

a commons fund linked to the blue economy needs to be based on several core principles 37: 
1. The fund has to be based on the idea of common ownership of all natural resources. The 

trend in many places is to sell off and privatise natural resources, in order to generate 
short-term profits. There is a risk this may characterise blue growth in developing and 
small island states, if they increase their dependence on foreign investors and follow 
market-based solutions.

2. The fund has to be based on the ideal of ‘inter-generational equity’. Many people’s 
support for a commons fund is based on an objection to one generation benefiting from 
depleting natural capital, thereby denying future generations the same opportunities. 
The sustainable blue economy concept has to elaborate on how this will be avoided. The 
commons fund is part of the solution, as it saves the income from resources in perpetuity, 
as is the case with Norway’s oil fund. Many sovereign wealth funds have failed to follow 
this principle and have therefore been depleted. Indeed, some have been used as 
collateral to increase their country’s debt, such as in Angola.

3. The fund has to be independent. Many problems with sovereign wealth funds stem from 
the fact that the pot of money has been too easy to access by governments. Although 
the alaska fund is the leading example of a commons fund based on universal cash 
payments, it is also a case study on how these funds can be abused; recent governors 
have pushed through corporate-friendly tax cuts, resulting in the state’s budget 
becoming more and more reliant on the permanent fund. Without public debate, 
there has also been a relaxation of the rules on how the fund’s dividends are distributed 
between the state government’s budget and the universal cash payment. The share left 
for Alaskan citizens has diminished to less than a quarter of what it could have been.

4. The fund’s investments and dividends have to be transparent. Again, Norway is a shining 
example. High levels of transparency have facilitated public debate on how the oil funds 
are invested. Because of this, the Norwegian Parliament has agreed to direct the oil fund 
board to divest from coal projects, and also from logging companies that do not meet 
ethical and ecological standards. Other sovereign fund managers operate in a state of 
confidentiality, which is anathema to the commons fund concept.

34  norway’s government fund: available at https://www.nbim.no/ accessed on 2019-05-22
35  sovereign wealth funds, an introduction 2018 available at https://www.investopedia.com/articles/economics/08/sovereign-
wealth-fund.asp accessed on 2019-05-22
36  How well are Africas sovereign wealth funds managed? 2018 available at https://africanbusinessmagazine.com/sectors/finan-
ce/how-well-are-africas-sovereign-wealth-funds-managed/ accessed on 2019-05-22
37  Report CFFA- CAPE, Standing André 2017 available at ”Blue bonds-saving the your fish or bankrupting the oceans?” https://
cape-cffa.squarespace.com/new-blog/2018/4/14/blue-bondsaving-your-fish-or-bankrupting-the-oceans
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A key issue is what levies are paid into the fund. Royalty payments and profit-sharing 
arrangements are the usual sources of income for sovereign funds based on extractive 
industries such as, gas, forestry, oil and mining. For many coastal and small island states these 
sources may be appropriate. But should governments allow prospecting for fossil resources 
at all? A green answer would be ‘no’, although for the foreseeable future it is probable that 
mining, oil and gas will continue to form part of the blue economy in practice, so that making 
that economy more equitable in establishing the commons fund could be the next best way 
forward.

Beyond the usual extractive industries, levies from the blue economy could come from 
all commercial exploitation of ocean and costal resources. This would include fisheries. 
Under a commons fund idea, what is considered the access payment, which today is almost 
always paid to the government, would be redirected as income to the commons fund. A 
separate fee would be payable for government management costs.

a commons fund may also include levies on pollution, following the ‘polluter pays’ 
principle38 Specifically, a proposal for a commons fund is to include income from a carbon 
tax. This may co-exist with the proposed payments for ‘blue carbon storage’ that many 
organisations favor (such as the World Bank and the FaO), but a carbon tax is a more 
suitable robust levy as it directly targets companies producing higher carbon emissions. It 
is simpler to administer as well, given that estimating carbon stored in coastal and ocean 
habitats is extremely complex and expensive.

Of course, a commons fund could evolve beyond these levies; a percentage of the entrance 
fee to marine national parks could be another levy, as could a tourist tax. The key point is 
that we should recognise a common ownership of nature among all people, present and 
future, and therefore it is right that capital raised from the private exploitation or use of 
these shared resources ought to be shared equitably as well. Otherwise, our natural capital 
is most likely to be a source of growing and uneven private riches. 

38  See this report by André Standing ”Avoiding the curse of a Blue growth with a blue commons fund”https://cape-cffa.squa-
respace.com/new-blog/2018/8/27/avoiding-the-curse-of-blue-growth-a-blue-commons-fund 


