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Summary  

A reduction of discards has been the main objective of the last reform in the European Union’s 

Common Fisheries Policy. Between 2015 and 2019, a landing obligation is implemented for all 

European fisheries. In the Dutch demersal fishing sector, this is expected to lead to severe economic 

problems. The radical character of the landing obligation has resulted in bad interactions between 

various key actor groups in this policy domain.  

This thesis is a case study of the discard policy problem in the Dutch demersal fisheries. It 

identifies key actors in the policy domain and the discourse they have on the phenomenon of 

discards and the importance to reduce discards. Additionally, the interactions underlying cooperation 

between actor groups are assessed. This creates an overview of the current state of the policy 

domain of the Dutch demersal fisheries. Secondly, this thesis investigates possibilities to reduce 

discards in an ecologically and economically sustainable way. Policy instruments are judged based on 

their suitability as an alternative to the landing obligation.  

The theory on policy arrangements and the concept of political modernisation are used as a 

conceptual framework. The analysis of policy arrangements starts from the discourse dimension. 

Subsequently, the remaining dimensions of a policy arrangement were analysed using the concepts 

‘rules of governance’, ‘discourse coalitions’ and ‘discursive power’.  Political modernisation is taken 

into account by assessing to what extent social change influences the dynamics of policy processes.  

Six key actor groups were taken into account: the fishing sector, Dutch policy makers, scientists, 

non-governmental organisations, fish auctions and direct buyers. Primary data consist of semi-

structured interviews and observations during the attendance of three meetings. Secondary data 

consisted of scientific literature and other relevant documents from various actor groups.  

Two currently established policy arrangements based on different discourses were identified: a 

dominant ecological arrangement and an alternative economic arrangement. The ecological 

arrangement focuses on achieving ecological sustainability by reducing discards and includes policy 

makers, scientists and NGOs. The economic policy arrangement is led primarily by the market and 

includes the fishing sector, fish auctions and direct buyers. Currently, there is a wide gap between 

the two arrangements that lead to bad cooperation and frustration between various actor groups.  

Three policy instruments stood out as a possible solution for the discard policy problem: 

innovations in fishing gears, consumer awareness and fishermen awareness. It is concluded that a 

combination of consumer awareness and fishermen awareness potentially lead to a successful 

reduction of discards and to a renewal of both policy arrangements that could narrow the gap 

between them. In order to achieve this, close cooperation between scientists and the fishing sector is 

recommended. This leads to improved fishermen’s knowledge of the ecosystem and the importance 

of ecological sustainability. NGOs and direct buyers might have the resources to establish consumer 

awareness, which creates a positive economic incentive for the fishing sector to reduce the amount 

of discards. Regardless of the direction that future discard policy in the Netherlands takes, it is vital 

that the establishment of such a policy occurs in multi-stakeholder processes from the beginning. 

This increases stakeholder participation, transparency of the policy process and therefore, legitimacy 

of the policy itself.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Reducing discards in EU fisheries  

Overfishing is nowadays seen as a serious global issue. Many fish stocks around the world are 

declining or heading towards extinction and worldwide, fisheries are facing economic crises 

(Mikalsen & Jentoft, 2008). It becomes more and more clear that we should change the way we fish 

in order to have viable fish populations in the future. One of those controversial fishing practices is 

discarding: throwing back animal or plant material into the sea due to reasons varying from exceeded 

quotas to catching non-target species (Sardà et al., 2015). Discarding is regarded unsustainable for 

the following reasons: fishing mortality is underestimated since these estimates are based on catch 

data and do therefore not take discards into account. Secondly, a part of the (often dead) discards is 

wasted while it could be used or consumed when landed (Sardà et al., 2015). In 2010, a campaign 

called Hugh’s fish fight was launched by a famous British chef to stop these wasteful practices in 

Europe. It was quickly picked up by non-governmental actors (NGOs) and other celebrities and 

resulted in numerous consumer demands to stop discarding at sea (Frederik, 2015). The European 

Commission was quick to react to this public opinion and proposed a new discard policy in 2011 

(Frederik, 2015; European Commission, 2013a). The goal was to create more sustainable and 

selective fisheries and more reliable catch data (European Commission, 2015a).  

There are different instruments that can lead to a reduction of discards. Examples from several 

fisheries outside the EU are placing limits on bycatch that will constrain fishing, area and gear 

restrictions and the use of individual transferable quotas (ITQs) (Condie et al., 2014). Before the 

reform of the European Union’s Common Fisheries Policy (CFP), the European Union (EU) already 

introduced area and gear restrictions to reduce discarding, but this was not sufficient (Johnsen & 

Eliasen, 2011). The problem of discarding in EU fisheries has both biological, social and political and 

organisational aspects and is therefore very complex (Johnsen & Eliasen, 2011). With the reform of 

the CFP, a new instrument to reduce discards was introduced, namely the landing obligation. The 

landing obligation for quota species obligates fishermen to land everything they have caught, even if 

the catch contains undersized fish or exceeds quota. The new measure is introduced gradually 

between 2015 and 2019 (European Commission, 2015a).  

The next section provides a detailed description of the landing obligation in an EU context. The 

reason for doing so is the fact that the implementation of the landing obligation is currently at the 

heart of EU fisheries management and that most of the debate between stakeholders are about or at 

least caused by effects of the landing obligation. It is however stressed here that this thesis does not 

focus on the landing obligation as the sole instrument to reduce discards. It is the main motive do to 

this thesis as the introduction of the landing obligation is a controversial and sensitive topic of which 

some stakeholders say that it is never going to work (Frederik, 2015). Other than that, it is merely 

one of the instruments to enforce a discard ban and thus reduce discards in fisheries. Other 

instruments are also discussed. This is further explained in section 1.4. 

1.2 The landing obligation as a discard reducing tool  

“Under the landing obligation, all catches of all species (regardless of whether they are pelagic or 

demersal) that are managed through TACs (Total Allowable Catches) and quotas, must be landed.” 

(European Commission, 2015b). Since the EU is now in the middle of implementing the landing 

obligation, not much is yet known about the possible consequences and effects of this rule. However, 

Condie et al. (2014) and Sardà et al. (2015) have proposed possible challenges that will be faced with 
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this new policy course. These challenges can be either operational, economic or technical. An 

example of an operational challenge is how to store extra landings on board. An economic challenge 

may be the creation of new markets for discards, which might have the opposite effect on fishermen 

and produce even more discards (Sardà et al., 2015). However, it is predicted that landed discards 

have little market value due to the fact that they are not allowed for human consumption and the 

inhibition of creation of a new market(Sardà et al., 2015; Buisman et al., 2013). In that case, it is 

important that there are sufficient economic incentives for the fishermen to truly land everything 

they catch. Otherwise compliance with the new measure to reduce discards will be low (Sardà et al., 

2015). Furthermore, Condie et al. (2014) concludes that enforcement of a landing obligation in itself 

does not lead to more selective fishing practices, but is often combined with other instruments to 

reduce discard practices. The same study shows that in case studies where incentives led to more 

sustainable fishing practices, the role of the discard ban is not always clear. Therefore, the 

management system that regulates the implementation of the landing obligation should be 

responsible for incentivising sustainable fishing practices (Condie et al., 2014).  

The Commission is not the first institution to introduce a landing obligation. In Norway, it has 

been a part of fisheries management for a long time. There, the landing obligation has been gradually 

introduced in a period of approximately twenty years, from 1987 to 2008 (Gullestad et al., 2015). 

Iceland and the Faroe Islands also work with a discard ban (Johnsen & Eliasen, 2011). In these three 

cases, there were enough market opportunities for the bycatch, creating economic incentives that 

motivated the fishermen to comply. Furthermore, fishermen actively participated in the design of the 

fisheries management system, which also proved to be an important cause for successful 

implementation (Johnsen & Eliasen, 2011). In the Norwegian case, the set of accompanying 

measures around the landing obligation was quite extensive. Fishermen were compensated for 

landing “illegal” catches, the focus gradually changed from minimum landing sizes (MLS) to minimum 

fishing sizes of fish, real-time closure areas were established, national quota regulations were 

tailored and research and development of more selective fishing gear was improved (Gullestad et al., 

2015). The way the landing obligation is implemented right now by the European Commission is 

remarkably different from the Icelandic and Norwegian cases. Firstly, the measure will be 

implemented over the course of only four years compared to twenty years in Norway. Additionally, 

the numerous different EU fisheries all have their own characteristics that should be taken into 

account when the landing obligation is implemented. Taking into account its specific characteristics, 

this thesis focuses on a particular type of fishery in the Netherlands, namely the mixed demersal 

fishing sector. The next section elaborates on this sector. 

1.3 The case of mixed demersal fisheries in the Netherlands  

Details of the introduction of the landing obligation differ per fishery and per region. The majority of 

the Dutch fishing activities takes place in the North Sea (European Commission, 2014). Furthermore, 

Dutch fisheries are characterized as either pelagic or demersal. For the pelagic fisheries, the landing 

obligation has been enforced in January 2015. For demersal fisheries, the introduction takes place in 

2016 (Buisman et al., 2013). The demersal fishing sector consists mainly of fisheries for plaice and 

sole; so-called mixed fisheries targeting more than just one quota species. This type of fishery 

generally has more bycatch than other fisheries, since the gear is used to catch multiple species and 

technical aspects such as mesh size cannot be adjusted to catching only sizes above MLS for both 

species (IMARES, 2014). To catch sole with a MLS of 24 cm and bigger, the mesh width of the fishing 

nets is 80 mm. Plaice, a larger fish species, is automatically caught as well. Much of the plaice is 
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discarded because the fish are below MLS (IMARES, 2014). Under the new regulation, the quota for 

plaice will be reached earlier, obligating the fishery to stop fishing even if the quota for sole have not 

yet been reached. This can lead to large economic losses, unless there are technical solutions such as 

the development of more selective fishing gear. An analysis of the economic effects of implementing 

the discard ban in the Dutch fishing sectors has shown another economic problem: the market 

opportunities for landed discards are very limited (Buisman et al., 2013). Former discards consisting 

of undersized fish are not allowed to be sold for human consumption (Buisman et al., 2013;  

European commission, 2015b; European Commission, 2013a). These discards may be sold for fish 

meal or pet food production, but there are no real market opportunities here (European 

Commission, 2013a; Buisman et al., 2013). As Sardà et al. (2015) already pointed out, good economic 

incentives are essential to reduce discards. If the EU chooses the landing obligation as the main 

instrument to reduce discards, a viable solution for the purpose of the extra landings has to be 

proposed.  

Scientists point out that much is yet unknown about the effect of the landing obligation on the 

North Sea ecosystem (Frederik, 2015). Discards, dead or alive, have altered the ecosystem, which has 

adapted to it. What’s more, the discards do not necessarily have a negative influence on fish stocks. 

Over the last decades, the abundance of plaice in the North Sea has increased. Population numbers 

are now far above Maximum Sustainable Yield and therefore it could be asked whether discarding 

plaice is an unsustainable practice after all (Frederik, 2015). This question makes it more difficult to 

get compliance from the fishermen; disadvantages of a new rule can maybe be overcome if everyone 

agrees that it is highly necessary to implement the new rule. In this case, however, fishermen do not 

see any reasons why the landing obligation would be favourable.  

The expected problems and the uncertainties surrounding the landing obligation are enough to 

wonder how this new measure is going to be implemented in the Dutch demersal fishing sector. As 

described above, at least two important stakeholders, fishermen and scientists, seriously question 

the advantages and the effectiveness of the landing obligation. The EU also acknowledges the fact 

that the new measure will pose problems to multi specific and mixed fisheries. Profitability in the 

short term, and possibly also in the long term, will be reduced and surveillance and monitoring 

programs can lead to high costs if there is no commitment between managers and fishermen 

(Santurtún et al., 2014). An exemption from the landing obligation because of high survivability 

cannot easily be made because discard survival depends on many factors, meaning that these results 

cannot be extrapolated (Santurtún et al., 2014; European Commission, 2015b). From several case 

studies on EU multi specific and mixed fisheries, it was concluded that a larger time frame for 

implementation of the landing obligation is needed, and that there should be a constant dialogue 

between scientists and managers to define the management objectives (Santurtún et al., 2014).  

From the studies of Condie et al. (2014) and Johnsen & Eliasen (2011), it becomes clear that the 

landing obligation is only one of many instruments to reduce discard practices in fisheries. It is also 

clear that in the case of the mixed fisheries of the Dutch demersal fishing sector, the landing 

obligation in itself might not be the ideal instrument. However, it was implemented very recently in 

January 2016. As the reformed CFP moves more towards a decentralized management, mutual 

understanding and cooperation between stakeholders are more important than ever (European 

Commission, 2013b). So, in order to gain an understanding of possible problems and solutions 

surrounding discard policy, and to successfully reduce discard practices, a detailed overview of the 

different stakeholders, their underlying relationships and their position regarding this topic is 

needed.  
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1.4 Research objective  

This thesis analyses the role and perceptions of the different stakeholders concerned with the 

reduction of discards in the mixed fisheries of the Dutch demersal fisheries. The focus lies not only 

with the implementation of the landing obligation, the measure suggested by the EU, but also with 

other discard reducing instruments that might be suggested by or discussed with stakeholders. By 

providing an overview of the different perceptions and roles/powers of stakeholders, problems that 

can be expected with the implementation of the current discard policy are identified. Based on these 

expected problems, and suggested possible solutions, recommendations and/or points of attention 

are made in order to provide knowledge contribution to a successful reduction of discard practices in 

the Dutch demersal fishing sector. In this thesis, a perception refers to the way in which something is 

regarded. Literature suggests that there are critical perception differences between stakeholders in 

North Sea fisheries. Fishermen perceive resource and stock dynamics in a very different way than 

environmental NGOs, for example (Verweij et al., 2010; Verweij & van Densen, 2010).  

The results of this thesis conclude which measures are suitable to contribute to an improved 

discard-reducing policy for the Dutch demersal fisheries. Additionally, recommendations are given 

about the roles of various actor groups in this altered policy. Since different actor groups are 

involved, the recommendations that conclude this thesis do not focus on one particular actor; they 

are directed towards all key actor groups in the policy domain.   

The research focuses specifically on the mixed fisheries of the Dutch demersal fishing sector for 

the following reasons: (1) mixed fisheries are the type of fisheries where bycatch is common due to 

less selective fishing gear, so the landing obligation is expected to bring severe changes to the 

fisheries, which might be in need of other discard reducing policy instruments; (2) it is already known 

that different groups of stakeholders in the Dutch demersal fishing sector have differing opinions 

that can lead to tensions, indicating the need to identify the underlying relations to create mutual 

understanding; (3) the landing obligation has recently been implemented in this specific sector, but 

little research has been conducted to investigate the risks and opportunities regarding a successful 

implementation in advance. Similarly, other possible instruments to reduce discards might not have 

been considered sufficiently and the opinions of different stakeholders on this topic are largely 

unknown. This knowledge, however, is essential to reach the main goal of the EU: a well-managed, 

sustainable fishing sector absent of discard practices.  

1.5 Research questions  

There are two main research questions to be answered in this thesis. The first research question is 

formulated as follows:   

 

1. What are the roles and perceptions of the different stakeholders in the Dutch demersal 

fisheries policy domain concerning the reduction of discard practices in mixed fisheries?  

 

In order to answer the main research question, two sub-questions are formulated. The first 

question focuses on the implementation of reduction of discards and how this is perceived by the 

different actors.  

 

1.1 What are the perceptions of the involved stakeholders concerning the implementation of 

the reduction of discards for demersal mixed fisheries in the Netherlands?  
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The second sub-question intends to identify the interactions between the different actors. Since 

the number of stakeholders is quite large, it can be expected that power and resources are not 

equally divided amongst them. In order to understand the roles and influence of the different actors 

in discard policy-making, identification of these interactions is essential. The quality of an interaction 

is based on the quality of communication between actor groups and their abilities to resolve conflicts 

(Margerum, 1995).  

 

1.2 What are the interactions between the different stakeholders in the policy domain of the 

Dutch demersal fisheries and how do these interactions influence the implementation of 

discard-policy?  

 

The second main research question intends to identify different possible solutions to reduce 

discards in this fishing sector and intends to open up the discussion about policy instruments that 

might have been neglected when the EU formulated its discard ban policy.  

 

2. What kind of solutions to reduce discards are perceived by the different stakeholders in the 

mixed fisheries of the Dutch demersal fisheries policy domain?  

 

This question is also divided in two sub-questions that together answer the main research question. 

The first and second question focus on preferences for methods to reduce discarding and on 

suggestions on how these methods should be implemented, respectively.  

 

2.1 Which (combination of) instruments do different stakeholders prefer to use to reduce 

discard practices in the Dutch demersal mixed fisheries? 

 

2.2 How should the suggested (combination of) instruments be implemented in fisheries 

management for the mixed fisheries of the Dutch demersal fishing sector, according to 

different stakeholders?  

 

1.6 Thesis structure  

The next chapter presents the conceptual framework that is used to analyse the results of this thesis. 

At the end of this chapter, the sub-research questions are rewritten and placed in the frame of these 

concepts in order to make optimal use of the conceptual framework. Chapter three discusses the 

methodology and identifies key actors that are involved in management of the Dutch demersal 

fisheries. A separate theoretical chapter provides a background on decision-making in the CFP and 

the institutional setting of the EU as this enables the results of the case study, which is on a national 

level, to be put in the broader picture. Chapters five and six are empirical chapters that identify 

problems and possible solutions concerning the reduction of discards in the demersal mixed 

fisheries. Empirical results are combined with theoretical findings and placed within the context of 

the conceptual framework. Based on these outcomes, conclusions and recommendations to key 

actor groups conclude this thesis.  
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2. Conceptual framework  

In this case study, it is important that the conceptual framework can be used to identify interactions 

between different actors and to place these interactions in a bigger context in order to see the 

overall impact of it on certain aspects of the fisheries policy and management. The theory on policy 

arrangements, as described by Arts et al. (2006), meets these requirements and is therefore chosen 

as the conceptual framework for this thesis. An additional argument for the use of the theory on 

policy arrangements is given by Liefferink (2006), who states that political characteristics of the 

issues that can be addressed by the policy arrangements framework are either issues regarding 

formation or implementation of a regulation or issues in need of redistribution of resources. This 

case study indeed focuses on the implementation of a regulation, namely regulation to reduce 

discards, in a certain policy arrangement, namely the governance network of the Dutch demersal 

fishing sector. Section 2.1 elaborates on the basic concepts of the theory on policy arrangements. 

Subsequently, section 2.2 discusses the operationalisation of the basic concepts for this thesis. Based 

on this information, the sub-questions of the research are revised and put in the context of the 

conceptual framework in section 2.3. Additionally, this section summarizes the usage of the 

conceptual framework as a tool to answer the unaltered main research questions.   

2.1 Policy arrangements: stable representations of dynamic processes  

2.1.1 Tetrahedron: a stable representation  

According to Arts et al. (2006, pp.93), policy arrangements refer to “the substance and the 

organisation of policy domains in terms of policy discourses, coalitions, rules of the game and 

resources”. In other words: policy arrangements are a tool to analyse a policy domain based on four 

different dimensions that are interconnected. These four dimensions are now explained briefly.   

¶ Discourse – Hajer (1993, pp.45) defines a discourse as “an ensemble of ideas, concepts 

and categories through which meaning is given to phenomena”. To begin with, Liefferink 

(2006) identifies two levels on which discourses are formed. The first is concerned with 

discourses on the organisation of society and modes of governance. The second level is 

more practical and deals with ideas about a concrete policy problem. Since this thesis is 

about possible solutions to a specific perceived policy problem, the term ‘discourse’ 

always refers to the second level, except when it is explicitly mentioned otherwise. 

Discourses differ from the other three dimensions in the sense that it focuses on the 

substantial aspect of policy instead of the organisational aspect (Liefferink, 2006). 

Discourses are substantial because they are not only used to describe a situation; they 

are also the frame through which an actor group operates and therefore help creating a 

situation (Hajer, 1993). For this reason, a division of policy arrangements is often based 

on the existence of multiple discourses in the policy domain.  

¶ Actors – The actors dimension identifies the actors and the existing coalitions between 

them. An example of how to analyse this dimension is by assessing which options 

stakeholders have to improve their stakes in a policy process (Liefferink, 2006). This 

directly connects the actor dimension to the other three dimensions, as stakes can be 

improved by controlling certain resources, maintaining a certain discourse or by changing 

the rules of the game. From the four dimensions, the actors dimension deals with the 

most straightforward and tangible concept: people. In this thesis, the actors dimension is 
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used as a first step in the sense that the research starts by identifying and interviewing 

key actors. In that way, it provides the base for the empirical data gathering.  

¶ Rules of the game – Formal procedures of policy- and decision-making and (political) 

interaction are investigated by the ‘rules of the game’ dimension. This interaction also 

contains informal rules and routines (Liefferink, 2006). Thus, rules of the game can be 

altered formally, for example by the introduction of a new governance mode, and 

informally, for example by the increased influence of a certain actor group through 

changing interactions. Often, these formal and informal aspects influence each other.  

¶ Resources – The resources dimension investigates the division of power, defined as 

access to resources, and influence on policy outcomes between the actors that were 

identified in the actors dimension (Arts et al., 2006). A resource is often defined in terms 

of money, but the dimension encompasses more than money alone. Serrano-García 

(1994, pp.10) defines resources as “all the elements available in society for the 

satisfaction of human needs and aspirations”. This implies that a resource can also be an 

intangible phenomenon. In this thesis, knowledge and legitimacy are examples of such 

intangible resources.  

Although distinctions between the four dimensions are made, they are strongly interconnected 

via so-called interlinkages. This means that a change in one of the dimensions automatically induces 

changes in the other three dimensions (Arts et al., 2006; Liefferink, 2006). This interconnectedness is 

symbolised in the tetrahedron, as depicted in Figure 1.  

 
Figure 1 Tetrahedron of policy arrangements by Arts et al. (2006) 

 

The tetrahedron appears to be quite a static, mainly descriptive tool to analyse policy and policy 

change. However, policies are dynamic and subject to change. Therefore, Arts et al. (2006, pp.96) 

define policy arrangements as “a temporary stabilisation of the content and organisation of a policy 

domain”. Such temporary stabilisation creates the possibility to compare a policy domain before and 

after a certain policy intervention and therefore also analyse the dynamics in a structured way. It also 

allows to hypothesize about potential, new or altered, policy arrangements in detail, as ex ante 

evaluations can already be made based on four different dimensions The next section discusses the 

dynamics of policy processes in greater detail.  

2.1.2 Political modernisation and the dynamics of policy processes  

When investigating policy change, the tetrahedron of policy arrangements in itself is not sufficient as 

an analytical tool. Structural processes of social and political change influence the dimensions of the 

tetrahedron. It is therefore essential to study these structural processes to get a deeper 

understanding of policy change and the influence of a certain policy instrument or intervention on 
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this change. Processes of social and political change are analysed using the concept of political 

modernisation. Political modernisation links social change to the political domain and policy 

arrangements; it investigates the impact of processes of social change on existing policy 

arrangements. Through political modernisation, new relationships could arise between the state, the 

market and civil society. Such new relationships work through in the four dimensions of the 

tetrahedron. Well-known examples of concepts and discourses that have altered policy 

arrangements through political modernisation are sustainable development and corporate social 

responsibility. (Arts et al., 2006)  

Political modernisation is a theoretical concept that can be operationalised in empirical research 

in two different ways: firstly, as an institutional analysis and secondly, as a strategic analysis (Arts & 

van Tatenhove, 2006). The difference between the former and the latter lies in the perspective from 

which policy practices are analysed. The institutional analysis uses a structural perspective that works 

from the structural properties of policy arrangements (the four dimensions). Actions and 

achievements of actors are considered less important in this type of analysis, as they are always put 

within the frame of these structural processes. Conclusions about the actions of actor groups are 

therefore limited to how they are enabled or constrained by the four dimensions of the policy 

arrangement. The strategic analysis works the other way around: the actions, ideas and influence of 

actors are the perspective from which the analysis is started. The structural properties of the policy 

arrangement are considered less important because they are viewed as a consequence of the social 

interactions and policy outcomes based on the behaviour of actors. This research adopts the 

strategic analysis to analyse political modernisation. The reason for this is that the research objective 

and the research questions focus on the ideas and roles of the different actor groups that are 

involved in a reduction of discards in the Dutch demersal fisheries and not so much on the 

institutional structure of the policy domain.  

According to Arts & van Tatenhove (2006), a strategic analysis contains the following steps: 

firstly, social interactions and policy outcomes in the first policy arrangement are analysed. Then, 

consequences of these interactions and outcomes are analysed in the ‘rules of the game’, discourses 

and resources dimensions. These steps are repeated for other (related) policy arrangements.  The 

final step is to analyse whether there is political modernisation as a consequence of change and/or 

continuity in the different policy arrangements. This four-step analysis emphasizes the fact that 

political modernisation is not easily established; analysing one policy arrangement is not sufficient to 

conclude that political modernisation has or has not taken place. However, analysis of a single 

arrangement can indicate development of political modernisation and is therefore an important first 

step in research on this topic. For this thesis, it is therefore not expected that there are strong 

conclusions on political modernisation, but valid findings and implications can be found nevertheless. 

Arts & van Tatenhove (2006) confirm that due to practicalities of doing research, it is legitimate to 

limit the research to the first two steps, in other words: the analysis of only one policy arrangement 

or policy domain.  

So, it is clear that policy arrangements are subject to change. However, the way in which an 

arrangement changes can vary. Arts & Leroy (2006) identified three types of policy change based on 

the theory of policy arrangements. Firstly, existing policy arrangements can be (partly) integrated; 

secondly, an existing policy arrangement can be renewed on a discursive and/or organisational level; 

finally, an entirely new policy arrangement can be introduced. Each type of policy change 

corresponds with different research questions (Arts & Leroy, 2006). Research questions on 

integration of at least two policy arrangements focus on how the old arrangements relate to each 
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other in the new setting. For the second type of policy change, the research question usually 

investigates the institutional effects of a discursive renewal and vice versa. Thirdly, when an entirely 

new policy arrangement is introduced, the research question focuses on its ability to institutionalise 

and perform.  

2.2 Operationalisation of conceptual framework  

2.2.1 Overview  

Using the combination of the theory on policy arrangements and the concept of political 

modernisation as a conceptual framework, this research project consists of the following steps.  

(1) Identification of existing policy arrangements using the tetrahedron (Figure 1). This results in 

a mainly descriptive analysis of the current status of the policy domain. Although this is 

useful to identify problems in the policy domain, for example by identifying the existence of 

multiple discourses that counteract with each other, such a static description is not sufficient 

to make a recommendation about possible solutions for the problems surrounding discard-

reducing policies in the EU and the Netherlands specifically. Therefore, the research contains 

a second step.  

(2) Alternative policy arrangements to reduce discards are identified based on empirical results. 

After assessing their suitability, it is discussed how these affect the policy arrangements that 

were identified in the first research step. Here, the three forms of policy change are taken 

into account: integration, renewal and the introduction of a new arrangement. Political 

modernisation is taken into account by investigating the influence of societal pressure and 

societal change. However, this is limited to the first two steps; an extensive comparison with 

other, similar, policy arrangements is not made as this lies outside the scope of this thesis.  

The tetrahedron allows four different starting point for an analysis. The corner from which to 

start depends on the nature and focus of the research questions (Liefferink, 2006). The discourse 

dimension is a suitable entry for research that deals with political modernisation as societal change is 

narrowly correlated to discourses. If the research questions focus on the positions and roles of actors 

in a policy arrangement, it makes sense to start from the actors dimension. The third dimension, 

which focuses on the rules of the game, can be used to study the influence of institutional change on 

certain policy areas. Finally, the resource dimension is suitable as a starting point if the research is 

focused on resources and power between actors at different levels (e.g. subnational, national and 

supranational). Practice-oriented research that starts from the resource dimension usually answers 

questions about the impact of a certain policy intervention since interventions often add or withdraw 

resources from the arrangement (Liefferink, 2006).  

In this thesis, analysis of the policy arrangements starts from the discourse dimension as it takes 

into account political modernisation and policy change. Secondly, the research questions of this 

thesis focus on perceptions of actors. Perceptions are narrowly linked to discourses. Additionally, 

there are radically differing discourses in the policy domain of the Dutch demersal fisheries. The 

discourse dimension is therefore a suitable base to make a division of currently established policy 

arrangements. However, the research starts by identifying and interviewing key actors as this is the 

simplest way to start a research and efficiently get in touch with the people that can provide the 

researcher with useful data. In that sense, the actor dimension is also used as a starting point. The 

other two dimensions are analysed via the interlinkages that are described by Liefferink (2006) and 

depicted in Figure 2. The empirical analysis and discussion are largely initiated from the discourse 
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dimension. This dimension is connected to the actors, rules of the game and resources dimension by 

discourse coalitions, rules of governance and discursive power, respectively. As the actor dimension 

is also used as a starting point, its connections with the rules of the game dimension through 

interaction rules and with the resources dimension through relational power are also discussed. The 

following sections elaborate on the use of these interlinkages.  

 
Figure 2 Relevant interlinkages of the tetrahedron (adapted from Liefferink, 2006) 

2.2.2 Discourse coalitions  

The discourse dimension is connected to the actors dimension through so-called discourse coalitions. 

Different actors can have a different ensemble of ideas about a concrete policy problem. Due to 

differing interests, one actor may value and disregard different aspects of a policy problem. A 

discourse coalition consists of a discourse, the actors that share this discourse and the practices that 

come forth from this set of ideas (Hajer, 1993). Discourses and discourse coalitions are considered 

important because it shapes the way in which phenomena are understood and thereby influences 

the problem definition itself. Furthermore, these concepts are not static but always moving, 

influenced by argumentation and persuasion from actors trying to gain terrain (Hajer, 1993; Bulkeley, 

2000). Because of these dynamics, discourse coalitions also influences policy learning. Taking climate 

change policy as an example, Bulkeley (2000) argues that analysing discourse coalitions is therefore 

particularly useful in new policy fields or in policy fields where there is a lot of policy learning. Since 

the CFP is a constantly moving policy, with major reforms every ten years, this argument also holds 

for policies falling under the CFP. For this thesis, it is therefore important to investigate which 

discourses surround discard-reducing policy and to which extent the actors share these ensembles of 

ideas and concepts. 

2.2.3 Rules of governance  

To explain how the rules of the game are related to the discourse dimension, Liefferink (2006) uses a 

general typology that distinguishes three governance forms based on different discourses on 

relationships between state, market and civil society. So here, the term discourse refers to the first 

definition given by Liefferink (2006) (section 2.1.1). A typology based on different discourses 
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between state, market and civil society has been used in European fisheries research before (van 

Hoof & van Tatenhove, 2009). In order to relate this research to other research in the same policy 

field, the same typology is used. It distinguishes three types of governance, each with their own set 

of rules: etatism, liberal-pluralism, and neo-corporatism (Liefferink, 2006). When state actors 

dominate the policy arrangement, the type of governance is etatism. Rules are strict, enforced with 

authoritative instruments and the most important resources are state-controlled. A liberal-pluralism 

type of governance is the antagonist of etatism: the market is the most important controller of the 

liberal-pluralist policy arrangement. This implies that actors can easily enter the arrangement, rules 

are democratic and mainly governed by competition. Resources are divided over the actors and 

steered by the market. The third and final type of governance is neo-corporatism. In this situation, 

there is cooperation between the state, the market and civil society. Resources are shared and 

policies are made in joint decision-making processes. Gaining access to a neo-corporatist policy 

arrangement is quite difficult as the setting is highly institutionalised and actors are usually included 

through representative associations.  

Liefferink (2006) adds one more type of governance that is not included in the traditional triad 

and defines this as ‘sub-politics’. In this arrangement, the influence of the state is minimal; initiatives 

of non-state actors dominate the arrangement. This type of governance might reshape the 

established, more traditional rules and might challenge existing discourses. As this is a recent 

phenomenon, it is good to take sub-politics into account besides etatism, liberal-pluralism and neo-

corporatism. 

2.2.4 Discursive power  

The concept of discursive power links the discourse dimension to the resources dimension. A 

discourse can be used to gain a resource. Most of the times, discourses are used to obtain political 

legitimacy (Liefferink, 2006). Dodge (2009) identified two types of discursive practices: coercive and 

non-coercive. Non-coercive power refers to conveying ideas about policy problems and solutions and 

could also be defined as ‘power with’: through dialogue and consensus, stakeholders are united 

under a common framework. Subtle forms of coercive power are used by persuasion or by framing 

issues in a way that legitimises certain types of knowledge (an important resource) while 

disregarding others. More overt forms of coercive power constitute threats or sanctions  to favour a 

certain discourse (Dodge, 2009). Naturally, the use of overt coercive discursive power is limited to 

actors who have control over the resources that enable such a form of power. Discursive power is 

therefore influenced both from the discourse dimension and the resources dimension.  

Although discursive power is a very useful tool to gain control over resources or to favour a 

certain discourse, the extent to which it can be used is not unlimited. Legitimacy of an authority or a 

governance type is only valid if both the rulers and the ruled-over share a public discourse (Steffek, 

2009). It is easy to imagine that repeatedly using overt coercive forms of discursive power might 

offend certain actor groups that are included in the policy arrangement. Then, discursive power 

might have the opposite effect and reduce political legitimacy for the actor that uses discursive 

power. 

2.2.5 Interaction rules  

Interaction rules are rules that shape the interactions between different actors, thereby connecting 

the actors dimension with the ‘rules of the game’ dimension. These rules can be both formal and 

informal. Arnouts et al. (2012) divide interaction rules in two categories: access rules refer to which 
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actors are allowed to participate in a governance arrangement, whereas responsibility rules 

determine the division of responsibilities between the included actors. Moreover, actors are 

classified as either governmental or non-governmental (Kooiman, 2003). It is often argued that the 

interplay between governmental or non-governmental actors is the essence of governance. Given 

this fact, four modes of governance are identified: hierarchical governance, closed co-governance, 

open co-governance and self-governance. In a hierarchical governance mode, governmental actors 

have power over non-governmental actors. Interaction rules in this mode mainly consist of coercion 

by the government. Furthermore, the governmental actors decide if and which non-governmental 

actors have access to governing processes, and in all cases responsibility for governing lies with the 

governmental actors. In both types of co-governance, governmental and non-governmental actors 

cooperate in governing processes, but these interactions are more formal in the closed form than in 

the open form. The main interaction is therefore restricted and flexible cooperation, respectively. In 

the case of closed co-governance, access determination and responsibility, divided in specific tasks, 

lies with the few actors included in the main coalition. In the open form, every actor that wants to 

participate usually has access to governing processes, but also takes responsibility for his or her own 

tasks. Interaction rules are even more loose in the last mode of governance: self-governance. Here, 

responsibility lies more with non-governmental actors than with governmental actors. Access is also 

controlled by these actors and is often open for anybody. (Arnouts et al., 2012)    

2.2.6 Relational power  

Liefferink (2006) refers to relational power as “relative powers of actors vis-à-vis each other”. More 

explicitly, relational power can be analysed by mapping the resource dependencies: which actor is 

dependent on another actor in what way? The actor that provides the required resource holds 

relational power over the other actor. Based on these relational powers, resource coalitions could be 

formed. This is often when two actors share control over an important resource and are therefore 

required to cooperate (Liefferink, 2006). There are three main components of relational power: 

elements that are necessary to establish a power relationship; initiation and maintenance of the 

power relationship; ways in which a power relationship can be changed (Serrano-García, 1994). 

Resource dependencies are elements that establish a power relationship, which is initiated when one 

actor expresses interest in a resource that is in the hands of another actor. It is maintained through 

conflict over a resource between the different interested actors. These power relationships can be 

changed when the value of the resource changes or when control over the resource is shifted to 

another actor, either partially or totally. (Serrano-García, 1994)  

2.3 Operationalisation of research and research questions  

In this chapter, different concepts were discussed that together make up the conceptual framework 

for this thesis. It is stressed that the conceptual framework is merely a tool to analyse empirical and 

theoretical data in order to answer the main research questions. To facilitate the analysis, sub-

questions were rewritten and placed in the context of the conceptual framework. The two main 

research questions remain unchanged but are repeated here in order to keep the overview. The first 

question and its sub-questions were as follows:  

 

1. What are the roles and perceptions of the different stakeholders in the Dutch demersal 

fisheries policy domain concerning the reduction of discard practices in mixed fisheries?  
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1.1 What are the perceptions of the involved stakeholders concerning the implementation of 

the reduction of discards for demersal mixed fisheries in the Netherlands?  

 

1.2 What are the interactions between the different stakeholders in the policy domain of the 

Dutch demersal fisheries and how do these interactions influence the implementation of 

discard-policy?  

 

When placed within the context of the conceptual framework, perceptions relate to discourses. 

Interactions refer to discourse coalitions between actor groups, the use of discursive power to gain 

control over a certain resource and the established rules of governance through which actor groups 

operate. The sub-questions are therefore rewritten as follows:  

 

1.1 What are the discourses of the involved stakeholders concerning the implementation of the 

reduction of discards for demersal mixed fisheries in the Netherlands?   

 

1.2 Which discourse coalitions, discursive powers and rules of governance are currently 

established and operated through by different stakeholders in the policy domain of the Dutch 

demersal fisheries and how do these influence the implementation of discard-policy?   

 

With the rewritten sub-questions, currently established policy arrangements are identified and 

analysed. After this first analysis, options to create a successful discard-reducing policy are explored. 

It was already explained in the introduction that this is the scope of the second research question 

and its sub-questions. These were formulated as follows:  

  

2. What kind of solutions to reduce discards are perceived by the different stakeholders in the 

mixed fisheries of the Dutch demersal fisheries policy domain?  

 

2.1 Which (combination of) instruments do different stakeholders prefer to use to reduce discard 

practices in the Dutch demersal mixed fisheries? 

 

2.2 How should the suggested (combination of) instruments be implemented in fisheries 

management for the mixed fisheries of the Dutch demersal fishing sector, according to 

different stakeholders?  

 

Sub-question 2.1 remains the same as it addresses exactly that which is needed to explore ways 

to alter existing policy arrangements or introduce new arrangements. An instrument can enable 

policy change or political modernisation. Sub-question 2.2 is rewritten to build further on this.  

 

2.2 Which instruments are legitimate and effective to create a successful discard-reducing policy 

for the mixed fisheries of the Dutch demersal fishing sector and how does this influence the 

currently established policy arrangements?  

 

The scheme that is depicted in Figure 3 combines the discussed concepts and shows how the 

research is operationalised through the conceptual framework.  
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Figure 3 Operationalisation of conceptual framework 

 

It is expected that, based on differing discourses, there are multiple currently established policy 

arrangements. For simplicity, only two policy arrangements are depicted in the scheme. The 

arrangements are mutually influencing based on social interactions. These social interactions refer to 

interactions between key actors, but also on societal pressure, the prerequisite of political 

modernisation. Based on these social interactions, policy arrangements might be altered. The 

currently established policy arrangements and the social interactions are identified from the 

empirical data of this thesis. Subsequently, integration and renewal of policy arrangements are 

discussed in order to find a solution to the discard policy problem in the Dutch demersal fisheries. 

The third type of policy change, the establishment of a new policy arrangement, is not depicted in 

Figure 3. However, in the case of insufficient integration and renewal possibilities, the establishment 

of a new policy arrangement might be the solution. This is kept in mind during analysis of the results.  
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3. Methodology 

Section 3.1 provides an overview of the selected research methods. Key actor groups are identified in 

section 3.2. The details of the empirical research are elaborated on in section 3.3. Finally, section 3.4 

explains how the data were analysed subsequently.  

3.1 Selected research methods  

This thesis is a case study of the mixed fisheries of the Dutch demersal fishing sector. Applying a case 

study method has both advantages and disadvantages which should be taken into account when 

deciding upon the research methods. The case study method is often chosen to draw insights and 

make sense of a complex problem or process, especially when cross-case data are not available for 

empirical field research (Poteete et al., 2010). In this case, the complex problem is the making and 

implementation of tailor-made discard policy. The case study method gives researchers the 

opportunity to examine issues in detail and therefore get a thorough understanding of the situation 

within the specific case without being overwhelmed by numerous (and often different) examples 

from other cases. The case study method comes with a couple of key disadvantages, which are 

related to limited external validity, indeterminacy (the phenomenon that observations are consistent 

with more than one hypothesis) and the difficulty of replication (Poteete et al., 2010). The results of 

this thesis can be used to provide insights in decision-making processes and cooperation between 

actors in this specific case, but since the case study has a very specific focus, the results are not easily 

applied to other policy implementation cases.  

When deciding upon which research methods to use, Verschuren et al. (2010) suggests an 

important point that should be taken into account by the researcher. It is advised to use as many 

different sources and research techniques as possible since each technique has its own 

shortcomings. Combining different techniques means that these shortcomings can be compensated. 

This phenomenon is also known as triangulation and is often used in a case study.  

Research methods that are used in this case study consist of literature reviews, document 

analyses, interviews and observations. These research methods answer different (parts of the) 

research questions. Literature reviews and document analyses are mainly used to identify the main 

stakeholders involved in policy-making in the Dutch demersal fishing sector and to investigate the 

institutional setting of the CFP. The latter is discussed in the next chapter. Interviews and 

observations provide insights in the interactions between different stakeholders. Additionally, 

interviews are the most useful method to collect perceptions and ideas about preferred discard-

reducing instruments as it has been proven difficult to find literature on this; most of the performed 

research focuses almost exclusively on the landing obligation. 

3.2 Identification of key actors  

Within the European fisheries domain, four groups of actors are standardly mentioned: policy 
makers, fishermen, scientists and (environmental) NGOs (Verweij et al., 2010). Representatives of 
these four parties were identified and interviewed. However, actors further on in the Dutch fish 
supply chain also play an important role.  

Figure 4 is a simplified representation of the Dutch fish supply chain.  
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Figure 4 Simplified Dutch fish supply chain (adapted from: Seafish, 2008) 

 

At the auctions, the fish enters the supply chain (Dutch Fish product Board, 2009). Discard-

reducing policy will undoubtedly influence the business of the fish auctions. Under the landing 

obligation, for instance, the amount of discards landed is expected to be significantly higher than it is 

now. In absence of a good plan of how to deal with those discards, this might be a problem for the 

fish auctions. It is interesting to know the influence of the auctions on the industry and their 

preferred discard-reducing policy instrument. Also, their opinion on the importance of selective 

fishing might differ from the other key actors due to differing perceptions and/or discourses. Sole 

and plaice are the two most landed species at Dutch auctions, which is an extra argument to include 

the auctions in this case study on the mixed fisheries of the demersal fishing sector (Dutch Fish 

product Board, 2009).  

Buyers buy the landed fish directly at the fish auction. From there, the fish is transported via 

different pathways. Since direct buyers supply fish to many different parties, it is expected that they 

have a lot of knowledge about consumer demands and consequently the wishes and demands of 

different retail companies. Consumers and retail companies might influence discard policy through 

societal pressure. The Netherlands is one of the few countries whose exports exceed imports 

(Seafish, 2008). In 2009, 81% of the landed flatfish was exported and only 19% was sold within the 

Netherlands (Beukers, 2011). Direct buyers are included in this research instead of Dutch retail 

companies, as the retail companies thus do not focus that much on the fish caught by Dutch 

fishermen.  

Overall, the following six key actors were identified: the fishing sector, including fishermen and 

their foremen; policy makers; scientists; NGOs; fish auctions and direct fish buyers. The following 

sections explain more about these actor groups in this specific case study. A list of interviews is given 

at the end of this thesis.  
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3.2.1 The fishing sector  

The Dutch demersal fishing sector is united in two organisations: VisNed and the Dutch Fishermen’s 

Association (NVB). Both organisations represent the interests of the fishing sector and therefore 

connect  the sector to other key actors, which means that the managers have many insights in the 

roles and powers of different actors. Representatives of both organisations were interviewed 

(referred to as Foreman 1 and Foreman 2). However, it was expected that these representatives 

would express their opinion in a different way than a fisherman himself. For this reason, a fisherman 

was interviewed as well.  

3.2.2 Policy makers  

As was mentioned in the introduction, fisheries policy and management are directed by the CFP, 

meaning that the EU plays an important role in policy-making. However, implementation of a certain 

policy is done by national governments. In the Netherlands, fisheries policy is the responsibility of the 

Ministry of Economic Affairs (MEA). An interview was conducted with a management team member 

of the European fisheries policy from the MEA (referred to as employee MEA). Another government 

agency involved in discard-reducing policy is the Netherlands Food and Consumer Product Safety 

Authority (NVWA). However, the NVWA is mainly responsible for the enforcement of the policy. 

Since this is a step further than creating and implementing the policy, it was chosen not to conduct 

interviews with the NVWA.  

3.2.3 Scientists  

The main research institute concerned with discard-reducing policy and other discard studies in the 

Netherlands is IMARES, the Institute for Marine Resources & Ecosystem Studies. The Cooperative 

Fishery Organisation (CVO) has also started several discard research projects which are subsidized by 

the European Fisheries Fund (EFF). These projects focus for instance on mesh selectivity, increasing 

survival of caught fish. IMARES scientists (referred to as Scientist 1 and Scientist 3) and a VisNed 

scientist (referred to as Scientist 2) were interviewed. Scientist 3 is specialized in perceptions of 

fishermen. Her research did not so much focus on discards but was useful to put the obtained data 

from other interviews and observations in a valid context.  

3.2.4 Non-governmental organisations  

Contrary to what was expected, only one Dutch NGO is actively involved when it comes to discard 

policy, especially on the national level. This is the North Sea Foundation. The North Sea Foundation is 

also a member of the North Sea Advisory Council (NSAC) and can therefore influence the creation of 

European discard policy to a certain extent. A representative of the North Sea Foundation was 

interviewed.  

3.2.5 Fish auctions  

The fish auction in Urk, a traditional fishing town in the Dutch province Flevoland, is a very important 

auction not only for the Netherlands but also for export to other European countries. It is the largest 

and most important fish auction in the Netherlands. Both pelagic and demersal fish species are 

landed here. A second fish auction is United Fish Auctions (UFA). This organisation has 

establishments in Scheveningen, Colijnsplaat and Stellendam and is the second largest fish auction in 

the Netherlands. Unfortunately, it was not possible to interview a representative of a fish auction. 
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The researcher tried several times to make an appointment with a representative of UFA. At first, this 

was not possible due to time constraints and in the following attempts, there was no reaction. A 

representative from the fish auction Urk referred to Visned, who represent the fishing sector and not 

the auction itself. However, representatives from fish auctions were observed during the attended 

meetings and the researcher obtained secondary data through interviews with other actor groups.  

3.2.6 Direct buyers  

Two companies were recommended to the researcher by one of the interviewees since both 

companies have a wide distribution network across Europe. This network consists, among other 

parties, of retailers and wholesalers. Because of this high amount of contacts within the fish trade 

sector, these suppliers have a lot of knowledge on consumer demands and the influence the trade 

sector might have on discard policy. Representatives of the two companies, FishPartners B.V. and 

Profish Food, were interviewed (referred to as Buyer 1 and Buyer 2).  

3.3 Empirical research  

3.3.1 Interviews  

Representatives of each group of main stakeholders are interviewed in a semi-structured way and, 

where possible, face to face. Since the time for this qualitative research is limited, the interviewees 

were picked in a way that the entire sector was well-represented within a limited amount of 

interviews. An often used method of selecting interviewees in qualitative research is the snowball 

sampling or chain referral method, which uses referrals to people from earlier interviewees to select 

more study samples. When the research deals with a sensitive topic, this method is useful because it 

uses insiders to find the right selection of people, which is often impossible for the researcher to find 

himself (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981). The snowball sampling method requires an active role of the 

researcher, especially in finding the right persons to start the chain. This is done by selective 

sampling based on the literature searches and text analyses. Examples of risks of using this sampling 

method are loss of overview and referrals made to people who do not meet the primarily intended 

research criteria (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981). The researcher should therefore always critically assess 

and select people that are referred to in the chain. This is also important to avoid the risk of selection 

bias (Poteete et al., 2010). For this specific case study, the snowball sampling method is considered 

useful because the landing obligation is quite a sensitive topic. Hence, it is expected that not all 

relevant actors can be identified without information from insiders. However, due to time 

limitations, it is wise to rely not only on the snowball sampling method, since this might result in 

interviews with actors which turn out not to be very useful to answer the specific research questions. 

A combination of selective sampling and snowball sampling is therefore used.  

The setup of the interviews is semi-structured. Therefore, the questions are open and leave room 

for both the interviewer and the interviewee to elaborate on certain aspects. However, this means 

that an interview sometimes goes into a different direction than what was intended. To ensure that 

all intended information was gathered during the interviews, a topic list was made. These topics 

were discussed in each interview, resulting in a complete overview of perceptions and ideas of 

stakeholders on these essential subjects. With this overview, possible policy arrangements are 

identified and analysed. The topics all specifically apply to the mixed fisheries of the Dutch demersal 

fishing sector.  
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(1) Opinion on reducing discards - the reduction of discards and consequently the creation of 

more selective fisheries is the overall goal set out in the CFP. Before knowing what 

instruments to use, it is essential to know how much the different stakeholders value this 

goal.  

(2) Opinion on landing obligation as a discard-reducing instrument - since the landing 

obligation leads to many arguments and intense discussions, discussing this matter with 

stakeholders can make clear what aspects of a policy instrument are valued and what is 

undesirable. These values can be used also in the evaluation of other policy instruments.  

(3) Possible instruments to effectively reduce discards - this is the main topic to identify other 

potential policy measures, in other words: alternatives to the landing obligation.  

(4) Resources needed within suggested method - after identification of an alternative 

instrument, resources that are needed are discussed to be able to analyse the resource 

dimension of the tetrahedron on policy arrangements.  

(5) Role of different actors and own role within suggested instrument - this topic is closely 

related to the previous topic. Necessary resources identified by the previous topic are 

controlled by certain actors, which largely decides the amount of responsibility these 

actors have or should have within a policy arrangement. Relational powers are identified 

by combining this with the role of the actor group of the interviewee.  

(6) Interactions with other actors - by analysing the interactions between the different 

groups, it can be identified which actors share the same vision and which actors have 

differing perceptions. With this information, discourse coalitions are specified and this 

information might also be useful for further specifying relational power.  

3.3.2 Observations  

Three informative meetings, organised for fishermen, were attended by the researcher. The first two 

were organized by CVO and gave officials from the MEA the chance to inform fishermen about the 

implementation of the landing obligation. Fishermen could ask questions to both the ministry and 

the NVWA. The first meeting was held on November 27th 2015 in Goedereede, the second meeting 

took place in Urk on November 28th 2015. It was intended to observe the relationships between the 

ministry officials, the fishermen and their foremen, but also the mutual relations between fishermen. 

Furthermore, the researcher had the chance to speak to some of the present fishermen. 

The third meeting took place in Den Helder on December 12th 2015. The purpose of this meeting 

was to present the results of several CVO research projects funded by the EFF. Discussed topics were 

survival of discards, gear innovation, processing of demersal discards, best practices surrounding the 

landing obligation and adjusting fishing behaviour. Attending this meeting was considered useful 

because some of these research projects might pave the way towards an alternative discard policy as 

they also give alternatives to the landing obligation. Furthermore, it was interesting to observe which 

methods the attendants (mainly fishermen and members of fish auctions) would prefer to minimise 

the amount of discards.  

The observations were not pre-structured.  Although this method gives the researcher the 

chance to study peoples’ natural behaviour, it is sometimes difficult to process the outcome of 

observations in a valid way (Verschuren et al., 2010). Therefore, observations should never be the 

sole research method. The most important research method for the empirical part was interviewing. 

Observations were mainly used to collect additional data.  

  



25 
 

3.4 Data analysis  

When all empirical data were gathered, the answers to the topic list were extracted from the data 

per actor group. For the fish auctions, this was done by consulting relevant documents and 

secondary interview data where possible. Discourses on the phenomenon of discards and the 

importance of reducing discards, that were maintained by the different actor groups, were defined. 

Additionally, interactions between actor groups were judged and described. Based on the discourses 

and interactions, currently established policy arrangements were defined. Their different dimensions 

were analysed based on information extracted from the topic list. Subsequently,  an overview was 

made of all the suggested policy instruments to reduce discards and create more selective Dutch 

demersal fisheries. Their suitability was assessed based on primary and secondary data. It was then 

discussed how the most suitable discard-reducing policy instruments would alter the currently 

established policy arrangements.  

With this analysis, an overview of the current situation in the policy domain is given, as well as an 

exploration on how to solve the discard policy problem in the Netherlands. As was stated in the 

introduction of chapter two, the theory on policy arrangements is used to identify underlying 

interactions between different actors and place these interactions in a bigger context in order to see 

the overall impact of it on certain aspects of the fisheries policy and management. However, it does 

not evaluate a certain policy. In order to do this, the conceptual framework would have to be 

expanded. This would be very useful if one of the suggested alternatives would be considered to be 

implemented, but such an ex ante evaluation of multiple policy arrangements was too time-

consuming for this thesis. Chapter six does elaborate on the concept of political modernisation, but 

this is also mainly exploratory and does not offer any binding conclusions. The results from the 

analysis of this thesis are therefore mainly analytical as the theory on policy arrangements in itself is 

an analytical tool.  
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4. Institutional setting of the Common Fisheries Policy  

This chapter aims to give a clear definition of the rules of the game in the policy domain of the CFP. 

In order to do so, it elaborates on the institutional setting of the CFP and its influence on the 

decision-making processes within the policy. The focus lies only with aspects that are relevant for the 

case study presented in this thesis. Based on the interaction rules that were explained in chapter 2, a 

distinction is made between governmental and non-governmental actors. Section 4.1 analyses the 

governmental actors both on a European and a national level. Reforms of the CFP and the influence 

of other European policies have caused fisheries management to move in a certain direction and has 

also changed the positions of the different stakeholders. Discourses play an important role in these 

processes. This is elaborated on in section 4.2. The concluding section relates the information from 

the previous sections to the theory on policy arrangements to define the rules of the game 

dimension based on discourses established in the CFP. It does so through rules of governance as the 

discourse dimension is considered as the starting point for analysis of this thesis, but also through 

interaction rules. The reason for this is that interaction rules provide insights in the abilities that 

actors have to participate in fisheries policy. This, in turn, has implications for actors on a national 

level to influence fisheries policy and thus discard policy. Especially with decentralized management 

becoming a more important objective for the CFP, it would be unjust to disregard the interaction 

rules through which actors operate. It is important to note that this chapter explores an institutional 

setting that is broader than the scope of the case study in this thesis. The case presented in this 

thesis is allocated to the national level. However, the entire discard-reducing policy falls under the 

European CFP. Without defining the institutional setting of the CFP, no relevant conclusions about 

sub-policies can be made. 

4.1 Governmental actors and decision-making in the European Union  

4.1.1 European institutions  

When identifying governmental actors that are involved in governing processes of the EU, a 

distinction is made between European institutions and Member States (MSs) (Beslier & Drobenko, 

2014). The European institutions involved in legislation are the European Parliament (EP), the Council 

and the Commission (Beslier & Drobenko, 2014). The EP represents EU citizens through 

democratically elected members, the Council represents individual MSs and consists of government 

ministers for each EU country, and the Commission represents the interests of the EU as a whole 

(European Commission, 2015c; European Union, 2015a; European Union, 2015b).  There are more 

institutions, but these will not be discussed here as they are of no significant relevance for this case. 

Shortly put, new laws are proposed by the Commission, which are then adopted by both the Council 

and the EP, after which laws are implemented once more by the Commission and the MSs (European 

Union, 2015c). When the Commission proposes a new legislation, it is mostly because it has to meet 

obligations made in the EU treaties or because another EU institution, country or stakeholder has 

asked for new legislation (European Commission, 2015c). Within the Commission, there are 

Directorates-General (DGs). These DGs focus on a specific policy topic. The Directorate General for 

Maritime Affairs and Fisheries (DG MARE) is responsible for legislation on fisheries and the 

development of the CFP (Beslier & Drobenko, 2014). In some cases, DG MARE shares the interest of 

another DG, for example the DG for Environment. When this causes discrepancy between two DGs, 

the matter is solved by the College of Commissioners and/or the President of the Commission 

(Beslier & Drobenko, 2014).  
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Both the EP and the Council play an important role in the European decision-making process. The 

main legislative procedure of the EU is the codecision procedure, which means the EP and the 

Council have an equal share in the decision-making process. In short, the codecision legislative 

process works as follows: proposals for legislative texts are written by the Commission, after which 

the EP votes on the report, which can also be amended. Before the, often revised, proposal can be 

adopted, the EP needs to reach joint agreement with the Council. (European Parliament, 2015)  

Regarding the policy area on fisheries, the decision-making process changed with the adoption of 

the Lisbon Treaty in 2009 (Beslier & Drobenko, 2014; European Parliament, 2015). In earlier treaties, 

many policy areas were legislated by special legislative procedures instead of the codecision 

procedure. In the special legislative procedures, the EP can only consult instead of co-decide along 

the Council (European Parliament, 2015). The policy area of agriculture and fisheries was one of the 

areas that switched from special legislative procedures to the codecision procedure. So, since 2009, 

the role of the EP in fisheries policy has been considerably more significant than before (European 

Parliament, 2015; Beslier & Drobenko, 2014). What this means exactly for the CFP and the other 

stakeholders involved, is discussed later. 

4.1.2 The role of EU Member States  

Although policy measures are adopted at the European level, the responsibility of implementing and 

executing these measures lies with governmental actors on a national level (Beslier & Drobenko, 

2014). Another important point for policies concerning natural resources, such as the CFP, is that the 

dynamics of these natural resources (e.g. fish stocks) need to be constantly monitored so that 

measures can be changed or implemented in time to preserve the resource. The responsibility of 

monitoring the state of fish stocks and communication about this status to the European Commission 

lies with the MSs (Rätz et al., 2010). Emergency preservation measures may also be taken by MSs for 

a limited period of time (Rätz et al., 2010). Overall, legislation happens at the European level whereas 

implementation is the responsibility of the MSs, sometimes in shared competence with the European 

Commission. Mikalsen & Jentoft (2008) identifie and describe an institutional challenge that comes 

with this structure: countries have their own cultural and political traditions that need to be matched 

with the requirements of the CFP. This is sometimes difficult.  

 This policy process, in which policy-making is assigned to the European level and 

implementation to the national level, results in a structure that is both intergovernmental, 

supranational and transnational (van Hoof & van Tatenhove, 2009). Intergovernmental refers to the 

involvement of multiple MSs; supranational to the fact that the policy is still highly centralised on a 

European level; and transnational to the existence of working groups and Advisory Councils (ACs) 

that include actors from different vertical and horizontal governance levels. The existence of these 

transnational organisations has come forth from recent CFP reforms and is further explained in 

section 4.2. The implications of the division of tasks between European institutions and MSs on the 

typology of the policy arrangement is discussed in section 4.3.  

4.2 The CFP: aims and developments  

Created in 1983, the CFP had a clear goal: fishing rights had to be allocated between MSs so that 

each MS got a fair and fixed share of the TAC (Penas, 2007; Villasante et al., 2011). In the first two 

decades, the CFP and its goals remained essentially unchanged, but this did not mean that there was 

no criticism on the policy (Penas, 2007). According to Pita et al. (2010), the main criticisms in the first 

twenty years of the CFP were on its centralization, politicisation and externalisation. This includes a 
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lack of stakeholder participation. Although a lack of stakeholder participation was not the only main 

criticism, other points are disregarded since they are not within the interest of this thesis.  

The CFP has a reputation to be one of the most science-based EU policies (Symes & Hoefnagel, 

2010). Management of European fisheries is largely based on the scientific advice provided by the 

International Council for the Exploration of the Seas (ICES) and the Scientific, Technical and Economic 

Committee for Fisheries (STECF) (Daw & Gray, 2005; Carpenter et al., 2016). The fact that the CFP is 

largely science-based is perceived as a positive thing by some actors while others might have a more 

negative opinion. Regardless of these differing views, the scientific advice is taken into account in the 

actual policy-making only to a certain extent (Symes & Hoefnagel, 2010; Daw & Gray, 2005). Reasons 

for this vary from the many steps between scientific advice and actual policy implementation to the 

stall of technical and structural measures to poor enforcement of CFP regulations (Daw & Gray, 

2005). Also, the accuracy of the scientific data provided by ICES is not always sufficient (Sissenwine & 

Symes, 2007). This can cause a loss of faith in scientific advice and might even result in scientific 

advice being disregarded altogether by policy makers and stakeholders in the decision-making 

process.  

4.2.1 The 2002 CFP reform  

In 2002, there was a major reform of the CFP. A new, more regional, governance form was 

established in the form of Regional Advisory Councils (RACs); advisory bodies that include regional 

stakeholders, who are thus more involved in the decision-making process of the CFP within a certain 

geographical region (Penas, 2007; Pita et al., 2010). Other elements that were expected to improve 

with the reform and that are important to consider in this thesis, were the scientific advice and 

research on how discards could be reduced in European fisheries (Penas, 2007). Although the design 

of RACs was generally seen as a step in the right direction, several studies concluded that after the 

reform in 2002, fisheries management was still too centralized. According to Pita et al. (2010), the 

exact influence of the advice given by RACs and stakeholders on the actual policy-making was 

unclear, even though a contribution to real decision-making is essential for the stakeholders to be 

compliant with the laws described in the policy. The Green Paper on the reform of the CFP also 

acknowledges that the management was still top-down after the reform (European Commission, 

2009). Raakjaer (2009) adds more criticism towards the entire system of the CFP, claiming it is 

resistant to reform even after two major attempts (the one in 2002 being the second, the first reform 

is not discussed here as these reform elements were not considered relevant for this thesis). He also 

discusses that there are “elements of systemic irrationality in the system”, meaning that actor groups 

are more focused on realising their own goals than on collaborating towards a mutual goal, both in 

levels of policy-making and policy implementation. According to Raakjaer (2009), the CFP could be 

enhanced by further promotion of regionalisation and giving more management responsibilities to 

the fishing industry, combined with results-based management. To achieve this, he argues that MSs 

(represented in the Council) should get past their “blocking attitude” and resistance to reform.  

4.2.2 The 2013 CFP reform  

As was mentioned above, the Commission also recognized the problems of top-down management 

in the CFP. For this reason, regionalisation was again a hot topic in the last reform of the CFP, which 

was implemented in 2013. The Green Paper on this reform argued that regionalisation would allow 

the central actors (governmental EU-actors) to focus more on long-term decision-making instead of 

short-term micro-management (European Commission, 2009). Again, it was recognised that 
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regionalisation would bring the decision-making process closer to non-governmental actors, which 

would reduce non-compliance and bridge the gap between policy makers and the actors responsible 

for implementation (Eliasen et al., 2015). Compared to the reform in 2002, this reform focused more 

on regionalisation in combination with co-management, thereby creating a more important role in 

the decision-making process for non-governmental actors. In the final version of the reform, a 

regulation was adopted where regionalised governance is encouraged on a voluntary base. RACs 

were changed to ACs, the main bodies through which stakeholder involvement is made possible. 

Regional groups in which MSs could work together were advised by the ACs. The regional groups in 

turn could provide assistance to the Commission in the following aspects: the implementation of 

discard plans and multiannual plans; the initiation of legislation relating to more region-specific 

fisheries management; the specification of regional conservation measures (European Union, 2013). 

The study of Eliasen et al. (2015) is a relatively early evaluation of these new modes of regionalisation 

and concludes with three possible future scenarios on the roles of the EU institutions, the MSs and 

the non-governmental actors. The new regionalisation model was investigated on whether the 

decision-making process was brought closer to stakeholders and enlarged compliance, on whether it 

improved the match between decision-making and implementing bodies, and on whether more 

tailor-made management was allowed by incorporating knowledge of local stakeholders. The first 

future scenario sketches a still highly centralised decision-making process in which the Commission 

only adopts recommendations from the regional level if it is in line with its own view. The other two 

scenarios offer more space for regional decision-making. Plans formulated by the regional groups, 

based on stakeholder consultation from the ACs and adopted by the Commission without much 

further changes on the European level make up the second scenario. The third scenario goes even 

further and gives the ACs a central position in the regional decision-making processes, which makes 

them equally important as the MSs. The Commission provides oversight but is not involved in the 

decision-making process. However, in order to reach the second or third scenario, it is clear that the 

new regulation on regionalisation should not be the endpoint as this loose construction requires 

many efforts on the EU and the national level in order to really involve regional actors in the 

decision-making process, thereby establishing more regionalised fisheries management (Eliasen et 

al., 2015).  

4.3 Defining the rules of the game for discard-reducing policy  

4.3.1 Rules of governance of the CFP   

In section 2.2.3, four types of policy arrangements with their own set of rules were discussed: 

etatism, liberal-pluralism, neo-corporatism and ‘sub-politics’. In the case of the CFP, fisheries 

organisations cooperate with the national government based on consensus-oriented negotiations 

(van Hoof & van Tatenhove, 2009). The next step of negotiations is on the European level. This 

implies that the policy arrangement of the CFP is of the neo-corporatist type: there is negotiation 

between state and non-state actors, but the number of actors included is limited to representatives 

of the fishermen and the state, which creates a highly institutionalised setting (van Hoof & van 

Tatenhove, 2009). However, the CFP is moving away from the neo-corporatist arrangement for two 

reasons. Firstly, the greater involvement of other stakeholders than the fishing sector in ACs has 

changed the dominant discourse within the CFP from fisheries centred to more ecological centred 

(van Hoof & van Tatenhove, 2009). In the case of the Dutch demersal fisheries, there are two 

involved ACs: NSAC and the North Western Waters Advisory Council (NWWAC) (European 
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Commission, 2015d). Non-governmental actors are represented in both the General Assembly and 

the Executive Committee (which manages and adopts the work of the AC). The fishing sector itself 

takes up 60% of the seats and the other 40% are taken by other interest groups such as NGOs and 

consumer groups (European Union, 2013).  

Secondly, the CFP is no longer the only European policy that deals with marine governance. The 

Marine Strategy Directive (MSD) and Maritime Policy (MP), both established in 2007, are two other 

important policies that need to be coordinated in combination with the CFP. The policy 

arrangements of these policies are not of the neo-corporatist type and since the policies should 

together create a holistic management of the European marine waters, this inevitably changes the 

arrangement of the CFP (van Hoof & van Tatenhove, 2009). Both the MSD and the MP highly value 

ecological sustainability and aim to achieve a good environmental status. Within this broader setting, 

economic values are becoming less important. Thus, the influence of the fishing sector is becoming 

increasingly small and it is no longer natural that the fishing sector is involved as one of the few non-

state actors. Van Hoof & van Tatenhove (2009) even go as far as stating that the recent 

developments might result in the end of separate sectoral policies and the development of one 

integrated marine policy.  

4.3.2 Interaction rules within the CFP  

Recapping from chapter 2, interaction rules shape the interactions between different actors and are 

divided in access rules (which actors are allowed to participate in a governance arrangement?) and 

responsibility rules (how are the responsibilities between the included actors divided?). Four modes 

of governance were discussed: hierarchical governance, closed co-governance, open co-governance 

and self-governance. They all have their own set of access and responsibility rules. The neo-

corporatist character of the traditional CFP corresponds best with the closed co-governance mode 

that was defined by Arnouts et al. (2012). There is cooperation between governmental and non-

governmental actors, but this is very formal. Access rules and responsibility rules are still maintained 

by only very few actors, of whom the Commission still plays the most important role. After the 2013 

reform, access rules became less strict but access remains limited to a certain number of 

(representatives of) actors. Responsibility still lies with the central European institutions and the MSs.  

There is another important point to consider. Since the adoption of the Lisbon treaty, the EP 

plays a significantly bigger role in European decision-making processes on fisheries policy. Compared 

to national parliaments, the EP is considerably more open to lobbyists (Beslier & Drobenko, 2014). 

This is profitable mainly for NGOs; through debate they influence the EP and thereby fisheries 

management decisions. This increase in influence was confirmed in an interview with a member of a 

Dutch NGO. Access rules have allowed NGOs to participate in the policy arrangement, whereas the 

neo-corporatist policy arrangement was first limited to European institutions, MSs and 

representatives of the fisheries organisations. All of this links to the increasingly ecological mind-set 

of the combined European environmental policies.  
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5. The policy domain of discards – current situation  

In this chapter, the empirical data obtained largely through interviews and observations are 

analysed. The first section discusses important aspects of the way different actors perceive discards 

and how the existence of discards is influenced by fishing behaviour. This information is used in the 

subsequent analysis in section 5.2. Here, the topics that were defined in the topic list in chapter 3 are 

discussed per actor group to create an overview of the perceptions of the different actors. The 

interactions between different actor groups are discussed in a separate section, section 5.3. From the 

results of the first three sections, currently established policy arrangements are identified. This is 

discussed in section 5.4. 

5.1 Discards: a result of multiple factors  

Discussions about reductions of discards in mixed fisheries are often about technical aspects such as 

a change of fishing gear. However, the existence of discards is also caused by fishing behaviour. 

Researchers from IMARES focused on this particular aspect. An interview with one of the researchers 

(Scientist 3) was conducted and a short presentation on the results was attended. Additional 

literature was consulted in order to analyse to what extent discards are the results of fishing 

behaviour and the choices fishermen make. This section elaborates on the outcomes.  

Four factors are distinguished in the relation between fishing behaviour and discards: the 

market, the governance setting, the social context and natural conditions (Trapman & Kraan, 2015). 

Due to these multiple factors, discards are a complex policy problem. It is further argued that 

measures to reduce discards should never focus on only one of the aspects as they could then have 

unexpected and undesired side-effects due to one of the other factors (Trapman & Kraan, 2015). The 

first factor, the market, influences fishing behaviour on both the long term and the short term. The 

price of fuel and the amount of quota a fisherman has influences long-term choices on gear type, for 

example. Choices on the short-term, for example per fishing trip, are based on the market price of 

fish, which correlates with the demand of certain fish species. The target species or, in the case of 

having only one type of fishing gear, the target bycatch species, is chosen per fishing trip based on 

these market factors. The case of “slip”, the smallest size of sole that is allowed to be caught, 

illustrates the power of demand: small sole is very popular with consumers, which is why fishermen 

do not want to fish with a larger mesh size, even though a larger mesh size could reduce the high 

amounts of plaice discards in the sole fishery. (Trapman & Kraan, 2015)  

The governance setting refers to institutional rules and structures and the way fishermen 

perceive these rules and structures (Eliasen et al., 2013). Choices of fishermen are influenced by the 

formal rules on quota setting and area closures. However, the governance setting is very complex 

and some rules contradict each other. The cod recovery plan, another hotly debated topic within the 

CFP, limits the use of large mesh widths while large mesh widths are exactly what is needed to 

reduce discards in the plaice fisheries, for example (Trapman & Kraan, 2015). These kind of things 

lead to frustration and confusion in the fishing sector, which can lead to a decrease of the perceived 

legitimacy of certain measures. According to Eliasen et al. (2013), perceived legitimacy is one of the 

things within the governance setting that influences discarding behaviour. Scientist 3 confirmed that 

there were legitimacy problems in the current EU discard-reducing policy. One of the reasons for this 

was the differing perceptions on the landing obligation by the European Commission and the 

national government. Section 5.2.2 elaborates further on this.  
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The third factor is the social context, which refers to the interactions between the skipper and 

the crew of a vessel and between fishermen of different vessels. On this, Trapman & Kraan (2015) 

concluded that skippers feel that it is their responsibility to ensure a good income for the crew. This 

often makes them reluctant to do innovations that might result in the loss of marketable fish. 

However, the workload and health of the crew members is a factor that could lead to a decision to 

move to a fishing ground where there are less discards, as this decreases the workload. Finally, the 

behaviour of fishermen on other vessels is an important factor, as it is not expected that other 

fishermen will stick to rules that seem disadvantageous to them. As long as they are not caught, 

illegal fishing is then perceived as more rewarding and the fisherman that sticks to the rules will have 

a disadvantage. This serious problem was confirmed in interviews with the North Sea Foundation and 

the foremen of the fishing organisations.  

Finally, natural conditions always influence fishing behaviour. Variations in stock behaviour, in 

seabed and weather conditions as well as tidal variation are factors that influence the amount of 

discards a fisherman has (Eliasen et al., 2013). The most important natural condition is whether fish 

is targeted in schools or in a mixed-species environment (Eliasen et al., 2013). In this case study, the 

targeted species all inhabit a mixed-species environment, which in general already results in higher 

amounts of discards. 

5.2 Actors’ perceptions on the goal and means of reducing discards  

5.2.1 The fishing sector  

Two foremen of different organisations representing the Dutch demersal fishing sector and a 

fisherman from Texel were interviewed. Additionally, fishermen were observed closely during the 

three meetings that were attended by the researcher. Analysis of these data resulted in the following 

results based on the topic list. Relations between the different actors are discussed in a separate 

section.  

(1) Opinion on reducing discards – This overall goal is understood. Both foremen pointed out 

that in principle, discards are not desirable for fishermen as it consists of fish that do not 

have a market value. What is, however, directly added by both fishermen and foremen, is 

that it is not possible to fish without discards in a fishery targeting multiple species. This 

would reduce the amount of marketable fish caught, something a fisherman absolutely 

does not want. Basically put, there is an economic drive behind all the actions of a 

fisherman. Innovations or changes in fishing behaviour will only work if there is an 

economic gain, according to the fishing sector itself.  

(2) Opinion on landing obligation as a discard-reducing instrument – from the interviews, 

observations and documented data, it is obvious that the entire sector is against the 

landing obligation as a discard-reducing instrument. According to the foreman 2, there 

are three conditions that should be met by regulations: regulations should be 

“uitvoerbaar, naleefbaar en handhaafbaar”; executable for the authorities, workable for 

the sector and able to be enforced by the inspection services. The landing obligation fails 

in all three aspects. To the fishermen, it feels as unfair punishment; though there have 

been many innovations in the last decade, they are now forced to reduce discards, which 

is inevitably correlated with a loss in marketable fish. If they cannot find a solution for the 

present large amounts of discards, the discards that are landed will also result in 

economic losses. Additionally, the sector does not see the problem that is sketched by 
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the Commission. As foreman 1 argued, fish stocks have grown in the last fifteen years. 

Fishermen cannot see why they should change their fishing methods if they see this 

trend. An example that was often given was the amount of plaice in the North Sea. These 

amounts are now better than ever, but the landing obligation will also apply to plaice.  

(3) Possible instruments to effectively reduce discards – An effective reduction of discards in 

mixed fisheries is perceived as difficult. The interviewed fisherman indicated that, unless 

there is a radical change in fishing methods, there is not much selectivity to be gained. 

Adaptation of fishing nets is an example of fine tuning selectivity, but there will still be a 

discard percentage of 35%. Foreman 2 confirmed that revolutionary fishing techniques 

that are not yet invented or seriously considered could be the solution for the long-term 

future. Everybody in the sector seems to agree on one thing: the problem should be 

solved under water, before the catch is brought on board. An important factor that was 

mentioned was the choice of fishing grounds. Areas where a large amount of discards is 

caught, could be closed. However, there is so much variation that these areas can differ 

from day to day. According to foreman 1, this is something that the government “just 

does not seem to understand”.  

(4) Resources needed within suggested method – Though resources constitute of more than 

money, money is the most often mentioned resource. When it comes down to technical 

innovations, subsidies are needed by the fishing sector. These subsidies are granted by 

the European Fisheries Fund or by the national government. However, the sector is 

expected to contribute between 15 and 25% itself. Here, the economic argument was 

once again given: when the sector, that has experienced quite a lot of bad economic 

years, is expected to contribute a significant amount of money itself, the fishermen must 

feel an economic drive to innovate. Besides money, this could also be in the form of a 

decreased workload, for example. If there is no economic drive, fishermen don’t see the 

use and the necessity of an innovation, according to foreman 2.  

(5) Role of different actors and own role within suggested instrument – the responsibility to 

innovate lies partly with the fishing sector itself. This was said by both foremen and the 

fisherman in the interview. The fisherman stated that, yes, of course the sector has a 

certain responsibility to innovate, but the resources should be provided by the 

government and go directly to the sector if they are to innovate. Now, subsidies are often 

used to hire research institutes like IMARES as it is obligatory to perform research in 

cooperation with a scientific partner. In the sector, this is perceived as unfair as it costs a 

lot of money to hire IMARES. The fishermen also feel as if they do not benefit from a 

large part of the research performed by IMARES; results of the research are not beneficial 

for the sector and “there is always more research needed, it never seems to end”. It was 

also clearly indicated that, within the sector, opinions on the responsibility of the sector 

are divided. This is partly caused by a generation gap. A large part of the older generation 

of fishermen is very conservative.  When they started fishing, there were almost no rules 

and this is the reason why there is a mentality among the older fishermen that says “the 

sea is ours, we can do what we want”. The younger generation, however, grew up with 

the quota system and is more accustomed to fishing with rules. They do not share the 

mentality of the older generation to these extremes. It was observed that younger 

fishermen are generally more willing to innovate than older fishermen, provided that 

there is an economic gain. Concluding, at least the foremen and the younger generation 
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of fishermen acknowledge that the sector has a certain responsibility to create more 

selective fisheries. However, provision of the resources is the responsibility of another 

actor group, namely the governmental actors.  

5.2.2 Policy makers  

Results are based on empirical data obtained during the attended meetings in Goedereede and Urk 

and in an interview with an employee of the Dutch MEA. Additional data are obtained through 

literature and document analysis.   

(1) Opinion on reducing discards – the reduction of discards in European fisheries is a highly 

valued goal. This comes forth from both an ecological (disturbance of the ecosystem) and an 

ethical perspective (waste of a food source) (Eliasen et al., 2013; European Commission, 

2015a). However, due to often economic reasons, individual MSs as well as the Council tend 

to be somewhat more flexible with the regulations. In the interview, the goal for mixed 

fisheries, where bycatch is inevitable, was defined as: “avoid bycatch where possible”.  It was 

also said that this is a vague definition, as different actor groups do not agree upon the 

extent to which it is possible. For the fishing sector, avoiding bycatch is impossible as soon as 

it results in the loss of marketable fish, whereas other actor groups might say that it is 

possible to still make a profit in a more selective fishery, even if there is some loss of 

marketable fish.  The government itself shares the latter vision. Innovations should be 

stimulated and the sector should be more willing to innovate even if there might be a loss of 

marketable fish. However, during the meetings in Goedereede and Urk it was stressed that it 

should never be the case that a policy measure (in the current case: the landing obligation) 

economically destroys the fishing sector.  

(2) Opinion on landing obligation as a discard-reducing instrument – here, a gap between the 

European institutional bodies and the national government is observed. Initially, the landing 

obligation was a mean to reach the overall goal: less discards and more selective fisheries. 

The Dutch government still perceives the landing obligation as a mean to create an incentive 

to innovate towards more selective fisheries. However, in the text of the CFP and the 

associated regulations, the Commission has uplifted it to a goal. According to the employee 

of the MEA, this should never be the case. Via the regional groups, implementation of the 

landing obligation can be adjusted to a certain extent again. The challenge here is to come up 

with a viable plan for the fishing sector without losing the overall goal out of sight.  

The motive for the landing obligation as a mean (waste of an important food source) is 

understood, but this topic should ideally be addressed on a broader scale; in supermarkets, 

there is a lot of food waste and consumers themselves also throw away large amounts of 

food. However, when it comes to fish, the fishing sector carries all the societal blame and the 

landing obligation is once again directed towards the fishing sector. The frustration and 

disbelief among the fishing sector is therefore understood. On the other hand, policy makers 

feel that the fishermen should feel more responsible for the marine ecosystem instead of 

having the feeling they can do anything they want. It is difficult to ensure that this transition 

is going to take place, which is why a drastic measure like the landing obligation was 

implemented. It is expected that the landing obligation will at least make fishermen more 

willing to cooperate in innovation projects. This has been confirmed to the employee of the 

MEA by one of the foremen from the fishing sector.  
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(3) Possible instruments to effectively reduce discards – Three ways to reduce discards were 

mentioned in the interview. Research focused on innovation in the fishing sector is 

considered to be very important. A second option would be legislation clearly forbidding 

fishing with 80 mm mesh size. This radical measure would solve a big part of the bycatch 

problem in the fisheries targeting sole and plaice, but would be greatly opposed by the 

fishing sector. Furthermore, it would not stimulate innovation and thus contradicts the first 

suggestion. For these reasons, this option is disregarded. Thirdly, there should be more focus 

on creating awareness among consumers and society. Opportunities could lie with labels 

such as MSC (Marine Stewardship Council), who do not yet pay much attention to selectivity 

as a sustainability criteria but who do have the power to influence the behaviour of large 

retail companies. The fact that a large amount of the catch is exported to other European 

countries was not perceived as a problem but as an opportunity. In general, German and 

Swiss consumers (to whom a lot of the exported fish go) value sustainability more than Dutch 

consumers.  

(4) Resources needed within suggested method – money to conduct research on innovations in 

fishing techniques should come mainly from funding. For the creation of awareness among 

consumers, it was not clear in what way and with what resources this should be done. One of 

the reasons for this is that it is not clear whose responsibility this is. This is further discussed 

in the next topic.  

(5) Role of different actors and own role within suggested instrument – when it comes to 

research, the responsibility should lie with both the government and the sector itself, but the 

initiative should be taken by the government or the European institutions. That is the main 

reason that most of the research is funded. In order to get the funding, the research has to 

be conducted in cooperation with a scientific partner; in the Netherlands, this is usually 

IMARES. However, a request for funding is done by CVO or VisNed; representatives of the 

sector. The main question is whether the fishermen themselves are willing to cooperate, as 

they are known to be very conservative. The employee of the MEA expects that the landing 

obligation makes fishermen more willing to cooperate as there is now an economic 

disadvantage not to do it; having a lot of discards costs money so it is better to innovate 

towards a more selective fishery.  

Regarding consumer awareness, there could be a role for the NGOs. However, they have 

expressed to the government that they think this is a governmental task. Consumer 

behaviour is also not something that lies within the competence of the European institutions. 

They are able to make legislation on food quality and food safety, but not on sustainability of 

food products. There are doubts on how much national governments can do to create 

awareness. Most of it should be created through the retailers, which can in turn be 

influenced by labels such as MSC, if they choose to make selectivity one of their spearheads.  

5.2.3 Scientists  

Empirical data were obtained in interviews with IMARES and VisNed scientists.  

(1) Opinion on reducing discards – Discards consist of species that, like all species, have a 

function in the marine ecosystem. This is the main reason why scientists argue it is 

necessary to reduce the amount of discards. Taking out a part of the ecosystem which 

subsequently is not used, is undesirable. Especially on the long term, the reduction of 

discards is expected to have a positive effect on the ecosystem. Juvenile fish have more 
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opportunities to grow large and reproduce, which enlarges the fish stock. Species that are 

discarded also have a function in the ecosystem, for example as a food source for 

seabirds. Still, this is not a part of the natural functioning of the ecosystem. Scientists 

therefore share the opinion that fisheries should be more selective and this argument is 

based on biological grounds.  

(2) Opinion on landing obligation as a discard-reducing instrument – All interviewed scientists 

stated that they did not see the landing obligation as a suitable policy instrument to 

reduce discards. It is feared that fishermen will not comply and that the landing obligation 

will therefore lose its function as an incentive for more selective fishing practices. A 

negative consequence of this is that catch data are less reliable due to unknown levels of 

discarded fish at sea. Furthermore, scientist 2 stated that the landing obligation and its 

rapid implementation causes the fishing sector to work towards short-term solutions to 

minimize the negative economic consequences of the landing obligation, while the focus 

should be on long-term solutions for the discard problem. Thirdly, because the landing 

obligation is such a rigorous measure, it is feared that the relationships between the 

fishing sector and other actors will worsen.  

(3) Possible instruments to effectively reduce discards – an important first step is to make the 

fishermen more aware of the discard problem in general as it is not perceived as a major 

problem by most fishermen (section 5.2.1). They should learn more about the role of 

discards in the ecosystem and the importance of reducing them. Establishment of this 

awareness is seen as the first step, the actual implementation of an effective discard-

reducing policy instrument is the second step. Behavioural innovations, net innovations 

and innovations in processing discards were mentioned as key instruments. Naturally, 

changes in fishing behaviour are linked to making fishermen aware of the importance of a 

reduction of discards in their fishing methods. The other two innovations are examples of 

the long-term solutions on which the focus is now lacking due to the threat of the landing 

obligation.  

(4) Resources needed within suggested method – the fishing sector should invest its money 

(partly derived from funding, as was already mentioned in previous sections) in research 

projects that focus on long-term solutions, like the ones that were described in topic 

three. Knowledge, which is a key ingredient for inducing behavioural changes, can also be 

seen as a resource that is needed for this suggested method.  

(5) Role of different actors and own role within suggested instrument – in order to create 

awareness of the discard problem, scientists should cooperate with both the fishing 

sector and policy makers. Scientist 2 declared that “science has the know-how, policy 

makers have the power and the foremen of the fishing sector are able to translate this to 

their followers”. Another important role for scientists was highlighted: although 

fishermen have a lot of knowledge on the best fishing grounds to catch marketable fish, 

the same information for discards is currently insufficient. This is due to the fact that 

there has never been a reason for fishermen to gather this information; discards were 

simply discarded and therefore did not pose a problem. Scientists could aid the fishing 

sector in investigating the abundance and locations of discards. With this information, 

knowledge of the fishermen could be updated from “What are the best fishing grounds to 

catch marketable fish?” to “What are the best fishing grounds to catch marketable fish 

without discards?”  
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5.2.4 Non-governmental organisations  

This analysis is based on data obtained in an interview with a representative of the North Sea 

Foundation, the only Dutch NGO that is involved in the discussion about discard policy for the 

demersal fisheries.  

(1) Opinion on reducing discards – A reduction of discards is perceived as very important. The 

North Sea Foundation confirmed that they were not the only NGO who valued this goal; 

almost all involved European NGOs want to work towards selective fisheries. Two arguments 

on the importance of reducing discards were given. Firstly, fish stocks that are fished by 

selective fisheries are easier to manage. Secondly, it is fishermen’s duty to waste as little as 

possible from a societal and ethical point of view.  

(2) Opinion on landing obligation as a discard-reducing instrument – NGOs expect that the 

landing obligation is a strong incentive for the fishing sector to change its fishing techniques 

such that selectivity will increase significantly. They therefore agree with this instrument. 

Where scientists think this incentive is not going to work, NGOs simply say that the sector is 

now forced to do something about the high amount of discards in their fisheries. It was also 

expressed that the goal of reducing discards by 35% was a good start, but not nearly enough. 

The discard problem in the Dutch demersal fisheries cannot be solved in a short time due to 

the enormity of the problem, but on the long term innovations should be such that even 

mixed fisheries can be almost exclusively discard-free.  

(3) Possible instruments to effectively reduce discards – Two main routes to effectively reduce 

discards were indicated. The first was the development of alternative fishing techniques. Due 

to the characteristics of mixed fisheries, “simple” innovations such as net adaptations were 

said to be insufficient; in order to reduce discards further than the 35% set by the EU, there 

should be a complete change to different fishing techniques. In the interview, the word 

“revolutionary” was used to describe this. However, the road towards such revolutionary 

fishing techniques has yet to be taken. The main explanation that was given for this was that, 

up to now, there has never been an incentive to innovate the fisheries in a way that reduces 

the amount of discards.  

Secondly, consumer awareness was mentioned. In contrast to the policy makers, the North 

Sea Foundation did perceive the fact that a lot of the marketable fish caught by the Dutch 

fleet is exported to other European countries as problematic.  

(4) Resources needed within suggested method – Funding  from the EU was mentioned as a 

resource that could help in changing fishing techniques and performing research on this 

topic. A rewarding system in the form of quota uplifts for fisheries that are more selective 

than other fisheries was also mentioned. These quota uplifts were thought to be a good 

combination with the landing obligation. However, lack of traceability of fish is a problem. 

Fish should be fully traceable in order to reward the correct fishermen. Otherwise, fishermen 

will still be reluctant to fish with more selective methods as “their neighbours” also use 

unsustainable methods with which they catch large amounts of marketable fish.  

(5) Role of different actors and own role within suggested method – the responsibility of 

innovating towards alternative fishing techniques lies with the fishing sector. However, the 

interviewee appeared confident that there would be a lot of help from other actors, ranging 

from researchers to “inventers” who just liked to think about these kind of revolutionary 

techniques. Confidence about the opportunities of innovations was present, but the details 

of the “when and how” remained vague and largely unknown.  
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Concerning consumer awareness, this could be a role for the NGOs. The “viswijzer”, a guide 

for consumers about which fish are sustainable to eat and which are not, is an example of 

something that could also be applied to the discard problem in fisheries. Creation of such 

consumer guides would work best in cooperation with the fishing sector itself. However, 

once again traceability is an issue here and the fact that the fish is largely exported makes 

this even more difficult.  

Another role for NGOs is continuously pushing the fishing sector to innovate; something the 

landing obligation already does, but this is always emphasized and sometimes pushed even 

further by the NGOs. This opens the eyes of other actor groups and paves the way towards 

innovation.  

5.2.5 Fish auctions  

Unfortunately, primary data from representatives of the Dutch fish auctions are not available for this 

thesis. Secondary data consist of observations during the three meetings, where representatives of 

the auctions were present; conversations about the role of fish auctions with other actor groups; and 

consultation of additional documents and written statements.   

(1) Opinion on reducing discards – No clear data on discard reduction specifically were obtained. 

However, from several statements of different fish auctions, it was deduced that the broader 

concept of sustainability is valued. For example, the director of UFA stated in a speech that 

they will keep stimulating the fishing sector to innovate towards more sustainable fishing 

techniques (United Fish Auctions, 2016). The exact role of the fish auctions themselves in 

creating more sustainable Dutch fisheries however remains unclear.  

(2) Opinion on landing obligation as a discard-reducing instrument – The landing obligation is 

expected to be problematic for the fish auctions as there was no clear vision what would 

have to be done with the landed discards. This came forward in the information meetings in 

Goedereede and Urk and was also mentioned by the employee of the MEA during the 

interview. Large amounts of discards are expected to be landed and the auctions might have 

to deal with insufficient storage capacity, for example. It is feared that discards will disappear 

via illegal trade circuits but authorities did not have a plan how to obstruct this one month 

before implementation of the landing obligation (VisNed, 2015). The fishing sector itself has 

now asked the auctions to denature the landed discards to avoid the creation of an illegal 

market (Visserijnieuws, 2016a). On other aspects, fish auctions remain positive. The director 

of UFA stated that he expected the new regulation to go hand in hand with innovations in 

the fishing sector. If this is the case, the landing obligation would not be very problematic for 

the fish auctions as the amount of landed discards would be smaller. The opinion of fish 

auctions on the effectivity of the landing obligation is not very clear, other that they will 

expect that it will create an incentive for the fishing sector to innovate.  

(3) Possible instruments to effectively reduce discards – Research to create more sustainable 

fishing techniques is the main goal. UFA is for example one of the initiators of Visserij-

Innovatiecentrum Zuidwest Nederland, a fisheries innovation centre in Stellendam. This 

centre contains test facilities that can be used by fishermen to test new, more selective 

fishing gears, for example. As far as the secondary data tell, technical innovations are the 

only instruments that are mentioned by the fish auctions. (United Fish Auctions, 2015)  

(4) Resources needed within suggested method – The fisheries innovation centre is funded by 

the EFF. Once again, subsidies are an important resource (United Fish Auctions, 2015).  
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(5) Role of different actors and own role within suggested method – In the speech of UFA, it was 

made very clear that the fishing sector would have to cooperate with the government in 

order to create more selective fisheries (United Fish Auctions, 2016). The auctions said that 

they could provide a supporting role in facilitating the landing process for fishermen and by 

taking part in discussions about discards. Besides that, they view their own role as purely 

business-like; fish is landed and sold at the auction, it is not the responsibility of the auctions 

to solve the discard problem. A representative of the fish auction in Den Helder confirmed 

this in a conversation with the researcher after the attended meeting in Den Helder.  

5.2.6 Direct buyers  

Empirical data were obtained in two interviews with different companies. Both companies were 

direct buyers of fish landed by the Dutch fishing fleet and were an important link between the fishing 

sector and the rest of the fish chain.  

(1) Opinion on reducing discards – In general, a reduction of discards is perceived as a good goal, 

but it was clear that both interviewees found it more important to focus on the question: 

what to do with the discards that are being landed? The focus really lies on market 

opportunities and the absence of market opportunities for landed discards was perceived as 

regrettable. Although there is interest in sustainability in fisheries, the discard problem was 

defined by buyer 1 as “a problem that plays at sea and that stops as soon as the fish is being 

landed”. It could therefore be concluded that direct buyers keep their distance from the 

discard problem and the discussion about a reduction of discards in fisheries.  

(2) Opinion on landing obligation as a discard-reducing instrument – The landing obligation is 

perceived as a good instrument, but for reasons slightly different than the ones maintained 

by policy makers and NGOs. Buyer 1 speculated that a new market for younger fish could 

arise. It was added that this would depend on the extent to which legislation allowed the 

existence of such a market. In principle, this would be good because “younger fish often 

tastes better”. Buyer 2 stated that he saw the fact that there is so little survival among fish 

that are being discarded as the most important reason to land these discards and do 

something with it. With this statement, he made clear that waste of a potential food source 

is an important problem that needs to be solved. For both interviewees, the most important 

factor driving them in their choices is quality of the offered product. It was believed by both 

that the landing obligation could have a positive effect on the quality of the marketable fish. 

The following example was given by buyer 1: if, under the landing obligation, a fisherman is 

forced to return to shore earlier because the storage capacity of the vessel is reached earlier, 

this could enhance the quality of the marketable fish as it has not been stored on board for 

the entire fishing trip (which usually takes five days).  

(3) Possible instruments to effectively reduce discards – the main things that were discussed with 

both interviewees were not all essentially on a reduction of discards, but also about how to 

best make use of existing discards. The reason for this is that the actual reduction of discards 

is perceived as a subject in which direct buyers do not play a significant role. However, some 

of the suggested methods might be useful to aid in a reduction of discards and therefore, 

these methods are discussed in this empirical analysis.  

Most importantly, consumers and their demands are put on the first place by this actor 

group. Buyer 2 stated that it is important to “act on what the consumer wants, not on what 
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the fishing sector itself wants”. Improvements could be made here. When applying this to a 

reduction of discards, consumer awareness again makes its appearance.  

Additionally, it was stated by buyer 1 that “sustainability cannot exist if there is no economic 

gain”. This emphasized the need of economic incentives regardless of the policy instrument 

itself. Innovations in the fishing sector were mentioned; innovations to match better with 

consumer demands, to create more selective fisheries and to enhance the quality of the 

product. If these innovations create a better selling price for the product, this can be seen as 

an economic incentive. Buyer 2 added that it was essential that more awareness of the 

discard problem is created in the fishing sector itself. Fishermen should not focus solely on 

economic gain, but should keep in mind the consequences their actions have on the marine 

ecosystem and act on that.  

(4) Resources needed within suggested method – When discussing how to put discards to use, 

this can be seen as creating a market value for discards. A way to do this is storytelling 

around a product. This was suggested by buyer 2, who stated that storytelling is also a 

steering mechanism to create consumer awareness about environmental problems. This 

resource might therefore be able to create an appropriate market for discards; due to 

awareness of the problem, the market will not reward unsustainable fishing practices with a 

high amount of discards but the discards that are being landed are at least not wasted. 

However, the existence of such a market is purely hypothetical and this would have to be 

accommodated by current regulations.  

(5) Role of different actors and own role within suggested method – A reduction of the amount 

of discards in demersal fisheries is really the responsibility of the fishing sector itself, 

according to both interviewees. They are the ones who should initiate the innovations. 

However, buyer 2 stated that awareness in the fishing sector should be established with the 

help of policy makers and NGOs.  

Although not directly, buyers and retail companies even further towards the end of the 

supply chain are able to play a role in the reduction of discards. For example, there are two 

fishermen that target the same species. One of them lands a significantly larger amount of 

discards. Direct buyers would choose to buy from the more selective fisherman, thus 

establishing a kind of rewarding system for sustainable fisheries. However, there are some 

downsides of this method. Firstly, it is difficult to control everything that happens at sea and 

buyers can therefore not be certain whether the fish is really caught in a selective, 

sustainable way. Secondly, not all buyers highly value selective or sustainable fishing 

practices. Quality of the product always comes in the first place. However, large retail 

companies start to value sustainability more and more, partly due to societal developments 

and pressuring by NGOs and since they buy fish from the direct buyers, they could enhance 

this rewarding system.  

5.3 Interactions between actors  

In order to ensure effective management of the Dutch demersal fisheries, cooperation and 

communication between the different key actor groups is essential. This section elaborates on the 

quality of the interactions (from now on described as relationships) between the different actor 

groups as perceived by the different actor groups. Interactions are in this case based mainly on 

relational power and discourse coalitions, thus focusing on resource (inter)dependencies and the 
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way they influence cooperation between actor groups, and on which actor groups share more or less 

the same discourses. Table 1 is a schematic depiction of the empirical results.  

 
Table 1 Empirically identified relationships between actors 

 Fishing 

sector 

Policy 

makers 

Scientists 

 

NGOs Fish auctions Direct buyers 

Fishing 

sector 
      

Policy 

makers 
      

Scientists       

NGOs       

Fish auctions       

Direct buyers       

 

In this table, the red colour indicates the perception of a negative relationship, green indicates 

the perception of a positive relationship and blue indicates a neutral relationship or a relationship 

that could still be improved. The blank spaces indicate that the amount of data gathered was not 

sufficient to judge the relationship between these actors. The actors listed in the left column are the 

ones that perceive their relationship with the actors listed in the upper row. The judgement of the 

relationships is based on observations and statements made in interviews. Besides verbally 

converted information, body language, intonation and facial expressions were also important 

indicators. A disadvantage of using these aspects as indicators is that they can quite easily be 

misinterpreted by the researcher. To avoid this, a relationship was only labelled as positive or 

negative if multiple strong signs indicated this, eliminating the risk of misinterpretation. Interaction 

requires processes of information exchange and conflict resolution (Margerum, 1995). Thus, the 

judgement is based both on the quality of communication between actor groups and their abilities to 

resolve conflicts. If interaction is only positive in one of these aspects and not in the other aspect, it is 

labelled as ‘could be improved’ (blue).  

5.3.1 The fishing sector  

The fishing sector perceives their relationship with policy makers as well as with scientists and NGOs 

as negative. As one fisherman said when these three were mentioned in a presentation of an IMARES 

scientist in the meeting in Den Helder: “I find it too much to ask to understand each other. I do not 

have any understanding for all three other parties!” Concerning the policy makers, the main reason 

for the negative relationship that came forward from the observations and interviews is as follows:  

the fishing sector has already been innovating a lot in the last decades, and still they feel that they 

are always pushed by the government and the EU to go even further, up to the point that there is no 

economic gain for the sector whatsoever. The introduction of the landing obligation therefore feels 

as a punishment where fishermen would rather have wanted a more rewarding system. During the 
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meeting in Goedereede, a fisherman expressed that “after all we have done, this feels like a knife in 

the back”. Additionally, the fishermen perceive policy makers as not knowledgeable (“they are all 

office people”) and they have a general feeling that the Dutch government is not supporting the 

sector. This feeling is strengthened by difficult and time-consuming procedures to ask for subsidies 

and the fact that the government implements a measure (the landing obligation) while there is no 

clear overview of the practical consequences at sea.  

There is a lot of suspicion towards scientists, which is caused by two main reasons. Firstly, 

fishermen feel as if all the data they have provided scientists with in the past have been used against 

them. Examples are multiple past reductions of quotas or the fact that a rigorous measure such as 

the landing obligation has been implemented after providing discard data to scientists. Secondly, 

there is a feeling that scientists gain more from subsidies from the EFF than the fishing sector. 

Research projects funded with this money need to be conducted in cooperation with an independent 

scientific partner, which costs more money than when scientists of VisNed itself would conduct the 

research.  

There have always been tensions between the fishing sector and NGOs. Once again, money is an 

important cause of the frustration among fishermen. Especially on a European level, there are a lot of 

NGOs with an amount of resources much larger than those of the fishing sector. There is a general 

feeling that fishermen can therefore never win from the NGOs. On the question whether there are 

sometimes fruitful discussions between fishermen and the NGOs, the answer of the fisherman was: 

“Never, they just blare nonsense”. On a national level, there is more nuance, especially on the 

subject of discards. The North Sea Foundation is the only NGO that is actively involved on this 

subject, and although opinions are still widely differing, foreman 2 described the North Sea 

Foundation as “the only NGO with whom it is possible to have a somewhat reasonable discussion”.  

Representatives of the fish auction attended all three meetings and from interactions between 

them and the fishermen, it was concluded that there is a good relationship between these two actor 

groups. The fish auctions facilitate the fishermen’s job of selling their product and therefore, the 

interactions are business-like. 

The relationship with direct buyers depends on many different aspects. The fishing sector is 

partly dependent on the buyers and actors even further in the supply chain as they are important 

market players. Like the fish auctions, this is also a business-like relationship. However, especially 

when discussing discards, there are all kinds of threats such as the creation of new markets that 

might unintentionally incentivise unselective fishing. Furthermore, buyers always have certain 

requirements for a product and the relationship status depends on how willing fishermen are to 

meet these requirements. If a fisherman does not want to innovate whereas a buyer demands it, this 

might worsen the relationship. The relationship, from a fisherman’s perspective, is marked as “could 

be improved” due to these many uncertainties and market dynamics.  

5.3.2 Policy makers  

From the perspective of policy makers, there is a negative relationship with the fishing sector, a 

positive relationship with scientists and a neutral relationship with NGOs, fish auctions and direct 

buyers. The bad relationship with the fishing sector is said to be mainly caused by the closed 

communities within the fishing sector. According to the employee of the MEA, fishermen tend to 

view situations as ‘us against the rest’. Whenever the Dutch government tried to stimulate 

innovations, they got the feeling that the fishermen were not even listening, but only rebelling 

against everything they tried to come forward with. An important remark was stressed, not only by 
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policy makers, but also by scientists and NGOs: there is a big difference between fishermen and the 

foremen of VisNed and NVB. The influence that the foremen have on the fishermen is a crucial point 

to consider, but also the way they are bound to represent the fishermen when having discussions 

with policy makers or other actor groups. In this thesis, this is taken into account.  

The relationship with scientists is judged by policy makers as a good relationship. This results in 

large amount of subsidies that is being put in research. Additionally, social scientists are starting to 

be valued more. The IMARES research about differences in lines of reasoning between fishermen and 

policy makers is highly valued and used by policy makers to try to improve the relationship with the 

fishing sector. As such, scientists can be seen as a very important actor group in linking other actor 

groups.  

For the other three actor groups, the relationship is neither positive nor negative. Regarding 

NGOs, it depends on the amount of knowledge they have about a certain subject. In the specific case 

of discards, the North Sea Foundation has by far the most knowledge and the relationship with this 

NGO is considered a good relationship. Other NGOs that participate in discussions with policy makers 

are World Wildlife Fund (WWF) and Greenpeace. These discussions often move beyond the scope of 

discards alone and more towards a broader management of Dutch fisheries. In the opinion of the 

government, an NGO like Greenpeace often does not have enough knowledge and therefore, their 

sometimes quite radical statements (for example: there should only be small-scale fisheries) do not 

have a scientific basis at all. This does not always steer discussions in the right direction.   

There are good contacts with the fish auctions, but on the other hand, the employee of the MEA 

remarked that the burden that the landing obligation might be to the fish auctions has been 

underestimated. Actual discussions and cooperation between the two parties are therefore relatively 

new.  

Finally, there are good contacts with direct buyers, but there is less direct cooperation and 

therefore, the relationship between policy makers and buyers is less well-defined. Policy makers 

cannot influence buyers and other stakeholders further towards the end of the supply chain through 

formal rules. As one of the suggested instruments to effectively reduce discards was consumer 

awareness, in which retail and other fish suppliers play an important role, it might be good to 

strengthen the relationship between these actors and policy makers, either through formal or 

informal rules.  

5.3.3 Scientists  

For two actor groups, the relationship with scientists was not well-defined enough or the amount of 

data was insufficient. For this reason, fish auctions and direct buyers are not discussed in this section. 

The relationships with all other key actors were perceived as neutral by scientists.  

When comparing the current relationship with the fishing sector with the relationship in the past, 

it has definitely improved. At least the foremen of the sector have realised that scientific knowledge 

is becoming an increasingly important resource to gain power in the policy field. Whereas policy 

makers and some NGOs already have this knowledge, the fishing sector only has undocumented 

knowledge based on experiences and anecdotes of fishermen. This could also be an important source 

of knowledge, but is naturally not as widely acknowledged and as reliable as scientific knowledge. For 

this reason, the sector now seeks out scientists: scientist 2 is employed by VisNed, for example. Still, 

there is room for improvement in this relationship. Scientists still feel that they are unwelcome in the 

fishing sector and that fishermen do not trust them with data out of fear of it being used against 

them. Scientist 3 claimed that willingness to share data depends on the political meaning of the topic 



44 
 

on which data are needed. As long as there is an ongoing dialogue between scientists and the fishing 

sector, in which scientists emphasize the fact that they have a neutral position and no political 

interests, this problem can be overseen. Scientist 2 mentioned that fishermen still underestimate the 

power of scientific data; first, this trust and knowledge should be made clear. This will benefit the 

fishing sector because they will gain resources by gaining knowledge and it will benefit the scientists 

because the amount of reliable data that is gathered will grow if there is good cooperation between 

fishermen and scientists.  

There is cooperation between scientists and policy makers. However, advice given by scientists is 

not always used in final management plans due to the many steps in this process (scientist 2). For 

this reason, scientists can sometimes feel frustration towards policy makers. The North Sea is 

intensively used for many different reasons:  a few examples are fishing, shipping and the creation of 

windmill parks. Different policy domains use the same resources at sea, but one of the interviewed 

scientists mentioned that there was a lack of cohesion in these management plans: both on the 

national and on the European level, there is not enough cooperation between the different ministries 

and/or departments and this hinders effective management of the North Sea. In order to make this 

more effective, scientists should maintain their close cooperation with policy makers. As scientist 2 

said: policy makers have the power and scientists have the “know-how”.  

Regarding NGOs, their role is considered important yet not always effective. NGOs are an 

important antagonist of the fishing sector, but this is often also the cause that discussions are not 

effective. NGOs should cooperate more on the common grounds they have with other actor groups 

in order to reach consensus in fisheries management. However, scientists also criticize some 

methods of NGOs. When it comes to discard policy, there are not a lot of NGOs that cooperate 

towards a solution for the problem. Furthermore, certain NGOs have a tendency to use (scientific) 

data in a wrong context to create arguments that support their own views.  It was added that the 

fishing sector might be doing the same and this problem is thus created from both sides.  

5.3.4 Non-governmental organisations  

NGOs perceive their relationships with other actor groups as follows: there is a negative relationship 

with the fishing sector, contacts with policy makers and direct buyers are neutral, and the 

cooperation with scientists is perceived as positive. Not enough information was gathered to judge 

the relationship between NGOs and the fish auctions.  

Just as the fishing sector is frustrated with NGOs, NGOs are equally frustrated with the fishing 

sector. The biggest annoyance comes from the fact that fishermen are in general against innovations. 

In the eyes of the NGOs, they disregard biological arguments and create their own just to get their 

own way. Also, the structural refusal of the fishing sector to cooperate in data gathering is a point of 

frustration. According to the North Sea Foundation, the lack of information on certain species is now 

the cause of management that can be disadvantageous to the sector. In other words, the fishermen 

themselves are to blame for negative consequences that arise with the landing obligation (or another 

discard reducing policy instrument). Finally, the NGOs have gained power in the CFP decision-making 

process over the last couple of years as a consequence of the increasing influence of the EP. As the 

interviewee stated, fishermen have to accept this increasing power of the NGOs instead of rebelling 

against it.  

The relationship between NGOs and policy makers has become increasingly stronger over the 

past years. According to the interviewee, policy makers have realised that they need the NGOs to not 

be overrun by the fishing sector, who in the Netherlands, and in the neo-corporatist policy 
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arrangement of the CFP, have always had the support of the more conservative political parties. 

However, the role of the NGOs remains, in their perception, limited to taking part in consultations in 

the Netherlands. In the international ACs, their role is broadened to being one of the advisory 

organs.  

The relationship with scientists is perceived as positive. The main reason for this is that NGOs 

highly value scientific knowledge and use this to support their own arguments. Scientists’ 

independence and lack of political interest  are also highly valued. The fact that some IMARES 

research projects are in cooperation with VisNed was mentioned in the interview, but this was not 

perceived as a problem. Although the North Sea Foundation is not as radical as for example 

Greenpeace, the interviewee did admit that NGOs sometimes exaggerate, but it was said that this is 

necessary if they want to reach any of their goals at all.  

NGOs do not necessarily influence direct buyers, but play a huge role in influencing the big retail 

companies further towards the end of the supply chain. As consumer awareness is something that is 

highly valued by both NGOs and fish buyers, this is a common ground on which cooperation is based. 

Both parties agree that this is a role that should be picked up by the NGOs. So, although there is not a 

lot of direct cooperation with direct buyers, their relationship is not negative because of these 

common grounds. For this reason, the North Sea Foundation sees opportunities in creating 

awareness among consumers through retail (and thus direct buyers, as they closely cooperate with 

retail companies).  

5.3.5 Fish auctions  

Unfortunately, it was not possible to get a clear overview of the perceived relationships with other 

actor groups. However, the fish auctions very clearly stated that they fully support the fishing sector. 

For practical reasons, the fish auctions are therefore considered as one actor group together with the 

fishing sector in the subsequent chapters. It is understood that this poses limitations to the research. 

These are discussed in the final thesis chapter. 

5.3.6 Direct buyers  

There is not much cooperation between direct buyers and scientists, so their relationship is 

disregarded in this thesis. As for the other actor groups, the relationship with the fishing sector is 

perceived as negative and those with policy makers, NGOs and the fish auctions are perceived as 

neutral.  

A lot of fish that is traded via the buyers is imported or exported, so the direct buyers cooperate 

with fishermen from different nationalities. Compared to other fleets, the fish that are provided by 

the Dutch fleet are generally of low quality. This was stated by both interviewees. Two main causes 

were mentioned: the fishermen should be more careful when processing the fish on board and the 

methods of the Dutch fishermen affect the quality of the fish: they are at sea for five days in a row 

and only land the fish at the end of the week, which means that the first catches are already almost a 

week old. The effect this has on the quality was mentioned especially by buyer 2, who trades in fresh 

fish. There is a gap between fishermen and direct buyers when it comes to what is considered more 

important: quantity or quality. Buyer 2 mentioned that some companies were finally becoming 

aware of the importance of quality, but added that the sector is too conservative, thus hindering 

innovation. Stimulation to innovate (albeit to improve the quality or the sustainability of the product) 

is given by the direct buyers, but only a very limited part of the sector reacts to this stimulation, 

which leads to frustration.  
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As was stated in section 5.3.2, the relationship between policy makers and direct buyers is not 

very well-defined. This relationship was therefore not thoroughly discussed in the interviews with 

buyers. However, the fact that buyers were bound to a lot of (either European or national) 

legislations was mentioned. This sometimes made it difficult to create new markets and might be an 

issue in the case if buyers want to make use of discards. Regardless of the question whether such a 

market is desirable or not, it might be useful to enhance cooperation between policy makers and 

buyers, at least in order to avoid the creation of an illegal market for discards, as worries about this 

were expressed by different actor groups during interviews and attended meetings.  

Direct buyers value input from NGOs and are likely to discuss sustainability of fish products with 

them. One of the reasons for this is the fact that NGOs are known to put pressure on large retail 

companies, thereby also influencing the marketing strategies of the direct fish buyers. Although 

consensus is not always found in such discussions, buyer 1 stated that there are common grounds on 

which cooperation and discussions are based. However, there is also some frustration with NGOs; 

some do not even participate in discussions. Others that do often view fisheries dynamics and marine 

ecosystems in a too static way, in the opinion of the direct buyers. For example, the good fish guide is 

way too static as population dynamics and the almost daily variation in status of fish stocks is not 

taken into account by such tools. These differences in perception therefore leave space to improve 

the relationship between direct buyers and NGOs.  

Relations between direct buyers and the fish auctions are purely business-like. There is no 

negative relationship, but there could be room for improvement. Buyer 2 perceived the methods of 

the fish auction as old-fashioned; the fact that the fish is put on display for several hours in a room 

that often does not have the right temperature for the fish affects the quality. Since quality is by far 

the most important aspect of the product in the eyes of the direct buyers, they perceive that the fish 

auctions should change this. It was also stated though, that this is starting to change now at least at 

some of the auctions.  

5.4 Currently established policy arrangements  

5.4.1 Established discourses  

From the empirical analysis, it can be deduced that there are several perceptions on discard-reducing 

policy and suitable policy instruments. These differing perceptions are caused by different ideas 

through which meaning is given to the phenomenon of discards. In other words, there are multiple 

discourses in the policy field. Based on the previous analysis of the empirical data, the discourses 

about a reduction of discards in one statement per actor group are defined as follows:  

¶ The fishing sector and fish auctions: “Discards are undesirable as they are not 

marketable. However, discards are inevitable when optimising the catch of marketable 

fish.” 

¶ Policy makers: “Discards are unsustainable and unethical: they unnecessarily disturb the 

ecosystem and are a waste of an important food source.” 

¶ Scientists: “Discards are a disturbance of the natural ecosystem and their reduction will 

have a positive effect on the ecosystem and fish stocks on the long term.” 

¶ Non-governmental organisations: “Discards restrict fisheries from sustainable 

management and are unethical as they are a waste of an important food source.” 
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¶ Direct buyers: “If a reduction of discards leads to more sustainable fisheries, this goal 

should be pursued. In the meantime, existing discards should be marketed instead of 

wasted.” 

It is observed that policy makers and NGOs largely maintain the same discourse, which combines 

(1) the concept of ecological sustainability with (2) an ethical perspective. Firstly, fishing pressure 

needs to be reduced and fishing methods should pose as little stress as possible to the marine 

ecosystems. Secondly, wasting a precious food source by discarding tonnes of fish in the sea is 

perceived as unethical and illegitimate towards civil society.  

Scientists maintain a largely ecological discourse. A reduction of discards is pleaded on biological 

grounds. Besides the gathered empirical data that were explained in section 5.2.3, literature confirms 

this. Biological argumentation includes the alteration of marine food webs by discarding, 

underestimation of fishing mortality due to data deficiencies and consequently, possible negative 

impacts for fish stocks and populations (Bicknell et al., 2013; Goñi, 1998). This biological view of 

scientists is in many aspects similar to the ecological sustainability arguments of policy makers and 

NGOs; sustainable management seeks to find a balanced way of harvesting fish from the sea without 

depleting stocks, thereby creating a dynamic equilibrium. Scientists argue that an ecosystem should 

not be altered; in an equilibrium, this is not the case. In that sense, the three actor groups are 

working towards the same goal and thus share an ecological sustainability discourse. The ethical 

aspect that is argued by policy makers and NGOs is acknowledged by scientists, but not often used in 

their own argumentation (Diamond & Beukers-Stewart, 2011).  

The fishing sector and the fish auctions reason more from an economic perspective. It was stated 

in almost every interview that innovations in the fishing sector only work if there is an economic 

drive. The sector focuses on economic gain for the fishing sector itself, which basically means 

catching as much fish as possible.  

Direct buyers also have an economic perspective, but in a different way. It shines through in their 

business-minded attitude. Buyers think in chances, trying to find  new markets and always promoting 

their products. Additionally, they state that consumer demand is their economic drive.  

Based on this, two policy arrangements are identified: an ecological and an economic policy 

arrangement. Policy makers, scientists and NGOs belong to the ecological policy arrangement. The 

fishing sector and the direct buyers reason more from an economic perspective and therefore belong 

to the economic policy arrangement. Fish auctions have clearly stated that they fully support the 

fishing sector. They are also organized in producer organisations together with fishermen and 

therefore also belong to the economic policy arrangement.  

The two arrangements are analysed in section 5.4.1 and 5.4.2, starting from the discourse 

dimension as the division of the arrangements is based on discourses. The discourse dimension is 

also a suitable entry for research that deals with political modernisation (Arts et al., 2006). As this 

thesis aims to explore ways to bridge the gap between the two policy arrangements, political 

modernisation and policy change are essential concepts to consider.   

5.4.2 The ecological policy arrangement  

The previous section showed that the discourse that is shared by policy makers, scientists and NGOs 

focuses on ecological sustainability. This combined discourse is defined as follows: “Discards are 

ecologically unsustainable: they unnecessarily disturb the ecosystem and their reduction will improve 

the management of healthy fish stocks.”  This discourse is from now on referred to as the ecological 

discourse and provides the starting point of the analysis of the similarly termed ecological policy 
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arrangement. Based on the empirical data, this sections aims to find out whether there are discourse 

coalitions between actors and how strong these are. Secondly, resources are mapped and it is 

analysed how these are used by actors and what the influence of the discourse on the use of 

resources is with the concept of discursive power. Finally, the link between the discourse dimension 

and the rules of the game dimension is briefly discussed.  

The ecological policy arrangement includes the policy makers, who decide on the formal rules of 

the institutional structure. It is therefore seen as the dominant policy arrangement. The ecological 

policy arrangement is depicted in Figure 5.  

 
Figure 5 Tetrahedron of the ecological policy arrangement 

 

As was stated in chapter 2, the discourse dimension is directly linked to the actors dimension 

through discourse coalitions. It is in identifying these discourse coalitions that the importance of the 

subtle differences in lines of reasoning underlying the main discourse become clear. The landing 

obligation, the current policy instrument in the dominant ecological policy arrangement, is used here 

to illustrate this. From the analysis in section 5.2, it can be deduced that the three actor groups each 

have their own idea about the suitability of this instrument. The biggest difference is observed in 

policy makers and NGOs on the one side, and scientists on the other side. Whereas policy makers 

and NGOs are in favour of the landing obligation, scientists do not see this as a suitable policy 

instrument. The main reason for this is the timeframe in which the discard problem is regarded. The 

arguments that were given by scientists in interviews were all given from a long-term perspective, 

centred around long-term effects on the marine ecosystem. The landing obligation causes panic 

among the fishing sector, which leads them to seek short-term solutions to avoid having to land 

discards. Policy makers and NGOs do value long-term effects, but this does not shine through in their 

policy and statements. The discard problem has to be solved as soon as possible. The employee of 

the MEA stated that a drastic instrument as the landing obligation was chosen because it was so hard 

to change the perception of fishermen on nature and the important role they should play in 

sustainably managing nature. When the North Sea Foundation was asked what they thought of the 

four year timespan for implementation of the landing obligation, they replied that this would buy the 



49 
 

fishers enough time to innovate. Other than that, they gave the impression that the landing 

obligation should be implemented as soon as possible.  

A possible reason for the different timeframe perspectives of policy makers and NGOs on the one 

side and scientists on the other side could be the fact the former two are also partly led by the 

ethical discourse. This ethical discourse is linked to societal pressure, which generates the feeling 

that something has to be done about the discard problem in European fisheries sooner rather than 

later. This leads to the implementation of the drastic landing obligation, an instrument that clearly 

lacks a focus on long-term solutions and that, according to several actor groups, misses its goal to 

create more selective fisheries. Taking this into account, it is concluded that there is a discourse 

coalition between policy makers and NGOs. Scientists, however, do not participate in a discourse 

coalition.  

Secondly, discursive power, which links the discourse dimension to the resource dimension, is 

analysed. It refers to the usage of a discourse to gain access to or control over a certain resource. 

Vice versa, actors that control important resources may have the ability to influence or change a 

dominant discourse (Liefferink, 2006). The ecological policy arrangement constitutes three important 

resources: money, scientific knowledge and political legitimacy. Money is controlled by policy makers 

as most of the money comes from funding and policy makers determine who gets funding for what. 

Scientific knowledge is naturally possessed by scientists but can be shared with other actors, both 

within or outside of the policy arrangement. Finally, political legitimacy is in the hands of the policy 

makers, but this resource is not necessarily controlled by them. It is quite an abstract resource that 

can be perceived and interpreted in various ways. As legitimacy is only fully obtained when it is 

acknowledged by all different actors involved, but also by civil society (Steffek, 2009), this resource is 

closely related to the use of discursive power.  

In this case, societal pressure leads policy makers to maintain a partly ethical discourse which is 

shared by a majority of the European citizens. Subsequently, this discourse is used as a form of 

discursive power to gain political legitimacy for discard-reducing policy measures such as the landing 

obligation. The same tactic is often maintained by NGOs. Their ways of addressing unsustainable 

practices by a certain company or sector is often accompanied by shocking images and/or videos. It is 

hoped that this leads to public indignation so that the discourse maintained by NGOs is sufficient to 

gain political legitimacy – not directly, but through pressuring policy makers to adopt the same 

discourse. This method of using discursive power is acknowledged in literature. Dodge (2009) 

describes it as a form of coercive power, which is generally more pushing or threatening than non-

coercive forms of power. Coercive power is used in situations where consensus between different 

actor groups is not easily reached through discussion (Dodge, 2009). The North Sea Foundation, 

being a more moderate NGO, uses both forms of non-coercive power by conveying ideas about the 

discard problem and solutions, and subtle forms of coercive power, in which they steer the 

discussion in the, in their view, desired direction (Dodge, 2009). Some NGOs that are more involved 

on the European level are also known to use more direct forms of coercive power. This was stated by 

several interviewees from different actor groups.  

Scientists use discursive power in a different way. They have control over an important resource, 

namely scientific knowledge. Especially in the CFP, scientific knowledge is highly valued. This was 

explained in section 4.2. When an actor controls an important resource, this resource can be used to 

influence an existing discourse or define a new discourse. Scientists therefore strengthen the 

ecological discourse with their arguments based on biological grounds. They might also have the 

power to change the discourse in the way that the landing obligation does not fit any longer in the 
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policy arrangement as a suitable instrument. However, as was stated in section 4.3.3, scientific 

advice is taken into account in policy-making only to a certain extent. Another important thing to 

consider is the fact that most scientists want to have a neutral position and do not wish to choose a 

side. The extent to which they truly ‘belong’ to the ecological policy arrangement is therefore 

disputable. Implications of this are further discussed in the next chapter.  

The third dimension left to analyse is the ‘rules of the game’ dimension through rules of 

governance (Liefferink, 2006). Formal rules are largely influenced by the actions of policy makers. The 

rules of the larger policy arrangement of the CFP are therefore also applicable to the ecological policy 

arrangement. For non-governmental actors, this means that involvement in governance processes 

goes via the ACs at a European level. However, the ecological policy arrangement is established at 

the national level. The role of national policy makers focuses on implementation of policies made at 

the EU-level. Details of implementation are negotiated in a project group. The MEA and 

representatives of the fishing sector are included in this project group. IMARES scientists, 

representatives of UFA, the North Sea Foundation and WWF have an advisory role (Coöperatieve 

Visserij Organisate & Ministerie van Economische Zaken & Pelagic Freezer-trawler Association, 2014). 

Access of the ecological policy arrangement is thus open; it invites actors that are not naturally 

included in this arrangement to take part in negotiations. However, most actor groups only have an 

advisory role. Chapter 4 already stated that the degree to which scientific advice is taken into 

account is variable. Scientist 2 expressed that scientific advice was not always taken into account 

sufficiently, especially when it comes to implementing a highly debated measure as the landing 

obligation. The North Sea Foundation described their role as being limited to that of a “guard dog”. 

Concluding, the rules of the game are defined as: open for non-governmental actors to give advice, 

but limited inclusion in the decision-making processes around implementation of discard policy.  

5.4.3 The economic policy arrangement  

The discourse of the economic policy arrangement combines discourses of three different actor 

groups: the fishing sector, fish auctions and direct buyers. Based on results from the empirical 

analysis, it is defined as follows: “A reduction of discards is desired only if this is economically viable.” 

Henceforth, this is referred to as the economic discourse.  

Since the policy makers, who decide on the formal rules of the institutional structure, are 

included in the ecological policy arrangement, that was labelled as the dominant policy arrangement. 

Although the economic policy arrangement is not dominant, it is equally important to thoroughly 

analyse this arrangement. The fishing sector is the actor group that is expected to play the biggest 

role of all actor groups in reducing discards, and the fact that this actor group does not belong to the 

dominant policy arrangement has important implications on discard policy processes. The other two 

actor groups embedded in the economic policy arrangement, the fish auctions and direct buyers, also 

play important roles. Firstly, discourse coalitions are identified. Secondly, it is investigates what 

resources are available in the arrangement and how these interact with the discourse dimension 

through discursive power. Finally, rules of governance in this policy arrangement are explained. The 

economic policy arrangement is depicted in Figure 6.  
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Figure 6 Tetrahedron of the economic policy arrangement 

 

Although the main discourse is shared by the three actor groups, there are some crucial 

differences in the lines of reasoning between these actor groups. Direct buyers think in chances, 

trying to find new markets and always promoting their products. Equally important as this economic 

mind-set is the quality of the product. Quality refers to the condition of the product and is perceived 

as a form of sustainability by the direct buyers. Ecological sustainability is another aspect which is not 

considered as important as the quality aspect but which is nevertheless always taken into account by 

direct buyers. The extent to which these different discourses are maintained by direct buyers 

depends largely on consumer demands and are therefore subject to change. This is also the main 

difference between the economic discourse of the fishing sector and the fish auctions on the one 

hand and the direct buyers on the other hand. The sector focuses on economic gain for the fishing 

sector itself, which basically means catching as much fish as possible. Direct buyers state that 

consumer demand is their economic drive and they add that the fishing sector should also act on 

consumer demand instead of focusing on their own economic gain.  

Due to this large difference in perception of the economic discourse, the fishing sector does not 

form a discourse coalition with the fish buyers. As the fish auctions fully support the fishing sector, a 

discourse coalition is formed by these actor groups. However, this classification also has a practical 

reason as the amount of data on the fish auctions is not very large. Conclusions should therefore be 

drawn with care. This is taken into account in the following chapters.  

Regarding the resources in the economic policy arrangement, there are fish products and also 

knowledge, namely fishermen’s knowledge. As this analysis starts from the discourse dimension, the 

extent to which these resources play a role in the occurrence of discursive power is analysed. The 

fact that the economic policy arrangement contains the actors that are selling the actual product 

itself can give these actors discursive power. Direct buyers could use storytelling around the product 

that they control to shape the dominant discourse in such a way that consumers want to buy the 

product. This method was discussed in detail in section 5.2.6. Fishermen have less means to use 

discursive power in such a way as they are dependent on direct buyers and actors further towards 

the end of the supply chain to get a good price for their product. Fishermen do have another 
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resource, namely fishermen’s knowledge. This type of knowledge is based on years of experience at 

sea and consists of knowledge on optimal locations for catching marketable fish and on the dynamics 

of fish stocks and seasonal variation, for instance. Although this knowledge is very useful for the 

fishermen themselves to optimise their weekly fishing trips, it is less suitable to be used for gaining 

discursive power. Firstly, the fishermen’s knowledge needs to be updated to include locations of 

fishing ground where marketable fish can be caught without a large amount of discards. This was 

stated by one of the interviewed scientists. This statement stands its ground regardless of which 

policy arrangement is dominant, as it focuses on the overall policy of a reduction of discards. 

Additionally, although fishermen might have tried to use their knowledge in order to favour their 

own discourse, this type of knowledge is not valued nearly as much as scientific knowledge by the 

actors that play the most important role in the decision-making processes: the policy makers. 

Consumers also tend to value scientific knowledge or the information spread by NGOs more than 

knowledge originating from the fishing sector. The use of this resource to gain discursive power is 

therefore very limited.  

Actors that belong to this policy arrangement are still bound to formal institutional rules that 

were explained in chapter 4 and in the previous section. However, the economic policy arrangement 

also has its own set of rules. The rules of governance are defined as being of the liberal-pluralist type. 

Consumer demand and, consequently, the market drives the arrangement. This is confirmed by the 

findings that the actions of direct buyers are led by consumer demand, and the fact that fishermen’s 

choices per fishing trip are based on the market price of fish.  Rules are based on competition and 

access to the policy arrangement is open for all kind of actors who have a stake in the demersal fish 

market. Beside the three actor groups that are included in this arrangement, this mainly refers to 

retailers further towards the end of the supply chain. Interactions between actors are mainly 

business-like. This is also found in the empirical data that were described in section 5.3.  
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6. Solutions for the Dutch discard policy problem  

This chapter explores different solutions for the discard policy problem in the Dutch demersal 

fisheries based on empirical results and, where necessary, supported by secondary data. The 

currently established policy arrangements provide the frame in which the various instruments are 

considered. The first section discusses what  makes a policy arrangement legitimate and assesses the 

legitimacy of the currently existing policy arrangements. In section 6.2, the suitability of three 

suggested policy instruments is discussed, based on expected effectivity and their ability to bridge 

the gap between the ecological and the economic policy arrangement. Section 6.3 selects the most 

suitable instruments and discusses how these would alter the currently established policy 

arrangements and influence their legitimacy. It thereby takes into account two types of policy 

change: integration and renewal. Additionally, this section elaborates on the opportunities for 

establishing political modernisation in the Dutch discard policy domain.   

6.1 Legitimacy of a policy arrangement  

This section discusses the concept of legitimacy. In order for a policy arrangement to function 

optimally, it should be perceived as legitimate by all key actor groups as this would optimize 

compliance. Steffek (2009) emphasizes the importance of legitimacy by all actor groups by stating 

that legitimacy can only be established empirically through a public discourse that involves both the 

rulers and the ruled-over. In the light of discard-reducing policy, the importance of legitimacy is 

stressed by Eliasen et al. (2013). They state that the behaviour of fishermen is influenced by the 

extent to which they perceive a policy regulation as fair and legitimate. Eliasen et al. (2015) describe 

two different types of legitimacy: process legitimacy and content legitimacy. Process legitimacy 

refers to the fairness of the decision-making process and interaction between different actor groups. 

Trust in the decision-making bodies and stakeholder involvement in the decision-making process is 

important. In this case, this means that there should be mutual understanding between the fishing 

sector and the Dutch government, but also between the sector and the European institutions and 

between the Dutch government and the European institutions. Content legitimacy focuses on the 

legitimacy of specific policies and policy instruments. The legitimacy of the current dominant policy 

arrangement is discussed in the next section, taking into account both process and content 

legitimacy. Subsequently, the (potential) legitimacy of the economic policy arrangement is discussed. 

After identifying legitimate and illegitimate aspects of both arrangements, sections 6.2 and 6.3 are 

dedicated to combining legitimate elements and finding the optimal policy arrangement for a 

reduction of discards in the mixed fisheries of the Dutch demersal fishing sector. 

6.1.1 Legitimacy of the ecological policy arrangement  

In the previous chapter, political legitimacy was described as one of the resources in the ecological 

policy arrangement. However, the extent of this political legitimacy is disputable. Both from 

literature and from empirical data, several inconsistencies potentially reducing political legitimacy 

were identified. This problem plays on a scale that is broader than the scope of this thesis, namely on 

the European level. However, the issues surrounding discard-reducing policy in the Netherlands 

(partly) come forth from this lack of political legitimacy in the CFP. For this reason, this broader scope 

is briefly discussed.  

Attempts to move the CFP from a centralized, top-down management form towards a 

regionalised, results-based form of management were described in chapter four. One of the reasons 
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to make this change was the fact that this would enhance perceived legitimacy by other actor 

groups. However, it was concluded in the same chapter that allowance for non-governmental actors 

to participate in decision-making processes is still very limited and besides, chances to participate are 

not equal for the different actor groups, reducing the process legitimacy. In discard-reducing policy in 

the Netherlands particularly, this becomes painfully clear. The landing obligation in its current form 

does not offer ways to adjust it to the characteristics of specific fisheries, which creates a large 

problem for the Dutch demersal fishing sector. This policy instrument is therefore highly centralized 

and completely contradictory to the course towards results-based management; the course the EU 

has declared they would like to take in the CFP. As such contradictions lead to confusion and 

frustration, this results in non-compliance and the perception that the policy instrument is not 

legitimate. The landing obligation therefore lacks content legitimacy.  

The actor groups included in the ecological policy arrangement are policy makers, scientists and 

NGOs, with the policy makers controlling the resource of political legitimacy. Although this thesis 

usually refers to the national government when discussing policy makers, it is important here to 

include the role of the European institutions. Section 5.2.2 described a gap between the European 

institutional bodies and the national government in the sense that the landing obligation is perceived 

as a goal by the first, but as a mere instrument by the second. If the governmental actors themselves 

do not agree upon the correct use of a policy measure, it is virtually impossible to legitimise the 

measure for other groups. From the empirical data, it became clear that scientists do not perceive 

the landing obligation as a legitimate instrument as it would lead to non-compliance and as its 

implementation was too rapid, without sufficient consideration of possible consequences. Eliasen et 

al. (2015) confirm that the speed of the implementation process negatively impacts process 

legitimacy. For NGOs, the last actor group in this policy arrangement, the matter is different. In the 

case of discard reduction, they have used their discursive power, aided by societal pressure, to steer 

the decision-making bodies towards an adoption of a radical instrument such as the landing 

obligation. As NGOs fully support the landing obligation as a discard-reducing policy instrument, this 

creates content legitimacy for them. On a European level, NGOs were able to use discursive power 

because of the enhanced opportunities to lobby since the adoption of the Lisbon treaty. This was 

explained in chapter four. Because of the considerable input NGOs can have on the EP, they are quite 

involved in the decision-making process, which leads them to perceive that there is process 

legitimacy in the ecological policy arrangement.  

Concluding, both process and content legitimacy could be improved in the ecological policy 

arrangement. Main reasons for this are the centralized decision-making process, inconsistencies 

between the objectives of European and national institutional bodies, and the rapid implementation 

of the current policy instrument. Of the non-governmental actor groups, NGOs are the only ones that 

do perceive sufficient legitimacy of this policy arrangement. The main reason for this is their 

relatively large involvement in the decision-making process. This shows once more that stakeholder 

involvement is crucial to create legitimacy. 

6.1.2 Legitimacy of the economic policy arrangement  

As the economic policy arrangement lacks the inclusion of policy makers, the traditional form of 

legitimacy, based on electoral processes and the acceptance that governmental actors have formal 

authorities (Fuchs & Kalfagianni, 2009), is absent. This does not mean that the economic policy 

arrangement is totally illegitimate. Additionally, policy arrangements are a temporary stabilization of 
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dynamic policy processes, which means that the legitimacy might change over time. For these 

reasons, this section discusses the potential legitimacy of the economic policy arrangement.  

Starting with the fishing sector, they perceive the economic policy arrangement as legitimate. 

From the empirical data, it can be deduced that the sector is quite conservative. Their “old” fishing 

techniques are perceived as legitimate based on tradition and on the idea that fishermen have the 

right to fish and to decide themselves about the methods they use. In that sense, they do not value 

the political legitimacy of governmental actors much. However, in the broader picture, fishermen do 

not find much support for the economic policy arrangement and their role in it. Public perception is 

namely more in favour of sustainability and, especially, against the waste of an important food 

source. Because of the enormous impact of NGOs and, in the case of a reduction of discards, TV 

celebrities, and the way they accused the fishing sector to be responsible for the problem, the 

general public does not perceive the old fishing techniques as legitimate. However, recently the 

sector used an interesting form of discursive power to gain legitimacy for the economic policy 

arrangement. In the first month after implementation of the landing obligation for the demersal 

fishing sector in 2016, a fisherman showed the “wasteful practices” of the landing obligation in a 

video on social media (Visserijnieuws, 2016b). Discards of sole were marked with a red fluid to make 

them unsuitable for human consumption. These shocking images led to indignation on social media. 

Thus, the same discourse used by general public, policy makers and the NGOs is used by the fishing 

sector to achieve the exact opposite: legitimacy to discard everything at sea, where fishermen 

believe a high percentage of the fish survive, instead of legitimacy to land everything that is caught. 

The question is whether the discursive power of the fishing sector is powerful enough to turn the 

tide. Due to the large influence of the NGOs and their better access to monetary resources, the 

sector is not able to “win”, according to the interviewed fisherman. Foremen of the sector also 

confirmed that the sector will have to innovate towards selectivity. The question is: what kind of 

policy arrangement can create an economically viable situation and realise selective demersal 

fisheries?  

As described in the previous chapter, the discourse of direct buyers differs somewhat from that 

of the fishing sector (and the fish auctions). As they value quality and sustainability more, they are 

already closer to the general public. So, to what extent are they able to legitimise the economic 

policy arrangement? According to Fuchs & Kalfagianni (2009), buyers and retail companies are able 

to use a form of legitimacy named output legitimacy: focusing on results instead of democratic 

procedures. Output legitimacy is in that sense similar to content legitimacy. Arguments to gain 

output legitimacy are based on promoting a public good. In this case, the public goods are fish 

products, a resource that is present in the economic policy arrangement. Ecolabelling and traceability 

of the product are identified as important aspects influencing the effectivity of promotion (Fuchs et 

al., 2009). Important to note is that such measures are not only created to meet consumer demands, 

but also to shape the demands of consumers to the interests of the buyers and retailers. Once again, 

storytelling around a product emerges as an important instrument to create legitimacy. However, as 

sustainability plays a large role in gaining this output legitimacy, it is most likely to arise in a different 

policy arrangement than the current economic policy arrangement: one in which the economic 

market is a large influencer, but at the same time goes hand in hand with the highly valued 

sustainability discourse. Possibly, actors from the ecological policy arrangement could take part in 

such a potential policy arrangement. As the fishing sector largely depends upon the course set by 

direct buyers and retailers further along in the chain, it might also be possible to gain this actor group 
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in such a new policy arrangement. The next section explores these, and other, options to combine 

legitimate elements from both arrangements. 

6.2 The potential of suggested policy instruments  

From the different suggested alternative policy instruments to improve selectivity, the following are 

the most discussed possibilities: innovation in fishing gears, both on a small scale but also through 

radical gear changes; creating awareness among consumers, thus creating a shift in the market 

towards a demand for fish that is more selectively fished or fish species that are less susceptible to 

unselective fishing; creating awareness among fishermen so that they shift more from an economic 

to an ecological discourse. The expected effectivity and suitability of each instrument is discussed in 

this section. 

6.2.1 Innovations in fishing gears  

Innovations in fishing gears that were discussed during the empirical research refer mainly to 

innovations that enhance the selectivity of the fishing gear. Net innovations and the use of sorting 

panels/escape panels were mentioned. However, it was stressed that all these gear innovations 

would only lead to the fine-tuning of selectivity. Literature acknowledges that nets with larger mesh 

widths or the use of escape panels increases selectivity, but does not lead to demersal fisheries that 

are completely free of discards (Bayse et al., 2016; Grimaldo et al., 2015). Revolutionary fishing 

techniques were mentioned as a potential solution for a truly significant reduction of discards, both 

by the North Sea Foundation as representatives of the fishing sector. However, when investigating 

whether there were any concrete plans or programs, the answer was no. The question about whose 

responsibility this was, was that the initiative should lie with the fishing sector and the government. 

The obstacle lies with the fact that the fishing sector needs an economic incentive (Foreman 1; 

Foreman 2). Additionally, the landing obligation causes fishermen to feel very pressured and forces 

them to take short-term measures, whereas the development of revolutionary fishing gear would be 

a long-term project. Due to monetary and time constraints, it is concluded that the answer to the 

Dutch discard policy problem cannot be found in innovation of fishing gears. It could be a solution for 

the longer term, but even then, it would still have to be accompanied by either a workable economic 

incentive that does not force fishermen to take short-term measures or by a shift of fishermen 

towards a less profit-oriented discourse.  

In the context of discards, Depestele (2015) describes the perfect gear as having minimal 

economic costs, maximum social output and minimal impact on non-target species, marine habitats 

and the entire ecosystem. Although this is not likely to be found in the near future, a development 

program of such gears is possibly the best way to improve the interactions between gear scientists 

and the fishing sector. Despite differing objectives, in which the fishing sector aims to improve catch 

efficiency whereas scientists might reason from a more ecological perspective, the development of 

selective fishing gears can be seen as a common goal (Depestele, 2015). Could this, then, also be part 

of the solution for the gap between the ecological and the economic policy arrangement?  

In a situation where there is mutual trust and sufficient dialogue between scientists and the 

fishing sector, scientists could partly bridge the gap between the two arrangements using their 

scientific knowledge to update the knowledge of fishermen (Scientist 2). This would result in 

fishermen’s knowledge being more based on scientific facts than on anecdotes. Furthermore, 

scientists could aid in documentation of data gathered by fishermen and in improving accuracy of 

gathered data. This makes fishermen’s knowledge more suitable to be used as a resource and in a 
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policy where (scientific) knowledge is highly valued, this would imply that the fishing sector would be 

more involved in the decision-making processes. The gap between the two arrangements is not 

expected to be fully bridged, but at least the gap between the resource dimensions might become 

smaller. Besides this mobilisation of fishermen’s knowledge, fisheries data accuracy would also be 

improved as they would come from two sources: scientific surveys and data collected on fishing trips. 

Thirdly, the enlarged responsibility of the fishing sector might also induce a change in the discourse 

of the fishermen. Their updated knowledge could create a better understanding of the ecosystem 

and might therefore make them feel more responsible for sustainably managing the North Sea. 

However, the main discourse maintained by fishermen is still expected to be economic. This implies 

the gap not being fully closed.  

To achieve this, trust between scientists and the fishing sector is essential. Compared to the past, 

trust relationships have already improved. Still, there is much to be gained, especially in the way the 

fishing sector mistrusts scientists. Reluctance to share information with scientists should be set aside. 

Ongoing dialogue and cooperation between the two actor groups is therefore recommended. A 

recent VisNed statement tells us that this still requires improvement (VisNed, 2016). The foremen of 

the fishing sector are expected to play an important role as facilitators of cooperation. If this 

cooperation takes place in a developing gear program, as Depestele (2015) suggests, close 

collaboration is ensured. Through this collaboration, fishermen’s knowledge is updated while at the 

same time working towards a goal that is perceived as important by both actor groups. This common 

goal might be an important aspect in improving mutual trust between gear scientists and the fishing 

sector, bringing together actor groups from two different policy arrangements.  

6.2.2 Consumer awareness 

Consumer awareness is seen as an important instrument in discard-reducing policy by direct buyers, 

policy makers and NGOs. As consumers are the final targets for fish products, this instrument might 

be suitable to create a discard-reducing policy that is both economically and ecologically viable. 

There are three important things to consider: responsibility for establishing consumer awareness; the 

role of export; and the mind-set of the fishermen.  

Firstly, consumer awareness is not established in itself and therefore, at least one actor group 

should be responsible for its establishment. The policy makers declared that consumer awareness 

lies outside their scope and expressed their hopes that NGOs could play a role in this. The North Sea 

Foundation said that they could definitely play a role here, for example by informing consumers with 

the Good Fish Guide. Other NGOs are known to use more coercive forms of discursive power, often 

simultaneously pressuring large retail companies. Buyers could use storytelling to create consumer 

awareness. With storytelling, a market for discards could be created. As long as sustainability 

remains a key factor for all actor groups, the risk of deliberately targeting discards remains small. 

Additionally, eco-labelling was often mentioned during interviews. Organisations such as MSC do not 

yet use selectivity as an indicator for sustainable fishing, so there are still possibilities here. Selden et 

al. (2016) investigated the use of eco-labelling in ecosystem-based fisheries management and 

concluded that MSC-certified fisheries performed better on some sustainability criteria, but not all. 

There were no differences in discard rates between certified and non-certified fisheries. However, 

this is quite logical as selectivity is not yet a criteria used by MSC. The extent to which it is useful to 

use eco-labelling as an instrument is thus disputable. Kalshoven & Meijboom (2013) argue that eco-

labels alone are not sufficient to solve ethical dilemmas and that eco-labels often focus on the large 

retail companies, pressured by NGOs. However, the role of the direct buyers should not be 
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underestimated as they are the ones who make the “real” choice. As the use of eco-labels is limited, 

it is important that actors in the fish supply chain reflect and elaborate on their core values 

(Kalshoven & Meijboom, 2013). A combination of eco-labelling and storytelling (focussing on core 

values and elaborating on choices made by direct buyers) would therefore be more ideal than solely 

using eco-labels.  

Secondly, the importance of export should be taken into account: the majority of fish caught in 

the Dutch demersal fisheries is exported (Seafish, 2008; Beukers, 2011). Remarkably, some actor 

groups thought this was an obstruction to creating consumer awareness, whereas others saw it as an 

opportunity. The fact that there are more EU-countries involved does provide an additional 

argument in favour of eco-labelling. For example, MSC is an international organisation that is 

acknowledged in many other EU countries. NGOs could also bundle their forces, especially the large 

NGOs such as Greenpeace and WWF, which are represented in many EU-countries.   

Finally, even if consumer awareness is successfully established, a change in the mind-set of the 

fishermen is still needed. As was stated by one of the direct buyers, they should focus more on what 

the consumers want instead of what they want. First improvements are made by some fisheries who 

are willing to innovate in cooperation with direct buyers. A closer cooperation is desired and should 

be strived for by both parties. With an increase in consumer awareness, the fishing sector will have 

to innovate in the end for their own economic gain. When combining this with an update and 

mobilisation of fishermen’s knowledge, the new attitude of the fishing sector in a combination of the 

ecological and the economic policy arrangement might already solve a large part of the discard 

problem, as it is largely influenced by choices made by fishermen at sea (Trapman & Kraan, 2015).  

6.2.3 Fishermen awareness  

The creation of fishermen awareness, referring to improved fishermen’s knowledge and behavioural 

innovations, goes largely hand in hand with the establishment of consumer awareness as this is an 

important economic driver. Fishermen awareness was deemed important by policy makers, 

scientists, NGOs and direct buyers. In Belgium, a tool that might potentially increase both consumer 

and fishermen awareness has recently been developed: VALDUVIS (referring to valorisation of 

sustainably and freshly caught fish). This measuring instrument aims to judge sustainability not only 

on the ecological aspect, but also on the social and economic aspects. VALDUVIS can be used in four 

different ways: as a monitoring instrument, a learning instrument, an information system, and as a 

certification system. The first two modes of application are focussed on creating fishermen 

awareness whereas the latter are more directed towards retailers and consumers. Thus, in this 

section the focus lies on the potential use of the tool as a monitoring and a learning instrument: 

monitoring in the sense that the transition towards sustainability of an individual vessel can be 

monitored over time; learning in the sense that fishermen can calculate their own sustainability 

score in cooperation with scientists and can discuss possible improvements in project groups. (Kinds 

& Sys, 2015)  

The creation of the VALDUVIS instrument took place in so-called multi-stakeholder processes. 

The goal of these processes was to build a bridge between what was perceived as important by the 

Belgian fishing sector on the one side and what was given priority by the science-oriented 

stakeholders on the other side, straight from the beginning of the project (Kinds & Sys, 2015). As was 

discussed earlier from empirical results, the goal in the Dutch case is essentially the same. The 

instrument might even remove various complaints about interaction processes between different 

actor groups. Fishermen, for example, complained about regulations and judgements being made by 
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‘office people’ who do not know anything about the life at sea or about the character of a fishing trip. 

If a project like this would be initiated with multi-stakeholder processes, the fishing sector would 

have more influence in the discussion on how to make their own business more sustainable. 

Secondly, the ongoing dialogue between scientists and fishermen that is badly needed in the 

Netherlands would be established in these processes. Due to the involvement of the Dutch 

government, mutual understanding between fishermen and policy makers might improve, which is 

required for an instrument to gain legitimacy for all key actor groups. Finally, in the Belgian model 

direct buyers and several retail companies are also included in the multi-stakeholder processes. 

When implementing such multi-stakeholder processes in the Dutch case, direct buyers might obtain 

a more pronounced role. This holds potential to establish both fishermen awareness and consumer 

awareness, as the direct buyers are the essential link between the fishing sector and retailers and 

consumers at the end of the supply chain. Inclusion in multi-stakeholder processes allows direct 

buyers to reflect more on their core sustainability values and communicate these core values 

towards both the fishing sector and retail companies/consumers. Sustainability values might then 

become more prominent in the discourse of the economic policy arrangement, thereby narrowing 

the gap with the ecological policy arrangement.  

VALDUVIS takes many sustainability indicators into account. Ecological sustainability is only one 

of the three main topics. Within the ecological category, discards are one of eight indicators (Kinds & 

Sys, 2015). The extent to which this instrument might establish a reduction of discards specifically is 

therefore disputable. However, multi-stakeholder processes aimed at improving fishermen 

awareness and the creation of mutual understanding could also be applied to discussions that are 

centred around discards specifically. Then again, it can also be discussed whether the discard policy 

problem should be examined in such detail. Examining the overall sustainability of demersal fisheries 

might provide more room for the fishing sector to innovate. It might also make their efforts more 

appreciated. Fishermen now feel that previous innovations (for example the transition from beam 

trawl to pulse trawl fisheries) were not appreciated at all in the light of the landing obligation for 

discards. If an instrument was chosen that views (ecological) sustainability in a broader segment, 

these innovations might be more appreciated. This, in turn, might make fishermen more compliant. 

Finally, an instrument such as VALDUVIS gives stakeholders more freedom to operate and therefore 

fits more in the direction the CFP wants to take: results-based management. 

6.2.4 Recommendations on policy instruments  

From this research, two main suggestions to significantly reduce discards come forward. Consumer 

awareness about the discard problem specifically could be established. If consumers, retailers and 

direct buyers demand that fish is caught discard-free, there is an economic incentive for the 

fishermen to innovate their fishing techniques. Ecolabels and storytelling are potential instruments 

to establish consumer awareness. Specifically on the topic of discards, both concepts require more 

research. Secondly, fishermen need to become more aware of the policy problem. Here, 

sustainability should be addressed on a broader scale than ‘just’ discards; basically, the discourse of 

fishermen should shift from economic to a more ecological discourse. Multi-stakeholder processes 

and a form of results-based management potentially aid in realising this transition. The broader 

ecological scope is needed in order for fishermen to understand why discards are perceived as a 

problem by other actor groups even if fish stocks are improving. This argument is now often used by 

Dutch fishermen: “Why do we need to bother about discards? Never before has there been this 

much plaice in the North Sea!”  



60 
 

A combination of the two instruments is recommended because it is not deemed realistic that 

fishermen will fully adopt an ecological discourse; there will always be a strong economic component 

that drives them. Therefore, the establishment of consumer awareness complements the 

improvement of fishermen awareness.  

6.3 Policy arrangements: room for policy change?  

6.3.1 Revision of established discourses  

This section discusses how the implementation of both consumer and fishermen awareness could 

alter the currently established policy arrangements. It should be noted that this part of the discussion 

is not based on empirical results but on expectations of the researcher. Data on the current situation 

are used as guidelines to speculate how discourses and policy arrangements might be altered. This 

section should therefore be seen as an exploration of the route the Dutch policy domain could take 

to achieve a discard-reducing possible that is workable for the different actor groups. Once again, the 

analysis starts from the discourse dimension. If both consumer and fishermen awareness would be 

established successfully, a shift in the discourses maintained by different actor groups is expected, 

which would result in the following discourses:  

¶ The fishing sector and fish auctions: “A reduction of discards is necessary in order to meet 

buyers’ and consumers’ demands. Besides, it is our responsibility to use the North Sea 

resources in an ecologically sustainable way.”   

¶ Policy makers: “Discards are unsustainable and unethical: they unnecessarily disturb the 

ecosystem and are a waste of an important food source.” 

¶ Scientists: “Discards are a disturbance of the natural ecosystem and their reduction will 

have a positive effect on the ecosystem and fish stocks on the long term.” 

¶ Non-governmental organisations: “Discards restrict fisheries from sustainable 

management and are unethical as they are a waste of an important food source.” 

¶ Direct buyers: “A reduction of discards is an important ecological and economic goal. 

Therefore, we favour fish from selective fisheries.”  

Policy makers, scientists and NGOs maintain the same, ecologically oriented, discourses as 

defined in chapter 5. However, the discourses of the fishing sector/fish auctions and the direct 

buyers are modified due to increased fishermen’s knowledge, deeper elaboration on core values of 

buyers and participation in multi-stakeholder processes. The discourse of the fishing sector has a 

clear economic and ecological component. Direct buyers already acknowledged the ecological 

importance of a reduction of discards, but feel more responsibility to act on this once consumers 

demand it. So, how does this alter the existing policy arrangements?  

Due to the unaltered discourses of the three actor groups embedded in the ecological policy 

arrangement, this policy arrangement is expected to remain intact. However, illegitimate elements 

should be eliminated in order to establish an effective discard-reducing policy. Theoretically, this 

could be done either by renewing the policy arrangement or by integrating the ecological 

arrangement with the economic arrangement (Arts & Leroy, 2006).  

In the new, hypothetical, situation, the actor groups within the economic policy arrangement 

have changed their discourses. However, the economic component remains important. It is therefore 

not realistic to predict the establishment of an integrated version of the ecological and economic 

policy arrangement. The differences between what is given priority by different actor groups is too 

large. However, renewal of the two arrangements could lead to two legitimate policy arrangements 
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that co-exist and collaborate, thereby reducing the gap between the two arrangements. This is 

depicted in Figure 7. The first scheme depicts the current situation: although there are social 

interactions between actor groups from the different policy arrangements, there is a wide gap that 

limits the effectivity of collaborations towards a successful discard policy. The future scenario that is 

sketched in the second scheme indicates that both policy arrangements are still established, albeit in 

a renewed and legitimate form that brings them closer together. Renewal of the ecological and the 

economic policy arrangement are now discussed separately.   

 
 

 

 

6.3.2 Renewal of the ecological policy arrangement  

Section 6.1 identified several illegitimate elements of the ecological policy arrangement. These were: 

a highly centralized decision-making process; inconsistencies between European and national 

governmental actors; and the rapid implementation of the landing obligation as the policy 

instrument to reduce discards. The first illegitimate element implies that there should be a change in 

the ‘rules of the game’ dimension. Analysed from the discourse dimension, the ‘new’ rules of 

governance should enable a form of results-based management on the national level. As 

(a) Policy arrangements – current situation  

(b) Policy arrangements – future scenario 

Figure 7 Policy change in the Dutch discard policy domain 
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implementation is the responsibility of individual MSs, they are given a certain degree of freedom on 

how to organise responsibilities between different stakeholders (van Hoof, 2010). In the 

Netherlands, a system of co-management was established with the single objective of managing 

quotas. Lessons that were learned from this case were that this co-management reduced non-

compliance and monitoring costs (van Hoof, 2010). However, the same research states that co-

management only applied to this aspect of national fisheries policy. To remove the illegitimate 

element of a highly centralized decision-making process, this form of co-management could also be 

applied to discard-reducing policy. Verweij & van Densen (2010) combine this concept of fishermen 

as co-managers with the establishment of multi-stakeholder processes  much like the ones that were 

used in the creation of VALDUVIS. Here, the necessity for fishermen to broaden their gaze from single 

stock statuses to wider ecological implications is underlined. Besides, multi-stakeholder processes 

include more stakeholders than the more traditional co-management form described by van Hoof 

(2010). Fisheries scientists are urged to present their arguments more comprehensible and complete 

in order to avoid repetitive and unfruitful discussions and in order to bridge the gap between the 

different stakeholders. Summarizing, this has the following implications for the renewal of the 

ecological policy arrangement: the limited access for decision-making in the rules of the game 

dimension shifts to open access for decision-making, with the scientists playing an essential role in 

coordinating this open decision-making process.  

The other two illegitimate elements refer to the landing obligation as a policy instrument 

specifically. It is not expected that either the creation of consumer awareness and of fishermen 

awareness encounter similar legitimacy problems. Inconsistencies between European and national 

governmental actors are less likely to happen in the context of results-based management as the 

goals are set at a more regional level. Furthermore, the landing obligation has legitimacy issues due 

to rapid implementation and the fact that the regulations did not agree with fishermen’s regular 

fishing practices (Eliasen et al., 2015; van Hoof, 2010). Both the establishment of consumer 

awareness and of fishermen awareness are long-term processes that require close cooperation; thus, 

the character of these instruments is radically different than the character of the landing obligation.  

6.3.3 Renewal of the economic policy arrangement  

The original discourse of the economic policy arrangement was defined as follows: “A reduction of 

discards is desired only if this is economically viable.” However, if behavioural innovations in the 

fishing sector are established and direct buyers focus more on their core sustainability values by 

participating in multi-stakeholder processes, it is expected to be redefined to: “Ecological and 

economic sustainability requires discard-free fisheries.”  How does this ‘new’ discourse influence the 

actors, rules of the game, and resource dimensions?  

First, the discourses of the fishing sector and direct buyers are much more similar in this renewed 

arrangement. It might therefore be the case that discourse coalitions are established. The first 

careful business arrangements, for example between a buyer 2 and Ekofish Group from Urk, might 

be a starting point for the creation of such discourse coalitions. However, the traditional mind-set of 

many fishermen was highlighted as problematic (Buyer 2). It is therefore the task of the foremen of 

the fishing sector to try to incentivise the entire fishing sector to move towards such sustainable 

business arrangements. Consumer awareness and the economic incentive it creates is expected to 

help with this.  

The rules of the game are expected to still be led by the market, as there is still a large economic 

drive. Consumer awareness influences the market but does not necessarily change the rules that are 
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attached to it. Hence, there is still open access to the economic policy arrangement, which is based 

on market rules of competition.  

As for the resources, the economic policy arrangement will gain legitimacy by adopting a 

discourse that is supported by civil society. The fishing sector is expected to (partially) claim 

responsibility for the reduction of discards and to improve their knowledge. Their control over the 

resources in the arrangement will be more firm, which strengthens not only their position in the 

economic policy arrangement but might also bridge the gap between the ecological and the 

economic policy arrangement. For the direct buyers, economic sustainability already played a role. 

This is expected to become even more prominent, which means direct buyers will gain output 

legitimacy and are also able to strengthen their interactions with NGOs and policy makers. This might 

give them access to decision-making processes in the dominant ecological policy arrangement.  

6.3.4 The future of discard policy: a case of political modernisation?  

In chapter 2, political modernisation was presented as the influence of social change on a policy 

domain and policy arrangements. To what extent does social change influence the discard policy on a 

national and European level?  

Throughout the analysis, it is observed that civil society has had quite a lot of influence on the 

discourses maintained by actors who have access to decision-making processes. This has been 

especially evident on the European level, where discard-policy was revised largely because society 

demanded it (chapter 1). However, chapter 2 explained that one case in which a societal discourse 

induces a change in the policy domain is not enough to call it political modernisation.  

The increasing participation of non-governmental actors in policy making is a potential source of 

political modernisation (van Tatenhove & Leroy, 2003; van Hoof, 2010).  This results in changing 

interrelations between the state, the market and civil society. Two phenomena that have influenced 

these interrelations are societalisation and marketisation (van Tatenhove & Leroy, 2003). 

Societalisation refers to increasing cooperation between the state and civil society in governance 

processes. Hereby, participatory governance is increased. For policy makers, societalisation enhances 

legitimacy due to improved communication with society. For citizens, it implies the establishment of 

new policy arrangements that co-exist alongside the more traditional ones. These arrangements are 

often of the ‘sub-politics’ type: non-state actors dominate the arrangement and the arrangement is 

capable of challenging existing discourses and the rules of the game of the more traditional 

arrangement (Liefferink, 2006). Marketisation refers to intermingling of the state and the market. 

This usually implies an increase in innovative economic instruments, of which ITQs are an example in 

fisheries policy, and in a shared responsibility between the state and the industry. From the market 

perspective, new innovative policy arrangements could arise. Civil society can be included as actively 

involved consumers. Both societalisation and marketisation have rule-altering potentials that 

increase participatory governance that could indicate and even catalyse political change (van 

Tatenhove & Leroy, 2003).  

Regarding this case study, marketisation is observed in the form of the economic policy 

arrangement coexisting alongside the dominant ecological policy arrangement. The possibility of 

actively involving consumers was thoroughly discussed in section 6.2.2. The economic policy 

arrangement has therefore the potential to induce political change. Societalisation is not as well-

established; although policy makers value the societal discourse on discards, society is not included 

in participatory governance settings.  
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Concluding, marketisation of the national discard-policy has the most potential to induce policy 

change into the desired direction of results-based management; responsibilities lie with the fishing 

industry itself, and due to the open-access character of the market-based rules, other non-

governmental actors such as direct buyers and NGOs have the opportunity to influence the 

arrangement. Consumer awareness could create actively involved citizens. Although it is expected 

that such a renewed economic policy arrangement still coexists alongside the ecological policy 

arrangement, these processes of policy change might minimise the gap between the two 

arrangements, resulting in the much-desired results-based management of discards in the Dutch 

demersal fisheries.  
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7. Conclusion and recommendations  

This chapter provides the answers to the research questions (section 7.1), reflects on the quality of 

the empirical and theoretical research (section 7.2) and concludes with final recommendations for 

various actors in the policy domain of the Dutch demersal fisheries (section 7.3). The answers to the 

research questions are mainly based on the empirical findings presented in chapter five and six. This 

chapter provides no new information, but summarizes the most important findings in the form of 

these concluding answers and additional final recommendations.  

7.1 Answers to research questions  

7.1.1 Actors’ roles and perceptions concerning a reduction of discards  

The first research question was centred around the roles and perceptions of the different 

stakeholders in the Dutch demersal fisheries concerning the reduction of discard practices in mixed 

fisheries and was divided in two sub-questions. Question 1.1 aimed to identify the discourses about a 

reduction of discard practices of the six key actor groups. Full definitions were described in section 

5.4.1. The most important finding is that there is a clear division of actor groups with an ecological 

discourse and actor groups with an economic discourse. This resulted in identification of an 

ecological policy arrangement based on the discourse: “Discards are ecologically unsustainable: they 

unnecessarily disturb the ecosystem and their reduction will improve the management of healthy fish 

stocks.”  Additionally, an economic policy arrangement with the following discourse was defined: “A 

reduction of discards is desired only if this is economically viable.” Policy makers, scientists and NGOs 

belong to the ecological policy arrangement. The fishing sector, fish auctions and direct buyers 

belong to the economic policy arrangement.  

Sub-question 1.2 analysed discourse coalitions, discursive power and rules of governance 

through which the actors operate their discourses. Concluding, in the ecological arrangement there is 

a discourse coalition that includes policy makers and NGOs, but not scientists. Similarly, the fishing 

sector  and the fish auctions form a discourse coalition in the economic arrangement, which thus 

does not include direct buyers. Actor groups have access to resources through discursive power to 

various extents. Within the ecological arrangement, policy makers and NGOs use discursive power by 

addressing ethical arguments that are highly valued by civil society. Scientists could potentially use 

their scientific knowledge as discursive power; however, the extent to which they use this is 

disputable as scientists aim to be independent, objective researchers in the first place. In the 

economic policy arrangement, the fishing sector does not have much options to use discursive power 

as their fishermen’s knowledge needs to be updated first in the light of the recent discard policy 

measures. Direct buyers have control over the fish products in the supply chain and could use 

storytelling as an instrument to mobilise discursive power and influence retailers and consumers.  

Finally, formal rules of governance in the ecological arrangement are currently granting limited 

access for decision-making processes, but are open to advice. Additionally, the market is an 

important determining factor in the behaviour of the fishing sector and direct buyers in the economic 

arrangement. These rules are based on competition and grant access to all kind of actor groups to 

participate.  

7.1.2 A solution for the Dutch discard policy problem  

The second research question focused on identifying policy instruments as solutions for the discard 

policy problem that are workable for the different actor groups. Sub-question 2.1 explored which 
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instruments were preferred by the different actors. This resulted in the three following suggestions: 

(1) innovations in fishing gears, (2) the establishment of consumer awareness, and (3) the 

establishment of fishermen awareness. Responsibilities were assigned to the fishing sector and the 

policy makers in the first case, to NGOs and direct buyers in the second case and to scientists, policy 

makers and the fishing sector in the third case.  

Sub-question 2.2 addressed the legitimacy and effectivity of these three instruments and their 

influence on the currently established policy arrangements. It is concluded that the establishment of 

both consumer awareness and fishermen awareness could potentially solve the discard policy 

problem. Innovation in fishing gears are not considered to be effective when established as the sole 

policy instrument, especially not with the short-term threats that are faced in the light of the landing 

obligation. Establishment of fishermen awareness implies a critical role for fisheries scientists in 

multi-stakeholder processes to bridge the current gap between the ecological and the economic 

policy arrangement as well as efforts of the foremen of fishing organisations to actively involve their 

followers in these processes. The rules of the game in the ecological policy arrangement are 

expected to change with the introduction of these multi-stakeholder processes in terms of decision-

making processes being more open to different actor groups. Secondly, the establishment of 

consumer awareness mainly requires input from NGOs and direct buyers. Direct buyers already value 

sustainability but could act even more on this. Storytelling and ecolabels could aid in establishing 

consumer awareness.  

The establishment of both instruments is expected to narrow the gap between the two currently 

established arrangements because of increased stakeholder participation and the shift of the fishing 

sector towards an economic discourse with an ecological component, both incentivised by 

consumers and direct buyers and established through improved fishermen knowledge and a closer 

cooperation with scientists.  

7.2 Reflection on theoretical and empirical research  

7.2.1 Theoretical research  

The results of this thesis were analysed using the theory on policy arrangements and political 

modernisation as the conceptual framework. Throughout the research, this appeared to be a useful 

tool to obtain a clear overview of the current situation in this specific policy domain and of the roles 

and responsibilities of the different actor groups. The resulting identification of an ecological and an 

economic policy arrangement is therefore a valid finding that is very useful to analyse the discard 

policy problem in greater detail since a policy arrangement allows a situation to be assessed from 

four different perspectives (the four dimensions). This thesis made further use of the theory on 

policy arrangements by exploring how different policy instruments would alter the current situation. 

Again, the tetrahedron provided a clear frame. However, the reasoning about the effectivity of the 

instruments and the way they would influence currently established arrangements is largely based 

on expectations. Suggestions about the instruments were done by actors in the policy domain, but 

the ex ante evaluation that followed is not supported by empirical research. This part of the thesis 

should therefore be seen as a hypothesis rather than a conclusion. The ‘hypothesis’ is supported by 

suggestions from literature and therefore still provides valid findings. However, it is mainly the base 

for more empirical research in this policy field.  

Statements about political modernisation have to be interpreted with care as well. Political 

modernisation is not easily established and a change in one specific policy domain is not enough to 
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examine this phenomenon. This case, and the conclusion on increasing participatory governance 

being the precursor of political modernisation, should therefore be extensively compared with 

similar environmental policy cases in order to assess processes of political modernisation.  

7.2.2 Empirical research  

As this thesis is a minor thesis, there was only a limited amount of time for carrying out the empirical 

research. For this reason, the selection of interviewees is quite small. All respondents did provide 

information which together formed useful results. However, during the research it became apparent 

that two actor groups would be useful to include in future research: firstly, an organisation such as 

MSC could provide more insights in the potential role of consumers and the suitability of ecolabels as 

a discard-reducing policy instrument. This would have been especially valid as it is still unknown how 

much MSC values selectivity as a sustainability indicator. Secondly, retail companies could provide 

more insights in the dimensions of the economic policy arrangement. Direct buyers were a useful 

actor group to consider, but in this thesis quite a lot of their statements and actions have been 

extrapolated to include retail companies. These findings would gain in validity if primary data on 

retail companies were used.  

This last argument also holds for the fish auctions as an actor group. Since it was not possible to 

interview any representatives, results on this actor group are obtained from secondary data. At some 

point, it was chosen to group the fish auctions together with the fishing sector. Secondary data 

provided sufficient information to make this a legitimate choice. However, new insights could be 

gained from primary data and otherwise, primary data would provide even more arguments in 

favour of the choice to group the fishing sector and the fish auctions.  

Finally, it was stated in the methodology that, due to the limitations of the case study method, 

results of this thesis were expected to provide insights in decision-making processes and cooperation 

between actors in this specific case. However, they are not easily applied to other policy 

implementation cases as this research project has a very specific focus. At the end of this research, 

this is still considered to be a valid point.  

7.3 Final recommendations  

The final recommendations are directed towards the different key actor groups that were included in 

this research project (with the exception of the fish auctions) and are based on the presented 

conclusions.  

For the fishing sector, it is important to improve the cooperation with scientists and to gather 

more data on discards. This will enhance the knowledge of fishermen and allows them to have more 

influence on discard policy. Foremen of the fishing sector are encouraged to maintain ongoing 

dialogue both with scientists and the fishermen they represent.  

Policy makers are recommended to ensure the establishment of multi-stakeholder processes so 

that the implementation processes of EU regulated policy become more transparent. This increases 

legitimacy of the national discard-reducing policy.  

Scientists have the ability to bridge the gap with the fishing sector. In order to do this, they as 

well are recommended to make efforts to maintain ongoing dialogues. Additionally, scientific results 

and conclusions should be presented in a clear way. The attended meeting in Den Helder is a good 

example of a desirable setting for these interactions.  
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NGOs are recommended to explore in what way consumer awareness can be created in order to 

provide an economic incentive for the fishing sector to reduce discards. A cooperation with direct 

buyers and/or retail companies is a promising suggestion that should be considered in more detail.  

For the same reason as described above, direct buyers are recommended to cooperate with 

NGOs in order to establish consumer awareness. Additionally, they could play an important role in 

providing an economic incentive for the fishing sector to fish more selectively. Direct buyers are 

therefore advised  to reflect on their own core sustainability values and to act on those when doing 

business with the fishing sector.  
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List of interviews  

I-1 The fishing sector  

Who (reference in text)      Date  Duration (minutes) 

 

Representative Nederlandse Vissersbond (Foreman 1)   23/11/2015 35 

 

Representative VisNed (Foreman 2)    01/12/2015 33 

 

Fisherman (Fisherman)      12/12/2015 29  

 

I-2 Policy makers  

Who (reference in text)      Date  Duration (minutes) 

 

Employee Ministry of Economic Affairs (employee MEA) 05/01/2016 39  

 

I-3 Scientists 

Who (reference in text)      Date  Duration (minutes) 

 

IMARES scientist (Scientist 1)     15/09/2015 ±50  

 

VisNed scientist (Scientist 2)      20/11/2015 57 

 

IMARES scientist (Scientist 3)     15/12/2015 30  

I-4 Non-governmental organisations   

Who (reference in text)      Date  Duration (minutes) 

 

Representative The North Sea Foundation (Employee SDN)  30/11/2015 57  

I-5 Fish Auctions  

-    

I-6 Direct buyers 

Who (reference in text)      Date  Duration (minutes) 

 

Respresentative FishPartners B.V. (Buyer 1)    08/12/2015 37  

 

Representative ProFish Food (Buyer 2)     06/01/2016 34 
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