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Fisheries have long dominated the agenda of marine social
sciences. For most of the twentieth century, studies tended to
focus on ethnographies of fishing communities and case studies
of local management, and often located in the Global South.
Research activities were fragmented, remained academic, and
had little impact on policy (Symes et al. 2019). The last 25 years
witnessed changes, with increasing focus on fisheries manage-
ment studies in the Global North, and a growing, yet sometimes
hesitant, recognition from policy-makers that social sciences
have an important role to play in showing interactions between
marine policies on the one hand and fishers’ behaviour, com-
pliance, communities and heritage on the other (Symes and
Hoefnagel 2010; Urquhart et al. 2011). At the same time, sig-
nificant changes are taking place in terms of marine use, with
coastal and offshore waters no longer being the exclusive do-
main of fishers. Nature conservation and development, land
reclamation, tourism, aquaculture, shipping, mineral extraction
and, more recently, renewable energy production particularly
through offshore wind farms are putting increasing stress on the
oceans, on traditional users and on governance. So does climate
change. Considering the current focus on Blue Growth or the
Blue Economy (Arbo et al. 2018; Mulazzani and Malorgio
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2017), we fully concur with the Manifesto’s statement that
marine social science should go beyond fisheries (MMSS
1.1.4). Nevertheless, there still seems to be a bias towards fish-
eries social science, with one full paragraph dedicated to fish-
eries (MMSS 1.2) and fisheries also receiving special attention
in the section on governance (MMSS 2). This suggests—and
we concur—that fisheries remain an important topic for the
marine social science agenda, with a broad scope of themes.
Social scientists should continue studying fisheries in rela-
tion to ‘traditional topics’ such as their contribution in shaping
identities of individuals and communities, resilience, liveli-
hoods, heritage, resilient coastal communities, and formal and
informal governance systems. They should also focus on lesser
studied topics, such as the role of women, food security related
to fisheries, impacts of market-based approaches, the (future)
role of family businesses, fisheries and marine spatial planning,
and fishing and climate change, as suggested in the Manifesto
(MMSS 1.2; 2.2). Additional topics, some of which have also
been suggested in marine social science research agendas (Arbo
et al. 2018; Symes and Hoefnagel 2010; Urquhart et al. 2011),
we suggest are the following: the impacts of increasing
‘industrialisation’ of coastal and offshore waters on fisheries,
which is particularly relevant in view of the global blue econo-
my agenda where fisheries seem to be losing out (Arbo et al.
2018; Barbesgaard 2018; Bavinck et al. 2017; Jentoft and Knol
2014); development of participative fisheries and ecosystem-
based governance approaches, including co-production of
knowledge (Arbo et al. 2018; Kraan et al. 2014; Réckmann
et al. 2015; Stange 2017; Steins et al. 2019; Stephenson et al.
2016; Symes and Hoefnagel 2010; Urquhart et al. 2011); inter-
actions between fisheries of different scales and between re-
gions (Hegland et al. 2012; Sievanen et al. 2013); labour rights
including slavery (Marschke and Vandergeest 2016); enhanc-
ing an interdisciplinary understanding of fisher or fishing be-
haviour (Schadeberg et al. 2019; Van Helmond et al. 2016); and
the consequences of increased use of advanced technologies in
monitoring, control and surveillance on governance and fisher
behaviour (Toonen and Bush 2018; Van Helmond et al. 2019).
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In studying fisheries from a social science perspective, we
should also address the dichotomy between small scale and
large scale, or artisanal and industrial, and the tendency in the
social sciences to focus on the former (Steins 2006). This bias
is again emphasized in the Manifesto, which calls for support-
ive research for small-scale fisheries as they comprise ‘the
largest category of maritime workers’, and which advocates
that ‘their traditional tenure and access rights should be legally
protected” (MMSS 2.2.2). We consider this problematic for
two reasons.

First, the call for legal protection of the rights of small-scale
fisheries in the Manifesto reflects more a political stance rather
than suggesting topics for scientific inquiry. For a long time,
policy-makers in for example the European Union were reluc-
tant to engage with fisheries social scientists as they were
considered to be too political; only by the beginning of the
twenty-first century policy-makers came to understand the
breadth of social sciences and their potential in relation to
fisheries governance (Symes et al. 2019). More than ever,
the challenges facing fisheries (and other marine users) require
involvement from social scientists as part of interdisciplinary
marine research and management advice. Being seen as ‘ad-
vocates’ pressing the case for one particular group or outcome
is likely to damage the still fragile position the social sciences
have in this context (Rice 2011).

Second, while small-scale fisheries may provide liveli-
hoods for the majority of workers in the maritime sector, the
bulk of global fish catch comes from larger scale fisheries (cf.
Commentary 8). These fisheries have an important role in our
global seafood system and, if not governed well, have major
impacts on stocks, habitats and ecosystems, with associated
socio-economic effects. For this reason alone, disclosing the
process involved in the operation of larger scale fisheries is
relevant (Steins 2006). Furthermore, fisheries of all scales ex-
perience socio-economic and cultural impacts from
overfishing, poor governance, globalisation, climate change
and from ocean grabbing (Barbesgaard 2018; Bavinck et al.
2018; James et al. 2015), a phenomenon that is now moving
from the coast towards offshore areas (Steins 2006). Most
fishers are proud of their profession and their knowledge of
the sea and many come from fishing families dating back
generations. Their identity and that of the communities they
come from is derived from fishing. This is not only the case
for fishers who own their own vessels, whatever size, but also
for fishers who are crew members, no matter if they work on
small coastal vessel that goes out for a day’s fishing or on a
super trawler.

The huge challenges fisheries all over the world are now
facing in relation to climate change, ecosystem degradation
and the further development of the blue economy are non-
discriminatory in terms of scale in relation to how they affect
identity, livelihoods, communities, heritage and resilience.
We do not find a dichotomy between small scale and large
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scale to be particularly useful; in fact, it has the risk of
caricaturising fisheries (e.g. ‘big is bad and small is beautiful’)
and of drawing attention away from areas where fisheries
social science could have an important role to play. This is
not to say that using categories is not helpful. As Johnson
(Johnson 2006) points out, categorisation of fisheries helps
us to reflect on how categories are constructed, used and val-
ued. It also aids analysis of impacts on and from fisheries at
local, regional and global level, and interactions between dif-
ferent fisheries and between different fisheries and other ma-
rine users and interests. We would therefore welcome further
work on developing categorisations. This would facilitate fur-
ther work on smaller scale fisheries in the Global North, which
contrary to the south has received less attention, as well as
research into larger scale fisheries in the Global South includ-
ing distant water fleets, which has been underexposed alto-
gether in marine social sciences (cf. Commentary 8). It would
also facilitate much needed research into socio-ecological in-
teractions, including mutual dependencies, between different
type of fisheries and their value chains, into the roles fisheries
in all their diversity play in securing livelihoods, providing
food and preserving cultural heritage, and into the effects of
different coping strategies in response to changes. Fostering
diversity is an essential element of resilient fisheries and fish-
ing and coastal communities. The role social sciences have is
to study fisheries in all their different shapes, and improve our
understanding of what shapes, drives and affects them and
their responses to contextual changes. Such knowledge is
much needed to aid decision-making on fair and sustainable
fisheries and marine governance.
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