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ABSTRACT. External drivers increasingly impact small-scale fisheries worldwide. As globalization accelerates the flow of information,
commodities, and capital across geographic space, neoliberal reforms have fueled the development of the international seafood trade.
Small-scale fisheries traditionally driven by local forces and market demands are increasingly nested within the broader structures of
global markets and international institutions. Building on existing work that integrates social-ecological systems thinking and critical
social science theory, we address how globalization has transformed the social fabric of coastal fishing communities and consider the
implications for institutional and environmental integrity. Using small-scale fisheries across the Gulf of California as an empirical
example, we extend a theory of small-scale fisheries interactions proposed by development scholars to incorporate global market forces,
considering how drivers operating at multiple temporal and geographic scales have influenced outcomes in one of the world’s most
diverse and productive marine ecosystems. We suggest that neoliberal reforms promoting the growth and development of an export-
oriented seafood industry have restructured the relationships between small-scale fishermen, coastal communities, and the marine
environment. As the benefits of trade liberalization have been captured by local elites, small-scale fishermen have been left increasingly
vulnerable to the shocks and uncertainties associated with political, economic, and environmental change. By situating our findings
within an emerging body of scholarship documenting parallel dynamics across diverse geographies, we argue that efforts to avoid and/
or mitigate the tragedy of the commons within small-scale fishery systems must address the relationships between global markets, social
and economic inequality, and local capacities for self-organization and collective action.
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INTRODUCTION
Traditional explanations for the challenges of fisheries
management are based on the idea that common-pool resources
are inherently unmanageable (Gordon 1954, Hardin 1968). Such
logic suggests that the two fundamental characteristics of
common-pool resources, low excludability and high subtractability,
will inevitably result in overexploitation unless those resources
are privatized and/or regulated by the government (Feeny et al.
1990, Costello et al. 2008). However, these arguments for top-
down management typically ignore local institutions and fail to
recognize the value of local participation in management (Berkes
et al. 1989). Current common-pool resource theory is based in
large part upon the work of Elinor Ostrom (et al. 1994, 2009) who
argued that while the tragedy of the commons may occur when
resource harvesters are diverse, do not communicate, and fail to
develop rules and norms, alternative models for self-organization
exist that enable harvesters and local leaders to effectively manage
common-pool marine resources (McCay and Acheson 1990,
Berkes et al. 1989, Bromley and Feeny 1992). Building on
institutional analysis and development frameworks, social-
ecological systems (SES) thinking arose from the belief  that the
delineation between resource systems and associated social
systems is artificial and arbitrary (Berkes et al. 1998). Rather than
focusing on discrete resources, SES focuses its lens upon the high-
level characteristics and processes that enable a system to
maintain its core attributes and capacity to regenerate. Fisheries
have traditionally been organized to maximize economic output
and efficiency (allowable catch, ex-vessel value, etc.). However,
decision makers are increasingly being called upon to recognize
the complex, multidimensional relationships and feedback
mechanisms that link biophysical change and human response

(Pinsky and Fogarty 2012, Salas and Gaertner 2004) and consider
how local social-ecological context can impact the adoption and
implementation of sustainable management strategies in small-
scale fisheries (McClanahan et al. 2009).  

Small-scale fisheries (SSF), as defined by labor intensive
harvesting strategies, small boats, low relative catch per vessel,
and limited capital investment, employ over 90% of the world’s
capture fishers and provide livelihoods and food security for many
millions of individuals around the globe (Berkes et al. 2001),
especially in developing and postdevelopmental countries (Béné
et al. 2007). Such fisheries frequently revolve around extraction
of heterogeneous resources by fishers who employ diverse
livelihood strategies (Ostrom et al. 1994, Allison and Ellis 2001).
In regions where formal regulatory capacity is weak or is focused
primarily on the industrial sector, patterns of SSF production,
commercialization, and governance may be structured by a
diverse array of self-organized arrangements (Chuenpagdee
2011). The Gulf of California is a unique and highly productive
marine environment that contributes more than half  the national
value of Mexican fisheries on an annual basis (Carvajal et al.
2004). This productivity has attracted waves of human migrants
from other parts of Mexico. Depending on the season, anywhere
from 10,000 to 24,000 small-scale fishing vessels provide food and
labor opportunities for over 50,000 individuals (Cisneros-Mata
2010). Following several decades of neoliberal reform, the sector
has been shaped by economic incentives from global markets and
the international seafood trade. Caught in a tug-of-war between
laissez-faire management and ecological conservation priorities
(Cisneros-Montemayor et al. 2013) small-scale fisheries in Mexico
have evolved to reflect the overarching instability of the national
political system (Espinoza-Tenorio et al. 2011). Marine resource
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access rights have been consolidated in the hands of local elites
as an increasingly large portion of the fishermen actively engaged
in harvest are rendered illegal actors that lack incentive to follow
best practices for sustainable use (Vásquez-León 1999, Cinti et al.
2010).  

The SES approach to management planning has gained
significant traction amongst those working in small-scale fisheries
throughout the world (Cinner et al. 2009, Aguilera et al. 2015)
and in northwest Mexico in particular (Basurto et al. 2013a, Leslie
et al. 2015, Naranjo-Madrigal et al. 2015) as researchers seek to
identify ecological conditions and demographic characteristics
associated with self-organization, collective action, adaptation,
and sustainability. But a focus on the interactions between
institutions and organized social units does not adequately
address the global market forces driving patterns of resource
extraction in the modern era. Rather than existing as isolated
subsystems, small-scale fisheries worldwide are increasingly
affected by external drivers and pressures that jeopardize
livelihoods, food security, and traditional cultural practices
(Kittinger et al. 2013). Globalization, defined as the accelerated
growth of economic activity that spans politically defined
national and international boundaries (Oman 1999), has fueled
the development of the international seafood trade (Swartz et al.
2010), the commodification of marine resources (Anderson
2003), and the consolidation of fisheries enterprises (Alder and
Watson 2007) while potentially undermining local self-sufficiency
and regulatory autonomy (Greenberg 2006, Crona et al. 2015).
Though recent scholarship has made significant progress in
exploring the distributional benefits of the international seafood
trade across small-scale fisheries and their relationships with
regional economic development (Crona et al. 2016) and
institutional response (Bennett and Basurto 2018), further work
is required to investigate the implications for livelihoods, food
security, and environmental sustainability in diverse social-
ecological contexts (Finkbeiner et al. 2017). Here we integrate the
findings of SES researchers, development scholars, anthropologists,
and political economists to improve our understanding of the
structure and function of small-scale fisheries in the age of
globalization. After grounding our synthesis in pertinent critical
theory we (1) describe the evolution of the small-scale fishery
sector in the Gulf of California, (2) examine the social-ecological
interactions driving environmental and institutional change, and
(3) highlight those relationships and feedbacks documented
empirically in other systems in order to generalize our findings
and advance a unifying theoretical model.

NEOLIBERALISM, GLOBALIZATION, AND THE RISE
OF THE MIDDLEMAN
Neoliberal economic thinking gained traction across Western
Europe and North America during the 1970s in response to the
interventionism that fueled economic growth following the
Second World War (Brenner et al. 2010). For individuals, the
tenets of neoliberalism emphasize the value of individual freedom
and choice as embodied by the capitalist markets. At the national
level, economic growth, free trade, and reduced state regulation
assume primary importance (Martin 2005). From the outset,
neoliberal regulatory reform and the processes of globalization
were inextricably linked. By “rolling back” state control, while
amplifying the power of transnational corporations and
international lending agencies, neoliberalism has dramatically

accelerated the integration of economic processes beyond nation-
state boundaries. Across the many contexts in which it has been
mobilized, neoliberalism has facilitated market rule and
commodification while simultaneously intensifying the uneven
development of regulatory forms across places, territories, and
scales (Brenner et al. 2010). Enormous scholarly interest in this
topic has led to a number of diverse, and at times competing,
definitions (Castree 2008a, b, 2010, Brenner et al. 2010).
Neoliberalism, like globalization, has been referred to as a “rascal
concept,” that defies theoretical clarity and methodological
precision (Peck and Theodore 2007, Brenner et al. 2010).
Enduring tensions exist between depictions of neoliberalism as a
monolithic and omnipresent force and case-specific analyses that
obscure the substantial connections and necessary characteristics
of the phenomenon as an extralocal project (Larner 2000, Peck
and Tickell 2002). Below, following a brief  review of broadly
relevant background literature, we adopt the process-oriented
approach advocated by critical geographers and political
economists (Peck and Tickell 2002, Mansfield 2004, McCarthy
2006), investigating how the generic and abstract features of
neoliberalism manifest within the small-scale fisheries of
postcolonial nations as specific policies and practices lead to
dominant changes in system structure and function.  

In fisheries, neoliberal reform has often led to decentralization
and devolution of responsibility for the governance and provision
of public goods to nonstate actors. New rights and freedoms were
granted to private enterprise and regulations limiting capital
accumulation were dismantled (Mansfield 2004). As open access
was blamed for economic inefficiency, rent dissipation, and
fisheries decline, the politics of privatization gained traction
amongst those managing the use of common-pool resources
alongside the belief  that the free market would regulate the
activities of self-interested entrepreneurs (Oman 1999, Pinkerton
and Davis 2015). But marine social scientists have long noted the
disconnect between fisheries economists’ characterization of
fishermen as rational actors and the ethnographic record of how
fishermen actually behave (McCay and Acheson 1990,
Durrenberger 1997, Pollnac and Poggie 2008). Recent scholarship
has explored how privatization, commodification, and the new
property relationships they create may function to dispossess
people from land, sea, and resources (St Martin 2007, Mansfield
2011, Olson 2011, Carothers and Chambers 2012, Pinkerton and
Davis 2015). With the development of free trade agreements and
implementation of policies promoting export-oriented growth,
many fishing rights were recast and commodified as objects that
could be bought and sold while mechanisms developed to
facilitate the investment of foreign enterprises and corporations.
Separated from traditional patterns of social and economic life,
many traditional marine resource users have been forced to labor
for the owners of capital and newly created commodities
(Mansfield 2011, Carothers and Chambers 2012). Neoliberal
reforms fueling fisheries privatization and the globalization of the
seafood trade have not merely marked an institutional shift, but
have fundamentally restructured the relationships between people
and the marine environment (Mansfield 2007).  

Although neoliberal tendencies are observable everywhere, actual
practices are uneven and contingently produced in place-specific
ways, interacting with “inherited landscapes” of political,
economic, and social conditions (McCarthy 2006, Brenner et al.
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2010). Building upon foundational work that has examined
trajectories of neoliberalism and fisheries rationalization across
the ideological heartlands of North American and Western
Europe (Mansfield 2007, 2011, St. Martin 2007, Olson 2011) we
now consider the small-scale fisheries of postcolonial nations. In
such regions the advent of neoliberalism has been inextricably
tied to narratives of resource scarcity and the promotion of
private property rights as interventionist states that historically
led the development of natural resource sectors gave way to more
austere governance institutions (Bennett 2017). In conjunction
with a series of debt crises, currency devaluations and financial
upheavals across parts of Latin America, South Asia, and sub-
Saharan Africa, the exhaustion and instability of existing
institutional orders created space for regulatory experimentation.
Global, multilateral regulatory institutions like the WTO, the
IMF, and the World Bank sought to solidify market rule and
enhance capital mobility by incentivizing pathways toward
commodification (Brenner et al. 2010). The idea was that many
unpriced and unowned biophysical assets could be inserted into
global markets, creating revenue streams that would support
socioeconomic development (Castree 2010). In many regions
local fisheries were exposed to international markets for the first
time as trade liberalization became a condition for receiving
foreign aid (Crona et al. 2016). Many coastal communities were
no longer treated as impoverished and egalitarian entities in need
of government support or protection, but rather collections of
irrational users that required market regulation to use their
resources more efficiently (Pinkerton 2017, Altamirano-Jiménez
2017). For its longstanding advocates in the Anglo-American
world, neoliberalism represents a kind of self-imposed
disciplinary code, embedded within classic economic liberalism,
that reveres market logic and fiscal restraint. However, for its
converts in the Global South, neoliberalism has assumed a more
authoritarian character, “externally imposing unbending rule
regimes enforced by global institutions and policed by local
functionaries” (Peck and Tickell 2002:381).  

Fish trading in small-scale or semi-industrial fisheries is very often
organized within an informal context (Bennett 2017). Market
intermediaries or middlemen have traditionally enabled fishers to
minimize their transaction costs, providing them with a link to
external markets and reducing the time and effort needed by
producers to market their goods (Acheson 1985, Merlijn 1989,
Crona et al. 2010). By engaging in informal arrangements with
fish buyers, fishers were able to ensure their access to fishing
permits and equipment as well informal loans and subsidies that
served as insurance against seasonal and interannual resource
fluctuations (Platteau and Abraham 1987, Merlijn 1989).
Although monopolistic advantage and exploitative contractual
arrangements have long existed in the context of such patron-
client relationships (Amarasinghe 1989, Merlijn 1989, Van
Mulekom et al. 2006, Peterson 2015), neoliberal reforms and
globalization have amplified and legitimized asymmetrical
distributions of power (Finkbeiner et al. 2017) and led to an
intensification of overfishing, overcapitalization, and conflict
(Thorpe et al. 2000). As the international seafood trade has
expanded, the linking function of middlemen in the supply chain
has enabled them to become critical allies of external agents
looking to develop markets and gain access to local stocks for
exploitation (Crona et al. 2010). In the modern era, these
individuals are often local elites with political-economic

connections and capital reserves who possess the potential to
undermine social networks that support the emergence and
sustainability of collective action (Crona and Bodin 2010).  

Relations of production shape patterns of resource use and
governance by defining who controls access to resources, capital,
and profits (Bennett and Basurto 2018). Capitalist modes of
production may have negative effects on resource use when
processes of commodification and accumulation push natural
resource use beyond sustainable limits (Campling et al. 2012).
Fishing cooperatives and other traditional marine tenure systems,
organized by the principles of revenue sharing, typically seek to
restrict access to fishing grounds. In contrast, fisheries patrons
seeking to maximize individual economic gain may facilitate
“rules-in-use” that expand local fishing fleets and drive
immigration (Fraga et al. 2008), undermining the small group
sizes and shared understanding that facilitate successful local self-
governance (Ostrom 2009). By connecting a heterogeneous base
of resource users to global markets and by channeling demands
that translate into harvesting pressures, middlemen have
significant potential to accelerate resource decline (Crona et al.
2010). Expansion of globalized markets for fisheries species often
increases capitalization or specialization for particular local
stocks, increasing their susceptibility to over exploitation and
reducing the capacity of fishers to shift to alternatives when
resources decline (Kittinger et al. 2013). Middlemen face strong
economic incentives to supply the demand for fish and do not pay
the costs of ecosystem degradation because they can move
unrestricted to other areas, acting like “roving bandits” if  they so
choose (Berkes et al. 2006).

EVOLUTION OF SMALL-SCALE FISHERIES IN THE
GULF OF CALIFORNIA
Since the late 1980s, Mexico’s marine fisheries and coastal
resources have undergone deep structural transformations as
neoliberal reforms have led to the liberalization of markets and
the decentralization of state control (Cruz-Torres 2001, Ibarra et
al. 2000a, Greenberg 2006). Marine fisheries and coastal resources
in the Gulf of California offer an interesting example of how the
neoliberal model has subordinated local development efforts and
generated intensive exploitation through the process of resource
commoditization and privatization (Vásquez-León 2012).
Though the stated goals of neoliberal reforms were to sustain
economic growth, improve quality of life, and combat poverty,
economic benefits of such policy have often been aggregated by
local and/or regional elites (Pastor and Wise 1997) at the expense
of the livelihoods and well-being of small-scale fishermen (Cruz-
Torres 2000, Greenberg 2006, Vásquez-León 2012), thereby
restructuring the relationship between coastal communities and
the marine environment (DeWalt 1998). Corruption has
proliferated as market intermediaries and administrative officials
have taken advantage of political and economic instability to seize
control of fishing rights and production processes from
traditional cooperatives, running them for personal profit and
political gain (Vásquez-León 1999).

History of neoliberal reforms in Mexico
Following the Mexican Revolution, the 1917 Constitution
enshrined rights for Mexico’s peasant and working classes. It
restored lands stripped from communities by haciendas and
plantations and sought to protect Mexico’s sovereignty over its
lands, waters, and mineral rights (Greenberg et al. 2012). Article
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27 was, “based upon the fundamental theorem that natural
resources are part of the public wealth and that state intervention
is required to ensure that such wealth is adequately distributed
and managed,” (Young 2001). In 1935 the Mexican national
government declared that all fishing activity would be organized
through a system of cooperatives (Bourillón-Moreno 2002) that
were progressively awarded exclusive access to many national fish
stocks (Ibarra et al. 2000a). Although sea turtle fishing and pearl
extraction were considered important economic activities during
the century that followed the Mexican War of Independence
(Carvajal et al. 2004), it was not until the 1950s that fishing became
a major driving force in regional development (Sala et al. 2004).
In the 1970s a series of laws promoted export-oriented fisheries
and confirmed the exclusive fishing rights of cooperatives. During
this time an estimated 6000 new artisanal vessels entered Mexican
fisheries (Ibarra et al. 2000a) as large numbers of immigrants from
mainland Mexico settled around networks of highly productive
bays and estuaries (Young 2001). Production rose by an average
of 10% per year while seafood exports in aggregate increased
eight-fold (Ibarra et al. 2000a). In 1980, an US$80 million loan
from the Inter-American Development Bank was used to establish
the state-directed fisheries bank BANPESCA (Banco Nacional
Pesquero y Portuario) with the goal of underwriting the
cooperative sector while concurrently directing funds toward the
expansion of industrial shrimp, tuna, sardine, and anchovy
fisheries (Ibarra et al. 2000b).  

The booming economic climate that characterized Mexico in the
late 1970s gave way to the 1982 debt crisis in much of Latin
America as the price of oil slumped and export earnings collapsed
(Vásquez-León 1999). This financial crisis coincided with the
severe 1982–1983 El Niño event that caused sharp declines in the
landings of shrimp, squid, sardines, and other economically
important species. Credit became increasingly difficult to obtain
across the cooperative sector as BANPESCA found itself  holding
an estimated US$1 billion in nonperforming loans (Ibarra et al.
2000a). As the crisis intensified, Mexico’s primary trading
partners, including the U.S. and major lenders like the World Bank
and the IMF, urged Mexico to downsize the government and
privatize the economy (Greenberg 2006). In 1988, the
administration of Salinas de Gotari began to restructure the
fisheries sector with neoliberal development policies designed to
curb the fiscal deficit as boats, canneries, and other essential
fishing infrastructure was privatized (Ibarra et al. 2000a). Small-
scale fishermen who defaulted upon their loans saw their boats
and equipment sold to private capitalists at bargain prices.
Though cooperatives maintained exclusive fishing rights, private
enterprise assumed control of production processes (Dewalt
1998).  

By the early 1990s BANPESCA was liquidated. In 1992,
additional neoliberal reforms amended Article 27 of the 1917
Constitution, sanctioning the privatization of communally held
property, or ejidos (Breunig 2006). Several months later exclusive
harvest rights, historically reserved for fishing cooperatives, were
revoked and private interests were granted access to fishery
concessions, which became competitive, conditional, and time-
limited (McCay et al. 2014). The majority of fishing cooperatives
spiraled further into debt, went bankrupt, and were subsequently
dismantled (Bourillón-Moreno 2002). Following the privatization
of fisheries and other vital economic sectors, Mexico signed the
North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) with the U.S.

and Canada in 1994, removing any lingering trade barriers and
clearing a path for foreign investment (Weintraub 1990, Young
2001, Greenberg et al. 2012). By the end of the year, 90% of
cooperative vessels had been transferred to the private sector
(Arena-Fuentes and León-Corral 1997). The majority of
Mexican seafood is now exported and official statistics reported
in 2003 put the export/import ratio at approximately 2:1
(Espinoza-Tenorio et al. 2011). Although growth of the export
fisheries has enabled Mexico to generate foreign exchange, the
demand from international markets placed huge pressures on
fisheries resources, accelerating user conflicts and destructive and
illegal fishing practices (Ibarra et al. 2005, Swartz et al. 2010).
Illegal, unregulated, and unreported catch (IUU) is estimated to
comprise more than 50% of total landings in Mexico (Cisneros-
Montemayor et al. 2013), with the United States importing more
than $130 million of IUU seafood from Mexico in 2011 alone
(Pramod et al. 2014).

Modern structure of small-scale fisheries in the Gulf of
California
In the modern era, the management of small-scale fisheries in the
Gulf of California is based upon a limited entry permit system.
In theory, any commercial fisher must have a fishing permit,
authorization, or concession granted by the government prior to
entering any specified marine area and obtaining products from
it (Bourillón-Moreno 2002). Fishing permits may be granted to
any corporate entity, i.e., cooperative, or individual for two to five
years and they are renewable based upon evidence of compliance
with regulations (Cinti et al. 2010). It is important to distinguish
between those fishing enterprises that are cooperative in name
and those that are cooperative in function (Fig. 1). In practice,
few of these organizations are cooperatively managed; generally,
one individual or family administers the business and
concentrates power (Cinti et al. 2010). Although traditional,
community cooperatives relied on democratic processes to make
decisions, designate responsibilities, and allocate rights, sole-
owner cooperatives are the result of an individual owning multiple
boats and registering his employees as members. Likewise, within
the context of family cooperatives, a particular kin network or
family head will make decisions even if  members include
nonrelatives (Avila-Forcada et al. 2012, Finkbeiner 2014).  

In practice most private permit holders or permisionarios are
buyers that marshal equipment and access rights while hiring
independent fishermen, or pescadores libres, as a labor force to
carry out the harvest (Cinti et al. 2010). These patrons typically
supply fishing boats and gear and provide, in advance, the funds
needed to cover trip costs (gas, food, ice, etc.). In exchange,
independent fishermen are obligated to sell their catch to the
permit holder (Cinti et al. 2010, Basurto et al. 2013b). Whereas
proof of ownership of fishing equipment is required to become
a private permit holder, active participation as a crew member is
not (Cinti et al. 2014). The majority of permisionarios are not
fishermen and most are not even from the localities in which they
operate (Vásquez-León 2012). This disparate social structure is
reinforced by the institutional barriers to obtain fishing permits,
a process that requires the submission of exhaustive and time
consuming paperwork and navigating the complex, hierarchical
network of local officials and bureaucrats (Vásquez-León 1999,
Cinti et al. 2010). Permisionarios and other fisheries patrons often
represent coastal communities in regional and national discourses
concerning resource management and environmental protection
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Fig. 1. Small-scale fisheries organizational continuum across northwest Mexico. Although community
cooperatives targeting high-value, benthic species, i.e., lobster and abalone, are common across the Pacific
Northwest, following several decades of neoliberal reform the labor of free fishermen within the Gulf of
California is largely organized via a network of private permit holders (permisionarios).

while small-scale fishermen are portrayed as ignorant and
irrational users (Cinti et al. 2010, Vásquez-León 2012). As elites
have leveraged neoliberal restructuring to aggregate political and
economic power, a monopoly market situation has evolved in
which some fishermen only interact with a single buyer, reducing
their ability to negotiate prices or add value to their catch before
sale (Valdez-Gardea 2007, Peterson 2015). Even in cases where
multiple fisheries patrons operate within a single community,
collusion, i.e., price fixing, may be more common than
competition (de la Cruz-González et al. 2011, Finkbeiner 2014).  

Functioning of the limited entry system relies heavily upon
enforcement, but in practice poor enforcement of fishing laws
makes it impossible to control the fishing effort (Bourillón-
Moreno 2002). Federal inspectors may only visit rural
communities once or twice a year and information concerning
their movements often filters down to fishermen prior to each
visit, giving them time to adjust or modify their behavior (Cinti
et al. 2014). In practice monitoring and enforcement depends
upon the oversight of fishermen that have been deputized to
oversee boundaries and regulate compliance (Bourillón-Moreno
2002, McCay et al. 2014). But corruption (Vásquez-León 1999),
increasing coastal immigration (Greenberg 2006, Greenberg et al.
2012), and the substantial cost for fishers to organize and
participate in collective-action processes (Basurto and Ostrom
2009, Cudney-Bueno and Basurto 2009) have promoted de facto
open access (Cinti et al. 2010).

SOCIAL-ECOLOGICAL INTERACTIONS
In the Gulf of California, traditional fishermen tend to be highly
diversified, multiple species, and multiple gear fishers. They
possess vast knowledge, transmitted through generations, that
allows them to shift fishing strategies in response to species
availability during times of crisis (Vasquez-Leon 2002, Sievanen
2014). This flexibility requires a sophisticated understanding of
the ecosystem, biology, and behavior of a variety of species, as
well as access to a variety of fishing gear and the ability to use it
appropriately (Vásquez-León 2012). In small-scale fisheries
across Baja California, diverse livelihood strategies are considered

a critical component of fisheries resilience and interannual
income stability (Finkbeiner 2015).  

In the modern era, fishers with knowledge of resource dynamics
have less decision-making power as compared to fish buyers,
particularly if  these patrons provide fishers with fishing permits,
credits, and loans for fishing equipment (Basurto et al. 2013b).
With the proliferation of rent-seeking interests (Cinti et al. 2010)
and the politics of privatization, many fishers have lost access to
traditional fishing grounds and species assemblages (Sievanaen
2014). Often permit holders will only activate their distribution
networks and employ the full extent of their capital during periods
of elevated resource abundance, contracting fishermen to target
seasonal aggregations of specific species (Vásquez-León 2012;
Frawley personal observation). As long-time fishers retire or are
otherwise excluded, those replacing them are increasingly fishing
specialists who lack the traditional ecological knowledge and
attachment to place that once served to regulate regional resource
use (Vásquez-León 1994, Rubio-Cisneros et al. 2017). Fishermen
with short-term economic outlooks face compelling incentives to
engage in destructive and illegal fishing practices (Cinti et al. 2010,
Cruz-Torres 2001) and may be forced to diversify their activities
through participation in underground economies (Robles-Zavala
2014). A “culture of piracy” (McCay 1984) has subverted the
ideals of cooperative governance (McGoodwin 1987, Vásquez-
León 1994); through noncompliance, i.e. poaching, use of
prohibited gear, fishing during closed seasons, etc., as an
expression of insubordination, members of the small-scale fishing
community seek to maintain some semblance of autonomy in
spite of their marginal position (Valdez-Gardea 2002).  

In the Gulf of California, permisionarios have been known to
facilitate the intrusions of outside pangas or roving bandits,
fishermen not officially registered or recognized by law, into local
fishing zones during periods of particularly profitable harvest,
provided that outsiders acknowledge the permisionarios’
exclusive right to buy and market their catch (Cudney-Bueno and
Basurto 2009, Cinti et al. 2010). Because permit holders are the
only ones able to issue the legal invoices required to legitimize
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catch, many are tempted to buy and sell resources caught with
boats other than those registered in the permits. This practice of
catch sheltering or amparo is widespread (Bourillón-Moreno
2002, Cinti et al. 2010). A conservative estimate, calculated by
buyers, is that 50% of the catch is never registered (Bourillón-
Moreno 2002). Permit holders and independent fishermen are
further provided incentive to shelter and/or underreport their
catches by the prices that globally demanded seafood can fetch
on the black market (Ibarra and Ramírez Soberón 2002). One
study on the Pacific coast of Baja California (Reyes et al. 2009)
concluded that abalone received and legitimized through official
channels would garner fishermen only half  the value that could
be obtained when the product was sold on the black market. In
the Gulf of California, market intermediaries with connections
to the black market may channel international demand for high
value species like sea cucumber (Ibarra and Ramírez Soberón
2002), turtle (Mancini et. al. 2011), and totoaba (Méndez 2016)
regardless of the ethical or environmental implications.

System change
The history of developing nations, like Mexico, is characterized
not by long periods of stability but rather frequent short periods
of radical change (Espinoza-Tenorio et al. 2011). During the last
half  of the 20th century, coastal communities in northwest
Mexico have emerged from isolation. As neoliberal economic
thinking has increasingly guided national economic development,
rural areas have been linked with modern values and global
markets. During this transition, many communities have become
separated from traditional patterns of social and economic life.
Their vulnerability and exposure to a rapidly changing nation has
forced them to continually reassess their own values and adjust
to new ones imposed from outside their community (McGoodwin
1976). Although fishermen in Mexico acknowledge the
developing ecological crisis and an imminent need to reduce
effort, they feel that national regulations and policies have failed
to address the principal concerns of local communities (Vásquez-
León 1999) and the economic, social, and cultural needs of the
fishermen who inhabit them (Peterson 2014).

Environmental degradation
Across the Gulf of California, neoliberal reforms have transferred
control of productive coastal zones from regional fishing
cooperatives to industrial producers, transnational capital, and
market intermediaries. National regulations have increasingly
focused on facilitating the investment of foreign capital and
subsidizing the development of large export-oriented fisheries
and aquaculture operations with limited consideration of
ecological (Páez-Osuna et al. 1998, Meltzer et al. 2012), economic
(Meltzer and Chang 2006, de la Cruz-González et al. 2011), or
social (Vásquez-León 1994, Cruz-Torres 2008, Rubio-Cisneros et
al. 2017) costs borne by small-scale producers. Though it is
difficult to establish a definitive causal connection between
processes of neoliberalism and issues of resource scarcity, it
appears evident that shifts toward open markets and the
expansion of private capital have incentivized unsustainable
behaviors and accelerated overexploitation (Young 2001, Defeo
and Castilla 2005, Bennett 2017).  

Industrial fisheries, particularly those reliant upon bottom
trawling, can be wasteful and environmentally harmful, not only
by the removal of biomass and diversity, but also by the significant
impact on habitat and the high amount of discards (Alverson et

al. 1994). The estimated value of commercial fish species
discarded by the Gulf of California shrimp fishery, where bycatch
composes ~85% of the weight of each trawl (Meltzer et al. 2012),
is US$61–103 million per year alone (Ibarra 2017). Within small-
scale fisheries, efforts to encourage investments from the private
sector have exacerbated problems of outside encroachment,
accelerated exploitation rates, and encouraged poaching (Young
2001). Currently, 85% of the Gulf’s fisheries are either at their
maximum sustainable yield or overexploited (Cisneros-Mata
2010) and the ecology and biodiversity of the region have suffered
considerable degradation (Carvajal et al. 2004). There is clear
evidence that coastal food webs in the Gulf of California have
been “fished down” during the last 30 years and that the maximum
individual length of landed fish has decreased significantly (Sala
et al. 2004, Saenz-Arroyo et al. 2005). User conflicts have
increased as poverty and resource scarcity have worsened; today
many small-scale fishing households are being pressured to the
point where marine-dependent livelihoods are becoming unviable
(Carvajal et al. 2004, Vásquez-León 2012).

Institutional degradation
Global market forces facilitating the penetration of capitalism
and class processes have progressively eroded the social fabric of
coastal fishing communities by amplifying social divisions and
economic inequality (Delgado 2013). As short sighted and
inconsistent national policies have disproportionately targeted
the poor and marginalized (Peterson 2015), unregulated and
unsustainable fishing practices have increased (Young 2001, Cinti
et al. 2010). Independent fishermen, once fiercely proud of their
autonomy and occupational identity, have been subordinated by
fisheries patrons while being forced to navigate the selective
enforcement of opaque local regulations (Vásquez-León 1999).
Deprived of the knowledge and agency required to develop and
diversify their activities, fishermen are increasingly concerned
with survival rather than sustainability (Cruz-Torres 2001). With
competition intensifying for increasingly scarce marine resources,
fishing has evolved from a cooperative to an individual activity
(Espinoza and Magadán 2010). A neglect of shared values and
common responsibilities has undermined the moral economy and
interpersonal relationships that once served as the basis for
collective action and environmental stewardship (Revelo et al.
2015). Those organizational structures that exist in the modern
era represent capitalist enterprises controlled by economic power
relations rather than tools for labor organization and social
security (Espinoza and Magadán 2010).

SMALL-SCALE FISHERIES IN THE AGE OF
GLOBALIZATION
Small-scale fisheries worldwide are increasingly embedded within
the international seafood trade and the political and economic
structures that facilitate it. Marine resource licensing and
allocation regimes have restricted fishing portfolios (Hilborn et
al. 2001, Stoll et al. 2016) as demand from global markets has
accelerated the depletion of particular local stocks (Berkes et al.
2006). With many fishers becoming reliant on fewer and fewer
species, emergent forms of social-ecological organization are
functioning to decouple them from the marine ecosystems upon
which they depend (Farr et al. 2018) and the coastal communities
of which they are a part (Nayak et al. 2014).  

Though proponents of neoliberal reform suggest that
globalization and trade liberalization provide new opportunities
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Table 1. Summary of external drivers and processes influencing social-ecological outcomes within the Gulf of California.
 
External Drivers
(Global/National)

External Drivers
(Regional/Local)

Impoverishment Processes Social-Ecological Systems
Interactions

System Change

Globalization Economic exclusion Poverty Power asymmetries &
wealth inequality

Environmental degradation

Cruz-Torres 2001,
Greenberg 2006,
Swartz et al. 2010,
Basurto et al. 2013b
 

McGoodwin 1987, Vásquez-
León 1994, Delgado 2013

Cruz-Torres 2001, 2008,
Vásquez-León 2012

Valdez-Gardea 2002, Espinoza
and Magadán 2010

Páez-Osuna et al. 1998, Sala et al.
2004, Sáenz-Arroyo et al. 2005,
Cisneros-Mata 2010
 

Neoliberal reform Class exploitation Marginalization Patron-client relationships Institutional degradation
Vásquez-León 1999,
Ibarra et al. 2000a,
Greenberg 2006

Valdez-Gardea 2007, Revelo
et al. 2015

Valdez-Gardea 2002, 2007,
Cruz-Torres 2008

Basurto et. al 2013b Vásquez-León 1994, Young 2001,
Cudney-Bueno and Basurto 2009,
Espinoza and Magadán 2010,
Espinoza-Tenorio et al. 2011, Cinti et
al. 2014
 

Export markets Political disempowerment Vulnerability Loss of individual &
community identity

McGoodwin 1987,
Ibarra et al. 2000b,
2005, Cruz-Torres
2000, Meltzer and
Chang 2006, de la
Cruz-González 2010

Cinti et al. 2010, Vásquez-
León 2012

Vasquez-Leon 2002,
Bourillón-Moreno 2002,
Morzaria-Luna et al. 2014,
Sievanen 2014

Valdez-Gardea 2002, Espinoza
and Magadán 2010, Rubio
Cisneros et al. 2017
 

Loss of access and tenure
rights

Fisher dependence via
merchant credit

McGoodwin 1987, Ibarra et
al. 2000b, Cinti et al. 2010,
Sievanen 2014

Cinti et al. 2010, Basurto et al.
2013b

Human-environment
disconnect
DeWalt 1998, Cinti et al. 2010,
Revelo et al. 2015, Rubio-
Cisneros et al. 2017
 
Increased exposure to risk
Vásquez-León 1994, Cruz-
Torres 2001

for small-scale producers, others have argued that these drivers
lead to the polarization of communities by perpetuating existing
inequalities, i.e., unequal access to wealth, political processes,
land/sea tenure, education, and livelihoods, as only a few are able
to reap the benefits while the majority remain poor (Bostock et
al. 2004, Béné et al. 2010, Peterson 2015). According to their
critics, neoliberalism and globalization represent nothing less
than the colonization of nonmarket spheres of activity by the
logic of commodity exchange (Castree 2010). As global actors
reduce the autonomy of local communities, gradients of wealth
and power inform the manner in which natural resources are
appropriated, commodified, and transformed. Marine social
science research often avoids or obscures how capitalist relations
have interacted with inherited social, political, and economic
structures to shape fisheries systems (Campling et al. 2012).
Although early fisheries economists (Gordon 1954, Hardin 1968)
did not use the term “neoliberal” when advancing private property
rights and markets as solutions to overfishing, their seminal
arguments are consistent with the neoliberal worldview. These
classical arguments emphasizing individual economic rationality,
upon which the preponderance of modern fisheries policies
continue to be based, do not recognize the cultural, historical,
and social characteristics of coastal fishing communities and

cannot accommodate power relationships, economic inequality
and exclusion, or class-based exploitation (St. Martin 2007, Davis
and Ruddle 2012). Assuming that private property relations will
appropriately distribute resources according to a single efficiency
maximizing equation treats capital as a thing rather than
examining the diverse social relations that constitute it
(Durrenberger 1997, Peterson 2014).  

If  neoliberal ideologies have influenced and/or directed recent
global processes, and such processes are socially and spatially
uneven, then conceptual theories that provide a way to ground
neoliberalism comparatively and analytically are of great value
(Martin 2005). In the Gulf of California, global drivers have
interacted with local and regional change processes to transform
small-scale fisheries and the social-ecological systems in which
they are embedded (Table 1). Neoliberal reforms have
significantly increased the quantity and value of fisheries exports
across the Gulf of California. But by allowing private
entrepreneurs to access many of the fisheries historically reserved
for cooperatives, they have incentivized overcapitalization and
overfishing (Ibarra et al. 2000a). In addition, they have fostered
a disparate organizational structure that has undermined the
traditional practices and social relationships associated with
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sustainable harvest strategies and effective self-organization. We
suggest that such processes are not unique. Below we synthesize
recent literature documenting similar dynamics across other
postcolonial states and advance a theoretical model of small-scale
fisheries interactions in the age of globalization, linking drivers
operating on multiple temporal and geographic scales with social-
ecological outcomes and system change.

Unifying theoretical model
Though the conventional wisdom on poverty in fisheries suggests
that it is related to the low levels of natural resources resulting
from overexploitation, the development literature has challenged
neoclassical economic scholars to consider the economic, social,
and cultural factors contributing to the institutional dynamics of
poverty (Allison and Ellis 2001, Béné 2003). Such research asserts
that vulnerability and marginalization are key concepts in
understanding impoverishment processes within small-scale
fishing communities and suggests economic exclusion, political
disempowerment, loss of access and tenure rights, and class
exploitation as key mechanisms that link these processes and
accelerate poverty (Béné 2003, Allison and Horemans 2006, Béné
and Friend 2011). Without property rights, fishermen are
increasingly dependent upon patrons, middlemen, or brokers who
are able to consolidate permits and equipment, channel global
markets, and dictate the terms of exchange, issuing interest-free
cash advances in exchange for increased rates of commission and
the ability to fix the market price (Crona et al. 2010). Neoliberal
privatization approaches that exacerbate wealth inequality and
social division can lead to the degradation of public goods as self-
serving owners with political power/influence become
preoccupied with property rights and the maintenance of
privileges attached to social status (Phillips et al. 2002). Fisheries
patrons tend to invest in symbolic capital within the larger society
rather than within the fishing community itself  (Van Mulekom et
al. 2006). Through accumulation by dispossession (Harvey 2004)
many local elites have subordinated the ideals of neoliberal
ideology for personal profit and political gain (Schultz 2017) at
the expense of the livelihoods and well-being of coastal fishing
communities. Market regulations and exchange transactions
reduce the strength of traditional rules and sanctions,
guaranteeing intermediaries a higher level of production and
reducing cooperation and collective action to the point where
traditional relationships of social control are no longer
sustainable (Bennett 2017).  

Poor, resource-dependent groups are thought to be the most
vulnerable to the uncertainty associated with political shocks and
environmental change (Adger et al. 2006). During periods of
resource scarcity, fishers’ may become trapped in a cycle of
indebtedness that may result in the equivalent of bonded labor
(Platteau and Abraham 1987, Nayak and Berkes 2011). As
individuals are marginalized, they become disconnected from
their environment and from one another (Neis et al. 2005, Fabinyi
et al. 2015, Nayak et al. 2014). Patron-client relationships often
generate incentives to extract certain species (Kininmonth et al.
2016) and may facilitate the recruitment of nonlocal labor (Fraga
et al. 2008). Gradual social and economic alienation by resource
users from fluctuations in the resource base often results in a loss
of knowledge concerning how to respond to these fluctuations to
secure future sustainable use (Crona et al. 2010) as illegal and
destructive fishing practices become commonplace (Cinner 2009,

Jentoft et al. 2010). Many communities experience out-migration
of traditional fishermen, and those that immigrate to take their
place lack the environmental knowledge and sense of stewardship
that facilitated the regulation of regional resource use (Berkes et
al. 2006, Nayak and Berkes 2014). In summary (Fig. 2), we argue
that global market forces driving self-governance arrangements
where access rights and equipment are consolidated by individuals
not actively engaged in the harvest represent a social-ecological
trap that increases the level of poverty in coastal communities
and accelerates the degradation of local resources and
institutions.

Agency and resistance
Varying combinations of coercion, consent, contestation, and
compromise describe the spatio-temporal evolution of neoliberal
projects in different parts of the world (Castree 2010) and local
manifestations of neoliberalism are always embedded in
particular historical and geographic contexts. Although we
suggest that the processes of neoliberal reform and globalization
threaten the structure and functioning of marine social-ecological
systems, such outcomes are by no means inevitable. Indeed, the
tensions that generate social differentiation within societies and
fisheries systems can lead to new forms of social organization and
resistance (Campling et al. 2012). Across the globe, diverse
coalitions of people are increasingly organizing around principles
related to territory, ethnicity, decentralization, traditional
knowledge, and self-determination to reject the hegemony of
neoliberal control (Young 2001, Escobar 2008). Though we
consider neoliberal discourse to be one of the dominant drivers
of change in modern fishery systems, examples exist where it has
been bypassed by alternatives and/or driven into retreat
(Pinkerton 2017). Even under conditions of neoliberal
globalization, local places play an important role in structuring
the context of politics and political action (Martin 2005). As such,
productive insight can be drawn from geographies where
communities have united around the defense of livelihoods and
resources threatened by dispossession.  

In spite of attempts to separate local and/or indigenous peoples
from their resources, the persistence of strong local governance
institutions and customary legal systems have enabled a limited
number of coastal communities in other parts of Mexico to resist
the privatization of historical fishing grounds. The most
frequently studied cases concern the well-organized community
cooperatives of Baja Sur’s Vizcaino region and Punta Allen of
the Yucatan Peninsula (McCay et al. 2014, Méndez-Medina et al.
2015, Bennett 2017). In both regions resource users have leveraged
collective access rights to enhance their bargaining power and
successfully integrate with global markets. Although patron-
client relationships are ubiquitous in areas characterized by high
immigration rates, low barriers to entry, and weak norms of trust
and reciprocity (Basurto et al. 2013), these examples of successful
and enduring community cooperatives come from comparatively
isolated regions. Throughout their respective histories, repeated
exposures to natural perturbations, i.e., hurricanes, have forced
inhabitants to rely upon one another and develop strong norms
of cooperative behavior (McCay et al. 2014, Méndez-Medina et
al. 2015). Remote fishing grounds, high levels of internal
organization, and external support from NGOs and academic
organizations have enabled resource users to secure coastal
livelihoods without compromising traditional values and social
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Fig. 2. Theoretical model depicting small-scale fisheries interactions in the age of globalization. In the absence
of alternatives, cross-scale interactions initiated by neoliberal reforms may represent a social-ecological trap that
undermines institutional and environmental integrity.

relationships. Building on the successful tradition of coastal ejidos 
(communal farm lands), cooperatives in both regions obtained
renewable and exclusive 20-year concessions for the harvest of
high-value, benthic species, i.e., lobster and/or abalone. Through
processes of exclusion, negotiations to resolve stakeholder
differences, and legitimacy derived from participation in scientific
management and the cocreation of regulatory standards, these
cooperatives have productively engaged with available governance
and market mechanisms, integrating them with existing social
norms and rules-in-use to defend access rights and capture
resource revenues (Defeo and Castilla 2005, McCay et al. 2014,
Méndez-Medina et al. 2015).  

Though many of the factors linked with the positive, equitable,
and sustainable social-ecological outcomes referenced above are
context-dependent and/or biogeographically explicit, we advance
human agency as a core concept. In Mexico (Weaver et al. 2012)
and across the globe (Pinkerton 2017), the capacity to resist,
withstand, or adapt to external forces like neoliberalism is
increasingly linked with the ability of individuals, cultures, and
communities to actively shape their own futures by establishing
goals and pursuing objectives that they themselves deem
worthwhile (Brown and Westaway 2011, Coulthard 2012, Cinner
et al. 2018). Indeed, critical theorists have argued that human
agency is one of the characteristics that distinguishes social

systems from their ecological counterparts and, as such, is as an
essential “additional conceptual layer” required to enhance our
understanding of the conditions supporting resilience (Davidson
2010:1142, Cote and Nightingale 2012).

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
As anthropologist James B. Greenberg (2006:129) asserts, the real
tragedy “is “not of the commons but a tragedy of
commoditization,” when natural resources are managed as goods
to be bought and sold without appreciation for their ecological
function and social value. When global actors limit the
accountability and control of local communities, policies that
reduce social cohesion, reinforce existing power dynamics, and
perpetuate economic inequality will likely lead to adverse human
and environmental impacts (Durham 1995). Though our analysis
concerns small-scale fisheries privatization and global market
integration, similar patterns and processes have been identified
amongst scholars examining the impacts of sustainable
development projects (Weaver et al. 2012, Peterson 2015), fair
trade agreements (Fridell 2006), ecotourism (Young 1999), and
biodiversity conservation (Adams and Hutton 2007, Avila-
Forcada et al. 2012, Bennett et al. 2015) in the Gulf of California
and elsewhere as the debate surrounding neoliberal reform, elite
capture, and environmental sustainability continues across
sectors, scales, and geographies.  
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Table 2. Policy levers (across relevant levels of organization) for improving the structure and function of modern small-scale fishery
systems.
 
Level Lever Citations

Global Recognition of the social and cultural value of fisheries Allison et al. 2012, Kittinger et al. 2017
Trade policy to support equitable and transparent supply chains and address
biosecurity concerns

Van Mulekom et al. 2006, McCauley et al. 2018

National Redistribution of profits from export-oriented seafood trade Béné et al. 2010, Bjørndal et al. 2015
Development of national markets and support for intra-regional trade
networks

Béné et al. 2010

Institutional support for fishing cooperatives and federations Jentoft 1989, 2005, Pomeroy and Berkes 1997
Regional Development of management strategies sensitive to local rules-in-use Berkes et al. 2000, McClanahan et al. 2009, Cinti et al.

2014
Democratic empowerment of resource users Jentoft 2005, Finkbeiner and Basurto 2015
Labor organization movements Campling et al. 2012
Alternative marketing strategies and licensing regimes Levy 2010, McClenachan et al. 2014, Witter and Stoll

2017
Local Assertion of local and/or indigenous fishing and conservation rights Johannes 2002, Jones et al. 2017

Social movements to protect fish habitat Altamirano-Jiménez 2017

With the field of social-ecological systems becoming increasingly
influential across international policy arenas it is important to
challenge many of its normative assumptions about human
behavior and systems organization (Cote and Nightingale 2012,
Fabyini et al. 2014). In practice, decision-making processes and
practices are not products of consensus and homogeneity, but
rather are shaped by the tensions between classes, economies, and
political systems. Although researchers have made considerable
progress expanding the scope of their analyses (Armitage and
Johnson 2006, Young et al. 2006, Janssen et al. 2007), additional
efforts are required to elevate the significance of such findings
beyond theoretical discourse. By examining the links between
global, regional, and local change processes and merging diverse
literatures, we hope to advance common pool resource theory and
increase the relevance of its findings. Although neoclassical
fisheries economists and modern SES scholars agree that the
tragedy of the commons cannot be avoided without secure access
and tenure rights, we argue that resource rights may serve only to
exacerbate the problem if  an “entitlement failure” occurs (Béné
2003, Mansfield 2011). When the benefits of market integration
and privatization are unevenly distributed and/or captured by
elites, increasing social and economic inequality will leave active
resource users with little incentive or opportunity to self-regulate.
Though the magnitude and direction of these linkages is likely to
vary across geographies and study systems, by generalizing our
findings we hope to provide a theoretical model that can be
dissected, tested, and improved by a diverse audience of scholars
and practitioners.  

Following the global financial crisis of 2008, challenges to the
neoliberal world order have intensified as opposition movements
have grown in number, strength, and diversity. While
acknowledging the limitations and dangers of populist discourses
rooted in nationalist appeal, we support the need for alternative
approaches to the management and governance of small-scale
fisheries. Given that small-scale fisheries are now globally
integrated, policy makers, resource managers, and fisheries
practioners must address the existence of international trade
networks and the social structures that have developed alongside
them. Building on previous literature (Béné et al. 2010, Kittinger

et al. 2017, Pinkerton 2017) we propose a suite of levers for more
nuanced, tractable, and equitable fisheries policies that can be
enacted across existing levels of organization (Table 2).  

No single approach can solve problems emerging from
globalization, but various approaches can be used in concert to
mitigate the effects of roving bandits and replace destructive
incentives with resource rights frameworks that promote
environmental stewardship and “build the self-interested,
conserving feedback that comes from attachment to place”
(Berkes et al. 2006:1558). Effective national fisheries policies may
have to be codeveloped with well-designed poverty and
development projects in accordance with human rights protocols
(Allison et al. 2012, Weeratunge et al. 2014, Kittinger et al. 2017)
and incorporate strategies designed to restore the connections
between resources and people by shifting existing power and
market dynamics (Nayak et al. 2014). Though patron-client
relationships are expected to be less conducive to conservation
behaviors (Johnson 2010), the emergence of such relationships is
expected to increase across the Gulf of California alongside
coastal development and urbanization (Basurto et. al 2013b).
Rather than focusing on the protection of flagship species,
international conservation organizations working in the region
should address the social issues dictating how coastal
communities interact with the marine environment (Cisernos-
Montemayor and Vincent 2016). Likewise, the scientific research
community can play an important role in assessing the linkages
between environmental sustainability and socioeconomic
context, aggregating the expertise required to inform responses
by businesses, government, nonprofits, and communities
(Kittinger et al. 2017).  

Stakeholder engagement and comanagement are crucial for
successful environmental policy, often influencing outcomes more
than the management schemes themselves (Gutiérrez et al. 2011).
If  fishers in the Gulf of California are to be deputized as the
stewards of their target resources, their active participation in
management decisions and in research and monitoring activities
is critically important. As the spatial scale of resource use
increases alongside the heterogeneity of resources and resource
users (Berkes et al. 2006), traditional community-based
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management systems must evolve and adapt (Finkbeiner and
Basurto 2015). Recognizing and accounting for regional
heterogeneity in ecosystem structure and social organization may
help to identify those strategies best suited for specific social-
ecological contexts. As effective as community-based
management systems may be at local scales, it is likely that they
will only last as long as the system remains buffered from external
pressures (Cudney-Bueno and Basurto 2009). Though social and
environmental change is inevitable as small-scale fisheries are
integrated with global markets, multilevel governance structures
can be designed to harness the benefits and ensure their equitable
distribution (Crona et al. 2015). Although top-down control
measures have a decidedly mixed track-record, it appears evident
that the nation-state has a critical role to play in the management
of small-scale fisheries through supporting the development and
persistence of strong, local institutions.  

Resource managers who seek to promote sustainable use and
avoid the tragedy of the commons must recognize the importance
of granting secure access and tenure rights to small-scale
fishermen actively engaged in extractive behavior, while
encouraging the diversification of their activities and marketing
options. Moving forward, if  we acknowledge that property rights
are a societal construct and that property regimes can be tailored
to accomplish specific objectives (Bromley and Feeny 1992),
perhaps it is time to move beyond traditional notions of fishing
“rights” and begin to reconsider how fishing privileges, contingent
upon duties related to resource monitoring, stewardship, and
governance, could be designed and implemented to foster
sustainable use.

Responses to this article can be read online at: 
http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/issues/responses.
php/10693
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