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Foreword

Today, the global community faces multiple and interlinked challenges ranging 
from the impacts of the ongoing financial and economic crisis to greater 
climate change vulnerabilities and extreme weather events. At the same 
time, it must also reconcile meeting the pressing food and nutrition needs of 
a growing population with finite natural resources. This edition of The State 
of World Fisheries and Aquaculture shows how these issues affect fisheries 
and aquaculture sector and how the sector is attempting to address them in a 
sustainable manner.

Fisheries and aquaculture make crucial contributions to the world’s well-
being and prosperity. In the last five decades, world fish food supply has 
outpaced global population growth, and today fish constitutes an important 
source of nutritious food and animal protein for much of the world’s population. 
In addition, the sector provides livelihoods and income, both directly and 
indirectly, for a significant share of the world’s population.

Fish and fishery products are among the most traded food commodities 
worldwide, with trade volumes and values reaching new highs in 2011 and 
expected to carry on rising, with developing countries continuing to account for 
the bulk of world exports. While capture fisheries production remains stable, 
aquaculture production keeps on expanding. Aquaculture is set to remain one of 
the fastest-growing animal food-producing sectors and, in the next decade, total 
production from both capture and aquaculture will exceed that of beef, pork or 
poultry.

However, in a world in which almost a billion people still suffer from hunger, 
it is the poor, especially those in rural areas, who are most vulnerable to the 
combination of threats outlined above. In many areas of sub-Saharan Africa and 
South Asia, their fish consumption levels remain too low and they are failing to 
benefit from the contributions that fisheries and aquaculture are increasingly 
making elsewhere in terms of sustainable food security and income.

The vital contributions from fisheries and aquaculture to global food security 
and economic growth remain constrained by an array of problems. These include 
poor governance, weak fisheries management regimes, conflicts over the use of 
natural resources, the persistent use of poor fishery and aquaculture practices, a 
failure to incorporate the priorities and rights of small-scale fishing communities, 
and injustices relating to gender discrimination and child labour.

The recent United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development, known 
as Rio+20, discussed these governance-related issues and served as a platform 
to renew political commitment for sustainable development, assess progress 
and gaps in the implementation of existing commitments, and address new 
challenges. Two themes underpinning Rio+20 – the institutional framework for 
sustainable development and the support of a green economy – were reflected 
in FAO’s main message that improved management and efficiencies throughout 
the food value chain can increase food security while using fewer natural 
resources, i.e. achieve more with less. A special focus on oceans and coasts at 
Rio+20 enabled FAO to voice its recommendations on questions ranging from 
improving the sustainable use of marine and coastal resources through to 
poverty eradication, small-scale fisheries and aquaculture operations, as well as 
the potential contribution of small island developing States.

Promoting sustainable fishing and fish farming can provide incentives for 
wider ecosystem stewardship. The greening of fisheries and aquaculture requires 
recognition of their wider societal roles within a comprehensive governance 
framework. There are several mechanisms to facilitate this transition, including 
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adopting an ecosystem approach to fisheries and aquaculture with fair and 
responsible tenure systems to turn resource users into resource stewards.

In addition to the efforts of government institutions, enabling fisheries 
and aquaculture to flourish responsibly and sustainably requires the full 
involvement of civil society and the private sector. Business and industry can help 
develop technologies and solutions, provide investment and engender positive 
transformation. Civil society and international and local non-governmental 
organizations can hold governments accountable on agreed commitments and 
ensure that the voices of all stakeholders are heard and represented.

Efforts to foster good governance for responsible and sustainable fisheries 
and aquaculture should include widespread adoption and implementation of 
the principles enshrined in the Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries, as well 
as of the provisions of the international guidelines currently under development 
for securing sustainable small-scale fisheries. It is also necessary to ensure the 
uptake and application of relevant international instruments, in particular the 
2012 Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Tenure of Land, 
Fisheries and Forests, and to provide support to initiatives such as the GEF/FAO 
Global Sustainable Fisheries Management and Biodiversity Conservation in Areas 
Beyond National Jurisdiction, the World Bank’s Global Partnership for Oceans 
and the UN Secretary-General’s Ocean Compact.

To ensure that ecological well-being is compatible with human well-being, 
and to make long-term sustainable prosperity a reality for all, it is necessary to 
strike the right balance between seizing opportunities and addressing threats 
in the use of technology and natural resources, in applying sound economic and 
policy decisions and in preserving environmental integrity and social licence.

It is my sincere hope that this issue of The State of World Fisheries and 
Aquaculture will serve as a useful reference work on the sector – its status, 
trends, issues and outlook – and that it will contribute to a more complete 
understanding of the sector’s key role in shaping our world.

Árni M. Mathiesen
Assistant Director-General

FAO Fisheries and Aquaculture Department
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