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1. Background/Context  

Small-scale fisheries (SSF) play a major role in the fisheries sector with over 490 million people depending 

at least partially on them. Their catches are estimated to represent about 40 percent of total inland and 

marine capture fisheries production and with about 90 percent of all those employed in capture fisheries 

operating in small-scale fisheries, including an estimated 21 million women1. Yet, from many instances, 

small-scale fishery activities are often informal and not counted. And because small-scale fisheries are 

diverse and dispersed, fully measuring their contributions is difficult. Often, information on small-scale 

fisheries (such as catch, employment, nutritional contribution, and governance arrangements) is not 

included nor disaggregated in official statistics neither is it explicitly accounted for when designing 

national, regional, and global policies. As long as data on small-scale fisheries remains “hidden”, they will 

continue to be marginalized in policy-making processes, decision making and management.  The need to 

identify SSF operations span the dimensions of governance (policy, legislation, access, and tenure), 

economics (taxation, subsidies, special preferences) and fishery management (regulation, gears, zoning). 

There are broader implications beyond the national level, which relate to international policies and 

strategies, most notably the FAO Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in 

the Context of Food Security and Poverty Eradication (SSF Guidelines), but also SDG14b and international 

trade negotiations that relate to fisheries. 

One critical issue in the collection of data on SSF is also related to the lack of a statistical definition and on 

the possibility to distinguish in a defensible and replicable manner, the characterizing of a fishing operation 

as “small-scale” or not. Many countries (as well as regional fisheries bodies and management organizations) 

have already developed some form of definition of small–scale and large-scale fisheries in their fishery 

legislation or fishery policy, but these are specific to the national or regional context and are generally not 

                                                            

1 FAO. 2022. The State of World Fisheries and Aquaculture 2022. Towards Blue Transformation. Rome, FAO. 

https://doi.org/10.4060/cc0461en 



2     CWP-IS/2023/Inf.9 

 

 

inter-comparable and cannot be used to look at SSF in a regional or international context. At a global level, 

soft definitions limit comparison between countries and regions, while there is no individual metric with a 

cut-off point capable of distinguishing between small-scale and larger-scale fisheries or fishing operations. 

The issue of definition or characterization is further complicated by the application of varied terminology 

to the small-scale (e.g. artisanal, subsistence, aboriginal, coastal, nearshore, municipal) and  large-scale 

sectors (e.g. commercial, semi-industrial, industrial). In some countries fishing units may be characterized 

into more than two categories, with the inclusion of one or more intermediate categories. 

National definitions of SSF (and other scales) are typically based on a limited set of quantitative metrics 

such as vessel size and power, gear type, or area of operation. Such narrow quantitative characterizations 

have issues at the transition between small scale and larger scale and may exclude legitimate SSF fishers 

or enable larger scale vessels to be included as part the small-scale fleet. This may lead to dissatisfaction, 

conflict and non-compliance with fisheries regulations. 

The wide heterogeneity of SSF around the world challenges their inter-comparability between countries, 

and without standard criteria that can be applied objectively, it is impossible to determine the separation 

between small-scale and large-scale fishing units at the regional or global level. At present, there is no 

individual metric with a cut-off point that is capable of distinguishing between small-scale and larger-scale 

fishing activity. As such, the establishment of a globally endorsed, quantitative statistical definition seems 

unlikely.  

In recent years, FAO has developed a matrix scoring approach to provide a systematic method for the 

characterization of the scale of fishing units. The approach was presented at CWP 26 (May 2019), with 

updates provided at CWP Intersessional meeting (November 2021) and at CWP 27 (June 2022).  The matrix 

is intended to enable the objective identification of fisheries or fishing operations that may be considered 

small-scale and contribute to a better quantification of the number of such fisheries, their catches and the 

issues that relate to their operations. The matrix scoring approach was applied within the “Illuminating 

Hidden Harvests” (IHH) global study of SSF, which considered approximately 3,000 fisheries from 58 

countries (including fisheries in the WCFC region), and individual fisheries were scored using the matrix. 

The fisheries in the study were those considered to be SSF within their national contexts.  

Acknowledging the potential of this approach, the Indian Ocean Tuna Commission (IOTC) has also 

implemented a trial study in the Indian Ocean by requesting its members, on a voluntary basis, to apply the 

matrix to their tuna and tuna-like fisheries in order to identify common traits characterizing small-scale 

fisheries at regional level and see how these compare with those identified in other regions and on a global 

scale. In addition, testing has also been carried out in the Western Central Atlantic Fishery Commission 

(WECAFC) and by the General Fisheries Commission for the Mediterranean (GFCM), with the latter 

having started the testing of the matrix in Libya.  

The matrix scoring approach is primarily intended as a research tool and at the national level to better-

identify and understand the nature of small-scale fishing operations and other fishing operations. As it is 

suitable for use in data poor situations and where structural statistical data is not available, with further 

testing and development, the matrix scoring approach might be used more systematically for national or 

regional analytical or reporting purposes. 

CWP 27 noted the progress made with the matrix and identified the following actions: 

 CWP parties were encouraged to test the Matrix approach for the characterization of fisheries and 

to this scope also consider the need for translation of the matrix methodology (currently in English 

only); 

 establish an ad hoc Task Group at CWP-27 on SSF 

CWP-27 identified FAO as the lead organization for TG-SSF and FAO has subsequently advised that 

Stefania Savoré is available to co-convene TG-SSF with support from the CWP Secretariat. Draft terms of 

https://iotc.org/documents/WPDCS/18/16
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reference (ToRs) for TG-SSF were developed in consultation with the TG Convener and are elaborated 

below (Section 2. Objectives, tasks and timeframe and Section 3. Organization of work). 

2. Objectives, tasks and timeframe 

The objectives of TG- Small Scale Fisheries are to: 

 review the testing of the SSF matrix from CWP partners and other relevant cases in other 

countries/regions, and identify general issues and constraints with the approach and current results; 

 if needed, suggest improvements to be implemented in the matrix (e.g. regional specificities); 

 develop concrete conclusions regarding the utility of the matrix approach as a tool for identifying 

key features of all types of capture fisheries, and SSF in particular; 

 collect and analyse the currently available definitions of SSF at national and regional level and 

assess if common definitions can be outlined.  

 encourage CWP parties to take on testing of the matrix at national and regional level. 

The work of TG-SSF will take place during the intersessional period to CWP-28 with a review at the 2023 

intersessional meetings of the CWP (June 2023) and a final report to CWP-28 in 2025. The overall scope 

of this work concerns the possibility of having the matrix adopted as a standard tool to support a statistically 

sound identification of the SSF in particular and the scale of any fishery in general.  

Table 1: Proposed tasks and timeframe for the work of TG-Small Scale Fisheries 

 Task Timeframe 

0. Develop draft ToRs and work plan in consultation with TG Co-conveners 

and circulate to members for validation. Call for TG participations and 

their contact details. 

May 2023 

1. Finalize ToRs and establish TG membership June 2023 

2. Collect and review the definitions on SSF collected through the 

Illuminating Hidden Harvest Report and other online information  

June 2023 

3. Present preliminary review findings of definitions and on the testing of 

the matrix at the intersessional meeting (IS) 

Intersessional 

meeting (IS) 

June 2023 

4. Further find opportunities to test the matrix within CWP members and by 

interested countries outside CWP and further improve the matrix based 

on feedback received incorporating intersessional meeting feedback and 

extend the scope of contributions to CWP parties which may not have had 

the opportunity to contribute to the TG or IS. 

Post IS 

5. Present final version of analysis of definitions and on the use of the matrix 

approach to CWP-28 for consideration and, if possible, adoption of the 

matrix as a standard 

By mid-2025 

3. Organization of work 

3.1. Convener 

CWP-27 identified FAO as the lead organization for TG-SSF and FAO has subsequently advised that 

Stefania Savoré is available to co-convene TG-SSF with support from the CWP Secretariat, including Mr. 

Federico de Luca; Meetings will be called by the Co-conveners and supported by the CWP Secretariat 

which will also ensure the progress of work and development of outputs, as stipulated by the CWP work 

plan and these ToRs. 
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3.2. Membership 

TG -SSF is open to all CWP parties, including Observer organizations, and those interested in this work 

are encouraged to actively contribute. At the CWP-27 the following parties indicated interest in 

participating in the TG: FAO (including WECAFC), ICCAT, ICES, IOTC and SEAFDEC. 

All interested CWP parties are requested to provide the name of the person(s) who will be actively involved 

in the work of TG-SSF. To the extent practicable, a substitute will be nominated to participate in the meeting 

if a member of the TG is unable to attend, and the convener shall be informed of this substitution prior to 

the scheduled meeting. 

3.3. Role of group members 

TG-SSF will make decisions in the spirit of consensus and cooperation. TG members will decide on the 

detailed work plan and may propose revisions of the ToRs for approval by the coordinator(s) of the CWP 

Fishery Subject Group and the CWP Secretariat. 

 

Each TG participant is encouraged to engage actively in the work of the TG, including by: 

 

 Attending all web calls and meetings  

 Sharing knowledge and practical examples to illustrate CWP needs 

 Reviewing working documents co-prepared by the TG. 

 

As a whole, the TG will develop the documents fulfilling its objectives including recommendations for 

presentation, discussion and decision at the CWP intersessional and session meetings. 

3.4. Meeting agenda items 

Meeting agendas, with attached meeting material, will be distributed at least five working days prior to a 

scheduled meeting, in coordination with the CWP Secretariat. At the end of each meeting, the TG will 

consider requirements for any follow-up meeting and, if required, will identify draft agenda items to be 

addressed at that meeting together with a proposed meeting schedule (date, time, duration).  

3.5. Minutes and meeting papers 

The minutes of each meeting will be prepared by the convener with support from the CWP Secretariat, or 

any other member on a voluntary basis, and shared with the TG members no later than ten working days 

following each meeting. 

3.6. Working conditions 

Most TG activities will be conducted through email exchange and online meetings; however, face-to-face 

meetings may be held as appropriate if deemed necessary and upon available resources. The frequency of 

the meetings will be determined by the TG work and progress. 
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