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Fishery Policy:
How to Create a  
Successful Right-based 
System?
Focusing on the Swedish demersal fisheries, key factors 
for a successful design and implementation of a rights-
based system in the allocation of fishing opportunities were 
discussed at this workshop. This included, for example, 
discussions about how the system can be designed so that 
unwanted social effects can be avoided and how it can 
contribute to compliance.  

Background 
In the current Basic Regulation (EC Reg-
ulation 1380/2013) of the EU’s Common 
Fisheries Policy, that came into force on 
1 January 2014, one fundamental change 
consisted of the introduction of an obliga-
tion to land all catches of quota species. 
According to this so-called landing obliga-
tion, which is being gradually introduced 
from 2015 to 2019, all catches of quota 
species must be landed, reported and 
deducted from the national quota. It aims, 
for example, to accelerate the develop-
ment of more selective fishing methods. 
The introduction of the landing obligation 
created demands for adjustments in the 
fishery management, for example in the 
system to allocate fishing opportunities. 
Before 2017, Sweden applied catch limits 
on a weekly or monthly basis for several 
demersal species in the North Sea. There 
were no possibilities to transfer fishing 
quotas so that the fishermen could adjust 
their fishing opportunities. Moreover, 
the system did not give the fishermen 
much flexibility to plan their operations 
throughout the year. The presence of 
so-called choke species, i.e. species caught 
in several different gears and for which 
the national quota is likely to be fully uti-

lised before the end of the year, presents a 
particular challenge under a landing obli-
gation. If the national quota for a choke 
species is reached early in the year, the 
gear groups at risk of catching the species 
may need to be prohibited for the remain-
der of the year in order to ensure that the 
national quota is not exceeded. Thus, the 
landing obligation created the need for a 
more flexible system with better planning 
possibilities in order to improve the abil-
ity of the Swedish fishing fleet to comply 
with the landing obligation.
   Due to these needs created by the 
landing obligation, in 2014 the Swedish 
Agency for Marine and Water Manage-
ment (SwAM) was given the legal right to 
introduce a system where fishing oppor-
tunities can be temporarily transferred 
between individual fishermen.  A new 
system for allocating fishing opportunities 
was introduced in January 2017. In case 
the system would be adjusted to allow 
for fishing rights with a longer duration, 
the design of such a system is of critical 
importance in order to avoid unwanted 
effects (there is currently no legal possibil-
ity for SwAM to introduce such a system 
in the demersal fishery). The individual 
allocation is, with some exceptions, based 
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on the individual fishermen’s reported 
catches during a reference period (2011–
2014). The design of the system paid 
particular attention to small-scale coastal 
fisheries using passive gears through 
common unallocated quotas.
   The new system means increased 
flexibility and better possibilities for indi-
vidual fishermen to adjust their fishing 
opportunities over time, which probably 
makes them better able to comply with 
the landing obligation. It may however 
also have challenges that have to be 
considered in future adjustments of the 
system. For example, although the system 
allows for increased flexibility, quotas 
may still be limiting at the individual 
level. Given economic incentives to 
maximise the value of one’s own fishing 
opportunities, these incentives may affect 
compliance. Another concern is that since 
the fishing opportunities are annual and 
can only be transferred over the course of 
the year, individual fishermen’s long-term 
planning is impeded due to uncertainty 
about what fishing opportunities and 
income they will have in the coming 
years. This may in turn contribute to 
reluctance to invest in better and envi-
ronmentally friendly technology. Another 

challenge is that various ‘lock-in’ effects 
can be observed in the present system.      
The system thus has challenges that need 
to be considered in future adjustments. 
In case the system would be adjusted to 
allow for fishing rights with a longer dura-
tion, the design of such a system would 
be of critical importance in order to avoid 
unwanted effects such as unwanted struc-
tural change and a too high concentration 
of fishing rights by certain actors and/or 
in certain regions.
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Key issues discussed

The overall question discussed at the 
workshop was: What are the key factors 
for a successful design and implemen-
tation of a rights-based system in the 
allocation of fishing opportunities? 
   The discussion focused on the following 
sub-questions:

• Initial allocation: What is the role of 
the initial allocation of the fishing 
rights and their duration? 

• System design and social goals: 
How can goals regarding consider-
ation and protection of the small 
scale fisheries be met in a rights-
based system? How can unwanted 
structural change connected with 
unwanted capitalisation and high 
prices be avoided? 

• System design and compliance: What 
are the key factors for achieving 
compliance with regulations? How 
can the challenge of limiting quotas 
and choke species be met? 

• System design and incentives for 
selective and environmental friendly 
gear: How can incentives for the use 
of selective and environmentally 
friendly gears be created? How can 
an ecosystem approach be consid-
ered within a rights-based system? 

   
During the workshop, SwAM gave a sum-
mary of the system of annually allocated 
fishing opportunities that was introduced 
in Sweden on 1 January 2017. This served 
as a backdrop for a discussion of the 
above concepts both in general terms and 
in the context of the Swedish demersal 
fishery. The discussion was concluded 
with some take home messages.

Summary of workshop discussion

The discussion on successful design of 
rights-based systems focused on the key 
elements ‘initial allocation’, ‘social goals’, 
‘compliance’ and ‘environmental incen-
tives’. 
   It was first noted that there are different 
ways to determine the initial allocation of 
quotas. Whereas historical catches may 
be the most common allocation rule, also 
other allocation mechanisms have been 
used, including auctioning. It was noted 
that alternative rules for initial allocation 
have different management challenges, 
advantages and disadvantages. Another 
issue related to the allocation that will 
affect incentives, behaviour and efficiency 
is who gets the legal right to the allocate 
quotas (for example the license holder, 
the crew or the owner of the vessel).
   The discussion then turned to the 
question of management systems and 
compliance. Compliance is an important 
factor to consider in the design of man-
agement systems, and it may be affected 
by factors such as economic incentives 
to maximise the value of one’s fishing 
opportunities. This may in turn lead to 
high-grading (illegal discard of the less 
valuable part of the catch of the target 
species) or illegal discard of by-catches.  
Although compliance is a challenge, the 
discussion highlighted several aspects 
of design and implementation of man-
agement systems that may contribute to 
improved compliance. Two such impor-
tant aspects are the creation of voluntary 
compliance and social control. Voluntary 
compliance is affected by the system 
design and how well it is accepted by 
fishermen. If rules are perceived to be 
reasonable and possible to follow, then 
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the willingness to comply is likely to be 
higher. When rules and regulations are 
perceived to be too complicated and mon-
itoring at sea is difficult, then the risk for 
non-compliance increases.
   Social control may be facilitated through 
system transparency. For example, if 
everyone can observe each other’s catches 
and remaining individual quotas, social 
control grows stronger. Transparency 
may also improve the overall efficiency of 
the system (for example regarding quota 
transfers). The discussion further showed 
that the degree of transparency differs 
across countries and quota systems and 
is probably higher in for example Iceland 
and Norway than in Sweden. In general, 
it was pointed out that the legislator must 
avoid making a patchwork of rules and 
regulations in order to cover up for the 
inventiveness of the fishermen.
   A further factor discussed was that 
non-compliance with rules should be 
costly – a topic that has received a great 
deal of attention in the research – for 
example to keep high-grading from being 
profitable.
   As regards system design and social 
goals, ways to foster and protect small-
scale fisheries include setting aside quotas 
to certain segments and possibly also to 
letting this part be unallocated (‘coastal 
quotas’). It was also noted that the defini-
tion of small-scale fisheries may change 
with time. 
   A common way to avoid a too high 
concentration of fishing opportunities is 
to have concentration limits, e.g. a limit 
on how large of a quota can be held at 
an individual level. Such a limit may for 
example consist of a percentage of all 
quotas and/or a percentage per quota. 

According to the discussion, these limits 
have been set in different ways in dif-
ferent countries and fisheries. Rules 
regarding how quota can be transferred 
may be yet another measure to consider 
social aspects.
   Regarding environmental consider-
ations, the discussion highlighted that 
these may be made in different ways. One 
option is to create incentives by setting 
aside parts of the quotas for fishermen/
vessels meeting certain criteria. It was 
highlighted that it is important to take 
ecological aspects into account when 
creating such incentives. The importance 
of the concept of resource rent was also 
underlined in the discussion about envi-
ronmental considerations.
   A summary of some important take-
home messages for fishery management 
concluded the workshop discussion. The 
highlighted points included:

I. The importance of designing a 
system that fits everyone and is per-
ceived as fair. 

II. The importance of creating a system 
that is transparent and that creates 
efficiency and stimulates creation of 
social capital. 

III. That the design of the management 
system must stimulate innovation. 

IV. That rules must be designed in a 
way that makes non-compliance, for 
example high-grading, non-profit-
able.
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Background

Successful management of many of the 
environmental, economic and social chal-
lenges that humanity is currently facing 
requires collective action both between 
and within states. The Paris Agreement 
and the adoption of the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development are examples of 
agreements that aim to foster such coop-
eration and collective action. However, 
implementation of global agreements in 
practice often requires quite bold poli-
cymaking at state level, and here social 
scientists have a crucial role to play by 
suggesting and evaluating sound policies 
that promote greener economies. The 
need for evidence-based policy advice 
is larger than ever before and looking 
ahead, the demand will most likely con-
tinue to increase. 
   One challenge to sound policy making, 
in particular at Swedish agencies, is that 
most practitioners responsible for the 
management of environmental resources 
and issues are natural scientists. This is 
a challenge since environmental mat-
ters also need to be dealt with from a 
social science perspective and require 
the involvement of practitioners with a 
background in social sciences, not least 
environmental economists with expertise 
in the design, implementation and evalu-
ation of policies. However, many aspects 
of environmental economic policymak-
ing in practice are inherently complex 
and far from simple textbook models. 
Moving into the real world adds layers 
of complexity for example in the form of 
political restrictions and goals, temporal 
and dynamic effects, ethical considera-
tions, imperfect information, uncertainty 
and behavioural constraints. Practition-
ers need to make decisions within this 
complex context with limited resources 
and time.

   Hence, the existence of platforms that 
can facilitate and enable communication 
on equal terms between the research and 
policy communities is essential. Large 
academic conferences such as the World 
Congress in Environmental and Resource 
Economics (WCERE) gather experts in 
environmental economics from all over 
the world and have great potential to 
improve the interaction between leading 
academics and experts at agencies and 
organisations working with environmen-
tal policies. Traditionally, policy sessions 
at such gatherings are organised such 
that scientists give policy recommenda-
tions. We think that these sessions can be 
greatly improved if instead an interface 
for dialogue is created.
   The 6th World Congress in Environmen-
tal and Resource Economics (WCERE) was 
an opportunity to improve the interaction 
between environmental economists at 
agencies and those in academia. This 
pre-conference used practitioners’ ques-
tions at Swedish agencies as a starting 
point for such interaction. Academics and 
experts at agencies and organisations 
involved in policy work were brought 
together in five parallel workshops: 
fisheries management, biodiversity pro-
tection, circular economy, climate change 
and chemicals. The overall aim of the 
workshops was to strengthen the role 
of environmental economics in Swedish 
policy. Each workshop, which consisted 
of up to 10 experts and a chair, with 
a balance between practitioners and 
researchers, aimed to provide partici-
pants with new insights by addressing 
practical problems faced in policymaking 
and to strengthen networks of environ-
mental economists.
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Lessons learned

• Despite the short time available 
(3-hour workshops), there was room 
for plenty of new reflections, discus-
sions and building of new networks. 
Several suggestions for continued 
collaboration between researchers 
and agency representatives were 
made, including joint workshops and 
studies. As one practitioner said, ‘I 
wish my everyday work had more 
time for reflections of this kind.’  

• It is important to build up infra-
structure and resources for more 
frequent interaction between scien-
tists and practitioners. 

• The participation of international 
experts was highly appreciated as it 
broadened the national perspective 
on the issues discussed.

• The format of mixed and balanced 
groups worked well and was 
rewarding to all participants. 

• If the goal is to increase the likeli-
hood that the discussions will have 
a direct impact on the work at the 
agencies, it is important to address 
specific issues of direct relevance to 
them.  During these pre-conference 

workshops, the broader questions in 
the biodiversity and circular econ-
omy workshop led to a more general 
level of discussions compared to the 
other workshops with narrow and 
specific questions well embedded in 
the agencies work.

• Each workshop chair benefitted 
from the preparatory coaching on 
the meeting technique most appro-
priate for their workshop. The 
meeting techniques were applied to 
encourage active participation and 
make everyone’s voice heard. This 
was particularly important in the 
larger groups.

• The participants strongly appreci-
ated that the only thing they needed 
to do to prepare for a workshop was 
to read a short background text (see 
text for each workshop). Remember 
that each participant is already an 
expert on the topics discussed at the 
workshops they were invited to par-
ticipate in.
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