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Introduction 

Seafood consumption has increased from 9.9 Kg per person/year in 1960 to 16.4 Kg per 

person/year in 2000 (FAO, 2009, Flothmann et al., 2010).  This increase in consumption, 

however, has pushed seafood production operators to implement unsustainable extraction 

methods that have resulted in the overexploitation of at least 70% of the planet’s fisheries 

(Meyers and Worm, 2003, FAO, 2009). In general terms, unsustainable, overfishing is 

contributing to the dismantling of fish stocks and represents a serious threat to the state of the 

planet’s oceans (Meyers and Worm, 2003, Pauly and Watson, 2003 Nuttall, 2004). 

 

Economically speaking, the world’s fishing industry directly provides 170 million jobs.  It’s also 

estimated that for every 1 fishery job, there are 3 other sources of employment in the form of 

buyers, sellers, transporters, etc.  In this context, 520 million people (7.9% of the population) 

depend on the fishing industry for their economic livelihoods (FAO, 2009).  

 

According to the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (2009), despite an 

increase in yearly demand for seafood and an increase in fishing effort, catch yields have failed 

to increase over the last decade.  This global analysis can be corroborated on the local level by 

careful observation of how fishing efforts impact socioeconomic development trends in Coast 

Rica’s rural, coastal, communities.   

 

 

Project description, methodology, outputs 

Often times, coastal development efforts in Costa Rica are supported by public policy that favors 

the large scale, unsustainable extraction of the country’s marine resources and the growth of a 

tourism sector (the number one contributor to the country’s GDP) that in many cases has done 

little to reduce poverty levels in rural communities (Honey et al., 2010).  As fish stocks dwindle 

and international investors rush to develop local lands and traditional docks, the overexploitation 

of marine resources and the transformation of the country’s coastlines create environmental, 

economic, and social damage to local communities and their residents. 

Because the level of economic development of many coastal residents correlates to the state of 

the local artisanal fishing industry, projects that support local artisanal fishers and link their 

efforts to the growing tourism industry will positively affect residents’ progress.  Therefore, an 

innovative solution to the problems these fisher folk face is the identification of sustainable 

fishing practices and direct marketing strategies between fishers and tourism operators to create 

responsible production models and increase profits.   
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Fishing along Costa Rica’s Nicoya Peninsula is an important variable in the region’s 

socioeconomic development.  Because of this, the condition of the local economy is strongly 

linked to the state of the area’s fisheries.  No community benefits or suffers more from local 

fishery yields than the 100 combined members of the Association of Coyote Fishers 

(ASPECOY) and the Association of Bejuco Fishers (ASOBEJUCO) and their families located in 

the district of Bejuco.  In Costa Rica, while a few isolated areas have experienced planned and 

positive economic development, the majority of the country’s population finds itself in some 

level of poverty (Mideplan, 2007).  Bejuco is not immune to this fact, falling into the country’s 

lowest development category and ranking 419 out of the country’s 470 districts. 

Bejuco’s present economic situation has been made worse by the application of unselective 

fishing techniques – mainly in the form of shrimp trawls and gill nets – that have negatively 

impacted local fish stocks.  In reaction to these irresponsible fishing methods, researchers are 

working with ASPECOY and ASOBEJUCO to identify responsible fishing techniques (bottom 

demersal longlines) and to promote the sustainable consumption of snappers (Lutjanus Guttatus) 

through a direct marketing model that targets the region’s tourists thereby retaining profits by 

eliminating large scale corporate buyers.  And through this process of identifying the best 

possible, sustainable utilization of area resources for the benefit of the community, fisher folk 

now have the opportunity to create small and medium-size enterprises (SMEs) that market and 

sell their responsibly caught products directly to hotels and restaurants whose environmentally 

conscious clients expect and demand quality dining options from a country with a “green” 

resume.  The project’s vision of natural resource protection and socio-economic development is 

driving sustainable coastal development efforts and preserving traditional fishing cultures and 

traditions in Bejuco.   

The project is also being evaluated for a Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) international 

certification, something that does not currently exist among small scale fisheries in Central 

America and the Caribbean.  Additionally, with the political will of the Costa Rican 

Environmental Ministry (MINAET), 2 multi-use marine protected areas (MPA) have been 

established in the Bejuco fishing grounds.  These MPAs prohibit unsustainable fishing practices 

such as shrimp trawling and gill net use but allow bottom longlines in their current capacity.   

The project’s outputs include: 

 Determination of sustainability of bottom longline artisanal fisheries 

 Policy influence, resource protection initiatives, marine protected area  

development 

 Market re-design to promote local product sales  

 Development of SMEs 

 Increased profits for fishers 

 International product certification 

 

 Project scoping/replication to include a larger geographic area/multiple snapper 

stocks (future project) 



 

 

 Premium international market inclusion (future project)   

 

Measurements of success 

It should be noted that fishers have just begun to solicit and acquire local hotel sales.  The rest of 

2011 will find key fishery representatives facilitating meetings and negotiations between their 

respective associations and interested hotels/potential buyers.  For this reason the project has 

measured its achievements to date strictly from an environmental stand point.  As hotels and 

restaurants become a part of the project’s chain of custody, members will begin to measure 

success from a socioeconomic standpoint.  These success indicators will include the price per/kg 

of spotted snapper that fishers are able to charge and the percentage they earn compared with the 

final selling price.  Before this project began, the going price was $3 per/Kg and 100% of the 

catch was sold to a single buyer who then sold to either MARTEC, an international 

processor/exporter located 200 km away in Quepos, or to other buyers from supermarkets in San 

José (capital city, also located 200 km away).  The fish was then sold whole in supermarkets in 

San José for $11-12 per/Kg.  Fishers hope to see a rise in profits as well as a rise in the 

percentage of the snapper catch that is directly sold to tourism businesses for local consumption, 

whereby taking advantage of the over 800,000 tourists that visit the Guanacaste area annually 

(ICT, 2009). 

 

The project has a well defined series of environmental indicators that have been used to measure 

its success. 

 

The environmental impact that this project is having on marine resource protection initiatives in 

Costa Rica is measured by the number of established MPAs that allow the use of bottom 

longlines (the technique used by these snapper fishers) and the number of protected square 

kilometers they represent.  Destructive shrimp trawler activity has also decreased in the fishing 

grounds and is a measure of the project’s positive environmental impacts.  Average snapper size 

throughout the years is and will be monitored as its increase is an indicator of a recovering 

population.  The results of catch per unit of effort (CPUE) calculations and ongoing data 

collection for a stock assessment are also ways the project is measuring its environmental 

sustainability achievements.   

 

As fishers obtain clients for their direct markets, the fishery’s carbon footprint will be calculated 

with regards to the resources needed to distribute products locally compared with the resources 

previously needed to ship products 200 km away to San José and Quepos. 

 

Fishers also wish to participate more in the decision making process and create co management 

systems regarding their fishery.  MINAET has asked that they submit their critique and opinions 

of the MPAs’ management plans in preparation of its 5 year review.  This inclusion of local 

knowledge and opinions in the political decision making process is also a way the project 

measures its impact.   

 

 



 

 

As a final note, the acquisition of an international certification would also denote the fishery’s 

sustainability and presumably impact the leverage these fishers have within the political decision 

making process as it pertains to coastal management.   

 

   

Community and environmental benefits 

The fishers’ business model was developed as a way to look beyond traditional methods of doing 

business and to develop new ways of creating value.  It describes how responsible production 

drives sustainable consumption and leads to sustainable coastal development.  The Bejuco 

artisanal fisher folk are protecting the environment by identifying responsible production 

techniques and creating jobs and economic opportunities through the development of SMEs 

designed to sell their catch to local tourist establishments, thus meeting this market 

demand/need. 

It is important to understand that there are other factors driving this project other than dollars per/ 

Kg.  Because the economic livelihoods of fishers’ are dependent on a common resource, 

protecting this resource is an intricate part of the fishery’s business model.  A product 

certification is not a guarantee that the fish will fetch a heftier price.  But there are other benefits 

that a certification can bring to a fishery.  Some of these benefits include increased political 

support from local and national fisheries agencies, infrastructure improvements, and resource 

protection in the form of MPA establishment.  The latter is exactly what’s happening in Bejuco 

and what will likely continue to happen in the event the fishery is awarded a certification.  Multi-

use MPAs have been established by MINAET to allow bottom longlining but prohibit such 

unselective techniques as shrimp trawling and gill net use.  Increased protection from these 

destructive fisheries would further protect local snapper resources.  For this reason, legislation 

improvements that better protect the resource are a viable part of the project’s business model.  

 

 

Conclusions  

The project is composed of environmental, social, and economic components thus covering the 

three key themes of sustainability.  It is also scalable to include more artisanal bottom longline 

fisheries along Costa Rica’s Pacific coast.  The project’s methodology can be replicated and used 

in other countries/regions as local fishing efforts and tourism initiatives continue to interact 

along coastal areas throughout Central America and the Caribbean.  The initiative recognizes the 

true value of coastal resources and does not promote the limitless extraction of seafood.  Area 

hotels that purchase responsibly caught snapper and promote its consumption among their guests 

contribute to the project’s economic and environmental sustainability.  Lastly, the project 

benefits the snapper market’s entire chain of custody as fishers are beginning to earn more 

per/Kg for their snappers, hotels looking to obtain the Costa Rican Tourism Institute’s 

Sustainable Tourism Certification (CST) certification can apply their support of the project to 

their certification, and of course tourists who choose to consume these snappers not only help 

this local market but get a good tasting, healthy meal as well.  

 


