
Campaign briefing August 2022: On the Hook
external review of the Marine Stewardship Council

Introduction

Since its launch in August 2017, On the Hook has brought together NGOs, academics,
industry, politicians and ocean advocates to call for reform to aspects of the Marine
Stewardship Council (MSC) Standard amidst growing concerns that the ecolabelling
program is rewarding unsustainable practices and fisheries and failing to deliver its
goal of ‘oceans teeming with life’. The MSC ecolabelling scheme was designed to
provide a market-based incentive for sustainability improvements, but in its current form,
is failing to be relied upon as a genuine indicator of sustainability, particularly as a
consumer might understand the term. 

As a result of MSC inaction, On The Hook has now launched its own external review
which will take a holistic, and objective, view of the MSC’s Standard, its driving philosophy
and its operating model. 

Background

Over the years, the MSC has attracted increasing criticism, as well as several formal
objections, for its certification of destructive fisheries, including but not limited to: deep-
sea bottom-trawling fisheries, fisheries deliberately targeting marine mammals, and
fisheries with unacceptable levels of shark finning or bycatch of non-target fish species,
sharks, turtles or seabirds.

On The Hook initially focussed on issues relating to MSC-certified tuna fisheries,
specifically the certification of the world’s largest tuna fishery – the Parties to the
Nauru Agreement (PNA) fishery. We contested this certification on the basis that the PNA
was a ‘compartmentalised’ fishery – one where sustainable elements are artificially
segmented for assessment and certification, ignoring any unsustainable fishing practices
taking place simultaneously – and also due to unacceptable levels of shark finning. 

As a result of efforts by the On The Hook campaign and our allies, the MSC has now
banned ‘compartmentalisation’. MSC has now also finally proposed a strengthening of
its shark finning policy, adopting the requirement of Fins Naturally Attached. 

While both of these are certainly steps in the right direction, substantial weaknesses
and/or loopholes remain. Overall, MSC’s progress is piecemeal, very slow, and
ultimately lacks teeth. In the face of climate and biodiversity crises, this no longer cuts it.
We believe it is clear that far-reaching reform is needed if the MSC is to retain credibility
and consumer confidence.



The bar for certification is set too low, arguably in an effort to engage more large,
industrial fisheries.
MSC's definition of sustainability rests primarily on the status of the target
stock, rather than taking a holistic view incorporating the full range of stock,
ecosystem, climate and human/ social impacts. 
MSC's continued certification of highly destructive fisheries, including deep-sea
bottom trawling fisheries.
The inaccessibility of the program to the majority of small-scale and
developing-world fisheries.
Repeated failures to engage genuinely and transparently with stakeholder
input and to incorporate it into the policymaking process in a meaningful way.
Potential conflicts of interest in the MSC model: for example, the more catch
certified, the more revenue MSC gets, and the CAB selection and payment process by
fisheries seeking accreditation.

Key issues 

Where are we now?

We believe there are fundamental underlying issues in the MSC model, limiting its
ability to achieve its stated objectives. For example, is its narrow definition of sustainability
still useful in a twenty-first century context? Is its business model, where fisheries choose
and pay assessment bodies, an appropriate one? We feel issues such as these can only be
addressed through a ‘root-and-branch’ review.
 
MSC was established 25 years ago. In those 25 years, both the organisation itself and the
landscape it operates within have changed virtually beyond recognition. We therefore
believe it is a reasonable ask of MSC at this point in its existence to take stock of these
challenges and ensure that it is still delivering effectively and credibly.

We do not believe that it is time to give up on the MSC model entirely. However, we are
deeply concerned at how far it currently is from representing a ‘gold standard’, the
scale of reform needed and the inability of the existing, slow-moving and constrained, MSC
processes to deliver this.



 The first phase (April - July 2022) was an open, public consultation, calling for
written responses to a wide range of open questions including topics such as the
MSC’s operating model and its performance against key objectives.
 The call for evidence was promoted through direct outreach, media, social media
and wider networks with the intention of seeking views across the full range of
stakeholder groups and diversity of voices. 
Evidence will be made publicly available where respondents consent,
although this can be anonymised if required. 
 Key themes will be identified, and a smaller number of people invited to participate
in a series of roundtable sessions.
 These sessions will be run over Zoom and facilitated by Dr Andrew F. Johnson
(MarFishEco Fisheries Consultants Ltd).
 The sessions will consist of groups of stakeholders who will participate in a facilitated
discussion on key issues identified through the consultation, as well as on possible
solutions. All sessions will be recorded and made publicly available.
 The result of this exercise will be a report collating feedback generated through
the initial consultation and subsequent roundtable discussions, written and
produced by MarFishEco Fisheries Consultants Ltd.
 The report will make both immediate and longer-term recommendations for
MSC to implement, which will be widely circulated to promote the policy asks
detailed.

External Review 

Despite our calls for a full external and independent review, MSC has on multiple
occasions denied the need and refused to initiate one itself. As a result, in April 2022 the
On The Hook campaign formally launched its own external review, which takes the
following format:
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For further information please visit www. marinestewardshipreview.org. If you
have any questions about submitting evidence to the external review please
email MSCreview@marfisheco.com. For general questions about the On The
Hook campaign please email info@onthehook.org.uk. 

To find out more or join the campaign: 

onthehook.org.uk @OnTheHookMSC info@onthehookorg.uk

http://onthehook.org.uk/
https://twitter.com/onthehookmsc

