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a b s t r a c t

As worldwide population continues to grow, so does demand for seafood by consumers. With this trend,

interest in sustainably certified seafood is also increasing. The Maine lobster fishery is currently

considering certification based on the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) standard for sustainable and

well-managed fisheries. Although certification is argued to provide a market-based incentive to improve

sustainable fishing practices, it is a costly and time-consuming process, and often imposes additional

requirements on fisheries in order to meet certification standards. To evaluate whether the costs of Maine

lobster fishery certification are worth the presumed benefits, lobster industry members were interviewed

to learn their opinions of MSC certification, seafood consumers were surveyed to understand their

attitudes and purchasing preferences related to lobster, and lessons learned from other MSC-certified

fisheries were compiled. MSC certification of the Maine lobster fishery could potentially provide benefits

to the industry by differentiating Maine lobster and maintaining access to markets that are looking to

exclusively source certified fish products. However, certification is unlikely to provide price premiums for

the fishermen, and does not necessarily represent to consumers the most desirable aspects of Maine

lobster. Certification programs may need to adapt to consumer preferences and market conditions if they

are to continue to provide incentives for the sustainable management of fisheries.

& 2010 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Awareness of the impacts of fishing and aquaculture on the
environment as well as awareness about sustainable seafood
options has grown among consumers in recent years and seafood
marketers expect to see significant growth in sales of sustainable
seafood over the next 5 years [1]. Some seafood suppliers, with
pressure from environmental NGOs (non-governmental organiza-
tions), have turned to ecolabels to market their sustainable
seafood products [2]. The Marine Stewardship Council’s (MSC)
ecolabel, used on over 2000 products from 61 certified fisheries
[3] that have met the MSC’s environmental criteria, is currently
the world’s leading ecolabel for wild capture fisheries [4]. The
MSC is a non-profit organization established in 1997 by the World
Wildlife Fund, an international conservation organization, and
Unilever, an international food and beauty products corporation,
to certify fisheries as sustainable in order to give them an
economic incentive to improve their management and ecological
sustainability. European retailers such as Marks and Spencer,

Sainsbury’s, and Lidl are leading the charge to sell only
MSC-certified products, and in 2006, Wal-Mart announced its
commitment to source 100% of its wild-caught seafood from
MSC-certified fisheries within 3–5 years [5].

Because of the growing movement towards sustainable
seafood, pressure from retailers for fisheries to become certified,
and fears that fisheries may lose markets if they do not become
certified, many fisheries in the US and Canada, including the
Maine lobster fishery, have begun to pursue MSC certification. In
principle, to become certified by the MSC, the fishery must show
that it meets three core principles: (1) it supports sustainable fish
stocks; (2) it minimizes impacts on the surrounding ecosystem;
and (3) effective, legally based management measures that
maintain stock sustainability are in place [6]. Fisheries are
assessed by third party certifiers, and once certified, audited
annually and reassessed every 5 years. A certified fishery can
apply to use the MSC ecolabel (Fig. 1) on its seafood products. All
parties, including buyers, dealers, distributors, and retailers, that
wish to use the MSC ecolabel must complete a chain of custody
audit in which they are required to track MSC products and
ensure that they can be traced back to a certified fishery. A fishery
can lose certification if failing to keep up standards, although no
fishery has ever lost MSC certification.

The presumed benefits of certification include improving the
sustainability of the fishery, gaining a price premium for certified
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products, gaining or maintaining access to markets and differ-
entiating the fishery’s products from its competitors. The costs of
certification can be prohibitive—ranging from $20,000 for small
community-based fisheries to $300,000 for large industrial fish-
eries [7]—and increase further with expenses to conduct the pre-
assessment and annual audits, additional certification-related
management expenses, the implementation of improvements to
address the conditions placed on the fishery during the certifica-
tion process, and annual license fees and levies of 0.1% of sales of
MSC labeled seafood to the MSC. Considering the high known
costs and the uncertainty of benefits, a fishery must consider
many factors—including how likely it is to be certified and
maintain certification, and whether the market conditions are
likely to bear price premiums or market access for ecolabeled
products that would not be otherwise available to the fishery.

These questions were examined in the context of the Maine
lobster fishery, which is currently being reviewed for MSC
certification. Lobster is Maine’s top fishery, and supports livelihoods
for marine outfitters, boat builders, restaurants, and approximately
5500 fishermen [8], 1349 commercial dealers, and three processors,
which handle about 15% of Maine’s annual catch [9]. Hundreds of
small, coastal villages in Maine rely on the lobster fishery as a major
source of income. Approximately 5–6% of all live and processed
lobster in Maine is exported to Europe and 50% is exported to
Canada for reshipment, processing, or export back to the US
(D. Somers, personal communication, 11 March 2009).

The Gulf of Maine (GOM) lobster fishery is the largest in the
US, accounting for about 76% of landings between 1981 and 2007
(87% since 2002) [10]. The latest stock assessment reported in
March 2009 indicates that the current GOM stock abundance is at
record high levels compared with the past 26 years [10]. Overall,
recruitment has steadily increased since 1997, although fishing
effort in terms of number of traps and amount of time traps are in
the water is the highest observed since 1982. However, even with
the high fishing effort, the GOM stock is considered to be neither
depleted nor subject to overfishing.

Despite relative ecological sustainability, the Maine lobster
market was hit hard by the global economic crisis. In late 2008
decreased demand for lobster by consumers and Canadian
processors [11] drove lobster prices below $3 per pound,
compared with an average price of $4.10–$4.60 per pound at
the same time the previous year [12]. Thus, while catch increased
from 29182 metric ton (mt) in 2007 to 30500 mt in 2008, total
value decreased from $285.3 million in 2007 to $235.6 million in
2008 [13]. Prices fell again below $3 per pound in the summer of
2009, causing Maine lobstermen to attempt to reduce supply and

increase the price by organizing a statewide tie-up [14], but prices
continue to fluctuate and remain highly dependent on what
Canadian processors are willing to pay [15].

In addition the lobster industry has also been hard hit by the
skyrocketing cost of herring bait, which comprises 70–80% of the
bait used by the fishery. Inshore coastal waters of the Gulf of
Maine (herring management Area 1A) provide the primary source
of fresh Atlantic herring bait for the lobster industry. However,
the total allowable catch (TAC) for Area 1A has been reduced from
60,000 mt in 2006 to 45,000 mt in 2008 and 2009, and to
26,546 mt in 2010, putting the squeeze on already tight herring
bait supplies. The price for fresh Atlantic herring bait jumped from
$15 per bushel in 2006, prior to the reductions in the Area 1A TAC,
to $37 per bushel in some parts of Maine in 2008, and is predicted
to increase even further after the TAC reduction in 2010. In 2005
the total annual cost of herring bait for the average Maine lobster
fisherman exceeded the total annual fuel cost by about 50% [16].

Some interests in Maine believe that attaining MSC certifica-
tion will offer the Maine lobster industry a price premium, open
up new markets and prevent Maine from losing existing markets.
In December 2008, the Maine Governor’s Working Group on
Maine Lobster Sustainability created the Maine Fund for Lobster
Sustainability, a private organization, which put up the funds
($150,000) to pay for the full MSC assessment, removing one
major barrier to certification. It remains unclear how annual costs
if certified—estimated to be between $525,000 and $1.3 million
for audits and complying with the conditions imposed (D. Somers,
personal communication, 11 March, 2009)—will be financed.

The Maine lobster fishery is a complex interplay of biophysical
ecology and social interactions within the fishery and between
the fishery and its buyers. A key component to any change in the
management of the fishery is understanding the attitudes, values,
and preferences of the people involved—fishermen, producers,
managers and the consumers that ultimately buy lobster. A
successful ecolabeling program must have buy-in from three
major user groups: (1) seafood marketers, who must preferen-
tially select labeled seafood; (2) consumers, who must also
preferentially select the ecolabeled product; and (3) producers
and managers, who are needed to keep up practices that lead to
and maintain certification. There are already stated commitments
and demonstrations of preferential treatment of labeled seafood
by several large marketers (see above). Accordingly, this study
focuses on the opinions, concerns, and attitudes of consumers,
producers, and managers of Maine lobster to better clarify if the
benefits of certification might outweigh the costs. Three main
research questions were investigated:

(1) What knowledge, opinions, and concerns do Maine lobster
industry members have about MSC certification?

(2) What factors do consumers consider when purchasing lobster,
and do these factors relate to the presumed benefits of MSC
certification to industry?

(3) What lessons can be learned from fisheries that have already
been MSC-certified?

2. Methods

The research involved a mix of qualitative and quantitative
analysis of field interviews with producers and managers, an
online consumer survey, and expert opinion on MSC certification.

To answer the first research question, semi-structured inter-
views were conducted using snowball sampling in person and by
phone with 17 dealers and 59 harvesters from the 7 lobster
management zones in Maine (see Supplementary material 1). The

Fig. 1. The Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) ecolabel.
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number of interviewees in each zone was based on the percentage
of total license holders in each zone.

To address the second research question concerning consu-
mers’ lobster purchasing preferences, a survey (see Supplemen-
tary material 2) was designed to evaluate consumers’ views about
sustainable seafood and the economic and social preferences that
influence their seafood buying decisions. The goal was to examine
where the mechanisms and presumed benefits of MSC certifica-
tion align or conflict with consumer behavior. The survey aimed
to elucidate:

(1) consumers’ relative knowledge of environmental and human
health effects of seafood consumption,

(2) relative importance of different factors influencing lobster
purchasing preferences,

(3) willingness to pay a premium for ecolabeled lobster, and
(4) preferences for where lobster originates from.

In order to determine what type of lobster consumers prefer and
where they prefer to eat it, the survey was primed with questions
about consumers’ lobster purchasing preferences. Respondents were
then asked to rate their knowledge of: (1) the positive health
benefits of eating seafood, (2) the effects from eating certain kinds of
unsafe or contaminated seafood, (3) the effects of certain kinds of
commercial fishing on the ocean environment, and (4) the effects of
certain kinds of fish farming on the environment. Knowledge was
ranked as the average response from five categories ranging from (1)
‘‘Know nothing at all’’ to (5) ‘‘Know a great deal’’. Likewise,
respondents were asked to rank the importance they placed on
different health, price, and environmental attributes of lobster on a
scale from (1) ‘‘Not at all important’’ to (5) ‘‘Very important’’ and
results were ranked as the average response for each attribute. To
address consumers’ willingness to pay for ecolabeled lobster, a
closed-ended survey question was included that asked respondents
whether they would be willing to pay for lobster with a consumer
label showing that it came from a well-managed and sustainable
fishery. In order to gauge whether efforts (such as those of the Maine
Lobster Promotion Council) to promote the Maine lobster brand as
superior to other sources of American lobster might be a viable
alternative to MSC certification, respondents were asked to indicate
whether they had a preference for where their lobster was caught,
and then asked to specify in which states or country (the United
States or Canada) they would prefer their lobster came from.

In December 2008 an online market research firm, Greenfield
Online, was contracted to expose the survey to a non-random
sample of US seafood eaters. Out of 331 initiated surveys,
responses were analyzed from 305 surveys after eliminating 10
surveys from respondents who never ate lobster and 16
incomplete surveys.

To address the third question about lessons learned from past
experiences with MSC certification, the small number of literature
that analyzes MSC certified fisheries was reviewed. In the fall of
2008 semi-structured telephone interviews were conducted with
fishery experts and representatives from the Alaska Salmon and
the Western Australian Rock Lobster fisheries, the first two
fisheries to become MSC-certified, as well as with representatives
from the recently certified Baja California Spiny Lobster fishery
(see Supplementary Material 1).

3. Results

3.1. Lobster industry considerations

Of the 59 lobstermen interviewed, 51% (n¼30) had either
definite or qualified support (i.e. as long as no new regulations

were imposed on the fishery as a result) of MSC certification. Forty
nine percent (n¼29) of fishermen interviewed did not support
MSC, did not know if they supported MSC, or did not care. Lobster
buyers were equally split with 47% (n¼8) in support of
certification, and 53% against certification (n¼9).

The top concerns that industry members expressed about MSC
certification were:

(1) getting certified and possibly losing certification later;
(2) funding and who will pay for on-going certification costs;
(3) additional bureaucracy by an outside agency;
(4) additional regulations and costs imposed on fishermen,

without any benefits to them; and
(5) competition with Canada.

The top reasons interviewees gave for supporting certification
were:

(1) certification will open new markets,
(2) the industry may lose markets if it does not get certified,
(3) certification will differentiate Maine lobster and give it a

marketing edge, and
(4) certification will be funded through private donations.

Several people expressed frustration with not being included in
the decision-making process for MSC certification, mistrust of the
leaders of the certification effort, and skepticism about MSC
certification. Fishermen often remarked that the fishery’s success
and sustainability are subject to economic conditions, and that
there is no need for certification. One fisherman summarized by
stating: ‘‘Economics is going to take care of the industry. It’s the
way it’s always worked. When [people] can’t make money, people
will leave.’’

3.2. Consumer considerations

Respondents to the consumer survey represented 42 US states,
but were age skewed with 67% of respondents age 50 or older
(US median age is 36.6 [17]), 78% having attained an education
beyond high school, and had a median household income of
$40,000–$49,999. Seventy seven percent of the 305 respondents
indicated that they ate lobster 1–4 times per year, and only 25
respondents (8%) reported that they ate lobster once a month or
more. Seventy two percent of respondents reported that they
usually eat lobster at restaurants rather than at home, but more
than half (58%) reported that they purchase lobster from retailers
besides restaurants. These results confirm that the food-service
industry is the biggest market for lobster in the US, but the retail
market still plays an important role.

Respondents considered seafood contamination more impor-
tant than health benefits (t-test on mean response, t¼3.48,
p¼0.0005), overfishing (t¼3.89, p¼0.0001), and harm to the
ocean environment (t¼4.34, po0.0001). The majority of respon-
dents considered price, freshness, and taste the most important
factors when deciding whether or not to purchase lobster (Fig. 2).
Eighteen and ten percent of respondents, respectively, considered
seafood contamination and health benefits the most important
factors, while only one percent of respondents considered harm to
the ocean environment, overfishing, and distance shipped the
most important factors .

Only 36% of the respondents stated that they would be willing
to pay more for ecolabeled lobster, 23% were unwilling to pay
more, and 41% of respondents were unsure or it depended on
their familiarity with the label. When respondents who indicated
a willingness or uncertainty to pay more were presented with

W. Goyert et al. / Marine Policy 34 (2010) 1103–1109 1105
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hypothetical categorical values of price premiums, 58% stated that
they would be willing to pay 1–50 cents more per pound and 19%
were willing to pay 451 cents more per pound for ecolabeled
lobster.

Thirty-three percent of respondents indicated a preference for
where their lobster was caught. Of those with a preference, 80%
specified Maine as the preferred origin of lobster. Massachusetts
and Canada were the second and third preferred locations for
lobster, respectively.

3.3. Lessons from MSC certification

Fishery experts identified several disadvantages of the MSC
certification program, many of which overlap with the expressed
concerns of fishermen and buyers: (1) the high cost of MSC
certification; (2) MSC’s goal of differentiating and rewarding
sustainable fisheries with a market advantage becomes lost as
more fisheries get certified; (3) additional outside bureaucracy
imposed on the fishery; (4) the certification program is not
designed to effectively manage all types of fisheries; (5) the fear
that MSC is certifying fisheries that are not sustainable and
therefore gives sustainable fisheries a bad reputation; (6) the
arduous process that the certification involves; (7) the undefined
time frame of the program that requires unlimited improvements
and funding; and (8) the risk of losing markets if the fishery does
not become recertified in the future.

The interviewees also identified and commented on the
expected benefits of certification that are often cited by
supporters of the MSC program: (1) increased market penetration
may be a benefit of certification if the correct markets (such as
Europe) are targeted; (2) third-party verification that the fishery

is well-managed and sustainable is important in gaining the trust
of the consumer; (3) differentiation of the product is useful in
helping to gain a market advantage; and (4) under the right
market conditions an increased value of the product due to its
differentiation as well-managed and sustainable is possible.

Interviewees also stressed that it is important to involve the
fishermen from the beginning in the certification process, be clear
about the fishery’s objectives for undergoing certification
before beginning the process, gain grassroots support and
market-focused sellers of the product, and plan for all of the
downstream costs.

Finally, political strategies and benefits, which are not
specifically marketed by the MSC as potential benefits for fisheries
seeking certification (e.g., http://www.msc.org/business-support/
the-value-of-msc-certification/fisheries), played critical roles
in the certification process of two MSC certified lobster
fisheries—Western Australian Rock Lobster and Baja California
Spiny Lobster.

From the start, the Western Australian Rock Lobster fishery
sought MSC certification mainly for political reasons: ‘‘Before the
MSC [approached the fishery], the Western Australia Rock lobster
industry took an interest in the MSC. A few major companies got
together to decide to become certified. At the time the MSC was
looking for people to experiment with...there were very few
market reasons at all for becoming MSC certified—it was mostly
political.’’ (pers. comm. to W.G., 29 October 2008). In the early
1990s, the federal government required Australia’s fisheries to
comply with the federal Environmental Protection and Biodiver-
sity Act, from which exported seafood, including rock lobster, had
previously been exempt (pers. comm. to W.G., 15 October 2008).
The Western Australian Rock Lobster industry members did not
want this increased federal control over their fishery, and decided
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Fig. 2. The most important factor that influences respondents’ lobster purchasing decisions (n¼305).
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to pursue MSC certification so that they could show that the
fishery was being sustainably managed and therefore did
not need additional government regulation. However, the
government continued to regulate the fishery under the act
anyway (pers. comm. to W.G., 29 October 2008). The focus on
certifying the fishery for political rather than market-based
reasons caused some conflict between stakeholders in the fishery,
and almost cost the fishery its recertification. Although the
companies pushing for certification had speculated that they
would receive a price premium for MSC certified lobster, they did
not make much effort to advertise their products in the market-
place. Therefore, when no price premium or other market benefits
materialized as a result of certification, many fishermen were
upset and considered not recertifying the fishery.

The Baja California Spiny Lobster fishery, on the other hand,
initially pursued MSC certification in order to compete with the
Western Australia Rock Lobster fishery in the global market for
certified lobster products, with a particular eye on European and
US markets. Unfortunately, despite help from NGOs, market
expansion of the fishery was unsuccessful for several reasons:
there was not enough production available for new buyers; the
price was too high for new buyers since they preferred to buy
other forms of lobster (i.e. tails) over live lobsters; some buyers
desired only a small amount of product, making it uneconomical
for the fishery to divert sales destined for Asian buyers; and the
fishery did not have a market distribution network set up for the
lobsters. However, as a result of MSC certification the fishery did
gain a better reputation within Mexico and internationally, and
was able to attract political favor from the Mexican government,
which has since increased support to help maintain management
of the fishery and has also invested in community development
projects [18].

4. Discussion

The political implications of MSC certification could run in
contradictory directions for the Maine lobster industry. On one
hand, the industry may seek to use MSC certification as validation
of its sustainable practices and to stave off attempts at further
regulation. The Australian Rock Lobster experience with
this approach (see above) would suggest, however, that MSC
certification alone is not enough to offset the perceived need for
further regulations. Moreover, the requirements within MSC
certification to minimize impacts on surrounding ecosystems
may exacerbate the emerging conflict between the industry’s
reliance on herring bait and increasingly stringent regulations on
total allowable catch of the herring themselves.

One stated goal of certification is to reward sustainable fishing
practices by increasing the market for differentiated sustainable
seafood products. Many members of the Maine lobster fishery
have stated that they would like to expand to Europe and
continue to sell to Wal-Mart. Direct competition from the
combined British–French lobster industry, which recently
announced its intention to seek MSC certification, is not a huge
worry as that fishery’s landings amount to only 280 mt [19].
However, with large buyers like Wal-Mart, Marks and Spencer,
and Sainsburys requiring that their wild seafood products be
MSC-certified and many other retailers adopting sustainable
seafood sourcing policies, it would appear unavoidable for
fisheries to become certified if they want to preserve these
markets or open markets to new buyers that adopt similar
policies. The value of the lobster market being sold to Wal-Mart
and other ‘‘MSC-only’’ retailers needs to be calculated in order to
decide whether continued or new access to these markets
outweighs the cost of certification.

The current structure of the Maine lobster market might limit
the market benefits of certification. In October 2008, Maine’s
governor established the Task Force on the Economic Sustain-
ability of Maine’s Lobster Industry to ‘‘develop a comprehensive
strategic plan for improved marketing of Maine lobster in order to
ensure the economic prosperity and long-term sustainability of
the Maine lobster industry.’’ [20] In its May 2009 report, the
task force recommended that the industry not pursue MSC
certification because although MSC certification could be valuable
for the retail and European market, the majority of Maine lobster
is sold to the food-service industry, which MSC does not certify.

On the surface, the consumer survey results also raise doubts
about the MSC label as the best way to increase market penetration
of Maine lobster with US consumers since the environmental
impacts of lobster consumption were ranked below price, freshness,
taste, and health benefits of lobster as the most important factor in
influencing lobster buying preferences. Nonetheless, these results do
not necessarily mean that consumers will refrain from purchasing
ecolabeled seafood. In a 2005 consumer survey conducted in
Germany, the United Kingdom, and Spain, the Seafood Choices
Alliance (an NGO promoting sustainable seafood marketing) found
that although respondents knew more and were more concerned
about health benefits than environmental impacts of seafood
consumption, 85% of respondents expressed a great deal of concern
about the oceans, 95% of respondents wanted more information
about how to purchase sustainable seafood and how to avoid
seafood that is harmful to the environment, and 85% stated that they
would be more likely to buy seafood labeled as environmentally
responsible over non-ecolabeled seafood [21]. In another consumer
seafood survey conducted in May 2009 in Portland, Maine,
approximately 75% of respondents stated that they were very or
somewhat likely to purchase more seafood if they knew that it was
sustainably harvested, 85% were very or somewhat likely to
purchase more seafood if it were locally harvested, and about 72%
were very or somewhat likely to purchase more seafood if they
knew it was good for their health [22]. However, consumer
preferences vary regionally and change with time, and all of these
surveys give only snapshots of consumer attitudes in particular
places at a particular time.

Price premium should be considered a dubious benefit of MSC
certification. In the consumer survey, price was the most important
factor in influencing respondents’ purchasing of seafood. Recent
studies have confirmed that as a result of the global economic
recession, US consumers—particularly middle-aged and older
Americans—are dining out less and are purchasing less expensive
food products [23,24]. In a 1999 US market study, consumers stated
a preference for ecolabeled seafood products as long as the price
premiums were not too large [25]. Johnston et al. [29] compared
consumer demand for ecolabeled seafood in the US and Norway and
found that consumers in both countries were less likely to choose
ecolabeled seafood as the price premium increased but the effects
were stronger in Norway than in the US, suggesting that Norwegians
may be more price-sensitive than Americans [26].

Although respondents in a survey may state that they are
willing to pay more for ecolabeled products in hypothetical
situations, they may not actually do so in practice. A study
conducted in Oregon to measure consumer purchase behavior
related to ecolabeled forest products found that when the price of
ecolabeled and non-ecolabeled plywood was the same, twice as
much ecolabeled product was sold over the non-ecolabeled
product. However, when the ecolabeled product was priced at a
2% premium, the non-ecolabeled product outsold the ecolabeled
plywood by 1.7 to 1 [27]. Two examples from Europe show that
consumers have been unwilling in the past to pay more for
MSC-certified seafood products. In 2003, Frosta, a German
supermarket, decided to source all of its own brand fish products
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from MSC-certified sources, and invested considerable time and
money in creating a marketing initiative and adjusting processes
to use the new fish. A price premium of 10% was passed onto the
consumer to cover the extra cost, and although Frosta had
calculated beforehand that consumers would be willing to pay a
premium for sustainably managed seafood, its market share ended
up crashing by more than 50% and it almost went out of business
[28]. In 2002, Birds Eye, a Unilever brand that specializes in frozen
foods, decided to replace some of its cod products in the UK (which
are heavily overfished) with MSC-certified New Zealand hoki. It
conducted market research before making the change, and results
indicated that consumers would purchase the new product. It was
marketed as a high-quality, sustainable, and cheaper alternative to
cod. However, because of strong price competition between
supermarkets in the UK, by 2004 some cod products became
cheaper than the sustainable hoki options. By 2005, Birds Eye no
longer sold hoki products to retailers because it found that
consumers preferred the taste of cod, showing that sustainability
is much less of a concern to consumers than price or taste [28].

A more troubling concern with the MSC certification process in
Maine is the lack of involvement of core industry members, who
could actually become a key asset in differentiating Maine lobster
on the market. From the interviews with Maine industry
members, it became apparent that there is little awareness and
detailed knowledge about the MSC program and the benefits of it,
and more outreach needs to be conducted to the 6000 commercial
lobster license holders to fully inform them about the certification
process and its potential challenges and benefits. All fishery
representatives interviewed stressed the importance of including
the industry members in the MSC certification process in order to
ensure its success. Involvement of industry members means
including representatives at all levels of the industry: fishermen,
dealers, processors, and distributors.

Indeed, a product label that demonstrates the close involve-
ment of fishermen and coastal communities in production may
produce more benefits than an ecolabel such as MSC. South East
England fishermen who are participating in a trial labeling
scheme to advertise their line-caught sea bass and pot-harvested
lobsters are receiving price premiums for their products [23]. A
representative from the consulting firm that is leading the
labeling initiative stated that the reason these fishermen are
receiving a price premium is because of the full traceability of
the products, which consumers are increasingly demanding of the
seafood they purchase [23]. Lobsters are fitted with numbered
tags, and consumers and dealers can access the website and use
the tag number to find out about the fishermen, their boats, and
their fishing methods. Likewise, a survey in Portland, Maine,
showed that US consumers were less likely to pay more for
sustainably harvested seafood than they were for higher quality
seafood, locally harvested seafood, or if they knew that the
premium went to support fishermen, coastal communities, or the
ocean environment [22]. In this sense, the Maine lobster fishery is
in an enviable position in that it is a relatively sustainable
industry that supports local communities and maintains a high
degree of brand recognition by consumers. The same Maine based
task force that recommended against MSC certification did see
value in investing in a branding program aimed at both the retail
and food-service markets [9].

5. Conclusion

This study’s results suggest that MSC certification, as it is
currently conducted, will not necessarily represent to consumers
the most desirable aspects of Maine lobster, nor will it provide the
maximum benefits to the lobster industry. The MSC program has

strong traceability to show that its seafood comes from a
sustainably harvested source, but it does not connect the seafood
to the actual boat that caught it, nor does it guarantee price
premiums for the fishermen. If there were a way to ensure that
fishermen benefited financially from any price premiums paid on
MSC-certified lobster and this traceability could be communi-
cated to the consumer, then more people may be willing to pay a
premium for MSC lobster, which could help the entire industry. In
summary, as conditions in the oceans, political factors, market
dynamics, and consumer preferences change, so too must
methods for differentiating seafood products, even as they
necessarily maintain a focus on sustainability of the product.
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