
PRIVACY NOTICE: This survey is administered by the CLA Case Competition. The information will be used to further the understanding of CLA 
Case Competition participants and allow staff to follow-up with participants, in limited cases. The information from this survey will be available to 
USAID staff and contractors supporting the Case Competition and associated learning events and analyses. Email contact information is being 
collected for follow-up communication, in limited circumstances. Completion of this survey is a mandatory component of the Case Competition 
submission package. Questions? Email submissions@usaidlearninglab.org 

Case Title:  

Name: 

Organization: 

Summary: 

Representatives from fishing communities attended the 
Responsible Seafood Sourcing study tour where 
participating businesses briefed them on food safety and 
good manufacturing practices. 
Credit: University of Rhode Island

mailto:submissions@usaidlearninglab.org


1. WHAT: What is the general context in which the case takes place? What organizational or
development challenge(s) or opportunities prompted you to collaborate, learn, and/or
adapt?

2. What two CLA Sub-Components are most clearly reflected in your case?



3. HOW: What steps did you take to apply CLA approaches to address the challenge or
opportunity described above?



4. RESULTS: Choose one of the following questions to answer.

We know you may have answers in mind for both questions; However please choose one to highlight as part of this
case story



5. ENABLING CONDITIONS: How have enabling conditions - resources (time/money/staff),
organizational culture, or business/work processes - influenced your results? How would
you advise others to navigate any challenges you may have faced?

Photo Caption & Credit: Upload a photo, including a description and photo credit, to the Web 
Form. You do NOT need to upload a photo to this submission case form.

If you are submitting a case on behalf of an Implementing Partner, please inform the 
country Mission of your intent to submit a case. If the country Mission plans to submit 
a case, please work on a joint case submission. 

The CLA Case Competition is managed by USAID's CLA Practice in the Bureau for Planning, Learning and 
Resource Management (PLR) and by the Program Cycle Mechanism (PCM), a PLR mechanism implemented by 

Environmental Incentives and Bixal. 
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	Case Title: Adaptation and Networking for a Responsible Safood Supply Chain in the Philippines
	Submitter: James Kho, Rebeca Andong, Rebecca Guieb, Joan Castro, Dorelyn Jose
	Organization: USAID/Philippines, University of Rhode Island
	Summary:  Under the Fish Right Program, USAID complements ecosystem improvement approaches with socio-economic strategies, particularly by strengthening market-based incentives for legal and responsible fishing practices. In the Philippines, enlightened business intermediaries could best provide the helpful market signal. However, established intermediaries only promoted imported certified sustainable seafood because domestic sourcing was unreliable in quantity and quality, and unverifiable in sustainability. Using the Collaboration-Learning-Adaptation (CLA) approach, Fish Right worked with supply chain actors and government agencies to develop and implement the Responsible Seafood Sourcing (RSS) Standards that are practical, verifiable and adapted to the Philippine market and regulatory context. The RSS Standards filled a need that existing international sustainability certification could not address. 

Fish Right catalyzed and nurtured relationships among the stakeholders who practice responsible fishing, processing and marketing. A group of early adopters in the seafood industry formalized a Better Seafood Philippines movement that is committed to sustain the RSS initiatives. Fish Right continues to support the network of active RSS practitioners by regularly convening technical working group meetings and organizing study tours for fishing communities, among other actions. 

Initial results show that RSS has improved income and access to markets for Indigenous communities and women-led fish processing organizations. Fish Right is strengthening social analyses to further improve equity across the value chain. The program continues to use the CLA approach in assessing the impact of RSS on the conservation of fisheries resources and on the well-being of stakeholders as the domestic market for responsibly-sourced seafood in the Philippines grows.
	Context: USAID Philippines has successfully tested and proven science-based approaches to conserve habitats and enhance fisheries productivity but has yet to fully address the associated human well-being issues. Under the current Fish Right Program, USAID implemented a wide range of socio-economic strategies to improve livelihood options, particularly for marginal fishers who adhere to customary conservation norms and eschew illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing. A market-based incentive could provide positive reinforcement for compliant responsible fishers and convince non-compliant fishers to change.

Fish Right conducted studies and consultations with fishers, fish processors, seafood buyers and distributors to understand the market signals that could recognize and reward compliance with conservation practices. The signal is not likely to come from the average indifferent Filipino consumer, even as Fish Right and consumer groups are working to increase awareness of sustainability issues. Intermediaries, especially well-organized, large-capital institutional processors and distributors, could be influential by offering higher value to responsible fishers and shaping consumer demand with informative marketing. It became clear that a comprehensive approach was needed that would involve all actors in the supply chain, mutually challenging and motivating each other to achieve a common goal.

Large seafood importers had started promoting sustainably-certified imported seafood to high-end consumers as few domestic fishers and intermediaries could meet the costs and processes of international certification. Fish Right's challenge was to develop responsible production standards and processes tailored to Philippine conditions that all supply chain actors could rally behind, while helping the entire seafood supply system to advance towards sustainability. Additionally, new relationships and networks had to be built to apply these standards, while providing safeguards to ensure that partner fisher communities genuinely benefit from these relationships. Fish Right also needed to provide proof-of-concept and documentation of experiences to assess if the market incentives complemented the resource conservation strategies.
	Dropdown2: [Relationships & Networks]
	CLA Approach: Major seafood importers had started pioneering promoting certified sustainable imported seafood to high-end hotel and restaurant clients. However, they were hesitant about domestic sourcing due to supply unreliability and the lack of sustainability certification. This presented an opportunity for an adaptive approach to involve the entire supply chain. Fish Right worked with partner fishing communities, post-harvest seafood processing experts and cold-chain technology providers to prove that reliable high-quality supply was feasible, while fostering discussions on responsible practices and standards. This attracted Fishta Seafood, a major supplier to local supermarkets, to purchase products from Fish Right fisher partners despite supply uncertainties and the absence of formal certification. This supplier took risks to demonstrate its support for the initiative.

Fish Right then engaged several distributors and government agencies to level up the discussion on guidelines and processes for responsible seafood sourcing. Fish Right could not validly claim the fish stocks were sustainable without rigorous and costly scientific studies, but it could vet that fishers, traders, and processors acted responsibly by using licensed and non-destructive fishing methods, and complying with traceability, food safety, and other regulations. The program’s established field presence in its habitat conservation efforts, which built on USAID’s long-term investments and social capital, helped empower a network of trustworthy on-the-ground partners and champions to vet compliant fishers and fish processors.

After a series of discussions and successful demonstration shipments, Fish Right and its private sector and government partners agreed on the Responsible Seafood Sourcing (RSS) Standards, which include crucial indicators on: 1) Legal compliance (registration, licensing, and other permits); 2) Traceability documentation; 3) Sustainability commitment (no trade in endangered, protected, or threatened species, etc.), and 4) Human and social welfare (gender representation, absence of child labor, etc.). The RSS Standards focus on the behavior of all actors in the supply chain, particularly intermediaries, who influence the actions of suppliers (fishers) and consumers alike, while addressing socio-economic and ecosystem conservation issues. This localized approach circumvented the costs and unreachable methods of international certification and labeling programs.

The development of the RSS Standards also catalyzed network-building at two levels: 1) along the specific commodity chain of fishers, community consolidators, and the institutional processors and distributors who also worked to inform consumers in their marketing; 2) among peer intermediary stakeholders that formalized the Better Seafood Philippines movement committed to complying with the RSS Standards and promoting its practice. As RSS practice gained traction, participating companies began citing their involvement in corporate environmental and social governance reports. A major supermarket chain supplied by Fishta incorporated RSS into its procurement policies, pressuring its fish suppliers and concessionaires to comply. The relationships built around RSS are not only mutually reinforcing commitments; as participants find value in compliance, they also inspire others to join.

As the network of RSS adopters grows, Fish Right continues to employ the CLA approach to keep the momentum. Fish Right regularly convenes the RSS technical working groups, where they evaluate progress, impacts, and agree on next steps. Seafood industry partners take turns in hosting these meetings. Fish Right has also taken representatives of fishing communities on study tours of seafood industry partners’ processing facilities and retail markets where they learn more about food safety and good manufacturing practices, as well as the significance of seafood traceability. 
 
There are still significant challenges ahead. Fish Right still needs to assess the impact of the market incentive scheme on fishing pressure and stock sustainability, especially when scaled-up. The program also needs to assess if the business relationships are fair and equitable, given the existing power and information asymmetries among the actors.
	Dropdown1: [Adaptive Management]
	Dropdown3: [A. DEVELOPM ENT RESULTS]
	Factors: Businesses were initially lukewarm to the RSS initiative. Fish Right addressed the businesses’ quality and reliability concerns with field tests and capacity building for communities. To tackle quality issues, Fish Right trained fishers and processors in proper post-harvest handling techniques and partnered with technology providers to preserve product quality during transport. The program also worked with existing community consolidator networks to assure buyers of consistent supply, converting traditional actors to adhere to RSS practices in the process.

As RSS gained recognition, more people and organizations wanted to join the movement. The first RSS Summit attracted around 200 participants. While participants took pride in their contributions, minor frictions arose as industry players jostled for credit. Fish Right carefully considers the personal and organizational dynamics of each collaborative endeavor. In the Better Seafood Philippines movement, Fish Right plays the catalyst role, but takes a backseat to the private sector players who have owned the RSS Standards and made it an operational reality.

Fish Right learned the hard way that miscommunication can create unnecessary complications. At one point, the Fish Right team was accosted by government inspectors for allegedly transporting prohibited fish species and conducting illegal ‘scientific experiments.’ An argument about species identification ensued, and the fish samples were confiscated, though no case was filed. In subsequent discussions with the government agency involved, Fish Right explained the RSS concept and initiatives. The agency had misunderstood the 'experiment' and ‘sampling’ as bioprospecting, when it was actually a trial shipment of frozen food fish using a new cold-chain technology. Fish Right used the post-incident meetings to further improve coordination and offer training on species identification and streamlining regulatory requirements to facilitate future shipments from partner fishing communities.
	DEVELOPM ENT RESULTS or ORGANIZATIONAL EFFECTIVENESS: Ensuring that healthy ecosystems create wealth for communities is crucial to motivate adherence to conservation practices. RSS adoption has led to increased livelihood opportunities and better income for fishing communities. For example, Meliomar decided to source octopus from Indigenous Tagbanua fishers of Palawan instead of importing, after learning that traditional fishing practices meet the RSS Standards and that quality and quantity can be assured. As a result, the Tagbanua fishers are more careful to catch only mature octopuses that meet Meliomar’s requirements; a practice that contributes to the stock’s sustainability. “We’re getting a better price for octopus that is RSS-compliant. This means we can get more income with less catch,” said Fredel Mued, a Tagbanua community leader from Busuanga, Palawan. Members of the women-led Bogtong Fish Processors Association were trained to process high-value fresh chilled and frozen products and are now recognized as significant contributors to their family’s income as well as community leaders. “When we started this work, there was zero demand for responsibly-sourced seafood in the domestic market, but three years later, the supply can’t keep up with the demand,” said Josette Genio, sustainable markets specialist of Bluer Seas Philippines. For Fish Right’s partner communities, the challenge now is scaling the supply to meet the market demand. 

As Fish Right assesses the initial outcomes, it finds new challenges. Although intermediaries have demonstrated good faith, profit remains their bottomline. Moving forward, Fish Right and civil society groups can further help build fisher communities’ bargaining power and negotiating capacity by strengthening social preparation, enhancing financial literacy, and minimizing information asymmetry through transparency in transactions and data-sharing.

The government has responded positively to the RSS Standards. Fish Right is working with the DA-BFAR to strengthen policy and capacity to promote integrated compliance across the entire supply chain.



