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SEAFOOD SUMMIT 
Aquaculture Panel. January 29th – 11:30 

Managing Responsible Aquaculture Assurance  
The challenge of Standards and Certification 

 
Summary 
 
In this presentation, the author, who operates in a South Group, a leader in his country, Madagascar, but also 
on the top of the range European market of gambas shrimp, after a brief presentation of his activity, explains 
how sustainable development is understood by a private producer. An overview is given regarding what is 
happening on the international shrimp market and the issues raised. The author draws an inventory of labels for 
which the enterprise is certified. He raises the necessity of defining specifications, indicators, and objectives in a 
policy and raises the issue of transparency and independent control, but also the limitations of such exercises. 
This leads him to the essential aspect of his presentation, that of economic dilemma for sustainable development 
as it stands to a South producer. He advocates one of solutions on which he works in partnership with WWF and 
makes proposals for ecocertification. 

 
 
 
 

Ecocertification: a Tool towards Sustainability? 
The Viewpoint of a South Producer  

Bertrand Coûteaux, Agro-halieutic Engineer (Fiheries economist)  
Secretary General - Groupe UNIMA - Madagascar 

 
I am sensitive to the invitation from the organizers of this summit and would like to thank 
them for that, the more so as our Group is very much attached to the values of responsibility, 
quality, and sustainability which are debated during these days. In this brief presentation, I 
would like to draw your attention to the experience and the interrogations raised by the topic 
proposed to the committed South producer that I am, with the hope that this may bring a 
modest contribution to having market related trends evolve, which in their current form, I 
fear, would lead us over time to the opposite of the objectives looked for. 
 
 
1 - Unima in brief  
Our Group has in the South since 1973 been producing in fishing in Madagascar, and since 
1993 in aquaculture, 50 % of top of export shrimps, i.e., 7,000 tons. It employs about 3,500 
people. It exports mainly to Europe and Japan top of the range markets. As we are in the 
presence of an Aquaculture Panel, I would like to specify that UNIMA developed the first 
aquaculture exploitation of Madagascar by starting with the conduct of a pilot project in 
collaboration with FAO and UNDP, and right away by selecting a responsible low density 
production mode. Our production, which is completely vertically integrated, accounts for 70 
% of national aquaculture exports. 
 
2 - Sustainable Development in the Enterprise: 
It would be inappropriate if I would explain to you what sustainable development is. I would 
like, however, to clarify our perception of what is at the core of our corporate policy, because 
it underlies the reasoning that I submit to your appreciation. 
 

- Man is at the heart of everything. Social responsibility is the expression of such 
concept. 
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- Ecological requirement is the environmental responsibility. It is the most symbolical 
aspect for all. 

- The interaction between these two concepts leads to «livable». 
- But nothing is possible to a private enterprise without economic efficiency. This 

indeed relies upon the responsibility of the enterprise head. The interaction with the 
ecological requirement provides the area of «viable ». The interaction with man 
provides the area of «fair ». 

- All this is designed within governance, and within participation (the stakeholders) 
- In sum, the interaction of all these areas comes up to the notion of « sustainable». 

 
3- Our Commitments to Aquaculture: 
We militate for an aquaculture that is soft, mangrove friendly, of low density, which does not 
collect its spawners from wild ; that is for a very high biological security policy which 
restricts recourse to therapeutic agents. We also think that an enterprise cannot be a wealth 
islet within a poverty ocean and must therefore contribute to the local economic and social 
development, which we are doing with community development. And even if we are 
beginning to doubt, we believe that it is possible to produce a top of the range, great quality 
product while remaining committed to sustainable development. 
 
4 - Globalization, Prices, Subsidies, and high intensive aquaculture : 
The example I would propose to you is about shrimp. But I am not far from thinking that it 
may apply to other sea products. We are on an international market of 6 million tons, of which 
3 million are produced by aquaculture. Supply has become in surplus in importing countries 
through a combined mechanism of economic slowdown, lowered purchase power in 
importing countries, but also of growth in aquaculture. The consequence was an ongoing 
decrease in prices which have been divided by 3 since the year 2000. Normally, it is said, 
markets regulate the economy. But where the shoe pinch, where this is not true, is that a 
number of countries strongly intervene to support producers: exemptions and subsidies, and 
even development of infrastructures for energy, support to export, or protection of a national 
industry through taxations or projects (consumer tax to sustain fuel prices). Producers do not 
fight on equal terms - still less those in developing countries. This is the case of Madagascar 
where there is no subsidy or incentive. Producers in other similar countries have made a step 
towards intensive production with its negative consequences on quality, pathology, the 
environment, and the social aspect. 
 
5 - Certifications of the enterprise: 
Our aquaculture activity has been ISO 9001 certified since 2000, ACC (Best Aquaculture 
practices) since 2005, and opted for and obtained the “Label Rouge” (French label) in 2004 
because this was the only official quality sign that existed at that time in Europe and, at the 
same time, the only one that gives guarantees of means, but especially guarantees of results 
regarding the quality of product. The enterprise furthermore committed in ISO 14 001, SA 
8000 proceedings and, now in IFS (International Food Standards) upon request by 
distributors. There must be added to that the obligation of observance of specifications among 
large buyers (about ten, indeed) and our commitments to the various aspects that we raised in 
sustainable development. Although this is being expressed in detailed figures, we estimate the 
induced annual cost at near 4% of annual sales. 
 
6 - Market trends  
The advertisement slogans on major signs leave no doubt on ongoing policies: «what’s real 
life, what’s the cheap», «if you can find cheaper elsewhere, you will be reimbursed the 
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difference» etc…It is price at all costs! In GMS the holders of an attractive price, i.e. 
purchasers, always win over the people in charge of Sustainable Development within the 
enterprise itself. This is still more real on fishing products which are considered loss leaders.  
There is an unequal fight. The operational margin, first! The remaining part will come 
afterwards. There is a gradual slide towards hard discount. Only consumer organizations, 
environmental and opinion NGOs may reverse such trend or reestablish balances. Proceedings 
in the present conference type may contribute to it. 
 
7 - The economic dilemma of sustainable development  
Purchasers are requiring from producers more and more criteria, standards, and labels. And 
ecological tax, carbon labeling is talked about for tomorrow. In a context of lowered prices, 
committed producers are asphyxiated by such increasing demands which do not express in 
any additional price advantage. So, must they stop their commitment to social responsibility 
and the environment in order to ensure their economic sustainability? This is the economic 
dilemma of sustainable development to which they are faced. Sustainability is not only 
environmental; it is also economic and social. This is why I announced in the introduction 
that, in their current shape, certain market related attitudes, I fear, lead us over time to the 
opposite of the objectives looked for. But I believe, on the opposite, that a well designed 
ecocertification may contribute to resolving such economic dilemma. 
 
8 - Which ecocertification? 
As you may have noticed, there is an upsurge of labels and allegations of responsible fishing 
and aquaculture. Well too often, these are marketing approaches which rely on no 
commitment, no specifications, and no independent control. This kind of false advertisement 
does wrong to those who act without advertisement. There are labels which are brands. There 
are large distributors who create their brands and their labels, and there are even distributors 
who support approaches aiming to create a label in competition with MSC. Other ones 
support financially environmental NGOs to be sure of having their good graces. Let us say it 
aloud, what is the stake? The stake consists in controlling the commercial margin; and this is 
not usually to the benefit of the producer and still less to the benefit of the posted objectives 
(social, environment).  
We must define the objectives of a certification that is unique, recognized by markets (indeed, 
some certifications have no renown on some markets), indicators; we must favor transparency 
and make sure that we have independent control. We must also be aware of the limitations of 
the system. Commercial stake is not neutral to certification bodies because there are many 
control provisions. There is the potential risk of some tolerance or decreasing vigilance. This 
requires expert professionals in the area. 
 
9- Responsible Opinion Campaigns  
But NGOs must also be responsible in their communication by not putting all producers into 
the same basket, thus running the risk of ruining the efforts they themselves recognize! The 
projected example is the easier to show as it is not about our markets. But there are, however, 
some, on our markets. 
 
 
10 - Specifications:  
In the interprofessional framework in Madagascar, we undertake a work with WWF with a 
view to having ecocertification of aquaculture. I would say it is quite of a consensus. There is 
a need to avoid the confusion among some actors between a marketing approach and an 
ecocertification approach, or, more exactly, the primacy that some may confer to marketing 
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over the scientific aspect and the veterinary ethics. We need pragmatism, not dogmatism that 
may lead producers to lack of transparency in their practices. This is the reason why a 
specifications document must be established with stakeholders, reference producers, 
technicians and experts, veterinaries, consumer organizations, and purchasers. If we include 
only one of these parties, this is always dangerous. 
 
11- Partnership with WWF  
These are the reflections around which we have found a very attentive interlocutor, WWF. 
We established partnership with this major environmental NGO on sustainable development 
in order to promote ecological models of responsible fishing and aquaculture and to be able to 
continue developing our sustainable development policy while valorizing it. The point 
consists in having a witness to our tangible commitments. I would mention only some of the 
actions we are developing: reduction in our environmental foot print, a carbon policy (with 
namely the achievement of a carbon sink of a 1.8 million CO2 equivalent), interventions in 
favor of marine biodiversity (protected marine area, reduction in use of fish protein in 
aquaculture feed, zero by catch policy), and promotion of economic and social development. 
But one of the important actions that we are conducting is in line with the presentation I have 
just made, and therefore the resolution of economic dilemma of sustainable development. It is 
about the "markets transformation" initiative, one of 14 initiatives engaged by WWF at the 
international scale, i.e., to change markets behaviors. I think that they will very soon have the 
opportunity of communicating on the topic themselves. 
 
12- Conclusion: 
A sound ecocertification will come out of a specifications document developed with the 
stakeholders and controlled by a body, an association that will not be directly linked to 
economic stakes. The body, the association, which will allocate the certifications, will have to 
develop the communication efforts required for product renown and consumer recognition. Be 
demanding on objectives, indicators, transparency, and controls independence: results, not 
words!  But first and foremost, you must be conscious of the fact that the success of the 
approach relies on the positive commercial, economic, impact among producers and their 
direct environment, whether natural or social. The additional dozens of centimes or euros 
secured thanks to a certification must be found in tangible actions on the field and in support 
to committed producers and not largely absorbed by intermediaries. The very cost of 
certification should be paid through the price difference. In this area, sustainable 
development, poverty reduction, environment protection, is not achieved on the markets but 
on the field. We must urge and promote a responsible aquaculture through prices. If we are all 
aware of the fact that consumers are from now on ready to make the required efforts, it is 
urgent that major purchasers are conscious of the responsibility they have in the success or the 
failure of a sustainable development policy in aquaculture, like elsewhere in fishing.  Let us 
work together in this way !bertrand.couteaux@unima.mg 
www.unima.com 


