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Report of the Workshop on certification and eco-labelling 

30 January 2009 

 
 
1. The Workshop on Certification and Eco-labelling was held at SEAFDEC 
Secretariat, in Bangkok on 30 January 2009. The workshop was attended by Department 
of Fisheries, Thailand and staff from the SEAFDEC Secretariat and the Training 
Department. In this event, key resource persons from the FAO Regional Office for Asia 
and the Pacific (FAO/RAP), Marine Stewardship Council (MSC), SGS Thailand and 
Abba Seafood also attended. List of participants appears in Annex1. 
 
2. The Secretary-General of SEAFDEC, Dr. Siri Ekmaharaj welcomed the 
participants to the Workshop. He emphasized the importance of the Workshop in 
providing additional knowledge in the fields of certification and eco-labelling. At this 
occasion he was pleased to note that resource persons from various agencies could join 
together and provide their views and share their experiences with the Workshop.  
 
3. Dr. Mali Boonyaratpalin, Advisor to DOF, provided an informative presentation 
on the background to certification and eco-labelling, the development of controls to 
monitor the quality and standard of fish products, the current situation of the 
developments of certification schemes in Asia, and on the processes to be expected in 
certifying the product. Her presentation appears in Annex 2. 
 
4. Dr. Magnus Torell, Advisor to SEAFDEC, presented the relative importance of 
certification and eco-labels in the context of concerns that have been raised with respect 
to schemes that are coming up or in the process of being developed. Additional schemes 
and requirements seem to increasingly add obstacles to producers, be it “port state 
measures” or the EU Catch Documentation requirements. However, if looking at, and 
comparing some of the listed requirements there are many common elements. It would be 
useful to extract from these requirements the “minimum common requirements” for 
producers – and countries – for them to know what the minimum target is that they should 
try to aim for. His presentation appears in Annex 3. 
 
5. Dr. Simon Funge-Smith and Jesper Clausen, resource persons from FAO/RAP 
gave a presentation on fish product certification and eco-labelling within the context of 
the FAO Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries. Dr. Simon described the demand for 
certification and eco-labels from the perspective of various interest groups, such as 
producers, exporters, retailers and consumers. Based on the general notion that there is a 
strong need for harmonised guideline to establish schemes and standards they described 
the international process to establish guidelines for fisheries eco-labelling and guidelines 
for the certification of aquaculture products. His presentation appears in Annex 4.    
 
6. Ms. Helena Engblom, Purchaser from Abba Seafood Company, Sweden, gave 
presentation on Customer’s perspective on sustainable fishing and eco-labelling. She 
emphasized that consumers are today actively seeking to buy fish products that have been 
caught in an environmentally friendly and responsible way. She also pointed out that 
Abba Seafood has been sourcing tuna in Thailand, since the 1980’s, particularly Tongol 
(Thunnus tongol) for their product, however, for the time being there was limited data 
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available regarding the sustainability of the stock.  Going through a process that would 
allow the product to be eco-labelled could be a way of telling the consumer that the 
labelled product is a safe choice from a sustainability perspective. To ensure high 
environmental and social standards in their operations and products Abba Seafood has 
developed a “Code of Conduct” and a “Fish Policy”. Her presentation appears in Annex 
5. 

 
The Code of Conduct is a framework for what Abba Seafood considers to be responsible 
conduct – human rights, safety and health, business ethics, environment and sustainable 
fisheries. The Fish Policy is the Abba Seafood guideline to secure long term sustainable 
fisheries. The need for certification or indications on high standards is also a response to 
international debate. In the case of tuna there has been, during the last couple of years an 
intense debate as the 1) working conditions on the fishing boats, 2) over-exploitation of 
the tuna stocks, and 3) by-catches. For Abba Seafood they hope to be able to continue to 
use Tongol tuna – but she stressed the need to increase the knowledge about the 
sustainability of the stock.   
 
7. Mr. Duncan Leadbitter, Regional Director, Asia Pacific from the Marine 
Stewardship Council highlighted on the goal of MSC in improving fisheries management 
by gathering support from buyers and consumers who want seafood that is certified in 
terms of the sustainability of the production. The benefits of certification and labelling 
schemes have been discussed over the past 10 years and a key element in the MSC 
scheme is traceability and assurances about the source and legality of supplies – and the 
MSC Chain of Custody certification is doing this. He also stated the work on assessment 
being done by MSC. The scheme provided could be seen as a way of “linking 
management improvements to the marketplace”. He finished the presentation by stating 
that with market demands increasing for some key products, coupled with better tools for 
evaluating data poor fisheries and it is a good time to explore some collaborative options. 
His presentation appears in Annex 6. 
 
8. The presentation by Mr. Duncan was followed by a presentation on the Chain of 
Custody in certification processes delivered by Ms Teeranat Limpichotikul, Food 
Segment Manager of the third party certifying body SGS Thailand. In the presentation Ms. 
Teeranat gave further explanations on the Chain of Custody (COC) certification with a 
review of COC certification in aquaculture and capture fisheries, respectively. She 
highlighted the steps that are involved in both the ACC/BAP and MSC Certification 
processes. Four points were stated as key to the standard scope for certification, namely 
1) Food Safety, 2) Environmental, 3) Labour Responsibility and 4) Traceability. It was 
again underlined that identification and traceability play an important role in Chain of 
Custody certification and the certification bodies, like the SGS Thailand, can be effective 
in support of certification processes. Her presentation appears in Annex 7. 
 
9. Dr. Mali and Dr. Magnus wrapped up by recapturing some of the main points 
being addressed during the meeting and indicating a number of steps to take if follow up 
to the meeting. Finally, Dr. Siri thanked all participants and closed the meeting. 



3 

 

Discussion 
The flow of the discussion could be roughly divided in two parts:  
1) Questions and clarifications: the first set was made up of questions and 
clarifications to information provided by the presenters. Clarifications were provided in 
connection with each of the presentation as well as during the general discussion after all 
of the presentations. This report will not elaborate on that and references are made to the 
attached copies of the Power Point Presentations for further information. 

 
2) For the second part, and in an attempt to provide a basis for continued steps to 
take, there was a certain focus on the need for different parties along the “chain”, or 
distribution line, to be able to come up with trustworthy explanations on the origins and 
way of handling of fish products of market interest. Origins of products must be traceable 
down the water body (marine or inland) where it was caught or cultured (including the 
origins of feeds). 
 
The whole range of standards, requirements and modes of certification is difficult to come 
to terms for different interest groups, be it governmental or private. A point to bear in 
mind is that there is a need to know the make clear what it is that need to be certified, and 
for what audience you wish to certify the standards of the product. Furthermore, there is a 
need to be clear on basis for the requirements, if it a legal requirement (such as some 
health and quality aspects) or in it is voluntary (such looking for an eco-label to gain 
specific market access) and what type of certification that would be needed.  
 
The group was also informed on “branding” as a tool to improve market shares and 
branding seemed to grow in importance. Seen from a well established (to Swedish 
consumers) brand name – like Abba – it is important to see the efforts and resources that 
are allocated to maintain the positive attitudes of consumers to the brand, in terms 
reflecting environmental sustainability and social responsibility in the line of production.  
 
3) Thunnus Tongol; There was a discussion around Tongol tuna that pointed at 
aspects to look for in terms of showing the sustainability in the fishery. Ms. Helena the 
need for Abba Seafood to provide information on the sustainability on the Tongol fishery 
to their consumers. Information that presently is not available to Abba. The need to 
inform consumers should also be seen in the light of a general “perception” that tuna 
stocks are over exploited.  Ms. Helena was asked why Abba chose to use Tongol and not 
any of the other species that had much better taste (according to Japanese and East Asian 
Consumers) – the simple answer being that the taste of (canned) Tongol was preferred by 
the Swedish consumers. The important point here was that it can be shown that Tongol 
have a fairly limited market and as product don’t compete with the large Asian tuna 
market. Subsequently, the amount of boats fishing for Tongol should be fewer and the 
pressure on the stocks (possibly) less heavy. Looking into the elements of the fishery, the 
size of the market and other factors it could be possible to show the sustainability of the 
Tongol fishery – and show that Tongol does not fit into the general notion of tuna being 
over-fished, on the contrary (if successful) it could be shown that the stocks are healthy.  
 
Summary  
This summary provides some indications on points to bear in mind with regards to 
certification, eco-labels and the rationale behind it:  
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• Consumers wish to make their choices – choices that are based on information. 
Information that include aspects on environmental sustainability and labour 
responsibility 

• Traceability  – increased demand on where products are coming from. A demand 
that needs to be verified!  

• Demands on certified products are increasingly coming from large 
buyers/retailers and varies between different interest groups – however, there are 
always links to “the” market…. 

• Availability of information  is central to certification processes,  and data poor 
fishery provides specific challenges 

• Eco-labelling is a way of communicating to the consumer that the product is a 
good choice 

• Labels and brands – branding is growing in importance 
• Certification is not a replacement for management 
• Some new international requirements that imply measures to certify the product 

are often established to combat illegal fishing, such as port state measures, EU 
catch documentation (again the bottom line is traceability…) 

• The importance to comply with national and local laws – including labour laws 
– should be stressed as it is that compliance that should be verified 

 
Way forward  
Just three points: 

• Engage in the national and regional dialogue on certification, eco-labels and 
branding to increase awareness and ability to live up to the “minimum 
requirements” 

• Follow up on the Thunnus Tongol to show how to indicate sustainability in a data 
poor fishery 

• “It is a good time to explore some collaborative options” 
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