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Prologue 

 

Bildo dives into the crystal clear water off the coast of Belize with only his diving mask, swim trunks, 

and a pair of torn-up fins. Searching across the seabed, reefs and other promising patches, he looks for lobster, 

conch, and large finfish. He’s trained himself to hold his breath for minutes on end at depths of up to 25 

meters, as no diving equipment is allowed in the Belizean lobster fishery. While barracuda, sharks, and giant 

manta rays glide by, he never ceases searching for the lobsters’ antennae sticking out from under a rock or 

coral.  

Bildo has been a fisher for seventeen years and is accustomed to spending most of his time at sea 

rather than at home. He’s the captain of the sailing boat “La Princessa” and shares it with eleven divers and a 

cook. They sleep, work, and eat together for up to nine days at a time, and Bildo only returns home for two or 

three days to see his wife and five daughters before returning back to sea. The sailboat serves as the mother 

boat, while the fishers use small wooden dugout canoes to move from patch to patch. All divers on board 

work independently and pay four lbs. of lobster a day for their use of the boat. In addition, they share the costs 

of food, fuel, and the cook’s wages. 

I had been dropped off at “La Princessa” by the coast guard, hours from shore, while they were 

conducting a conch survey, and end up staying for the five remaining days of the fishing trip. I spend all day 

with Bildo in his wooden dugout canoe in the middle of the ocean. As we move from patch to patch, for hours 

on end, climbing in and out of this canoe in the choppy waters is one of the greatest challenges of the journey. 

Upon my first arrival on the boat it appeared impossible that so many fishers could sleep on board for 

up to ten days at a time. However, after I had slept on board for a night and saw the manner in which fishers 

were scattered all over the boat, the sleeping arrangements became clear. Two in the very small hold at the 

rear of the boat, better known as “the kitchen,” two fishers up front, two in a hammock, one on a wooden 

plank, nearly falling out of the boat, and two on top of the icebox. When it rains more fishers will try and 

sleep in either the stern or the bow. If the weather is good, however, they prefer to sleep outside because of the 

space and the breeze. Privacy is a relative concept on board, as they all sleep so close together, as well as 

having to relieve themselves while perched on the stern (as they continue talking and cracking jokes while 

someone else is eating their breakfast). 

I sleep in the bow, between Bildo on a thin mat and Video on a folded-out cardboard box. Video 

works his backpack under his head as a pillow and is out like a light. I can see the stars and feel protected 

rather than fearful. The fishers go out of their way to make me feel at home, and every day a few fishers bring 

back “precious” gifts for me, such as a beautiful shell, a nice undersized lobster to eat, or a pretty and tasty 

fish. They prefer fish to lobster they tell me. Nevertheless, we eat lobster for breakfast nearly every day on 

board: as fajitas, wrapped in tortillas, and fried together with rice. The lobsters consumed on board are all 

undersized ones, as all other lobster fetches good prices at the fishing cooperative at the end of the trip. They 

sell to a cooperative in Belize City which has an exclusive contract with the Red Lobster restaurant chain in 

the United States. The lobster we catch will be tailed by the fishers, and further processed and frozen at the 

cooperative. Most likely it will be eaten within a month or two by a consumer in the US indulging in a 

luxurious lobster dinner.  
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When one thinks of lobster in North America or Europe it is often pictured in a romantic 

setting, as part of an exquisite, candlelit dinner. The ancient crustacean
1
 has the image of a 

mouthwatering delicacy, just a step or two down from caviar.
2
 A lobster dinner is often considered a 

dish for special occasions, to be eaten at Christmas, when vacationing on the coast, or as the perfect 

occasion to propose marriage. Consumers in the United States (US) have been consuming increasing 

amounts of this high-end seafood product since the beginning of the twentieth century, in particular 

since the 1950s and 1960s. The increase in demand initially stimulated increased output by the 

national lobster industry, but as demand grew during the latter half of the century, this also 

stimulated lobster fishery worldwide. The increasing demand and high unit price for lobster on the 

international market, combined with new technological possibilities, resulted in lobster fishery 

development throughout the world, including in places where previously no commercial lobster 

fishery had existed. 

Lobster fishery development in the Wider Caribbean region since the 1950s and 1960s should 

be seen in the light of these global developments. The commercial harvest of lobster was very 

limited until the international demand from the US stimulated commercial lobster fisheries 

throughout the region. Fishers increasingly built wooden lobster traps or used scuba gear to benefit 

from these new economic opportunities. Large freezer ships, known as reefers, went down to collect 

lobster tails, connecting the Caribbean fishers with American consumers. The increase in volume and 

value of the lobster from the Wider Caribbean region being traded since the 1950s at the 

international level reflects the fisheries growing openness to, and integration into, international trade. 

 This development fits with general global trends in rising fish consumption, production, and 

trade. Fish consumption increased from an average of 9.9 kg per person in the world in the 1960s to 

an average of 17 kg per person in 2007 (FAO 2008). North America, Europe, and Asia showed the 

largest increase in fish consumption in this period. Surging fish consumption was accompanied by a 

vast surge in fish production worldwide. The industrialization of the world’s oceans (Bavinck 2011), 

also known as the blue revolution,
3
 took place in a little over a century, but with the most rapid 

fishery development taking place since the 1950s. This was the result of the combined effects of 

increasing populations and wealth, new technological possibilities, freezer facilities, urbanization, 

dietary changes, and the expansion of seafood markets, and consumer demand for fish and 

crustaceans (Bavinck 2011; Hersoug 2004). As a consequence, the total world fish production from 

marine capture fisheries increased from 17 million metric tons (Mt) in 1950 to 92 million Mt in 2005 

(FAO 2008).
1
 

Fish is a very perishable commodity and, therefore, even at low levels of productivity, there 

is an inherent tendency for fish to be traded sooner than livestock or agricultural products (Kurien 

2005: 2). Evidence suggests that fish has been traded since at least the Bronze Age (Kurien 2005: 2; 

                                                 
1
 Lobsters are “biologically so much older than mammalia that they might as well be from another planet” (Wallace 

2005). In 1995 the fossil crustacean record was broken by the discovery of a 110 million-year-old fossil near El Espinal 

in Chiapas, Mexico. The fossil was encountered among the remains of several ancient fish and crustaceans found in the 

tiny town, and it is claimed that this region could be where the evolution of modern lobsters began. National Geographic, 

2007-05-03. 
2
 Lobster dinner costs up to USD 35-50, while caviar can cost over USD 3,000  per pound for the final consumers (see 

http://www.affordablecaviar.com/imperialgoldenosetracaviar/). At the import level, caviar is traded (2010) for on average 

USD 513 per pound.  
3
 Bailey (1985) first used the term “blue revolution” to refer to technological developments in tropical 

fisheries (cf., McGoodwin 1990). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fossil_record
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=El_Espinal&action=edit
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chiapas
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mexico
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Geographic
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2007
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/May_3
http://www.affordablecaviar.com/imperialgoldenosetracaviar/
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Zohar et al. 2001; Thorpe et al. 2005).
4
 Though the fish trade itself is thus not a new phenomenon, 

the size of the current fish trade is unprecedented. Seen in the context of the global 

internationalization of the food trade, the case of fish is particularly striking, as, since the 1950s, the 

fish trade has seen a remarkable increase (Kurien 2005, 2010; Oosterveer 2005). Fish, in fact, has 

now become earth’s most traded primary food product (FAO 2005: 3). International seafood trade 

increased from 25 percent in 1976 to 39 percent in 2008 (in volume). In value; however, the 

international fish trade between 1980 and 2008 rose from USD 6.1 billion in 1980 to a record value 

of USD 102 billion in 2008, almost double the USD 51.5 billion corresponding value in 1998 (FAO 

2010: 10). 

This rise in fish trade has been aided by structural changes in the fishery sector, including the 

growing globalization of the fisheries and aquaculture value chain, and by the outsourcing of 

processing to countries where comparatively low wages and production costs provide a competitive 

advantage (FAO, 2010: 47) The overall increase in international fish trade was furthered by the 

increasing consumption of fish products, trade liberalization policies and globalization of food 

systems (ibid.) The movement of fish from local consumption to international markets was further 

facilitated by improvements in processing, packaging, transportation and changes in distribution and 

marketing significantly changed the way fishery products were prepared, marketed and delivered to 

consumers (Ibid.). 

The total net export revenues from fish exports earned by developing countries reached USD 

24.9 billion in 2006. These net revenues for developing countries from the fish trade were greater 

than the net exports of other agricultural commodities—such as rice, cocoa, tobacco, and tea—

combined (Kurien 2005). Fisheries’ exports thus provides substantial foreign exchange for national 

governments in developing nations (Kurien 2005), but also additional revenues from taxation, license 

fees, and from fees paid by foreign ships for access to resources (Allison 2011: 6).  

As a reflection of the increased fish production and fish trade, the number of fishers 

worldwide rose from 12.5 million to 44.9 million in the period 1970-2008 (FAO 2010: 6). Taking 

dependents into account—on average three per person—the primary and secondary sectors
5
 provide 

livelihood and employment to approximately 540 million, or nearly eight percent of the world 

population (FAO 2010: 7). Of the global number of fishers, 97 percent live in developing countries 

(Pomeroy and Andrew 2011: ix).  

Japan, USA, and the EU are currently the world’s main importers of fish and other seafood 

products, and these three markets alone represent 72 percent of total world imports by value and 52 

percent by volume (FAO 2008). Developing countries account for nearly half of the world’s fish 

                                                 
4
 During this age Nile fish was already traded all over the Mediterranean and reached as far as Lebanon, Cyprus, and 

Jordan (Arndt et al. 2003: 1102-1103).
 
In Roman times fish was so prestigious that many Roman noblemen would keep 

ponds stocked with rare fish, and the best fish were worth their weight in silver; their desire for seafood supported a large 

commercial sea fishing fleet in the Mediterranean (Robert, 2007: 19). After having wiped out the fresh water fish 

between 1000-1100 A.D. (Roberts 1997), Europeans took to the sea to fish, both for consumption and for trade 

(Kurlansky 1997). Dried cod enabled the Vikings to fish the northern hemisphere for centuries, marketing it to other parts 

of Europe (Kurlansky 1997). When John Cabot visited Newfoundland in 1497 and supposedly “discovered” this part of 

the world, he noticed 1000 Spanish cod fishing vessels lying in port. The development of salting techniques had made it 

possible for the Basque fishers to explore these rich banks off of Newfoundland to satisfy the European market. Although 

they had been frequenting the region for centuries, in order to safeguard their productive fishing grounds off Greenland, 

they had kept the location and the newly discovered lands a secret (Kurlansky 1997). 
5
 For each person employed in the primary sector, it has been estimated that there are three people employed in the 

secondary sector (including fish processing, marketing, and service industries of seafood). 
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production; four out of the world’s five largest producers in the world are currently China, Peru, 

Chile, and Indonesia.  

The same division applies to lobster fisheries in an even more extreme way, as the majority 

of consumers are in the developed world, while a large portion of lobster producers are in the 

developing world. Within the growing global fish trade, there has been a tendency towards increased 

consumption of High Value Foods (HVFs). In the seafood industry, HVFs relate to products such as 

tuna, shrimp, lobster, and white fish (Platteau 1989; Delgado et al. 2003). Crustaceans from capture 

(as opposed to from aquaculture)—mainly comprising shrimp, prawns, crabs, and lobster—make up 

the smallest capture fisheries commodity group in terms of weight, but have the highest unit value, 

and are second only to high-value finfish (such as tuna, cod, salmon, and trout) in overall export 

value (Delgado et al. 2003).  

The growing demand for lobster from the Wider Caribbean therefore fits in with these global 

developments. There are lobster consumers in 60 countries worldwide, mainly found in high-income 

areas such as North America (US and Canada), Western Europe (UK, France, Belgium, Spain, Italy, 

and the Netherlands) and Asia (mainly Japan, Hong Kong, and South Korea) (Pinfold et al. 2010). 

The world’s largest lobster producers
6
 are: the US, Canada, the United Kingdom, Australia, the 

Bahamas, Brazil, Ireland, Cuba, and France (Chetrick 2006).
7
 From a regional perspective, the 

Caribbean spiny lobster (Panulirus argus) is the species most imported into the US (Chetrick 2006).
8
 

Despite the drop in demand for, and resulting prices of, lobster due to the global economic crisis 

(Chetwick 2006), 
9
 lobster demand is expected to rise again in the near future.  

Spiny lobster is highly abundant throughout the Wider Caribbean region, and in combination 

with its high unit price on the international market, lobster has developed into the region’s single 

most important fishery species. The annual value of the lobster fishery in the region is approximately 

USD 500 million. As lobster in the Wider Caribbean is mainly fished for the export market, it 

provides substantial foreign exchange and additional revenues from taxation and licensing. In 

addition, the fishery provides livelihood and employment opportunities on a large scale. There are 

some 50,000 lobster fishers active in the region, with an additional 200,000 people working in 

positions related to the lobster fishery (FAO 2003b). If for every person involved in the lobster 

industry in the Wider Caribbean, another three  dependents are estimated, the number reaches 

approximately 750,000 people with ties to the industry.  

Considering the benefits both at the national and local level for livelihood and employment 

and foreign exchange, lobster fishery can be expected to provide opportunities for countries in the 

region to alleviate poverty and achieve well-being for fishers. Yet, the extent to which the lobster 

fishery in the region has in fact enabled fishers to achieve well-being, and to reap the benefits of this 

international trade, remains unclear. Although the lobster fisheries in the region harvest an identical 

species, have evolved over a similar period of time, and all export lobster to a similar end market, the 

well-being of lobster fishers throughout the region appears to be highly diverse.  

At the far end of the chain in the US, the consumer eating a lobster tail in, for instance, a Red 

Lobster restaurant, will most likely be unaware of the extreme variety of conditions under which the 

                                                 
6
 There are four main species or species groups of lobster worldwide: American, Spiny, Rock, and European lobster. 

7
 PPt Joel Chetrick 2006 from the US Forest & Fishery Products Division of the US government (USDA). PPt entitled 

“Trends in U.S. and World Lobster Production, Imports and Exports. Accessed 12 March 2009.  
8
 Ibid. 

9
 Ibid. 
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lobster is harvested. The “grilled in butter-garlic sauce” lobster tail on the plate doesn’t reveal 

whether it has been caught by a lobster fisher in Belize who works independently, with relatively 

high benefits and safe working conditions, and with great influence on fishery management decision 

making, or by his Nicaraguan colleague a few hundred kilometers away, whose remuneration is 

lower, who faces a large chance of physical disability and has very little power over decision 

making.  

It’s exactly this discrepancy in fishers’ well-being and in the underlying causes for this state 

of affairs that is the focus of this research. This study focuses on the question, to what extent lobster 

fishers in the Caribbean region are actually able to benefit from the international lobster trade and 

what factors are important in enabling fishers to achieve well-being, or are constraining them from 

doing so. This question relates to a larger debate about the actual opportunities for reducing poverty 

and stimulating local development that international trade provides for developing countries, and 

whether the gains in fact benefit local communities and national economies (Smakman 2003, Wade 

2004; Kalb et al. 2004; Basu 2006).  

Although the majority of fishers live in the developing world, and more than half of the fish 

traded globally is produced by developing countries, the extent to which the fish trade can actually 

provide potential for developing countries to reduce poverty, stimulate local development, and 

whether the gains in fact benefit local communities and national economies, remains debated (Béné 

et al. 2010, Wade 2004; Kalb et al. 2004; Basu 2006; Thorpe and Bennett, 2001). Furthermore, 

overall fish consumption is expected to rise in all major markets, in developing countries and 

developed countries alike (Schmidt 2003), thus providing the opportunity to increase the economic 

potential for fish-exporting countries in the developing world.
10

 

The proponents of the positive view of the globalization of trade advocate that the proportion 

of the world’s population living in extreme poverty has fallen over the past two decades, precisely as 

a result of economic globalization (Goklany 2002; Wade 2003). In the classical economists’ view, 

free trade and the progressive extension of the market will increase profits in a country and lead to a 

more efficient international division of labor, as countries may specialize in certain activities (Visser 

and Van Dijk 2006: 464).
11

 This will result in economic growth and in turn lead to a reduction in 

poverty. Although the proponents acknowledge that globalization has resulted in “winners” and 

“losers,” they argue that the gains outweigh the losses and that the last are only “temporary,” as these 

losses are necessary in the short run to make advances in the future (Smakman 2003).  

The FAO argues that “trade can generate the direct and indirect means to achieve food 

security and raise living standards for all those involved and linked up to it” (Kurien 2005: 1). This 

positive view of globalization is by far predominant and has been adopted by developing and 

developed countries’ governments, transnational corporations, international agencies, and academics 

                                                 
10

 The increase of developing countries’ share in fish production has in part been due to the common extension of the 

exclusive economic zone (EEZ) to 200 nautical miles (NM) as from 1977 (Schmidt 2003). The extension of the EEZ led 

to the development of fisheries in developing countries that hitherto had not shown interest in the “industrialization” of 

the fishing industry. Up till then, the small-scale fleets present in developing countries were often unable to technically 

exploit the fishing grounds in distant waters that became national with the introduction of the extended EEZ (Schmidt 

2003).  
11

 These thoughts originate from publications by classical economists, such as Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations 

(1776) and Ricardo’s Principles of Political Economy and Taxation (1817), that argued that free trade and the 

progressive extension of the market increase the rate of profits in a country, and lead to a more efficient international 

division of labor. 
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(mainly economists) working in the neoclassical, liberal tradition (Smakman 2003). In fisheries this 

view has been commonplace in institutions such as the World Bank. “Rather than being a net drain 

on the global economy, sustainable fisheries can create an economic surplus and be a driver of 

economic growth” (World Bank 2009).
12

 It is argued that the output of fisheries will provide 

livelihood and employment opportunities for fishers and provide direct foreign exchange needed by 

national governments to import food and other resources (Kurien 2005: 39).  

At the other end of the spectrum, there are those who see no indication of declining inequality 

as a result of the globalization of trade and who believe the world economy and international trade 

are associated with both wealth as well as widespread poverty (FAO 2005: 456). In this view, 

globalization and local development in developing countries are associated with growing inequality, 

both between and within countries, and with the exclusion of many (Kaplinsky 2000; Wade 2003; 

Ponte 2002; Kaplinsky and Morris 2001: 17). While it generates enormous rewards for some, the 

conditions for a wider and fairer sharing of these benefits are yet to be realized. International trade in 

this view can consequently be both free and unfair (Kurien 2005). Some academics, activists, and 

non-governmental organizations (NGOs) thus express strong reservations regarding the real benefits 

of open economies and trade for developing countries, in particular in relation to agricultural 

commodities which usually represent a major part of their exports (Ponte 2002; Béné et al. 2010). 

Scholars argue that the global fish trade involving developing countries has not necessarily 

translated into increased human development (Arbo and Hersoug 1997; Kurien 2004; 2005; Hersoug 

et al. 2005). Fishers might not actually reap the benefits of the global fish trade and it is argued that 

trade can negatively affect food security, local economies, and livelihood options for the poor 

(Ruddle 2008; Kent 1997). This could perhaps be a result of overexploitation, as developing 

countries have sold fishing licenses to foreign fishing fleets to fish in their waters, while their 

population reaps very few benefits (Ruddle 2008; Alder and Sumaila 2004). Alternatively, benefits 

derived from the fish trade might also be lost if only a small number of firms or foreign investors 

dominate the high-value market chain, and those down the chain do not benefit equally (Wilson and 

Boncoeur 2008, in Béné et al. 2010). Globalization processes in fisheries following World War Two 

have also led to global overcapacity and resulted in overexploitation (Thorpe and Bennett 2001). 

Marine fisheries in general, and particularly export-based fisheries in developing countries, are 

principally vulnerable to overexploitation (Thorpe and Bennett 2001: 144). FAO estimates that 60 

percent of all fish stocks are either fully exploited or overexploited (FAO 2010). The fact that 

capture fisheries are in severe crisis (FAO 2010; World Bank 2009; Myers and Worm 2003) could 

also negatively affect the food security of fishers and potentially increase poverty rather than reduce 

it.  

Béné et al. (2010: 948) concluded, from a large study conducted in Sub-Saharan Africa on 

the national effects of international fish trade, that although the fish trade generates millions of 

dollars annually and the profits at a macroeconomic level are undeniable, it does not lead to 

significant increases in either economic or human development at the country level (Béné et al. 2010: 

948). There is little indication that the fish trade in this region has affected the population, and in 

particular the small-scale fishers and traders who make up the majority of the sector. Béné et al. 

                                                 

12
 WorldBank 2009 “Sunken Billions: The Economic Justification for Fisheries Reform: Summary of cases”. 

http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/TOPICS/EXTARD/0,,contentMDK:21930578~pagePK:148956~piPK:

216618~theSitePK:336682,00.html. Accessed 10 June 2011. 

http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/TOPICS/EXTARD/0,,contentMDK:21930578~pagePK:148956~piPK:216618~theSitePK:336682,00.html
http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/TOPICS/EXTARD/0,,contentMDK:21930578~pagePK:148956~piPK:216618~theSitePK:336682,00.html
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(2010), Kurien (2004, 2005), and Hersoug (2004) therefore argue that the effects of the increased 

international fish trade cannot be assessed on a global level, and that a national and subnational 

analysis is essential to understand how trade is affecting the various groups involved (Abgrall 2003; 

Hersoug 2004; Béné et al. 2010; Kurien 2004).  

It is exactly this question of the potential of the lobster trade for developing countries that 

forms the heart of this thesis. I argue that the lobster fishery in the Wider Caribbean provides an 

excellent starting point to investigate the opportunities provided by global trade for local producers 

to achieve well-being and to investigate the factors that either stimulate or constrain this end. The 

lobster fishery in the region has, from its onset, focused nearly exclusively on the export market. The 

lobster species harvested is identical throughout the region and the end market relatively similar. 

Lobster chains, running from the harvest by fishers in the Wider Caribbean to consumers in the US, 

thus might share many commonalities. Yet, as attainment of well-being across the region is highly 

diverse, one might expect lobster chains to show differences in chain structure and governance, 

resulting in differences in the insertion of fishers in the lobster chain. The international lobster trade 

thus cannot solely explain the existing differences, and I will turn to the societal embedding of 

lobster fisheries at the national level to analyze and explain this discrepancy. Analyzing the different 

fisheries governance regimes at the national level is crucial and leads us to recent debates on 

fisheries governance.  

The governance of fisheries, particularly within the developing agendas of countries, is a 

critical issue and hot topic of research (see Kooiman et al. 2005; Cash et al. 2006; Jentoft 2007; 

Mahon et al. 2008). The assumption is that certain governance styles favor—both directly and 

indirectly by means of fishers’ insertion in the lobster chain—the achievement of well-being of 

fishers, whereas others hamper fishers’ ability to achieve high levels of well-being. Different lobster 

fisheries governance styles can be hypothesized to impact lobster chain governance differently, as 

well as the structure and the ability this furnishes fishers to achieve well-being. Some governance 

styles, such as co-governance, are considered to provide better opportunities to fishers inserted in 

international fish chains than others (Jacinto and Pomeroy 2011).  

 

The central research question of this thesis is:  

What is the social impact of varying governance arrangements and lobster chains on the well-being 

of lobster fishers in the Wider Caribbean? 

Subquestions:  

A) What are the differences and similarities between the current governance arrangements in the 

three research locations? 

B) What are the differences and similarities in the structure and dynamics of the lobster chain from 

the local to the international level in the three research locations? 

C) What are the differences and similarities in well-being of fishers in the three research locations? 

 

To answer these questions I will draw on three theoretical approaches: the governance approach, the 

Global Value Chain (GVC) approach, and the well-being approach. These concepts, their 

operationalization, and the scientific debates from which they stem will be discussed in more detail 

in Chapter 1.  



 17 

The setting of this research  

Lobster fisheries have developed throughout the Wider Caribbean region since the 1950s and 

1960s directly as a result of technological innovations and an increasing demand from the US. 

Although lobster fisheries in the region developed during a similar period, the historical socio-

political and economic traditions are distinct. The Wider Caribbean region is geopolitically highly 

complex, with perhaps the greatest concentration of countries and associated states anywhere in the 

world. These range in size from extremely small to very large, and from the poorest to the richest. 

Nevertheless, many similarities are found in the region (Gwynne and Kay 2004: 67). From the outset 

of European colonialism the region has been completely outwardly oriented and economically 

dependent on a few primary product exports, such as coffee, bananas, sugar, meat, cotton, and citrus 

products. The model of development has been one of peripheral capitalism and external dependence 

(Grugel 1995). The most important characteristics of the Caribbean development model can be 

summarized as: (1) the smallness of the economies; (2) their acute economic vulnerability; (3) their 

location on the periphery of the international system; (4) the excessive influence of external agents; 

and (5) a tendency towards extreme concentration of power internally (Grugel 1995: 3). In addition, 

the Wider Caribbean can also be seen as environmentally vulnerable as many are Small Island 

Developing States (Boruff and Cutter 2007), also referred to as SIDS.  

The Wider Caribbean region is, in comparison to Latin America, economically vulnerable, as 

it is significantly more trade-dependent, less industrialized, and depends to a larger degree on the 

United States (Gwynne and Kay 2004). The trade dependency
13

 is mostly in relation to the US, as 

this country has emerged as the region’s “political and economic hegemon” since the beginning of 

1900 (Gwynne and Kay 2004: 73). Imports and exports are mainly from and to the US, and few 

countries have been able to pursue a non-capitalist path (Gwynne and Kay 2004; Grugel 1995). This 

strong dependency on the US has resulted in less autonomy for countries in the region in comparison 

to larger countries in South America (Gwynne and Kay 2004: 73).  

Both the Caribbean region and Central America have inherited a highly unequal distribution 

of agricultural land, and rural peasants and small farmers have had few possibilities to expand 

production and income because of state policies (Gwynne and Kay 2004: 73). Since the 1970s the 

limited numbers of primary export products have suffered from the deteriorating terms of trade. This 

trade has often added little to support the basic needs of the large majority as they are not land 

owners. Current development policies in the region focus on attracting foreign investors to generate 

new exports, and date back to the debt crisis of the 1980s, whereby Import Substitution 

Industrialization (ISI) economies were exchanged for a more neoliberal approach (Gwynne and Kay 

2004). In view of increasing globalization, it has been claimed that regions such as the Wider 

Caribbean can find new export markets, yet market niches are argued to be narrow, highly 

competitive, and loaded with obstacles (Gwynne and Kay 2004: 78). Although most countries in the 

region are democratic, this “is expressed differently from country to country in accordance with 

factors such as inherited political traditions, the influence of interest groups in the political system, 

                                                 
13

 The region’s high levels of trade dependency differentiate the way neoliberalism has been applied in the region, in 

comparison to the rest of South America, as it has put increasing pressure on the already highly trade-dependent region to 

export even more. The region’s low levels of production and industrialization have also contributed to the region’s status 

in the world as being “peripheral” ( Gwynne and Kay 2004: 72- 73). The countries also rely heavily on imported 

industrial and commercial goods and on foreign capital and expertise to feed their populations, service industry, and 

finance internal capital expansion (Grugel 1995) 
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the social structure and the nature and depth of social and political conflicts” (Grugel 1995: 111). It’s 

exactly these differences which are of interest to this study.  

This research compares three different lobster fishing countries in the region: Belize, 

Jamaica, and Nicaragua. These three countries are in the same region and share the fact that in all 

three countries lobster makes up the most valuable seafood export product. At the same time, the 

inherited sociopolitical and economic traditions are distinct. The three countries selected in this 

multiple-case study have therefore been chosen based on their diverse set of governance styles. 

Departing from these differences in governance style, I am able to compare the impacts of these 

different governance styles on the structure and governance of the lobster chain and the well-being of 

fishers in the three countries involved.  

 

 
Map 1: Location of Belize, Nicaragua, and Jamaica, and their capitals. 

Source: UvA Kaartenmakers 

Outline of thesis 

The figure below serves as a roadmap for the thesis, which consists of eight chapters. In the Prologue 

I give an introduction to the research subject, the central question, and the setting of the study.  

Chapter 1 discusses the main concepts of this thesis, their operationalization, and the scientific 

debates from which they stem. In addition, this chapter will discuss the research questions, the 

different research methods used for data collection, and the limitations of this research.  

Chapter 2 is a contextual chapter providing a background to lobster appreciation, consumption, and 

lobster fisheries development worldwide. It also gives a description of the historical trajectory and 

market development of the lobster fisheries in Belize, Jamaica, and Nicaragua.  

Chapter 3 analyzes the governance arrangements found in Belize, Jamaica, and Nicaragua, focusing 

on both the overlaps as well as dissimilarities between the three countries. Although the role of the 

market is discussed in this chapter, it is discussed in more detail in Chapter 7.  

Chapters 4, 5 and 6 provide in-depth analysis of the well-being of fishers in, respectively, Belize, 

Jamaica, and Nicaragua. Each chapter will focus on three dimensions: material, relational, and 
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subjective well-being. It examines how different fishing groups achieve well-being differently and 

shows how this achievement is connected to the societal embedding in which the different fishers 

operate. 

Chapter 7 maps the structure and governance of the lobster chain from the local to the international 

level in the three countries. It analyzes the input-output structure, geographical range, and the chain 

governance of the various lobster chains, and thus explores the differences and similarities across the 

three chains.  

Finally, the concluding chapter provides an integrated analysis of the main research findings 

by answering the key research questions. It will interpret these findings to analyze how this 

knowledge contributes to our understanding of fisheries governance, fish chains, and the well-being 

of fishers.  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Fig. 1: Thesis structure. 


