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English summary  
Globalization has strongly affected seafood markets throughout the world, particularly 

since the 1950s to present. This is particularly true for the lobster fisheries of the Wider 

Caribbean region, which are the topic of this thesis. Commercial harvest of lobster in this 

region took off when international demand from the United States stimulated commercial 

lobster fisheries. No large-scale commercial lobster fishery existed prior to this time but 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 region. 

Fishers increasingly built wooden lobster traps, used scuba gear or engaged in free diving to 

benefit from these new economic opportunities. Large freezer ships went down to the Wider 

Caribbean to collect lobster tails, connecting local fishers with American consumers.  

Fishers have greatly increased lobster harvest throughout the region over the past 50 

years and have become more and more connected with world markets. This thesis has 

demonstrated that lobster fisheries currently provide extensive livelihood opportunities and 

generate massive foreign exchange and tax income for national governments in the Caribbean. 

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

and foreign exchange, lobster fisheries 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 trade actually provides potential for developing countries to reduce poverty and 

stimulate local development remains debatable. This 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 (Béné et al. 2010, Wade 2004; Kalb et al. 2004; Basu 2006; Thorpe 

and Bennett, 2001). This question is particularly relevant for fisheries as the majority of 

fishers live in the developing world, which produces more than half of the fish traded 

globally. Though fish trade itself is not a new phenomenon, the size of the current fish trade is 

unprecedented. Fish, in fact, has now become earth’s most traded primary food product. As 

overall fish consumption is expected to rise in all major markets it provides an opportunity to 

increase the economic potential for fish-exporting countries in the developing world. This 

thesis has therefore shown that the lobster fisheries development and potential for the region 

should be seen in the light of these global phenomena.  

This thesis analyzes the relationship between the development of lobster fisheries and 

the well-being of lobster fishers and the contextual conditions that facilitate this. I have 

investigated this state of affairs through three contrasting country case studies, in Belize, 

Jamaica, and Nicaragua. The lobster fishery in the region provides an interesting case as it 

has, from its onset, focused nearly exclusively on the export market. The lobster species 

harvested is identical throughout the region and the end market where the lobster is finally 

consumed(mainly the US) relatively similar for the exporting countries. 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 Global 

Value Chain (GVC) approach attempts to enhance our understanding of the dynamics of 
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economic globalization, international trade, and the distribution of benefits throughout the 

chain. It describes the range of activities that are required to bring a product from its 

conception to its end use and beyond. Market governance of chains is also usually considered 

to be predominantly top-down: either Northern buyers, or manufacturing firms or traders, 

have decisive influence on the position of producers in the South. This is, however, a rather 

narrow approach to understand local economic development, as little attention is paid to local 

and national conditions. In this research I investigated the lobster chain from a GVC 

perspective examining the following elements; structure of the chain; market governance of 

the chain; and dynamics of the chain. Yet, exactly because the lobster species is identical and 

the end-market relatively similar the international lobster trade cannot solely explain the 

existing differences in well-being of fishers. I have therefore turned to the societal embedding 

of lobster fisheries at the national level to analyze and explain this discrepancy. For this 

research I have thus made use of three concepts and theoretical angles: governance, global 

value chain analysis, and well-being.  

 

Methods  

During my fieldwork in the three countries, I conducted informal interviews, unstructured and 

semi-structured in-depth interviews, administered questionnaires, carried out participant 

observation, and participated in state and non-state policy meetings. I spent a total of seven 

months in the field: ten weeks in Belize, nine weeks in Jamaica, and twelve weeks in 

Nicaragua. Belize and Jamaica I visited twice, Nicaragua three times. In addition, I carried out 

interviews with importers in the US and EU.  The number of semi-structured and unstructured 

interviews with the various stakeholders are as follows: importers in the US and EU (16); 

exports (16); state representatives (17); state representatives of other countries in the region 

(10); fishers (23); cooperative representatives (13); intermediaries (12); scientists and NGOs 

(11). In addition, I conducted 88 wellbeing surveys and 83 job satisfaction surveys.  

All fieldwork was conducted between 2006 and 2009. I conducted participant observations at 

landing beaches, processing plants, middlemen and during fishing trips at sea. In total I spent 

23 days at sea: three times for three days, and once for five consecutive days. The remaining 

days were day trips with fishers. 

 

Governance 

Although the three countries are located in the same region, their political, social, and 

economic development shows substantial variation. As a result, fisheries governance was also 

expected to vary. These governance styles will impact the lobster chain and the ability of 

fishers to achieve well-being. Following suggestions in the literature (e.g. Jacinto and 

Pomeroy 2011), certain governance styles could favor the achievement of well-being, such as 

co-governance, whereas others, such as ‘hierarchical style governance’ might hamper fishers’ 

ability to achieve high levels of well-being. Governance refers to the interaction between 

market parties, civil society and the state at the local, national and international level. Lobster 

is a transboundary resource which faces severe challenges regarding overexploitation 

throughout the region. This calls for international cooperation, and several Regional Fisheries 

Organizations (RFOs) have become involved in lobster fisheries governance. However, this 

thesis has shown none of the these RFOs wield decision-making power. This thesis thus 
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argues national governance arrangements to be the most influential when considering 

differences in lobster fisheries governance. For this purpose I investigated the; development 

orientation of the state; stakeholder representation; state institutions, laws, and policies; state-

market relations; and NGO-state market relations in MPA management.  

Belize, Jamaica, and Nicaragua face a similar set of challenges with regard to lobster 

fisheries: an open-access situation, high levels of IUU fishing, and declining resources. To 

counter these problems all three governments have implemented a similar set of regulations: a 

closed season of at least three months, a minimum size for lobster to be harvested, and a 

prohibition on landing berried females and molting lobster. In Belize and Jamaica, Marine 

Protected Areas (MPAs) have been instituted as well to enhance sustainability of marine 

resources. Despite these similarities, the three country cases show important differences in 

lobster fisheries governance style and lobster chain. 

There is no doubt that the Belizean lobster fishery is the most harmonious of the three, 

and closest to the ideal type of co-governance. Development orientation of the state has from 

the onset of the fishery been leaning towards small-scale fishers and fishing cooperatives. 

Only two fishing cooperatives are allowed to export seafood products, and as these 

cooperatives are collectively owned by the fishers, all benefits derived from the fishery flow 

back to the them. Although intermediaries are officially illegal in Belize, sale of lobsters 

through intermediaries does occur. No outside commercial parties are, however, able to 

extract profits from the fishery. The high export earnings have strengthened the cooperatives 

economically, translating into political strength and the determination to protect the privilege 

of export monopoly that they enjoy. NGOs also hold a prominent place in fisheries 

governance. The principal chain actors thus are  the state, fishers and fishing cooperatives and 

NGOs .  

Examining the governance style of Jamaica’s lobster fishery, I concluded that the 

governance style is a combination of—defective—co-governance and hierarchical state 

governance. Although the government attempted to create and support strong fishing 

cooperatives from the start of the lobster fishery in the 1950s, many of these cooperatives are 

weak and lack market or decision-making power. In Jamaica, the lobster chain is 

characterized by a multitude of actors between fishers and the end consumer. The latter can be 

located in another country (served via intermediaries, processing plants, and international 

importers), or in the local tourist industry. Lobster fishers in this country frequently make use 

of intermediaries, as they are often based very far from the market and require help in 

obtaining fuel, credit, food, and even drinking water. There are many smaller processing 

plants, which are frequently illegal, and their influence in decision-making is limited. The 

interests of small-scale fishers are also poorly represented in decision making in Jamaica. The 

government is the most influential institution in the policy process and the role of other actors 

is limited. In recent years, NGOs have become more involved in fisheries governance and 

relations between state and NGOs have been formalized for management and enforcement of 

MPAs. Current lobster fisheries governance is thus one of hierarchical state governance 

although attempts have been made in recent years to move towards more inclusive co-

governance. 

The state governance style in Nicaragua is hierarchical; this does not, however, imply 

a very strong and forceful state. In fact, in many ways the state has a limited steering capacity 
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in the lobster fishery. Large processing plants and industrial fleets owners have been very 

influential since the initiation of the lobster fishery in Nicaragua and the state has experienced 

difficulties withstanding pressure from these powerful interest groups. A small group of 

industrial market actors is therefore able to influence decision making via official and 

unofficial routes, leaving very little room for other stakeholders, such as fishing cooperatives 

and NGOs. Fishers are poorly organized and are not able to adequately influence decision-

making . Fishers make use of a variety of intermediaries which differ in entry-level barriers, 

and scale of operation. Although one could argue that most fishers are exploited by 

intermediaries, this relation is not necessarily one-sided and at times can also provide fishers 

fuel, credit and supplies. International market parties and NGOs are currently initiating 

cooperation with the Nicaraguan state and lobster industry to improve the sustainability of the 

resource, but to date these initiatives are still limited. 

In sum, the three countries have experienced varied historical development trajectories 

that have left them with three distinct lobster fisheries governance styles. I have categorized 

the three governance styles as co-governance, a mixture between co-governance and 

hierarchical governance, and hierarchical governance. Yet, although Jamaica and Nicaragua’s 

governance styles are both hierarchical, they are also very diverse. When considering the two 

styles in detail, one can see many differences with regard to the role of the state, NGOs, and 

market parties. For one, market parties in Jamaica are more or less absent from the decision-

making process, whereas in Nicaragua they are involved n fisheries governance. In Nicaragua, 

NGOs are virtually absent in the decision-making process, whereas in Jamaica they are 

becoming increasingly important. Although Nicaragua’s hierarchical governance style 

involves cooperation between the state and powerful market parties, we have also seen that 

the state has limited powers. This thesis has therefore shown that when analysing governance 

approaches to fisheries in a national context these types of nuances should therefore be taken 

into consideration.  

 

Global Value Chain Analysis 

My analysis has shown that the lobster chains in the three countries have a number of 

common features. They all produce lobsters for world markets (mainly for the United States, 

but also partly for the European market). As a result, Caribbean fishers, intermediaries, and 

processing plants are all inserted in global value chains that connect them “upwards” with 

foreign buyers. Regarding chain actors, one can conclude that in all three countries 

intermediaries, processing plants, and international importers play roles. Strict handling 

procedures and food safety standards are in place for all countries at the level of the 

processing plants. However, within any one country the fishers, intermediaries, and 

processing plants vary in professionalism, magnitude of the enterprises, levels of investment, 

as well as interrelationships. Prior to the financial crisis of 2008, the lobster chains in the 

region were largely producer-driven, with the local processing plants playing a dominant role. 

Yet at the height of the crisis, as well as during its aftermath, the chain appears to have 

reversed into a trader-driven chain in which importers have gained importance. The economic 

crisis that has taken place since 2008 has induced significant changes in lobster chains, 

particularly in the relationship between the processing plants and importers in all countries. 

Processing plants with feeble ties to importers have a harder time surviving than those with 
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strong and stable ties. In Nicaragua, the processing plants appear to be hit the hardest, as three 

out twelve plants have gone out of business, whereas in both Belize and Jamaica processing 

plants are all still in operation. In Belize, this might be due to the fact that lobster fishers and 

processors also target fish and conch. These two products have been less hard-hit by the crisis 

and therefore enable the two processing plants to survive. In Jamaica, the processing plants 

are still in operation, but their operations have declined as a result of decreasing demand. The 

government has also issued fewer industrial licenses due to the economic crisis. In this 

context, this research has shown that the dichotomy as described by Gereffi on buyer and 

producer-driven chains (1994), and later by Gibbon (2001) on trader-driven chains, is less 

useful in times of dynamic global change. It has also demonstrated that chains of an identical 

product to a similar end market can possess a remarkable diversity in actors and market 

governance modes. The GVC approach has rightly been criticized for neglecting 

heterogeneity of small-scale producers in the chain. My empirical data has shown the large 

variety of fishing métiers present in the lobster chain, within countries, as well as between 

countries. My research suggests that, in order to improve the well-being of fishers 

participating in lobster value chains, more attention indeed has to be given to the variations 

that occur between the fishing métiers. In spite of this criticism, the research has shown the 

GVC approach to be a very valuable tool in linking the different fishing métiers, 

intermediaries, processing plants, and final market actors in the United States and Europe. In 

addition, we have noted that differences in geographical and ecological circumstances in the 

three countries to a certain extent explain the variety in structure and market governance. 

Whether fishing grounds are located far offshore or in shallow inshore areas is a factor that 

helps shape value chains, as does the “richness” of lobster stocks.  

This thesis argues that the differences in governance styles greatly influence the 

differences in lobster chains as well as the wellbeing of fishers. The interaction between state, 

market parties and civil society will greatly influence the ability of fishers to achieve 

wellbeing. In order to investigate this state of affairs I have departed from a three-dimensional 

approach of well-being, distinguishing material well-being, relational well-being, and 

subjective well-being (IDS 2009; Gough et al. 2007). Lobster fishers within and between the 

three countries can relate differently across these dimensions. Based on the wellbeing 

literature and literature from the roam of fisheries literature, I have examined these three 

dimensions by looking into: working conditions; safety; remuneration; single-/multi-species 

fishery; economic alternatives; trade relationships; cooperation; participation in decision 

making; and job satisfaction of fishers.  

 

Wellbeing  

In Belize, there is an important division between divers and trap fishers, with trap 

fishers clearly possessing higher levels of well-being. The working conditions of trap fishers 

are relatively good; their absence away from home is short; their working conditions are safe, 

as fishing grounds are all very shallow and close to the shore. Although the capital investment 

is very high for the owners of boats and traps, crew members have no investment threshold. 

Trap fishers in this country are single-species fishers who only catch lobster, and as a 

consequence during the closed season they do not engage in fishing. They do have economic 

alternatives during the closed season. Divers in Belize leave for nine to ten-day fishing trips 
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and are full-time fishers. They do not possess economic alternatives to fishing, but are on the 

other hand multi-species fishers that also catch conch and finfish, and consequently continue 

fishing during the closed season for lobster. Divers work only as free-divers and  operate 

under safe working conditions enabled by the prohibition of SCUBA gear use, the shallow 

reefs and numerous keys and atolls. . Both trap fishers and divers are generally satisfied with 

their jobs, as all scores fall above the midpoint. No industrial lobster fishing is allowed in 

Belize, making the fishery especially profitable for small-scale trappers and divers. Both 

categories of fishers sell their lobster in a cooperative system whereby fishers are actually 

owners of the cooperative and receive a second payment at the end of the fiscal year. As many 

fishers are members of the cooperatives, the remuneration can be high. In addition, fishers are 

able to receive extras through the cooperatives, a bonus for Christmas, and insurance in case 

of accidents or death. fishers in in Belize usually work independently and thus depend on 

intermediaries only to a very limited extent in comparison to the other two countries, and 

from a marketing and political viewpoint they are well organized. 

The Jamaican fishing sector, too, is largely made up of small-scale fishers. They are 

multi-species fishers working in both inshore and offshore areas and make use of multiple 

gears; involving trap fishers and divers (scuba, hookah, and free-diving). Some fishers operate 

close to shore and are day fishers, but most fishers will also fish in the offshore Pedro Bank 

and leave for five to six days at a time. The day fishers will sell their catch to different 

intermediaries. These fishers are not highly dependent on the intermediaries for credit and 

material. The Pedro Bank fishers, on the other hand, are highly dependent on intermediaries 

for fish trade to the coast, food supplies, drinking water, fuel, and ice. Yet intermediaries also 

depend on the fishers’ catch and need to procure as much fish and lobster as they can before 

their ice starts to melt. Fishers in Jamaica are multi-species fishers and are able to engage 

partly in other economic activities. The remuneration is clearly higher in comparison to the 

minimum wage on the mainland, yet lower than the remuneration of lobster fishers in Belize, 

where all profits flow back to the fishers at the end of the fiscal year. Working conditions for 

the offshore fishers on the Pedro Keys are particularly harsh they are also absent for a large 

part of the year; life in very basic conditions and often unsafe working conditions. However, 

fishers on the keys are able to make high profits from the fishery, and even though they may 

live in a basic shed all year round, some indicated their wife’s and children live in a very nice, 

large concrete house on the mainland. Although historically the government in Jamaica has 

attempted to support fishing cooperatives, most of these initiatives have failed. Only six 

percent of the fishers are member of a fishing cooperative, and these cooperatives serve more 

as shops than as powerful economic groups that are able to influence the politics of fisheries 

governance. Yet representatives are asked by the government to give advice on the fishery. In 

general, however, it can be concluded that fishers are poorly organized from a market 

perspective, with a poor bargaining position and little political strength. 

Well-being among lobster fishers in Nicaragua varies significantly between the 

industrial fleet and small-scale fishers. It also varies between trap fishers and divers (both 

industrial and small-scale). Whereas some fishers are able to reap high benefits from the 

fishery in a region where few other economic alternatives exist, they may also face very 

unsafe working conditions. Small-scale trappers in Nicaragua are day fishers. Trap fishers 

often have taken out big loans for boat and traps, and are  often highly indebted to the 



 240 

middlemen or processing plants. Trap fishers working on industrial ships engage in extremely 

hard work. Their remuneration from the fishery appears high, but not when considering the 

number of hours worked. The main differences between trap fishers and divers are the 

difference in safety. Although fishing is always considered to be a dangerous activity, diving 

for lobster in Nicaragua is extremely dangerous. The divers, small-scale and industrial, often 

have diving accidents and suffer from decompression sickness. This leads to hundreds of 

accidents and approximately 30 deaths per year. In addition, many divers are left paralyzed. 

Yet the remuneration for divers is high, which explains why divers engage in this dangerous 

occupation. Divers are generally highly dependent in patron-client relationships even though 

officially they are independent workers. The fact that intermediaries and processing plants do 

not take responsibility for divers who suffer diving accidents is particularly distressing. The 

independence of fishers is abused by intermediaries and processing plants in this regard, using 

it as an excuse not to take any responsibility. There are few economic alternatives for fishers 

in the Nicaraguan region except for drug trafficking. All fishers are poorly organized and few 

are member of a fishing cooperative. The cooperatives that do exist have little influence over 

fisheries governance.  

This research has demonstrated the large heterogeneity among lobster fisheries in the 

region. Even though the spiny lobster is identical throughout the Wider Caribbean and the end 

market is similar, many differences exist among these fisheries. I established the diversity of 

well-being between fishers in three case study countries, coinciding with various fishing 

métiers and geographical locations (in Chapters 4, 5, and 6). I demonstrated that these métiers 

and locations are embedded in global value chains that channel lobster products mainly to 

international markets. (Chapter 7). The structure of these value chains and the market 

governance patterns that prevail from the local to the international levels exert strong 

influence on the distribution and levels of well-being. Global value chain analysis does not 

provide a full explanation, however, and requires further contextualization. Variations in 

governance trajectories and styles at the national level constituted the final causal element 

(Chapter 3). Taken together, I argue that these governance trajectories and styles, and value 

chain characteristics, provide a strong explanation for the variations in well-being that were 

determined. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


