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Chapter 22
Exploring the Governability of Small-Scale 
Fisheries in Ecuador and Galapagos 
Islands Under the Buen Vivir Principle
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Abstract  Fisheries in Ecuador and the Galapagos Islands are a very complex, 
diverse, and dynamic sector. Unfortunately more often than not, policies and prac-
tices applied to govern fisheries have proven to be inappropriate. Small-scale fisher-
ies in mainland Ecuador and the Galapagos Islands face multiple challenges mostly 
linked to the limited governability of the fisheries systems. By using empirical evi-
dence based on triangulation of qualitative open-ended surveys and intensive litera-
ture review, this chapter explores the fisheries sector in Ecuador through the lenses 
of the Buen Vivir standpoint, which is the guiding principle of Ecuador’s National 
Development Plan. Under the interactive governance approach, which is used as the 
primary analytical framework, this chapter examines the challenges encountered in 
governing small-scale fisheries in both the Ecuadorian mainland and Galapagos 
Islands. This chapter highlights the coincidences and mismatches between the two 
normative instruments simultaneously operating in these two regions. Main findings 
confirm the existence of incongruities between the Buen Vivir-inspired national 
development path and the policies and practices taken to address small-scale fisher-
ies issues. Yet, common grounds between both instruments exist, and they may 
serve to pave the road for a comprehensive governance model for the national fish-
eries systems. We suggest that by implementing a comprehensive overarching 
national policy framework for fisheries, the Buen Vivir principle – ruling the national 
development plan – would be better illustrated. By doing such, the overall govern-
ability of fisheries in Ecuador would improve, and thus the sustainability of small-
scale fisheries and the viability of fishing communities in both regions would be 
fostered.
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22.1  �Small-Scale Fisheries in Ecuador and Galapagos 
Islands: The Buen Vivir Principle

In 2008, Ecuador approved its new constitution (Ecuadorian National Constitution 
2008), recognizing the rights of nature for the first time ever as a subject capable of 
enjoying legal rights and protections in the national courts (Berros 2015). This legal 
mandate was inspired by the Quechua principle of Sumak Kawsay, translated as 
“good way of living,” or Buen Vivir in Spanish. However, although this legal instru-
ment is recent, Buen Vivir is not a new notion: it has remained active, mainly, in the 
Ecuadorian indigenous population for centuries. The term is derived from an ancient 
Amerindian cosmovision of equilibrium that recognizes the harmonic coexistence 
between nonhuman and human actors in nature, while privileging the collective 
over individuality and solidarity over competition. The concept is defined by 
Escobar (2015a) as “good living, or collective wellbeing according to culturally-
appropriate ways” (p. 25). Similarly, Radcliffe (2012) describes it as a postcolonial, 
post-neoliberal, and holistic view of life, classifying Buen Vivir as a form of life 
philosophy of indigenous societies that has been eroded by the dominant practices 
and messages of Western rationality. Since 2008, the Buen Vivir principle has 
become the foundation for the National Ecuadorian Development Plan (PNBV, by 
its Spanish acronym), which no longer places central focus on the economy (Escobar 
2015a) but rather contests the overemphasis on economic growth in previous devel-
opment model (Lind 2012). This vision, according to Lind (2012), proposes alterna-
tive paths to development – which is framed as only a means to an end, rather than 
an end in itself – and stresses the need for “other” form of development to encom-
pass dimensions like quality, freedom, equal rights, and sustainability.

In the decade since the new constitution was introduced, the Ecuadorian state has 
been the driving force in achieving social well-being on both the mainland of 
Ecuador and the Galapagos Islands. The government’s efforts, although not com-
pletely successful, have paid increased attention to small-scale fisheries, which have 
been a traditionally under-estimated and marginalized sector in Ecuadorian coastal 
regions. For the first time in Ecuadorian history, small-scale fisheries have been 
taken into account alongside other labor-related sectors at the national level in order 
to improve the working conditions and overall well-being of fishers.

In line with that, although the new Ecuadorian constitution is guided by a com-
prehensive new paradigm that recognizes the rights of fishing resources to be pro-
tected, it still fails to fully acknowledge the rights of fishing people to fish. We argue 
that fishing families’ access to fisheries-derived livelihoods has neither been explic-
itly accounted for neither clearly articulated to date. Thus, by invoking the notion of 
Sumak Kawsay, we claim that the full incorporation of the idea of Mother Earth into 
legal instruments should also include the rights of fishing people to access to fish 
resources.

In recent decades, increasing attention has been paid to the role that critical 
global issues such as climate change, marine pollution, and more recently ocean 
grabbing play in the sustainability of fisheries (Bennet et al. 2015). However, despite 
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this increased research and policy emphasis on sustainable fisheries, this goal has 
rarely been achieved in practice (Pauly et al. 2002). In Ecuador, the high cultural 
importance of fish as a food source, a ceremonial asset, and a tradable good since 
very early stages in Ecuadorian history has been widely demonstrated by historical 
and archeological evidence (Norton 1982, 1985; Schwarz 1987; McEwan and Silva 
1998; Staller 2001; Stothert 2008; Rostworowski 2015). Yet, in recent decades 
greater emphasis has been placed on research focusing on the biology and ecology 
of fisheries resources, as well as appropriate managerial practices (Grupo Núcleo 
1999; Murillo-Posada et al. 2013), supported by the administrative bodies that gov-
ern small-scale fisheries. We posit that ethical and moral factors are also critical 
considerations for ensuring that small-scale fisheries governance adequately 
addresses urgent challenges for the sector such as poverty, malnutrition, exclusion, 
and marginalization. However, the biggest pitfall in this new legal regime is that 
these considerations, although consistent with the concept of Buen Vivir, have been 
delayed or ignored within the policies and practices framed under the National 
Constitution and overseen by the PBNV. This failure to recognize the complexity, 
diversity, and dynamics involved in Ecuadorian small-scale fisheries was evidenced 
by clashes between policies and practices that were put in place by two coexisting 
governing systems: the top-down hierarchical approach taken in the mainland of 
Ecuador and the horizontal co-management model adopted in the Galapagos Islands 
(Barragán-Paladines 2015).

The haphazardness of the national fisheries policy gave rise to dissonant and 
incoherent decisions and policies and to inappropriate governing strategies at deal-
ing with fishing resources, which have been viewed purely as fish stocks to be man-
aged. Despite these diverse values and affective bonds existing among fishers and 
fishing communities, management actions carried out to address small-scale fisher-
ies challenges tend only to consider quantitative attributes of fisheries like quotas, 
fish landings, and market prices for commercially demanded species. Thus, the pre-
vailing management regime has ignored the wholeness dimension of the Sumak 
Kawsay principle, as interpreted by the PNBV (SENPLADES 2009).

Research on small-scale fisheries in Ecuador has focused on both mainland and 
Galapagos fisheries. Studies about mainland fisheries have addressed key aspects 
such as fishing communities (Pollnac et  al. 1987), fleet and gears (Gaibor et  al. 
2001), methods of studying small-scale fishing communities (Pollnac et al. 1987), 
fisheries development (Allsop 1985), fisheries planning (Arriaga and Martínez 
2008), ordering (Beltrán Turriago 2001), local assessment (Coello 1993), and 
regional assessment (Charles et al. 1994; Tassara 1994). On the other hand, research 
on Galapagos fisheries has mainly examined environmental issues (Banks 2002, 
2007, 2009; Banks et al. 2006; Bustamante et al. 1999a, b; Edgar et al. 2004a, b, 
2008; Vinueza et al. 2006); socio-political aspects of fisheries (Ospina 2001; Ospina 
and Falconí 2007; McDonald 1997; Kerr 2005; Epler 2007; Grenier 2007; Heylings 
and Bravo 2007; Viteri and Chávez 2007;Taylor et al. 2009), recreational fisheries 
(Schuhbauer and Koch 2013), and aspects of fisheries management (Reck 1983; 
Ramírez 2004; Stone et al. 2006; Jobstvogt 2010; Castrejón 2011, Castrejón and 
Charles 2013; Castrejón et al. 2013).
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Despite the diversity of existing research on small-scale fisheries in Ecuador, no 
studies so far have explicitly demonstrated the connection between the notion of 
Buen Vivir – which is present in all of the objectives of the PNBV – and small-scale 
fisheries. We identify several potential causes for this oversight. First, the indigenous-
derived epistemological dimension of Sumak Kawsay has traditionally and inten-
tionally been disregarded by the positivist Western rationality that has dominated 
the cultural construction of natural resources and their usage since the Spanish con-
quest of Ecuador. Second, the technocratic species-based discourses for fisheries 
management put in place during the last decades have underemphasized more holis-
tic or humanistic ways of understanding and governing the environment. Third, the 
use of the Buen Vivir principle as the dominant paradigm in the PNBV is part of a 
very recent (i.e., since 2008) shift in mindsets, initiated by the current government, 
that is only beginning to dismantle the traditional notion of development that has 
held a hegemony over governance in both Ecuador and across Latin America.1

The sustainability of small-scale fisheries and the viability of fishing communi-
ties are pivotal to securing the human rights to food and livelihoods (Allison et al. 
2012). Despite being constitutionally protected, the conservation of fish stocks still 
is subjected to incongruous management practices that preclude the effective gover-
nance of these resources. In general, the singular focus on the nominal economic 
value of landed fish has largely negated the existence and importance of “other” 
values derived from fisheries. The result is that small-scale fishers may lose their 
access to traditional livelihoods and, consequently, the right to fish (Harris 2008). 
Ultimately, as argued by Pitcher and Lam (2010), this exclusion continues to pre-
vent the implementation of adequate policies and practices regarding small-scale 
fisheries and fails to secure fishing communities’ human right to food security.

This chapter examines the extent to which the existing legal frameworks in place 
in both mainland Ecuador and Galapagos reflect (or fail to reflect) the principles of 
Buen Vivir in relation to the small-scale fisheries sector. We assess current trends in 
small-scale fisheries governance, from the standpoint of both fishing resources (in 
terms of their right to be protected) and fishers (in terms of their right to fish). This 
analysis is guided by a varied set of principles derived from resource-based manage-
ment practices and taken directly from the PNBV and from the normative instru-
ments ruling human’s activities in Galapagos.

The guiding research question for this study seeks to understand to what extent 
the PNVB (as Ecuador’s primary set of guidelines for governance) and the notion of 
sustainable development (as the predominant principle guiding the instruments in 
place in Galapagos) have led to the achievement of sustainability of small-scale 
fisheries. The chapter’s specific objectives are to (a) explore the commonalities 
among the normative instruments in both regions and demonstrate how they interact, 

1 At the time of reviewing this chapter, new presidential elections took place in Ecuador. The 
recently elected government – who belongs to the same political party of the outgoing president – 
is expected to maintain their vocation, by fostering this national ideal, in the long term. By doing 
so, the Buen Vivir will remain as the guiding national principle, leading the Ecuadorian’s develop-
ment path.
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(b) illustrate the mismatching elements between the varied instruments, and (c) ana-
lyze the main implications of the commonalities and differences encountered for 
improved governance. Some concluding thoughts and reflections are presented at 
the end of the chapter.

22.2  �Methodological Approach

Duggan et al. (2014) argue that thinking about fisheries and fishing resources with 
an adaptive and flexible “fish-shape mentality,” by fisheries governing bodies, could 
enhance the likeliness of the sector to adjust to the high uncertainty of the systems 
that affect it. According to these authors, this approach would help lead to a better 
balance between the profitability and sustainability of fisheries and would strengthen 
the linkages between fishers, the fish they catch, and the overall marine ecosystem. 
This idea parallels with the crux of the interactive governance approach (Kooiman 
et al. 2005, Kooiman 2008; Bavinck et al. 2013), which examines fisheries gover-
nance by considering the interactions between natural and social systems to be gov-
erned and their governing systems. In order to address these multiple dimensions of 
small-scale fisheries governance, this chapter employs interactive governance 
approach (Kooiman et al. 2005, Kooiman 2008; Chuenpagdee 2011; Bavinck et al. 
2013; Jentoft and Chuenpagdee 2015), with a specific focus on the governability 
assessment framework (Kooiman 2008; Chuenpagdee and Jentoft 2009; Kooiman 
and Bavinck 2013). Using these frameworks, we describe how the governance attri-
butes, including the governing system (GS), natural and social systems to be gov-
erned (SG-N and SG-S), and their governing interactions (GI), involved in the 
governability of small-scale fisheries in both mainland Ecuador and the Galapagos 
Islands are interlinked, as well as how they draw on the current developmental dis-
course centered around Buen Vivir in both regions.

22.2.1  �The Study Area

The study area includes two Ecuadorian geographical regions: the coastal mainland 
and the Galapagos Islands (Fig. 22.1). Ecuador is located in one of ten global con-
servation priority regions based on the abundance, productivity, and high concentra-
tion of terrestrial and marine resources present in the country (Olson and Dinerstein 
1998; Olson et al. 2002). This diversity is due in part to the presence of upwelling 
systems in the Pacific Ocean caused by southeasterly trade winds, which shift rela-
tively cold and nutrient-rich waters to the euphotic zone along the coast (Charles 
et al. 1994; Hannah et al. 2013). The coastal region of mainland Ecuador is made up 
of six provinces, five of which have direct access to the ocean.

The Galapagos Archipelago is one of 24 provinces in Ecuador and is the coun-
try’s only island region. The islands are of volcanic origin, located about 1000 km 
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off the Ecuadorian coast. The archipelago is home to one of the most complex, 
diverse, and unique ecosystems in the world and is considered a natural laboratory 
for studying and understanding evolutionary processes (Stone et al. 2006). The high 
biological diversity, ecosystem richness, and productivity found in Galapagos are 
due to the islands’ geo-biophysical characteristics and the convergence of three 
major oceanic currents system in this area: the Peru Current, the Cromwell Current, 
and the Panama Current (Bustamante et  al. 1999a, b; Danulat and Edgar 2002; 
Baine et al. 2007).

22.2.2  �Research Boundaries

Understanding the interactions between small-scale fisheries systems in the Ecuador 
mainland and Galapagos is a daunting task. Therefore, we defined the boundaries 
for this study around geographic settings, variables, methods, and theory. Although 
fishing resources in Galapagos are currently governed by policies involving the 
entire archipelago and the adjacent marine territory (LOREG 2016), the current 
study focuses on fishing activities conducted by fishers of the community of Puerto 
Ayora, in the Island of Santa Cruz. Yet, the implications of findings from this case 
do not represent all Galapagos-based fisheries; they still provide a valuable por-
trayal of one fishing community on the archipelago. At the ecosystem level, only 

Fig. 22.1  Map of Ecuador (mainland and Galapagos Islands) (Source: Modified from ECOLAP 
and MAE 2007)
*EBM (ecosystem-based management) is placed as a principle acting on both the GS and the 
SG-N. The rationale for this is that EBM is somehow a form of governance but at the same time, 
explicitly concerns the SG-N in terms of ecosystems
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coastal marine small-scale fisheries are included; neither aquaculture nor inland 
small-scale fisheries were taken into account. From a theoretical perspective, the 
study employs a conceptual framework informed by interactive governance 
approach and the concept of governability. In this light, governability is understood 
as the overall governance quality of a system or its capacity to be governed effec-
tively (Kooiman et al. 2005). Governability primarily depends on three factors: the 
characteristics of the SG, the characteristics of the GS, and the ability of the GS to 
govern (Song and Chuenpagdee 2010; Chuenpagdee and Jentoft 2013). Within this 
conceptual lens, this chapter identifies key attributes that affect the governability of 
both the mainland Ecuador and Galapagos small-scale fisheries systems and 
explores the normative instruments that govern them.

22.2.3  �Data Collection and Survey Methods

Several methods were used in this study, including semi-structured e-mail surveys, 
open-ended interviews with key informants, informal conversations with key local 
stakeholders  – including community members and government officials  – field 
observations, and intensive review of relevant published documents (including peer-
reviewed literature, theses, and gray literature). Purposive sampling was used to 
identify specific users to be sampled and to select interview participants, who were 
recruited using e-mail-based communication (Mays and Pope 1995; Teddlie and Yu 
2007). This technique enabled the inclusion of a breadth of relevant perspectives 
(Kerr and Swaffield 2012), allowing the study’s findings to reflect the diversity of 
the target groups within the population in both study regions (Kuzel 1992).

22.3  �What Has Been Found? The Evolution of Small-Scale 
Fisheries in Ecuador

Small-scale fisheries on the Ecuadorian mainland and the Galapagos Islands have 
experienced very different trajectories during the past few decades (Barragán-
Paladines 2015). The former have been part of a long tradition of marine resource 
usage, which has been mainly subsistence-based in nature, by coastal communities 
since at least 5000  BCE (De Madariaga 1969; Norton 1985; Staller 2002). 
Commercial fishing is considered a new phenomenon on both areas, beginning with 
early commercial fishing activities in the 1960s in the mainland and accelerated by 
the boom in the sea cucumber fishery in the late 1980s in Galapagos (Barragán-
Paladines 2015). In this light, the two regions have taken opposing historical paths 
and have had divergent experiences with researching fisheries, with differing foci on 
research objects, target species, and fishing techniques. All of these investigations 
have focused on differentiated management and/or conservation strategies applied 
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to small-scale fisheries on both areas. However, none of the development patterns 
followed by fisheries governance on both areas have been identified to be linked, 
either directly or indirectly, to any specific overarching paradigm like Sumak Kawsay 
(in form of the PNBV) or to the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

22.3.1  �Ecuador and Its Fishing Resources

Fishing resources are critical assets to human welfare, serving as major sources of 
animal protein, essential nutrients, and livelihoods for a large proportion of 
Ecuadorians (Le Sann and CISP 1997). Additional to the “materiality” of their 
importance as a source of economic income and nutrition, small-scale fisheries on 
both the mainland of Ecuador and Galapagos also carry high importance in terms of 
social, ethical, moral, and justice-related dimensions. When the interviewees were 
asked about “what does ‘fishing’ mean to you,” one respondent said:

It means a lot….especially for me as a user [fisher]…means the love that one feels about the 
job. (P04, 5 April 2012)

However, these sociocultural dimensions of fisheries have largely been neglected, 
despite their critical role in the governance of fish stocks threatened by overexploi-
tation (Kahmann et al. 2015). In the case of Ecuador, unfortunately, these affective 
attributes are almost nonexistent in national-level policy-making and strategies. 
Despite the ethical and moral significance of this sector, small-scale fisheries have 
not fully benefitted from the Buen Vivir paradigm that the Ecuadorian state has fol-
lowed in the last decade. As one informant stated:

Small-scale fishers are poor, and continue to be poor (P21, 22 March 2012)

In fact, very little has been done at the national level to bridge, or at least reduce, 
the gaps that exist between the two normative instruments that oversee fisheries 
governance in both regions of the country. At the same time, responses to funda-
mental questions about the future of fisheries in both regions (e.g., “who can fish?,” 
“why?,” “how much?,” and “for whom?”) remain to be provided in a clear way by 
the governing bodies. Thus, we argue that without the consideration of these sorts 
of inquiries in management, it is unlikely to scope viable ways to fully define, 
understand, and address issues concerning small-scale fisheries in Ecuador.

22.3.2  �The Buen Vivir: Its Relation to the Fisheries Sector 
in Ecuador

Poverty and small-scale fisheries are considered to be closely related (Béné 2003), 
often interacting with precarious living conditions among marginalized groups. The 
former has recently begun to decrease in Ecuador, a country traditionally labelled 
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“Third World” that has experienced significant economic and social development in 
recent years. After tumultuous periods of political negligence, governmental inertia, 
and corruption, the country finally reached a period of political stability in 2006. 
Within 10 years, the Ecuadorian state has put in place innovative strategies aimed at 
advancing social, economic, and political stability and enhancing overall well-
being. In so doing, the country has made significant progress toward reducing pov-
erty and decreasing the marginalization of traditionally excluded social groups 
(OECD 2013a, b). In fact, Ecuador is one of Latin America’s fastest growing econo-
mies (approximately 6% annual GDP growth) while achieving roughly 80% of its 
hunger eradication target under the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) (FAO 
2015a, b). This upward trend is seen in the improvement in the quality of life of the 
most deprived sectors of the population which, according to Escobar (2010), dem-
onstrates an unprecedented “biocentric turn” in the political, social, and economic 
fabric of Latin America.

Home to some of the most deprived segments of Ecuadorian society, the coastal 
region of mainland Ecuador has roughly 6.5 million inhabitants, more than 0.4% of 
whom are directly engaged in fishing activities, equaling an estimated 25,783 active 
fishers (SRP 2017a). These fishers are located in 175 caletas pesqueras (or small-
scale fishing villages) (SRP 2017b), as well as other communities where different 
activities in the fish chain occur, including 2706 middlemen operating at the small-
scale and 240 middlemen operating at the large scale (INEC 2010; SRP 2013). 
Despite their low representation in the overall mainland Ecuadorian population, 
fisheries are still one of the most important sectors within society in terms of food 
security, access to livelihoods, and providing local sources of revenue for coastal 
communities.

A different story takes place on the Galapagos Islands. In the eyes of outsiders, 
the ecosystems of the Galapagos Archipelago are in good condition, representing 
what is imagined by Western society as a wild and pristine paradise that is synony-
mous with wilderness and untouched nature (Broadus 1987; Diegues 2005; Celata 
and Sanna 2010; Hennesy and McCleary 2011). At the same time, economic indica-
tors suggest that Galapagos’ economy is on average twice as high as on the main-
land (Jones 2013) in terms of GDP. These economic indicators speak to a high level 
of economic growth on the archipelago (Hoyman and McCall 2013). This trend is 
also seen in rising investment in infrastructure, the proliferation of the service 
industry, and the blossoming of certain sectors (e.g., construction and transporta-
tion) that has mainly been triggered by the annual visitation of 180,000 tourists 
(Denkinger et al. 2013). Tourism in Galapagos is centered around the unique natural 
systems of the islands.

However, these trends mask the economic difficulties that local fishers have 
experienced in light of tourism growth. There is no official recognition in either 
region of the role that small-scale fisheries and fishing people play in meeting soci-
etal needs such as poverty eradication, hunger alleviation, nutrition, food security, 
and food sovereignty. Additionally, there have been very few attempts to identify the 
problems and conceptualize the most important challenges threatening the sustain-
ability of this sector in Ecuador (Barragán-Paladines 2015). For example, the current 
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effects of global trends like globalization and mass tourism on this sector – both 
locally and nationally  – are rarely assessed when management programs are 
designed. This oversight increases the status of invisibility (or reduced visibility) of 
the entire sector, as highlighted by FAO (2015b). The “low profile” under which the 
small-scale fisheries sector is seen largely obeys to the failure in addressing small-
scale fisheries governance comprehensively (Béné 2009). This perception has 
deeply reduced the likelihood of fisheries authorities and practitioners to improve 
fisheries governability in an efficient manner. Other causes for this oversight, as 
described by Pauly et al. (1998) and Castrejón (2011), include the prevalence of 
open-access policy regimes for fisheries resources and the proliferation of subsidies 
that, despite being intended to improve the sector’s profitability, have instead led to 
the overcapitalization of the small-scale fisheries sector and fleet overcapacity.

Another important factor is that science-based decision and policy-making have 
privileged the technical and scientific dimensions of fisheries management over 
sociocultural values. Consequently, the “development of fisheries” under the sus-
tainability paradigm has dominated the managerial discourse in Galapagos (Toral 
Granda et al. 2011). However, limited awareness still exists about the human dimen-
sions implicit in fisheries governance and it has resulted in the inadequate approach 
towards fisheries in this archipelago. One potential explanation for this failing is the 
lack of recognition that management and governance are not synonymous, given 
that the former provides the “what to do” response, whereas the latter answers the 
“how to” achieve the aims (Chuenpagdee 2011; Armitage et al. 2012). In contrast to 
a narrow consideration of these management approaches, the broader focus on 
improved fisheries governance signals that the management age “is over” (Ludwig 
2001, p. 758). In fact, too much effort has been spent assessing the effectiveness of 
management (Toral Granda et al. 2011; Hockings et al. 2012), focusing on the eval-
uation of traditional parameters such as the allocation and renewal of fishing per-
mits, monitoring and controlling of post-harvest activities, and dealing with other 
management duties (Hockings et al. 2012). Thus, we confirm the thesis of Bavinck 
et al. (2013), arguing that while these “first-order” governance tasks are important, 
they do not fully address the fundamental issues affecting the human and environ-
mental health of small-scale fisheries systems. In fact, these operational consider-
ations do not entirely illustrate the high potential of this sector as a key employment 
contributor, trade promoter, and food security enhancer (Pauly et al. 2003).

22.4  �Exploring the Relationships Between Normative 
Instruments on the Ecuador Mainland and Galapagos 
from the Perspective of Buen Vivir

Prevailing narratives of Galapagos tend to imagine the region through a homoge-
nous lens of conservation, reproducing a dominant portrayal of the islands as a 
pristine environment devoid of human influence. On the other hand, mainland 
Ecuador’s communities are commonly portrayed as ignorant of the environmental 
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threats that challenge their environment. In short, the values and principles that 
influence the behavior of both regions are portrayed to be different (González et al. 
2008), while the dominant narratives, which can act as “enabling force[s], that can 
inform, empower, and, in the best of all worlds, transform human activity” (Bussey 
2014, p. 96), are largely separate between the two regions.

Previous research findings have shown that neither the “conservationist narra-
tive” nor that of “fisheries protection” effectively led to fully successful implemen-
tation of marine protection in Galapagos, which has been lauded as one of the most 
effective marine protected areas (MPAs) in the world (Barragán-Paladines 2015). 
Instead, public and private interests, ranging from geopolitical forces to tourism 
development, have played pivotal roles in the administration of this marine reserve.

Therefore, we argue that neither on mainland Ecuador nor Galapagos have key 
actors shared a unified discourse that has led to improved fisheries governance. This 
is reflected in part by the dissonant principles that have framed development in both 
regions, which have followed different orders and priorities. These principles, por-
trayed within the existing normative frameworks in place in both regions, are shown 
in relation to their corresponding governability attributes that are addressed under 
each of them (Table 22.1).

By applying the interactive governance approach, we found that the three attri-
butes of the systems involved in Ecuadorian small-scale fisheries governance (i.e., 
GS, SG-N, SG-S, and GI) are represented by the principles espoused in the existing 
normative instruments on mainland Ecuador and Galapagos. However, some differ-
ences were found concerning what principles are included and how they are formu-
lated and prioritized in each region. It is important to note that the most important 
legal instrument in force for Galapagos – LOREG, which was approved in 2015 and 
came into effect in 2016 – introduces a substantial change into the former horizontal 
co-management model for marine resources in the archipelago. This instrument sig-
nals a shift, in Galapagos, to a more hierarchical governance mode, personified by 
the Government Council, which oversees natural resources in general, and by the 
Galapagos National Park, which specifically manages fishing resources (LOREG 
2016, Art. 4; J.C.M., Pers. comm., April 2017). Thus, it seems that LOREG – at least 
in theory – also integrates elements of the Buen Vivir principle (Art. 1, Art. 2, and 
Art. 33) through the principles of the Sustainable Development Plan for Galapagos 
concerning natural heritage conservation and Buen Vivir at large. Yet, the extent to 
which this regional development plan coincides with the national PNBV, and conse-
quently how these two governing systems align, is still a matter of further inquiry.

Furthermore, our analysis shows that the governing principles – present in the 
normative instruments in place in both regions – are mainly aimed at addressing 
human development and usage of natural resources, by allocating equal weight and 
keeping the “growth” dimension implicit on it. In line with that, we see few spaces 
for “alternatives to development” on either area against the pleaded sustainable 
development, sustainable economy, and new productive matrix. Overall, these find-
ings show that existing normative instruments are not aligned to the common 
intended outcome of Buen Vivir promoted at the national scale, thus failing to invoke 
this principle’s departure from the dominant development narrative.
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Nonetheless, we identify a handful of common ground among the normative 
instruments, as well as principles that only concern to one or two of the frameworks 
examined. Figure 22.2 portrays the dimensions of the systems, as described by the 
interactive governance approach, in order both to illustrate the governability aspects 
of the natural and social systems being governed and to systematically analyze the 
relationships between these legal instruments in both regions. As a general observa-
tion, we found that all of the principles present in the five instruments somehow 
relate to the small-scale fisheries sector (Table 22.1), with virtually none of them 
being disconnected from the governability of fisheries.

The divergent paths taken in each of the normative instruments examined  – 
whether informed by images of development, conservation, or growth – seem to 
coincide in a handful of shared principles in both regions (Fig. 22.2). In these areas 
of common ground, there is some level of coherence displayed between each of the 
analyzed instruments (e.g., quality of life, sustainable economy). In contrast, the 
“fisheries” dimension was unsurprisingly only addressed in the “Fisheries Chapter” 
within the GNP Management Plan (2009). In fact, this document contained the only 
explicit reference to the sector in all of the normative instruments examined.

Additionally, we found that issues related to the governing systems in both areas 
are virtually disconnected mainly due to the incompatible governance formats pres-
ent in both regions. In the case of Galapagos, the necessity (and desire) for fisheries 
to be managed differently, in acknowledgment of the unique environment in the 
region, greatly contradicts the intention of the National Constitution to govern the 
entire nation state under the same plan (PNBV). The latter is consistent with the 
indivisibility notion espoused by the Ecuadorian State, a principle that also affects 
small-scale fisheries. Consequently, the consideration in both regions of principles 
such as development, growth, and economic and social well-being seems rather 
paradoxical. These findings show that, at least in theory, the Buen Vivir principle is 
recognized by the National Constitution and by LOREG as a fundamental element 
to the sustainability of the overall fisheries system. In practice, however, it seems 
that the maintenance and promotion of so-called sustainable development in 
Galapagos dispels the very notion of Buen Vivir. Ultimately, the commonalities and 
differences encountered between the normative instruments analyzed, has been 
shown, hardly touch the small-scale fisheries which evidence that small-scale fish-
eries could be treated either as a factor of sustainability or as a threat to it depending 
on the paradigm informing each document.

22.4.1  �How the Governability of Small-Scale Fisheries 
Resources Aligns with the Buen Vivir Principle

When included as part of the PNBV, Buen Vivir (also translated as Vivir Bien) (Albó 
2009) was conceived as a “collective construction of a new form of living” (Acosta 
2010, p. 7). In that light, the interactions between the natural and social systems 
being governed are never rendered as competition, but instead as complementarities 

22  Exploring the Governability of Small-Scale Fisheries in Ecuador and Galapagos…
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(Acosta 2012), and are constructed under a communal logic (Escobar 2015b). 
However, the principles included in the normative frameworks analyzed in this 
chapter concerning small-scale fisheries governance practices do not fully illustrate 
that complementarity, only representing this sector in legal terms and addressing 
fisheries in particular.

In theory, this new model of development favors solidarity over competition and 
sustainability and natural and cultural wealth over economic growth (SENPLADES 
2009; Lind 2012). In fact, the prevailing principle of Sumak Kawsay as a form of 
“alternatives to development” (Escobar 2012) encompasses critiques of the modern 
“developmentalist” model that holds a hegemony over development discourses 
throughout society (Gudynas and Acosta 2011; Altmann 2013). In line with this 
logic, the interactions between fishing people and nature in both study areas remain 
linked to the same traditional idea of economic growth and sustainable development 
driven by existing policies and practices. Moreover, the fisheries sector in both 
regions has not escaped this rhetoric and is still exposed to governance practices 
dominated by market-driven initiatives, economic interests, and traditional stock 
assessment guided by a technocratic rationality. Thus, the challenge remains on how 
to operationalize the Buen Vivir ideal under the two coexisting political and eco-
nomic models, both of which conceptualize development within the same capitalist 
lens but to a differing extent.

The incongruences identified between these two governing systems and their 
corresponding normative instruments reveal the ineffectiveness of governance prac-
tices and the barriers to improving the governability of small-scale fisheries at the 
national level (Barragán-Paladines 2015). The contradiction between the “good way 
of living” (promoted by the Buen Vivir principle) and the “living better” ideal (pro-
moted by mainstream forms of development, including sustainable development) is 
a core issue in the debate about what “development” is, what it should look like, 
and, even more importantly, for whom and by whom development should be con-
ducted in both regions.

22.4.2  �Implications for Small-Scale Fisheries Governability

The governability analysis of the Buen Vivir principle in the context of small-scale 
fisheries on mainland Ecuador and Galapagos provides an in-depth understanding 
about the interactions of the two governing systems that, until 2015, existed in isola-
tion from one another. For the first time, in 2014 a minister for the Galapagos 
Province was appointed by the president of Ecuador, thus empowering the Provincial 
Government Council of Galapagos (CGG) as the institution fully entitled to plan, 
execute, control, and monitor policies in Galapagos, including those concerning 
fisheries resources. This event was an historical cornerstone in the fisheries gover-
nance of the archipelago, since the CGG became the responsible governing actor for 
fisheries for the first time after the implementation of the co-management model in 
1998. This action brought the small-scale fisheries sector in Galapagos closer to its 
counterpart on the mainland.
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In light of this transformation of the small-scale fisheries management model, we 
echo the assertion of Ludwig (2001) by claiming that the notion of management “is 
over” (p. 758). This conclusion comes in light of the many failings of the main-
stream management paradigm when confronted with complex problems, like those 
encountered in fisheries governance. This cognitive shift from management to gov-
ernance is also alluded to by Jentoft and Chuenpagdee (2009), who posit that 
whereas “management constitutes a set of tools applied to solve concrete tasks with 
measurable outcomes, governance is an iterative, adaptive process involving inter-
actions of stakeholders, as well as the ways in which goals are chosen and manage-
ment decisions made” (p. 555). Thus, we argue that a new paradigm for fisheries, 
marked by a shift from management to governance, is needed at the national scale 
in Ecuador, including differentiated strategies aimed at governing fisheries in both 
areas under a unified national fisheries policy. This comprehensive instrument 
would represent coherent policies, practices, and desired goals for effectively gov-
erning fisheries resources in both regions, designed by involving all relevant actors 
in the processes.

If alternative community-based options for fisheries governance are explored in 
Ecuador, the Buen Vivir paradigm, understood as the “opportunity to imagine 
another world” (Acosta 2012, p. 192), may be bolstered. In other words, by revisit-
ing the Buen Vivir ideal as a concept that is intrinsically linked to every stage of 
fisheries governance, as well as involving markets, state, and civil society, an entire 
set of opportunities can be found to incorporate new ethical and moral consider-
ations in the governance of fisheries. The advancement of the Buen Vivir idea as 
both a political platform and a way of living could lead to new imaginings of “well-
being” that are decoupled from the notions of growth and consumption (Escobar 
2015b). Thus, this reconceptualization of the good life could represent a “new form 
to understand development” which, for the first time, has been incubated in the 
Global South in order to be exported to the Global North.2

22.4.3  �Consensus-Based or Top-Down Decision-Making 
for Small-Scale Fisheries Governance?

Do consensus-based processes guarantee improved small-scale fisheries gover-
nance? It can be argued that they do, at least in the case of the Galapagos Islands. 
Until 2015, consensus-based small-scale fisheries management on Galapagos 
proved to be an adequate model of fisheries governance according to a number of 
users within various sectors (Barragán-Paladines and Chuenpagdee 2015). At the 
same time, the hierarchical governance model used to manage small-scale fisheries 
on the mainland of Ecuador demonstrates that the top-down approach could also 

2 This idea follows the discussions and reflections during several conversations at the discussion 
group about the Buen Vivir and “Rights of Nature” concepts, hosted by the Rachel Carson Center 
and led by M.V. Berros and A.L. Tabios between 2015 and 2016 in Munich, Germany.
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advance compliance and the organization of the sector. Evidence of these improve-
ments can be seen along the entire fish production chain which, modestly but con-
sistently, illustrates better social conditions and inclusion practices for fishers. 
Examples of these advances are further explored in the analysis made of the imple-
mentation of the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale 
Fisheries (SSF Guidelines) in Ecuador (Barragan-Paladines 2017).

In Part 2 of the SSF Guidelines, Item 6 refers to “social development, employ-
ment and decent work” (FAO 2015b). In this case, the centralized Ecuadorian gov-
ernance model has greatly contributed to achieving this aim by investing in human 
resource development and improving living conditions in small-scale fishing com-
munities in terms of health, education, literacy, and digital inclusion. Social security 
and health insurance coverage for small-scale fisheries-related workers has also 
been implemented for the first time. This initiative has been coupled with the 
improvement of working conditions to provide decent work environments, which 
has positively impacted fishers’ well-being in coastal areas. In fact, the people 
involved in the handling, storage, and trading of fish products have benefited from 
the construction of 27 new small-scale fishing harbors and related facilities along 
the Ecuadorian coast, made possible by the investment of roughly USD $100 mil-
lion (MAGAP 2015). Finally, the Fisheries Authorities have implemented programs 
that promote alternative income generating activities that support and enhance 
access to other livelihood sources and stimulate economic diversification (Pers. 
comm., 8 August 2015).

However, what is still lacking is an integrated perspective for promoting a com-
prehensive holistic governance model for small-scale fisheries in Ecuador. 
Additionally, safety-at-sea issues are still aggravated by regulatory loopholes, which 
have begun to be partially addressed by the usage of new technologies, including an 
integrated system for aquaculture and fisheries that was launched by the national 
fishing authorities (SRP 2017c). Yet, the provision of palliative solutions, such as 
subsidies to fishers who have been victims of robbery at sea, do not fully alleviate 
deeper issues affecting small-scale fisheries.

In the case of Galapagos, even consensus-based decisions that have been made 
regarding fisheries-related issues have been affected by conflict and confrontation. 
While the provisional proposal for the Galapagos Marine Reserve zoning was 
approved by consensus (Castrejón 2011), there are still discrepancies and compet-
ing interests surrounding zones are used by tourism and fisheries simultaneously 
(Davos et al. 2007). Paradoxically, the participatory nature of the decision-making 
processes surrounding the reserve has presented both supports and barriers to the 
achievement of improved governance. As suggested by Suárez de Vivero et  al. 
(2008), the more people that are involved in a decision, the less successful the pro-
cess seems to be. Contrary to common perceptions, more people do not always 
imply a more successful process. Instead, according to these authors, the more peo-
ple involved in MPA-related process, the less likely it is for the elements of the 
system to interact and for participants to have a meaningful role. The risk, according 
to Chevalier and Buckles (2000), is that in some contexts the equal participation of 
all participants is not appropriate due to cultural or environmental considerations. In 
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short, consensus-based decisions in Galapagos risk devolving to what Thomas et al. 
(1996 p. 2) describe as “to equate the game field promoting an authentic and equi-
table dialogue in non-equitable conditions.”

22.4.4  �Research About Small-Scale Fisheries: Differences 
Between Galapagos and Mainland Ecuador

Small-scale fisheries governance is messy. Authorities and fisheries governing bod-
ies struggle to keep up with the rapid pace of changes occurring in natural and the 
social systems. The PNBV, the unified management plan for Galapagos Islands 
(including terrestrial and marine environments) (DPNG 2014), and LOREG (2016), 
each of which represents a distinct normative instrument affecting small-scale fish-
eries, are all informed by the Buen Vivir principle. For the first time in history, both 
the mainland of Ecuador and Galapagos are considered holistically by a normative 
framework that apparently targets a common set of major goals under a common 
national vision for improved governance of natural and social systems. Yet, this 
approach has not fully divorced itself from the still dominant managerial doctrine at 
work in existing policies and practices, posing a significant challenge for the actual 
fulfilment of Buen Vivir. This goal is required for the improvement of small-scale 
fisheries governance and the enhancement of the governability of related systems. 
The extent to which the Buen Vivir paradigm will in fact replace the traditional 
notion of development, as the “alternatives to development” (Escobar 2012, p. 58), 
is still a matter of theoretical and empirical interest.

Future research regarding the governance of small-scale fisheries in Ecuador 
must also address the encroachment of sectors that are currently growing (e.g., 
transportation, construction, and tourism) besides fishing activities. Additional 
future research opportunities include the investigation of issues of high ethical 
importance within communities on Galapagos, such as the region’s birth rate (cur-
rently at 6% per year (INEC 2010), which is one of the highest in Ecuador), and the 
increase of other socially alarming trends such as criminality, teenage pregnancy, 
and drug abuse. Furthermore, we posit that the limited access to fish as food imposed 
by tourism encroachment may compromise local food security and sovereignty, 
requiring urgent research attention. In conclusion, regardless of the normative 
instruments used to address small-scale fisheries in Ecuador, neither increased gov-
ernability nor improved governance will be achieved if, as Harris (2014, p. 150) 
posits, “we continue facing the ocean, giving our backs to the [coastal] 
communities.”
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