CERTIFICATION AND RATINGS

COLLABORATION

Key Learnings from Mapping Environmental Farmed Seafood
Standards

Introduction

The Certification & Ratings Collaboration unites five global programs working together to coordinate
our tools and increase our impact so that more seafood producers move along a clear path toward
environmental sustainability and social responsibility.

To support this goal, the Collaboration developed common scales for measuring the environmental
and social performance of fisheries and aquaculture and mapped our standards to those scales to
understand how they are similar, where they differ, and where there are significant gaps in
coverage. We completed this exercise along three different dimensions — environmental
performance for wild capture seafood, environmental performance for farmed seafood, and social
performance for seafood (relevant to both wild and farmed).

The results of this exercise will help us communicate clearly about the similarities and differences
among our standards; better explain why two standards might score the same issue differently; and
ultimately consider where there are opportunities to bring our standards into greater alignment.

The following paper outlines what we’ve learned from completing this exercise for environmental
farmed seafood (aquaculture) standards. For our learnings from the other two related exercises,
please visit here.

Scope and Methodology

We used the standards from two aquaculture certifications (ASC and GAA) and two ratings
programs (SFW and SFP) and focused on the environmental impacts of growout production; these
included eight species standards from the Aquaculture Stewardship Council (ASC), four standards
from the Global Aquaculture Alliance Best Aquaculture Practices (GAA), the Monterey Bay Aquarium
Seafood Watch Aquaculture Standard (MBA) and the Sustainable Fisheries Partnership FishSource
Aquaculture Scoring Methodology (SFP).

We used the content of these standards to build a two-dimensional framework based on two novel
approaches:

1) We defined and categorized the differing ways that aquaculture standards address key
environmental impacts. Three categories were used to separate content that a) sets specific
limits or controls on an impact, b) reduces the risk of an impact occurring, and c) assesses
the actual status of an impact in practice. These three categories were then applied to two
broader categories relevant to the scale of content: site level or the resource level.
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2) We created a 0-100 aquaculture performance scale based on targets (i.e. at 100) and limit
reference points (used to define 20, 40, 60 and 80) for each environmental impact and sub-
impact.

We made nine frameworks in total, one for each main impact area such as disease, escapes, feed
and so on, and populated them with every element of each program’s current aquaculture
standards.

There is a large amount of complexity and nuance associated with each standard and with
interpreting aquaculture performance more broadly, but by mapping the content in this way, the
certifications and ratings programs could be analyzed on multiple levels to tease apart and illustrate
the similarities and differences in how each program and each standard address key environmental
impacts.

What This Work Has Shown Us About Our Programs

The four programs have a high degree of alignment in terms of the environmental impacts that they
address (Table 1), but there are many high-level differences in terms of their scopes, assessment
methodologies, scales of assessment, dependency on public vs private data, number of standards,
and their scoring/rating or pass/fail outputs. The detailed analysis of each program’s standards
content showed just how varied the range of approaches are in addressing each of the
environmental impacts and sub-impacts.

Table 1: Overview of applicable program content in each section of the framework

Section ASC GAA SFP SFW
Chemical Use v v v v
Disease v v v v
Effluent v v v v
Escapes v v v
Feed v v v v
Freshwater Use v v

Habitat v v v v
Site Operations v v

Wildlife Interactions v v v

How the programs address different environmental impacts of aquaculture

Figure 1 shows an example of the effluent section’s overall results based on the different categories
of content described above. This is the simplest level of analysis that we did and covers one impact
section for all species and production systems. In this example, the majority of ASC (74%) and GAA
(81%) content is applied at the site level, while MBA content is split evenly between site level and
resource level (56% and 44%) and SFP’s content is almost entirely (97%) applied at the resource
level. In this section, only the certification programs have specific controls on impacts, whereas MBA
uses a mix of status and risk content and SFP is mostly risk-based content.

This example illustrates and quantifies the different program approaches; that is, a focus on site-
level activities and certification by ASC and GAA, a mix of evidence- and risk-based assessments at
both site and resource levels in the MBA standard, and SFP’s focus on governance at the resource
level which reduces the risk of impacts but doesn’t directly control or limit them.
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Figure 1. Effluent section: all content from all programs and all standards, categorized for each program by the percentage
of elements applied at the Site-level (above the black divider), Resource-level (below the black divider), and Status (gold),
Control (blue) and Risk (green) content

By repeating this analysis for each subsection in the effluent section (e.g. water quality: ponds and
raceways; water quality: cages and pens; benthic impacts; sludge disposal) and repeating again for
all other sections and subsections, the framework provides a very detailed breakdown of each
program. The frameworks could also be analyzed by species or production systems.

While highlighting the differences and limited overlap in approach, these results also illustrate the
potential for the four programs to be considered broadly complementary in terms of providing
multiple options to meet the needs or interests of different stakeholders. The various technical
approaches to addressing impacts at different scales using different types of content, in addition to
the different scopes and scales of assessment across the programs, cover a very broad range of
stakeholder needs.

Considering performance

The approach of using targets and limit reference points was effective in defining a pragmatic
performance scale from 0 to 100 against which the individual elements of each standard could be
placed; however, it is common among all standards to use a number of elements in combination to
address any one impact. The approach taken does not currently allow for an effective way to
account for how programs combine the various elements of their standards to address a given
impact and, as such, a robust assessment of overall program performance for any one impact cannot
be drawn from the results.

Furthermore, the fact that the ratings programs have 0-10 scoring compared to the pass/fail outputs
of the certification programs adds to the risk of drawing incorrect or confusing conclusions about
performance. Some single program elements can robustly be used to define performance (e.g., a
single standard that prohibits antibiotic use would score 100 for the antibiotic sub-impact of the
chemical use section), but in order to avoid misinterpretation more broadly, any references to
comparative program performance at any scale (e.g. sub-impact, impact or overall) has been
avoided in the analyses to date.

Actions We Are Taking
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We will use the Framework to address key questions or controversies we hear from the sustainable
seafood community, including why there are a multitude of programs and standards and how the
standards we analyzed can be considered complimentary. The framework facilitates the
understanding of different assessment outcomes across the programs relating to different impacts,
different species, different scales of assessment, different data sources and different approaches to
benchmarking.

The framework will be used during standards revision processes to inform where differences in
program language and approaches can be aligned. For example, the framework identified an initial
list of twenty areas where harmonized language across the programs could reduce confusion (e.g. in
definitions of sensitive, protected or high value habitats). These minor alignments, while not
resulting in large changes to the standards, will help to create more consistency where the standards
are measuring the same thing. The targets and limit reference points for different aquaculture
impacts developed during the framework process will also be used to facilitate and align technical
discussions during each scheme’s standards revision processes.

We will publish an academic paper on the development of the frameworks to advance the discussion
on sustainable aquaculture, its assessment or quantification, and the role of certification and ratings
programs.

The framework will also help inform future collaborative efforts between the programs to help more
seafood get on the path to sustainability; for example, ASC, SFP and MBA are using insights gleaned
from the framework to increase alignment and consistency of the data that each individual scheme
collects. They will also test coordinated assurance models through field trials at both a farm- and
landscape-level, with the ultimate goal of linking the schemes assurance models to drive aquaculture
improvements at scale.

Finally, the Collaboration is exploring how to use the framework develop indicators for assessing the
baseline performance and tracking progress of by aquaculture improvement projects (AlIPs).
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