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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY

This article addresses two pivotal questions in the realm of fisheries sustainability: (1) Received 14 April 2024
the role of state-led traceability systems and (2) their effectiveness in bolstering Accepted 23 October 2024
sustainability efforts. Our investigation centres on the European Union’s Catch

Certificate (EU’s CC), a traceability system to ensure that all seafood imported into 'T(EYWO.RD.S . .

R R R raceability; Vietnam;
the EU is sustainably harvested. We explore these two key questions though the fisheries; IUU fishing;
Vietnamese fisheries reform, whereby the country adjusted its fisheries governance sustainability; state-led
to accommodate the EU’s CC as a traceability measure. Employing a mixed- traceability
methods approach, we uncover a mismatch between the top-down enforcement
of traceability measures and the realities of fishing practices, leading to a range of
rule-breaking behaviours. Furthermore, the study identifies significant issues of
exclusion, as the infrastructural demands of compliance disproportionately affect
smaller operators and marginalized communities within the fisheries sector. The
Vietnamese case provides nuanced challenges and opportunities presented by
state-led traceability in achieving true sustainability in fisheries. It underscores the
necessity of integrating environmental and social considerations into traceability
systems, questioning whom these efforts ultimately serve and at what cost. We
conclude by advocating for state-led initiatives to go beyond mere compliance and
contribute to a more sustainable, equitable, and transparent fisheries sector.

Introduction

The emergence of traceability systems marks a significant development in the pursuit of sustainable resource
management. This paper delves into two critical aspects of traceability in resource governance. First, it exam-
ines the lesser-explored domain of state-led traceability systems. Second, it addresses the pivotal question
within sustainability literature: does traceability effectively enhance sustainability efforts? Our investigation
centres around the European Union’s Catch Certificate (EU’s CC), a mandate requiring that all seafood
imported into the EU is sustainably harvested. The CC serves as a tool for promoting sustainability as well
as an analytical lens through which we can examine the implementation and impact of state-led traceability
across supply chains.

Despite the global push for sustainable fisheries, illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing practices
continue to undermine these efforts. In response, traceability has emerged as a key governance strategy aimed at
combating IUU fishing and fostering sustainability (Alonso & Marschke, 2023; Virdin et al., 2022). Traceability
represents a novel form of informational governance, incorporating elements of business management, consu-
mer communication, and governmental regulation (Bailey, Bush, et al., 2016). Previous research has focused
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largely on private sector-led traceability initiatives, such as those involving blockchain, third-party audits, and
certifications (Borit & Olsen, 2012; Calvdo & Archer, 2021; Campling et al., 2012; Virdin et al., 2022).

The concentration of private-led mechanisms in traceability studies is due to the rising promise that private
actors might provide ‘new mechanisms of environmental governance’ (Eden, 2009) that are more proactive
and less-technocratic. In the case of wild-catch, the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) - initiated by the glo-
bal non-governmental organization (NGO) World Wildlife Fund - has been the global dominant certification
for the past three decades. MSC introduced a comprehensive and speedy traceability system focused on tech-
nical procedures, chain of custody, and certification knowledge to help producers secure market access (Rasal
et al., 2024). Critics argue that the MSC narrowly focused on technical compliances for specific species in
response to market demands, which thereby diluted the traceability of ‘sustainable fisheries’ to that of ‘sustain-
able fish’ (Ponte, 2012); in so doing, it potentially hides forced labour and shields public scrutiny under its eco-
label (Nakamura, 2024). Moreover, the MSC’s success largely relied on existing states’ infrastructure and regu-
lations in producer countries without fully recognizing the importance of states’ contributions (Ponte, 2012).
Looking closely at a state’s traceability and certification systems allows fisheries scholars to investigate actors
beyond supply chains and to explore fisheries management beyond specific species.

The EU’s CC is a key example of a legally binding traceability system designed to ensure that seafood enter-
ing the EU market is derived from sustainable and legal fishing practices, and it represents a core part of the
EU’s strategy to foster ‘good fisheries governance’. By implementing its IUU Regulation (EC No 1005/2008),
the EU aims to combat IUU fishing worldwide. Distinguishing itself from private certifications, the CC offers
more thorough oversight of the information flow from the point of catch to market entry (Elvestad & Kvalvik,
2015), underscored by the EU’s political influence on its implementation.

This study focuses on how the EU’s IUU regulation and the issuance of a ‘yellow card’ to Vietnam in 2017
prompted significant reforms within Vietnam’s fisheries governance, emphasizing increased control and
transparency in fishing practices to meet EU standards. The EU used its market pressure to influence the Viet-
namese government to adopt new fisheries management via bilateral dialogue. The EU’s regular evaluation of
Vietnamese fisheries reforms during the yellow-card period requires state involvement in pursuing traceability
as part of sustainable fisheries practice.

We begin by conceptualizing traceability as a governance mechanism within the realm of resource manage-
ment, highlighting its significance in the context of fisheries. This is followed by an analysis of the political
motivations behind the establishment of traceability systems, and their intended outcomes. We then detail
the introduction and implementation of the traceability system within Vietnamese fisheries, exploring the
dynamics and challenges various stakeholders encountered. This examination reveals the dual nature of trace-
ability systems: while they facilitate the flow of information crucial for sustainability, they also impose signifi-
cant burdens on vulnerable fishing communities, thus exposing the complexities and dilemmas inherent in
pursuing sustainable fisheries through traceability.

Rethinking traceability: a tool for sustainable governance

Our central thesis pivots on the notion that traceability, traditionally confined to the realms of food safety and
quality standards, has evolved to play a crucial role in affirming the sustainability attributes of products, nota-
bly in the seafood industry. This evolution is underscored by Bailey, Miller, et al. (2016), who redefine trace-
ability as a form of informational governance that addresses sustainability challenges through a socio-technical
framework, moving beyond the basic concept of record-keeping identified by Olsen and Borit (2013). Trace-
ability, in this broader sense, is a market-based form of sustainable governance aimed at enhancing transpar-
ency across global supply chains through various means, including regulatory mandates and voluntary actions
(Bailey, Miller, et al., 2016; Djelantik & Bush, 2020; Virdin et al., 2022). This comprehensive approach enables
the tracking and tracing of a product’s journey from harvest to sale, necessitating a myriad of steps such as
establishing protocols, system deployment, and auditing by private entities and non-governmental organiz-
ations (NGOs) (Lewis & Boyle, 2017; Thorpe et al., 2022), with key species, such as tuna, often being the
focus of such initiatives (Thorpe et al., 2022).
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Recent scholarly work has concentrated on the tools and methodologies that make traceability an instru-
ment for managing resources and products (Arts et al., 2021; Calvdo & Archer, 2021). These systems serve dual
purposes: ensuring transparency and exerting control within production networks (Thorpe et al., 2022).
Transparency in traceability systems is aimed at the unfettered sharing of information, striving for accuracy,
transmissibility, and retrievability, with digital technology playing a pivotal role in linking tangible materials to
digital data (Calvao & Archer, 2021). It is an attempt to create pure information, tailored towards validity,
share-ability, and findability (Eden, 2009). This centrality of information flow in traceability systems, as
Mol (2006) observes, is instrumental to achieving transparency, facilitating the documentation of a product’s
journey from origin to consumer, and thereby ensuring the integrity of supply chains. However, the efficacy of
these systems hinges on the accountability and willingness of stakeholders to disclose information (Gupta
et al., 2020), a notion exemplified by the debate over the credibility of private versus governmental data collec-
tion, as seen in Indonesia’s tuna industry (Bush et al., 2017).

Conversely, the aspect of control within traceability systems has received less attention, thanks to the many
private-led tools and arrangements (Calvio & Archer, 2021; Campling et al., 2012; Virdin et al., 2022).
Recently, however, there has been a shift towards more state-led traceability initiatives, aimed at enforcing
sustainability practices through regulatory mechanisms. Such systems have been instrumental in the fisheries
sector, where major importing countries like the US and EU have imposed responsibilities on importers to vet
seafood products for compliance with non-IUU standards, supplemented by sporadic government audits (He,
2018). This increasing emphasis on control has led to significant reforms in countries like Thailand, aimed at
establishing traceable seafood supply chains (Kadfak & Widengard, 2022).

Despite the central role of traceability systems in governance, questions linger regarding their effectiveness
in promoting sustainability. The literature points to a mismatch between the intended legal frameworks and
their practical application, as highlighted by Arts et al. (2021) in their study of Ghanaian timber, where the
distinction between legal compliance on paper and in practice revealed a grey area accommodating local chal-
lenges and perceptions of fairness. This discrepancy often disadvantages local producers, struggling with sys-
tems designed without their input (Arts et al., 2021; Kadfak & Widengérd, 2022).

Furthermore, traceability can inadvertently lead to exclusion, especially among small-scale farmers or pro-
ducers who may not meet the ‘good production’ standards required for export, due to their different practices
and entry barriers to standardization (Serrano & Brooks, 2019). Similarly, blockchain traceability initiatives,
despite their potential, have sometimes exacerbated inequalities by fostering new forms of control and exclu-
sion (Calvdo & Archer, 2021). This tendency underscores the need for a more inclusive approach that con-
siders the impacts of traceability systems on livelihoods and access to resources. Research on traceability
systems has predominantly concentrated on the roles and impacts of downstream actors, such as retailers
and consumers, thereby neglecting the crucial involvement of upstream participants. Doing so frequently mar-
ginalizes small-scale producers and countries with lower-to-middle income levels. This uneven focus limits an
understanding of the full scope of traceability systems and also overlooks the potential contributions and chal-
lenges faced by these critical yet underrepresented stakeholders in the supply chain.

Simplified traceability systems also pose challenges, as they require the standardization of local realities,
potentially overlooking the nuanced social-ecological dynamics of the contexts they aim to regulate (Djelantik
& Bush, 2020). This critical view calls for re-evaluating how traceability systems are designed and
implemented and advocating for solutions that are deeply embedded in the local relations and realities
they seek to transform, rather than imposing a one-size-fits-all technological fix (Arts et al., 2021).

Thus, this article offers a nuanced understanding of traceability as a governance tool, highlighting both the
potential and pitfalls of promoting sustainability within global supply chains. In our discussion, we revisit the
critical themes of mismatch, exclusion, and simplification, which emerge as central to our analysis.

Studying Vietnam’s traceability processes

In our study, we underscore the criticality of contextualizing the European Union’s Catch Certificate (CC)
within Vietnam’s evolving seafood-governance landscape. This approach aligns with Eden’s (2009, p. 1022)
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concept of ‘fieldworthiness’, which advocates exploring spaces where theoretical knowledge transitions into
practical, locally relevant actions that reflect the dynamics of knowledge production. To navigate the complex
ways that Vietnamese stakeholders conceptualize and operationalize CC, we employed a triangulated meth-
odology of semi-structured interviews through snowball sampling (Appendix A), participant observation,
and document analysis. This mixed-methods approach allowed us to delve into the nuanced ways in which
the processes associated with the CC are ‘embodied and emplaced’ in the Vietnamese context.

Our fieldwork allowed us to capture the intricate interactions among various actors involved in the CC’s
verification and implementation processes. We interviewed 25 key informants, including nine government
officials, five boat owners, four fish workers, two academics, and five employees from private companies.
Additionally, one of our team members had the unique opportunity to accompany the national IUU inspec-
tion team on visits to two provinces, offering firsthand insights into the formal and informal dialogues between
national and provincial authorities. This experience provided a lens through which to examine the tensions
and challenges inherent in localizing traceability systems. However, we also faced limitations with respect
to data collection, including (1) challenges in approaching central government officials and seafood enterprises
directly, (2) a sensitivity around combating IUU fishing, leading to cautious and incomplete responses from
our interviewees, and (3) confidential dialogues between Vietnam and the EU regarding the reform and its
implementation, which limited information in national media.

Because the dialogues surrounding the carding system, a pivotal aspect of the EU-Vietnam interactions,
remain largely confined to discussions between these two entities (Kadfak & Antonova, 2021; Kadfak &
Linke, 2021), we relied on an extensive review of government documents, reports from private and inter-
national organizations, and news articles to complement our field observations and interviews, enriching
our understanding of the CC’s implementation and its impact on Vietnam’s seafood governance.

Localizing traceability: Viethamese adjustments

This study unfolds against the backdrop of the yellow card the EU issued to Vietnam in 2017, a critical junc-
ture marking the EU’s concern over Vietnam’s ability to combat IUU fishing, in particular, that of Vietnamese
fishing vessels (blue boats) in Asia-Pacific regions (Alonso & Marschke, 2023). The Commission stated that:

Vietnam cannot ensure that fish and fishery products entering its market and processing plants through national ports do
not stem from IUU fishing. Vietnamese authorities were not able to demonstrate they have all the necessary information
required to certify the legality of imports and processed products destined for the Union and its market (EC 2017, p. 5).

The yellow card was a catalyst prompting the Vietnamese government to impose significant reforms aimed at bol-
stering control over fishing practices and enhancing the transparency of seafood traceability. These reforms were
not just procedural but signalled a shift towards a more sustainable and accountable fisheries governance model.

In response to the EU’s directives and to address the looming threat of losing access to a vital market, Viet-
nam embarked on a comprehensive overhaul of its fisheries governance, with a particular focus on establishing
arobust traceability system designed to validate the legality of the catch certificates, moving beyond mere com-
pliance to embrace a broader socio-technical transformation towards sustainability. A cornerstone of the
reform was the implementation of the Monitor, Surveillance, and Control strategy, reflecting broader inten-
sification of state oversight regarding fishing activities in Vietnam. A key EU requirement was the installation
of vessel monitoring systems (VMS) on all Vietnamese vessels exceeding 15 metres in length, underscoring the
importance of real-time tracking of fishing operations.

Following the reform, the Vietnamese government established several governance mechanisms, seeking to
ensure transparency and accountability of the traceability systems, including the introduction of checkpoints
for inspecting fishing practices and the use of technologies such as logbooks and VMS signals. For additional
information on the authorities, management tools, and materials involved in this process, see Appendix B.

Our subsequent analysis focuses on the specifics of what is being traced and how the revamped system is
being applied within Vietnam’s fisheries sector. Moreover, we highlight the challenges and tensions faced by
various stakeholders in implementing these new traceability measures. We delve into these issues by focusing
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on the catch certificate, highlighting the interplay between technological advancements and regulatory frame-
works, on the one hand, and livelihoods struggle of commercial boat owners on the other.

Adjustments in fishing governance
Standardizing measurement: length over power

In the wake of the EU’s yellow card in 2017, Vietnam transitioned from managing its fishing fleet based on
boats’ engine power to adopting boats’ length as the primary criterion for regulating fishing effort in specific
fishing zones. Fishing zones, which allocated ranges of operation — from nearshore to high seas — had pre-
viously been categorized according to engine horsepower. The shift to boat length as a measure aimed to
align with international standards, facilitating clearer communication in global forums and satisfying export
requirements to critical markets like the EU. Boats less than 12 m are allowed to fish in the nearshore zone;
those from 12 to less than 15 m are allowed to fish in the midshore zone; and boats 15 metres and above are
allowed to fish in the offshore zone. The fish and fishing activities in the offshore zone are traceable because the
majority of fish sold to the EU originate from this zone.

This regulatory change, articulated by fisheries officials in media interviews, emphasized global integration
and compliance with international ‘rules of the game’. The transition was not only about steering Vietnam’s
fisheries towards sustainable, responsible practices capable of overcoming the IUU fishing challenges high-
lighted by the yellow card but was also about meeting external expectations.

This shift posed significant challenges for many boats, especially those traditionally fishing offshore but
measuring less than the stipulated 15 metres in length. However, Vietnamese boat owners were inventive
in circumventing the length requirement. Following enactment of the new law, many extended their vessels
from 14.9 m to over 15 m, though the modification was expensive, costing from USD 5,000-10,000 per vessel.
There are ongoing intermittent prohibitions on altering boat lengths — the most recent ban coming into effect
on 20 December 2022 - and boat owners reported that it is increasingly challenging to obtain permission for
new boat construction.

When the 2017 fisheries law was enacted, I had trouble getting licenses for my boats. Before the government managed
fishing boats by engine power. Fishing boats having engine power of more than 90CV were issued offshore fishing licenses.
At that time, I built fishing boats having a length of 14.9 m as I believed this number would bring me luck. After 2017, only
fishing boats over 15 m were issued offshore fishing licenses. When I couldn’t get licenses for my boats, I had to stop
offshore fishing and extend my boats to over 15 m. This cost me both time and money. (Interview 2)

In Vietnamese culture, the number ‘nine’ is considered lucky, hence the preference for boats measuring exactly
‘9’ m. The adaptation strategies among Vietnamese boat owners, including costly modifications to meet the new
requirements, highlight the local impacts of global regulatory changes and confront local beliefs on prosperity.

The focus on boat length over engine power sparked debates within the fishing community, with many boat
owners arguing that this criterion does not accurately reflect a vessel’s fishing capacity or its ability to operate
safely in offshore waters. According to a boat owner in Da Nang:

We don’t understand why there’s a regulation on the allocation of fishing zones based on the vessels” lengths. There are
high-engine-power vessels that are shorter by just a few metres and aren’t allowed to go offshore, while smaller vessels,
albeit slightly longer, can venture far from the coast. Are we supposed to abandon our profession, which we have been
dedicated to for decades, just because of this regulation? It's completely illogical and impractical, causing fishermen to
suffer losses. (quoted in Khanh 2019)

The shift from managing boats based on engine power to length has not only intensified fishing activities, it
also potentially exacerbates the degradation of marine resources in nearshore and midshore zones. Instead of
operating across two zones, most midshore fishing boats are now restricted to just one. In addition, boats with
high engine power, which would traditionally operate in the offshore, fail to meet the new length requirements
and are thus confined to nearshore and midshore. This concentration of high-powered boats increases the
exploitation of marine resources, further depleting stocks that are already under severe pressure. While the
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length criteria determines who can and cannot access the three fishing zones, it may prove to be an ineffective
measure for combating the problem of overfishing.

The resultant regulatory dilemmas underscore the complexities of aligning local practices with international
standards, revealing tensions between traditional fishing operations and modern governance imperatives.

Implementing vessel traceability through VMS

Mandatory installation of VMS for larger fishing vessels was a key component of the reform, aimed at ensuring
traceability and legal compliance for seafood exports. The national VMS monitoring system, Vnfishbase,
enables real-time oversight of fishing activities, ensuring that vessels are in the correct zone, in line with
efforts to certify catches for the EU and other demanding markets. As noted, the requirement applies for
boats of 15 metres or above. By September 2023, 98% of all fishing boats measuring 15 metres or above
had VMS installed (DOFI, 2023). On average, installing VMS equipment costs around USD 1,000, and
boat owners are also required to pay an annual fee of USD 200 for VMS connectivity.

The financial burden of installing and maintaining VMS equipment fell heavily on boat owners, contribut-
ing to tensions over the perceived fairness and effectiveness of these measures.

I was forced to install VMS equipment. Otherwise, the government would not let my boat depart for fishing. Other fishers
encroached on the waters of other countries, which cost us the yellow card. Installation of VMS equipment helps to prevent
these boats. It is ‘one drop of poison infects the whole tun of wine’. We’ve all been paying the price for the violations of a
few fishing boats. (Interview 1)

The EU has identified the intrusion into international waters by Vietnamese boats as a significant illegal
fishing activity. Beyond the three fishing zones, the EEZ line delineates legal and illegal fishing activities.
Fish caught beyond the EEZ are automatically deemed illegal according to the new law and are not eligible
for the CC. This means that these fish cannot be sold to the EU market.

To ensure compliance, the Port Management Board and Coastal Border Authority’s job is to ensure that
VMS is installed and remains connected on boats, thus preventing removal of equipment or transferal between
vessels. Yet interviews and news articles reveal that captains frequently disable VMS, attributing the discon-
nection to accidents or technical issues. The Directorate of Fisheries reports that, on average, 286 fishing boats
lose their VMS connections daily, indicating that only half the active fishing fleet maintains a continuous link
to Vnfishbase (An, 2023).

Fishing boats with lengths over 15 metres are prohibited from fishing in the midshore. However, they often violate this
regulation. On the screen, we see that they are in the midshore, but we do not have evidence to impose sanctions. The
boat owners’ claim that they do not fish there; their boats merely pass by or remain in the midshore area due to engine
problems. (Interview 17)

Authorities are obliged to investigate and trace these issues to the VMS provider. If the provider confirms that
the issue is not with the equipment, then the boat owners should receive a fine. This is a situation where the
ambiguity of the term ‘legal’ allows for a softer form of ‘non-compliance’, in which everyday challenges and
local perceptions influence traceability practices (Arts et al., 2021). Our interviews show that authorities in
each province have interpreted the law differently, resulting in variations in the level of punishments.

Moreover, authorities understand the financial struggles that fishers experience. Two officers reflected on
this point and the varied consequences after the infringement:

Provinces handle IUU fishing behaviours in different ways. In other provinces, boat owners claim that they lost their VMS
signal due to errors by telecommunications operators or because their equipment had issues. These provinces request
confirmation from the operators. If the operators can demonstrate that the equipment functioned properly, those pro-
vinces issue sanction decisions. Boat owners in our province have claimed that signal loss was caused by a power outage.
In such cases, the operator cannot verify their claim. We must exercise caution when making a sanction decision. If I issue
a sanction decision, boat owners will first pay the fine and then hire a lawyer to sue me. (Interview 16)

We see clearly on the screens that those fishing boats are crossing the border. However, we cannot issue sanctions because
the maritime boundary is currently unclear. We might make ten sanction decisions but only manage to enforce one or two.
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If boat owners who violate the regulations are unable or unwilling to pay the fines—mostly because they are in debt and
lack the funds—we cannot force them to pay. (Interview 15)

Regardless of the rules, people will continue to find ways to sustain their livelihoods, and we have noticed sev-
eral loopholes in the traceability system. For instance, smaller boats continue to challenge the borders because
they do not require VMS and can thus move undetected. Those seeking to evade governmental regulatory con-
trol can adjust their boat size (by lengthening the boats), speed, and route-planning in conjunction with stra-
tegic sea navigation. This evasion is facilitated by the challenges associated with tracking mobile vessels at sea.
In Vietnam, the risk of losing one’s boat is considered worthwhile due to the potential for catching larger fish
stocks outside Vietnam’s EEZ.

The challenge of enforcing compliance, exacerbated by technical issues and deliberate non-compliance,
underscores the ongoing difficulties in governance, accountability, and the pursuit of sustainable fishing prac-
tices. As one monitoring measure fails, another standardization measure is introduced. The EU’s requirement
for boats to be coloured according to length served as another strategy to ensure easy inspection from a dis-
tance by the authorities (see details of materials being traced in Appendix B). Colour-coding became an effec-
tive tool for visually identifying boats fishing in incorrect zones, solely by sight. Vietnam’s goal is to have 100%
of its fishing boats marked by 2025, and as of 2022, 97% had been marked (Lién, 2022).

Furthermore, extending the regulation beyond fishing vessels to include transhipment boats introduced
additional complexities. Transhipment boats are also subject to traceability requirements. They are mandated
to install VMS and register information in a logbook. These boats are designated for transporting fish and ice
to and from fishing vessels at sea but are not permitted to engage in fishing. However, our interviews with boat
owners reveal that workers on transhipment boats sometimes engage in fishing during their free time. Since
transhipment boats are not allowed to fish, in-port inspections focus only on checking licenses, logbooks,
tracking/communication equipment, and crew registration and certificates. Inspectors do not search for
fishing gear on board (e.g. electric shock devices or explosives), creating another loophole in the current trace-
ability system.

Even on fishing boats, there is lack of monitoring fishing gear. By law, boat owners are required to register
the fishing gear they use. The types of gear permitted are specified in the fishing licenses and are not specific to
the fishing zone. However, the law does not detail how many types of fishing gear boat owners can utilize. In
practice, captains often use two-three types of gear depending on the fishing season and grounds. Although the
law mandates that authorities check fishing gear before departure, we observed that, in practice, these checks on
fishing gear and usage during fishing trips is not very thorough. Notably, the practice of using nets smaller than
regulated persists, exacerbating marine resource depletion. Besides, mesh size and fish size are not checked for
the issuing of the CC. Most boat owners and fish workers we talked to used nets that are smaller than regulated.
They take any fish that get caught in their nets to earn as much as possible. This practice circumvents the inten-
tion of the EU-imposed regulations, ultimately undermining sustainability efforts.

Docking, landing, and selling of seafood

Traceability continues once the catches are landed. Vietnam boasts 83 fishing ports, yet only 49 are officially
recognized as designated ports, equipped with market facilities and inspections for Catch Certificates (VASEP,
2021). Typically, each coastal province features one or two such ports. Offshore fishing boats are mandated to
land at designated ports for a comprehensive traceability inspection. Failure to comply means these boats are
deemed to have landed illegally under the new law. The requirement to land only at designated fishing ports
results in boat owners’ higher fuel costs.

Coastal authorities collect logbooks and oversee the fish-landing process, as documented in these logbooks,
applying sanctions for discrepancies over 20% compared to the logbook entries (see Appendix B). Upon land-
ing, the Port Management Boards issue receipts to boat owners or middlemen, detailing the species and quan-
tities of fish and aligning those with logbook entries and weighed amounts. These boards issue the Source of
Catch (SC) document. The Fisheries Branches then provide the CC. These entities must cross-reference
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logbook data with VMS and actual catch data to issue the documents. However, due to limited staffing at ports
and a small number of CC requests from the seafood-exporter companies, many logbooks go unchecked. Issu-
ance of these documents also incurs a fee based on the validation of catch amount. To minimize costs, appli-
cants often consolidate catches from several boats into a single SC application. Seafood enterprises or
middlemen then submit SC documents to acquire a Catch Certificate, a process that must be completed within
two working days of landing.

Despite the rigorous traceability system, only a small fraction of Vietnam’s catch is certified. In one coastal
province, observed in 2021, from a total catch of over 63,000 mt, only 129 CCs were issued for 1.5 mt. Nation-
wide, Vietnamese fishers catch over 3 million tons of seafood annually, but only 43,998 tons, which was pre-
dominantly for export to the EU, received, in total, 3,300 CCs (Thoi et al., 2022). The remainder was
consumed domestically or sent to markets without CC requirements, such as China or the Middle East.
This indicates a low issuance of CCs, leaving a significant amount of catch unmonitored. The low number
of CCs stems primarily from two factors: they are issued upon request by middlemen or seafood enterprises,
and only catches destined for either the EU or US typically require a CC. Furthermore, a substantial portion of
the catch fails to meet CC criteria due to inconsistencies among logbook entries, actual catch, and VMS data.

Captains are tasked with maintaining accurate logbooks at sea. They must fill in where they fished, which
species, and how many kilos of each species was caught, which is challenging given the multi-species nature of
their catches and the generally low-level of education among captains. Often, to meet the inspection require-
ments, logbooks are completed post-landing, leading to further inaccuracies. As one provincial fisheries man-
ager noted:

Captains are not writing their fishing diaries; they’re writing their fishing memoirs. They often fill-in the logbook after they
arrive. They may not remember exactly where they fished and how many fish they caught. (Interview 19)

Moreover, the difficulty in correlating logbook and VMS data is compounded by frequent VMS disconnec-
tions. As a result, many domestic boats are ineligible for CCs, forcing seafood-processing companies to import
certified fish for processing and re-export it to the EU.

This shift has significantly altered the domestic to imported ratio, affecting the industry’s profitability and
leading to increased exports to markets not requiring CCs. This issue is raised by a staff and an owner, respect-
ively, of seafood-processing enterprises:

The ratio of domestic to imported materials is 50:50. Before receiving the yellow card, the share of domestic materials was
higher than that of imported, around 60-80%. We have reduced our domestic purchases because, after the yellow card,
many domestic fishing vessels failed to meet the requirements of the CC. Due to the strictness in certifying the origin
of caught fish, our purchases of domestic fish catches have decreased. We have had to import seafood. This decrease in
the purchase of domestic materials and the increase in imports have reduced our profits. (Interview 11)

We buy 600 tons of materials monthly. The ratio of domestic to imported seafood is 30:70. Before the yellow card, we did
not import materials. Since then, we haven’t been able to buy enough material from domestic fishing vessels. Many fishing
vessels failed to obtain CCs because they fished illegally or their VMS equipment was disconnected. Moreover, the total fish
catch has progressively decreased. (Interview 13)

Every seafood container from Vietnam destined for the EU market must have a CC, with inspection costs
reaching up to USD 708 per container. Non-compliance with certificate rules results in exporters bearing
these costs (Phuong & Pomeroy, 2022, p. 16). The higher cost of imported seafood and the strict origin cer-
tification have negatively impacted the sale of domestic fish and the profitability of seafood companies.

The traceability system: mismatch, exclusion, and simplification

The initiation of a top-down traceability system in Vietnam, aimed at fostering transparency in seafood pro-
duction, reveals a stark mismatch between regulatory intentions and on-the-ground realities. This disconnect,
epitomized by the gap between ‘legality-on-paper’ and ‘legality-in-practice’ (Arts et al., 2021) manifests in the
procedural application of the CC. Although CC applications necessitate real-time logbook entries detailing the
location, species, and volume of catch, in practice, logbooks are often filled out post-landing, merely to fulfil
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EU requirements. This serves to satisfy regulatory checkboxes more than to ensure sustainable practices. This
procedural mismatch echoes broader issues seen in fisheries reform efforts elsewhere, such as Thailand, where
traceability has transformed into a cumbersome documentation process rather than a means to ensure sustain-
ability (Kadfak & Widengard, 2022).

The crux of the mismatch lies not just in the discrepancy between written and enacted policies but in the
fundamental misunderstanding of fishing operations and ecological stewardship. Such regulatory frameworks
often overlook the dynamic nature of marine environments and the socio-economic realities of fishing com-
munities, leading to rule-breaking activities as operators navigate these impracticalities. This challenge is
further compounded when measures like VMS are deliberately circumvented, showcasing a deliberate discon-
nect between the system’s aims and its practical implications. Mismatches between regulations and fishing
practices lead to rule violations, evidenced by instances of captains disabling VMS to fish outside the EEZ
or of transhipment vessels engaging in fishing. The mismatches undermine not only the fight against IUU
fishing but also the broader goal of fostering truly sustainable fisheries, calling for a more integrated approach
that bridges policy intentions with the lived experiences of fishing communities.

Second, the reform’s singular focus on environmental sustainability has inadvertently side-lined the social
dimensions of sustainability, raising critical issues of exclusion. The question of ‘traceability for whom’ high-
lights the system’s limitations, as it disproportionately impacts smaller operators who are often from margin-
alized communities. The added infrastructure for CC places undue burdens on local authorities and producers
to adopt new practices and technologies (cf. Djelantik & Bush, 2020). This requirement not only entails finan-
cial costs but also necessitates a degree of technical and bureaucratic acumen, excluding those without the
means or knowledge to comply.

This exclusion is not merely a by-product of the system’s design but a reflection of deeper socio-econ-
omic divides within the fishing sector. The emphasis on vessel modifications, VMS, and complex docu-
mentation processes privileges larger, more economically robust operators over small-scale fishers,
further entrenching existing inequalities. Such an approach to traceability overlooks the diverse realities
of fishing practices and community livelihoods, effectively marginalizing those it ostensibly aims to protect
and support.

Moreover, the exclusion facilitated by the traceability system extends beyond individual operators to
impact community resilience and sustainable development. By narrowing the criteria for participation,
the system risks alienating key stakeholders essential for the collective stewardship of fisheries resources,
thus jeopardizing the very foundation of sustainable fisheries management. Addressing these issues of
exclusion requires a recalibration of the traceability system to embrace inclusivity, consideration of what
vessels have historically fished in which zones, and ensuring that sustainability measures enhance rather
than undermine community livelihoods and fisheries-management efforts. Inclusivity also includes the
understanding of how traceability, as a governing intervention, integrates into existing seafood value chains
at the local level. As Doddema et al. (2020) argue, such interventions are not simply taken over but ‘they
are translated into (new) performances of traceability practice and variously incorporated into locally
embedded social practices’ (Doddema et al. 2020, p. 8). Their case concludes that new traceability systems
(primarily the CC) can be successfully adopted if the key actors can exercise control over supply chains. On
the contrary, disruptive responses were observed when the traceability required the re-configuration of
practices beyond the actors’ control (Doddema et al. 2020). A similar example from Indonesia reveals
how a local NGO become a knowledge intermediary by building traceability embeddedness through social
interactions and practice (Djelantik & Bush, 2020).

Third, the traceability system’s inherent goal of simplification — aimed at underpinning sustainability stan-
dards and certifications - reveals significant challenges when applied to the dynamic nature of fishing prac-
tices. The process of tracing both mobile entities (boats) and fixed geographical delineations (fishing zones
and docking sites) underscores the complexity of enforcing a system designed for simplicity and transparency.
This simplification effort, although well-intentioned, often fails to capture the nuanced realities of fishing
operations and people’s behaviour, leading to gaps in the system’s effectiveness.
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The traceability system’s primary objective is to bolster sustainable fisheries by eliminating ITUU fishing.
However, the practical difficulties and loopholes encountered in tracing — whether the movement of vessels
across designated zones, the accurate reporting from docks, or the proper classification of catches - highlight
a disconnection between the system’s intended purpose and its operational outcomes. For instance, the reliance
on vessel length as a criterion for zone allocation oversimplifies the diversity of fishing capacities and ecological
impacts, potentially neglecting other crucial factors such as type of fishing gear, catch method, and fishing time
(as evident with the transhipment boats). Real-time tracking via VMS, while a step forward in combating ITUU
fishing, does not resolve the broader issue of overfishing, as the choice of boat length over engine volume as a
regulatory measure falls short. The restriction of larger boats (15m+) to offshore zones aims to protect small-
scale nearshore fisheries and deter IUU fishing in international waters. However, this zoning strategy risks over-
crowding and potential long-term overexploitation of midshore zones. Moreover, the crowding of certain zones
due to restrictive policies not only fails to address the root causes of overfishing but also inadvertently
encourages IUU activities by pushing operators to seek less-regulated or monitored areas. The scenario under-
scores a critical oversight: simplifying sustainability through traceability without adequately accounting for the
sector’s complexities can inadvertently undermine efforts to combat IUU fishing.

In essence, while the traceability system is pivotal for aligning with global sustainability targets, its current
application within Vietnamese fisheries illustrates the tension between simplification for compliance and the
multifaceted reality of fishing effort and requirements to ensure sustainable fishing practices. To truly mitigate
IUU fishing and advance towards sustainable fisheries, the traceability system must evolve beyond mere sim-
plification, embracing a more holistic understanding of fishing effort and sustainability that encompasses eco-
logical, economic, and social dimensions.

Conclusion: reframing fisheries sustainability through state-led traceability

We have endeavoured to address two pivotal issues regarding fisheries sustainability: the role of state-led
traceability systems and their effectiveness in bolstering sustainability efforts. Our paper endeavours to
fill a critical gap in the literature on traceability systems, which has predominantly focused on private-
led mechanisms. We do so by unpacking the implementation of the CC in Vietnam and the challenges
that system has in ensuring transparency and accountability through state intervention. The implemen-
tation of VMS and port inspections exemplifies how state infrastructure can enhance the transparency
and accountability of traceability processes. Furthermore, the EU’s imposition of the yellow card catalyzed
significant fisheries reform in Vietnam, showcasing the EU’s leading role in compelling trading partners to
adopt comprehensive traceability measures for seafood products. Compared to its global counterparts, the
EU’s efforts stand out, although emerging initiatives like the United States’ Seafood Import Monitoring
Program and Japan’s adoption of Catch Documentation Schemes indicate a shift towards broader inter-
national commitment to IUU fishing (He, 2018).

Our study has re-centred the state as a driver of traceability to improve seafood sustainability. Similar to
private-led efforts at traceability, like the MSC’s, the EU’s CC is voluntary and has employed trade barriers
to influence seafood producers, processors, and traders to ensure full transparency of information. These
two systems drew upon existing international regulations to legitimize traceability interventions among actors.
However, as our example shows, the two systems have many differences. The private-led system is based on
market-based incentives, which rely on markets’ and consumers’” willingness to pay for consumer-facing tra-
ceability (Bailey, Miller, et al., 2016), while the state-led system is built on the basis of a normative goal of
becoming a greener society. Moreover, as our case study highlights, the most important difference in the
two systems is the scale of impact that the EU’s CC made to fisheries management as a whole, in contrast
to the MSC’s aim of sustainability of targeted species. In addition, even though the MSC is considered to
be the world’s dominant wild-catch traceability system, it covers only a small percentage of the global market,
specifically markets in Global North. Whereas the EU is able to exercise its market power to strategically
pressure transformative change at the state level, as we observe the reterritorialization process of fisheries gov-
ernance, in order to produce a CC as the end result.
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Relying on private actors to ensure sustainability and ethical standards within supply chains has proven
insufficient. This study aligns with existing research advocating that state mechanisms play a stronger role
in ensuring comprehensive sustainability standards. Private sector efforts, while commendable for focusing
on corporate social responsibility and sustainable sourcing, often fall short of addressing underlying issues
of fisheries sustainability (Bailey, Miller, et al., 2016). Traceability, in this context, is sometimes leveraged
by companies to project an image of innovation and responsibility without adequately addressing fundamen-
tal questions of inclusivity and cost.

Addressing the influx of untraceable seafood into markets with less stringent regulations remains a formid-
able challenge. Vietnam’s experience reveals that traceability’s efficacy in enhancing sustainability is complex
and multifaceted. The reduction of sustainability to merely environmental concerns, particularly the focus on
eliminating IUU fishing within the EEZ, underscores the need for a broader conception of sustainability that
includes social dimensions. In other words, the meaning of sustainability is being diluted (Widengard et al.,
2018) in the way that the value of boat owners’ livelihoods is reduced to fit the EU’s sculptured traceability
system. Despite progress in curtailing TUU fishing, the increased concentration of fishing activities within
the Vietnamese zone has had significant ecological impacts, as our findings indicate.

Future research on seafood traceability would benefit from further exploring emerging alternative place-
based initiatives, where state and non-state actors drive the rise of territorial eco-certification initiatives, as
an alternative to MSC’s certificate (Foley & Havice, 2016). These place-based initiatives are based on one coun-
try’s fishstock within a singular EEZ, which requires direct governing and policy infrastrucutre and financial
support. In addition, one needs to pay attention to the rise of new EU supply-chain regulations (e.g. mandatory
due diligence legislation and forced labour regulation) that focus not only on traceability compliance but also on
potential punishment of firms. The EU continues to use its market power to create a ‘paradigm shift in corporate
accountability from voluntary action to a non-negotiable standard’ (Gustafsson et al., 2023, as cited in Wilhelm,
2024, p. 2). This aligns with our argument for bringing the state into traceability studies.

In conclusion, our Vietnamese case study highlights the nuanced challenges and opportunities presented
by state-led traceability in achieving true sustainability in fisheries. It underscores the necessity of integrat-
ing environmental and social considerations into traceability systems, questioning whom these efforts ulti-
mately serve and at what cost. As the global community moves towards more stringent traceability
requirements, the lessons from Vietnam offer valuable insights into creating more effective, equitable,
and comprehensive approaches to ensuring the sustainability of seafood supply chains. Measures aimed
at closing loopholes in traceability and illegal fishing activities remained fraught with challenges. As Viet-
nam endeavoured to adapt its fishing industry to meet international standards and remove the yellow card
imposed by the EU, the experiences of boat owners, government officials, and industry stakeholders reflect
the multifaceted and complicated nature of these reforms. Balancing global demands with local realities,
Vietnam’s journey towards sustainable fisheries governance continues to evolve, marked by ongoing adap-
tation and circumvention in the pursuit of equitable or functional solutions for all involved.
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