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Sustainability of Small-scale Fisheries and the Commons:
A Comparison of Western Countries and Japan

Alyne Delaney
(Tohoku University)

The purpose of this presentation is to examine the sustainability of small-scale
fisheries in an era of great change from the perspective of the commons in Japan and
Western countries. In this paper, I examine the current situation of small-scale fisheries

in Japan and Western countries from the perspective of commons theory. Although many



studies have been accumulated on small-scale fisheries in Japan from the perspective of
commons theory, there are few studies from the perspective of international comparison.

Historically, Japanese coastal commons have been regulated with strong co-
management and well-protected user rights. Indeed, advocates for the use of TURFs
(Territorial Use Rights for Fishing), are often pushing for a system which has been in
place in Japan for hundreds of years, and in its current form since 1949. Yet the case of
Japanese small-scale fisheries was often considered unique to “outsiders” and these non-
Japan specialists were often reluctant to comment on Japanese cases, even though a
commons-analytical lens, such as using Ostrom’s Design Principles, can be used in any
situation. For much of my career, I presented the Japanese SSF fisheries and their
commons system as one whose successful points could be followed and replicated (in part).

And yet with Japan’s new Fisheries Law (2018) we could, potentially, witness small-
scale fisheries in Japan go through an era of great change. In Japan today we see that
neoliberalism has made significant inroads into Japanese governmental thinking,
societal change is on-going, and disasters continually impact coastal people’s livelihoods
and way of life.

Drawing upon the experiences and the current state of affairs in Western countries,
particularly within the European Union, this talk touches upon these issues and
presents recent changes to the fisheries law and discusses what this could mean for

small-scale fishers and coastal communities.
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