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Abstract : 
 
In marine fisheries science, the application of social sciences and the increasing use of a 
multidisciplinary approach have enriched fisheries research through new paradigms. The stance on 
fisheries governance aims to complement bio-economic approaches and to break with the “tragedy of 
the commons” premise by focusing on the institutions and network actors at the heart of knowledge, 
representations, actions and decisions systems. Although the French-European context is largely 
determined by The Common Fisheries Policy, governance levers and an organised network of actors 
have been identified in demersal and benthic fisheries. In the present study, the observation of dialogue 
meetings identified the stakeholder strategies and interactions used to activate these levers, while the 
narrative of the process provided insight into methodological (relevance of the chosen method) and 
practical (efficiency of the governance) limitations, and outlooks. 
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1. Introduction 
“Each man is locked into a system that compels him to increase his herd without limit – in a 
world that is limited […] Freedom in a commons brings ruin to all” [1]. These words could 
not be more relevant to the current global environmental crisis, as they predict the probable 
shift from scientific research conducted to create economic wealth towards the type of 
knowledge valuable for preserving ecosystems [2]. The “tragedy of the commons” is a theory 
that is often used in fisheries science and management. Conventional economics maintains 
that competition between professional fishers will inevitably lead to an “every man for 
himself” attitude, and the undivided and subtractive character of the resource they exploit to a 
“race for fish” [3-8]. In his critique of the common resource, written in the decisive context of 
the Cold War, Hardin compared two opposing solutions: administration and privatisation. In 
other words, he posited that the only way to prevent resource overexploitation is through 
government leadership or private appropriation [9, 10]. Once more, this was addressed in 
fisheries management through public administrative or market-based conservation and access 
control measures [11]. This State-business “dichotomy” has been widely contested and the 
“Hardinian” theory refuted, first by Ostrom [12-14] and then by fisheries specialists [15-20] 
who, through empirical feedback, highlighted a third regulation pathway: governance, or the 
ability of communities to look after themselves and to take the collective steps required for an 
equitable and sustainable use of common resources, with varying degrees of success [21]. 

There is no generally-accepted and fixed definition of governance [22]; it is a term with 
several meanings that can be used in both the private and public sphere, by international 
institutions (e.g. Organisation of Economic Co-operation and Development, International 
Monetary Fund) to promote liberalism, by Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) to 
reinforce them lobbying efficiency and by local stakeholders to enhance democracy [23]. In 
all cases, governance is a notion that re-examines the role of central government for new 
levels and actors [24]. Governance can include traditional government, but it primarily refers 
to the integration of other institutions and scales that have a capacity for action [25, 26]. In the 
context of marine fisheries, the notion of governance leans towards the involvement of fishers 
and other stakeholders – mainly actors for the marine environment preservation – in 
management [18, 19, 27]. The opening up of this disciplinary field, especially to the social 
sciences for analysis of actors’ interactions, is a direct consequence of this paradigm shift in 
environmental governance in general, and fisheries governance in particular. However, it is 
mainly so-called developing countries and traditional societies, that is to say places where 
administration and industrialisation levels – of fisheries for instance – are considered as low, 
that provide the setting for these types of studies [28]. In the European context and a fortiori 
the French one, where administration and industrialisation levels are considered as high, it 
should not be possible to think fisheries in terms of governance [29]. Three hypotheses may 
be put forward: (i) the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) does not recognize governance as a 
regulation pathway, (ii) the network of actors is not sufficiently structured and (iii) this 
network is not suitable for collective action. 

In order to test these hypotheses, a two-stage study was conducted on the benthic fishery of 
the Bay of Biscay. Part one of the article summarised the literature review to describe the case 
study, in particular with respect to the first two hypotheses. In other words, the consultation of 
legal and working documentation has permitted to identify the division of competences 
between governmental and non-governmental institutions. Then, a direct and a non-
participatory observation of cooperation scenes, aiming to produce collective action on the 
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case study, have been developed. It rested on discussion and organisation mechanisms. Part 
two is the reconstruction of the observation method and results and of the discussion to 
compare these with the third hypothesis. Finally, the research method and the European 
fisheries policy are discussed from a governance perspective. 

2. Condition and challenges of fisheries 

This first part will summarise benthic and demersal fisheries in the Bay of Biscay in terms of 
biological and socio-economic challenges, particularly the functioning of their management. 

2.1. The fishery as a system 

A fishery is an ensemble consisting of a fleet, a species, a zone and a fishing season and when 
several fleets and species make a coherent entity, this entity is known as a mixed fishery [30, 
31]. Fisheries are therefore systems in which other parameters (e.g. terrestrial, institutional) 
come into play, thus referring to other conceptual tools, such as complex systems [32, 33], 
social-ecological systems [34] or fishery geosystems [35]. Here, the term “fishery” is taken in 
its broadest sense and with the two-tier definition that was formulated by Kooiman [19, 36] 
and then re-used by Jentoft [37-39]: namely the “system-to-be-governed” and the “governing 
system”. The first tier focuses on the meeting of one or several groups of fishers with one or 
several fish populations, and takes a more general view of the sea and its users. The second 
tier helps to describe the web of actors and institutions (in)directly involved in the 
management of the first tier. 

2.2. The “system-to-be-governed” 

The Bay of Biscay is an area of the North-East Atlantic, bounded in the north by Pointe de 
Penmarc’h (France) and in the south by Cape Ortegal (Spain). Its waters contain abundant 
fish, mainly above the continental shelf, and for this reason, the study only includes the 
Exclusive Economic Zone claimed by France [40]. Coastal fisheries in the Bay of Biscay 
appear to be fundamentally based on at least three benthic or demersal species: Norway 
lobster (Nephrops norvegicus), European hake (Merluccius merluccius) and Common sole 
(Solea solea). They account for nearly one third of the turnover of French Atlantic coast 
auctions [41]. According to the SACROIS database, more than 600 vessels from different 
métiers – that is to say an aggregation of vessels targeting the same species, using the same 
gears in given area and season [42] – depend on them. However, there are some disparities in 
catches and landings at both spatial and temporal levels. Some regional and seasonal patterns 
of fishing effort can be explained by biological cycles and species distribution. The Norway 
lobster is a sedentary species of the Grande Vasière [43, 44], an area that is also a habitat for 
juvenile hake which, once adult, migrate in winter and spring towards the continental slope 
for spawning [45-47]. Juvenile sole live in coastal shelterbelts and estuaries, with mature 
individuals reproducing in the deeper zones of the continental shelf during winter [48, 49]. 
This information is summarised in Fig. 1, but it is important to bear in mind that the map is 
only a static representation of spatial and temporal dynamics (e.g. flow of ships between 
home ports, fishing zones and landing sites; sole and hake migrations; fishing seasons). 
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Fig. 1: Map of the system-to-be-governed  

One of the challenges of fisheries policy is to take into account the biological and socio-
economic components [50]. Fig. 2 shows the biomass evolution of reproductive adults of the 
three aforementioned species and fisheries landings. The separation between these two curves, 
i.e., a satisfactory balance between exploitation and conservation, is the primary objective of 
management. ICES stocks, catches and landings assessments have shown that on an ad hoc or 
more permanent basis, resources have been exploited above their biological limits; findings 
that justify the deployment of a full range of regulatory measures for the activity [51]. 

 
Fig. 2: Status of three species of the benthic and demersal fishery of the Bay of Biscay 
(Source – ICES) 

Familiarity with the system underpins the entire fisheries management process. Although 
ICES expertise influence decision-making, it is include in a complex institutional framework 
which should be described. 

2.3. The “governing system” 

 The role of government 
France has a tradition of centralisation, but in the 1980s it pursued a decentralisation policy by 
creating fully-functioning local authorities with powers that covered, for example, economic 
development, environmental protection and port planning [52]. At the same time, the 
European Community affirmed its position and officially created the CFP, the objectives of 
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which are particularly guided by international texts such as the United Nations Convention on 
the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS, 1982), the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD, 1992) or 
the Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries (CCRF, 1995) [53]. These texts address issues 
such as food sovereignty or the sustainable productivity of fisheries [54]. The CFP plays a 
crucial role, but three other scales (infra-national national and international) are directly or 
indirectly involved in marine fisheries management. 

Fisheries management in Europe and France is frequently criticised for both its environmental 
and socio-economic expectations [55-61]. Some claim the CFP reorganisations that impact 
fishing communities go against the principles of social justice, whereas others call for a higher 
priority to be given to the conservation of marine ecosystems. This means that stakeholder 
involvement needs to be called into question to integrate all issues that lead to the creation of 
“governance levers”. 

 Governance levers 

Fisheries policy comes under the responsibility of the European Union, in which the 
participatory governance described by Gray [18] and Pomeroy’s decentralisation [17] do not 
exist today in an explicit form. However, the levers of stakeholder involvement in the 
management of the Bay of Biscay fishery have on the one hand been created by French and 
European regulations (as indicated in Table 1), and on the other have emerged from the 
organisation of local actors. 

Table 1. Evolution of the fisheries institutional rules in Common Fisheries Policy (Source - 
Official Journal of the European Union; Legifrance) 

Year European rule French rule Creation or reform 

1970 

Council Regulation on the Common 
Organisation of the Market in Fishery 
Product - Producer Organizations 

1976 

Council Regulation on the recognition of 
producers' organizations in the fishing 
industry - Producer Organizations 

1983 

Council Regulation establishing a 
Community system for the conservation 
and management of fishery resources  - Common Fisheries Policy 

1991 - 
Organisation of fisheries and aquaculture 
inter-professional organisation law Fisheries Committees 

1992 

Council Regulation establishing a 
Community system for fisheries and 
aquaculture  - Common Fisheries Policy 

1999 
Resolution on the regionalisation of the 
Common Fisheries Policy - - 

2000 

Council Regulation on closer dialogue 
with the fishing sector and groups 
affected by the common fisheries policy - 

European trade organisations, Advisory 
Committee on Fisheries and Aquaculture 

2002 

Council Regulation on the conservation 
and sustainable exploitation of fisheries 
resources under the Common Fisheries 
Policy - Common Fisheries Policy 
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2004 

Council decision establishing Regional 
Advisory Councils under the Common 
Fisheries Policy - Regional Advisory Councils 

2009 - Grenelle of the Sea's Blue Book 
Concerted exploitation and management 
units 

2010 - 
Agriculture and fisheries modernisation 
law Fisheries Committees, maritime councils 

2012 

Regulation of the European Parliament 
and of the Council amending Council 
Regulation on the conservation and 
sustainable exploitation of fisheries 
resources under the common fisheries 
policy - Common Fisheries Policy 

2013 

Regulation of the European Parliament 
and of the Council on the Common 
Fisheries Policy, amending Council 
Regulations on the conservation and 
sustainable exploitation of fisheries 
resources under the Common Fisheries 
Policy and repealing Council Decision 
establishing Regional Advisory Councils 
under the Common Fisheries Policy - Advisory Councils 

First, there are the institutions that represent fishers, such as the fisheries committees 
recognised by France, the Producer Organizations (POs), recognised by Europe, and the trade 
unions. Their role is to represent the interests of fishers in government and to define some 
aspects of the activity (e.g. allocation of quotas and licences, fishing plans) [62-65]. Two such 
institutions have more or less recently modified the traditional decision-making processes of 
maritime affairs in Europe and in France: the Advisory Councils (ACs) and maritime councils 
(CMFs). The ACs act as a link between the industry, decision-makers and NGOs during, for 
example, the development of management plans [66-69]. Unlike ACs, the CMFs are ad hoc 
meetings of French maritime actors in the implementation of Integrated Coastal Zone 
Management (ICZM) and Maritime Spatial Planning (MSP). Fisheries are just one of the 
topics addressed and the CMFs are still managed by the government [70]. Finally, more 
informal meetings with non-hierarchical users, political authorities, scientists and NGOs are 
social innovations that provide the opportunity to respond collectively to a fisheries 
management or land-use planning issue. They do not produce regulations but set, at the very 
least, common goals for addressing situational and structural issues [71-74]. 

Regulations therefore tend to make regional management and make actors accountable. The 
institutional structure is productive but the power relations between the actors maintain a 
downward trend (Fig. 3) and a nested skills approach still remains complex as there are few 
opportunities for non-governmental actors to take any action beyond 12 nautical miles from 
the baseline (Figure 4). 
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Fig. 3: Institutional framework and relationship 

 
Fig. 4: Map of the governing system 

3. Presentation of the outcomes 

Many studies have been conducted on decision-making powers in fisheries in Europe [53, 75]. 
Documentary research on the Bay of Biscay benthic fishery has reiterated the CFP’s 
centralised mode of operation and also enabled it to be weighted by identifying the 
governance levers – tenuously recognised by the public authorities – that structure the 
stakeholder network. What is needed now is a more in-depth understanding of these 
governance levers as regards the actors involved, objects and issues, terms and conditions 
between actors, etc. 
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3.1. The choice of method 

In the one hand hand, the Chicago School has largely study social interactions as an – 
psychological and sociological – indicator to understand social facts [e.g. 76, 77]. In the other 
hand, “social capital” is a holistic concept introduced by Bourdieu and Coleman that sets out 
the effect of social networks on individual behaviour [78, 79]. Social interactions and capital 
have been re-used in natural resource management contexts to qualify the social constructs 
and common rules that result in self-regulated exploitation [28, 80-84]. Such approaches 
elaborate a theory about the social causal chain “interaction-capital-management” applied to 
the environment. The present exploratory survey aims to illustrate it. The method chosen to 
understand it is direct and non-participant observation of dialogue meetings. Dialogue here is 
understood in the broadest sense the French term concertation as per Mermet that is, as 
collaborative problem solving [85].  

3.2. Observation stages 

 Observation frameworks: presentation of the meetings and actors 

Dialogue meetings are considered as the concrete expression of governance levers because 
they are supported by specific institutions or multi-stakeholder project. First, all meetings 
dealing about benthic fisheries of the Bay of Biscay have been identified thanks to formal or 
informal discussion. Then, because these meetings are not open to the public, the organiser 
has been solicited for an individual interview while the permission to observe the next 
meeting was asked. Thus, three meetings have been observed. They can only be used as 
examples because they are limited in number and therefore not representative. The objectives, 
participants and context of the meetings are detailed in Table 2. 

Table 2: Presentation of the observed meetings 

Name of the meeting Short name 
Object and initial 
objectives Place Number of participants 

The first regional meeting 
of stakeholders of a 
European research project 
on the effect of bottom 
trawling in the Grande 
Vasière Meeting 1 

Agree on a set of 
management measures 
for a lower environmental 
impact of bottom trawlers 

Public research 
establishment 

11 

Quarterly national 
commission on benthic 
and demersal fisheries of 
the Bay of Biscay 

Meeting 2 

Find a common strategy 
on the development and 
management of seiners in 
the Bay of Biscay 

National fisheries 
committee 

15 

“Management plan” 
workshop mid-term 
meeting, experimental 
project of the Grande 
Vasière" concerted 
exploitation and 
management unit 

Meeting 3 

Define management 
objectives of 
management about 
Grande Vasière fisheries 

Public research 
establishment 

14 

Ordinarily, marine fisheries actors are differentiated by whether they come directly from the 
fishing industry, government, research, or civil society [86]. As such, each participant 
represents a socio-professional group and an institution (e.g. government department, NGO, 
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trade union) that permits them to attend the meetings. This is why Fig. 5 shows participant 
distribution by socio-professional group, by individual, and by institution. 

 
Fig. 5: Participation during the meetings 

Fishers are always the dominant group. They are not exactly a homogenous group because 
some participants are actually elected fishers but others participants are employees of the POs 
and the fisheries committees. Moreover, elected fishers are mandated from an area or from a 
métier. The downstream sectors (wholesale fish merchants for example) are never represented 
and it is rare to find industrial fishing companies who are factory ship owners (only 
represented at one meeting). National or international, generalist or specialist Environmental 
NGOs (ENGOs) participate to all meetings and could be considered as the “fish” 
representatives”. The Political NGO (PNGO) attends each meeting too as a representative to 
the civil society. It is in fact a federation of local authorities as a tool for elected 
representatives of the area to influence fisheries policy. Finally, the scientists at the meetings 
are from the private sector or academia. Government representatives were only absent from 
meeting 3, although this was a co-management experiment between the government and 
industry professionals. 

 Processing actors’ discourse 

The interactions are therefore considered as sources of social capital and indicators of the 
actors’ ability to get along. Within structures that are, in theory, homogenous, the actors are 
“multi-dimensional” agents, i.e., they have private (values, representations) and public (status, 
function) characteristics that are both relatively static (skills, means) and evolving (strategy, 
capacity building) and that will determine their behaviour in the meeting [87, 88]. This is why 
the analysis focuses on interactions between the groups and also between all the actors. 

To this end, during the meeting, each discourse, speaker and addressee(s) were noted. At the 
end of the meeting, speeches were classified into four discourse categories: (i) factual 
question or a request for information (Question/Request), (ii) answer to this request or 
additional information (Answer/Information), (iii) proposition or adhesion discourse 
(Proposition/Adhesion) and (iv) reject or conflictual discourse (Reject/Conflict). 
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Consequently, the actors who did not participate orally in the meetings were left out of the 
following analysis. These criteria were largely inspired by the Systematic Multiple Level 
Observation of Groups (SYMOG) system  and in particular by the “groups with unresolved 
issues” observation grid by Bales, which was created to analyse experimental meetings using 
a typology of interactions between actors (organisation or solution/construction or 
deconstruction) [89, 90]. Table 3 illustrates this treatment from an extract of meeting 3. 

Table 3: Examples of the first treatment extract from Meeting 3 

Example Speaker Adressee 
Question or 
Request 

Answer or 
Information 

Proposition or 
Adhesion 

Reject or 
Conflict 

"Our charges are increasing. 
The fish price is growing too 
but not indefinitely" 

Elected 
fisherman ENGO 1 - X - - 

"But there will be a new 
regulatory constraint so what do 
you propose which destroyed 
the less boats as possible?" ENGO 1 

Elected 
fisherman X - - - 

"Biomass grows, fish mortality 
lowers and then we have to 
reduce the fleet by 40 per cent. 
Do you realize?" 

Fishermen 
representative ENGO 1 - - - X 

"Sure, we don't want to broke 
40 per cent of the fleet." ENGO 2 

Fishermen 
representative - - X - 

"And finally, it's not just 40 per 
cent. All the fleet would be 
damage." 

Elected 
fisherman ENGO 2 - X - - 

Fig. 6(a) shows that meeting 1 was typified by a set of questions and responses (57% of the 
discourse). During meeting 2, where interactions are more reduced, it seems that there was 
more of a consensus in the exchanges (42% adhesion compared to 29% deconstruction of 
propositions) as opposed to meeting 3 that was more a source of conflict (35% of the 
discourse). Fig. 6(b) shows that, all meetings combined, the most active actors were the 
professional representatives and the scientists, followed by the ENGOs and fishers (83% of 
the discourse). South AC, the industrial ship owner, government representatives and the 
PNGO took a back seat. The chart also shows that the ENGOs and South AC had a tendency 
to ask questions, and it is mainly the professionals, their representatives, and the scientists 
who responded. Adhesion and opposition discourses were fairly balanced per actor. There 
was, therefore, no standard position from a stakeholder to another. 

 
Fig. 6: Interactions during the meetings (1) 

 Processing of interactions 
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Once the speaker and their addressees were identified, the next step was to interpret the 
relationship patterns by actor and by group. The Table 4 illustrates this operation with the 
example of a matrix counting information interactions between stakeholders groups. The 
matrix shows that during the meeting 1, actors who were playing more the game of the 
informer are scientists (with 16 occurrences) and fishers representatives (with 14 
occurrences). The both groups were informing each other because scientists’ information was 
addressed to fishers representatives (with 6 occurrences) and fishers representatives’ 
information was addressed to scientists (with 4 occurrences) – and to all participants (with 7 
occurrences). 

Table 4: Illustration of the second treatment with the example of Information interactions of 
the meeting 1 

Speaker 

Adressee 
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Fishermen representative 3 4 0 0 0 0 7 14 

Scientist 6 1 3 0 2 2 2 16 

ENGO 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Government 2 3 0 0 0 0 0 5 

Industrial shipowner 2 1 0 0 0 0 2 5 

PNGO 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Total 13 9 3 0 2 2 11 40 

More generally, the data used to create Table 4 show that during meeting 1, the scientists and 
the employee of an ENGO asked the most questions; the former mainly directed questions to 
the professional representatives and the latter to the scientists. In meeting 2, there was 
significant conflict between the professionals, which weighted the aforementioned consenting 
pattern. This conflict between fishers was mitigated by the intervention of their 
representatives. Finally, for meeting 3, one of the two ENGO employees clashed with most of 
the other participants, in particular the professional representatives, scientists and the other 
ENGO. 

 Knowledge, convergences and obstructions 

To understand the object of conflicts previously introduced, the next step was to identify the 
themes of the actors’ questions/knowledge sharing, common ground and areas of 
disagreement by examining the content of the actors’ discourse. Although the meetings 
differed, for example in their organisation, the themes addressed were relatively similar from 
one meeting to the next. As such, in the third section of this paper, these major themes have 
been translated into key words common to all meetings. Firstly, fishery issues are addressed 
by domain or field: ecological (Environment), economic (Exploitation), political 
(Management) or practices (Métier). Then, each field is explored from different angles 
(Variable) such as how it operates (Functioning), effects and impacts that are felt or induced 
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(Impacts), changes that take place (Changes) and cultural representations it elicits 
(Representation). Finally, the actors participate upstream (Diagnostic) or downstream 
(Objective) in a potential strategic agreement (Strategy) which can be qualified as “Phase” of 
the agreement. Several of these key words were allocated to each discourse. One example of 
this stage is shown in Table 5 which brings to light that the field of the discussion during the 
meeting 2 was the métier and the exploitation. The angles is mainly the changes: métier 
conversion, changes in exploitation modalities. Meeting participants are in preliminary 
discussions because they make the diagnostic about opportunities and limits to converting 
some bottom trawlers in Danish seine boats 

Table 5: Examples of the third treatment extract from the meeting 2 

Examples 

Field Variable Phase 
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"Us, trawlers fishing red mullet respect legal size but we notice seiners land too small fish 
at Le Guilvinec, so there is a selectivity problem. In the Channel, there is a serious 
problem. I can't believe that seine is more selective than bottom trawl." - - X - - - X - X - - 

"Trawlers are also problematical with selectivity. Meshes are not the same." - - X - - - X - X - - 

"Statistics are not operational and it is not about comparing métiers but we need to know 
what we must study." - X X - - - X - - X - 

"We have to be careful with any conflation between Dutch seiners and Sablais seiners. 
They are not Danish seiners but seiners of the Bay of Biscay. The study aims to be 
transparent to avoid false accusations on a developing métier. We need to discuss not to 
block." - X X - - - - X X - - 

"Advantages bring by the low fuel consumption are interesting but what are the 
differences between Channel seiners and Bay of Biscay seiners, permitting to speak about 
two gear profiles?" - - X - X - - - X - - 

From this new processing approach and Fig. 7, it transpires that during meeting 1, the data 
acquired/to be acquired were essentially based on the functioning of the environment and the 
impacts of bottom trawling to establish a diagnostic of the Grande Vasière. The 
aforementioned conflict in meeting 3 was essentially based on the fisheries management 
strategy in the Grande Vasière (flexible versus radical measures). 
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Fig. 7: Interactions during the meetings (2) 

 Shaping data with sociograms 

Sociograms make it possible to shape the data collected on the relationships between actors 
and groups of actors to ultimately identify the capacity of in-meeting interactions to provide 
management methods. Each participant is placed on a chart. Their position on the ordinate 
axis depends on their discourse. The abscissa axis refers to the themes discussed in the 
meeting. To provide a visual interpretation of the chart, the actors are put into groups. The 
main interactions between actors represented by arrows are considered to be alliances 
(Union), oppositions (Opposition) or “neutral” interactions (Neutral). 

Fig. 8 is not the sociogram of the social networks of the fisheries of the Bay of Biscay but it 
represents actors sub-systems created during observed meetings. The sociogram of the 
meeting 1 shows three actors group. Two of them are particularly contrasted: the first one is 
composed by an ensemble of the ENGO and scientists whereas in the second one, the PNGO 
were closer to the professional representatives. These two groups present an antagonistic 
position on the impact of bottom trawling. The meeting 1 is also composed by a median 
group. In the meeting 3, while the scientists and the professional representatives gathered 
together, the ENGOs were quite marginalised. Confirming the previous analysis, the 
meeting 2 sociogram shows a split of fishers into different groups of interest in view of métier 
(i.e. trawlers favourable toward conversion, trawlers not favourable toward conversion, other 
métiers competitors with trawlers and seiners). 

Seen together, meetings sociograms show that fisheries actors system is dynamic beyond the 
composition of the meetings and independently of the professional profile of stakeholders to 
which they belong. Sociograms provide then an alternative interpretation of relationships 
between actors, based on elements on which the they are able to agree and those that are still 
subject to debate or uncertainty. 
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Fig. 8: Sociograms of the meetings 

4. Discussion  
This exploratory study has highlighted several dialogue certainties that go beyond the meeting 
framework. However, the chosen method does require self-criticism. Finally, despite the fact 
that in the CFP there is progressive and partial recognition of governance, the organisation of 
actors in a network, and efforts to get along, the impact of dialogue on decision-making 
remains limited. 

4.1. Contributions and limitations of the study 

First, the study has provided valuable information on actor interactions. It observed 
circumstantial alliances between actors with objectives that seemed paradoxical at first sight 
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and internal conflict in groups that supposedly shared similar demands [91]. This observation 
therefore meant that the study could go beyond certain precursors, for example, the unit of 
fishers, the historic and systematic conflict that pits them against the ENGOs or the 
consideration of scientists as objective agents [92, 93]. 

Next, taking a step back from the observations makes it possible to understand the logical 
order of the meetings. In fact, it seems that each meeting was an ad-hoc snapshot of the same 
continuum. Meeting 1, at the beginning of the collaborative scientific project, was useful for 
an exchange of information, a co-production of expert and lay knowledge between actors. 
With many collective reference points, the actors are then able to concur on the terms of their 
agreement. Meeting 3 showed this transition between the construction of social capital and 
collective action. Although meeting 2 was a routine meeting, it is a perfect example of the 
ultimate goal of dialogue, namely the construction of a common vision in a system of “inter-
knowledge and inter-recognition” [76]. 

Finally, the different meetings had common objects. The fishery in the Grande Vasière was 
present in meeting 1 and meeting 3, and some of the same actors participated in both meetings 
– although it is interesting to note that their position, their discourse and their relations 
changed. This confirms Beuret’s theory on “dialogue processes” [94], that is, the long-term 
path of a discussion between actors that takes place on “stages” and “arenas” that are both 
foreseen and improvised, formal and informal, to finally give coherence to governance. 
Similarly, meeting 1 and meeting 3 belong to the same process. 

The study also has its weaknesses. The analysis was based on the observation of three day-
long meetings. The sample was therefore extremely limited. It would have been interesting to 
complement this work with observations of other meetings or with the follow up of these 
three dialogue projects, as highlighted and proposed by other authors [28, 73, 74, 95]. In other 
respects, this study aimed to be an objective analysis of social facts, under the guise of 
quantification. In fact, the research would have been stronger had it been enriched by more 
qualitative methods to better characterise the social challenges at play in meetings and the 
actors’ behaviour [96], and by an improved integration of the findings in the three meetings. 
A further criticism of this study is that actors were not given any feedback. Their participation 
in the construction of sociograms would have provided a more in-depth understanding of 
actor interaction and would have legitimised a study with a strong bias towards stakeholder 
investment. A such “collaborative observation” step [96] could have completed the study but 
after the non-participative observation steps to avoid bias on participants behavior during 
meetings. 

4.2. Dialogue: its pitfalls and contribution to governance 

Some months after the field observations, the professionals agreed on a management strategy 
for some benthic and demersal stocks in the Bay of Biscay (e.g. multi-annual quotas of 
Common sole, selectivity measures for Norway lobster). Scientists considered this scenario to 
be good for achieving the Maximum Sustainable Yield (MSY) and the ENGOs agreed. The 
ACs sent it to European decision-makers, but the scenario was not chosen for inclusion in the 
European legislation establishing fishery options. 

Although each meeting observed was considered to be part of a dialogue, this failure must be 
understood in the difference between dialogue in the strict sense of the term, consultation and 
negotiation and in their impacts on decision-making. More powerful than consultation in 
participation terms, concertation alone cannot guarantee a policy decision consistent with the 
actors’ discussions, but only an understanding, as opposed to negotiation [94]. According to 
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this definition, it is not surprising that arbitration differs with the will of the actors. 
Nevertheless, the main criteria of decision-making are, in the case of fisheries policy, already 
defined outside of the projects (MSY, Good Environmental Status (GES), ban on discards) 
whereas dialogue must be an endogenous initiative (which is the case here) enabling actors to 
construct their own objectives and means of action (which is not the case here) [73, 94, 97].  

5. Conclusion 

Hardin’s neoclassical approach is called into question and for at least three decades, 
governance in general and environmental governance in particular have been met with equal 
enthusiasm from social science researchers and non-governmental institutions. In fisheries, 
the state of the art shows that the majority of applications are limited to artisanal subsistence 
fisheries. It would appear that Ostrom’s governance analysis tools cannot be easily applied to 
contemporary European fisheries where regionalisation and stakeholder involvement are 
insufficient. Nevertheless, a documentary research has revealed that the European Union and 
France had created tools to delegate some fisheries competences to stakeholder: PO, AC, 
fisheries committees. Besides, actors multiplied multi-partner process to organised themselves 
of which observed meetings are just a sample. So, the CFP recognise the governance as a 
management way. 

The field study was based on the fact that thanks to social interactions occurring during these 
cooperation scenes – or these governance levers – actors build social capital to propose 
management measures. No meeting directly led to management plan but with time 
stakeholders have make a management measures proposition to European Union. Both 
hypotheses on (i) the lack of structure of the stakeholder network and (ii) it inability to have 
an agreement are then rejected. The explanation of the opposition of the European Union to 
adopt the proposition of the actors of the Bay of Biscay is elsewhere. The meetings observed 
appeared to be based on incomplete concertation and lacked credibility with decision-makers 
in a context where governance and the systematic involvement of fishery stakeholders is a 
culture that is currently under construction [98, 99]. 
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