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WorldFish and Stanford Center for Ocean Solutions:
National policies increasingly recognize the correlation
between seafood consumption and public health
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Growing awareness of the crucial role that �sh and aquatic foods can have in sustainable and
healthful diets has led to an increasing number of nations’ policymakers prioritizing the connections
between �sheries and aquaculture and nutrition and public health, new research
(https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/faf.12603) from nonpro�t WorldFish and the Stanford
Center for Ocean Solutions has determined. Assessing the alignment of objectives between �sheries
and public-health nutrition policies, the study found that 77 of 158 national �sheries policies identi�ed
nutrition as a key objective, and that 68 of 165 public health nutrition policies identi�ed the importance
of �sh and shell�sh consumption as a key objective.

Researchers also ascertained that the more recent policies were more likely to be associated with
improved coherence among sectors.

Findings further showed that nations not making the link between aquatic food systems and health
policies have experienced higher rates of obesity and malnutrition. This has led the authors to call for
targeted policies that can realize the potential contribution of nutrient-rich aquatic foods in establishing
healthier food systems.

The researchers also recommended systematic policy approaches that promote greater coherence
between the sectors in a bid to counter stubborn malnutrition rates, especially in low- and middle-come
countries.

Lead author Dr. Zach Koehn, early career fellow at the Stanford Center for Ocean Solutions, told the
Responsible Seafood Advocate that while slightly less than half of �sheries policies recognized
nutritional security keywords and less than half of health and nutrition policies called on aquatic foods,
there was a clear, promising trend in both sectors toward increased coherence.

A �sh market in South Tangerang, Banten, Indonesia. New research
determines that a majority of national nutrition policies are
recognizing the value of aquatic foods. Shutterstock image.
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“If we keep on that trendline, we will certainly be at a point where [more] policies recognize aquatic
foods than those that don’t,” he said. “We also need to go beyond the inclusion of keywords in the
preambles or introduction of policies and see more inclusion of these keywords in policy objectives and
in speci�c action items to ensure that nutrition is not just a buzzword.”

The study’s results strongly suggest that more recent policies are becoming increasingly detailed to this
end, which would suggest that policymakers are more seriously considering the importance of aquatic
foods on nutrition security, Koehn said.

Bene�cial alignment
With regards to the status quo, some commonalities were found between those nations today that are
advocating �sh and shell�sh consumption to address health and malnutrition challenges, and nations
that are not.

Running two separate models – one for �shery policies and one for public health nutrition policies –
the researchers found that when a country did well to align food and nutrition security objectives in its
�shery policy, it tended to have a lower reliance on �sh (�sh protein to total protein) and lower
prevalence of obesity (measured as “overweight”) among children.

There was no relationship between how well countries included food and nutrition security objectives in
their �sheries policy and countries’ wealth (GDP per capita) or the prevalence of stunted children,
explained Koehn.

Policy coherence
With regards to introducing the systems-policy approach, encouraged by the researchers, Koehn
explained that what’s being suggested here are holistic endeavors that not only seek to encourage
interventions on production, such as through �shery and aquaculture policies, or on the consumption of
aquatic foods through dietary guideline policies and other measures, but to integrate actions across
different aspects of the food system.

This may mean looking comparatively at the environmental costs and bene�ts of getting key
micronutrients from different food groups, he said. For example, is it better, in terms of greenhouse gas
emissions or land and water use, to encourage better utilization of aquatic production than land animal
production?

It might also be examined whether trade policies are inadvertently encouraging the export of nutritious
food and the import of less nutritious items, thereby compromising the population’s health.

The wider “food environment” – the context in which people’s diets are shaped – might also be looked
at, Koehn said.

“Encouraging and supporting healthy aquatic food consumption in school meals may, for example,
nudge diets towards healthier eating and would require coordination between education, nutrition and
aquatic resources sectors,” he said.

Koehn added that without coherence across all policies in the food system, it could be the case that
consumption policies are advocating for improved aquatic food consumption, and that production
policies are exclusively focused on export or on species conservation and do not recognize domestic
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availability as an objective. Alternatively, it could be that production policies are focused on increasing
availability but the nutrition policy or dietary guidelines in the country don’t mention or advocate the
consumption of aquatic foods.

“The idea is for coherence across the policy landscape,” he said.

Mindful steps
While there’s growing recognition of seafood’s importance on human health at a national level, the
study’s authors believe there’s still a fundamental need to stay focused on the basics, ensuring that the
information is improved upon to better inform decision-making.

Many countries may know what species are being harvested or farmed within their boundaries, but they
don’t necessarily know the destination, or who is ultimately consuming speci�c species and in what
quantities, Koehn offered.

“We need a clearer understanding how species move through domestic and international trade �ows.
[This is] critical to ensuring we use policies, incentives, regulatory mechanisms and investments to steer
those nutrient-rich species towards communities that might most bene�t,” he said. “We also need a
clearer understanding of the types of species people are consuming and what the food and
socioeconomic environment looks like for these consumers. We need systemic surveys to know why
people eat or do not eat �sh and shell�sh.”

This kind of information is critically important, he said, as it will identify opportunities to encourage
supplies of aquatic foods where they are needed.

Assessing the alignment of objectives between �sheries and public-
health nutrition policies, a recent study found that 77 of 158 national
�sheries policies identi�ed nutrition as a key objective, and that 68 of
165 public health nutrition policies identi�ed the importance of �sh
and shell�sh consumption as a key objective. Photo by James Wright.
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“If we know the kinds of species people of a certain provenance prefer, we can begin to leverage
diversity in the aquatic food sector to bring species that may have a similar look and feel but be more
nutrient-rich. We could identify communities where there is interest in eating aquatic foods, but access
needs to improve either by making aquatic foods more available in local markets or by identifying
potential sources of supply for species that are more affordable,” Koehn said.

“There are cultural aspects that govern our food choices, and while some cultures love �sh and
shell�sh, others do not. We need to be able to recognize communities with a cultural a�nity for aquatic
food, but also recognize communities where fruit or vegetable interventions may be more tractable.”

Encouraging consumption
As for access to healthy aquatic species, Koehn cautions that increasing availability via production and
encouraging increased consumption at the other end of the policy spectrum will not ensure people of
all means will have access to such products.

In some cases, additional retail and marketing will be needed to encourage consumption, and in others,
supply bottlenecks will need to be identi�ed, he said, adding that recognizing diversity, especially of
lesser-known and potentially cheaper species, is critical, particularly for consumers where affordability
is a major concern.

“In much of the world, consumption is focused on a few dozen species among the thousands that are
caught or farmed. It is in these lesser-known species that nutrient-rich species maybe more affordable,”
he said. “In other cases, �sh and shell�sh consumption may only be possible via government food
subsidies – supplemental nutrition assistance programs, or donations to food banks or to other non-
pro�t or religious organizations. There are examples worldwide of such programs, but much more can
be done to bring the aquatic food sector supply chain alongside these efforts.”

Meeting demand
Finally, at an end-product level, consumers need to be met where they feel comfortable, Koehn said,
offering that in many cases, this means providing similar species in forms that they are comfortable
handling, cooking and/or eating.

“This doesn’t mean experimentation isn’t possible, but products must �rst sell before trying radical new
species.”

In terms of affordability, identifying locally produced species that re�ect familiar textures, though might
not be lesser known to global markets could provide an alternative that is nutrient-rich and supports the
local harbor, he added.

“With respect to �sh production, we need to ensure we continue to manage our �sheries and
aquaculture sustainably,” he said. “For aquaculture, expansion is always possible, but we need to
ensure that we do so in a way that respects the natural environment, the surrounding community and
its values, and provides a healthy product that consumers can trust.

“For �sheries, we need to ensure that stocks are managed sustainably and reel back on over�shing
whenever possible, and that �shing methods and locations are, as far as possible, compatible with
efforts to conserve aquatic habitats and biodiversity. There are now many examples where proactive
management that reduces over�shing has truly paid off in terms of the abundance of �sh in the ocean
and increasing catch limits.”
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Follow the Advocate on Twitter @GSA_Advocate (https://twitter.com/GSA_Advocate)
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