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Chapter 1  

 

Studying the agenda-setting dynamics of sustainable 

food  

 

Herman Lelieveldt  

 
‘If I would solely lend my ear to environmental pressure groups, there would not be 
one single farmer left’  

    

Dutch Minister for Agriculture Gerda Verburg, NOVA-TV, April 28, 2010 

 

Introduction 

In Western Europe attention for a sustainable production of food has increased in the last 

decade (Fresco 2008, Yaklokleva and Flynn 2009). While issues surrounding the organic 

production of food and fair trade are prominent amongst these, a recent wave of attention has 

focused on the impact of the production of meat and fish (animal protein). The FAO report 

‘Livestock’s long shadow’ has provided an important stimulus for considering the impact of 

the production of meat, while the increased decline of fish catches has led to concerns on the 

sustainability of fisheries.  Awareness about the negative impacts of the consumption of 

animal protein seems to be definitely on the rise. Since 2006, two seats in the Dutch 

parliament are occupied by the Party for the Animals, which has been very active in 

addressing all kinds of issues regarding the welfare of animals and the impact of fish and 

meat consumption on the environment. In the 2007 documentary Meat the Truth, Marianne 

Thieme, the leader of the party, retells Al Gore’s story about climate change by highlighting 

the impact of cattle farming. In the fall of 2009 the Dutch Environmental Assessment Agency 

(PBL) for the first time included an assessment of the environmental impact of animal protein 

consumption in its annual Environmental Balance. Finally, in April 2010 100 full professors 
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from all disciplines published an open letter and manifest for more sustainable livestock 

farming (www.duurzameveeteelt.nl).  

 All these events seem to suggest that things are moving ahead when it comes to 

devoting attention to the impact of eating meat and fish. But are these merely snippets that do 

not reflect a systematic increase in attention, or is there indeed a rise in awareness? Who is is 

paying attention to these things: the general public, governments, the media, environmental 

NGOs, the food sector? And to what extent do we see these concerns reflected in government 

policies? Is this only happening in a few countries, or is it part of a broader international 

development? 

This study explores the attention for the sustainable production and consumption of 

animal proteins from the perspective of public policy analysis. An important sub-discipline 

within public policy is concerned with monitoring and tracing attention to issues by studying 

agenda-setting processes in decision-making. (Baumgartner, Green-Pedersen and Jones 2008; 

Kingdon 1995). Issues are said to be on the agenda if they are seriously considered by the 

actors that form part of that agenda. Agenda-setting studies distinguish between three 

different types of agendas: the media-agenda consisting of news outlets (newspapers, radio 

and tv), public agenda (public concern as witnessed by public opinion as well as the activities 

and concerns of interest groups), and the formal/governmental agenda (consisting of the 

formal decision-makers in politics such as governments and parliaments).   

Agenda-setting studies try to understand how issues move on and off as well as 

between these different agendas. One of the earliest conceptualizations by Cobb, Ross and 

Ross (1976) distinguishes between two trajectories. In the outside-initiation model issues first 

arrive on the public agenda and are expanded until so much pressure has been built up that 

governments are finally forced to seriously consider them for decision-making. In the 

mobilization model the agenda-setting sequence is the reverse. Here governments decide to 

tackle a problem and tru to create public awareness and make citizens receptive to these ideas 

in order to make policies succeed.   

 In this study we modify this basic model in one important respect, by introducing the 

supermarket agenda as an important additional venue that needs to be included to better 

model and capture attention to sustainable meat and fish.  

 

Bringing in the supermarket 

While agenda-setting models have originally been developed to explain agenda-setting 

patterns with respect to governmental policies, this study expands its application to 
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supermarkets as an important and powerful category of non-state actors. Given the pivotal 

position of supermarkets in the food chain (around 75 % of food is bought in supermarkets) 

and the concentration of this sector (the top 10 retailers command 75 % of the market share), 

the food retail sector is a crucial actor in determining the sustainability of food production 

(Timmer 2009). On the one hand, supermarkets dictate the way in which foods are produced, 

by demanding process standards from producers. At the same time they can steer consumer 

behavior by offering sustainable products and advocating them to consumers.  

As a result, political pressure for food sustainability is increasingly directly targeted at 

supermarkets and becoming a complement as well as alternative to the conventional strategy 

of lobbying governments. Non-governmental organizations treat supermarkets more and 

more as policy-makers in their own right: they raise public awareness about certain practices, 

encourage consumers to boycott certain products and try to force supermarkets to change 

their policies.  

Moreover, external pressure is only one possible source of change. Supermarkets may 

themselves decide to pro-actively adopt more sustainable food policies as part of their 

marketing strategies, without having been forced to do so by external parties. Such steps may 

be the result of longer term sustainability goals but can also derive from strategic marketing 

decisions.  

The combined result of both developments very often consists of the adoption of 

sectorwide sustainability practices that go beyond those mandated by formal legislation.  

Take for example the self-imposed ban of many Dutch supermarkets to not sell eel anymore 

as well as pledges to switch to selling MSC-labelled fish in the coming years. All in all this 

means that supermarkets in theory could emerge as important policy-makers in their own 

right and need to be studied in tandem with a more conventional analysis of governmental 

policies in the field of food sustainability. In this way private interest regulation by 

supermarkets (Marsden, Flynn and Harrison 1997) emerges as a possible alternative to public 

interest regulation by governments.  

Paying attention to these alternative forms of regulation is becoming more and more 

relevant in the light of the alleged shift from government to governance which has taken 

place in the last decades. One aspect of this shift is the alleged decline in authority-making 

capacities of national states as a result of their integration into supranational and international 

regulatory frameworks. When it comes to regulating the sustainability of food, national 

governments are in many instances simply not allowed to introduce mandatory regulations 

because this for example constitutes a barrier to the free movement of goods within the EU. 
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Hence, even if all citizens of an EU member state would want a ban on the sale of non-

organic eggs, governments could not put formal legislation in place to ensure this. 

Supermarkets however are theoretically in a position to impose such a ban, without running 

the risk of being challenged in the European Court of Justice for violating single market 

provisions.   

 

The research project  

The papers in this book collect the results of a research project within the framework of the 

course Public Policy at Roosevelt Academy. With sixteen students participating in a 15 week 

term we decided to investigate agenda-setting in a two staged process. First, we mapped 

attention to sustainability regarding meat and fish on the four agendas in four countries: the 

Netherlands, UK, Germany and Spain. The choice of these four countries was based on 

available language skills and the desire to at the same time look for some presumed variety in 

the attention to sustainability. The UK is generally seen as a front-runner, whilst Spain is 

regarded as a laggard. The Netherlands and Germany were included as two additional 

countries meriting investigation. Germany is known for its critical approach to GMOs. The 

Netherlands is interesting because of many recent developments that we outlined in the 

introduction: on the one hand it is home to the worlds first Animal Party, on the other hand 

the food and agricultural sector is not among the most advanced regarding sustainability. 

Because they are all members of the European Union they operate in the same regulatory 

framework regarding the issues to be studied. It also means general information on policies, 

public opinion and practices was readily available via sources such as Eurobarometer 

surveys.   

 Students mapped attention to these issues on four agendas using a conceptual scheme 

that distinguishes between three types of sustainability for meat and fish: animal welfare, 

human welfare and ecological welfare as is outlined in the box below.   

 

 

Animal welfare concerns living conditions and housing conditions of different livestock, 
transportation conditions, feeding practices, types of feed used, methods of catching, 
slaughtering practices, use of medicines to advance growth etc.  

 
Human welfare concerns may relate to the direct impact upon employees in the livestock 
sector or fisheries sector (work conditions, payments) as well as on the indirect impact 
consumption patterns may have through affecting the availability of meat and fish (equity, 
food security) 
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Ecological welfare relates to the environmental impact of production patterns such as the 
greenhouse gas emissions due to livestock farming, pollution of air and soil by intensive 
farming practices, soil erosion/deforestation as a result of feeding (cultivating soil in Brazil) 
or culturing practices (shrimp farming), overfishing or overhunting etc.   
Box 1.1 Types of welfare and their operationalizations 
 
 

        Figure 1: Conceptual scheme of mapping exercise 
 

Employing this 4 x 4 design each student mapped attention to these different types of 

sustainability on one of four agendas in one of the four countries. For the media agenda 

attention was measured by searching and counting newspaper articles using the Lexis-Nexis 

database and keywords that tap the different categories above. For the public agenda we 

looked at concern among ordinary citizens (through public opinion surveys such as 

Eurobarometer) and at the activities of major interest groups (Greenpeace, WWF, etc. ) in the 

three issue domains - using their websites as a major source of information. Students of the 

supermarket agenda first made an inventory of the policy pronouncements and policies by 

surveying websites and annual reports of the major supermarkets in every country. Finally, 

those students looking at the governmental agenda examined governmental efforts and 

actions to through searching for white papers, policy briefings, speeches, media campaigns, 

subsidization schemes as well as ex-ante policy evaluations.  

 The reports of this first phase give a bird’s eye view of attention to sustainability in 

these four countries. The reports also provided ideas and inspiration for the second phase of 

the project: comparative and case studies which are reported in this book.  Below we give an 

overview of these chapters.  

SUSTAINABILITY
 

ANIMAL 
WELFARE

 

HUMAN 
WELFARE

 

ECOLOGICAL 
WELFARE

 

MEAT 
 

FISH 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



 

- 6 -  

   

This book 

The first four studies in this book are comparative in nature and seek to examine a single 

agenda across two or more countries. The second batch of studies focus on one country and 

examine the dynamics between different agendas within that context. While agendas and 

agenda-setting appear in each of the chapters of this volume, important additional theoretical 

perspectives were drawn from Deborah Stone’s Policy Paradox. Stone’s book offers 

invaluable insights into better understanding political decision-making by making clear that 

the rules and conventions of the polis are so much more different and ambiguous than those 

of the market.  

In Chapter 2 Ann Kruger and Marloes Loppen unpack the organizational structure of 

two international NGOs - Greenpeace and the World Wildlife Fund – and show to what 

extent these organizations have a localized approach to tackling these issues. It turns out that 

there is indeed considerable leeway for the national branches of these organizations to focus 

on specific themes and as such adjust their communication and lobbying activities to the 

national context.  

 Ginger de Ridder and Evi Limpens examine the media attention for the overfishing of 

bluefin tuna in Chapter 3 by employing Stone’s concept of causal stories. They show that in 

each of the four countries most of the newspaper reports identify overfishing as an 

inadvertent cause. They moreover show that the fishery industry is most often identified as 

the culprit. However, in different countries different groups of fishers are being blamed. 

While UK and Dutch newspapers point to fishers in the Mediterranean, the Spanish media is 

inclined to blame French and Portuguese fishers.  

 In Chapter 4 Bente Meijer and Willemijn van den Toren scrutinize the sustainability 

practices of the two largest supermarket chains in the UK and the Netherlands. Their analysis 

confirms that UK supermarkets are doing more than the Dutch ones, because those in the UK 

tend to be more comprehensive. While Dutch supermarkets seek to merely provide a 

sustainable option to their consumers, UK supermarkets are more active in adopting 

sustainable codes of conduct which are mandatory for every supplier.  

 As a final comparative analysis in the book chapter 5 examines the welfare of farmed 

fish (acquaculture). Vincent Lauenstein and Frank Olie first show that there a surprising lack 

of attention to this in all countries and on all four agendas. In the terms of political scientist 

John Kingdon, fish welfare is only a condition, and not yet a problem, a status it need to 

obtain to arrive at the governmental agenda. Although at some points in time it seemed like 
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the issue would succeed in getting a solid status as a problem, they show that it repeatedly 

slipped of the agenda. One explanation for the lack of attention is that people are still not 

emotionally as connected to fish as they are to many of the animals that are used to produce 

meat.   

 The remaining four chapters of the book each examine different agendas and their 

dynamics in each of the four countries under study. First in chapter 6 Zeynep Sentek and 

Julia Khazanova compare the attention of UK supermarkets versus the UK government for 

animal welfare. Employing Albert Hirschman’s logic of exit, voice and loyalty, they show 

that supermarkets in their competitive environment will have to be much more responsive to 

consumer preferences than the UK government is to its citizens. While supermarkets 

repeatedly justify their measures in terms of consumer demands, the UK government only 

rarely refers to the preferences of its citizens and rather justifies new policies on animal 

welfare by referring to scientific evidence.  

 Nessa Ikani and Djeyhoun Ostowar examine the meat tax as a possible solution to the 

problem of greenhouse gases by mapping the debate in the Netherlands. Their analysis in 

chapter 7 shows that this solution has been floating around for quite some time now, but still 

has not succeeded in getting a secure place on the governmental agenda. By now, several 

opposition parties have included some kind of proposal in their party program. A strategic 

reframing of the goals of the meat tax in the wake of for example the need for fiscal austerity 

would be needed to broaden support and also have the major political parties adopt such a 

proposal.  

 In chapter 8 Tijmen Gengler and Niels Rijke outline the German debate on a 

voluntary label indicating the use of non-genetically modified feed in food products. They 

show how the proposal for such a label arose on the public agenda but initially met resistance 

from supermarkets. With the supermarket venue blocked, pressure was subsequently put on 

the German government which in the end made arrangements to put such a label in place.  

 The final case study of the book is devoted to an examination of the debate on 

overfishing in Spain. Given the importance of the fishing industry for Spain’s economy, Ana 

Kittl and Richard Nievaart examine the nature of the debate on the four different agendas. 

They show that economic considerations are indeed dominant on all four agendas, whilst 

environmental and ecological considerations are of minor importance and mostly brought up 

by a small group of NGOs.   

 

Conclusions 
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What conclusions can we draw on the basis of the above studies? The first and most 

important one is that sustainable meat and fish is far from a regular item on the menu of the 

governments in the four countries. While we witness significant attention and concern in the 

media and among NGOs, the public, supermarkets and governments are only slowly 

recognizing these. The quote from the Dutch Minister of Agriculture at the start of this 

chapter is a typical example of this. It was her response to the manifest to improve livestock 

farming in the Netherlands. And although the manifest is well documented and referenced, 

she nevertheless accused the initiators of not doing their homework properly and presenting 

incorrect figures.   

Secondly, we see clear differences between the four countries under study. The UK is 

leading and Spain is clearly lagging, with the Netherlands and Germany having a position in 

between these two countries. The studies in this book show that this is the result of different 

national agenda setting dynamics. The UK for example has a well developed NGO sector that 

monitors and pushes supermarkets into more sustainable behaviour, something that is 

facilitated by a population that has been concerned about animal welfare for a long time. 

Germany for its part turns out to be very concerned about everything having to do with 

GMOs. Awareness in Spain is virtually absent. Supermarkets are silent on sustainability, the 

public does not seem to care, and the government is much more concerned with the economy 

than with the environment – which should not be that surprising in a country with an 

unemployment rate of 20 %.     

Thirdly, and finally, we should at this point not consider supermarkets to be the pro-

active policy-makers that they could in theory be. By and large supermarket behaviour is 

reactive and determined by the extent to which they are pressured by the public, NGOs and 

the governments as well as by strategic considerations regarding market positioning. In all 

countries being sustainable is in fact a niche market. Instead of the big retailers becoming 

sustainable, we we witness the emergence of small organic-only start-ups, that cater to the 

highly affluent, urbanized, well-educated segment of consumers, but not the mainstream.   

 So what would be needed to give sustainable meat and fish a firmer position on the 

menu? First, consumers should be willing to pay more for their meat and fish and as a result 

would have to learn to eat less animal protein. Not every day and in far smaller quantities, 

maybe even as a side dish, as Thomas Jefferson used to recommend. Supermarkets face the 

challenges of a competitive environment where for a long time price and not quality has been 

the dominant consideration. Moving toward sectorwide sustainable practices requires a 

concerted effort in which each of them is willing to set certain minimum standards. As long 
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as this is not succeeding, we are dependent upon market leaders that can afford to offer the 

sustainable option as part of a strategic positioning relative to other supermarkets. National 

governments finally are not only faced with resistance from powerful national lobbies but 

also with a regulatory environment in which it is in fact very difficult to put formal legislation 

in place that affects the single market. The only option to seriously incorporate sustainability 

requirements in binding legislation is at the level of the European Union. However, it is 

exactly at that level that the interests of food producers and retailers are even better than at 

the national level organized than those of consumers and the environment. And even if they 

would succeed in proposing such measures, it might be very well possible that such measures 

will be challenged before the tribunal of the World Trade Organization, by countries such as 

China, the U.S.A, or Brazil.   

 All in all then studying the agenda-setting dynamics for the sustainable production 

and consumption of meat and fish, turned out to be the right exercise at the right moment. 

Things are definitely in flux, but the issues are very far from having secured a solid status on 

the governmental agenda. There is no doubt that the struggle for agenda-status will go on for 

quite a few years. Hence it would be a very good idea to regularly monitor the result of this 

struggle, something that can be easily done by a new batch of students who want to increase 

their insight in the dynamics of public policy through examining what is on their daily plate.  

 

Literature 

 

Baumgartner, F. R., C. Green-Pedersen, and B.D. Jones, eds. 2008. Comparative Studies of 
Policy Agendas.  New York: Routledge. 

Cobb, Roger., Ross, Jennie-Keith and Ross, Marc H. 1976.  “Agenda Building as a 
 Comparative Political Process”. The American Political Science Review 70:126-138. 
Fresco, L. O. 2009. “Challenges for food system adaptation today and tomorrow”. 

Environmental Science & Policy, 124, 378-385. 
Kremer, F. 2008 Het boodschappenbolwerk. Macht en onmacht van de Nederlandse 

supermarkt. Amsterdam: Bert Bakker 
Kingdon, J.W. 1995 Agendas, Alternatives and Public Policies. New York; Harper.  
Marsden, T, A. Flynn, and M. Harrison 1997 “Retailing, regulation and food consumption. 

The public interest in a privatized world?” Agribusiness, 13 (2): 211–226. 
Timmer, C.P. 2009 “Do supermarkets change the food policy agenda?” World Development, 

37 (11): 1812-1819.  
Yakovleva, N. 2007 “Measuring the sustainability of the food supply chain: a case study of 

the UK”. Journal of Environmental Policy and Planning, 9 (1): 75-100. 
Yakovleva, N. and Flynn, A. 2009 “Organic production: adoption of a niche strategy by the 

mainstream food system”. International Journal of Innovation and Sustainable 
Development, 41: 43-60. 

 
 



 

- 10 -  



 

- 11 -  

Chapter 2 

 

International NGOs, local approaches: how the 

internal structure of NGOs affects the attention to 

sustainable food   

 

Ann Krüger and Marloes Noppen 

 

Introduction 

International Nongovernmental Organizations (INGOs) are becoming increasingly prominent 

in the field of international decision making and problem solving. They have often been 

criticized for their overly centralized structure, their weak communication flows and for 

focusing  more on their donors than on their beneficiaries. Yet INGOs remain unique in their 

diversity and in their way of linking the local to the global by means of their multi-leveled 

organization. This type of organization, which transcends the usual state and governmental 

boundaries, is promising in the fight of global problems. Greenpeace and WWF are the two 

biggest environmental INGOs world wide. They claim that working on a  local, a national 

and an international level is necessary for solving a very global problem: environmental 

degradation. This raises the question of how exactly this multi-leveled organization works 

without co-opting diversified local demands for transnational unity. A study of the internal 

structure of the INGOs WWF and Greenpeace, an examination of the relative autonomy of 

the national branches of the INGOs vis-à-vis their international directorates and an 

examination of their campaigning strategies allowed us to find an answer. Our research 

shows that the two selected INGOs are organized in a multilayered  network that enables 

them to link the local to the global, by means of campaigning, independent local action and a 

structure that allows for some input from all levels.  
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Theoretical Background 

The history of INGOs 

Over the past decades NGOs and INGOs gained a more and more prominent position in the 

field of international politics concerning global issues such as poverty, health care and 

environmental degradation. This development began mainly in the 1970s and 1980s. Before, 

in the 1950s,  INGOs were mainly charity relief organizations, with a focus on meeting 

immediate needs through direct action, e.g. in the case of natural disasters. In the 1960s a new 

generation of INGOs emerged, with a new focus on lasting changes and sustainability. Since 

the 1980s, however, INGOs have entered the field of international politics and policies. They 

came to act as mediators and advocates for local communities, thereby surpassing 

governmental channels and mobilizing supporters on a global level. Most big INGOs are 

based in and obtain their funds from high-income countries in the ‘West’, yet, a great number 

of their projects and campaigns focuses on other parts of the world (Madon 1999, Lindenberg 

and  Dobel 1999). 

 

The emergence of INGOs as local and global actors 

This third generation of INGOs is characterized by its multi-leveled approach. Generating 

sustainable changes still remains one of the main aims of these NGOs, however, their way of 

operating extends to the international governmental level, e.g. though involvement in 

international conferences and decision making bodies. The WWF for instance has two offices 

that are focused on this objective, one in Brussels whose work aims at influencing the 

policies and activities of the European Union and one in Washington DC whose work aims at 

influencing global institutions involved in international economic issues (e.g. the World 

Bank). With this shift of attention, INGOs increasingly used partnerships with local NGOs in 

order to achieve their objectives of sustainable change on the grassroots level. The 

proliferation of INGOs and NGOs to multiple layers of action, it has been argued, is a result 

of globalization. More international governmental organizations and improved 

communication possibilities as well as the emergence of international problems, created a 

niche and, to a certain extend, a demand for international NGOs. Their international 

organization, linking the local to the global, is what gave them leverage and legitimacy on 

both levels (Madon 1999, Lindenberg and  Dobel 1999)..  

How INGOs have been studied  
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At first, the growth in both number, size and importance of International NGOs was 

welcomed by many scholars and regarded as the expression of the emergence of a new global 

civil society (Boli and Thomas, eds. 1999; Finnemore 1996; Wapner 1995; Wapner 2000). 

Later on, however, this view was criticized and contrasted by a substantive number of social 

scientists, who specifically question the accountability and organizational functioning of 

INGOs and thereby point out a number of dilemmas that INGOs are facing in their current 

position.  

The organizational functioning of INGOs, it is argued, is ineffective because of its 

centralized hierarchical structure. In order to tie “micro-level experience to macro-level 

policy” (Madon 1999) information flows within the organization have to be developed 

sufficiently and the multi-layered organizational hierarchy has to be flexible enough for 

inputs from the lower level sections of the organization. However, the growing number of 

members and sub-sections, bureaucratization and control ‘from above’, by politically or 

bureaucratically appointed boards of directors, creates a threat to these demands for 

flexibility and efficiency. Also conflicts of interest within the NGOs and the need for an 

international profile pose threats to a more decentralized way of working. 

The question of accountability is being raised especially with a view to the role of 

donors and funding. Firstly, with their new role as international advocates and their 

continuing dependency on donations from ‘the West’, INGOs have to please both their 

donors and their beneficiaries. One of the emerging problems of this is that many NGOs have 

come to overemphasize ‘short-term accountability’- informing donors and trustees about 

resources and immediate project outcomes - and neglecting their long term accountability 

objective of sustainability (Madon 1999).  

For those NGOs that are willing to take governmental funding, other problems of 

accountability emerge. NGOs are often as magical cures for a range of problems by 

governments and therefore treated favourably with funds or access to international decision 

making bodies. At the same time, however, they become more dependent on governments 

and run the risk of co-opting their own goals for the ones of their donors, who often mainly 

regard them as implementers of projects and are often not involved in decision making 

(Lindenberg and Dobel 1999: Madon 1999). 

Moreover, NGOs came to be seen as combinations of market institutions and social 

actors, using advertising, media work and lobbying in order to obtain funds for their 

purposes, but also in order to compete with one another for these funds (Siméant 2005: 

Cooley and Ron 2002) As such, the proliferation of INGOs and NGOs and the competitive 
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nature thereof goes against the idea of the emergence of a global civil society as represented 

through the proliferation of NGOs. (Cooley and Ron 2002)   As market institutions, and 

therefore service-providers, hierarchical organization and unified appearance in different 

countries and on different levels of action is of advantage. As social actors, NGOs have to be 

rooted in the society or place they represent in order to be legitimate (Brown and Moore 

2001; Cooley and Ron 2002). Furthermore, the competition for funding pushes NGOs to 

rationalize and strive for rent-seeking ways of action instead of normative ones and thereby 

lead to flawed results (Cooley and Ron 2002) 

 

How our study fits in 

With our study we want to add to this body of literature a different focus on the 

organizational structures of INGOs. So far we can see a focus on the relations of INGOs with 

other private and governmental organizations, bodies or actors. In our research we follow a 

different approach, by looking at the relations between the different ‘internal’ parts of an 

INGO instead of analyzing its relations to outside actors. Some of the internal functioning of 

INGOs has been criticized as noted above, yet many authors treat INGOs as mainly 

intermediate actors, a bridge between international governmental institutions and donors in 

the west on the one side and local NGOs or Grassroots Organizations that they are in co-

operation with on the others side (Fisher 1997). Our analysis is based on the internal relations 

between the International Offices and the national offices of environmental INGOs and can 

thereby generate new insights which do not appear to be the main focus in most academic 

accounts on the topic. Moreover, there are not very many recent studies on INGOs and their 

functioning, which means that new changes in the past years have not been noted so far. 

Furthermore, the studies of INGOs have mainly been based on developmental or 

humanitarian organizations, yet, the functioning of environmental NGOs, which have a 

different accountability to their donors and beneficiaries due to the nature of their general 

objectives (‘saving the planet’) might be quite different.  

We are trying to investigate the amount of centralization of the international ENGOs 

Greenpeace and WWF by comparing their websites and the attention given to topics related 

to fish and meat production (Krueger 2010). We base this on the assumption that a uniform 

presentation of these issues points towards a centralized organization and that differences in 

the presentation of these issues point toward a certain degree of autonomy for the national 

offices.  
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The WWF: a short introduction 

The WWF (World Wide Fund For Nature, formerly World Wildlife Fund) is the world’s 

largest independent conservation organization, has over 5 million supporters, 90 offices, 

works in around 40 countries and supports approximately 1300 projects world wide. It works 

mainly on issues related to the environment, such as its conservation, restoration and 

research. Its mission is defined as “conserving the world’s biological diversity, ensuring that 

the use of renewable natural resources is sustainable and promoting the reduction of pollution 

and wasteful consumption” (WWF Global 2010a. The WWF is a non-governmental 

organization, which co-operates with governmental bodies such as UN organizations and 

development organizations (USAID, World Bank) and with corporate partners. From these 

partners it obtains around 27% of its income, 60% of its income stems from individual 

donors. The United States, the United Kingdom and the Netherlands are the main ‘donor 

countries’, providing 45% of the total income. The WWF was founded in 1961, in 

Switzerland. The sections in the UK and the US were founded in the same year. From then 

onwards the WWF has expanded enormously. In 1983 for instance its revenues amounted to 

$9million, in 1991 they were as high as $53million and today they reach $550million a year 

(Princen, Thomas, and Matthias Finger. 1994; WWF Global 2010a; WWF Global 2010b).    

Greenpeace: a short introduction 

 Greenpeace is next to the WWF the main international NGO dedicated to the 

preservation of the environment. It refers to itself as a ‘campaigning organization’. It is 

present in 40 countries and has around 2.8 million supporters. Its mission is defined as 

changing attitudes and behavior, protecting and conserving the environment and promoting 

peace by “ catalyzing an energy revolution, defending our oceans, protecting the world’s 

ancient forests, working for disarmament and peace, creating a toxic free future and 

campaigning for sustainable agriculture”. Greenpeace achieves most of its objectives via 

independent global campaigning and does not accept donations form governmental bodies or 

corporations. The national offices in Germany and the Netherlands are the biggest 

contributors. Their campaigns are directed towards companies, governments and 

consumers/individuals. Greenpeace has an international office, located in Amsterdam, the 

Netherlands but was came into existence in 1971, by peace activists in Vancouver, Canada, it 

was officially founded under its current name in 1979.Its body of members doubled since 

1985 and its budged expanded from $24 million in 1985 to $100 million in 1990 and a total 

income of about $250million a year today (Princen and Finger 1994; Greenpeace 

International 2010). 
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Methods 

For the purpose of this paper we restricted our research to two international environmental 

nongovernmental organizations: WWF and Greenpeace. The choice for these INGOs dates 

back to our phase 1 reports. They have substantial influence in all four countries and were the 

most visible in terms of fish and meat production (Richards and Heards, 2005). The findings 

of our research are based on the information given on the websites of the respective NGOs 

and on  secondary sources.  

In order to find out how the internal relations of the NGOs work, we are going to 

research the general international organization of the NGOs. Here we will try to determine 

how much influence the international offices have and to what extend the national NGOs are 

able to work autonomously.  

In a second step the differences between the national offices will be mapped, in order 

to determine eventual differences in their approach. This will be based on our research on the 

attention given to meat and fish production on their websites.  

The last step is to get a grip of the strategies used for the campaigns and projects, how 

the international ENGOs go about collaborations and how independent they are. 

The research on the websites was conducted as follows. The appearance of issues 

related to meat and fish production served as an indicator for the NGOs interest in these 

topics. In a first step, the homepage of the NGOs and at the main tabs and sub-tabs were 

analyzed, to see whether and to which extend our topics of interest (meat and fish production) 

were mentioned there. In a second step we looked at the contents of the tabs of the homepage, 

i.e. the related informative articles. This enabled us to do a structured qualitative comparison 

between the different regional sections of the NGOs.  

 

Results 

Organizational Structure: The WWF  

The WWF consists of a central office, which is situated in Morges, Switzerland, and 53 

national or regional offices as well as four associated NGOs and a number of specific offices, 

whose work aims at influencing the policies and activities of higher governmental bodies. It 

is registered under Swiss law as an independent foundation (WWF Global 2010a) .  

It is central to the work of the WWF to co-operate and form partnerships with local 

non-profit agencies, other INGOs, local and regional governmental bodies and also 

governments and market institutions that are willing to change. The WWF believes that in the 
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age of globalization it is crucial to work together with businesses whenever they are willing 

to change (WWF Global 2010a).  

The role of the central office or secretariat, called WWF International, is to lead and 

coordinate the different WWF offices (WWF Global, 2010a. This coordination takes the form 

of “developing policies and priorities, fostering global partnerships, coordinating 

international campaigns and providing supportive measures to help make the global operation 

run smoothly” (One World Trust 2007).  

Its governing body is the International Board of Trustees, which meets twice a year 

(One World Trust 2007). According to the statutes, it ideally comprises of not more than 20 

trustees, which are nominated by the national organizations. Its main powers are to designate 

a President, Vice-President, a Treasurer and a Director General from among the Trustees. 

Moreover, it is responsible for establishing the management structure of the Foundation, may 

slightly change the ‘Purposes’, make amendments to the ‘Statutes’ of the foundation and it  

may establish new National Organizations or adopt existing organizations as National 

Organizations. Furthermore, it may establish associations with other bodies (WWF Global 

2010a. The nomination of trustees occurs through a system of rotational representation, as 

follows. National organizations are divided into four groups, according to their “geographic 

balance and financial factor[s]” (WWF Global 2010a.  Three national organizations from 

each group nominate a Trustee for a period of four years. The other national organizations 

nominate a Trustee each, for the time period of the next four years. The three national 

organizations with the highest financial contribution over the past four years are 

automatically represented in the International Board of Trustees (One World Trust 2007).  

The executive body of WWF International is the Executive Committee. It comprises 

of member representatives, which are nominated from the governing body. It also meets at 

least twice a year and is “directly responsible to the Board for the financial and general 

administration and management of WWF International, including in particular the accounts, 

finances and budget.” (One World Trust 2007).  

     The national WWF organizations are defined in the Statutes as “a body which enters 

into an agreement with the Foundation to conduct its operations and manage its finances in a 

manner acceptable to the Foundation.” (WWF Global 2010a.  These organizations fall under 

two categories. Those of the first category can raise funds and carry out work autonomously. 

Those of the second category must work under the direction of the autonomous WWF 

offices. Examples for the second category are in-country subsections and offices of the 

national WWF office. The offices are engaged in running projects, conducting scientific 
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research, advising local and national governments on environmental policy, promoting 

environmental education and raising general awareness of environmental issues (WWF 

Global 2010a.  

Evidence suggests that they are free to structure their boards and bodies in different 

ways and that they may obtain various legal organizational status, probably due to local 

legislations. The British WWF section for instance is registered as a ‚charity‘ and as limited 

company in England (WWF UK 2010a), whereas the German and Dutch ones are 

foundations (WWF Germany 2010; WNF 2010). The Spanish section calls itsself a non-profit 

association and is registered as a Non-governmental development organization in the Spanish 

Agency for International Cooperation (Agencia Española de Cooperación Internacional) 

(WWF Espana 2010).  

Also the internal structures differ. The functioning of WWF Spain is democratic: it 

has a General Assembly composed of all members who meet at least once a year to 

participate actively in the internal operation of the organization, a governing board as a 

representative and decision-making body, a President and the Secretary General, who carries 

out the executive functions of the association(WWF Espana 2010). The WWF UK is 

governed by an appointed body, whose trustees are unpaid volunteers and are responsible for 

the overall control and management of the charity (WWF UK 2010b). The WNF has two 

governing bodies: the Board of Trustees and the Board of Management (het bestuur) which 

consists of one paid executive director appointed by the Board of Trustees, which serves as 

an advisory body (WNF 2010). WWF Germany is run by a board of trustees and subordinate 

committees (WWF Germany 2010).  

From the above, we can estimate the amount of independence of the national and 

other sections. On the one hand, they are seen as independent entities, which are able to make 

their own decisions, yet on the other hand they adhere to the guidelines and the emphasis of 

the Directorate. Thus the national organizations have the possibility of individual action, even 

though it is limited. The WWF therefore seems to have the structure of a federal international 

organization. 

 

Organizational Structures: Greenpeace International  

Greenpeace consists of an international office, situated in Amsterdam, the Netherlands, and 

28 national and regional offices around the globe. Like the WWF it also has some special 

units, such as the European Unit in Brussels, which aims at influencing and monitoring the 

activities and legislation of the European Union. Greenpeace International is registered as an 
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independent foundation. “The Articles of Association (bylaws) specify its purpose and 

provide the framework for Greenpeace’s internal governance and political decision-making 

process.” (Greenpeace International 2010) 

 Greenpeace does not accept funds from governments, in order to ensure its 

independence. Private donations and funds form most of their capital. Greenpeace in the 

Netherlands also receives a substantial annual amount from the Nationale Postcode Loterij. 

However information on how Greenpeace and the lottery co-operate remains scarce 

(Greenpeace international 2010: Greenpeace Nederland 2010). 

The main task of Greenpeace International is to develop and coordinate “international 

strategies.” (Greenpeace International 2010) Hereby is meant that the international office 

facilitates the decision-making process and co-ordinates global campaigns. Next to that they 

keep an eye on the national and regional offices. Sometimes this takes the shape of providing 

services such as maintenance of international ships, helping to set up new offices, aiding 

offices where intellectual capital is lacking. Apart from that the international office has the 

task to deal with donors in countries where no office of Greenpeace can be found 

(Greenpeace International 2010). 

 The international governing structure seeks to meet global democratic principles. As 

such national and regional offices form the main stakeholders in the international decision 

making process. The governance structure is one also agreed upon by representatives of the 

offices. This body consists of around 175 staff members.  

          The Board of Directors of Greenpeace International consists of seven members. The 

board approves the annual budget for the international office as well as appoints and checks 

the Greenpeace International Executive Director. Most importantly it ratifies the Greenpeace 

International Annual General Meeting (AGM) decisions. “The board members are elected for 

a three-year period by representatives from the national and regional offices at the AGM, and 

may be re-elected for a subsequent term.” (Greenpeace International 2010). 

 National offices are licensed by Greenpeace International to use the label 

“Greenpeace” within the specified territory. The offices are allowed to establish a broader 

legal entity than the foundation-type the International office uses. The decision of the entity 

chosen depends on local law. Each office is governed by a board of directors. Often times the 

board is elected by people with a voting membership. The most important meeting is the 

Greenpeace International AGM (Annual General Meeting). The national/regional board 

appoints a representative for the AGM. These are called the trustees. They elect the 

International Board. Here core principles are established, the International Board is elected, 
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new Greenpeace offices are approved, the annual budget is discussed and approved and 

issues are identified that should be addressed by the INGO. Next to this annual meeting there 

is also the Executive Directors Meeting, the Programme Meeting and others (Greenpeace 

International 2010).  

 All offices – including the international office – seek to ensure long-term financial 

self-sufficiency. In an attempt to secure this, plans are drawn up and evaluated annually. The 

approach of receiving funds might differ slightly per country, depending on national laws 

(Greenpeace International 2010).  

         To conclude, we can see that there is some relative autonomy of regional or national 

offices. The international office, keeps checks and balances, but not without the help of 

representatives of the offices. On the one hand, the international offices keep strong 

supervision on local offices and establishing new ones. On the other hand, the offices seem to 

receive some relative freedom as long as they meet the minimum standards specified my the 

international office. 

 

Differences between the National Sections:  Attention to fish and meat production 

The four websites of each INGO have a considerably different structure and they give 

varying amounts of information on their presented issues. The German WWF website, for 

instance, generally gives very detailed information, whereas the Spanish equivalent is more 

general. On the Greenpeace websites we can see that some topics only appear in certain 

countries. The topic of peace for instance, was not visible as such on the Dutch website, but 

was given importance in all other countries. We will therefore try to compare the attention 

given to sustainable fish and meat production in a qualitative way, within the wider context of 

the website. The findings in form of keywords for the WWF are summarized in Table 1, 

those for Greenpeace can be found in Table 2.  

WWF Germany shows concern for both fish and meat production, though there is a 

stronger emphasis on the former.  WWF Germany is the only office that has a whole section 

dedicated to agriculture and farming. Agriculture and farming are often criticized in a general 

way without a specific mentioning of meat production. Meat production is especially 

mentioned in connection with deforestation and emissions, with more emphasis on the latter. 

Fishing is mentioned mainly in the contexts of over-fishing of endangered species and by-

catch. These themes are treated explicitly (they have their own sections) as well as indirectly 

(briefly mentioned in other sections) Information about existing fishing conventions is given 

at several occasions, consumer advice is given, food-labeling is addressed, and the topic of 
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deep-sea fishing is addressed. All those issues are also put into a political context (WWF 

Germany 2010).  

   Generally seen WWF Spain pays a lot less attention overall to our topics of interest. 

Meat production is not mentioned in relation to emissions at all. It is only mentioned twice, 

once in relation to droughts and once in relation to deforestation, it is however not treated 

explicitly. Fishery is more present, however only in the context of over fishing. Sustainable 

fishing as a solution to over fishing is treated in detail, including solutions such as consumer 

advice, fish reserves and a better management of fisheries. WWF Spain does not seem 

concerned with endangered species (WWF Espana 2010).   

 The British WWF is also more concerned with issues related to fishing than with 

issues related to meat production. Meat production is briefly mentioned, once in relation to 

emissions once in relation to deforestation. (Un)sustainable fishing is mentioned both in the 

context of contributing to the extermination of endangered species ( briefly) and in relation to 

over fishing. However, the regions or ‘oceans’ in which over fishing is a threat remain the 

focus of attention, over fishing is only mentioned and not the topic of an article itself (WWF 

UK 2010a).   

WWF the Netherlands hardly mentions anything concerning meat production. This is 

interesting since within Europe the Netherlands is the biggest producer of pork meat. Fish 

production is more visible, with tabs both for “oceans and coasts” and “waters.” Fish 

production is mostly mentioned in connection with fisheries. Even a special tab for this in 

combination with over fishing is present. Sustainable fishing also appears as an important 

concern of the NGO. In this context they are indirectly concerned with endangered species 

and how fishing practices - especially whaling - make their situation even worse (WNF 

2010). 
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 Fish Meat  
Germany Overfishing 

Endangered species 
By-catch 
Sustainable fishing 
Whaling 

Deforestation 
CO2 emissions 

The Netherlands  Biodiversity 
Fisheries (cod fish, plaice, 
common dab, whiting, common 
sole) 
Labeling 
Over-fishing 
Sustainable fishing 
Whaling 

Wetlands 

The United Kingdom  Sustainable fishing 
Industrial fishing 
Endangered species 
Whaling 

Deforestation 
CO2 emissions 

Spain Over-fishing 
Sustainable fishing 
Whaling 

Drought 
Deforestation  
Industrial farming 

 
Table 1 Key words attention to fish and meat production WWF 

 

When looking at the national websites of Greenpeace a similar result to the one of the 

WWF is retrieved. The structure of the websites is slightly different, and sometime the topics 

treated differ. Agriculture, for instance, only appeared as a tab on the German Website, but 

not on the others.  Table 2 gives a short summary of the topics treated by the national 

websites. 

Greenpeace the Netherlands has a bigger emphasis on fish production. Topics related 

to meat production were hardly mentioned. The Dutch national office apparently pays special 

interest to local fishing practices in the North Sea for which they have their own tab. The 

fishery practices in general are also very important because they are perceived to be 

unsustainable. Especially aquaculture is seen as particularly harmful because it makes use of 

chemicals (Greenpeace Nederland 2010) . 

Greenpeace UK brings climate change in connection with industrial farming, which 

the Netherlands did not. Industrial farming is a topic mentioned more often, which moves 

beyond animal welfare and ecological welfare. Concerning the fish production they mention 

two international campaigns. The first is the whaling practices in Japan and the second is the 

tuna shortage (Greenpeace UK 2010). 

Greenpeace Germany pays special attention to agriculture. As such it distinguishes 

itself from the others. Here the dangers of industrial agriculture are stipulated and the risk of 

animal diseases. In the special tab “patents” they also express their concerns about the path 
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the meat industry is taking. Currently they are working on patents for pigs, cows and the 

famous German schnitzel. Concerning fish there is a big emphasis on overfishing and illegal 

fishing. They mention this next to the international campaign against whaling in Japan and 

the fishing practices in Spain (Greenpeace Germany 2010). 

Greenpeace Spain is very subtle about the fishing practices in Spain. The fisheries are 

very important to Spain and as such this perspective is often used in their articles. However, 

attacks are hardly ever strongly put. The research about Spain that Germany published on its 

website, is not even mentioned. Apart from that, Spain distinguishes itself most by the tab 

consumers. It puts a greater responsibility on the consumer than other countries do 

(Greenpeace Spain 2010). 

     

 

 Fish Meat  
Germany Overfishing 

Illegal fishing 
Whaling 

Welfare pigs 
(GM) animal feed 
Industrial agriculture 
Overproduction 
Animal diseases 
Patents  

The Netherlands  Aquaculture farms 
Blue fin tuna  
Whaling 
Biodiversity 
Fishing practices Northsea 
Overfishing 
By-catch 
Illegal 
Industrial 
Aquaculture 
GM salmon 

 

The United Kingdom  Whaling 
Tuna 
Salmon 
Overfishing 

Industrial-scale farming  
Deforestation 
Biodiversity 
 

Spain Overfishing 
Sustainable fishing 
Aquaculture  
Tuna 
Whaling 

Drought 
Deforestation  

 
Table 2 Key words attention to fish and meat production Greenpeace 

 

The above shows that all national offices of the WWF and Greenpeace pay attention 

to the issues related to fish and meat production in all countries of interest, however, they are 

treated in various degrees and contexts.  
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A cross-country comparison between the branches of each of the INGOs shows that 

they all have more or less the same set of overarching topics that are being treated.  

The national offices of the WWF and Greenpeace also show similarities when 

comparing them by country. This can be illustrated by two examples: Firstly, both WWF 

Germany and Greenpeace Germany constructed a special tab for agriculture. Apparently 

there is a special interest in this topic in this country. Secondly, both WWF Spain and 

Greenpeace Spain treated fishery practices less confrontational than the other national offices 

did. Moreover, they both have a special section on the responsibilities of the consumer. This 

shows that national differences matter and are incorporated in the presentation of issues on 

the websites. Moreover, in some of the national websites more relevant information is given 

than on others, indicating a different overall functioning of the NGOs. 

 

Strategies  

 The manner in which the international ENGOs seek to achieve their aims and how they 

frame this to the public, determines the successfulness of the projects greatly. A study that 

researched the different means of tactics used by ENGOs within the European Union, found 

that most ENGOs use multiple tactics simultaneously. “More than 70% of the responding 

organizations reported the employment of a combination of tactics involving five or more 

approaches, including media exposure, direct action, scientific research, legal challenges, 

education/awareness-raising and consultancy.” (Richards and Hear 2005, p. 32) The tactics 

most commonly used were media exposure, scientific research and political lobbying, since 

they seemed to have the greatest effect (Richards amd Hear 2005).  

 WWF has gone through multiple transitions. Before the organization was mostly 

concerned with wildlife and animals. Though WWF still promotes to adopt an animal and 

picks an animal every year, the emphasis has diminished strongly. After numerous surveys 

among members, the objectives have shifted towards sustainability and biodiversity. To 

achieve these goals, WWF remains less independent than Greenpeace. WWF is one of the 

few NGOs that allows to engage in partnerships with corporations. The public has often 

questioned these partnerships, yet WWF claims that it highly benefits the successfulness of 

campaigns when pioneering corporations are involved to pave the way (Lansbury Hall and 

Taplin 2005). The ENGO does realize the difficulties that come with such collaborations. To 

prevent these from happening is outlines expectations and limitations. Hereby they retain a 

form of independence. Next to that they also play a key role at international forums (Rootes  

2006). “WWF explained their work is not only driven by their long-term planning, but also 



 

- 25 -  

by the possibility that a timely intervention may be the best opportunity to achieve change.” 

(Richards and Hear 2005, p. 30) This is very visible when looking at the project on the cross-

water conservation in Eastern Europe. It strongly believes to join forces, bundle different 

tactics to influence the government. As such it often works – in a unitary approach – together 

with other ENGOs or organizations with a similar objective (Turnock 2001). For this project 

they mainly improved the “the supply of information and educating both stakeholders and the 

public in general…”(Turnock 2001, p. 679) The main tactics used are translating scientific 

information, communicating with local interest groups and encouraging personal action 

(Lansbury Hall and Taplin 2005). WWF is also aware of the role it fulfills within the three 

spectrums it is apart of: the INGOs, ENGOs and NGOs. Within all three groups it seeks to 

distinguish itself, to make sure their diversity is maintained. As such they seek to safeguard 

their own strategic repertoires (Richards & Hear, 2005). 

 From the beginning Greenpeace has been a media-oriented organization (Carroll and 

Ratner 1999). This orientation has developed, expanded and professionalized just as the 

organization has. They continue to seek a lot of publicity. They achieve this by inviting 

journalists as well as publishing and distributing self-made material (Eden, 2004). The media 

can easily access this material. Greenpeace provides regular news updates, publishes articles, 

and has blogs to personalize the experience for the donors and members. Via making their 

own material, they can steer the public more easily, which ensures that the interpretation of 

Greenpeace stays intact (Eden 2004). This is reflected in the framing of their organization. 

The framing of the Greenpeace organization as a whole has been inexistent. Instead the 

international organization portrays the international ENGO and is greatly supportive for 

democratic practices within the organization, which ensure great flexibility (Carrol et al. 

1999). This exemplifies that they seek to share information on their own terms, as it better 

reflects who Greenpeace portrays to be. 

Eden (2004) argues that the approach Greenpeace uses is “double-edged.” On the one 

hand it seeks to present itself as independent to the public and continuously confronts the big 

political and industrial actors. On the other hand Greenpeace lobbies to get their main points 

across. As such it often seeks to influence and work with corporations. Hence, it is possible 

that behind the scenes Greenpeace is willing to make amends or sacrifices to meet their 

objectives and chooses to be tactical in their approach.   

 As far as projects and campaigns are concerned, Greenpeace tries to make these as 

visible as possible via linking the project to as many stake holders as possible. For 

Greenfreeze for instance they used networking, opportunistic cooperation, direct action, 



 

- 26 -  

lobbying and public education (Hartman and Stafford 2006). International campaigns are 

always run by an international coordinator. This coordinator makes sure that the campaigns 

all around the globe still reflect the original Greenpeace vision, while delegating regional and 

national specifics to regional and national campaigners. (Ansell, Maxwell and Sicurelli, p. 

16) Since national contexts greatly influence the success of the campaign, Greenpeace allows 

for enough flexibility to amend the campaigns to these contexts. National offices “are 

responsible for much of the organization and implementation of each campaign…” (Ansell et 

al., p. 17)  

 

Conclusion and Discussion 

Our research suggests that the environmental INGOs Greenpeace and WWF have 

constructed a multilayered network of co-operations which links the local to the global 

mainly through the channel of campaigns. From our findings we can generate a general 

model of the functioning of these INGOs. The National Offices of the INGOs serve as 

fundraisers and campaigners for the directorates, who chose a number of focuses and global 

campaign as for instance the campaign by Greenpeace against KitKat or the focus on specific 

biomes or species by both, which appeared in all national and the international websites. The 

marketing of the campaigns and the articles related to the focuses and their contents however 

is decided upon by the national branches. They have the option to approach the campaigns or 

issues differently but the general message has to stay the same. The National Offices are 

probably not directly involved in the projects that the international campaigns raise funds for 

but can decide ‘creating awareness’ how they see fit (e.g. the protection of Tigers). Through 

this the National Offices connect to the global level, and the global incentives become 

localized. In their own local or national actions and programmes the national offices and also 

their regional affiliates are largely independent. The programmes or actions simply have to fit 

to the general objectives of the overall organisation. Like this the INGOs also remain strongly 

involved and accountable on the local level.   

In this structure there does seem to be some scope for change from below. In the case 

of Greenpeace the overall objectives and priorities are always set during the AGM, which 

includes representatives of all national offices. In the case of the WWF these objectives are 

set by the International Board of Trustees, who are at least in part representative of their 

national offices, even though not all countries are represented at one and the same time.  

This way of working enables the INGOs to appear in a uniform way in many 

countries (i.e. through the mentioned campaigning and the strong identification with the 
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INGO as a network) and to thereby bring the global to the local. By modifying the campaigns 

to their surroundings they incorporate their specific situation just like they do by running their 

own projects within their region. Both Greenpeace and the WWF appear to function this way.  

With regard to the dilemma that we assumed international ENGOs were facing we can 

say that the amount of centralization of these INGOs does not hinder their local effectiveness. 

Their local ways of working are not prescribed by the International Offices. This flexibility 

benefits the NGOs by enabling them to meet objectives and create collaborations in a way 

that suits their situation most. At the same time they manage to appear with an international 

profile and therefore become attractive to donors, who associate the national section with the 

reputation of the global network. Especially the case of Greenpeace International shows that  

INGOs are not necessarily dependent or influenced by their governmental or corporate 

donors, since it does not accept any donations from these actors. They are also not the biggest 

donors for the WWF.  

The validity of our conclusions is limited mainly to international ENGOs. NGOs and 

INGOs appear in many different forms and sizes and generalizations about these actors have 

to be made carefully. This is why the validity of our results is limited to the environmental 

NGOs Greenpeace and WWF. It is likely that developmental or humanitarian INGOs work 

differently. Moreover, the scope of our research was restricted due to limited access to 

information. Consequently, our conclusions are based on a limited amount of  scientific 

proof. We therefore suggest a greater focus on agenda setting processes within NGOs, which 

could serve as an investigation of the motives of the INGOs and of their internal and external 

relations.  

The functioning of NGOs is very relevant for an understanding of today’s 

international relations and decision making processes and policies as well as for agenda 

setting research. With our study we hoped to create an incentive for further research in these 

fields.  
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Chapter 3 

 

Bluefin tuna in the media: causes and culprits of 

overfishing 

 

Ginger de Ridder and Evi Limpens  

Introduction 
Our study focuses on the repercussions of overfishing of tuna, and how the causes of this 

problem are framed in the Spanish, Dutch, German and British media. The paper seeks to 

clarify who the media in these four countries holds accountable for the low fish stocks and 

whether the practices of these actors were deliberate or unintended. In addition, it will be 

determined whether the identified actors take responsibility for the low fish stocks or if others 

are blamed for the difficult situation.  

It is believed that the media brings issues to the attention of the public and is therefore 

immensely powerful in agenda setting. As early as 1921, Walter Lippman wrote about the 

way the media shapes the way we perceive the world. In a classic study, McCombs and Shaw 

found that although the “mass media have little influence on the direction or intention of 

attitudes,” they greatly influence “the salience of attitude toward political issues” (1972, 177). 

Stone too acknowledges the influence of the media on agenda setting (2002, 203).  

 Many scholars of agenda setting have tried to explain why certain issues capture 

governmental attention. Kingdon (1984) argues that policies are the product of the 

convergence of three different process streams that circulate in the political system: problem 

recognition, policy formulation, and politics. Issues can reach the formal agenda through any 

of these streams, although significant crises and events in the problem stream may quickly 

turn governmental attention to a policy area. Issues pass through a "policy window," a 

window of opportunity when the three streams converge and political conditions are 

favorable. In order for an issue to be addressed successfully, this “policy window” needs to 
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be opened, and a policy entrepreneur needs to be willing to devote resources and attention to 

the problem. 

 While Kingdon focuses on the convergence of actors, problems, and solutions, Stone 

proposes that causal stories that define public issues are important determinants of the agenda 

setting process (Stone, 2005).  

Causal stories relate to the allocation of blame, and in agenda setting this is extremely 

important. For instance, Stone gives an example of low fish stocks in Massachusetts. Because 

fish stocks were at a historic low, many fishermen were unemployed. The U.S. government 

had to determine whether the cause of the low fish stocks was the uncontrollable force of 

nature, or whether the low fish stocks were a direct result of overfishing. If nature were to be 

the cause of low fish stocks, the unemployed fishermen would be eligible for unemployment 

compensation from a federal program. If, however, overfishing were to be the biggest cause 

of the low fish stocks, unemployed fishermen would not receive this federal relief (2002, 

197). This example shows how the allocation of blame determines policy making and how 

powerful interest groups have an interest in assigning responsibilities for their wrongs to 

other parties. Causal relationships are therefore of paramount importance in agenda setting 

research. For our research we will use the four different types of causal relationships 

distinguished by Stone: mechanical causes, accidental causes, intentional causes and 

inadvertent causes.  

Mechanical causes include things that have no will of their own but are designed, 

programmed or trained to produce certain consequences. Brainwashed people and machines 

that perform as designed but cause harm belong to this category.  

Accidental causes include natural disasters such as floods, earthquakes, drought and 

hurricanes. These phenomena are understood as having no purpose whatsoever, either in their 

actions or consequences. These occurrences are caused by accident or faith and there are no 

responsible actors. This is therefore the best place to retreat if one is charged with 

responsibility. 

Intentional causes include oppression, successful conspiracies. Assertive such a 

causal relationship is therefore the most powerful offensive position to take. Problems or 

harms are understood as direct consequences of willful human action. Actors behave either to 

bring about consequences or act with full knowledge of what the consequences would be.  

Inadvertent causes concern unintended consequences of willful human actions and 

include unforeseen side effects. Harmful side effects of well-intended policy are an excellent 

example of an inadvertent causal relationship. Inadvertence often means ignorance. Ordinary 
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people, for instance, generally are unaware of the harmful consequences of their actions, even 

though these consequences are predictable by experts. 

Stone also discusses the occurrence of complex causes. These causes are often used 

by actors to avoid blame and the burdens of reform. Guilty actors may wish to frame a 

problem as being caused by several complex structural causes in order to circumvent the 

responsibility to change the status quo. With these causes there is no one actor that can be 

held accountable for the problem, but rather a host of players are involved. 

In this paper, we will determine what parties were held responsible for overfishing by 

the media in the four countries, and whether the parties’ actions were unguided or purposeful, 

and if the consequences were intended or unintended. Finally, the causes of overfishing will 

be compared.  

 

Introduction to the overfishing of tuna 

 As for the social relevance of our paper, the destructive consequences of overfishing 

are well known to the world, and the loss of biodiversity as a result of overfishing will affect 

everyone. In addition, dwindling fish stocks will lead both to limited availability of fish and 

increased fish prices (Russel & Higgins, 1942; Jackson et al, 2001). Since everyone in the 

world will have to bear these burdens, agenda-setting regarding overfishing is an issue that 

concerns everybody. Overfishing means that fishing fleets catch so many fish so fast that the 

fish cannot repopulate their species in a timely fashion. The main causes of this problem are 

the overcapacity of fishing fleets and the unsustainable methods used by these fleets. The 

results of this overfishing are that maritime ecosystems and species are seriously endangered, 

and that a valuable food source is at risk (Koster, 2007).     

  

 The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations states in their 2008 

report ‘The State of World Fisheries and Aquaculture’ that only 20 per cent of the stocks 

were underexploited or moderately exploited and thus were able to produce more if 

necessary. Over half of the stocks were fully exploited, which means that these stocks cannot 

reproduce sustainably. The remaining 28 per cent of the stocks were overexploited, depleted, 

or recovering from depletion (FAO, 2008).    

 Especially for bluefin tuna the overfishing figures are alarming. As tuna consumption 

and production figures rise, bluefin tuna breeding stocks plunged with approximately 82 per 

cent between 1960 and 2008 (Mahr, 2009). Bluefin tuna consumption is particularly high in 

Japan, where hon maguro, or bluefin tuna, is considered a delicacy and prices can be sky high 
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(Mahr, 2009).  

 In the 2010 conference of The Convention on International Trade in Endangered 

Species of Wild Fauna and Flora new measures to conserve and sustainably manage bluefin 

tuna will be proposed (CITES, 2010). Most proposals presented during this conference will 

be concerned with the problematic consequences of overfishing on the world’s marine 

ecosystem. The main idea of these proposals is to bring multiple commercially fished species 

under control of CITES. 

 

Methods 

 

 The quantitative evaluation is based on Stone’s table on causal stories. For each 

newspaper article the intended causes, the unintended causes, the unguided actions, and the 

purposeful actions were distinguished. These causal relations will be unveiled by both 

researches through the reading of relevant newspaper articles. For each country ten articles 

will be selected on the basis of their relevance. The database LexisNexis was used to search 

for articles in newspapers that contained the words “Overfishing” and “Tuna” for the British 

Media,  ‘Überfischung’ and ‘Thunfisch’ for the German media, ‘Sobrepesca’ and ‘atun’ for 

the Spanish media and ‘Overbevissing’ and ‘tonijn’ for the Dutch media. The articles were 

then ordered according to the Lexis-Nexis Relevancy-criterium and the ten most relevant 

stories in each country were chosen for evaluation.  We evaluated the cause and allocation of 

blame in each of the 40 articles from this database. As mentioned before, the evaluation will 

be based on the table Stone puts forward on causal stories (Stone 2002, 191). After the 

evaluation of multiple articles from each country we will be able to come to a final 

conclusion on how the issue of tuna overfishing is framed in terms of causation within the 

media agendas of the countries. In the end, the four countries will be compared and final 

conclusions about the issue of tuna overfishing in the media agenda can be made. We will 

particularly look for any differences in the causal relationships between the countries and 

whether the different media agendas blame different actors.  

 

 For each country, articles from two national newspapers were chosen for evaluation. 

In Spain, El Pais and ABC were chosen. Both newspapers “...pride themselves on their use of 

good, correct Spanish, and in these two dailies we often find articles written by members of 

the Spanish Academy.” (Paffey, 2007). What’s more, El Pais is known as 'the centre-left 
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national' newspaper, whereas ABC was mentioned by Paffey (2007) as right-wing, Madrid-

based', making it a good challenger of opinions presented in El Pais.  

 In Britain, articles from The Times and The Guardian were chosen. Both newspapers 

belong to the so-called ‘Britain’s big three’. The Times is the oldest and one of the most 

prestigious newspapers in England. The Guardian too is a very influential newspaper and in 

both 1997 and 1998 the Guardian won the prestigious Newspaper of the Year award 

(Guardian Online, History of the Guardian). In addition, to being influential and prestigious, 

both newspapers occupy different sides on the political spectrum. While The Times is a 

centre-right newspaper, The Guardian caters to liberal readers. In fact, a British research 

company called Ipsos MORI shows that just 5% of Guardian readers had the intention of 

voting for the conservative party compared to 40% of readers of the London Times.  

 The two biggest German newspapers available in the database Lexis-Nexis were the 

‘Frankfurter Rundschau’, a national liberal-left wing newspaper, and ‘Die Welt’, a more 

conservative newspaper. These were therefore the two newspapers were used. In the 

Netherland De Volkskrant and De Telegraaf were chosen for analysis. This way, both a 

leftwing and a rightwing newspaper were included. (DAG, 2008).  
 

Results 

Quantitative Results  

Table 1 shows the total number of articles between January 1, 2007 and December 31, 2009 

that contained both “overfishing” and “tuna”. It is clear that the overfishing of tuna received 

most attention in the UK, and roughly the same amount in Spain, Germany and the 

Netherlands. Tables 2-5 show the attention devoted to the subject per newspaper. All 

newspapers appear to devote some of their resources to covering the overfishing of tuna, and 

in all eight newspapers that were researched there appeared at least 5 articles concerning the 

topic.  
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Table 1: Media attention: number of articles  

Media Attention UK

The 
Time

s
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ian
50%

 

Media Attention The 
Netherlands

De 
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rant
56%

De 
Teleg
raaf
44%

 
Table 2: Media Attention UK       Table 3: Media Attention NL 
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Media Attention Spain

ABC
39%

El 
Pais

 

Media Attention Germany

Die 
Welt
67%

Frank
furter-
Runds
chau
33%

 
Table 4: Media Attention Spain        Table 5: Media Attention Germany 

 

Qualitative Results 

Overfishing of Tuna in the German Media 

The German newspapers mainly frame the issue of tuna overfishing as a result of purposeful 

actions and unintended consequences. This type of causal story is called an inadvertent cause 

(Stone, 2002). In 17 out of 18 causes mentioned the cause was inadvertent (table 6). Only one 

article mentioned the governments of Mediterranean countries as intentionally causing tuna 

overfishing, because they blocked a temporary trade ban recommended by the EU 

Commission (‘Mittelmeerstaaten blockieren Schutz des roten Thunfischs’, 2009).   

German Causal Stories

Inadvertent cause
[17, 94%]
Intentional cause
[1, 6%]
Other causes [0,
0%]

 

Table 6: German Causal Stories 
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 The blame of these inadvertent causes was mainly allocated towards the fishing 

fleets (Table 7). Almost 50 per cent of the inadvertent causes put fisheries forward as the 

culprit. In addition, some articles mentioned the role of government regulations in the issue 

of tuna overfishing. Both the EU government and the national government are brought up 

as a cause of the issue.  

Germany Culprits

Fishing fleets [10,
56%]
Government [4,
22%]
Fish Farms [2,
11%]
Consumer [1, 6%]

By-catch [1, 6%]

 

Table 7: Germany Culprits 

Although some articles blame fishing fleets in general, large, illegal, and Japanese fishing 

fleets are also put forward as culprits. The articles focusing on fishing fleets in general state 

that the fishing and buying of fish is done throughout the world (Kreitling, 2009) and that 

these fishing fleets fail to take responsibility (‘Brüssel schlägt wegen Überfischung Alarm, 

2008). Articles that blame the large fishing fleets put forward the large scale methods, such 

as the drift nets and bottom trawlers (Von Speth, 2007) and feel that regulations are needed 

especially for these large, industrial fleets (‘Neue EU-Agentur warnt vor Pleite der 

Fischereiindustrie’, 2008; ‘Keine Zölle mehr auf Getreide-Importe in die EU’, 2007). One 

of the articles on EU regulations also mentioned the regulations against illegal fishing and 

puts fishing fleets that engage in such activities forward as one of the culprits of 

overfishing (‘Neue EU-Agentur warnt vor Pleite der Fischereiindustrie’, 2008). One article 

states that Australia blames Japanese fishing fleets and accuses them of having caught 2 

billion dollars worth of bluefin tuna above the fishing quotas (Kreitling, 2009). 

 Apart from the fishing fleets, governments are also blamed for their contributions to 

the issue of overfishing. In one of the articles the government is “harshly” criticized. The 
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article states that there is a vicious circle of shortsighted decisions, in which the 

government encourages neither the fishermen nor the industry to behave responsibly 

(‘Brüssel schlägt wegen Überfischung Alarm, 2008). In addition, one article claims that the 

subsidies given by some large countries to their fishing fleets contribute to the problem of 

overfishing (Kreitling, 2009). Whereas this criticism was mainly towards the EU 

government, the German government is also held responsible for the issue of overfishing. 

In one article the German Federal Association of the Fish Industry urges the government to 

improve their controls on overfishing, because currently people catch too many fish, sell it 

nonetheless and then are not subjected to a fine or some other small punishment (Maaß, 

2007).   

 Some articles point to the dubious role of aquaculture in the issue of overfishing. 

Although aquaculture seems to be the perfect solution to overfishing, the articles state that 

fish farms exacerbate overfishing rather than solve the problem (Knauer, 2007a). Fish 

farms do not contribute to the solution of overfishing, because they catch their farmed tuna 

in sea, feed the tunas with fish meal and fish oil derived from one third of the fish caught in 

the world, and a kilo of farmed fish needs at least 4 kilos of feed (Knauer, 2007a; Knauer, 

2007b). 

   Lastly, by-catch and the global demand are mentioned as causes for bluefin tuna 

overfishing. The articles claims that one third of the unwanted by-catch is discarded and 

will not survive (Von Speth, 2007). It also states that without the increased global demand 

there would not be this pressure on the fish stocks (Von Speth, 2007). Hence, the consumer 

is also blamed for his contribution to the problem of overfishing. 

  To conclude, the German media frames the causes of bluefin tuna overfishing as being 

mostly inadvertent. The main actors in this respect are the fishing fleets. A distinction is 

made between the consequences of Japanese, large and industrial, and illegal fishing fleets 

(table 8). In addition, the EU government is blamed for their inability to take decisions 

regarding the issue and the German government for their mild regulations. Finally, 

aquaculture is said to contribute to the problem instead of offering a solution to overfishing. 

Also by-catch and the global demand are blamed. 
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Germany Fishing Fleets

Fishing Fleets
General [4, 40%]

Large Industrial
Fishing Fleets [4,
40%]
Japanese Fishing
Fleets [1, 10%]

Illegal Fishing
Fleets [1, 10%]

 
Table 8: Fishing Fleets in the German Media. 

 
 
Overfishing of Tuna in the Dutch Media 
 In the ten articles retrieved from Dutch newspapers the causal story were primarily one of 

inadvertence. From the 18 causes given for the overfishing of bluefin tuna 14 were 

inadvertent (table 9).  One article claimed that the issue of overfishing had a complex cause, 

which the international community was not able to solve at this moment (Hoedemans, 2007). 

The blame for the inadvertent causes was mainly allocated to fisheries. However, the 

government is also blamed for the overfishing problem. In addition, some articles mention 

consumers and supermarkets.  

 

Causal Stories NL

Inadvertent cause
[15, 79%]
Accidental cause [2,
10%]
Intentional cause
[1, 5%]
Complex cause [1,
5%]

 
Table 9: Causal Stories NL 
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Fishing fleets are seen as the main culprits in the Dutch media (Table 10). Although most 

articles do not define these fishing fleets, some articles allocate the blame to specific 

countries or regions, like Japanese, Mediterranean, European or Asian fisheries, or specific 

types of fisheries, such as small ones. The Japanese fisheries are blamed twice.  Especially 

the NGOs claim that Japanese fisheries are the greatest contributors to overfishing of bluefin 

tuna (Bobeldijk, 2007; “Voorpagina”, 2007). Countries around the Mediterranean sea, e.g. 

Spain, France, Italy, and Greece, have fishing fleets that seem to be also involved in the issue 

(Bobeldijk, 2007). Another article claims that overfishing is mainly caused by illegal fisheries 

from both Asia and Europe (Van Bemmel, 2009). One article quoting a biologist focuses on 

the technology of fishing and the differences between small and large fisheries and claims 

that mainly trawlers from small fisheries cause the problem (Van Raaij, 2008). The idea that 

“If I do not catch the fish, my neighbour will” (Van Raaij, 2008) makes the small national 

fisheries more likely to overfish. 

 

NL Culprits

Fishing Fleets [8,
42%]
Government [4,
21%]
By-catch [2, 11%]

Consumer [1, 5%]

Climate Change [1,
5%]
Fish Farms [1, 5%]

Supermarkets [1,
5%]
Oil Price [1, 5%]

 
Table 10: NL Culprits 

  

 Closely related to the fishing fleets and their overfishing, is overfishing as a result of 

by-catch. In multiple articles the problem of by-catch is said to be one of the main causes for 

overfishing (Dinjens & Van de Weijer, 2008; Van Raaij, 2009). One of the articles focuses 

merely on the issue of by-catch in relation to overfishing and one of the NGOs mentioned 

claims by-catch to be an invisible form of overfishing (Van Raaij, 2009). 

 

  As mentioned before, the government is also seen as a culprit in the case of tuna 

overfishing. The government and its legislation are mentioned as causes of the problem in 20 
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per cent of the cases. Both the European Union and the national government are blamed. 

Firstly, some articles state that a lot of the industrial fleets are subsidized by the EU and 

therefore the EU indirectly contributes to the problem of overfishing (Veldkamp, 2007). 

Another articles claims that the first step towards less overfishing is putting an end to these 

subsidies and reducing the EU fish quotas (Van Raaij, 2008). One article criticizes the 

deadlock governments in general seem to be in when it comes to legislation on overfishing 

(Dinjens & Van de Weijer, 2008). In this article a marine biologist states that ministers seem 

unable to take measures to protect fish, because they are caught between the long-term goals 

(protection of fish stocks) and pressure from the industry, which fears the economic impact of 

fishing restrictions. 

  Lastly, some of the articles mention the supermarkets and the consumers of the fish. 

Especially the Japanese consumer is seen as a culprit (Veldkamp, 2007). As bluefin tuna is a 

delicacy in Japan, the consumers are willing to pay high prices, which makes it more 

attractive for the fleets to keep fishing for bluefin tuna. In another article the Dutch 

supermarkets are blamed for their low offer in sustainably 

produced fish (Dinjens & Van de Weijer, 2008).   

 To conclude, the Dutch media frames the issue of bluefin tuna mainly as inadvertently 

caused. The main culprits are the many fishing fleets (Table 11), but also the government 

legislation, by-catch, consumers, and supermarkets contribute to the problem. Especially 

small and Japanese fisheries seem to be blamed in the Dutch newspapers. 

 

Dutch Fishing Fleets

Fishing Fleets
General [2, 25%]

Japanese Fishing
Fleets [2, 25%]

Asian Fishing Fleets
[1, 13%]

European Fishing
Fleets [1, 13%]

Mediterranean
Fishing Fleets [1,
13%]
Small Fishing Fleets
[1, 13%]

 
Table 11: Fishing Fleets in the Dutch media 
 
 
Overfishing of Tuna in the Spanish Media 
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In the Spanish media, most causal relations are framed as inadvertent (Table 12). No one 

seems to be aware of the harmful consequences of overfishing and as a result, few are 

interested in tightening regulations and lowering quotas. The actors being held responsible 

for overfishing are consumers, fishing fleets, and to a certain extent the government. What is 

interesting about the overfishing of tuna in the Spanish media is that they depict Spanish 

fishermen as innocent, while French and Italian fishing fleets are largely accused of being the 

cause of overfishing. 

Spain Causal Stories

Inadvertent
[12, 64%] 

Intentional [5,
26%]

Complex
Cause [1, 5%]

Accidental [1,
5%]

 
Table 12: Causal Stories in Spain. 

 

In three of the ten articles the consumer is mentioned as being one of the causes of the low 

fish stocks. The consumption of seafood has increased fivefold since 1950 (El Pais, October 

7, 2008), and the boom in sushi restaurants around the globe, coupled with an insatiable 

appetite for bluefin tuna, has pushed the species to the brink of extinction (Perez-Lanzac, 

November 30, 2009). Since Japan is the biggest market for bluefin tuna, Japanese consumers 

are also described as a big cause of overfishing (De Elvira, August 6, 2007). Although 

consumers are identified as actors responsible for overfishing by the Spanish media, their 

relation to the problem is one of inadvertence (Table 13).  
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Spain Culprits

Fishing Fleets
[13, 69%]

Government [2,
10%]

Consumers [3,
16%]

Jellyfish [1, 5%]

 
Table 13: Culprits Spain. 

 

Another actor that is recognized as a cause of overfishing by the Spanish Media is the fishing 

industry. Purse seiners and large fishing fleets that disregard scientific warnings and flout 

quotas are nothing new, but what is interesting about the Spanish media is that there seems to 

be a consensus that Spanish fishing fleets are largely above suspicion. According to the 

Spanish media, Spanish bluefin tuna stocks have been depleted because of illegal overfishing 

by France and Italian fishing fleets. The foreign fleets “plundered” Spanish waters (Del 

Moral, July 10, 2007; De Rituerto, September 20, 2007). Eight out of ten articles mention 

fishing fleets as the cause, or as one of the causes, of overfishing. Yet they fail to address 

how the Spanish fishing industry has contributed to the problem. EU member states such as 

France and Italy have allowed large industrial fleets to largely exceed their quotas (De Elvira, 

August 6, 2007); Spain however, did not exceed its quota (De Rituerto, September 20, 2007). 

When Spain is finally discussed in one of the articles, the claims and accusations of 

environmentalists are rejected and described as exaggerated. In the same article, the President 

of the Spanish Fisheries Confederation states that the fishing industry actually cares for the 

oceans because they want to continue fishing. Apparently overfishing occurs in the Pacific 

Northwest, off the coast of Japan, Korea and China. Environmentalists should investigate 

those other countries, not Spain. In Spain, it is emphasized, there has actually been a 

reduction in fishing boats: from 21,000 vessels in 1986 to 11,394 today (Tobarra, July 28, 

2009). Of course, the fishing capacity of these fishing boats is not discussed, which renders 

the statistic meaningless. Only one of the articles understands the urgency of the problem and 

calls for a temporary suspension of bluefin tuna catch in the Mediterranean. Although illegal 

fishing is identified as the cause of dwindling bluefin tuna stocks, no specific states are held 
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accountable (ABC, October 15, 2008). It is clear that in the Spanish media, the Spanish 

fishing fleets are not the cause of the problem, non-Spanish fleets are. As for the causal 

relationship, it appears to be one of inadvertence. Although foreign purse seiners come to 

Spanish waters to fish for tuna, it isn’t mentioned that they intentionally do this to deplete 

Spanish stocks. Rather, dwindling fish stocks around the globe push fishing fleets to fish 

elsewhere. Especially when the demand for tuna doesn’t seem to be ebbing (Table 14).  

 

Spain Fishing Fleets

Fishing Fleets
General [7, 54%]

Asian Fishing
Fleets [1, 8%]

 
Table 14: Fishing Fleets in the Spanish Media 

 

There is one “odd” article among the ten most relevant. This article concerns a somewhat 

accidental or natural causal relation for overfishing. Although man might have initiated the 

problem of overfishing, it is reinforced by nature. As large fishing fleets capture more and 

more tuna fish, an imbalance in the marine ecosystem is created. Because tuna is a natural 

predator and feeds on jellyfish, the overfishing of tuna has led to a spectacular growth of 

jellyfish populations. To make matters worse, jellyfish feed on fish eggs and larvae which 

only exacerbates the problem (Segarra, February 10, 2008). The low fish stocks are then 

framed as partly having a natural cause. Tuna eat jellyfish and jellyfish eat fish eggs, which 

means that fewer tuna fish will lead to more jellyfish, and this increase in jellyfish will lead to 

even fewer tuna. 

 Something can also be said for framing the issue as having a complex cause, and one 

article actually attempts to do so. In the article all actors involved are discussed: increased 

consumption, large fishing fleets that raze fishing grounds and fisheries subsidies that keep 

fishing profitable (El Pais, October 7, 2008). Overfishing then seems to have a complex cause 

and the problem is described as almost inevitable. Because so many actors are involved, it 
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will be hard for one individual party to resolve the issue and it appears that no one is willing 

to bear the burden of reform and save the bluefin tuna.  Oddly enough, large supermarkets are 

actually the actors that push for reform. Carrefour, Mercadona and Alcampo no longer sell 

bluefin tuna. And Alcampo has vetoed endangered species of shark (Perez-Lanzac, 

November 30, 2009).  

 Finally, there is one article regarding the overfishing of tuna in the Spanish media that 

discards aquaculture as a solution. The aquaculture causes problems such as “overfishing, 

chemical pollution, invasive alien species, coastal destruction and human rights abuses” 

(ABC, January 29, 2008). Consumers and distributors, however, seem to be largely unaware 

of the negative effects of aquaculture. The biggest concern of environmental agencies such as 

Greenpeace regards the fish feed. In the case of the bluefin tuna, for instance, 20kg of other 

fish is needed for every kilo of fish produced. So although it might appear the tuna is saved, 

the method is unsustainable as it causes other fish stocks to decrease rapidly. The current 

aquaculture simply is untenable. 

 The majority of causal relationships of overfishing in the Spanish media are 

inadvertent, some intentional causes were foreign fishing fleets flout quotas, one mention of 

an accidental cause and another one of a complex cause.  One of the most salient findings is 

perhaps that the Spanish media largely exculpates the Spanish fishing fleets. Instead, mostly 

French and Italian fishing fleets are blamed for causing overfishing. Fishing of tuna by purse 

seiners and trawlers is by far the most cited cause of overfishing and it is mentioned in eight 

of the ten articles. 

Overfishing of Tuna in the British Media 

In the British media, several actors are blamed for overfishing and its harmful consequences 

(Table 15). Actions are described as both unguided and purposeful and their consequences as 

both intended and unintended. However, there are a few recurring themes, several causal 

relationships, and a number of actors are mentioned as being the cause of the problem. 
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UK Causal Stories

Inadvertent
[18, 82%] 

Intentional [4,
18%]

Other [0, 0%]

 
Table 15: UK Causal Stories 

 

According to the British Media, one of the culprits of the dwindling Tuna fish stocks is 

actually the consumer of the fish (Table 16). The “expanding global appetites for sushi” 

simply cannot be met by the available natural resources (Lewis, 2008).  Especially Japan and 

Japanese consumers are blamed as causing the problems associated with overfishing. Over 

three-quarters of the world's bluefin catch ends up on the Japanese market (McCurry, 2008). 

The WWF is also cited as blaming Japan for the depleted tuna fish stocks (McCurry, 2007). 

The consumer is clearly identified as one of the actors responsible for overfishing, but at the 

same time he is largely unaware of the detrimental consequences of his voracious appetite. 

There is “a widespread ignorance about crashing fish stocks around the world” and as a 

consequence consumers do not inquire about the sustainability of their seafood. No one is 

really aware of where the fish comes from or how it is caught (Pope, 2009 June 8). The 

causal relationship between consumers and overfishing is therefore clearly inadvertent. Stone 

too writes that the actions of ordinary people generally fall under inadvertent causes (195). In 

the case of overfishing, inadvertence is actually ignorance; consumers are simply unaware of 

the harmful consequences.   

 



 

- 48 -  

UK Culprits

Fishing fleets
[12, 54%]

Government
[5, 23%]

Consumers [5,
23%]

 
Table 16: UK Culprits. 

  

Another actor that is often blamed is the fishing industry, and in particular the big trawlers 

and fishing fleets from Mediterranean countries (Table 17). Two articles explicitly blame the 

Spanish fishing fleets (Leake, 2008; Coyle 2007), but all Southern European fishermen 

appear to be “flouting quotas and disregarding scientific warnings” (Leake, 2008). However, 

it should be noted that trawlers equipped with sophisticated sonar, and not individual 

fishermen are blamed for overfishing. What seems to be to case is that trawlers flout quotas 

and engage in illegal fishing. This sometimes even occurs outside territorial waters, and 

Spanish and Japanese ships have been spotted near the Irish coastline. In fact, two Japanese 

trawlers were detained and fined in the late 90’s after they had been caught overfishing in 

Irish waters (Coyle 2007). Although trawlers are a major cause of overfishing, it isn’t entirely 

clear whether the causal relationship is intentional or inadvertent. Stone writes that if 

“someone acted with full knowledge of what the consequences would be” it is an intentional 

cause (2005, 191). At the same time she writes that ordinary people don’t understand the 

consequences of their actions, even though these harmful consequences are predicted by 

experts (2005, 195). However, when big fishing companies are consciously “flouting quotas 

and disregarding scientific warnings” (Leake, 2008) it is hard to categorize these fishermen as 

ordinary people and as a consequence, to classify their causal relationship to the problem of 

overfishing as one of inadvertence. Looking at the third and final actor responsible for the 

problem might shed some light on the causal relationship between fishing companies and 

overfishing. 
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UK Fishing Fleets

Fishing Fleets
General [2,
17%]

Japanese
Fishing Fleets
[3, 25%]

Medditerrane
an Fishing
fleets [7,
58%]

 
Table 17: Fishing Fleets in the British Media. 

Three out of the ten most relevant stories on the overfishing of tuna directly blame the 

European Union as the main cause of overfishing (Charter, 2009; Pope, 2009; Brussels, 

2009). The E.U. has given millions of euros in subsidies. It would be hard to identify the 

relationship between the European Union and overfishing as one of intent, yet a conspiracy 

between powerful fishing companies and government officials is not that far-fetched. There is 

great opposition to tighter regulation of fishing quotas from southern Europe's pro-fishing 

nations (Lewis, 2008). In fact, their obstinacy “has prompted conservationists to dub ICCAT 

the International Conspiracy to Catch All the Tuna” (Leake, 2008). Another article that 

mainly blames trawlers for overfishing also discusses the possibility of “collusion between 

politicians and the powerful fishing lobby” (McCurry, 2008).  What appears to be the case is 

that the government, entrusted with resolving the tuna issue, is exacerbating overfishing by 

subsidizing the big fishing fleets that are pushing the species close to extinction.  

 It is difficult for the British media to allocate the blame to one single actor, or to 

identify one type of causal relationship. Three main actors are identified as causing, 

reinforcing and exacerbating the problem: consumers, (mostly Mediterranean) fishing fleets 

and inadequate E.U. regulation. The causal relationship mentioned most is one of 

inadvertence, although some articles allude to suspected connivance of government officials 

with powerful fishing companies. Consumers are described as inadvertent, and oblivious to 

the adverse consequences of their actions, whereas the media suspects the fishing industry 

and the government of systematic disregard of scientific warnings. The presence of different 

actors responsible for the problem of overfishing might mean that we’re actually dealing with 
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a complex cause. Fishing companies simply cater to the voracious appetite for tuna of 

consumers, and government officials seem to be unable to resolve the situation. In addition, 

none of the actors are really willing to bear the burden of reform. The fishing industry has 

welcomed the admission that “Europe’s controversial fisheries policy had failed” and shows 

no interest in dealing with the problem (Charter, 2009).  The European Union also appears 

uninterested in resolving the situation and has pledged to return responsibility for fishing to 

E.U. member states (Charter, 2009). Finally, consumers simply seem to be unaware of the 

problem. 

The unwillingness of responsible actors to avert a disaster has prompted other parties to 

intervene. Supermarkets in the England, “threatened by a future with no fish to sell” are 

fighting to bring about changes (Pope, 2009 June 8). The leading supermarkets are concerned 

with the widespread ignorance of crashing fish stocks, and are pressuring the government to 

change legislation. Unfortunately, the government has “resisted the firm commitments 

necessary” (Pope, 2009 June 8). In addition to supermarkets, one recent article states that the 

United Nations is now debating whether to intervene or not. The U.N. General Assembly 

voted to impose strict regulations on high sees bottom-trawling vessels. To monitor 

compliance, the U.N. is considering a military force to enforce fishing quotas on the high 

seas. 

 
Conclusion 
In all countries the media framed the issue of overfishing of tuna as being inadvertently 

caused. In addition, all media mentions intentional causes for overfishing. Only the Spanish 

and Dutch media include other causes, e.g. accidental and complex cause. Although the low 

tuna fish stocks appear to be caused mostly through inadvertence, there is some mention of 

intent and collusion between pro-fishing Mediterranean countries and big fishing fleets. Also, 

many fishing fleets fish illegally in foreign waters. On the one hand this could be intentional 

as these boats sometimes travel thousands of miles to reach fishing grounds where tuna can 

still be found. On the other hand low global fish stocks and increasing demand for tuna 

simply prompts these fishing fleets to look elsewhere. With regards to the Causal 

relationships, there isn’t a big difference between the four countries.  

The main culprit put forward in the media in all countries were the fishing fleets. Around 

50 per cent of the culprits mentioned in the German, British, and Dutch media are these 

fishing fleets, while in the Spanish newspapers they are mentioned as the most important 

culprit in approximately 70 percent of the cases. In addition to the fishing fleets, the 
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government is mentioned as an important cause of overfishing. With the exception of Spain, 

the government is cited as a cause in nearly 25 percent of the cases. Consumers too are cited 

as being a cause of the problem in the media of all four countries, but according to the media 

the consumers are generally unaware of the harmful consequences of their choices. Fishing 

fleets, government regulations and consumers are cited in all countries as culprits. In the 

Netherlands, supermarkets are cited as exacerbating the problem by not providing the 

consumer with sustainable seafood, while in Spain and the United Kingdom the media states 

that supermarkets are actually pushing for sustainable catching methods out of fear they 

won’t have any tuna to sell in the near future. Surprisingly, fish farms are mentioned as 

problems, not solutions, in the Netherlands, Germany and Spain. Since fish farms catch 

young tuna fish, not breed them; they are doing nothing to solve the problem of low tuna fish 

stocks. In addition, the tuna in the farms are fed on smaller fish, which then leads to the 

overfishing of other species.  

Across the media of the four countries there is a difference in what type of fishing fleets 

are held accountable for overfishing. In the United Kingdom, mostly Spanish and 

Mediterranean countries are blamed for overfishing. In the Dutch media Mediterranean 

fishing fleets are also blamed directly. Japanese fleets are also mentioned in both countries as 

being a major cause of the low tuna fish stocks. In Germany it isn’t so much the origin of 

fishing fleets that is mentioned, but rather the type. Large industrial fleets are those who are 

held responsible for overfishing. This holds true for the other countries as well. The large 

trawlers with sophisticated radar are the ships that do the overfishing, not the individual 

fishermen. The Spanish media is perhaps the most interesting in that it denies the role 

Spanish fishing fleet play in overfishing. While the British media explicitly blames Spanish 

trawlers for overfishing, the Spanish media does not address the complicity of Spanish ships 

at all. Instead, it blames fishing fleets in general and the fishing fleets of other Mediterranean 

countries. Spanish fishing fleets, it appears after reading the Spanish newspapers, are not 

responsible for the low fish stocks.  

In this paper we attempted to discover how the issue of the overfishing of tuna was 

framed in terms of causation in the media agenda of four different countries: The United 

Kingdom, Germany, Spain and the Netherlands. We saw that inadvertence was the causal 

relationship that was cited most in the media of all four countries. Fishing fleets were the 

main culprits, but consumers and government were other actors that were cited in all four 

media agendas as being causes of the low tuna fish stocks. The biggest difference between 

the countries was in the types of fishing fleets that were blamed for overfishing. In all 
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countries big industrial fleets were blamed, mostly from Asia or Southern Europe. Spain was 

mentioned explicitly on several occasions yet the Spanish media didn’t discuss the role of 

Spanish fishing fleets at all. Instead, it chose to shift the blame to “other” Mediterranean 

countries. Because of this blame shifting, the different types of causal relationships, and the 

many actors involved overfishing of tuna might actually have what Stone calls a complex 

cause. The media discusses many different culprits but none of them is described as willing to 

bear the burdens of reform. Usually the government is expected to intervene and solve these 

complex problems, but since the problem of overfishing and low tuna fish stocks is an issue 

that affects everyone in the world, national governments and even the European Union have 

been unable to find a solution to the problem. The British media has mentioned the United 

Nations as a potential problem solver but whether it will manage to solve this complex issue 

remains to be seen. If overfishing continues at this rate we will soon have no tuna left to 

worry about.  
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Chapter 4 

 

A leading role for supermarkets? A comparison of 

sustainability practices in the UK and the 

Netherlands 

 

Bente Meijer and Willemijn van den Toren 
 

A leading role for supermarkets? 

In recent years, people have become more concerned with sustainability. This is expressed in 

several ways, ranging from using sustainable energy, giving farmers a fair price for their 

products, to buying free-range eggs. A relatively easy way for consumers to contribute to 

sustainability is to buy organic products. In recent years, global demand for organic products 

grew with approximately $5 billion a year and continues to do so (World of Organic Culture 

2008). Many of these consumers buy their organic products in supermarkets. In the 

Netherlands for example, 44% of all the organic products are bought in supermarkets (Food 

Holland 2009). On the one hand, consumer demands have an influence on the assortment that 

supermarkets offer. On the other hand, supermarkets can influence consumers in making 

choices about what to buy. Because supermarkets have the power to design and implement 

their own policies, they are powerful actors that have the potential to promote sustainability 

(Timmer 2009). In that way, they can even be seen as political actors. Now, it is interesting to 

see to what extent they use their position in promoting sustainability.  

This paper will investigate the question: To what extent are supermarkets in Western 

Europe concerned with promoting sustainable meat and fish production? Besides that, it 

would of course be very interesting to find out what motivations are involved when 

supermarkets decide to promote organic production of meat and fish. Is it out of concern with 

the well-being of animals and the earth, or do they use it as a marketing strategy? Although it 
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is highly problematic to reveal a company’s true motivation, we will try to come as close to 

this true intention of supermarkets, by using the theoretical framework of Bleijenbergh et al 

(2009). 

 

How to measure the sustainability of supermarkets? 

To have an evaluative approach it is important to accurately define the concepts that are used 

in this paper. The first important concept is sustainability. Sustainability is generally defined 

as “forms of progress that meet the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 

future generations to meet their needs” (World Commission n.d.). For this paper we have 

divided the concept of sustainability in three categories: animal welfare, human welfare and 

ecological welfare. 

Besides defining the term sustainability it is also important to come to an agreement 

about what a ‘sustainable supermarket’ is. Ideally, a sustainable supermarket chooses to sell 

only products that are produced in a sustainable manner. They would not give consumers the 

choice of whether or not to buy sustainable products, and are thus genuinely concerned with 

sustainability. If supermarkets do sell non-sustainable products besides sustainable ones then 

a good indicator towards full sustainability is a promise of categorical exclusion, where 

supermarkets commit themselves to the sale of only sustainable products by a certain date. 

Another point of evaluation of the sustainable supermarket is whether they demand from their 

suppliers that they produce their products in a sustainable fashion. Lastly, the ideal 

‘sustainable supermarket’ involves and actively tries to influence the consumption pattern of 

its customers.  

 To answer the main question we have chosen to investigate two Western European 

countries, The Netherlands and The UK, as case studies. We choose The UK because the 

supermarkets in this country are renowned for their sustainable practices. To compare, we 

choose The Netherlands since this country is said to lag behind with regard to the 

sustainability of supermarkets compared to the UK (Kremer 2008).  

In both the countries we investigated two supermarkets. The ones that are included in 

this report are the two national supermarkets with the biggest market share. We assume that 

these supermarkets have the most significant influence on the promotion of sustainable meat 

and fish production.  

 This paper consists of two parts. Firstly, we will look at the policy statements of the 

supermarkets themselves to investigate whether they pay attention to the issues of 

sustainability. To do this we will examine their websites, annual reports and if present their 
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corporate responsibility reports. In these sources we will look for signs of concern with 

sustainability. It is of specific interest whether the supermarkets have developed their own 

sustainability labels for example and whether they have policies concerning categorical 

exclusion of products. This means that they have goals set for the future to stop the sale of a 

certain product which harms the environment, such as certain kinds of endangered fish. After 

looking at the different supermarkets’ statements about the sustainable production of meat 

and fish, we will examine their cooperation with NGOs in this field. 

 In the second part of this paper we will consider third party reports, for example by 

NGOs, about the degree to which the supermarkets discussed are sustainable or not. In this 

way we hope to more objectively find out whether the supermarkets in question really 

‘practise what they preach’.  

 The structure of the paper is as follows: first we will discuss the supermarkets in the 

Netherlands, focusing separately on meat and fish. For both categories we will focus on the 

three aspects of sustainability; animal welfare, human welfare and ecological welfare. 

Hereafter, we will have a closer look at their cooperation with NGOs. Then, we will discuss 

the same topics in the UK, with the same focus. Finally we will discuss the third party reports 

about the respective countries. In these reports there will again be a focus on sustainable meat 

and fish. There are two levels of comparison involved in the current study. Firstly, we aim to 

compare the policy statements of the supermarkets themselves with the reports by third 

parties. Secondly, we will try to compare the concern with sustainability over the two 

countries. 

 

Theoretical framework 

To be able to compare the supermarkets’ attitudes towards sustainability, we use the 

theoretical framework developed by Bleijenbergh et al (2009). This study aims to asses the 

process by which supermarkets develop policies that promote sustainable production. The 

most relevant part for our study consists of Bleijenbergh’s attempt to categorize both the 

moral attitudes and the responsiveness of supermarkets. In that way he tries to come as close 

to the intentions and motivations of supermarkets behind their existing policies.  

With regard to moral attitudes, Bleijenbergh et al. make a distinction between a state 

of liability and a state of responsibility. If supermarkets are classified as being in a state of 

liability, they do not feel that they have to take action with regard to sustainability. Opposed 

to a state of liability on the part of supermarkets is a state of responsibility, which means that 

the supermarket in question feels that it should take action.  
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With regard to responsiveness, supermarkets can be classified as inward or outward 

looking. Inward looking supermarkets think they can manage to solve the problem of 

sustainability by themselves. Outward looking supermarkets actively try to cooperate and call 

upon other parties to help them with developing sustainability policies.  

When combining these two scales, four categories come into existence (Table 1). 

First, a supermarket can be classified as being inactive, meaning that it does not take any 

initiatives itself to address issues of sustainability and does also not respond to pressure and 

lobbying by third parties. Secondly, if a supermarket is classified as active, it takes the step to 

develop some policies with regard to sustainability, but it does not cooperate with other 

parties. Thirdly, a supermarket can also be called reactive, meaning that the supermarket 

would not engage in designing policies to promote sustainability, but it starts doing so when 

it is pushed from outside. Lastly, when a supermarket is said to be pro-active, it means that it 

takes responsibility and initiative itself and in that process also tries to involve for example 

NGOs or the government. It is also sensitive to what these outside parties advice. 

In trying to compare the different supermarkets within and between the countries we 

will classify them according to the scheme as developed by Bleijenbergh et al (2009). But 

first we will take a closer look at the supermarkets in question and their policies of 

sustainability.  

 
Moral Attitude 

 
Liability Responsibility 

Inward-Looking 
Inactive 

(INSIDE-IN) 

Active 

(INSIDE-OUT) 

RESPONSIVENESS 

Outward-Looking 
Reactive 

(OUTSIDE-IN) 

Proactive 

(IN/OUTSIDE – 

IN/OUT) 

Table 1: Integrity Assessment Model Supermarkets ( Bleijenbergh et al., 2009) 

 

Websites and Annual Reports- The Netherlands 

Supermarket 1: Albert Heijn 

Albert Heijn is the largest supermarket in the Netherlands. The retail chain owns 759 

supermarkets and has a market share of 38.2% (Distrifood 2010). Albert Heijn was the first 

supermarket in the Netherlands to publish a Corporate Social Responsibility report. The 

supermarket did this already in 1998. It is said however, that the content of their CSR reports 

is quite superficial (Bleijenbergh et al 2009). It should be noted that Albert Heijn does not 
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have an own annual and CSR report, but is represented in those reports of its holder Ahold. 

Albert Heijn was also the first Dutch supermarket to develop an own label for organically 

produced products. It launched the ‘AH Biologisch’ label in the same year as the first 

publication of the CSR report. At the end of the nineties and the start of the new millennium, 

Albert Heijn operated at the forefront of developments in the sale of organic food in 

supermarkets compared to other supermarkets at that time. Although several other Dutch 

supermarkets did by now catch up with Albert Heijn, or go even further with the promotion 

of sustainability, the supermarket still plays a relatively important role with regard to the 

development of sustainable production of products (Biologica n.d.). In 2009, Albert Heijn 

introduced another label, the ‘puur&eerlijk’ label, in which it combined the fair-trade and 

organic food labels in one new label. It is sort of an umbrella label, but does not replace the 

other independent labels. The label covers five categories: organic, fair-trade, sustainable 

catch, free range and ecological products. Most of the organic and ecological products that 

fall under the ‘puur&eerlijk’ label have an EKO label. These products are labeled by the 

independent organization Skal (www.skal.nl).  

 For its employees, Albert Heijn offerst the magazine ‘Bewust en Betrokken’, with the 

aim to also raise awareness of sustainability among Albert Heijn’s own employees and not 

only among its customers. 

 In the Ahold annual report of 2009 it is stated that “increased regulatory demands, 

stakeholder awareness and the growing sentiment that large retailers must address 

environmental and sustainability issues across the entire supply chain mean that Ahold’s 

brand and reputation may suffer if it does not adequately address relevant corporate 

responsibility issues affecting the food retail industry”. Furthermore, it is stated that Ahold 

wants to continue to develop programs to address subjects like climate change, energy 

efficiency, waste reduction, labour standards in the supply chain, sustainability, healthy 

living, community engagement and reporting on these issues. Again, this is meant to 

safeguard Ahold’s reputation (Ahold 2010). 

 

Meat 

With regard to animal welfare, in it’s annual report, Ahold (2010a) declares that they 

“follow regulations concerning animal welfare and often implement stricter controls. We 

believe in human living conditions for animals and in providing safe, quality products for our 

customers. Ahold does not commission any animal testing” (Ahold 2010b). Ahold is active in 
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the European research initiative ‘Welfare Quality’, which wants to improve farm animal 

welfare and establish product information for consumers. Fourty-four research institutes and 

universities are also involved in this. Furthermore, Ahold promoted the establishement of a 

European Animal Welfare Platform, which is an association to advice retailers with issues 

related to animal welfare (Ahold 2010b). 

 On its website (www.ah.nl), Albert Heijn states that in general they aim to comply to 

European Union standards of animal welfare. Although Albert Heijn mentions this, the 

supermarket does not distinguish itself with this policy from other supermarkets, because 

they all have to follow these rules. However, Albert Heijn has also taken several initiatives on 

its own. The supermarket offers for example several meat products with the label ‘Beter 

Leven’. This label is developed by the ‘Dierenbescherming’, an organization which promotes 

better living conditions for animals. On the label, one, two or three stars can be found. Albert 

Heijn offers the label with one star and this means an important improvement of animal 

welfare. All Albert Heijn’s veal has this label, meaning that the veals have a higher blood 

iron, experience more supply of roughage, are transported in less time, and the housing of the 

animals has softer straw (Dierenbescherming a). Furthermore, the supermarket aims to 

introduce the same label for all pork before the start of 2011. The practice of only offering 

labeled veal and the plans to only offer labeled pork are examples of categorical exclusion. 

 There is also a special label for free-range chicken meat, the ‘Label Rouge’, but only a 

part of all chicken has this label. The label upholds both quality and animal welfare. In the 

production of chicken, only slow-growing chicken species are used, furthermore, a maximum 

of eleven chickens can live on one square meter, the chickens get a minimum of 81 days to 

get at their final weight and their feed contains at least 75% of grain (Voedingscentrum 

2008).  

 With regard to beef, besides its normal beef, Albert Heijn offers beef from the 

Greenfield brand. This brand refers to cattle raised in Ireland, which graze in groups outside 

from May till September. They can however get castrated (Milieucentraal n.d.). 

 Apart from being concerned with animal welfare, Albert Heijn also presents itself as 

being concerned with the ecological aspect of sustainability. However, the supermarket does 

not show specific concerns with regard to the production of meat. The company is more 

involved in reducing energy usage in stores and in waste management (Ahold 2010b). In 

general, Ahold’s Corporate Responsibility report (2010b) states that that the company “is 

supporting the global effort to tackle climate change. […] We have a number of priorities to 



 

- 61 -  

minimize our environmental footprint by reducing energy usage, greenhouse gas emissions, 

water consumption, waste and supporting the conservation of biodiversity”. 

 In the same way, no mention is made of specific concerns with the aspect of human 

welfare in the production process of meat. However, the company makes some general 

statements. In Ahold’s Corporate Responsibility report it is written that Albert Heijn’s 

assortment comes from all over the world and Ahold insists that “all of our suppliers respect 

the rights of their employees and comply with labor laws, regardless of location. We are also 

committed to helping our suppliers grow their businesses in a responsible and sustainable 

way” (Ahold 2010b). All suppliers are asked to sign the Ahold Standards of Engagement, 

which among following national legislation, should certainly follow the Core Conventions of 

the International Labor Organization (Ahold, 2010b).  

 

Fish 

As the Albert Heijn website says (www.ah.nl), Albert Heijn maintains a progressive 

policy on sustainable fish. Their sustainable seafood goals are to promote the sale of seafood 

that is produced in a sustainable way; to avoid the selling of overfished species; and to 

actively work with all parties involved in the supply chain, NGOs and governments to 

improve long-term conditions and promote aquaculture (Ahold 2010b).  

 The policies of Albert Heijn, with regard to ecological welfare in fish production, are 

very much in development and the company is making progress. In the year 2009 for 

instance, Albert Heijn added thirty-five labelled fish products to its assortment. Twenty-five 

of them were labelled by a private institution and ten of them were labelled with an MSC 

label (Ahold 2010b). Other work in progress is the phasing out of eel, which should be 

finished at the latest in 2010. Together with the WWF, Albert Heijn is looking for an 

alternative to this fish species, since it’s one of the Dutch consumer’s favourites (Ahold 

2010b).  

 The website of Albert Heijn also plays a role in the promotion of sustainable fish and 

consumer awareness. On all fish product packages, a reference to their website can be found. 

In turn, the website provides information about the different fish species. As a result of the 

cooperation between the Seafood Choices Alliance and Stichting de Noordzee and with use 

of the former organization’s classification question list, almost all the fish products of Albert 

Heijn are classified in put in either one of three categories: green, orange and red. Green 

stands for fish, which is a good choice to buy. Orange stands for a second choice product. 

Products classified as red can better not be bought. For those consumers that go to the 
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website, the overview might be really useful and practical, because not only the different fish 

species are classified, but also a list of the specific product Albert Heijn sells of that species is 

given, accompanied with really specific information about what projects Albert Heijn is 

involved into improving the situation. The overview enlists forty-five products classified as 

green, thirty-eight products classified as orange and five products classified as red 

(www.ah.nl).  

 Not a word on the website of Albert Heijn or Ahold’s annual report is spent on the 

welfare and possible suffering of fish. In line with that, as it is also the case with the 

production process of meat, no specific mention is made with regard to human welfare and 

working conditions involved in the production of fish: Only one small sentence on Albert 

Heijn’s website says that in addition to looking at ecological factors of fish catching, the 

supermarket looks at the social factors that are involved too (www.ah.nl). 

 

Cooperation with NGOs 

When it comes to the production of fish, Albert Heijn maintains contact with several 

NGO’s and other parties concerned with sustainable fisheries. Firstly, in 2009 for example, 

they asked outside experts to give the company advice about how to develop more consistent 

and effective seafood policies. Secondly, together with the WWF they try to raise public 

awareness regarding sustainable wild seafood. Thirdly, Albert Heijn maintains relationships 

with the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC). Ahold is for example part of the MSC 

Stakeholder Council. Fourthly, Ahold is involved in the Aquaculture Dialogues roundtable 

discussions, hosted by the WWF. It helped developing the standards of the Aquaculture 

Stewardship Council, which should be operational in a few years (Ahold 2010b). 

With regard to the promotion of sustainable meat, Albert Heijn seems to cooperate less with 

NGOs than they do with regard to sustainable fisheries. This is difficult to say though, 

because the labelled meat in their assortment has labels developed by NGOs like the 

Dierenbescherming. 

 

Preliminary conclusion Albert Heijn 

With regard to the sustainable production of meat and fish, Albert Heijn and Ahold 

are concerned with animal welfare related to meat production and with the ecological aspect 

of fishing. Albert Heijn does not express concerns with the ecological welfare aspect of the 

production of meat, which could be for example the emission of ammonia from animal farms. 

Also, it does not express any concerns with the welfare of fish, although suffering should be 
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involved in the catching of fish. Concern with human welfare is only mentioned in general, 

but not in specific relation to the production of meat or fish. Albert Heijn’s most notable 

initiatives are the categorical exclusion of non-organic veal and the plans for categorical 

exclusion of non-labelled pork. Also, information on the sustainability of fish and almost all 

fish products, as can be found and Albert Heijn’s website, is very well developed. 

 

Supermarket 2: C1000 

In 2009, C1000 was the second largest Dutch supermarket, with a market share of 

11.7%, although Jumbo comes very close with a market share of 11.4% (Distrifood 2010).  

At the end of 2008, C1000 had 374 shops. The supermarket chain is part of Schuitema. 

 The website of C1000 (www.c1000.nl) mentions that “the demand for organic 

products is an important social development, for which C1000 has attention”. The organic 

assortment C1000 offers is clearly driven by consumer demands, because only then, the 

website states, it’s financially feasible to offer organic products. Only half a page of 

Schuitema’s annual report about 2008 contains information about corporate social 

responsibility. It is stated that in 2008, Schuitema has yet again focused on topics with a high 

social relevance. “Especially in the area of animal welfare, significant steps forward are 

made. Besides that, Schuitema has contributed to making the consumer aware of healthy 

nutrition” (Schuitema nv 2008). The supermarket does not publish a separate Corporate 

Social Responsibility report.  

 

Meat 

With regard to animal welfare and the production of meat, C1000 addresses three 

issues. In the first place, the supermarket offers some products with the EKO label, although 

it is nowhere specified which products these are. In the second place, C1000 offers some 

meat with the ‘Beter Leven’ label, granted by the Dierenbescherming. As the first 

supermarket in the Netherlands, C1000 offers meat with three stars. Three stars mean that the 

meat is organically produced and most of the time, these products also have the EKO label 

(Dierenbescherming b). In the third place, the supermarket addresses the issue of the 

castration of pigs. Schuitema has contributed to the Declaration of Noordwijk, in which 

diverse parties declared they will stop with the practice of castrating pigs while they are not 

anesthetized. The declaration also means that this meat should not be sold anymore. In 2015 

at the latest, castration of pigs should be completely abandoned as well as the sale of non-

anesthetized castrated pigs (Schuitema nv 2008). The aim of C1000 is to already have 
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abandoned the sale of this meat by 2011. On C1000’s website one page can be found with 

information about animal welfare in relation to their products. The information is very basic. 

C1000’s website does not contain any information about human welfare with regard 

to the production process of the supermarket’s assortment, let alone information about human 

welfare involved with the production of meat specifically. Also, no concerns are expressed by 

Schuitema or C1000 about the ecological aspect of the production of meat. 

 

Fish 

In the annual report of Schuitema a general concern with the depletion of fish stocks is 

expressed by saying that “Schuitema and C1000 understand that the consumer wants to stay 

enjoying lovely fish species. To make that possible now and in the future, it is important that 

fish is caught in a sustainable way and that the fish stocks will remain”. 

 The C1000 website (www.c1000.nl) informs that the supermarket strives for a policy 

which safeguards the fish resources worldwide, now and in the future. It aims to no longer 

offer fish that is mentioned on the ‘Liever-Niet lijst’ (better-not list) developed by the WWF, 

by the end of 2009. This is a list of all the fish species that are overfished and endangered in 

their existence (WNF 2007). For fish and seafood produced in aquaculture, C1000 follows 

the GlobalGAP-norms. This norm is mainly about fish welfare. At the moment, the 

GlobalGAP certificate is only available for salmon and trout (www.globalgap.nl). These 

norms are still in development. 

 C1000 does not sell sole and plaice during their spawning period. Also, at last by the 

end of the second quarter of 2010, C1000 will have stopped selling eel. They are interested in 

initiatives and ideas to make the catching of eel sustainable. 

 The information C1000 provides on its website seems to suggest that if consumers 

want to eat sustainable fish, they should figure out themselves which species of fish they 

should not buy. This can be done with help of fish guide of the WWF. The C1000 website 

mentions that they sell herring with the MSC label, but it does not become clear what other 

fish products are available with this logo. 

No information is provided about concerns for the welfare of fish, neither on the 

website of C1000, nor in its annual report. It is the same with the aspect of human welfare in 

relation to fish production. 

 

Cooperation with NGOs 
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In its annual report, C1000 states that there regularly are meetings with several organizations 

which express concerns about animal welfare (Schuitema nv 2008). However it does not 

become clear which organizations these are. Furthermore, like Albert Heijn, C1000 offers 

some meat products with the ‘Beter Leven’ label, which is developed by the 

Dierenbescherming. However, this does not indicate active cooperation.  

 

Preliminary conclusion C1000 

It is characteristic for C1000 that it does not mention anything about sustainability in its 

mission statement. The supermarket seems primarily concerned with offering products that 

are not too expensive to customers and also make shopping as easy as possible for customers. 

The supermarket offers some meat with the ‘Beter Leven’ label and some fish with the MSC 

label. No attention is paid to human welfare in relation to the production process of meat and 

fish. Furthermore, fish welfare seems not to be important for C1000, as well as the ecological 

aspects involved in the production of meat. 

 

Websites and Annual Reports - The United Kingdom 

Supermarket 1: TESCO 

Tesco is the largest chain of supermarkets in the UK with a market share of 30.4 

percent (Trading Markets 2009). Before 2006 Tesco did not have much of a policy with 

regard to sustainability. There was only one document with two short paragraphs, and they 

were not very reluctant to show them to third parties. They were often not able to explain 

how their policies would work out in practice. According to Greenpeace, most measures that 

Tesco took were in response to complaints and pressure of NGOs, rather than being their own 

initiative. After this they have tried to be more open and improve their policies on sustainable 

practices (Greenpeace 2006).  

 

Meat 

Tesco has as one of their goals “to be associated by its customers with high standards 

of animal welfare and best industry practice in its supply base” (Tesco Farming 2010). On its 

website Tesco pays attention to animal health and welfare, animal feed and the use of 

medicines on animals. Animal welfare is thus high on the agenda of Tesco and they do a lot 

to make sure that the animals that are used for their meat products come from farms that are 

concerned with animal welfare.  
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They want to achieve the above mentioned goal by being well informed about animal 

welfare, bioethics and legislation and by following their own Livestock Code of Practice. By 

making their own code of practice for animals “bred for meat”, which guarantees food safety 

and all aspects of animal welfare, they show their engagement with the welfare of their 

animals (Tesco Farming 2010). To make sure that the Code of Practice is carried out Tesco 

has a special Agricultural Team, which works together with animal welfare specialists, that 

controls the implementation of the Code (Tesco Farming 2010). Tesco states that their 

Livestock Code of Practice can be expanded and improved in the future in the light of new 

consumer demands, new scientific information, and upon advice from the companies’ animal 

welfare experts (Tesco Farming 2010).  

In any case Tesco says it does its utmost best to live up to all standards that are set for 

animal welfare. They adhere to most of the UK national farm assurance schemes for 

minimum standards of livestock production. These schemes are sets of practical standards 

that assure to retailers and consumers that products are of high quality and that they are 

produced safely. Moreover, they sometimes went further than what was required by law 

because Tesco believed that the requirements of their customers were not fully met, for 

example in relation to animal transportation. This shows that Tesco, independently from the 

government, has stressed the importance of animal welfare. Tesco states that its “suppliers 

are required to meet our expectations on quality and value – as well as on hygiene, 

environmental, animal welfare and labor standards” (Tesco Corporate Responsibility Report 

2009). Another example of a way in which Tesco shows its concern with animal welfare is by 

their Sustainable Beef Project, in which they closely work together with 12 selected 

producers, with the goal of paying more attention to issues of animal welfare, food quality 

and environmental practices. Tesco does admit though that with this project they mainly aim 

to improve their productivity and profitability (Tesco Farming 2010a).    

 Besides a concern with animal welfare, Tesco also pays attention to the issue of 

human welfare of meat production. It does this mainly with regard to its own workers and 

workers worldwide across chains they come into contact with. Tesco has been involved in the 

Global Social Compliance Program (GSCP), in which they worked together with several 

other global retailers to create one code of labor standards that could be used and accepted by 

retailers across the world (Tesco Corporate Responsibility Review 2008). The main goal of 

the GSCP was “to deliver a shared, global and sustainable approach for the continuous 

improvement of working and environmental conditions across categories and sectors in the 

global supply chain” (GSCP 2010). As a result they made a compromise on the best labor 
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standards in the supply chain, which gave a clear and consistent message to all suppliers over 

the world (UN 2008). Although the attendance of Tesco to this conference gave a clear image 

of their concern with human welfare, it is a rather general reference to their issues of concern. 

There are no further references to a concern with human welfare by Tesco at their website.  

 As with animal welfare, Tesco seems to be very much concerned with ecological 

welfare on their websites and annual reports. Tesco wants to make sure that their products 

come from “sustainable and eco-friendly sources” and that food safety is secured, since this is 

important in order to protect consumers from harm and to preserve the earth (BSAS 2010)  

 Next to a concern for food safety and sustainability of their products, Tesco also 

seems to be concerned with climate change. Terry Leahy, Tesco’s Chief Executive, states: 

“Climate change remains the major strategic challenge of our age” and he believes that Tesco 

should set an example for customers towards more sustainable consumption patters, by 

providing them with enough information (Tesco Corporate Responsibility Report 2009). He 

is especially concerned about the impact of livestock on climate change (Tesco Farming, 

2010b).  

 

Fish 

For the animal welfare of fish Tesco has also developed a Code of Practice. All 

suppliers of fish to Tesco need to adhere to these codes, which state that only fisheries who 

adhere to independent farm assurance schemes are allowed to supply for Tesco. They argue 

that it is very important for the company that both wild and farmed seafood that is sold in 

their supermarkets “comes from fisheries that are managed responsibly” (Tesco 2010). On 

their own fish products Tesco puts labels for the costumers which give them information 

about the freshness and the catching methods (Tesco 2010). The fish Codes of Practice were 

presented in Vietnam in 2008, after Tesco had several meetings with Vietnamese fish 

farmers. In the Codes both parties agreed on higher fish welfare standards for the future. 

Since the presentation of the Codes Tesco has conducted several training sessions on fish 

welfare for farm employees, to make sure that all animals, including fish, are treated well 

before they are slaughtered (Tesco Corporate Responsibility Report 2009). As a result there 

has been progress in fish welfare for all the fish that are sold in Tesco supermarkets.  

 With regard to human welfare in fish production the same program is important as in 

the meat section, namely the Global Social Compliance Program (GSCP). This code with 

labor conditions also applies to all employees of the fisheries of Tesco (Tesco Corporate 

Responsibility Review 2008)  
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Furthermore, significant attention is paid by Tesco to the issue of sustainable fish and 

seafood, and thus to ecological welfare. On their website they state that the most important 

factors which influence the sustainability of seafood are “stock depletion and impact on 

ecosystems; aquaculture; climate change; packaging and socio economic issues” (Tesco 

Corporate Responsibility Review 2008). They are very much concerned with the future of 

fish populations and try to counter depletion of the sea by only obtaining products from 

responsibly managed fisheries. They also adhere to the United Nations’ Food and Agriculture 

Organization Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries (Tesco Corporate Responsibility 

Review 2008). Moreover, Tesco has special staff, organs and working groups which are 

concerned with ecological welfare with regard to fish (Tesco Corporate Responsibility 

Review 2008). They also cooperate closely with suppliers in order to achieve progress in the 

field of sustainability in the future (Tesco 2009). Although Tesco seems to be very much 

concerned with ecological welfare with regard to fish and although they want to change the 

world for the better in the future, they seem to acknowledge that we have a long way to go to 

achieve true sustainability.  

 

Cooperation with NGOs 

With regard to achieving the goal of becoming a sustainable supermarket, Tesco has 

cooperated with several NGOs to improve their sustainability policies concerning meat 

production. First of all, by working together with several NGOs and other organizations 

Tesco tries to assure animal welfare for farmed animals. For example, Tesco requires its 

organic meat to be produced in line with the RSPCA Freedom Food Standards, which are 

“the only UK farm assurance standards to focus solely on improving the welfare of farm 

animals reared for food” (Tesco Farming 2010; RSPCA 2010). The food produced under the 

RSPCA’s Freedom Food Standards is marked with a special label which encourages 

consumers to buy consciously (FoodLovers Britain 2010). 

Besides this act of cooperation, Tesco has been using the ‘Five Freedoms’ concept, 

introduced by the Animal Welfare Council. According to these standards, animals should be 

protected from hunger and thirst, discomfort, pain, injury or disease, fear and distress and 

they should have the freedom to express their normal behavior (FoodLovers Britain 2010). 

Moreover, Tesco works together with other animal welfare organizations in order to develop 

industry welfare standards. They state that cooperation with NGOs helps them to better 

understand the existing problems with regard to animal welfare (Tesco Corporate 

Responsibility Report 2009). 
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Also in relation to ecological welfare Tesco works together with several NGOs. First 

of all, they have invested £25 million in the Sustainable Consumption Institute of the 

University of Manchester, which does research into carbon footprint reduction. Because of 

this donation Tesco has free access to the results of this study, and in that way both parties 

can benefit from this cooperation (Tesco 2010). Other examples of Tesco working together 

with NGOs to improve ecological welfare are; meetings about the issue of climate change 

and bio-fuels etc practices (Tesco Corporate Responsibility Report 2009).  

 When we look at efforts to Tesco to work together with NGOs in the field of 

sustainable fish production, we see that Tesco, together with the International Fish Meal and 

Fish Oil Organization, has created and improved a Responsible Supply Code. This Code 

guarantees that Tesco’s farmed fish is fed with wild fish that comes from responsibly 

managed fisheries. Besides animal welfare the Code discusses food safety and fishery 

management (Tesco 2009).   

 

Preliminary Conclusion Tesco   

 From their website and annual reports it seems that Tesco is concerned with animal 

welfare and ecological welfare when it comes to meat production. Human welfare with 

regard to meat production is mentioned, but only slightly, only focusing on labor conditions 

of workers.  

 With regard to fish production it the same trend is visible as with meat production. 

Both animal welfare and ecological welfare seem to be high on the agenda of Tesco, and 

human welfare with regard to fish is mentioned only briefly, again only in relation to working 

conditions.  

 

Supermarket 2: ASDA 

Asda, a subsidiary of the US retail giant Wal-Mart, is the second largest supermarket 

in the UK with a market share of 17.5 percent (TNS 2009). In 2005 Asda started to discuss 

the matter of sustainable production with Greenpeace, in which they requested more 

information of how to become sustainable. They wanted to implement several policies with 

regard to sustainability. In the first years after this meeting not much was achieved, but after 

pressure from Greenpeace and other parties Asda developed a team which would work on the 

issue of sustainability. Currently, Asda does have several policies in place about sustainable 

practices (Greenpeace 2006).   
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Meat  

Asda states that they want their animals to be treated gently, and they want consumers 

to have a wide range of choice of meat products. For both reasons Asda has introduced 

Welfare Choice chicken, organic chickens who are bred in spacious barns under the standard 

of the RSPCA Freedom Foods, which require enough space for farm animals and access to 

sunlight (Your Asda 2009). To encourage animal welfare Asda also adheres to the National 

Union of Farmers’ Red Tractor scheme. Moreover, to promote animal welfare Asda works 

together with its meat suppliers to find new ways of improving animal welfare, e.g. the use of 

bovine activity meters to help farmers keep track of the health of their herds (Your Asda 

2009).  

On the website and in the annual reports of Asda there is no mention of attention to 

the issue of human welfare with regard to meat production. 

A subject that does get a significant amount of attention from Asda is ecological welfare. 

 

 They are concerned with the fact that the livestock sector is responsible for much of these 

problems, as they state that “evidence shows that the livestock sector is responsible for 

almost one-fifth of greenhouse gas emissions - more than the emissions from transport” 

(Asda, Health matters 2009a). Livestock produces gasses that, in turn, contribute to the 

increase of greenhouse gases and acid rain, and thus result in climate change. Asda therefore 

tries to encourage its customers to reduce their meat consumption (!), also because the 

demand of meat nowadays is so high that it significantly contributes to the environmental 

problems. This increased demand of meat also leads to deforestation, because this land is 

needed as pastures, and Asda is concerned with this development (Asda Health Matters 

2009a).  

To help reduce the strain on the environment, Asda, together with a group of leading 

beef producers, Angelo Beef Processors (ABP), is busy with developing [a] sustainable 

strategy for the future of the beef industry” (Meat Trade News Daily 2010). With this project, 

called BeefLink Education and Demonstration Farm Project, Asda tries to inform young 

farmers about ways to improve production efficiency and sustainability (Stackyard 2009).  

Another example of Asda’s efforts to care for the environment is in their collaboration 

with their suppliers to minimize the amount of carbon in their products. In 2007 they tried to 

map the carbon that was embedded in their meat products, such as in lamb and chicken. Asda 

works together with 100 dairy farms in order to analyze their carbon footprint, and to try to 

reduce this in this future (Wal-Mart, Global Sustainability Report 2009). 
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Fish 

 As can be seen in Asda’s annual reports and its website not much attention is paid to 

the issue of sustainable fish production. Asda does not at all mention the animal welfare of 

fish on their website, nor do they refer to human welfare, such as labor conditions in the fish-

sector. They are though very much concerned with ecological welfare with regard to fish 

production. They recommend their consumers not to buy fish which is caught in an 

unsustainable way (Asda Health Matters 2009). Unfortunately, there is no mention on their 

website whether they actually sell sustainable fish. Asda defines sustainable fishing as a way 

of “fishing responsibly, using methods that minimize the impact on the environment and 

other species that can be unintentionally affected by fishing”, such as sea turtles that get 

caught in nets (Asda, Health Matters 2009). To prevent other forms of harm to fish Asda 

takes measures to be sure that the fish they sell is not caught immaturely or illegally. Also, 

their fish should be fed with feed made in a sustainable way (Asda Health Matters 2009). 

Asda aims to have a 100% sustainable fisheries policy by 2010 (Consumer Focus 2009). In 

2006 they already planned to stock fish that has the MSC-label, which aims to protect 

depleted fish stocks (Knowles, 2006).  

Asda also raises the problem of over-fishing and acknowledge that about 80 percent 

of the fish stocks are exploited or overexploited (Asda Health Matters 2009). They try to 

inform their consumers about this issue so that they can make a decision that is sustainable 

for the future generations (Asda Health Matters 2009). Also, as mentioned before, the MSC-

label is added when applicable. The chief-executive of Asda points out: “Our customers tell 

us they want to buy their fish with peace of mind. We believe the MSC mark on our products, 

together with clear, country of origin labeling will give our customers the reassurance they're 

seeking” (Marine Stewardship Council 2006).   

Besides raising awareness among its consumers Asda also tries to lobby national and 

international governments in order “to support and improve policies which protect marine 

habitats” (Asda, Health Matters 2009). For instance, Asda together with local fishing 

communities proclaimed the North Sea a marine conservation zone. Asda believes that 

fishing in the North Sea should be allowed only for local fishermen who use sustainable 

fishing practices and whose income depend on this activity. As a consequence, Asda stopped 

the sale of several endangered fish species (Knowles 2006).  

 

Cooperation with NGOs 
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The only evidence of Asda working together with and NGO is in their fight against 

the depletion of fish stocks in the North Sea, where they, together with the North Sea 

Regional Advisory Committee, have triumphed in banning North Sea cod in supermarkets in 

the UK (Knowles 2006).  

 

Preliminary conclusion Asda  

 It seems from the website and the annual reports of Asda that when it concerns meat 

production they are concerned with animal welfare and ecological welfare, however, the issue 

of human welfare with regard to meat production is not mentioned and therefore does not 

seem to be high on the agenda of Asda.  

 Concerning fish production Asda only seems to be concerned with ecological welfare. 

Human welfare is not mentioned at all, nor is animal welfare with regard to fish production, 

and both therefore do not seem to be prioritized by Asda in their policies.   

 

 

Third Party Reports – The Netherlands 

CSR Business Models and Change Directories in the Retail Industry (2009) 

 In one section of the report by Beijenbergh et al, Albert Heijn is evaluated. Albert 

Heijn has always claimed that it was selling many biologically produced products, but in the 

count by for example ‘Friends of the Earth’ this appeared to be lower. Over the years the 

supermarket started to cooperate more and more with NGOs, for example the WWF. 

However, it is said in the report that “it appears the company does not yet wholeheartedly 

support these collaboration”. All in all, Albert Heijn is evaluated as being more re-active than 

pro-active with regard to ecological concerns, but nevertheless it is quite active instead of 

inactive. 

 With regard to C1000, the researchers of the report did not find any relationships 

between the supermarket and NGOs. It states that “Schuitema had been very inactive in its 

communications with societal organizations like Greenpeace”. It logically follows that C1000 

is classified as inactive and neither re-active nor pro-active. Furthermore, it is C1000 which 

seems to have the biggest tensions between intentions and reality of all Dutch supermarkets. 

The supermarket’s management claims CSR policy is evolving, but this is nowhere 

substantiated by external parties. 

 

Milieudefensie EKO counts (2009) 
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One very clear way to assess to what extent a supermarket can be said to be sustainable is to 

count the number of products. Although it does not specifically tell how many meat and fish 

products have a label, it might be a very good indicator. In the EKO counts by Milieudefensie 

in 2009, it appeared that the average Albert Heijn location has 135 EKO labeled products in 

its assortment. C1000 stores on the average only offer 69 EKO labeled products. The average 

of all supermarkets is 75 products that can be classified organic. 

 

Greenpeace ranking of sustainable supermarkets with regard to fish production (2010) 

Since 2007, Greenpeace publishes a ranking list of the most important supermarkets. This list 

(Greenpeace 2010) informs about the fish purchasing policies of the divers supermarkets and 

evaluates whether these can be said to be sustainable. In this list, sixteen supermarkets are 

included, of which Albert Heijn ranks sixth and C1000 twelfth. 

 

MSC, number of MSC products in supermarkets (2010) 

When evaluating the extent to which supermarkets are sustainable, it might also be interesting 

to see how many MSC labeled products a supermarket sells. For Albert Heijn this amount is 

twenty-four, whereas for C1000 this is fifteen (www.msc.nl). 

 

Third Party Reports - United Kingdom 

In contrast to the Netherlands, in the United Kingdom NGOs put much more energy in 

evaluating the extent to which supermarkets can be considered sustainable. The following 

section gives an overview of different studies. 

 

Bleijenburgh et al. (2009)  

As for both Dutch supermarkets, Bleijenbergh at al (2009) has investigated the actions 

of Tesco with regard to their sustainable practices. They first of all state that Tesco works 

together with multiple NGOs, but that even though there is much cooperation, there does not 

seem to be a lot of improvement, since year after year they publish the same reports (p.115). 

When faced with the working conditions of their employees on fruit farms they responded re-

actively. The only issue that Tesco seems to be much involved in is environmental issues, 

where, as mentioned before, they work pro-actively on finding new solutions for 

environmental problems (p.116).  

 

Compassion in World Farming Report (2007) 
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 Compassion in World Farming (CWF) has been conducting its ‘Raising the Standard’ 

project since 2000 in order to investigate the commitment of supermarkets in the UK to 

improving the lives of farmed animals (p.4). Both Tesco and Asda are incorporated in the 

report of 2007, and can thus be compared through the results of this report. In their overall 

‘Ideal-Welfare-Friendly Supermarket ranking’, Tesco ends at the 5th place, and Asda does the 

worst and ends at place 8 (p.6). This overall score is made up of several sub categories, which 

will be discussed in more detail now. 

 The first section of the report is about the company’s commitment to farm animal 

welfare. All supermarkets in the report have special policies concerning animal welfare of 

both their own brand and that of imported meat, and have employed a person who guarantees 

the implementation of these policies. Tesco has however, unlike Asda, set out clearer goals 

about animal welfare the future and has contributed to animal welfare research. Due to these 

results Tesco scores slightly better on the commitment to animal welfare scale than Asda 

(p.15). 

 The second ranking criterion is auditing, which is important because it assures that the 

policy standards are regularly checked. Asda does very poorly on this item, since they only 

require their suppliers to meet basic national farm assurance schemes. Tesco does much 

better because besides the national farm assurance schemes, they hire an independent 

auditing company to compare their standards to those in the UK and abroad. Because of the 

elaborateness of Tesco’s auditing measurements they score much better on this item than 

Asda (p.17).  

 The remainder of the report is about the welfare of different categories of animals. 

When looking at the welfare of broiler chicken the CWF finds that Asda still sells about 90% 

of chicken that are reared intensively. Tesco has gone into another direction and 

proportionally sells much free-range chicken, who live under good conditions. In both 

supermarkets however, many chicken that are sold are still of fast-growing breeds, which 

suffer several medical conditions (p.21). CWF concludes that the welfare of broiler chicken is 

better taken care of by Tesco than by Asda, however, the difference is only small (p.22).  

 With regard to the welfare of pigs and sows the CWF states that about 50% to 70% of 

the pig meat that is sold in both Tesco and Asda comes from pigs kept in small stalls and 

under conditions that are illegal under EU and UK law, however, Asda seems to take better 

care of its pigs. Both supermarkets still sell a lot of meat from pigs that have been tale-

docked. Overall, Tesco and Asda get the same bad score for the animal welfare of their pigs 

(p.29). 
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 With regard to cow welfare, it is reported that a large amount of cows from Asda are 

raised without any bedding, while this is only a small percentage for Tesco. Most of the cattle 

that Asda and Tesco use for their meat are raised in stables with an opportunity to go outside. 

Tesco goes a bit further and gives some of its cows fresh air all year through. The overall 

welfare score of beef cattle is the same fore Tesco and Asda, and is rather good compared to 

the other supermarkets (p.33).  

 The last section of the report is about the welfare of farmed fish welfare. CWF states 

that too much fish is still reared intensively, and in too high stock densities. Both Asda and 

Tesco stock too much fish on one m3. Furthermore, the CWF is also concerned with the 

slaughter methods of fish. About 33% of the salmon at Asda is killed using carbon dioxide 

stunning, and Tesco is reported to use more humane forms of slaughtering. Also, Asda still 

kills fish by live chilling on ice, which is highly condemned by the CWF. All in all, Tesco 

does a bit better when it comes to the welfare of fish than Asda.  

 

Greenpeace Sustainable Seafood Campaign (2006) 

 In 2005 Greenpeace UK published a document which ranks the UK supermarkets with 

regard to their seafood sourcing policies, marking the start of the Greenpeace Sustainable 

Seafood Campaign. Greenpeace concludes that in the UK the supermarkets have started to 

adapt their policies with regard to seafood, towards more sustainable practices (p.1).  

 Tesco has implemented sustainable seafood procurement policies. Asda did so a bit 

later, and they both de-listed several kinds of endangered species and they stopped selling of 

North Sea cod (p.2,3). Asda has now committed itself to only selling MSC-fish within five 

years, which should thus be achieved by 2011. Tesco has only stopped the sale of certain 

kinds of skates (p.4,5).  However, both Tesco and Asda have not committed themselves to do 

something about destructive fishing methods, as have other supermarkets in the UK (p.6).  

 A more elaborate report about these results is published as ‘A Recipe For Change’. In 

this report the 8 largest supermarkets of the UK are ranked according to their sustainable 

seafood policies. Asda can be found on the 5th  place, and they thereby climbed 4 places in 

relation to 2005 (p.25). Greenpeace concludes about Asda that they have worked hard over 

the year to set up policies concerning sustainability, especially with regard to endangered 

species, as they were not present in 2005. Their goal to only sell MSC fish is admirable, but 

Greenpeace doubts whether it can be achieved since Asda already promised this before, but 

was not able to reach its own targets. All in all, Greenpeace is hopeful that Asda can continue 
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these improvements and that if they do, they will become an important actor in the field of 

sustainability (p.27).  

 A few places down the ranking list is Tesco. After reviews of their policies by 

Greenpeace, Tesco is working on a more sustainable policy. They have also hired several 

experts in the field to help them develop these sustainable policies (p.33). Moreover, Tesco 

has a partnership with MSC, sell MSC-certified fish, and they have funded research into 

sustainable fishing practices (p.35). Greenpeace’s evaluation of Tesco reveals that they are 

happy about their improvement and relieved that they have become more transparent about 

their seafood policies, although they mainly focus on frozen fish. It is unclear how 

sustainable the farmed fish of Tesco is, since there are no current policies about this subject. 

It is however clear that Tesco has started to breed more organically farmed seafood and 

Tesco has agreed to develop policies about this issue in the future. Greenpeace concludes that 

Tesco has shown major improvements over the year and they are interested to see how they 

develop over the years (p.36).  

 To conclude, Greenpeace has given both Tesco and Asda a ‘pass’ in 2006, instead of a 

‘fail’ in the previous year, 2005. They have thus both improved their sustainable practices. 

Asda has improved the most in the year 2006, and is therefore mentioned separately, 

however, Tesco is applauded for its short term goals with regard to sustainability.    

 

Soil Association Report (2006) 

 The Soil Association (SA) conducts an annual survey to look into the sourcing of UK 

supermarkets. With the help of many volunteers they check the origins of the meat in the 

supermarkets in order to investigate how sustainable the supermarkets are. Buying products 

as close to the consumer as possible is sustainable since it prevents unnecessary import which 

causes a strain on the environment. Transportation which is often harmful for the 

environment, such as in planes and trucks, can be prevented in this way (p.5). As an overall 

result the SA found that about 82% of the products of UK supermarkets comes from organic 

food staples. This is about 10% more than in 2005. According to SA this means that 

supermarkets in the UK are more committed to the sale of organic food from local farmers 

than to importing the food unnecessarily (p.1).  

 When we look more closely to these results it is evident that Tesco has improved by 

buying more meat from local sources. While in 2005 they still imported much meat from as 

far as Argentina, in 2006 they bought about 74% of their meat in the UK. Tesco states that 

“[its] vision is to get to 100% UK sourced” (p.1). The reason why they are still selling much 
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meat that is imported is, according to Tesco, that the demand is just too high to supply only 

meat from the UK. For chicken Tesco does achieve its goals. From the survey of the SA it is 

evident that 100% of the chicken that are sold in Tesco are from the UK (p.4).  

 Asda has not improved its sourcing much. They have done much with regard to beef, 

where now 74% is from the UK, however, only 30% of their pork is sourced in the UK. Asda 

states that they just don’t have access to so much pork in the UK, but that they try to get as 

much pork from the UK as possible, before they reach out to other countries. Asda has the 

lowest percentage of chicken that come from the UK, which is still 96%. This is however a 

cause for concern as all other supermarkets have a higher percentage of chicken from the UK 

(p.4).  

 

Consumer Focus ‘Green to the Core’ (2009) 

 This report by Consumer Focus investigates the extent to which supermarkets in the 

UK are sustainable and also looking in the stores at their actual practices. The first item that 

is relevant here is sustainable fisheries. Consumer Focus investigates whether the 

supermarket in question sold sustainable fish and if so whether there was enough information 

about this sustainable fish on the packaging and in the store. Both Tesco and Asda had little 

or no information about their sustainable fishing policies in their stores. Tesco’s staff did 

however give much information about their policies when asked. Asda staff was unable to tell 

anything about their sustainable fishing policies. As we have found earlier, Consumer Focus 

affirms that all the supermarkets have information about sustainable fishing and their product 

on their websites. For Asda the information was considered sufficient, and the information on 

the website of Tesco was labelled rather meagre (p.33). Overall, Tesco gets a ‘C’ for their 

information on their sustainable policies and Asda receives a ‘D’ (p.34).   

 

Evaluation 

Within Countries 

 Now we want to look at the differences between what supermarkets state on their 

websites and in their annuals reports, and what third parties have reported about them. We 

want to more or less see whether there is a clear difference between what supermarkets in the 

Netherlands and The UK ‘ practice what they preach’. 

 

The Netherlands 
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 As can be observed from the websites and annual reports of the supermarkets in the 

Netherlands a clear difference can be seen between the concerns as expressed by Albert Heijn 

and C1000 with regard to the sustainable production of meat and fish (Table 2). The main 

concern of C1000 is providing consumers with products with a low price, and they therefore 

seem to be less concerned with sustainability than Albert Heijn. Although Albert Heijn also 

offers products with low prices, in this supermarket consumers more often have the choice 

between organic and regular products. Unlike C1000, Albert Heijn also publishes a Corporate 

Responsibility report.  

 With regard to the production of meat, Albert Heijn seems to be more concerned with 

the welfare of its animals, as compared to C1000. The former supermarket offers many more 

labelled products and in addition concern themselves with categorical exclusion of regular 

veal and pork. Concerning human welfare, both supermarkets do not explicitly mention any 

concern with the human welfare aspect of the production of meat. Albert Heijn, however, 

mentions a general policy applying to all their suppliers, while C1000 does not mention the 

existence of such a policy. By bother supermarkets no concern is expressed about the 

ecological welfare aspect of the production of meat.  

 With regard to the production of fish, both supermarkets do not mention anything 

about the welfare of fish. Human welfare in the fish sector is also not an issue, even though 

Albert Heijn does mention the existence of a general supplier-policy. Ecological welfare with 

regard to fish production is an important issue for both supermarkets, but it seems even more 

an issue for Albert Heijn than for C1000.  

 So far, a clear difference in expressed concerns on websites and annual reports 

between the two supermarkets can be observed. This difference is confirmed by third parties. 

About C1000 it is said that this is the supermarket with seemingly the biggest tensions 

between intentions and reality. Also in sustainability rankings, Albert Heijn ranks 

considerably higher than C1000, although Albert Heijn is also not the Netherlands’ most 

sustainable supermarket.  

 

The United Kingdom 

 As can be deducted from the websites and annual reports of the supermarkets in the 

UK a clear difference can be seen between the concerns as expressed by Tesco and Asda with 

regard to the sustainable production of meat and fish (Table 2). It becomes evident that 

Asda’s main concern is offering low-price products but in addition they are becoming more 
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concerned with sustainability issues. Tesco focuses more on the healthiness of their products 

and offers its consumers more opportunities to buy sustainable products.  

 When it comes to meat production, both Tesco and Asda seem to be concerned with 

the welfare of their animals. Tesco is however a bit more pro-active in this field, as they 

focus more on this aspect on their website and annual reports. Human welfare with regard to 

meat production does not seem to be of much concern for both supermarkets. Tesco has a 

general policy for all its suppliers only, and Asda does not mention the human welfare aspect 

of meat production at all. Ecological welfare in relation to met production is very important 

for Asda, as they mention several times the negative impacts of meat production in the 

environment. This is not so much an issue for Tesco.  

 With regard to fish production Tesco is very concerned with the animal welfare of 

fish. This is rather unique, especially since Asda does not pay any attention to this issue. 

Human welfare in the fish sector is only mentioned briefly by Tesco and is not important for 

Asda. Both supermarkets though are very concerned with the ecological welfare when it 

comes to fish production. Both pay considerable attention to this subject on their websites 

and annual reports.  

 This difference between the two supermarkets in the UK is also affirmed by third 

party reports. It becomes evident that they also rank Asda as being less concerned with 

sustainability than Tesco. However, there seems to be the most discrepancy between the 

intentions and reality of Asda’s policy statements, as they often promise to make their 

policies more sustainable, but actually do not. 

 

The Netherlands The United Kingdom 
 

Albert Heijn C1000 Tesco Asda 

Meat Animal xxx x xxx xx 

 Human x - x - 

 Ecological x - x xxx 

Fish Animal - - xxx - 

 Human x - x - 

 Ecological xxx xx xxx xxx 

Table 1 Overview Supermarkets 
x = general statement about issue, not specifically about meat or fish 
xx = moderate concern with issue.  
xxx = much attention to issue.  
- = no attention at all.  



 

- 80 -  

 

Supermarkets’ intentions 

Although all supermarkets in this paper are at least to a certain extent concerned with 

sustainability, the question remains whether supermarkets are really concerned with a 

sustainable future or that it is yet another marketing strategy. Going back to the theoretical 

framework of Bleijenburg (2009), which places supermarkets on the two scales of moral 

attitudes and responsiveness, it becomes clear that supermarkets are not all motivated in the 

same way. As mentioned in the report, Albert Heijn is considered to be very active in the 

field of sustainability, however, they seem to be following current trends rather than setting 

the trends. It thus seems that an important motivation for Albert Heijn to engage in the sale of 

sustainable products is marketing and keeping up with consumer demands. Then, 

Bleijenbergh et al (2009) states that C1000 is considered to be inactive, but if it does do 

something in the field of sustainability, this is very much in reaction to pressure from third 

parties. So, C1000 does not even use it as marketing strategy as it is not one of their main 

concerns.  

For the UK, it seems that Tesco is very active and also takes a lot of initiatives with 

regard to sustainability. For them, the concern with sustainability seems to go further than it 

being a mere marketing strategy. Although Bleijenbergh et al (2009) do not mention Asda in 

their report, we classify Asda as being quite active but they mainly act in response to  

pressure from outside. Because sustainability is not one of the main concerns of Asda it 

seems that they do not use it as a marketing strategy. 

 
 
Between Countries 

In both the Netherlands and the UK it can be seen that the largest supermarket of the country 

is more concerned with issues of sustainability and life style than are the second largest 

supermarkets, which seem to be more concerned with prices. Furthermore, both Asda and 

C1000 are reported to have a discrepancy between their concerns as expressed on their 

websites and annual reports, and their actual behaviour. Albert Heijn and Tesco are more 

ready to ‘practise what they preach’. 

 Between the two countries also differences can be found. Supermarkets in the UK 

focus on developing codes of conduct for their suppliers with regard to sustainability. 

Supermarkets in the Netherlands focus more on offering products with organic labels. 

Because the supermarkets in the different countries develop very different kinds of policies, it 
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is difficult to assess whether supermarkets in one country are more concerned with 

sustainability. Furthermore, it is also problematic to compare the reports by third parties, 

since Dutch reports are more quantitative in nature, whereas British reports are more 

descriptive and qualitative. There are no international comparisons available.  

Although it is hard to say whether the differences per country are differences of sort or scale, 

if a ranking of the four supermarkets should be made, we would consider Tesco as the most 

sustainable supermarket, Albert Heijn as second, Asda as third and C1000 as the least 

sustainable supermarket. 

 

Conslusion 

As can be deducted from our comparison between the two countries, it seems that 

supermarkets in the United Kingdom are more concerned with the sustainable production of 

meat and fish than the supermarkets in the Netherlands. The results of the current paper 

confirm the idea of Kremer (2008) that the Netherlands are lagging behind. 

 However, a general trend that is evident in both countries is that supermarkets are 

developing towards more sustainable practices of meat and fish production. The United 

Kingdom is considered to play a leading role in this development and it could therefore be 

assumed that other Western countries will follow this example. It can be expected that a rise 

in consumer awareness together with the current trend in the UK could serve as an incentive 

for supermarkets in other countries to also change their policies towards a more sustainable 

future. 
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Chapter 5 

 

Fish Welfare in Aquaculture – Slipping off the agenda? 

 

Vincent Lauenstein and Frank Olie 
 

Introduction 

Almost a decade after the new millennium, animal welfare seems no longer a neglected topic 

on the agendas of European countries. Legislation, public awareness, the non-profit sector 

and even supermarkets all display concern for the suffering of animals and attempt to act 

accordingly. Nevertheless, the welfare of fish, which after all accounts for a fifth of all 

animals we consume (FAO 2008), has received very little attention across agendas and 

countries in Europe. Harmful practices in the field of animal husbandry with beef, pork and 

poultry in particular, have all been scrutinized and brought into the sphere of public policy in 

one way or another, while the farming of fish is, in the majority of cases simply absent. 

Farmed fish increased from 9% of all fish consumed in 1980 to a staggering 43% by 2003 

and this trend is still upwards (FAO 2006).   

The aim of this paper is therefore to highlight the little attention paid to the suffering 

of farmed fish on the basis of Kingdon’s (2005) work on agenda-setting, examining the 

relationship between participants and processes of problem recognition and definition, in 

order to provide a first attempt in searching for explanations of the current 

underrepresentation of the issue on various agendas across European countries. Furthermore 

the concluding section hopes to suggest directions for stakeholders and political actors in 

order to help pave the way for fish welfare to enter broader consciousness across both the 

public and formally political sphere.  

 

Theoretical perspective: participants, conditions and problems 

Agenda-setting, according to Kingdon (2005), consists of two crucial parts: participants and 

processes. More specifically it is circling around the processes of how problems are defined, 

ignored or taken up by the respective participants. A central prerequisite for an issue to get 
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onto an agenda is that it has to turn from a condition into a problem. Kingdon (2005) states 

that  “conditions become problems when we come to believe that we should do something 

about them” (Kingdon 2005, 109), yet it is important also to keep in mind that problems are 

not only former conditions or external events themselves, but that they carry a perceptual, 

interpretive element as well.  

In order to provide a theoretical basis for the examination of these processes on the 

issue of fish welfare and its status as problem or condition across participants and their 

respective agendas, in the following part the different participants as well as the processes 

related to problem definition will be explained.  

 

 

Participants  

In the proposed framework of Kingdon (1995), participants are distinguished as being inside 

or outside the government, with those inside the government having been granted by statue 

and the constitution, formal authority. Limitation and control of this authority is usually 

present through the principle of accountability to a certain constituency. 

 However, Kingdon also recognizes that this distinction of the inside/outside 

dichotomy is exceedingly difficult to draw. He states that for example lobbying has become a 

two-way process where officials are not just lobbied to, but also lobby themselves. Even 

occupying positions within the government has become of a dynamic nature, where those that 

at some point occupy positions, at other times, work as lobbyists or consultants. Finally, 

ideas, values and information are by nature shared, making it hard to draw such distinctions. 

 Yet the fact remains that this distinction is still present: there exist a plurality of 

groups without formal government positions, namely: Academics, Researchers and 

Consultants; the Media; the Public; and Interest groups. Such participants all have 

relationships to problems and the definition of such problems. This paper will attempt to 

provide a comprehensive overview by working beyond the dichotomy of the inside/outside 

actor distinction and treat governmental actors alongside the just mentioned groups. In the 

later part of this paper, these will then also be the actors examined for their role in the 

dynamics between conditions and problem recognition of the issue of fish welfare. The 

relevance of such an approach is emphasized by Kingdon in his assessment that issues 

generally emerge to a status of serious consideration on the agenda from a complex web of 

factors, a situation where various streams of attention flow together (Kingdon 2005, 50). 

Therefore it is important to devote equal attention to all participants in question. 
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Problems 

When considering problems, it is crucial to examine the process of how these enter the 

spotlight, how they are picked up and defined or recognized as problems. As mentioned 

before, the way participants deal with this is mostly by means of interpretation of a condition 

or external condition. The dimensions briefly outlined below are: indicators; focusing events 

and crisis; feedback; and lastly problem definition. Lastly a short paragraph will mention that 

once a problem has entered the agenda, this is by no means a guarantee that it will stay there, 

i.e. the question of why problems fade from agendas.  

 

Problem definition. One of the ways to proceed when 'less comfortable problems 

come your way' (Kingdon 2005, 110) could be to place the burden of adjustment elsewhere.  

In terms of ideology and values, if the ideal position doesn't equal the observed 

conditions, you could refer to it as a problem. This is especially relevant when already the 

idea of government intervention in certain areas is more fueled by ideology than by the actual 

condition.  

Comparisons may also lead to problems in observed conditions, seeing other countries 

as being 'ahead' might make officials doubt about certain policy or be an incentive to “catch 

up” in terms of making the condition in question a problem on their own agenda.  

Finally, categories and the perception of problems matter: new definitions and 

conceptualization of the problem can change the way policy makers think of such problems 

(Kingdon 2005, 111-112). 

 

Indicators. Systematic indicators may be picked up by researchers or academics (in 

governmental agencies or non-governmental organizations). Such indicators often come up 

during routine monitoring by agencies. At times studies are done into a particular problem, 

the results of which might be suggesting the need for government attention.  

Generally, decision makers use such indicators in two ways: to assess the magnitude 

or gain awareness of changes. Within this process, change is generally considered more 

problematic than steady numbers or constant conditions. A change in an indicator equals for 

policy makers a change in the system, and thus, a problem. Where the change of the “actual 

indicator is usually exaggerated in the body politic, as people believe the change is symbolic 

of something larger and find that the new figures do not conform to their previous 
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experience” (Kingdon 2005, 93). Those that argue for policy change thus search for 

supporting indicators, getting others to agree to its value, at the same time risking deficiencies 

within such indicators. “the countable problem sometimes acquires a power of its own that is 

unmatched by problems that are less countable”  (Kingdon 2005, 93). Debates often rage over 

how facts were acquired (methodology) and how valid they are to the issue in question 

(interpretation). At the end might then stand an entry onto the agenda when “interpretations 

of the data transform […] statements of conditions to statements of policy problems.” 

(Kingdon 2005, 94).  

 

Focusing events, crises and symbols. In order to be picked up, indicators need 

focusing events, such as crises or clear symbols, although it might even be the personal 

experience1 of the policy maker, an event that the government decision makers can't ignore, 

which drives the process. Especially when the issue has already come up before, it is often 

personal experience or symbols that provide focus on a condition.  

Yet focusing events alone are not sufficient, they are much more likely to bring issues 

to the agenda when accompanied by: the reinforcement of a preexisting perception of a 

problem or early warnings where further investigation leads to a widespread condition that 

needs attention. 

  

Feedback.  Feedback such as that from evaluation studies, both formal and informal, 

but also through the work of bureaucrats, might deliver valuable feedback on a condition. 

This can be seen as civil servants most important contributions: raising awareness of 

problems. Some feedback might still be more suitable than others where only some of this 

information is actually interpreted as a problem. Furthermore there might be situations where 

the implementation of measures is contrary to legislative or higher administrative aims, or 

there could be a clash with “stated goals”. Additionally programs might be seen as (too) 

costly and finally, there might be unanticipated consequences of the program. 

 

Fading from the agenda.  There are various relevant factors that determine whether or 

not an issue actually stays on the agenda long enough to receive enough attention to be solved 

or at least become an alleviated situation.  

                                                
1 A nice way to say that those of middle to high socio economic status (where we find policy makers in daily 
lives), will experience much more issues solved than for instance a poor family (unless it gains attention through 
other means). 
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Firstly, it takes much time and effort (as well as actors) to keep an issue in sight. 

Secondly, legislators may think they have addressed the problem, even though they have not, 

where the problem slips away. Also, sacrifices that have to be made can seem to be too great. 

Altogether it can be said that failing to address or solve a problem, just like success in doing 

so, could lead to the demise of the issue as an agenda item. 

 

Perceptions of the condition of fish welfare across participants 

Assessing the degree of attention given to the issue of farmed fish welfare, the following 

section aims at providing an overview of how the various participants have concerned 

themselves with fish welfare as condition or problem. The framework used in this context to 

define farmed fish welfare is the widely applied one of the “five freedoms”, originally 

developed by the British Farmed Animal Welfare Council in 1979. Its terms encompass 

freedom from hunger and thirst (1), discomfort (2), pain, injury or disease (3), the freedom to 

express normal behavior (4) and lastly freedom from fear and distress (5). Although these are 

ideal states, they provide a comprehensive general framework for the assessment of the 

welfare of farmed fish in ponds, tanks or cages. That there is reason to believe that fish 

welfare is an issue in the practice of aquaculture is likely, considering some of the following 

cases: It is not unusual to find densities of 50,000 for farmed salmon in cages that allocate 

each of the salmon an average space of a bathtub per 75cm long salmon (Lymbery 2002), 

while their genes program them to “spend most of their lives swimming freely through the 

oceans” (Sedgwick 2002); the extremely stressful conditions of crowded fish tanks, sea lice 

infestations, abrasions and inhumane slaughter methods often applied (Singer & Mason 2006, 

129). That under these circumstances there is still little attention to the issue is even more 

surprising in the light of the continued growth of aquacultures as source of fish for 

consumption. The following findings comprise findings from participants in Germany, the 

United Kingdom, Spain and the Netherlands and are partly based on conclusions drawn from 

reports on sustainability in the production of meat and fish, conducted by students in the 

phase one reports. The participants will be examined in the following order: I) Academics, 

Researchers and Consultants; II) The Media; III) the Public; IV) Interest Groups and V) 

Governments. 

 

I) Academics, Researchers and Consultants 

This “set”' of nongovernmental actors, often invoked by politicians who “all know and cite 

by name the leading academicians during their discussions” (Kingdon 2005, 51), have 
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various ways of contributing to the rise of an issue to the agenda. This group often affects 

alternatives more than the actual agenda, where policy makers call on such expertise to get 

rid of flaws. Work produced can influence the climate of ideas, affecting policy makers in the 

long run (even if in the short run no attention seems to have been attributed to such work). 

Yet, there are limitations in the range of influence, as in some cases, what looks nice on 

paper, a politician would know is impossible to implement.  

In the case of fish welfare, the most crucial dimension of academic research is the fact 

of making fish welfare an issue to be researched and establishing that the biological 

foundation are existing for the actual suffering of fish. The following part will shortly delve 

into this crucial question of whether fish can suffer, as it underlies the discussion of the 

condition in question for all other participants as well.  

With academic discussions on animal welfare based on ethical concerns about the 

quality of life of animals (Chandroo et al. 2004 & Duncan and Fraser 1997), the topic of 

animal welfare has opened up much debate. This is largely due to difficulties in defining the 

nature of the subject in scientific terms (Conte 2004). Resulting in several research 

approaches (Fraser et al., 1997 & Duncan and Fraser, 1997), the dominant approach widely 

accepted in the scientific community today is that of Duncan (1996). His approach answers 

the question of fish welfare by stating that, rather than seeing health and stress as principal 

inhibitors of animal welfare, research has to be done with regard to the cognitive capacities of 

such animals (Duncan and Petherick 1991 & Curtis and Stricklin 1991). Such capacities 

could then form a basis on which to build a theory of sentience. Put differently, the 

prerequisite to fish welfare has become sentience (Wood-Gush et al., 1981 & Duncan, 1996), 

with a body of literature slowly developing in this field (Conte, 2004). It is furthermore 

important to keep in mind that “many aquatic species fall outside of the scope of animal 

welfare concerns because of the lack of complexity of their neural anatomy and associated 

physiological systems.” (Conte 2004).  This is due to the fact that animals with higher 

cognitive capacities are generally associated with vertebrates. For research in aquaculture, 

finfish species are attributed most attention (due to their neural complexity), as well as size 

and visibility of the industry (Conte 2004). The research on sentience in fish has recently also 

been confirmed in favor of fish’s capacity to suffer by a scientific panel under the European 

Food Safety Authority (2009) which concluded that “some fish species have the capacity to 

experience pain”.   
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Scientific experiments. There have been a number of attempts to prove sentience in 

fish, one of such experiments, was that conducted as part of a study by Sneddon (2003). His 

experiments showed adverse behavioral and physiological responses in rainbow trout, when a 

noxious (potentially painful) algogenic substance was injected. The behavior of which some 

believed to lessen the intensity of pain, was compared to behavior in other animals, such as 

primates and zoo animals, in some cases we can even relate to this behavior ourselves. They 

include: Rocking behavior (Gonyou, 1994); Taking longer to ingest food, (this has been 

compared to not using a limb or area in pain, a common way of pain and damage prevention 

in animals) (Gentle, 1992); The rubbing of the acid injected fish lips into the gravel and sides 

of the tank (Roveroni et al., 2001); The increase in (opercular) beat rate, (where the speed is 

similar to the speed recorded when rainbow trout are swimming at maximum speed2) 

(Altimiras and Larsen, 2000); a dramatic rise in the ventilation rate, (associated with the 

process of encoding and processing noxious stimuli (Nociception)) (Kato et al., 2001). Both 

rocking and rubbing behaviors were observed shortly after the introduction of a substance 

leading to a painful event (when the pain is most intense) (Molony et al., 2002). 

 Although data remains scarce, it is possible that pain is species specific, where even 

behavioral changes as a response to certain pain can differ (Kavaliers, 1988). 

Apart from the sampled experiment focusing on the cognitive dimension of fish 

already mentioned, the existing literature in the field of fish biology has recently been 

providing more and more indicators for the evidence of suffering in fish. An example is the 

multidisciplinary approach of Poli (2009), which examines working indicators from 

behavioral, haematic, cortisol and other biochemical and tissue-related processes for suffering 

in farmed fish. Yet, there is still a need for further research to establish the exact connections 

between behavior indicating the suffering of fish and the possible causes, such as in the case 

of salmon or trout suffering at high densities and whether this is to be traced back to high 

levels of aggression, bad water quality, direct injury or other causes (Ellis et al 2002). 

 Relevant for this paper however is the general consensus that fish have the capacity to 

suffer and citing the European Food Safety Authority report’s (2009) conclusion on this: 

“that the concept of welfare is the same for all the animals, i.e. mammals, birds and fish, used 

for human food and given protection under the Treaty of Amsterdam.” 

 

II) Media 

                                                
2 This could also be due to the procedure of the handling of the fish and the anaesthetic procedure, which can be 
stressful (Altimiras and Larsen, 2000). 
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The media is often portrayed as a powerful agenda setter in many instances, as it often 

mirrors or reaches across participants and their agendas. In fact, the way the media portrays 

what happens in the government, is often similar to the image people have. On the other hand 

because it often reflects public opinion, media is influenced and influences (although the 

effect is only small) both ways. Intensive media “sensations” have been proven to help to 

bring issues onto other agendas as well. Yet media attention is generally short, it doesn't 

educate citizens and tends to happen at the end of the policy process.  

Kingdon (2005), does mention several ways and certain circumstances, in which this 

agenda can be important: media might act as a communicator within a policy community, 

spreading attention without further active participation of the initiator. Media can also pick up 

a movement originated elsewhere, magnify its impact, and accelerate its development it. 

Thirdly, media can affect public opinion agendas. In the end, there are some (outside the 

government) that will need media more to get the information they demand than others, 

unless one within the government has little leverage, which is where media could play a role. 

In the context of fish welfare, it is another important dimension to see how much ground the 

issue has made beyond the scientific community and in the more visible fields of newspapers 

and other media.  

 Generally it can be said that while there is some attention to animal welfare, there is 

little to none in particular to the issue of farmed fish welfare. A search for articles in “Die 

Welt” and “Frankfurter Allgemeine” newspapers in Germany on the issue of animal welfare 

resulted in 32% of articles concerned with fish welfare between 2007 and 2010, none of 

which were related to aquaculture (Rijke 2010). In the UK, for the same time period, both 

“The Times” and “The Guardian” had some articles on fish welfare in aquacultures, mostly 

centered on salmon farming, yet it was also the lesser part of articles when compare to issues 

of conventional animal welfare or overfishing (De Ridder 2010). The situation in Spain is 

mirroring the previous findings of Honkanen & Olsen as well as the fact that animal welfare 

in general is not very high on the media agenda (Maria 2006). Result of articles in the 

“Volkskrant” in the Netherlands between 2007 and 2009 came to an equally meager outcome 

with only 7% of the articles found on sustainability and animal welfare relating to the issue of 

fish welfare. “De Telegraaf”, the newspaper with the highest circulation in the Netherlands 

had presented an even more bleak view on the issue with no articles on fish welfare at all 

(Limpens 2010). 

III) The Public 
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Public opinion can affect the status of an issue in multiple ways. Politicians can use support 

for an issue for votes, while on the other hand negative public opinion can put more 

constraints upon governments and are often more noticeable. Its influence has the potential of 

affecting agendas (rather than alternatives), where politicians may treat specific subjects just 

because they are on the minds of many.  

When examining the public agenda, populations across Europe are generally 

concerned with the protection of the welfare of farmed animals. According to a special 

Eurobarometer survey from 2007, answering the question “Please tell me on a scale of 1-10 

how important is it to you that the welfare of farmed animals is protected?”, the EU-25 

average was at 7.8. According to a 2005 Eurobarometer survey, a large part of European 

populations (43%) is furthermore showing interest in animal welfare when purchasing meat 

or fish products. It is important to note here however, that in both surveys Spain lagged 

behind the other three countries examined here, with 62% rarely or never considering animal 

welfare when buying meat or fish. Research by Honkanen & Olsen (2009) shows more 

specifically for the field of fish welfare, that in the Spanish sample, wild fish welfare received 

much more concern than farmed fish welfare. There is thus, little concern for the issue overall 

on the public consciousness.  

 

IV) Interest groups 

When considering interest groups, there is a plethora of possible actors that can be assessed, 

from private actors in the industry to publicly active non-governmental organizations, 

lobbying and awareness campaigns, the dimensions are various.  

In the domain of interest groups, business interests often play an important part, 

where issues such as organized labor, which focus on blocking activity are ranked much 

lower. Interestingly those seen as counterpoints to the self-interested groups of labor, 

business and of the professions, or “public interest” groups (such as environmentalists and 

consumers), have taken the scene in a way that broke the consensus among existing parties. 

The large variety of activity by interest groups can affect both agendas and alternatives 

considered by policy makers. They can be present when action is positive (promoting a new 

course of action or, what it is considered to predominantly consist of), or the negative 

(blocking change). Yet the rule remains “the louder they squawk the higher [they get]” 

(Kingdon 2005, 49). 

In the following paragraphs evidence from the agendas of two interest groups will be 

examined, namely non-governmental organizations as important shapers of public moods and 
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lobbying, as well as supermarkets. The latter is relevant here as they are private actors that 

are of crucial importance on the crossroads of consumers and industry and can even be seen 

as policy makers in their own right when considering the freedom to ban certain products 

from their sortiments. Examining these two agendas in regard to farmed fish welfare is 

therefore a relevant and comprehensive selection.  

 

NGO agendas. The attention of large NGOs in this area is equally limited, with for 

example only one out of the top five NGOs in the UK concerning itself with the issue 

specifically (Compassion in World Farming 2010). Greenpeace also does not seem to devote 

special attention to the issue, in none of the four countries examined, in spite of various 

campaigns for more sustainable fisheries. The British organization Food Ethics Council 

(2010) for example emphasizes that “we have a duty to treat farm animals in ways that 

respect their welfare and intrinsic natures” and displays projects on overfishing, yet the issue 

of farmed fish welfare does not appear on their agenda, except in an article in a report on 

aquaculture farming, which is written by the Chief Policy Advisor of the aforementioned 

Compassion in World Farming organization (Food Ethics Council 2009). Out of the four 

NGOs related to sustainability and animal welfare in the top twenty NGOs in Spain, none had 

specific attention devoted to farmed fish welfare (Krueger 2010). Of the animal welfare 

organization examined in the Netherlands, only the foundation Wakker Dier (2010) paid 

some attention to the issue of sedation, stress and deaths in fish farms, yet still only little 

compared to that of conventional farmed animals. Attention here has been on identifying the 

issue on agendas of large NGOs rather than the agenda of small, specialized ones advocating 

animal welfare, as naturally there is not a complete absence of the issue in the non-profit 

sector.  

 

 Supermarket agendas. Wielding significant power through their market shares in 

Europe, discounters and supermarkets can to an extent be regarded as policymakers in their 

own right, having the possibility of restricting their product range or create food labels 

themselves. With about three quarters of all food sold through supermarkets in the UK 

(RNCOS 2006), 89,4% in Germany (Nielsen 2008, 13) and comparable numbers in other 

European countries, supermarkets are an actor that is not to be ignored when considering 

attention paid to the issue of farmed fish welfare, especially when considering the 

circumstance that for example in the UK 80% of fish is sold through such food retailers 

(Trading Markets 2009).  
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While in Spain and Germany the issue of farmed fish welfare is almost completely 

absent in supermarket agendas, the Netherlands and the UK show at least some minor 

initiatives to take fish welfare into account. The Dutch website of “C1000” mentions their 

accordance with GlobalGAP standards (C1000 2010), a German private company that offers 

voluntary good practice standards for agriculture and developed aquaculture standards for 

salmon and trout and recently also for the intensively farmed pangasius and tilapia 

(GlobalGAP 2010). Yet as private body offering voluntary standards, the effectiveness of 

such guidelines is questionable. Regardless of this, the fact that only “C1000” displayed their 

membership (while many other supermarkets that were checked did not show any 

information on these standards) is in itself evidence for the invisibility of the issue from the 

side of the supermarkets. In the UK, “Tesco” includes farmed fish welfare in its Code of 

Practice, promoting salmon-friendly farming practices and providing information in a visible 

way (Tesco 2010). “Sainsbury’s” is another British supermarket that shows at least some 

evidence of concern for farmed fish welfare, namely by introducing salmon from farms 

meeting the Freedom Food standard of the RSPCA (Royal Society for the Prevention of 

Cruelty to Animals 2010).  

 

V) Governmental Actors and Political Parties 

Lastly we will examine the formal political agenda for evidence of how fish welfare has been 

considered as problem or failed to recognize the condition of suffering fish in the rising 

industry of aquaculture.  

Apart from the political offices of ministries, it has to be kept in mind that 

governments are also limited and influenced by various other actors and factors, not least 

election-related effects from campaigning and short-term interests. Elections may 

affect policy agendas because by nature, they turn out officials, who in turn make decisions. 

A change might lead to an overhaul of alternatives, approaches and even complete agendas. 

However, campaign pledges do not always make their way into policy, and often have to be 

accompanied by other strong indicators. Political parties on the other hand may be guided 

ideologically. Keeping this in mind the proceeding paragraphs will provide some overview of 

the attention paid to the issue of farmed fish welfare across some European governments and 

ministries. 

 The governmental agenda is assessed here through attention paid to the issue in the 

dimensions of ministerial speeches, legislation, consultations and statistical studies. Of course 
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these interact partly with previous sections, but that is inherent to the process, as mentioned 

earlier.  

 Findings generally show that the issue of fish welfare is oftentimes absent from 

discussions on animal welfare or comprises only a minority of the material. In the UK for 

example, out of forty-seven speeches transcribed and published on the website of the 

Secretary of State for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, Hilary Benn, dating between 

2008 and 2010, at least five speeches pay attention to the issue of animal welfare and 

sustainable livestock management, yet only one is directly concerned with fish welfare 

(November 16, 2009), and even then only that of wild-caught fish (Ostowar 2010). Similar 

situations are found in the other countries, such as in the Spanish government, where no 

initiatives on fish welfare legislation could be found apart from those included in general 

directives from the European Union (Kittl 2010). In the section on agriculture and fisheries of 

the coalition treaty of the current German government, there is only reference to the 

promotion of sustainability in aquaculture without any reference to farmed fish welfare 

(German Coalition Agreement 2009, 41). The Dutch government also focuses their attention 

more on issues of the depletion of fish stocks and the preservation of diversity than on fish 

welfare in aquaculture (Ikani 2010).  

 Interestingly enough, when glancing at the European level, the issue has actually 

been brought up and received some attention, such as a short statement within the a 

communicative report from the Commission to the Council and Parliament from 2002 that 

resulted in the “Recommendation Concerning Farmed Fish” of the Council in 2005 (which 

entered into force in June 2006). Yet these have not been receiving broader attention and 

have, apart from some minor additions to general animal welfare documents, not been 

elaborated on or developed to an extent that could be expected when looking at the growth 

rates of the aquaculture industry. 

 

Synopsis 

Having reviewed recent attention to the issue of farmed fish welfare across participants, it can 

be said that in general there seems to be a lack of attention to the issue of farmed fish welfare 

on these agendas in Europe, yet with differences across countries. While the UK, and in 

particular the supermarket landscape is generally the most concerned about farmed fish 

welfare and seems to have recognized the problem, it has to be mentioned that even here the 

degree of attention is still small compared to concern about conventional non-fish animal 



 

- 97 -  

welfare. The other countries and agendas show little to no attention to the issue across 

agendas, with Spain at the rear of the four countries examined. Taking into account the large 

growth of the aquaculture industry, the question therefore remains what reasons play a role in 

the relative absence of the issue in the majority of agendas across Europe. In search for 

possible explanations of why the condition of farmed fish welfare has failed to become 

recognized and acknowledged as a problem, the following part will attempt some speculative 

investigations into the background of this.  

  

Problematization of fish welfare 

Why has farmed fish welfare been absent or played only a marginal role for the examined 

participants? To shed some light onto this question it is necessary to search for cases that 

exemplify the problem of either slipping off the agenda in cases where it has actually 

received a little attention, or to look at cases where farmed fish welfare has almost made it 

onto the agenda. Despite the difficulty of finding such cases for the neglected issue of fish 

welfare in aquaculture, there are some cases that can be used to attempt and formulate some 

tentative conclusions on the matter. 

The first case is that of the label of the Aquaculture Stewardship Council (ASC), the 

attempt to match the well-known Marine Stewardship Council for sustainable fisheries in the 

field of farmed fish. It was founded in 2009 by the WWF and the Dutch Sustainable Trade 

Initiative and is expected to be in full operation by 2011 (ASC 2010a). In the frequently 

asked questions section of their website, the ASC states that although discussions with 

stakeholders and animal welfare organizations took place, it was in the end decided not to 

include the criteria of fish welfare explicitly. Apart from a focus on the environmental and 

social impacts of aquaculture, the site cited that yet “more research is needed on this issue” 

(ASC 2010b) and encourages studies on the European level on this. It seems thus that the 

welfare of fish remains a marginal concern even for organizations that are as close to the 

issue as possible. Adding to the argument, it should be mentioned that the Marine 

Stewardship Council is not including fish welfare considerations in their label either.  

On the European level, as mentioned earlier, there has been some attention to the 

issue of fish welfare. The initiatives started in this context were mostly devoted to further 

research in existing aquaculture farms: The WEALTH project considers relations between 

environmental factors and husbandry practices on stress in fish; the BENEFISH considers 

costs and benefits of integrating welfare into farmed fish production systems project; 

FASTFISH is aiming at identifying quantifiable stress indicators for fish in aquacultures; 
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FINEFISH is exploring methods of preventing malformations; AQUAFIRST is exploring the 

breeding of more stress- and disease-resistant fish; WELLFISH is attempting to bring 

stakeholders together to establish a baseline for welfare indicators in fish; the website 

fishwelfare.net is designed as research portal to the issue; and lastly AQUAMAX is designed 

to maximize health benefits of farmed fish for consumers (Aquamax 2010). While these 

initiatives seem very commendable and appropriate, suggesting that the connections between 

participants of academia, research, supra-national governmental structures and some non-

governmental specialized organization are advancing, it seems that there is a rather large gap 

and shortcoming when it comes to the connection of these actors and the broader public and 

media. A possible explanation for this might be a missing focus event or crisis that catapults 

the issue onto such mainstream agendas. An event like the bovine spongiform 

encephalopathy (BSE) disease for the issue of sustainable and healthy husbandry practices for 

beef might create the necessary public basis that could bring the still marginalized issue 

further up on agendas. Yet even then, the dynamics of agendas are complex, and drawing on 

the earlier mentioned problem recognition after Kingdon (2005), it is important also to have 

at least some awareness within the public sphere already of the problems of fish welfare in 

aquaculture. Such awareness could then be reinforced and scaled through a possible crisis 

such as a massive disease wiping out large parts of the European aquaculture stocks of 

salmon.  

Further exploration of possible explanations needs to take the psychological 

dimension of the population into consideration as well. Is it simply the psychological distance 

between humans and fish that prevents it from entering broader agendas? Both popular and 

governmental actors have mentioned this issue, such as Peter Singer and Jim Mason (2006) in 

their book Eating- What we eat and why it matters, phrase it as “Is it because the fish is cold 

and slimy rather than warm and furry? Or that is cannot bark or scream?” (130). A study by 

Wolffrom and Dos Santos from 2004 takes a similar perspective by stating that “there is a 

lack of tradition in perceiving fish as sentient beings, as fish do not evoke compassion and 

concern in humans in the same way other, warm-blooded animals do” (Profet Policy 2010).  

Another possible explanation could be the comparatively recent emergence of the 

large-scale farming of fish. While animal husbandry has been practiced on a large scale for 

thousands of years and been a visible part of the everyday lives of large parts of the 

population before the shift to more capital-intensive farming in the 20th century, the 

industrialization of the aquaculture sector to the intensive and large scales as witnessed today 

is a rather recent development and in addition less visible, as the majority of it happens below 
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sea-level. The visibility aspect mentioned here however could also be major part of the 

explanation with a longer shadow than the one of the industry’s age, as even in the 

comparatively same aged industry of wild fisheries, the welfare and sustainability concerns 

have only emerged very recently (Marine Stewardship Council for example). Aspects of 

visibility as well as common assumption of the “endless ocean” could serve as explanations 

why the massive destruction of habitats and pollution as consequences of bottom trawlers and 

overfishing have remained marginalized for so long.  

Another speculative answer to why farmed fish welfare has largely remained a 

condition for the broader public might be that there are not yet ready actors within the process 

of agenda-setting that could instrumentalize the process of bringing it up on the agenda, 

actors described by Kingdon (2005) as “policy entrepreneurs” who wait to sell their pet-

solution once a problem has been recognized or even translated into legislation. In the case of 

farmed fish welfare this could for example be a pre-designed aquaculture welfare label or 

systems to assess fish welfare using state-of-the-art technologies. Naturally, such actors by 

themselves are of limited effectiveness, but once they join a general direction of attention and 

efforts push the issue up onto the agenda, policy entrepreneurs can be an essential part of the 

equation.  

 

Conclusion 

Building upon the theoretical concepts of the relationship between participants and problems 

in the process of agenda-setting, the examination of the relevant groups inside and outside of 

the government has confirmed initial expectations and provided evidence for the little 

attention that is devoted to the welfare of farmed fish in Europe. While some participants 

(academic researchers, supranational initiatives and supermarkets) have attributed somewhat 

more resources and relevance to the issue, the agendas involving the largest parts of the 

population, namely media and public, have shown a large lack of concern and attention to 

problems associated with the welfare of farmed fish.  

Considering the theoretically assessed complex dynamics within processes of agenda-

setting, these results offer a wide range of interpretations regarding their explanation. 

Attempting first speculative attempts of exploring some of these, the conclusions that can be 

drawn are concerning mostly the obstacles that lie in the way of the issue of farmed fish 

welfare entering mainstream agendas and awareness as well as strategies for possible 

solutions.  
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Firstly, policy-makers and participants that have already made the transition from 

seeing the issue as a condition to recognizing it as a problem, need to take one step further 

and display more pro-active behavior in their efforts to bringing the topic to a broader 

audience. This could for example happen through strategic partnerships with NGOs that have 

animal welfare written high on their agenda and high visibility within the population and 

media.  

Secondly, a focus event or crisis that affects a larger part of the population could lift 

the issue to the general public, for example through a disease within aquaculture that raises 

prices and health concerns for consumers. While this is by itself undoubtedly a disastrous 

event and not to be deliberately initiated, it nevertheless might have the utilitarian side-effect 

of enhancing chances for legislation or awareness leading to better fish welfare in the future.  

Thirdly, there is the need for finding solutions or at approaches to alleviate the 

problem of visibility and psychological distance of fish welfare to the population. Being 

probably the hardest obstacle to overcome or diminish, the influence of the media onto the 

public mood is not to be underestimated and might provide an entry-point for campaigns of 

various other participants to establish the foundations for a more compassionate reaction to 

the suffering of fish. With more visibility of the cruel practices in aquaculture farms where no 

notion of the pain and stress exists that is inflicted upon the fish, there is also the potential of 

shifting notions in the public to acknowledge that this suffering is beyond the ethical 

standards of our society.  

Altogether it can be said that only when obstacles as these can gradually be overcome 

and a critical mass within the public sphere and among the population is reached, the problem 

of farmed fish welfare has chance to become more established on the agendas of the various 

participants in the public, private and political sphere. To accelerate this process, the current 

flows of attention and resources have to be redirected so as to nourish a stream that brings 

together the various participants and lifts the problem into a sphere of recognition upon which 

policies can follow.  
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Chapter 6 

 

Animal Welfare in the United Kingdom: comparing 

the responsiveness of supermarkets and government  
 

Zeynep Sentek and Julia Khazanova  
 

Introduction 

This paper focuses on issues of welfare of farm animals in the UK. The study attempts to 

analyze the role the government and the supermarkets play in responding to the public 

concern explicitly and tackling the issue. As the different political forces at work will be 

studied, the paper aims to speak to different audiences. Yet, mainly, it will address scholars 

of food politics and agenda setting. Until today, the amount of work done with the specific 

focus on public agenda, food politics, and animal welfare in a certain country has been very 

limited, if not non-existent. In this sense, the study of influence of the UK public on their 

government and supermarkets will most likely bring additional value to the existing 

knowledge.  

In order to be able to describe the situation in the UK and to analyze relations among 

different actors, one has to acknowledge the importance of using relevant tools to 

comprehend the public agenda in the country regarding animal welfare. By looking at main 

supermarkets (Tesco, Asda, Sainsbury’s, Morrisons) in the country and the relevant 

government agency (Defra), we analyze their policies and agendas. It is expected to see the 

traces of public concern in those agendas. As a result, the study intends to yield results which 

can say something about the influence of different actors on each other. The main research 

question of the paper is the following: To what extent have the UK government and UK 

supermarkets incorporated the issue of animal welfare as part of their policies, and to what 

extent have these policies been developed in response to citizens’/ consumers’ concerns?  

 

Theory and Background 
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Theory of Responsiveness and Expectations 

This paper, in analyzing the role the citizens/customers play in making the animal welfare 

issue public, will use a specific theory to construct the basis of the main argument. Through 

employing the theory and constructing a theoretical foundation, it will attempt to investigate 

and discuss the case study at hand. So, the authors will take Albert Hirschman’s influential 

work Exit, Voice, Loyalty: Responses to Decline in Firms, Organizations, and States (1970) 

as a starting point and use his ideas on possible responses of members of a certain group 

regarding a visible deterioration to develop the chief idea of the paper. Although his 

arguments can come across as extremely complicated for those who are not trained in the 

field of economics, Hirschman basically argues that members of a particular organization –a 

company, a firm, a nation, or any other type of group- fundamentally have two potential 

responses when they observe and identify that a decline in quality or benefit to the member 

becomes visible in that organization. In such a situation, the members can either ‘exit’ or 

‘voice.’ This simply means that they can ‘exit’ by completely withdrawing from the existing 

relationship or they can ‘voice’ through using communication tools –complaining, criticizing, 

requesting for change, etc.- and attempt to restore or fix the existing but damaged 

relationship. To illustrate the theory; a citizen of a certain country may feel herself under 

rising political and social oppression and she may respond to this in two possible ways, 

leaving the country (emigration) or protesting. The same rationale works for customer-firm 

relationships as well; an unhappy customer can express her dissatisfaction to the manager 

about a certain product/situation or she can simply choose to shop somewhere else. This 

availability and accessibility of the ‘exit’ option for customers and the customer’s frequent 

resort to it are considered as characteristics of a normal competition “where the firm has 

competitors but enjoys some latitude as both price-maker and quality-maker” (Hirschman 

1970: 21). There is also another dimension of Hirschman’s theory, “loyalty”, which is neither 

“exit” nor “choice” but rather refers to something that makes the possibility of exit less likely 

and allows voice to play its proper role in the market relations. Consumers, for example, can 

stay loyal to particular a brand or a shop –due to the products/shops accessibility, price, 

image, etc- and choose not to exit or voice.  

The ‘exit’ option is argued to be quite a powerful tool that customers have. This 

option is also the predominant one for firms in competitive markets. That means, it is very 

easy for a certain firm to lose its customers before they even hear about specific complaints 

on a particular problem/situation/product that the customers find displeasing. Especially in 

advanced competitive markets with so many choices the ‘exit’ option is more likely to prevail 
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by very simple reason of availability of a different choice. As for states, on the other hand, 

the ‘exit’ option is a highly costly one for citizens. Therefore, the reasons should definitely be 

quite serious for a citizen to decide to leave the country with the aim of avoiding the 

unpleasant condition since it is predictable that the process of emigration is not something 

completely trouble-free and unproblematic. Thus, the ‘voice’ option becomes more accessible 

and widespread as the ‘exit’ option requires far greater effort in this case. But also it should 

be kept in mind that ‘loyalty’ might easily come into play and decrease the possibility of exit, 

especially when other options to exit are not very convenient or appealing.   

In democracies, it is expected for governments to be responsive to the citizens’ 

concerns and demands. However, if one considers Hirschman’s theory together with such 

expectation, the picture becomes rather murky. It is obviously logical to assume democracies 

to work through the principle of government responsiveness towards people’s concerns, yet, 

at least for certain topics such assumptions can prove to be rather problematic. Governments 

can be considered as “monopolies”; which means they basically do not have to compete with 

other entities over governing the country and the citizens. Thus, they simply can turn a blind 

eye on what their citizens’ want if the issue is not extremely essential and does not have to be 

urgently dealt with. Or, at least, it can be argued that they do not have to stand as the 

proactive institution initiating policies that are not fundamentally vital and implementing 

them for the sake of citizen satisfaction. Firms, on the other hand, generally have to compete 

in order to survive within the wild capitalist free-market system of today’s world. It cannot be 

denied that all firms work through the cost-benefit rationale and their utmost goal is to 

increase benefit in order to stay alive and further grow. Therefore, it would not be irrational 

to expect firms to be more responsive towards concerns of their customers. In our case, 

supermarkets are the firms under discussion and it can be said that they stand as a very 

suitable example in the study of connecting theory and reality. Since supermarkets have to 

anticipate consumer preferences and develop company policies accordingly, failing to ignore 

what the majority of customers think about a certain issue/product/production process is 

something that they simply cannot afford as such act would most probably trigger the ‘exit’ 

option to take place, which would most certainly result in decline in profit. Supermarkets, 

among other countless articles, provide basic and necessary items for people; therefore, it is 

not uncommon to encounter numerous supermarkets in a country as the business itself is 

quite profitable. This also means that they constantly have to deal with the risk of losing 

customers and the risk of not being able to retain them as a customer can simply pick another 

supermarket –as they offer more or less the same brands and items- and choose to buy the 
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products from the other supermarket. Such risk does exist –and predictably supermarkets also 

takes this existence for granted- even if ‘loyalty’ to the supermarket may be present due to the 

fact that the customers may not find going to another market convenient.  

On the basis of the abovementioned underlying principle about how governments and 

firms differ in their nature, workings, and response systems; in this specific study it is 

expected supermarkets in the UK to be more responsive and more customer-oriented in their 

policies regarding the welfare of farm animals than government. Furthermore, it is again 

expected supermarkets to mention customer concerns explicitly in their existing firm policy 

justifications. With the same rationale, it is predicted that the British government is less 

concerned about the issue in comparison to the UK supermarkets as the ‘exit’ option does not 

stand as a feasible choice for the citizens in this case. However, we do not fail to 

acknowledge the British government’s presented image as a very effective and active 

institution in developing policies concerning the issues like food, agriculture, farming, and 

animal welfare. That is why it will be quite interesting –and also rather challenging- to draw 

the parallel between the government and the supermarkets. Hence, this research aims to 

construct the analogy of the government-the citizens and the supermarkets-the customers, 

with the main purpose of analyzing the existing correlation or the possible contrast between 

two relationships when it comes to the issue of animal welfare. 

 

Historical Development of the Issue of Animal Welfare in the UK and Public Concern 

There are many definitions of animal welfare. For instance, in May 2008 the World 

Organization for Animal Health stated: “Animal welfare means how an animal is coping with 

the conditions in which it lives. An animal is in a good state of welfare if (as indicated by 

scientific evidence) it is healthy, comfortable, well nourished, safe, able to express innate 

behaviour, and if it is not suffering from unpleasant states such as pain, fear and distress. 

Good animal welfare requires disease prevention and veterinary treatment, appropriate 

shelter, management, nutrition, humane handling and humane slaughter/killing. Animal 

welfare refers to the state of an animal; the treatment that an animal receives is covered by 

other terms such as animal care, animal husbandry and humane treatment” (OIE 2009). 

According to the Farm Animal Welfare Council (FAWC) (2009a), “welfare principally 

concerns both physical and mental health, which is largely determined by the skills of the 

stockman, the system of husbandry and the suitability of the genotype for the environment.”   

Animal welfare-related issues are high on the agenda in the United Kingdom. In 1822 

the Parliament approved the Act to Prevent the Cruel and Improper Treatment of Cattle. This 
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made the UK the first country in the world to enact parliamentary legislation on animal 

welfare (DEFRA 2010). Afterwards, in December 1965, Roger Brambell produced a report 

on welfare of farmed animals, on the basis of which the UK government created the Farm 

Animal Welfare Advisory Committee in 1967, currently referred to as the Farm Animal 

Welfare Council. In his report Brambell introduced the ‘Five Freedoms’ concept in order to 

safeguard the freedom of animals “to stand up, lie down, turn around, groom themselves and 

stretch their limbs” (FAWC 2009). In 1993 FAWC decided to improve this concept by 

creating a new one. Currently the ‘Five Freedoms’ include “(1) Freedom from thirst, hunger 

and malnutrition, (2) Freedom from discomfort, (3) Freedom from pain, injury and disease, 

(4) Freedom to express normal behavior and (5) Freedom from fear and distress” (AFAC 

2010).  The UK is among the countries that took the lead on the problem of farm animal 

welfare and that had stricter regulations than those covered in the EU legislation (Bock and 

van Leeuwen 2005; cited in Veissiera et. al. 2008).  

The development of the issue of animal welfare in the UK shows that the country has 

been paying serious attention to the problem. Yet, who stimulated the issue to be raised in the 

UK, and are the British citizens concerned about the problem? In order to answer the 

question, it would be helpful to look at the results of the survey conducted by Eurobarometer 

229 which deals with the welfare of farm animals and focuses particularly on the EU citizens’ 

attitude towards the welfare and protection of farm animals (Eurobarometer 2005).  As it can 

be seen from the Table 1, Question 1, 20% of the British respondents claim that they think 

about animal welfare and protection when they purchase meat, while 27% do it most of the 

time. Although these rates are slightly higher percentages than the EU average, a quarter of 

all respondents still do not consider this issue at all. Still, though, in comparison to the EU 

average, the UK is one of the countries where animal welfare/protection is seen as something 

worth thinking of when buying meat.  
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From the 

Table 1, Question 2, it 

can be seen that while 

32% of the British 

believe that buying 

animal welfare 

friendly products 

could have a positive 

influence on animal 

welfare of  

 farm animals, 13% 

believe that it 

certainly could not. 

Those numbers are pretty much same with the EU average.  

In the same Eurobarometer survey, some relevant questions are also asked in order to 

see what the perceptions of the EU citizens are when it comes to the existing legislation on 

animal welfare/protection issue. If a citizen is knowledgeable about the existing legislation on 

the promotion of animal welfare, it can be considered that the issue is visible on the public 

agenda as well. In comparison to the EU in general, the British citizens seem less 

knowledgeable about the legislation, although the differences are not very significant. EU 

legislations on the transportation of animals and slaughter of animals are more widely known 

in the UK -55% and 50% respectively- than the legislation on the conditions in which 

animals are kept –which is 40%. This means that although the numbers are more or less the 

same with the EU average, specific legislations on animal welfare are not widely known. 

Still, this does not indicate that the public in the UK is not concerned with the issue; it 

basically shows that they are not informed enough on the existing specific European 

legislation. 

Moreover, EU citizens’ thoughts on governmental policies and the amount of 

attention paid to animal welfare and protection in those policies are also examined in 

Eurobarometer report 229. While the EU average is 55%, 62% of the British respondents 

believe that not enough importance is given to animal welfare/protection in the UK’s current 

food and agricultural policy. This certainly indicates that the citizens of the UK are not only 

aware of the existence of an issue concerning animal welfare and protection they also notice 

 
Table 2: Customers’ concern and impact of purchasing animal 

friendly products 
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the lack of relevant governmental policies, thus the lack of attention paid by the government 

to the issue.  

 

Methods and Operationalization 

In order to compare which agenda is more receptive towards the demands of the public and 

consumers it is necessary to have operational indicators of measuring. We decided to look at 

the content of issues at stake in order to look specifically for explicit mentioning of the 

citizens’/customers’ concerns when the government/supermarkets attempt to justify their 

animal welfare policies. 

In order to study the governmental agenda of the UK, numerous public speeches 

given by ministers and other government officials on the issues like agriculture, farming, 

animal welfare, sustainability, etc. were analyzed. Besides, relevant Parliament debates that 

took place in the process of enacting relevant animal welfare laws were read and studied. 

Thus, the most pertinent ones are mentioned in this study. After an extensive analysis of 

government expressions (debates, speeches, consultation reports, bills, etc.) specifically on 

the animal welfare, only the ones openly referring to the UK citizens and their concerns were 

used.  

As regards to the supermarket agenda, the focus is the four main British retailers 

whose total market share in the UK is above 75 percent in order to see how much attention 

is/was paid by the firms to the issue of animal welfare. The retailers’ websites, annual 

corporate responsibility reports, and secondary sources such as online publications, 

newspapers, and NGOs reports were analyzed with the aim to get this information as the 

initial step. Then, we took the same path as we did while analyzing the governmental agenda 

and traced explicit mentioning of customers and their concerns in the policies of those 

supermarkets.  

 

Results 

The UK Government 

Government Policies Regarding the Issue of Animal Welfare  

In this section, the existing government policies in the UK regarding welfare of farm animals 

will be analyzed in order to observe the level of attention paid by the government to the issue. 

Such analysis will provide one with the necessary knowledge on the status of the issue on the 

government level, which will pave the way for further investigation of the traces of ‘voice’ of 

the public in government policy.  
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The governmental department of the UK which is directly relevant to this case study 

and the most directly responsible with matters pertinent to the scope of this piece of work is 

Department for Environment, Food, and Rural Affairs (DEFRA). DEFRA’s ultimate goal 

mainly is sustainable development and accordingly, its focus lays in the fields of sustainable 

consumption, production, farming and food sector (including animal welfare), environment, 

etc (Cabinet Office 2010). With regards to animal welfare, it falls under the department’s 

direct responsibility and a great quantity of information can be found on the website of 

DEFRA concerning the issue, the government’s goals, activities, etc. It is there to inform the 

public on “what Defra is doing to ensure priority is given to these standards for welfare of 

animals on-farm, during transport, at markets and at slaughter” (DEFRA 2010a). This already 

successfully illustrates that the British government through its responsible division is 

dedicated to deal with the issue of animal welfare. Indeed, a deep analysis and further 

investigation is needed in order to find out how everything works in practice and to what 

extent everything the department comes up with is implemented and respected in reality, yet, 

in this study, the existence of the attention paid to the subject is enough to argue the 

government’s awareness towards it.  

Besides the elaborate information available for the public to see on a specific 

department’s website, there is existing legislation concerning the issue of animal welfare. 

This makes the case of the UK a unique one, as the first law to be enacted dates back to 1968 

(Agriculture Act), which makes the government of the time quite a proactive one among 

other European governments. The law of 1968 did not only regulate cruelty towards farm 

animals, but it also promoted the animal welfare (House of Common Debates 2006). 

However, the debates in the government showed that there was a need for modernizing the 

Act, making it more accessible, broader, and making it less complex. Thus, the most recent 

law with regards to animal protection, the Animal Welfare Act was issued in 2006, together 

with its additional document Welfare of Farmed Animals Regulation 2007.  Together they 

restructured the whole legislation to protect and promote the welfare off all farmed animals. 

Protection and promotion of animal welfare is seen as the responsibility of anyone who 

keeps, breeds, transports, and slaughters the animals and “anyone responsible for an animal 

must take reasonable steps to make sure the animal’s welfare needs are met” (DEFRA 

2010b). 

The government acknowledges the general policy concerning the welfare of farm 

animals on the regional (EU) and international levels. (DEFRA 2010a) And they claim to be 

one of the governments taking it one step further and standing as a significant example in the 
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international arena with an already very inclusive and wide-ranging animal welfare policy. 

So, it can be said that the British and the European legislation altogether work for the 

requirements concerning the welfare of farmed animals (freedom of movement, cage sizes 

and forms, living conditions, the quality of feed, etc.) to be met in the country and the 

national legislation, also the implementation –which falls under the responsibility of Animal 

Health- are deemed to be effective and adequate. According to DEFRA (2010b), “[…] advice 

or warnings are usually sufficient to bring about satisfactory improvements.” 

Particular attention will also be paid to consultations in this paper because we believe 

that they play a major role in connecting the public and governmental agenda, and therefore 

helps to trace the public influence on the government policies. Although a detailed discussion 

regarding consultations, their function, and the relevance of the concept to this study will be 

provided later on, at this point it is useful to touch upon the main case of consultation that is 

directly related to our case. While the overall brief exploration of consultations gives a 

relatively clear picture of the debates taking place in DEFRA with regards to animal welfare, 

the analytical report of the public consultation for the 2002 Animal Welfare Act  provides 

one with the most relevant piece in this case (DEFRA 2002). It is quite an elaborate and in-

depth examination of public response to the Animal Welfare Bill. The report carefully 

investigates each and every reaction and reply from the public and compares them. We will 

pay a special attention to the marks of public concern and public influence on those 

government policies, consultations, and actions in the following section. 

 

Traces of Public Agenda 

As mentioned above the comprehensive Animal Welfare Act was issued in 2006, which now 

stands as the far-reaching national law regarding the welfare of all animals including the farm 

animals bred and used for the food industry. Before the Act to be issued and officially 

published, a consultation session that took approximately four months was held. As discussed 

above, the main purpose of this consultation was to learn more about the public opinion –

which includes the citizens’, the stakeholders’, and the relevant organization’s opinions- and 

thus to reconsider, adjust, and update the current strategies and the policy proposal 

accordingly. The existence of the tradition of consultations already indicates that one could 

easily trace the public ‘voice’ in the issued acts and policies. Even though an explicit sign of 

public influence entwined in government actions is not always very easy to trace; in this case, 

such active consultation processes already illustrate the level of influence -or the desired level 

of influence- of the public on the national policies and laws.  
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Perhaps the most obvious sign of the public agenda’s involvement in policy making 

can be found in the transcripts of the first governmental debate on Animal Welfare Act that 

took place in 2006. Margaret Beckett, the Secretary of State for Environment, Food and Rural 

Affairs in 2006, touches upon the consultation process of the Act and recognizes the role that 

the public played: 

 

It is also right to acknowledge the substantial contributions made by members of the 
public, who responded in large numbers to the consultation and to campaigns run 
subsequently by non-governmental organizations and others in favor of the Bill, and 
by stakeholders from across society. Since the end of the formal consultation, my 
Department has had exhaustive discussions with many interested parties to refine 
policy and to try to improve further the Bill's drafting. The overwhelming reaction 
from all those channels—the Select Committee, the public and stakeholders—has 
been positive, and the Bill has had a very warm welcome (House of Common Debates 
2006). 

 

This statement that does not overlook any public actor clearly demonstrates the 

importance given to them in the process of improving and modernizing the Act through 

acknowledging their essential contributions. Even though the main motivation to improve the 

initial Act had been declared as the necessity to keep up with scientific progress and to be 

able to generate policies that would reflect scientific findings about animals, the public 

concern regarding animal welfare can be found in governmental debates where different 

government representatives refer to their constituents’ opinions and concerns during the 

debate sessions with the aim of receiving solid answers from the Secretary and other 

responsible officials. However, the argument on the need for making the animal welfare law 

scientifically consistent and updated seems to be the predominant one when it comes to 

justifying the initiation of the new Bill.  

Public speeches given by government officials on different occasions can be very 

useful in further understanding the standpoint of the government concerning different issues. 

Hilary Benn, current Secretary of State for Environment, Food, and Rural Affairs, has given 

countless speeches on issues related to the department’s responsibilities, goals, and activities. 

In 2009, he held a speech at a conference called “The new Agenda for Farming”. In this 

specific speech he generally talks about the highest standards that the UK has regarding 

ecological and animal welfare and he basically does not hide his pride that the industry is 

ahead of other countries and quite developed in terms of technological and scientific 

improvements. He says “British livestock is reared to the highest welfare standards in 

Europe. That’s why many people buy our great meat and dairy products. They have the right 
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to be sure that if a label says ‘British’ then that’s where the animal was born, reared, milked 

or slaughtered” (DEFRA 2009). Specifically interesting in his speech, though, is the 

following part of a sentence “[…] if our consumers want to buy meat that has been reared to a 

higher welfare standard then they should be able to do so” (DEFRA 2009). This sentence is 

indeed a very minor remark in his rather long speech; however, it shows the attitude of the 

department and the minister. It illustrates that the minister –thus the department- directly 

recognizes the consumer/citizen demands regarding meat and the way it should be produced. 

Though, it should still be noted that this remark is the only one we could found among those 

speeches given by the minister or other government officials explicitly referring to customer 

or citizen concern or demand. Perhaps, it might be seen as a sufficient proof to consider the 

government as not directly referring to citizen concerns, at least pertaining to this specific 

subject. In the speeches as well, scientific claims and concerns play a more prominent role as 

it also does when it comes to justifying the laws ready to be enacted. It is in fact not 

surprising for a researcher to come across this dominancy of scientific claims in 

governmental expressions since science has always played a vital role and has always used as 

a part of rational decision-making processes of governments. Also, referring to being 

scientifically updated by the government officials indeed constructs a more solid basis for 

arguments and more sound line of reasoning than solely –or dominantly- referring to citizen 

concerns. Perhaps, at this point, a study of supermarkets and the analysis of their company 

policies is also needed in order to be able to make a comparison between the government and 

the supermarkets, and to come up with a conclusion stating whether or not the responsiveness 

theory is valid in the case of the UK.  

 
The UK Supermarkets Policy 

Supermarket Policies Regarding the Issue of Animal Welfare 
Large supermarkets and convenience stores hold the biggest share of the United Kingdom 

retail market. Three-fourth of the food sales belongs to supermarkets while the rest is taken 

by the smaller stores (RNCOS 2006). It is interesting to see whether supermarkets, being the 

largest suppliers of food in the UK, incorporate the issue of animal welfare as part of their 

policy, and if yes, to what extent have this been developed in response to consumers’ 

concerns.  
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UK Supermarkets (Market Share, March 2009)

20.40%
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11.80%
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17.50%
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The main grocery 

retailers in the United 

Kingdom, so-called ‘UK’s 

Big Four’ are Tesco, Asda, 

Sainsbury’s, and Morrisons 

whose total market share in 

March 2009 was 75.8 percent 

(TNS 2009). While focusing 

on these four main British 

retailers it is interesting to see 

how much attention is/was 

paid by the firms to the issue of animal welfare in the period 2008-2010.  

 

TESCO: 

Tesco is the largest grocery retailer in the United Kingdom since its market share is 

30.4 percent (in March 2009) and it has about 2000 stores in the UK (Trading Markets 2009).  

Moreover, it is the fourth largest retailer in the world with operations in the US, India, and 

Eastern Europe (British Embassy Montevideo 2009).  

Tesco argues that all its fresh meat, milk, eggs and farmed fish are “subject to the 

strict standards” stated in its Code of Practice. These standards guarantee that all these 

products have the highest principles of food safety. In their website Tesco pays attention to 

animal health and welfare, animal feed and medicine usage.  All the aspects of animal life 

including birth, on-farm conditions, transportation, and slaughter are discussed in the Codes 

of Practice. There Tesco specifically mentions the category of animals ‘bred for meat’. The 

company has the Agricultural Team that controls the implementation of the Livestock Codes 

of Practice.  The Team closely cooperates with animal welfare specialists, veterinary 

surgeons and food safety specialists (Tesco Farming 2010).   

Starting from the issue of animal welfare to biodiversity of the farms, Tesco wants to 

be sure that it gets its products from “sustainable and ecofriendly sources” (Tesco 2010). 

Tesco sets requirements for farmers, processing plants and hatcheries and breeding stock to 

follow an independently audited and certified farm assurance scheme (Tesco Farming 2010). 

These assurance schemes, consisting of more than twenty points, have been created in order 

to provide safe food of high quality by keeping high welfare standards and environmental 

Table 2: Market share of UK supermarkets 
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protection (BSAS 2010). Tesco recognizes most of the UK national farm assurance schemes 

for meeting the minimum standards for livestock production. In some cases when the 

company feels that the requirements of its customers have not been fully met then Tesco 

requires its suppliers to do more than is mentioned in the assurance schemes and the law 

(Tesco Farming 2010). Tesco states: “Suppliers are required to meet our expectations on 

quality and value – as well as on hygiene, environmental, animal welfare and labor 

standards” (Tesco Corporate Responsibility Report 2009).  In order to be sure that the 

standards are met, the company has a team of agricultural experts and independent inspectors 

who check animals’ living conditions (Tesco 2010). 

 Tesco also requires some of its meat (free-range chicken, outdoor bred pork, standard 

fresh duck) to be produced to the RSPCA Freedom Food Standards, which is “the only UK 

farm assurance standards to focus solely on improving the welfare of farm animals reared for 

food” (Tesco Farming 2010; RSPCA 2010).  The food produced under the RSPCA’s 

Freedom Food Standards is marked with a special label which encourages consumers to buy 

consciously. Tesco Animal Welfare Policy supports the ‘Five Freedoms’ concept, introduced 

by Animal Welfare Council. According to this concept, animals’ five freedoms should be 

protected (FoodLovers Britain 2010). 

Tesco organized the Sustainable Beef Project where it closely cooperates with 12 

selected producers in order to pay better attention to the issues of animal welfare, food 

quality, and environment practices. With the help of the project Tesco wants to improve both 

the productivity and profitability (Tesco Farming 2010a).  

Tesco works closely with animal welfare organizations in order to develop industry 

welfare standards (Tesco Corporate Responsibility Report 2009). Cooperation with NGOs 

helps the company to better understand the existing problems. For example, Tesco had 

several meetings with various NGOs in 2008 to discuss the issues of ethical trading and 

animal welfare. The company also contributes to research and surveys (Tesco Corporate 

Responsibility Report 2009). 

 

ASDA:  

Asda, the subsidiary of US retail giant Wal-Mart since 1999, is the second largest 

supermarket chain in the UK (British Embassy Montevideo 2009). In November its market 

share was 17.5 percent (TNS 2009). For ASDA’s emphasis on low prices, the company was 

‘crowned’ as “Britain’s lowest priced supermarket for 11 years running” (Supermarket 

2010a).  
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Asda argues that they hold the National Union of Farmers’ Red Tractor scheme that 

encourages animal welfare. The company cooperates with its suppliers in finding new ways 

of improving animal welfare; for example, the use of bovine activity meters to help farmers 

observe the health of their herds. Asda wants animals to be treated gently and consumers to 

have variety of choice. For instance, the company now sells Welfare Choice range of 

chickens that are bred in spacious barns under the standards of RSPCA Freedom Foods (such 

as stocking density, access to sunlight) (Your Asda 2009).  

 

SAINSBURY’S: 

Sainsbury’s is the third largest supermarket chain in the UK with the market share 

16.1 percent in November 2009 (TNS 2009). It has 500 supermarkets and more than 300 

convenience stores (Supermarket 2010c).  Sainsbury’s in its Corporate Responsibility Report 

(2009) informs about the commitment to be the “number one supermarket for animal 

welfare.”  

In order to meet the Freedom Food standard, in August 2008 Sainsbury’s had a plan 

to introduce an extra range of fresh chicken produced in accordance with higher welfare 

standards by using slower growing breeds with less stocking densities. In 2009 the retailer 

successfully implemented this plan. Moreover, in September 2008 Sainsbury’s also 

introduced a line of Freedom Food pork produced at farms working in accordance with 

RSPCA standards. In 2008 the company also wanted to expand their higher welfare standards 

for frozen chicken by the year 2011. In 2009 in its report Sainsbury’s points out it is 

successfully implementing its commitment and is in line with the schedule (Sainsbury’s, 

Corporate Responsibility Report 2009).  

In 2008 Sainsbury’s announced its intention to collaborate with the Woodland Trust 

with the target to improve animal habitation. As a result, in 2009 the retailer introduced Taste 

the Difference free line chicken which was Woodland Trust approved, which meant that birds 

are living in farms with at least 20 percent tree coverage. To give an example, Sainsbury’s 

together with the Woodland Trust planted around 320 thousand trees in order to create the 

environment of their natural habitat. The retailer has already contributed about £300 thousand 

to the Woodland Trust (Sainsbury’s, Corporate Responsibility Report 2009).  

The retailer wanted to increase the awareness of its customers about its products and 

in February 2009 it issued a booklet with the description of the welfare standards its chickens, 

eggs and pigs are raised (Sainsbury’s, Corporate Responsibility Report 2009).  
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Sainsbury’s argues that it has been working with farmers for a long time in order to 

improve their skills and promote high standards of animal welfare (Sainsbury’s, Corporate 

Responsibility Report 2009).  

 

MORRISONS: 

Morrisons is the fourth largest supermarket chain in the UK with 11.8 percent of the 

market share in November 2009 (TNS 2009). It has 382 superstores (Supermarket 2010b). 

Morrisons realizes that its customers are highly concerned about their health and 

animal welfare when they buy products (Morrisons, Corporate Social Responsibility Report 

2008). The company states it takes “animal welfare extremely seriously” and it is working 

closely with its suppliers. All its meat is delivered from Farm Assured sources (Morrisons, 

Corporate Social Responsibility Report 2008). 

The retailer says that it understands that the welfare of its chickens is “essential” 

(Morrisons 2008). The chickens receive organic food and are bred on farms licensed by the 

Soli Association. Morrisons argues that their “healthy, happy birds live in a bio-diverse 

environment, as recommended by the Farming and Wildlife Advisory Group” (Morrisons 

2008). The retailer’s Wood Vale chickens are bred in the farms where they can play and 

enjoy big spaces of free land. Morrisons state that they minimize the price difference between 

Wood Vale and regular own-brandrange (Morrisons, Corporate Social Responsibility Report 

2008). They are also accepted by RSPCA Freedom Food scheme. Morrisons holds the 

National Union of Farmers’ Red Tractor scheme that encourages animal welfare.  

In 2008 the company organized the Farm Animal Welfare Working Group with the 

help of which it wants to reform its animal welfare policies and monitor suppliers’ 

performance (Morrisons, Corporate Social Responsibility Report 2008). 

The organization Consumer Focus (2009) conducted an evaluation of the top nine UK 

supermarkets on the level they inform their customers on the issue of sustainability and how 

they assist consumers in making sustainable choices. In the animal welfare section, the 

supermarkets are graded from A (the highest grade) to E (the lowest grade). Thus, Tesco got 

‘C’, Asda-‘D’, Sainsbury’s-‘A’ and Morrisons ‘D’. Morrisons sells a good variety of RSPCA 

Freedom Food accredited products (32% is accredited by the scheme). Both Morrisons and 

Sainsbury’s stock 100% free-range whole eggs but, in comparison with other supermarkets, 

Morrisons still does not demand from the industry to deliver cage-free products.  Asda and 

Tesco sell 85% and 80% free-range whole eggs respectively. The organization states that 
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Sainsbury’s was the only one of these four retailers to promote the issue of animal welfare in 

its supermarkets.  

 

Traces of customers’ influence 

In order to receive maximum profit and overrun competitors the firms try to meet consumers’ 

demand and preferences to their fullest ability. Thus, “building profitable customer 

relationships and gaining competitive advantage requiring delivering more value and 

satisfaction to target consumers than do competitors” (Kotler, Armstrong, Wong, and 

Saunders 2008, 461).  

 

TESCO:  

As already mentioned in the paragraph above, Tesco claims to have animal welfare 

amongst its top priority. It is interesting to see, what the company says on consumers’ role in 

raising the issue. Tesco has the goal “to be associated by its customers with high standards of 

animal welfare and best industry practice in its supply base” (Tesco Farming 2010).  The 

company is going to achieve this goal by keeping themselves informed on animal welfare, 

bioethics and legislation and by following Tesco’s Livestock Code of Practice.   

Tesco argues that it tries to make sure that all its farms and processing plants are 

recognized by an independent farm assurance scheme. The company states for instance: “We 

work hard with the Schemes to ensure that they address customer concerns” (Tesco Farming 

2010). In certain situations when Tesco understands that the consumers’ requirements have 

not been completely met, the company even may ask its suppliers to exceed the frames of the 

assurance schemes and the law. For example, Tesco may require the reduction of animal 

transportation time to eight hours maximum, improvement of lairage constructions, and 

limiting the stocking density of chickens (Tesco Farming 2010). 

In order to show consumers its advantage over the competitors, Tesco makes a point: 

“We are the only major supermarket to have a dedicated team of agriculture experts who 

review the latest science on animal welfare and farming standards, ensuring our codes of 

practice are in line with latest thinking, and working with suppliers to improve standards” 

(Tesco 2009). 

Tesco states that it adheres to the Red Tractor Standard that encourages animal 

welfare. The retailer argues that Red Tractor is “the standard most recognized by customers, 

and is widely used across the supermarkets” (Tesco Corporate Responsibility Report 2009). 
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Tesco tries to satisfy its customers’ needs and demands on the highest possible level. 

The company’s approach is “to engage all the customers, ensure they can feed their families 

properly on tightening budgets, and give them all the information and choice they need to 

move to higher welfare products as and when they are able to do so” (Tesco Corporate 

Responsibility Report 2009). Tesco Animal Welfare Policy and its Livestock Codes of 

Practice can be expanded and improved in future in the light of new consumer demands, new 

scientific information, and upon advice from the companies’ animal welfare experts (Tesco 

Farming 2010).   

 

ASDA:  

Asda also points out that it is concerned about animal welfare and that it cares about 

the variety of products its consumers can choose from (Your Asda 2009). However, the 

examination of Asda’s website, annual corporate responsibility report, and secondary sources 

shows that the retailer does not pay as much attention to the issue of animal welfare as Tesco. 

Asda does approach the problems of ecological consequences of high meat and fish 

consumption, in particular of green house gases produced by the livestock sector and of 

overfishing.  

 

SAINSBURY’S:  

Sainsbury’s in its Corporate Responsibility Report (2009) starts the paragraph on 

animal welfare issue from the phrase: “Animal welfare continues to be one of our customers’ 

top concerns. Although our customers are looking for value in the current economic climate, 

they also want food which is reared to meet high animal welfare standards.” The whole 

paragraph on animal welfare describes the retailer’s involvement in the problem and its desire 

to improve the situation.  Sainsbury’s seems to pay a lot of attention to the issue of animal 

welfare. The Chair of CR Committee Anna Ford says that even at the time of difficult 

financial climate, its customers continue to be highly concerned with the problem of animal 

welfare. Sainsbury’s presents its primary goal of “being number one supermarket for animal 

welfare” (Sainsbury’s Corporate Responsibility Report 2009). The retailer has a commitment 

to provide its customers with the biggest variety of higher welfare products than any other 

retailer in the UK.  

 
MORRISONS: 
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Morrisons argues in its Corporate Social Responsibility Report (2008): “We understand 

that customers are increasingly concerned about the health and wellbeing of farm animals 

when they purchase meat, dairy, egg and fish products.” As a result, the retailer stresses that 

it pays ‘extremely serious’ attention to the issue of animal welfare. Although Morrisons 

speaks about its high concern, there is no evidence that it plays an active role in dealing with 

the issue of animal welfare, certainly in comparison with Tesco and Sainsburry’s. 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

Perhaps, the main conclusion of this study should be that supermarkets do play a very 

significant role in animal welfare policies through setting requirements to suppliers, initiating 

and participating in various programs, seeking advise by experts and developing own animal 

strategies and, finally, engaging in public awareness activities. The findings of this research 

did clearly show that supermarkets are active in animal welfare issues, and can in fact be 

considered as some sort of governments in their own right. Noteworthy, in almost all reports 

the retailers emphasize from the very beginning the importance of its consumers’ concerns on 

the issue of animal welfare. Further in the reports the companies describe the measures they 

take to tackle the animal welfare problems. It can be seen that the retailers do so in order to 

bring maximum satisfaction to their consumers, and, as a result, beat the competitors. The 

government, on the other hand, does mention and refer to its citizens’ concerns; yet, it seems 

that being scientifically coherent and modernized is always the dominant apparent motivation 

for the government to come up with animal welfare policies. It has already been mentioned 

earlier in this paper that in democracies, it is expected for governments to be responsive to 

citizen concerns as a government is present to serve and the continuity of a specific 

government depends on those citizens. However, in practice, citizens have to make a decision 

–or have to ‘voice’- about their governments only every four years and there are dozens of 

considerations that the citizens have to weigh apart from an issue like animal welfare. This 

kind of functioning of democracy in reality indeed provides room for maneuver for 

governments, which at the end might result in not explicitly referring to citizen concerns or 

failing to acknowledge them openly regarding specific subjects. Besides, it should be kept in 

mind that during a decision-making process, there are myriads of stakeholders and interests 

that the government should take into account and consider thoroughly –and the public is only 

one of them-, whereas supermarkets have only customers and the risk of them to ‘exit’ to deal 
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with as their main objective is to gain profit through their purchases. Thus, as expected, it is 

only logical for supermarkets to be customer-oriented in their policies and referring to their 

demands to justify their policies in the name of providing better service with better quality for 

the customers, notwithstanding the possible existence of ‘loyalty’ of customers to them. That 

is why, as a conclusion, it would not be inaccurate to claim that the supermarkets at the end 

stand as more receptive and responsive to its customers’ concerns in comparison to the 

government on the issue of animal welfare, which makes the responsiveness theory that 

constructs the theoretical basis of this study valid in the case of the UK.  
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Chapter 7 
 

Combating GHG: the Life of Meat Tax in the 
Netherlands 
 

Nessa Ikani and Djeyhoun Ostowar 
 
Introduction 

There is growing international awareness of the ecological problems caused by high meat 

production and consumption. According to The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

(IPCC) and Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), 18 percent of 

the total greenhouse gases emissions are caused by the meat industry (BBC 2008, FAO 

2006). The Netherlands, a country that still cherishes its agricultural tradition, remains 

uncertain about how to deal with this problem, because it appears to be extremely hard to 

consolidate different actors and political views. Since relatively recently, some media outlets 

began paying attention to one of the possible solutions, namely the meat tax. The Party for 

the Animals (Partij van de Dieren) and different environmentally oriented groups press for 

the introduction of a higher tax on meat products in order to combat high animal protein 

consumption and its environmental consequences.  

Several reports produced by governmental advisory bodies focus on the problem of 

greenhouse gases produced by livestock, in particular Milieubalans 2009, Growing Within 

Limits 2009. The latter even mentions meat tax among potential solutions. These documents 

have been used by the media, environmentally-focused political parties and interest groups in 

order to advocate for meat tax as a solution for greenhouse gas emissions produced by the 

livestock sector. However, according to a recently conducted survey, only 25 percent of the 

population supports the idea of the meat tax (EenVandaag 2010).  

Also, the government remains largely resilient to the idea. The Dutch Minister of 

Agriculture Nature and Food Quality Mrs. Verburg continues to express her opposition 

against the idea (Milieudefensie 2010). In fact, a ‘no to meat tax’ remains the unofficial 

position of the cabinet. The future status of this issue in terms of presence or absence from 

the governmental agenda will depend on many developments, for example on whether or not 
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new facts about the problem of greenhouse gases emissions will come to the surface. The 

inclusion of the meat tax in the elections campaign plans of several political parties is already 

an indicator of shifting grounds. However, any prediction about the future status of this issue 

is limited by the fact that the political positions regarding the problem and the solution are 

continuously reformulated and renegotiated.  The Netherlands will hold its next National 

Election on June 9 2010, and post-election political realities are often a product of complex 

sets of bargains of which the meat tax may or may not be a part.  

This paper’s focus is on the problem of greenhouse gases produced by livestock and 

the solution of the meat tax illustrates the difficulties and struggles that an (controversial) 

issue has to go through in order to be included in the governmental agenda. Very often, even 

a lot of attention by the media and the public is not enough. Important governmental actors 

can be very effective in keeping an issue off the agenda. The debate about the introduction of 

the meat tax as a solution for high meat consumption in the Netherlands is worth paying 

attention to also because it helps understanding the complex process of formulation and 

representation of problems, in our case the problem of greenhouse gases emissions by the 

livestock sector. In addition, this debate exposes the flexibility of the terms and framework in 

which a solution is used. While from the outset the meat tax was advocated as means of 

mitigation of negative impacts on the environment, it gradually evolved into an elastic 

proposition that could be strategically located in different domains (e.g. health, food security 

and economic advantages).   

 

Theory: Agenda, Problems and Solutions 

“Agenda setting is important as it largely determines the terms in which an issues is 

discussed…Those who want to change an existing policy first have to get that issue on the 

agenda” (Princen 2009). Scholars of agenda-setting explore therefore the processes through 

which issues become policy items. While different types of agendas can be identified - 

political or decision-agenda, public agenda and media agenda - their imaginary borders are 

far from straightforward. When exactly is an item on the governmental agenda; only if it is 

brought up by a minister or also when different departmental agencies of the government 

discuss it? Moreover, how to determine whether a problem or a solution is simply one of 

many floating ideas or an already emerging policy item? These ambiguities have to be taken 

into account when discussing the development and life of the meat tax.  
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It is noteworthy that among regularly occurring items discussed by agenda-setting scholars, 

the general field of food politics remains largely unexplored. Naturally, the disciplinary field 

of agenda-setting is primarily concerned with the processes and not so much with the merits 

of issues at stake. However, the nature of the problems at hand and the implications of the 

proposed solutions are highly relevant. By making a distinction between three models of 

agenda building, namely the ‘outside initiative’, the ‘mobilization model’ and the ‘inside 

initiative model’, Roger Cobb, Jannie-Keith Ross and Marc Howard Ross (1976) implicitly 

show that different issues have to go through different processes. The mobilization model is 

about agenda building processes in which policy-makers bring up specific issues to the 

public, because they require large public support for implementation. The inside initiative 

model considers issues that policy-makers, or agents very close to the government, do not 

want to expand to the public sphere. Therefore, they try to raise and keep those items within 

the formal agenda. The outside initiative model, the model where our example fits, refers to 

the processes where issues originate from non-state actors, then reach the media and the 

public in order to enter the governmental agenda. 

In addition, the processes of formulation and representation of problems and 

solutions, directly influence the manner through which they are brought up and received by 

different actors. These complicated elements of our analysis are well addressed by Deborah 

Stone in her book Policy Paradox: The Art of Political Decision Making (2002). Stone 

explains that there are ‘no fixed goals or fixed propositions in the polis’ (2002, 133). The 

‘status quo’ is unstable and goals are often abstract as there are constantly many competing 

views and standards regarding conceptions and interpretations that can be part of policy. In 

this context, the process of defining the problems includes more than an identification of 

goals or calculation of steps which are necessary for reaching those goals. In fact, this process 

is intrinsically linked to the perspectives from which different actors approach the problem as 

well as their preferred direction of policy.  

 

Problems  

In her analysis of problem definition Stone refers to ‘symbols’, ‘numbers’, ‘causes’, 

‘interests’ and ‘decisions’ as possible types of language (2002, 134). The discourse about 

climate change, greenhouse gases and specific solutions like the meat tax has been dominated 

by numbers and causal linkages with an implicit presence of interests. From the outset, 

numerical data about rising air and sea temperatures, melting glaciers, rising sea-levels, 

amount of greenhouse gases in the air and emissions per sector or country have been central 
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to the whole discussion. The language of numbers has been particularly effective because it 

implies a certain level of scientific objectivity.   

Similarly, the causal linkages between human activity, CO2 emissions and climate 

change were and remain at the core of this debate. These linkages are not just isolated 

arguments; they put blame on and imply responsibility of the specific actors (Stone 2002). 

The IPCC’s and FAO’s statements about the percentage of total greenhouse gases emissions 

produced by the livestock industry, automatically assumes the responsibility of the producers, 

consumers and the government. Logically, the acceptance or denial of the presented numbers, 

or the causal relations, depends on the interests and the level of involvement of the actors in 

question. The livestock industry has a direct stake in this debate and is therefore likely to 

dismiss climate change statistical data and causal narratives where the industry is identified 

as a responsible party.  

 

Solutions 

Similar to the process of defining problems, the proposition and reception of solutions is far 

from fixed and predetermined. Stone explains that the term ‘policy instrument’ gives a false 

impression of some ‘permanent mechanical fixes’. In reality, the whole process is more 

ongoing, fluid and complex. In Stone’s words, it is like ‘an endless game of Monopoly’ 

(2002, 261). Among the highlighted elements particularly important for our analysis are 

‘inducements’, ‘facts’ and ‘rights’ (Stone 2002, 262).  

Proponents of the meat tax rely on inducements as means of solving their policy 

problem. A government intervention and an imposition of a punishment in the form of a 

higher tax for consumption of meat are considered necessary for changing the behaviour of 

the citizens and consumers. On the other side, opponents of the meat tax employ the 

argument of rights and prefer instead facts as their policy instrument. Emphasizing that the 

decision about what and how much to eat is among the basic rights of every citizen the 

current government of the Netherlands continues to rely on awareness raising and persuasion 

as the only acceptable means for lowering meat consumption among its citizens (Reus 2010).    

 

 

Methods and Strategy  

In order to explore how and to what extent the solution of the meat tax has developed into a 

possible governmental agenda-item in the Netherlands, we divide this paper into different 

parts, each requiring a slightly different approach in terms of research strategy. A rough 



 

- 129 -  

analytical division of different types of agendas can be made, namely the policy or 

governmental agenda, the public agenda and the media agenda. While mapping the attention 

to the problem of greenhouse gases and the solution of meat tax by political parties, the 

public and the government, we try to understand the processes of formulation and 

representation of problems of solutions. Stone’s theoretical insights form for us the basis for 

this.  

 

Greenhouse Gases  

First of all, the attention to problem of greenhouse gas emissions is mapped across different 

agendas.  This part of the paper is largely based on findings from phase 1 reports for the 

Netherlands. For the media agenda, two Dutch newspapers with different political orientation 

and reader-audience are taken as an illustration to demonstrate the difference in attention 

regarding greenhouse gas emissions. The two chosen newspapers were De Volkskrant, which 

is generally perceived as a more left-wing newspaper and De Telegraaf, a more right-leaning 

news journal. The assumption was that De Telegraaf would pay less attention to food 

sustainability and more to the interest of the food industry because of its political orientation 

and reader audience. The newspaper database Lexis-Nexis was used in order to examine the 

patterns and tendencies of the last three years, using the search terms ‘veehouderij’ and 

‘mileu’, the Dutch for ‘the livestock industry’ and ‘environment’ (Limpens 2010).  

  For the exploration of the attention to the problem of greenhouse gases in the public 

agenda, the definition and scope of what ‘the public’ constitutes is vital. Taking the general 

public as a reference to the public can provide a confusing picture. On the one hand, it is 

known from EuroBarometer surveys that the public is aware of negative effects of livestock 

sector on the environment. On the other hand, the conducted studies also demonstrate that 

only about 8 percent of the Dutch consumers believe that the most important information on 

food labels should concern the impact of the product on climate change. Moreover, very few 

consumers actually change their consumption behavior in order to behave more 

environmentally friendly (Meijer 2010). For these reasons, this paper chose a broader 

definition which includes interest-groups and NGOs. Political parties are explored separately.  

For the governmental agenda it is also extremely important to choose the right 

definition and points of reference. The initial assumption was that the presence and the 

visibility of attention to the problem will be determined by the choice of governmental 

department because of the specific focuses of separate ministries. In the Netherlands, the two 

main ministries dealing with issues of this paper’s concern are the Ministry of Agriculture, 
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Nature and Food Quality (Ministerie van Landbouw Natuur en Voedselkwaliteit) and The 

Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning and the Environment (Ministerie van 

Volkshuisvesting, Ruimtelijke Ordening en Milieubeheer). It was decided to include both 

ministries and take their official websites as points of reference where evidence of attention 

to the problem should be traceable. 

 

Meat Tax 

The study design was complimented by the mapping of attention to the solution of meat tax 

across agendas. A similar web search for the media, but then specifically about meat tax, was 

conducted to find out whether the solution of meat tax is present in the media agenda. To find 

newspaper articles about the meat tax we used again Lexis Nexis. The search terms were 

‘vleesbelasting’, ‘vleestax’ and ‘vleestaks’ as these are the most common Dutch terminology 

used to refer to meat tax.  However, in this section we provide a broader picture by mapping 

the attention across a large variety of Dutch newspapers. The situation of the public agenda is 

examined in a similar fashion by looking for indicators of attention among particular groups 

within the public, namely the NGOs and the labor unions. In order to preserve a certain 

consistency with the exploration that was outlined above, we look for attention to the meat 

tax by relevant ministries, namely the Ministry for Housing, Spatial Planning and the 

Environment (VROM) and the Ministry for Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality (LNV). 

However, since the meat tax is sometimes justified with arguments about financial 

advantages for the state, the Ministry of Finance was also included in this section.  

The starting point of this exploration is the report of Planbureau voor de 

Leefomgeving (Plan Bureau for Living Environment) from 9 September 2009, titled 

Milieubalans 2009. This report addressed the problem of emissions by livestock.  It was not 

the first Dutch report that addressed the problem of greenhouse gases produced by the 

livestock sector, but Milieubalans 2009 is particularly important because of the reactions that 

it generated. While the report did not include any specific solutions, the Foundation Nature 

and Environment (Stichting Natuur en Milieu) used it, to formulate a concrete solution and 

call for the introduction of the meat which then got picked up by the media (Trouw 2009).  

 

Political Parties  

The last section of this study  brings in political parties as actors which are closest to the 

government. Although they are not part of the governmental agenda, they have the most 

effective access to it, for example via the right of initiation that under certain conditions 
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permits the parliament to propose a piece of legislation. We analyzed the position of most 

parties represented in the parliament, namely CDA, PVDA, Christen Unie, VVD, D66, SP, 

Groen Links, PVV and Partij voor de Dieren.  

In September 2009, the Party for the Animals submitted a motion to discuss the meat 

tax in the parliament. Prime Minister Balkendende agreed to ‘investigate’ the merits of this 

solution (Partij voor de Dieren 2009). The party has continued to raise the issue during the 

parliamentary questioning of the cabinet. By scrutinizing this debate, we try to map the status 

of this agenda-item. In addition, since new parliamentary elections will take place in less than 

one month from the writing of this paper on, we also pay close attention to the discourse 

about the need to mitigate the problem of greenhouse gases in the party programs and budget 

proposals (Begrotingsbehandeling LNV). We also search for expressions of support or 

opposition to the meat tax in election campaigns and will try to understand in what exact 

context this solution is placed in terms of justification.   

 

Greenhouse Gases Emissions 

Although some attention to this problem can be observed in all three agendas, several factors 

are of particular relevance. For the media agenda, the presence and the level of attention 

depend on the particular source one chooses to refer to. In the public agenda the result is 

determined by what is included in and excluded from the scope of the study. Similarly, the 

governmental agenda’s outcome for the question is linked to the choice of the ministry or 

department. The sections below present this paper’s findings regarding the problem of 

greenhouse gases emissions across the three agendas.  

Media agenda 

As was expected, De Volkskrant appeared to publish relatively high number of articles on the 

issues of food sustainability and ecological welfare linked to the meat sector. De Telegraaf, 

on the other hand, paid very little attention to those issues focusing instead on the interest of 

the food industry. While for De Telegraaf there were no articles found that corresponded with 

the search terms, for De Volkskrant the search yielded 27 articles (Limpens 2010).The table 

below shows the number of articles published by both newspapers concerned with 

greenhouse gases emissions, ordered per half a year, starting from 2007. 
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De Volkskrant Veehouderij  AND milieu 2007- I 

2007-II 

2008-I 

2008-II 

2009-I 

2009-II 

 

3 

6 

6 

2 

2 

8 

De Telegraaf Veehouderij AND milieu 2007 – 2009 0 

  Table1: Total number of articles for De Volkskrant and De Telegraaf per 6 months time span, 2007- 2009  

Most of these articles were concerned with the negative influence of livestock sector on the 

environment, in particular as an important contributor to greenhouse gas emission (Limpens 

2010). If the problems of the meat sector were discussed by De Telegraaf it was either with 

regard to animal welfare concerns (only five articles between 2007 and 2009) or, more 

commonly, about negative impacts of restrictive legislation on the meat producing industry. 

 

The Public 

What about the public? It was said that the broadness of the definition of ‘the public’ is 

important and therefore this paper adopted a broader notion of the term, by including interest 

groups. It is, of course, obvious that labor unions like Netherlands Union for Poultry Farmers 

(Nederlandse Vakbond Pluimveehouders) and Netherlands Union for Pig Farmers 

(Nederlandse Vakbond Varkenshouders) stand for the interests of the industry. Indeed, on 

their websites the unions mostly speak about their own labor conditions and salaries while 

paying little attention to issues of ecological or animal welfare (Meijer 2010). On the other 

side of the spectrum, there are environmental NGOs. Two very active organizations in this 

field are Greenpeace and World Wildlife Fund (WWF). Among their main concerns are the 

increasing CO2 emissions, deforestation and harmful fishing techniques employed all over the 

world (Meijer 2010). For example, one of the very recent Greenpeace campaigns directed at 

young people was tilted Climate Tips and Tricks in which the NGO advised young people to 

eat less meat, citing the FAO which reported that 18 percent of GHG emissions comes from 

the livestock sector (Greenpeace 2009).  

On April 22, 2010 a group of more than one hundred professors from Dutch 

Universities published an open letter titled A Plight for a Sustainable Livestock Sector 

(Pleidooi voor een Duurzame Veehouderij: Einde aan de Georganiseerde 

Onverantwoordelijkheid). In this open letter, they emphasized that the livestock sector has to 
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‘change drastically’ and should be transformed into a more animal-, human- and 

environmental friendly system. Reduction of meat production is among the top priorities 

because of livestock sector’s major impact on the environment. More precisely they said that 

the consumption of animal protein products should be reduced by at least 33 percent in 2020 

and that the direct and indirect consequences of meat production should be calculated in the 

price of the product, according to the principle ‘the polluter pays” (Duurzame Veeteelt 2010).   

Notably, this ‘plight’ was not received all too positively by the government. Minister 

Verburg dismissed the call saying that these professors ‘did not do their home work’, because 

the livestock sector plays a major role in providing employment opportunity and accounts for 

10 percent of the Gross Domestic Product of the Netherlands. Verburg added that she is not 

paying more attention to either the farmers or environmental groups, however she did 

emphasize that ‘listening to environmental groups only’ would make the livestock sector 

disappear (NOVA 2010).   

 

 Government  

From an exploration of the official websites of the Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food 

Quality and Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning and Environment, one can conclude that 

both departments do devote some attention to the problem of greenhouse gases, but their 

manner of framing the problem and the depth of approach differ (Ikani 2010).  

The website of the Ministry of Agriculture has a specific section on sustainable 

farming with subsections on biological farming, animal welfare, social corporate 

responsibility and waste & environment. The latter is of particular interest to this paper, since 

it discusses how to deal with waste from the livestock sector. However, in the framing of this 

problem, the ministry refers to the emissions of nitrogen and its negative consequences for 

the arable land, natural resources and drinking water. There is no discussion about 

greenhouse gases coming from the industry. Only a much closer look at the website will help 

finding a separate link to the section on air quality.  

One of the very first points made in this section is that this problem falls under the 

responsibility of the Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning and Environments. Despite this, 

the Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality does claim to contribute to solutions, 

for example with financing certain programs that aim to lower GHG emissions. To justify 

this claim, it refers to the program tilted Clean and Efficient (Schoon en Zuinig) which has 

‘high ambitions for the restriction of greenhouse gases emissions’. Among the measures that 



 

- 134 -  

the livestock sector can take, according to the website of this department, is using less 

nitrogen chemical fertilizers (LNV 2010).  

It is interesting to note that even the Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning and the 

Environment does not pay much of specific attention to greenhouse gases produced by the 

livestock sector. There is no website section on farming and greenhouse gases. Discussing the 

ecological problems of farming, and air quality in particular, the Ministry refers to nitrogen, 

ammonia and other non-GHG emissions that pollute the air and soil, but are not as such 

detrimental for the climate chance (VROM 2010).  

 

Meat tax 

Meat tax is clearly present in the public and media agendas. Within the public agenda there 

are two opposing factions, namely the environmental NGOs and the livestock industry. The 

general public’s interest and the support for the initiative are quite low. The media has been 

helping in instigating the debate about the meat tax and continues to devote attention to the 

topic, albeit the main portion of the media coverage is still with the food and industry 

specialized media outlets. The government is occasionally drawn by the public and the media 

into the debate, but there are no indications of support for including the proposition of the 

meat tax into the state policy.   

 

Media  

It is clear that the media has played a very significant role in bringing up the solution of the 

meat tax as a possible remedy, in particular in the immediate coverage of the debate 

surrounding publication of the report Milieubalans in September 2009. The media also helped 

collecting information on the public perception of the problem and possible solutions. 

Obviously, their main role remained following the public discussion which evolved through 

the instigation of the debate by political parties, in particular the Party for the Animals and 

environmental NGOs.  

 

Table 2 gives an overview of the results from a web search on the Dutch newspaper databas 

Lexis Nexis. All articles are from the period between September 11, 2009 and May 11, 2010. 

Apart from the fact that the term ‘vleestaks’ yields most results, the table illustrates that the 

issue of the meat tax is primarily discussed by specialized newspapers with an audience that 

is directly affected by the potential introduction of a meat tax. Farmers’ journals like De 

Boerderij and Agrarisch Dagblad have most articles on the topic. Among bigger newspapers 
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one can see De Volkskrant, NRC.NEXT and NRC Handelsblad all having five articles and 

Trouw having no consistency in the use of the terms but having the highest number of articles 

on the topic, namely fifteen.  

 

 
Vleesbelasting 

 
      Trouw (4)  
   De Volkskrant (3) 
   AD/Haagsche Courant (2) 
   AD/Rotterdams Dagblad (2) 
   Boerderij (2) 
   AD/Algemeen Dagblad (1) 
   AD/Amersfoortse Courant (1) 
   AD/De Dordtenaar (1) 
   AD/Groene Hart (1) 
   AD/Rivierenland (1) 
   AD/Utrechts Nieuwsblad (1) 
   Leeuwarder Courant (1) 
   NRC Handelsblad (1) 
   NRC.NEXT (1) 
   Pluimveehouderij (1) 
   Reformatorisch Dagblad (1)   

 
Vleestax 

   
Boerderij (2) 

   Dagblad De Pers (2) 
   NRC Handelsblad (2) 
   Trouw (2) 
   AD/Algemeen Dagblad (1) 
   AD/Amersfoortse Courant (1) 
   AD/De Dordtenaar (1) 
   AD/Groene Hart (1) 
   AD/Haagsche Courant (1) 
   AD/Rivierenland (1) 
   AD/Rotterdams Dagblad (1) 
   AD/Utrechts Nieuwsblad (1) 
   Agrarisch Dagblad (1) 
   Distrifood (1) 
   FEM Business & Finance (1) 
   Metro (NL) (1) 
   NRC.NEXT (1) 
   Het Parool (1) 
   Pluimveehouderij (1) 
   Provinciale Zeeuwse Courant (1)  
 
 

 
Vleestaks 

 
       Trouw (9)  
   Agrarisch Dagblad (7) 
   De Stentor (Vendor Group File) (1) 
   NRC Handelsblad (5) 
   NRC.NEXT (5) 
   De Volkskrant (5) 
   Leeuwarder Courant (4) 
   Algemeen Nederlands Persbureau - ANP (3) 
  Boerderij (2) 
   Elsevier (2) 
   Het Financieele Dagblad (2) 
   AD/Algemeen Dagblad (1) 
   Almere Vandaag (1) 
   Beleggers Belangen (1) 
   BN/Destem (1) 
   Distrifood (1) 
   Eindhovens Dagblad (1) 
   De Gelderlander (1) 
   De Gooi- en Eemlander (1) 
   Leidsch Dagblad (1) 
   Metro (NL) (1) 
   Nederlands Dagblad (1) 
   Noordhollands Dagblad (1) 
   Het Parool (1) 
   Pluimveehouderij (1) 
   Reformatorisch Dagblad (1) 
   Spits (1) 
   De Stentor/Sallands Dagblad (1) 
   De Stentor/Veluws Dagblad (1) 
   De Telegraaf (1) 
   Zutphens Dagblad (1) 
 
 

TOTAL: 24 TOTAL: 24 TOTAL: 65 

Table 2: Overview table of search results on the searching tool Lexis Nexis Academix NL  
 

Table 3 illustrates the development of the media attention to the meat tax.  One can clearly 

see that the issue had its height in terms of attention in the media agenda during the month of 

September 2009, when the report Milieubalans first appeared. After a sharp decline in 
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publications between October and December 2009, a rise of attention to the topic can again 

be observed. This could be explained by the public responses of Minister Verburg about the 

potential financial benefit of the introduction of the meat tax, in which she reiterated her 

opposition to the idea and pointed to the importance of consumers’ right to decide and 

farmers’ right to earn (Tweede Kamer 2010 a).  

 

 
Table 3: Distribution of Articles per search term, per month (11 September 2009- 11 May 2010) 

 

The Public  

The meat tax as a solution the problem of greenhouse gas emissions emerged relatively 

recently on the media and public agenda. For this reason, it is difficult to comment on the 

position of the general public. A survey conducted by a current affairs TV program 

EenVandaag revealed that only 25 percent of the Dutch population is in favor of the 

introduction of a higher meat tax (2009). Hence, the available information about the public 

perception of the issue tells us that there is a lack of public support for this initiative. 

However, one can provide a more nuanced perspective if interest groups are included.  

In January 2010 a group of fourteen public organizations, primarily environmental 

organizations, sent a letter to the Dutch Parliament with the request to tackle the over-

consumption of meat and a concrete proposal to impose a higher meat tax on animal protein 

products (Distrifood 2010a January 19). Among those fourteen organizations were also 

Dierenbescherming, Milieudefensie and the Dutch chapter of Greenpeace.  
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Another important aspect that signifies the growing attention to the solution of the 

meat tax, is the introduction of a specific statement regarding this meat tax in the election 

compass. Two of the 30 statements included in this election compass are focused on the 

livestock sector. The first statements concerns: 'Big stables used in the bio-industry should be 

prohibited.' The second statement specifically addresses the meat tax: 'To improve the 

environment, taxes on meat should raise' (Stemwijzer 2010). 

  There is a strong opposition to the proposal of the meat tax from the meat sector. 

Butchers, organized under the Royal Netherlands Butchers Organization (Koninklijke 

Nederlandse Slagersorganisatie) appear to be extremely concerned with the Party for the 

Animal’s proposals for introducing meat tax. In fact, they found it ‘ridiculous’, because, 

according to them, meat is one of the prime elements of human diet (Agrarish Dagblad 2010 

January 21). They also seem to be unconvinced about the benefits of such a measure and 

regard meat tax as another attempt to raise state financial revenues (BN De Stem 2010 April 

14).  

  Also individual butchers seem to be very concerned with the ‘danger’ of the 

introduction of a meat tax. A butcher from Roosendaal, Jan Gieben, expressed his frustration 

the following way: “If they [the government] want to tax meat, they will do it, no matter what 

we say about it. They will see then what a punch this is for the sector and for the consumer, 

because we will have to make the prizes higher.” (Rensen 2010 April 15). 

 

Government 

Thus far, the government seems to try to keep the meat tax off the agenda. Former Minister 

of Housing, Spatial Planning and Environment, Mrs. Cramer tried to explain to the 

parliament that the meat tax is complicated and cross-issue agenda-item and is therefore more 

difficult to implement; it touches upon food sector as whole in terms of spatial planning, 

ecosystem and biodiversity (Tweede Kamer 2009). There is a need for a longer process in 

which different policy options can be explored.  

However, in particular, the cabinet downplays the role of the Netherlands in the 

international mitigation of greenhouse gases emissions. Admitting that there is a link between 

the livestock sector and greenhouse gases, Minister Cramer emphasized the government’s 

approach through awareness raising among consumers and stimulating sustainable forms of 

production: “I want to increase awareness among people and provide consumers with choice, 

for instance, by investing in the development of vegetable and sustainable meat substitutes… 
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We cannot solve the global problem regarding climate and biodiversity by lowering meat 

consumption in the Netherlands” ( Tweede Kamer 2010 b) 

As the cabinet has to maintain unity in its positions regarding main issues, The 

Minister of Finance, Mr. de Jager, has been careful in expressing any support for the 

proposition, despite the strong argument about the meat tax contribution to state revenues. 

However, Minister Verburg of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality has expressed her 

opposition to the idea of a higher meat tax already several times. She decided not to include 

the possibility of meat tax in the state document Duurzaam Voedsel 2010. She also refused to 

delve into the questions from the parliament on this topic (Distrifood 2010 b). In this, 

Minister Verburg takes distance from the leader of Democrats 66 Party Alexander Pechtold 

who calculated that such a measure could increase the state revenues by approximately 1 

billion euro. Verburg claims to have an open attitude towards creative measures to enhance 

sustainability. However, “legal, administrative and practical objections of a general price 

policy are high.” In addition, she points towards the low level of support among farmers and 

supermarkets. This is particularly interesting, since it demonstrates which part of the 

constituency she is influenced by.       

A possible contradiction can be observed in the position of the cabinet regarding the 

meat tax. One the one hand, Ministers Verburg clearly rejects the proposition of introducing 

the meat tax.  On the other hand, Minister President Balkenende announced during the 

General Debate (Algemene Beschouwingen) that the cabinet will investigate the possibility 

of introducing the meat tax in order to increase state budget for coming years (Vleesmagazine 

2009 September 18). However, this move could have been a mere political maneuver in 

response to rising public and media attention to the issue, without significant interest in the 

proposal itself.   

 

Party Programs and Framing 

In 2007 there was the first parliamentary Citizen Initiative in the Netherlands, and it was 

titled Stop Wrong Meat. Generally forty thousand citizen signatures are required to make the 

parliament discuss issue. In this case, more than one hundred thousand people signed this 

initiative, started by Environment Defense (Milieudefensie). This initiative aimed at a drastic 

decrease of the livestock population and the introduction of extra tax on meat (87 euro cent 

per kilogram). The citizen attempt failed (Milieudefensie 2007). Especially, the latter 

objective unleashed great opposition of the majority of the parliament, with all major parties 

– the Christian Democrats (CDA), Labour Party (PvdA) and Liberal Party (VVD) – rejecting 
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the proposal. Also the Socialist Party (SP) and Christian Union did not support the citizens. 

CDA explained: “Introducing a meat tax cannot happen because it will distort 

competitiveness. If this disastrous plan will be implemented it will cost around 15.000 jobs 

and 2.5 billion euro” (Eerste Kamer 2009).     

However, the discourse about greenhouse gases linked to livestock and the meat tax is 

present in the 2010 election strategy and party programs of several political parties. 

Moreover, it can be observed that these political parties frame and justify the problem and 

solution in different ways. As described above, the Party for the Animals issued a motion in 

2009, for the introduction of a meat tax in the Netherlands. In addition to the Party of the 

Animals, three other Dutch political parties have adopted the solution of introducing a meat 

tax in their party programs for the upcoming national election in June 2010, respectively 

Groen Links, D66 and Christen Unie. Especially the latter is of particular interest, as they did 

not support the introduction of the meat tax during the debate on the Citizen Initiative in 

2007, but have changed their opinion regarding the meat tax, as can be observed in their party 

program for the national elections in 2010. The three other parties that have included the 

introduction of a meat tax in their party programs did not object to the debate on the Citizen 

Initiative of 2007. However it should be noted, that the fact that the solution of meat tax is not 

included in party programs of other political parties, does not inevitably indicate that these 

parties are not aware of or concerned with the problem of greenhouse gases emissions caused 

by the livestock sector. 

  

D66 

D66 aims for a ‘greener’ fiscal system in its party program and attempts to accomplish this by 

both direct and indirect measures. Encouraging consumers to behave in a sustainable rather 

than polluting fashion is possible by, amongst others, raising taxes on the consumption of 

non-organic meat. D66 believes that the meat tax, or their so called ‘kiloknallertax’, can be a 

powerful governmental tool in discouraging meat consumption. This kiloknallertax increases 

the Value Added Tax (VAT) of non-organic meat from 6 to 19%. D66 postulates this tax as a 

beneficial measure to fill in the gap in the state budget. The kiloknallertax is also referred to 

as a way to make people more aware about the importance of sustainability related to their 

own behavior as consumers. Indirectly, D66 wants to reduce meat consumption by 

stimulating the purchase of alternative animal protein products. In addition, they emphasize 

the importance of reducing meat consumption for the preservation of food chains for future 

generations (D66 2010).  
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Christen Unie 

At the very end of their party program, the Christian Union (Christen Unie) briefly states that 

environmental costs should be translated into raising the costs of products. More specifically, 

they argue that products and services with relatively high negative effects on the environment 

should be taxed. Notably, no other examples of possible products for taxing, except from 

meat, are given. The new tax measures regarding environmentally ‘unfriendly’ products will 

definitely be applied to meat products according to the party program of the Christen Union. 

Interestingly, the livestock sector is not described as one of the causes of the problem of 

increasing greenhouse gases emission, even though the meat tax is proposed as a green 

measure to stimulate sustainability and discourage meat consumption. Hence, their support 

for the meat tax is primarily linked to other unspecified aspects of the sustainability of meat 

production (Christen Unie 2010).  

 

Groen Links 

Just as the Party for the Animals, D66 and the Christen Union, Green Left wants to the fiscal 

system environmentally friendly. The livestock sector is depicted by Green Left as a polluting 

industry that strongly contributes to rising emissions of greenhouse gases and responsible 

actor in causing animal diseases. Green Left included the meat tax in their party program for 

the upcoming elections, preferably putting meat in the highest VAT category for food 

products. In their party program, Green Left explicitly mentions that consumers do not have 

to become vegetarians, but that citizens have to reflect critically on their meat consumption 

habits and patterns. Moreover, they aim to reduce environmental pollution by limiting the 

livestock population (Groen Links 2010). 

 

Party for the Animals 

In its party program, the Party for the Animals elaborates extensively upon the problem of 

greenhouse gas emissions caused by the livestock sector. Referring to the FAO 2006 report in 

which the livestock sector is identified as one of the most important contributors to the 

problem of greenhouse gas emission, the Party for the Animals attempts to underline the 

negative impacts of the livestock sector and meat consumption on air pollution, ecosystems 

and biodiversity. Reducing meat consumption is portrayed as an important aspect of both 

environmental preservation and human health. In order to reduce meat consumption and 

stimulate sustainable food choices, the party wants to stop subsidies which support meat and 
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dairy production and instead introduce the principle of ‘the polluter pays’. In other words, 

animal protein products have to be taxed based on their environmental impact. The party 

wants to introduce a meat tax of two euro per kilogram. By lowering the labor-related taxes, 

the party wants to facilitate the change of consumers’ purchasing power resulting from 

‘greener’ measures, such as the meat tax (Partij voor de Dieren 2010).  

 

Other Political Parties 

The proposal of introducing the meat tax created great resistance among several political 

parties that are currently in the Dutch parliament. CDA, the biggest political party at the 

moment, shares the same opinion as its Minister Verburg. CDA believes that the government 

should stimulate sustainable meat consumption and production, but not by means of the meat 

tax. According to the CDA, the meat tax in the Netherlands cannot be regarded as a solution 

to the problem of greenhouse gas emissions since it will go at the expense of the livestock 

sector. Moreover, CDA argues that the meat tax will result in an increase of meat import from 

abroad. Since animal welfare is not as well taken care of in foreign countries, this meat 

import from abroad will harm and go against Dutch standards of animal welfare. In addition, 

meat tax will infringe on consumers’ right to freely choose what they purchase (CDA 2010)  

The Labor Party, PvdA uses a rather general discourse about sustainability of food 

production.  In its party program the problem of GHG are as such recognized but not linked 

to the livestock sector specifically. The party does not plan to reduce the livestock population 

or introduce an extra tax on meat, but instead prefers to invest and stimulate famers to 

produce animal and ecologically friendly. What this exactly entails remains a bit unclear at 

this stage (PvdA 2010).   

The Liberal Party, VVD, is also clearly against the meat tax. The VVD believes, that 

the government cannot decide for its citizens whether to eat or not eat meat. Sustainability 

and health food decisions should be stimulated by campaigns, research and education, but 

should not be forced. For this reason, the meat tax cannot be seen as a possible measure. 

Their party program includes the problem of greenhouse gases emissions, however, the 

livestock sector is not considered as one of the main causers of the problem (VVD 2010).   

The SP, the traditional Dutch socialist party, identifies greenhouse gases emissions as an 

increasing problem and holds the livestock sector responsible for 14% of the total emissions. 

However, the formulation of the solutions to the problem does not directly indicate this link, 

since no reference to the livestock sector can be found in their party program. The SP wants 

to stimulate the use of combined heat and power installations by the horticulture. Moreover, 
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they aim to enhance agricultural sustainability and decrease transportation distances of food 

products (SP 2010). 

From all parties that are currently in the Dutch Parliament, the PVV is the only party 

that actually denies the problem of greenhouse gas emissions. In their party program the PVV 

states that because of the climate’s unchangeable and unpredictable nature, human 

interference in environmental issues should be considered as unnecessary and ineffective. 

Climate theories in addition, are referred to as manners through witch socialistic movements 

attempt to scare citizens, increase taxes and introduce new rules and legislation. Accordingly, 

the PVV describes the meat tax as a ‘cheap way to earn money’. Meat is described as a 

healthy and essential product in our daily lives and should therefore not be compromised on 

(PVV 2010).  

 

Conclusion 

Any item requires ‘a policy window’ in order to be successfully put on the agenda. It is ‘an 

opportunity for advocates to push their pet solution or to push attention to their special 

problem’ (Kingdon 1984). In our context, a policy window could for example constitute a 

post-election bargain in which one of the parties will have the opportunity to put the meat tax 

on the table. It could also be an appearance of a new report which would reveal relevant facts 

about greenhouse gases emissions and the role of the livestock industry. It is clear that at this 

stage and with the current interplay of powers in the government, the chances of the meat tax 

reaching the governmental agenda remain marginal. 

This paper has shown that the problem of greenhouse gases is present in the media, 

public and governmental agendas. In addition, the meat tax as a solution to this problem has 

emerged in the public and media agenda. However, this proved to be insufficient to place the 

meat tax on the formal agenda. The responsible ministers remained either reluctant or against 

the proposition of introducing the meat tax. What is perhaps possible to conclude, is that 

there is a shift on the borders between the governmental and public agendas. Political parties, 

functioning on those borders, seem to be more receptive to the idea of the meat tax. Already 

four of these parties included it in their party programs for the upcoming elections. In this 

context, the outcome of these elections is to such extent important, because the future of the 

meat tax might be determined in the bargain process of coalition formations. The elections 

and coalition formation processes might thus create a policy window for getting the meat tax 

on the governmental agenda.  
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The difficulty of the meat tax as an agenda-item is intrinsingly connected to the 

processes of formulation and representation of the problems and the solutions. These 

elements are most clearly visible in the discourses of political parties. Some parties, like the 

Party for the Animals, D66 and Green Left, point at the livestock sector as one of the main 

polluters. In particular, the Party for the Animals is very explicit in its representation of the 

problem and causal relationships. In its party program it strategically uses the strong language 

of numbers: “18 percent of the worldwide GHG emissions is produced by the livestock. This 

is 40 percent more than traffic and transport together... To produce one kilogram of meat, one 

needs five kilogram of vegetable proteins and 40 000 liters of water. If everyone would spend 

one day without meat it would equal to the removal of one million cars” (Partij voor de 

Dieren 2010). 

Some parties prefer to frame of the problem of greenhouse gasses in general terms. 

The Christian Union and Labour Party maintain a rather unclear discourse about the problem 

without identifying specific actors and proposing concrete examples of their preferred 

solutions. There are also those who deny the problem altogether, like Wilder’s Party For 

Freedom. The PVV says in their party program: “Socialists seize climate theories as an 

opportunity to achieve what they always want to achieve, namely higher taxes, feelings of 

guilt among citizens and many rules. We must stop with creating panic around climate 

change and also quite giving money to an unproved climate hype.”     

In terms of solution framing, one can observe frictions and inalienability of the 

proposed policy instruments. The meat tax is an inducement tool that implies the role of the 

government to tackle the problem of greenhouse gases emissions. However, very often meat 

tax hostile political parties and other opponents frame the solution to the problem in terms of 

rights and facts. The prime governmental actors who keep the meat tax off the agenda come 

from political backgrounds where a smaller role for the government is reserved, especially 

with regard to government interference in the market. Minister of Agriculture Verburg, 

coming from  a farmer family and Christian Democrat background, stresses that consumers 

should be allowed to make an individual decision with regard to their food choice and that the 

government can only indirectly stimulate less meat consumption though awareness raising. 

As long as, the proponents and opponents of the meat tax frame the solutions in different 

categories of policy instruments, it will remain very hard for the meat tax to be accepted by 

them.  

It is very hard to give an accurate assessment of the agenda-status of the meat tax 

because of the earlier mentioned ambiguities of the borders between different agendas. What 
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can really be said about the fact that the Prime Minister Balkenende agreed to investigate the 

possibility of the meat tax? Is this enough to already claim that the meat tax has managed to 

enter the formal agenda? State advisory bodies’ publications which were discussed by this 

paper and the embracement of the meat tax by several political parties are strong indications 

of a certain shift that can eventually transform the meat tax into a real policy-item of the 

government. At the same time, the future of the meat tax, like any other floating solutions, is 

quite uncertain.   
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Chapter 8 

 

The Agenda Setting Dynamics of the Gen-

Technique-Free Food-Label in Germany 

 

Tijmen Gengler and Niels Rijke 
 
 
 

Introduction 

To start of with the most obvious question: what is the gen-technique-free food label? This is 

a voluntary label introduced in Germany in 2008 for products produced of and by animals 

that are not GM fed: meat, dairy products and eggs (Grossman 2005). In this paper we focus 

on the decision of Minister Seehofer to introduce a gen-technique-free label and we try to 

identify the interests that have played a role in moving the issue from the public agenda, via 

the governmental agenda, to the supermarket agenda.  

As this book focuses on meat and fish we are interested in the gen-free label from a 

‘meat perspective’. There are other reasons to look at the issue of the GMO-free food label in 

Germany. Firstly, because the struggle to get the gen-free label on the governmental agenda 

and into regulation is an interesting one from the perspective of agenda-studies. Secondly, we 

want to analyze this struggle using the agenda-setting framework of Cobb, Ross and Ross 

(1976). We seek to modify their model by introducing supermarkets as alternative 

policymakers and targets for agenda-setting efforts. This issue can make clear to what extent 

their framework is still relevant and to what extent it can be helpful for policy-makers and 

interest groups to get other issues on the agenda in Germany or in other countries. Thirdly, in 

line with this book, it is interesting to study the roles of environmental and other interest 

groups, the government and of supermarkets themselves in advancing and promoting the 

“Ohne Gentechnik” label. With the framework of Cobb, Ross and Ross (1976) we want to 

examine the history of the gen-free label in Germany and see how the issue moves from 
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agenda to agenda, among agendas or simultaneously through the three different agendas, the 

public, governmental and supermarket agenda. In order to do this we will examine the issue 

of the gen-free label from 2007 until the beginning of 2010 as it then received most attention.  

We will do this by first putting the issue into the context of EU regulation on GMO 

and the general GMO debate in Germany after which we move to the focussed debate on the 

label itself. Then we will map how the issue has moved from the public agenda to the 

governmental agenda and the supermarket agenda.  As a conclusion we want to answer our 

research question: “How can we view the life-cycle of the issue of the ‘gen-technique-free 

food label’ from an agenda-setting perspective?” Therefore, we will analyse and elaborate on 

the framework that is provided by Cobb, Ross and Ross (1976). We want to identify the 

different roles all the actors played in this debate and in getting the issue on the different 

agendas and whether we can consider supermarkets to be policymakers. But first we will give 

an insight into the methodological framework we will be using to analyse the life-cycle of the 

gen-free label.  

 

Methodological framework 

The framework that we use to assess the case study of Germany’s GMO free feed is 

that of Cobb, Ross and Ross (1976). They distinguish three models of agenda building 

involving different types of agendas. First, we discuss the three different agendas that we use 

in this paper: public agenda, governmental agenda and supermarket agenda. The public 

agenda and governmental agenda are derived from Cobb, Ross and Ross’ framework. The 

governmental agenda, also named as political or formal agenda, is the set of issues that are 

seriously considered by decision makers. The public agenda consists of issues that are 

seriously considered by “the public”.  

The three models of agenda building (moving an issue from agenda to agenda) are the 

following. First, the outside initiative model in which a group outside the government 

structure firstly articulates a grievance, then tries to expand interest in the issue to enough 

other groups in the population to gain a place on the public agenda, in order to create enough 

pressure on decision makers to force the issue onto the formal agenda for serious 

consideration (Cobb, Ross and Ross 1976, 132). Secondly, the mobilization model, is the 

process of agenda building in which political leaders initiate a policy, but need the support of 

the mass public for its implementation. The issue is automatically on the formal agenda but 

the crucial thing is to get it on the public agenda (Cobb, Ross and Ross 1976, 135). Lastly, 

the inside access model, a model of agenda building that excludes the public, builds pressure 
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on decision makers to put it on the formal agenda by identification and attention groups 

(Cobb, Ross and Ross 1976, 136). Of course these models are theoretical and mostly a more 

complex or combined model is apparent. Issues might appear on different agendas at the 

same time or move from agenda to agenda, many different cycles are possible. Each model 

has different strategies and modes to accomplish the goal of putting the issue on the desired 

agenda.  

From the perspective of agenda studies it is interesting to consider who are the 

policymakers. In this book on food policy we explicitly examine the question whether 

supermarkets can be considered policymakers themselves. Therefore we want to include 

supermarkets within this theoretical framework of Cobb, Ross and Ross (1976). So we added 

the supermarket agenda, which consists of the issues that are seriously considered by the 

supermarket executives. This addition constitutes a modification and expansion of the Cobb, 

Ross and Ross model. With this modification we can identify what the role of the 

supermarket is in the whole process of agenda setting and allows us to ultimately answer a 

question posed in the introduction whether supermarkets can be considered policy makers. 

By adding the supermarket agenda, supermarkets become at the same time “targets” for other 

actors to put issues on the supermarket’s agenda and actors themselves because of  the 

possibility of putting issues on other agendas.   For the agenda-building process it means that 

that there is a triangular relationship between the three different agendas, which makes that 

different trajectories are possible in which an issue moves from agenda to agenda. For 

agenda-setting studies it is important to find out which of the three trajectories an issue has 

followed. For our case-study on the gen-free label the following trajectories are the most 

realistic options.  

 

 
 

Model 1 (outside initiative): The issue starts on the public agenda, with pressure on the 

government the issue finds its way to the supermarkets. 

 

Public 
Agenda (1) 

Governmental 
Agenda (2) 

Supermarket 
Agenda (3) 
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Model 2 (form of outside initiative): The issue starts on the public agenda and moves directly 

to the supermarkets, possibly followed by legislation.  

 
Model 3 (form of inside access): The issue starts with the supermarkets (supermarkets as 

policy-makers) and therefore affects the public, because of governmental legislation.  

 

 
 

Model 4: The issue starts with the government, and because of legislation affects 

supermarkets and eventually the public.  
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Model 5 (mobilization): The issue starts with the government which tries to mobilize the 

public and to get a mandate for legislation and if this happens supermarkets and eventually 

the public again are affected by legislation.  

 

We use the framework of Cobb, Ross and Ross (1976) for a case-study on the gen-

free label in Germany. We count on that “if it is well done, case analysis can be one of the 

more theory-driven forms of comparative analysis” (Peters 1998, 62) and in reality, case 

studies provide the lion’s share of articles published in journals of comparative politics (Hull, 

1999). That in the absence of overarching theory, case studies are the building blocks from 

which we construct our understanding of the political world (Yin, 2003). So we are confident 

that we can make suggestions and draw conclusions from this case study, but we will have to 

be aware of the fact that what works at home often fails when playing away. 

 

Context of Gen-free label: European Union Regulation 

We have to put the issue of labelling of meat being gen-free within the context of EU 

legislation. When it comes to legislation on GMO-use it is important to examine EU 

regulations, as these determine the scope for member states on how to regulate the issue at 

the national level. Within the context of EU regulation on GMO, which also has become 

stricter over the years, one can see that Germany implemented this legislation in a very strict 

way (Grossman 2005). In most cases, the use of GMO for (more than 0.9% of the substance 

of) products needs to be indicated to the consumer. For the use of GMO food and feed, EU 

regulations 1829/2003 and 1830/2003 regulate traceability and labelling of food.3 However, 

                                                
3 Regulation (EC) No 1829/2003 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 22 September 2003 on 
genetically modified food and feed (Text with EEA relevance) 
 OJ L 268, 18.10.2003, p. 1–23  
Regulation (EC) No 1830/2003 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 22 September 2003 
concerning the traceability and labelling of genetically modified organisms and the traceability of food and feed 
products produced from genetically modified organisms and amending Directive 2001/18/EC 
 OJ L 268, 18.10.2003, p. 24–28  
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these regulations do not require labelling of products produced with GM or products from 

animals fed with GMO feed (Grossman 2005). The other consequence of the gap in EU 

regulation, is that Germany only has an option to introduce a voluntary label as there is no 

EU-wide regulation that requires labelling.  The German government cannot introduce a 

required label. Because of this gap in the law, consumer and environmental NGOs started a 

heavy lobby for labelling of meat, dairy products and eggs. We now discuss this public 

concern with GMO and how the issue of the gen-free label was introduced and moved from 

agenda to agenda. 

 

Start of Debate on Gen-Free Label on Public Agenda 

 The issue of the gen-free label started on the public agenda. The introduction of the 

gen-free label on the public agenda can be traced back to 2004 but only really started in the 

beginning of 2007, as environmental and consumer NGOs then started extensive reporting on 

this issue on their websites. Next to these NGOs, the public agenda also consists of public 

concern. Hence, let us examine public concern in Germany on GMO. According to the 

Eurobarometer survey of 2006, most Europeans remain sceptical regarding GM food because 

of moral objections and concerns about potential risks (Eurobarometer 2006). Germans are in 

comparison to the EU-average very reluctant in supporting GM foods. Just 20% of the 

Germans supports GMO which is significantly less than the EU-average of 27 % 

(Eurobarometer 2006).  

Next to that, research by institute FORSA, commissioned by the organization 

Slowfood, shows that 78% of Germans do not want GM food (Slowfood 2009). On the 

question if one would be in favour of GM feed for animals 85% is against. Looking at the 

reasons given for being against GMO, 81% answers adverse effects on the nature, 67% on 

reasons of principle, 66% because of adverse effects on health and 52% answers that one 

should not interfere with the creation. Asking the respondents if they would understand the 

introduction of a gen-technique free label, 90% answers yes.  After publication of this 

research, Slowfood and the non-governmental organization NABU immediately approached 

the Minister of Research and requested to take ecological and social consequences of the use 

of biotechnology into account (NABU 2009a). Public resistance against GMO is probably 

stimulated by environmental and consumer NGOs campaigning against GMO. The other way 

around, it is also the case that public concern fuels the campaigns of these NGOs against 
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GMO.  That brings us to discuss the role of NGOs for the public agenda with respect to the 

issue of the gen-technique free food label.  

BUND is the organization for the Environment and Nature Protection in Germany. 

This NGO is against the use of GMO because of the adverse effects on nature and 

environment as for example, gen-plants can become resistant for useful insects. Moreover, 

BUND (2010a) also mentions adverse effects on the economy and health as reasons to be 

against GMO. In short, there are a lot of risks and not many advantages. BUND therefore 

also criticized the allowance of the use of the gen-potato Amflora as animal feed (BUND 

2010b). Next to the general fight against GMO, BUND was especially concerned about 

animal products (eggs, milk and meat) that have a GMO substance because of GM animal 

feed. Therefore, BUND pressed for a gen-technique free label in order to give consumers 

clarity and freedom of choice, and it enables the public to push back the growth of GM 

farming (BUND 2010c).   

NABU is an NGO protecting nature in Germany. They are also very much against the 

use of GMO. Especially the fact that GMO-farming destroys biodiversity is very important to 

NABU (2008). The risks for people and the economy are also reasons for opposing GMO. 

The risk for the economy is in the possibility that if something goes wrong with the genetic 

modification this may ruin huge amounts of crops (NABU 2009b). In order to warn people 

for these risks, NABU supported the gen-free label.  

The main problem of Greenpeace Germany with GMO is the uncertain consequences 

for health and environment (Greenpeace 2010a). Considering the issue of animal feed, 

Greenpeace also found it very important that products made of animals fed with GMO feed 

are labelled, also to strictly separate GMO and ‘normal’ products. Greenpeace (2010b) stated 

that 70% of the soya used as animal food is genetically modified and this also happens with 

maize. Therefore the demand for GMO-free feed is of most importance for the future of ‘our 

food’, according to Greenpeace. Greenpeace (2010c) also used the argument that the majority 

of consumers is in favour of gen-technique-free food.  

The consumer protection organization concerned with the gen-free label is 

Foodwatch. NGO Foodwatch (2007a) wanted that people have a choice in buying products 

and therefore there should be an indication if products are genetically modified or not. 

Foodwatch (2007b) stated that for milk, eggs and meat there was a gap in the law which 

allows for genetic modification without the consumer being aware of it. The soya that 

animals get as feed is often produced in the US, and genetically modified (Foodwatch 2007c). 

The consumers should know this and therefore Foodwatch demanded a gen-free food label.  
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Public Pressure on Federal Government and Supermarkets  

In order to understand the eventual policy outcome for the label, we will now put the 

issue of the gen-free label in the context of the political debate in Germany on GMO. Alice 

Cooper (2009) has studied the politics that is going on behind the trend of stricter GMO 

regulation in Germany. She identifies struggles between the pro-GMO and anti-GMO lobby. 

Different interests are represented for both sides. For the pro-GMO lobby the economic 

interests of big farmers (represented by the German farmers association), the biotechnology 

industry, agro-chemical industry, plant breeding and seed industry. The anti-GMO lobby 

contains ecological, consumer and economic interests which are represented respectively by 

environmental and consumer NGOs and small farmers. These interests eventually find their 

way, via lobbying, to political parties. In the period of 1998-2005, Cooper (2009) sees a 

struggle between the coalition parties, the Green Party being very much against GMO whilst 

the SPD (Social Democrats) was then still much in favour of biotechnology use in 

agriculture. Minister Künast (Green Party) for Agriculture made regulations on GMO much 

stricter. The expectation for the Grand Coalition’s (of CDU/CSU (Christian Democrats) and 

SPD) agricultural policies was that CSU Ministers for Agriculture Seehofer and (since 31 

October 2008 his substitute) Aigner would relax the GMO laws as the big farmers have a 

strong lobby within the Christian Democratic party. However, the combined interests of 

consumers, environmental NGOs and small farmers made for a very strong lobby within both 

CDU/CSU and SPD. The interests of consumers are identified as vital by Cooper in 

influencing stringent legislation. This is not surprising as the total electorate of political 

parties are also consumers.   

Environmental and consumer NGOs, together with small farmers, articulated their 

grievance on GMO-use in Germany and people not being able to choose whether they want 

this. This was specified by consumer and environmental NGOs into specific demand for 

freedom of choice (of GM) of consumers in the supermarkets. As the interests of 

environmentalists and consumers were bundled on this issue, plus the interests of small 

farmers, they could build enough pressure to get the issue on the governmental agenda, 

starting already in about 2004.  

Foodwatch reports in 2004 on her website that the president of the parliamentary 

committee for Consumer Protection, Food and Agriculture, Dr. Däubler-Gmelin wanted to 

take the initiative for closing the gap in EU-law with respect to labelling of products made of 
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animals that have had GMO feed (Foodwatch 2004). But this initiative did not really result in 

anything.  

Due to the vehement pressure of the anti-GMO lobby (in particular consumer and 

environmental NGOs) Foodwatch could report in 2007 that Minister of Economy Seehofer 

took the initiative for voluntary labelling of products as gen-free by supermarkets (Foodwatch 

2007d). Thereby the issue of the gen-free label entered the governmental agenda. In July 

2007, Minister Seehofer laid down a concept of initiating a gen-free label which was 

acknowledged by consumer and environmental NGOs as an important step in the right 

direction of freedom of choice for consumers. Then NGOs already urged the (biggest) 

supermarkets to initiate a gen-free label without governmental regulation.4 For example, 

BUND pressed supermarket Edeka to introduce a gen-free label but there are no results of 

this action reported on the website (BUND 2010d). Also, Foodwatch (2007e) held an action 

against McDonalds because its hamburgers are made of animals GMO fed, to which 

McDonalds responded that there is not enough gen-free feed for animals (Foodwatch 2007f). 

There was also an article in ‘Spiegel’ on the supermarket Lidl which is selling milk without 

GM but does not label her products as gen-free (Spiegel Online 2010). Using our theoretical 

framework we see that the avenue of the issue moving from the public agenda to the 

supermarket agenda was blocked by supermarkets. Thus, the issue had to move from the 

public agenda to the governmental agenda in order to reach the supermarket agenda.  

 

 
 

Eventually by May 2008, Minister Seehofer extended labelling laws for GMO 

containing food. Seehofer ended the exemption for meat, dairy products and eggs, as products 

free from GMO were now permitted a GM-free label. Cooper (2009) explains this regulation 

                                                
4 The four biggest supermarkets in Germany are: Edeka Group [Edeka], Rewe Group [Rewe], Schwarz Group 
[Lidl] and the Metro Group [Metro] (TradeDimensions 2009).  
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by pointing at SPD resistance, but particularly at the electorate of CDU/CSU among which 

are small farmers in south Germany. Furthermore, the combined lobby of consumer NGOs 

(fighting for freedom of choice) and environmental NGOs (fighting adverse consequences of 

GMO use) have decisively influenced the introduction of the gen-free label. The institutional 

structure of Germany probably also plays an important role in this, as the Ministry for 

Agriculture is also the Ministry of Food and Consumer Protection (BMELV) which gives 

consumer NGOs more possibilities in terms of lobbying the Ministry.  

 

Conclusion and Discussion 

For the conclusion and discussion, we can say that the gen-free feed label has been 

successfully pressed by consumer and environmental NGOs, driven by public concern with 

GMO. Therefore the issue could move from the public agenda, via the governmental agenda, 

to the supermarket agenda. Using and at the same time expanding the framework of Cobb, 

Ross and Ross (1976) for the issue of the gen-free label we have to say that the outside-

initiative model applies. For the models that we drew ourselves, model 1 (outside initiative) 

applies.  

 

 
 

The debate started with the initiation of the agenda issue of the gen-free label on the 

public agenda by consumers and environmental protection NGOs. Together with small 

farmers they also drive the movement against GMO in general. The NGOs specified the 

short-term objectives of the movement against GMO as being in favour of a GMO free label 

in order to give consumers the possibility of an informed decision. They strengthened their 

position by indicating the widely carried public resistance against GMO in general. Due to 

the work of the movement and the pressure of the public, the issue moved from the public 

agenda to the governmental agenda, and eventually legislation has made voluntary gen-free 

labelling by supermarkets possible. In this way the issue reached the supermarket agenda as it 
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became a legally recognized label and supermarkets had to consider how they would act 

towards the label, effectively putting it on the supermarket agenda.  

Furthermore, we have modified the model of Cobb, Ross and Ross for this case study 

in this book by adding the supermarket agenda. As said, this introduced the supermarket both 

as a target of policies and as a possible actor in the agenda setting process.  In such a way we 

could asses whether they would be just targeted agenda’s or actual policy makers. This case 

study has shown and hereby concludes that supermarkets, in this particular case, are certainly 

not policymakers but merely agendas that are targeted. The gen-free feed label has never 

been initiated or directly picked up by supermarkets before legislation was in place. They 

only reacted to policies made by the federal government, under pressure of NGOs and the 

public. 

Nonetheless, the gen-free label is enshrined in regulation due to pressure of NGOs and 

the public opinion. And if one supermarket starts using this label, the other ones cannot stay 

behind in using the label. Also public resistance to GMO is too strong for supermarkets to 

keep on resisting the use of a label when this is explicitly made possible by the government.  

Even so, the label is still voluntary for supermarkets which is identified by Foodwatch 

as a weakness of the initiative of Seehofer (Foodwatch 2009). Therefore, the anti-GMO lobby 

keeps pressing the (Federal) government, which has led Minister Aigner to introduce a single 

gen-free label for the whole country instead of having all kinds of labels in supermarkets, 

which would make it less clear for consumers (BMELV 2009). All the consumer and 

environmental protection NGOs are not yet satisfied as the gen-free label is voluntary. As 

they know that EU law prevents the German government from taking this step, they are 

pressing the German government to initiate EU regulation for a compulsory gen(-free) label. 

Regarding the future, the right-wing coalition of CDU/CSU and FDP (Liberals) concerned 

consumer and environmental NGOs with respect to GMO policy. NABU requested the new 

coalition in 2010 of CDU and FDP to take into account that the majority of Germans is 

against the use of GMO (NABU 2010). NABU sees that the new coalition is seeing GMO too 

much as a solution to alleviate world hunger and that the parties do not take the ethical and 

socio-economic aspects of GMO into account. Furthermore, we considered the gen-free label 

for this paper. But we have to see this issue in the context of the complete GMO debate. And 

as Foodwatch rightly states there is the problem that in the end labels do not say anything 

when farmers not using GMO are closely located to farmers using GMO (Foodwatch 2007g). 

Then everything becomes GMO. 
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 Thus, we can say that the gen-free label has been successfully pressed by consumer 

and environmental NGOs, driven by public concern on GMO. Therefore the issue could 

move from the public agenda, via the governmental agenda, to the supermarket agenda. The 

outside-initiative model of Cobb, Ross and Ross provides the framework for how this issue 

has finally made it to regulation. In this way, the issue of the gen-free label provides for a 

valuable analysis in the field of public policy analysis, and in particular agenda-setting 

studies. Also this example gives insights in how the GM debate in Germany plays out in 

politics and it helps to analyze future developments on the GMO issue. As it is certain that 

the GM debate in Germany, and in the whole of the EU, will continue for years.  
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Chapter 9  

 

Overfishing in Spain: Economy or Ecology?  

  

Ana Kittl and Richard Nievaart   
 

Introduction 

Fish is a popular source of nutrients in Spain. In fact, Spain is the one of the largest fish-

consuming nation in Europe. On average 

the Spanish use almost 15 percent of their 

grocery budget on seafood.(Intrafish, 

2006) In addition, Spain has the largest 

fishing fleet in Europe. In 1996, the fleet 

totaled 18,323 vessels, 17,300 in EU 

waters and 979 in international waters.  

This fishing puts an enormous strain on the 

fishing grounds surrounding Spain.  The 

overfishing around Spain has resulted in lower caught tonnages, decreasing revenues for the 

industry and may result in both economic and ecological damage.  

This paper concerns the overfishing in Spain. We will analyze the parties who are 

involved in the fishing industry, with the fishing industry or analyze overfishing practices by 

the fishing industry. We will analyze whether and to what extent they are concerned with the 

human and economic impact of overfishing or the ecological impact of overfishing. For the 

purpose of this paper, the following actors are covered; the supermarkets, the government, the 

media and public agendas. 

Thus, this paper aims firstly to find out to what extent each actor pays attention to over-

fishing. The second aspect covers a further qualitative analysis, in which the framing of the 

issue of over-fishing is analyzed across agendas, seeing if it is framed in an economical or 

ecological sense. The goal of this paper is explorative in nature, and aims to achieve a greater 

insight into the decision making surrounding sustainable fishing policy in Spain.  It will 

Figure 1 Fish consumption at home 
and out as times per week 



 

- 162 -  

provide an overview of the agenda status of the actors involved and give useful insight on 

how issue framing of over-fishing, such as the choosing of certain interests (economical) and 

not others (environmental), can affect the status of the over-fishing across the 4 agendas.  It 

can possibly even give insight to the relationship of issue framing in one agenda (e.g. media) 

affecting agenda status in a different agenda (e.g. public).  

This leads to the formulation of a central question; 

“To what extent has over-fishing been an issue across the government, media, public, and 

supermarket agenda’s in Spain and looking specifically at the interests of the parties involved 

(Stone), how has this issue been framed, in an economical or ecological sense?”  

This study, exploratory in nature, aims to provide new insights into agenda setting 

theory by applying it in the area of food policy, focusing on fish and sustainability. The 

relationship between issue framing and agenda setting is a widely researched area. Yet, 

agenda setting combined with food policy is a relatively little researched area by agenda 

setting researchers. This research will study how the different agendas frame issues, and how 

possible issue framing can in turn affect agendas. As mentioned, this is focused in the area of 

food, adding the role of the supermarket agenda to previous theory. This research therefore 

adds to the available literature on agenda setting. 

This topic is important to cover for both the economical, and the environmental 

aspects. Firstly, the Spanish economy has a relatively large dependence on the fishing 

industry. Many Spanish people are employed in the sector, Spain has a large area of land next 

to the sea, giving it access to many fishing grounds and lastly fish is a major export product 

and consumer product in Spain. Mapping this issue and in what manner it is portrayed, and 

the extent to which different actors are involved in this problem may be important in helping 

avert the declining turnover and number of fish caught in the industry. Mapping the current 

agenda's and points of view for the parties involved, may lead to greater cooperation and 

understanding between these actors. A sustainable solution is needed to help preserve the 

Spanish fishing industry and the ecology surrounding the Spanish mainland.  

The second aspect is one of an ecological nature. The depletion of fish stock is putting 

a strain on the fragile ecosystems of the oceans causing the problems associated with this. In 

order for people to be able to enjoy fish in the future, the current stocks have to be kept at a 

sustainable number so the species does not go extinct. Furthermore, a decrease in fish output 

may put a strain on other land based animal protein foods as demand for this substitute food 

increases due to increasing prices for fish. Knowing what people, the government and the 

media attention is to the ecological aspect of over-fishing is may help NGO's devise more 



 

- 163 -  

effective ways of pushing through their own agenda. In the next section, we explore the issue 

of overfishing in Spain and introduce you to the actors involved in decision-making. 

 

Overfishing 

Overfishing can be defined as “Fishing with a sufficiently high intensity to reduce the 

breeding stock levels to such an extent that they will no longer support a sufficient quantity of 

fish for sport or commercial harvest.”(MCS, 2010) 

What is causing overfishing? Worldwide, fishing fleets are two to three times as large as 

is needed to take present day catches of fish and other species as what our oceans can 

sustainably support. Hence simply too much fish is being caught. On top of this, the fishing 

methods used have a large impact on the biosphere the fish live in, causing destruction to 

living areas and non target fish, further degrading the biosphere. (By-catch and destruction of 

living habitat) To get a clearer picture of this, a small overview is provided below from the 

UN Food and Agriculture Organization.(SOFIA Report, 2005) 

• 52% of fish stocks are fully exploited 

• 20% are moderately exploited 

• 17% are overexploited 

• 7% are depleted 

• 1% is recovering from depletion 

It can be noted that this data is usually a few years behind the real situation, but it provides 

some general insights.  As can be seen, almost 80 percent of the world’s fish stocks are fully 

over-exploited, depleted or in a state of collapse. Furthermore, worldwide, about 90 percent 

of the stocks of large predatory fish are already gone.  This leads to the two main effects 

discussed in the previous section: 

1) Ecosystems and species are being destroyed. As a result the overall ecological unity of 

the world’s oceans is at stake.(the ecological factors) 

2) Risk of losing a valuable source of food, many depend upon for social economical or 

dietary reasons. (Economical factors. 

Overfishing leads to the extinction of species, causing a collapse of the fishing industry, loss 

of jobs and the decay of the local ecosystem.   

However, if overfishing is such a large problem, why isn’t more being done to counter 

it?  This is due to a few reasons. First, there are the economic reasons. A lot of people in 
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Spain are employed in the fishing industry. Going back to a sustainable level would cost 

many people their jobs, and increase the need for imports of fish. Secondly, the demand for 

fish is great, and increasing. The number of consumers is increasing, driving price up, giving 

extra incentive for fisheries to overfish. In this case, the ecological aspects take a back seat, 

since they are and will not be seen to their full extent until it is too late. Thirdly protectionism 

by the government may encourage overfishing.  The substantial subsidies (4.4 billion) 

provided by the EU to Spain are being used to buy new ships to fish with, instead of using the 

money to stay competitive with low labor cost countries. This is stimulating overfishing.(Ian 

Traynor, the Guardian, 2009) 

The interests of the actors in overfishing are likely subjective. They will only care 

about those phenomena; social arrangements and policies that they perceive will affect them. 

Further, they will likely only agree with policies that according to their understanding will 

benefit them. Even if a proposal benefits them hugely, they will not agree on it if they do not 

understand the repercussions of the proposal in question. Furthermore, we can expect that 

none of the parties will fully objectively show all the aspects of the problem of overfishing. 

Each actor, even the media, has some bias as to what they choose the audience to see, thus 

deliberately portraying the issue in such a light that will benefit them.  The next table shows 

which interest will likely prevail when different parties will get either diffused or 

concentrated costs or benefits from a certain decision.  

 

 

Costs                 Benefits� Diffused Concentrated 

Diffused  Gradual expansion of policies 

(Stone, 2001) 

Concentrated benefits likely win 

Concentrated Concentrated costs likely win Equally dominant 

      Table 1: Costs and Benefits (Stone, 2001) 

Diffused costs and benefits arise from decisions that affect the population as a whole 

in a ‘diffused’ manner, in which the group does not strongly feel the costs or benefits. 

Concentrated costs and benefits arise from decisions that affect a specific group, in which the 

group is more likely aware of their strong costs or benefits related to the issue.  Concentrated 

costs and benefits in theory cause people to have a greater motivation to act since the 
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decisions affect them more strongly, and if the group is smaller, they can more easily group 

together to act. It is more likely that a small group with concentrated interests will group 

together and act, and have their interests influence policy. This is much more likely then the 

diffused interests of the population being heard, as they are less likely to group together since 

they are either not aware or do not feel the costs or benefits strongly. Thus we can expect that 

when policies affect a specific group with concentrated costs or benefits, this group will form 

the stiffest resistance.  It is more likely that people will not group together and unify when the 

costs or benefits are diffused over the population. (Stone, 1989) 

In order to properly analyze the actors involved in overfishing in Spain, the relevant 

actors have to be identified. In this next section, an overview is given of the actors and what 

position they are likely to have in the framework of overfishing. 

Supermarkets are the largest distributers of food in Spain. They are therefore of huge impact 

since they decide on what products are consumed. It is therefore important to know what role 

they take in the network.  

As a company, supermarkets generally care about profits, as to say, it is there main driving 

force, without it, they cannot exist. Their interest therefore lies in finding products they can 

sell. Supermarkets respond to consumer demands.  We therefore hypothesize that they will 

not be interested in either the economic nor ecological impact of overfishing unless their 

consumers wish that they were. A strong link between supermarket interests and that of the 

public can be expected. Supermarkets are likely to favor decisions with concentrated benefits, 

since they are great for marketing purposes. They are likely less concerned with diffused 

costs to for example the entire population since this does not directly influence the buying 

behavior of their clients.  Supermarkets are likely less concerned with solving the problem of 

overfishing as opposed to deriving marketing value from selling individual products that 

counter it.  

 

The public is the population that consumes fish products. The public is made up of many 

different types of people and we can therefore suspect to see different interests reflected. It 

can be presumed that generally the public first wishes to satisfy their primary needs (food, 

clothing, shelter) before they concern themselves with secondary or tertiary needs like animal 

welfare or the preservation of nature. People may favor economic interest over ecological 

ones due to their individual beliefs or political orientation. Most in the public are free riders; 

they only collectively care if this would attain better solutions in the future. Furthermore, it is 
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likely the main population will follow the beliefs of the economical interests since belonging 

to that group yields the greatest acknowledgement. (Acceptance from the majority) It is likely 

that the public is mainly concerned with concentrated costs, as they are focused on their own 

concerns, which are usually affected only by a few aspects of the general problem or issue. 

Thus, the public is likely willing only to suffer diffused cost, and not concentrated costs like 

losing their ability to eat a certain product. Usually individual concerns win over the 

collective concerns. People tend to care mostly about their own interests. Therefore it is likely 

that people will favor decisions that will give them concentrated benefits (such as the ability 

to keep buying cheap endangered fish) while absorbing diffused costs.(fish stock decline) 

 

NGO’s with regard to overfishing are organizations like Greenpeace, the WNF, and the 

MSC. They are likely less concerned with the economic interest, and more so in the 

ecological ones.  Their interests are widespread, concerning general problems, like loss of 

biodiversity, but also of a concentrated nature, such as the loss of a single species. It can be 

expected that their interest lie with the ecological factors concerned with overfishing. The 

results will prove whether this is so.  NGO’s have influence over governmental organizations, 

supermarkets, and the public as they usually take the moral high ground and affiliations with 

such an organization may be beneficial for a person, government, or supermarket.  It is 

difficult to say what interactions NGO’s will have with other actors however we expect 

communication between all actors since NGO’s are trying to attain influence in as many areas 

as possible. Therefore, a strong emphasis on the ecological factors can be expected in our 

results. It is likely that NGO’s have less interest in the concentrated costs, like the loss of 

their job, for fisherman, and more interest for the diffused ecological costs to the world as a 

whole. Further they are likely to care mostly about the concentrated ecological benefits for 

them, like saving a species.  

 

The Media is the main source of information for many. Many different opinions can be 

expected in the media as they are supposed to be unbiased to a certain view, thus providing 

information and articles for all points of view. The media’s interests are both on diffused 

costs & benefits and concentrated costs & benefits, as they may report on issues that deal 

with the general problem of overfishing, or on a specific species or enacted policy. Therefore 

it can be expected to see both the economic and ecological interests reflected and interaction, 

or similarity between many actors.  
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The Government has major influence on overfishing, since it largely controls what happens 

in the industry. The government is the battleground for all parties of society and should 

reflect is as such. (By discussing all the angles of an issue).  As we expect the public in Spain 

to more concerned with their individual interest, a strong emphasis on the economical interest 

is expected in the government. The fishing industry employs nearly 500,000 people in Spain 

and contributed to 1% of GDP in 1995. This is large compared to other European nations.  

The government will likely be focused on attaining concentrated and diffused benefits at 

diffused costs, since it generally wishes to solve a problem concerning the general population 

or a group of people, and push the costs onto the general population in order to prevent one 

specific group from suffering a too high cost. The Spanish government will not collapse the 

entire fishing industry to solve the problem of overfishing but at some point they will have to 

make the industry sustainable. 

 

The Fishing Industry is examined in this paper as well. It is likely that they focus little on 

any ecological factors. A strong interaction with the public agenda and that of the 

government can be expected, as they are the voice of the business to the government. The 

fishing industry cares about the maximum number of jobs being preserved. Their interest will 

be to attain concentrated benefits for their fishermen and businesses while pushing the costs 

to another party, such as the general population. (Diffused). 

 

Which interests will prevail? 

According to Stone, concentrated costs or benefits are more likely to cause people to act, and 

thus it can be reasoned that the party, which has to absorb the concentrated costs or will gain 

from concentrated benefits, will prevail. Theoretically the party which has most to lose, 

which in this case is the fishing industry, will have enough weight to stop or force policy 

changes since they are the most likely to group together to act. It is hypothesized using theory 

from Stone, that the concentrated economical costs to the fishing industry of actually battling 

overfishing will cause them to group and their interests to prevail. The diffused ecological 

costs of overfishing to the public will be downplayed relative to the concentrated economical 

costs of the fishing industry. This is of course, if overfishing is a diffused cost to the public, 

in the sense that they are not aware or do not find that the problem affects them greatly. 

 

Operationalization & Methods 
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For this paper the years 2007-2010 have been taken as the years under study as this best 

measures current agenda setting action. Current action is of interest so as to have the most 

relevant and up to date research findings that are most appealing for researchers to further 

study. In order to analyze the parties involved in overfishing the chapter on interests in Stones 

book Policy Paradox has been looked at (2001). 

This paper has covered 2 main aspects. It has covered an analysis of each actor and described 

to what extent each actor pays attention to overfishing, with some referencing to the phase 1 

reports. The second aspect covered a further qualitative analysis and has categorized whether 

the attention paid to overfishing is economical or ecological in nature. As explained above, 

economic reasons include threats to the fishing industry such as falling supply due to stock 

depletion, loss of jobs, falling demands, and shifts in consumer opinion/demand.  Ecological 

reasons include loss of biodiversity, loss of marine life and extinction of the species.  

Research strategies 

The research strategy for the supermarket agenda focused on analyzing the websites, 

annual reports of the main supermarkets and the websites and publications of NGO’s with 

reference to the phase 1 report of Nievaart (2010).  The 5 largest supermarkets were analyzed 

as these posses the largest part, namely 61.6 percent of the market. The websites were looked 

further in detail to see if the supermarkets speak of overfishing in an economical or 

ecological sense. 

The research strategy for the public agenda has focused on analyzing the public 

opinion, the NGOs, and the fishing industry. The websites of NGO’s were analyzed for 

articles on overfishing. A ranking was created by the Fundación Eroski, a Spanish foundation 

for consumer protection, of the most influential NGOs in Spain, both by amount of members 

and by size of budget available to the NGO per year. The four largest and relevant NGO’s 

have been taken into consideration for the analysis and their websites have been investigated. 

Ranking by members may better reflect public action and support, while the budget of an 

NGO can be influenced by a few big donors. In the rankings, the first relevant NGO is 

Greenpeace, ranking 12th on the ranking by members. Ranked 15th is FACUA. Consumidores 

en Acción, 19th is Ecologistas en Acción, and 25th  is WWF. The number of members for 

Greenpeace is 103,180 while for WWF is 20,000 (Krueger, 2010). Further, 

Eurobarometer(EB-72, flash barometer of the Attitudes of Europeans towards the issue of 

biodiversity and the flash barometer of European’ attitudes towards the issue of sustainable 
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consumption and production), and national statistics research have been used as an indicator 

for public awareness on this topic. The websites of two large umbrella interest groups for the 

fishing industry have been analyzed to see how they discuss overfishing. The two 

organizations that have been taken into consideration are, FEDEPESCA and ANMAPE. 

FEDEPESCA, the National Federation of Retailers Associations Provincial Fish and Frozen 

Products, is an umbrella association which represents 14,000 fish shops in Spain out of the 

18,000 that approximately exist in all of Spain. Unfortunately, the last annual report posted is 

of 2006, thus the website of FEDEPESCA was briefly investigated, mainly the current news 

briefs. ANMAPE, La Asociación Nacional de Mayoristas de  Pescados (National Association 

of Wholesale Fish Market) has 387 member companies operating in 12 major markets. 

ANMAPE and its partners constitute 60% of the fish products market in Spain. 

The research strategy of the media has focused on analyzing the number of times an 

issue has been brought up in the news. Next, some of these articles were analyzed to see 

whether the attention paid is of an economical nature or of an ecological nature. The research 

has been done on the 2 main newspapers in Spain(El Pais & El Mundo) over the last 4 years . 

El País is the top circulated newspaper in Spain with around 2 million readers, followed by El 

Mundo as second with around 1.2 million readers. It might be useful to note that both 

newspapers have a center political alignment, but El País leans more towards social 

liberalism while El Mundo is more conservative liberalism.  The search terms ‘pesca 

sostenible en España’, ‘sostenibilidad pesquera en España’, and ‘Sobrepesca en España’ were 

used in an advanced search between the years 2006-present. The number of articles were 

used to see the level of attention these newspapers had to the issue of overfishing. For the 

second part of the research, 10 articles have been selected from each newspaper and read 

thoroughly for specific nuances. This encompasses the qualitative part of the research. The 

results of the media agenda have been centered on a central political agenda, since both 

newspapers are known to be politically oriented around the centre. This is less detrimental for 

the result then for example two very left wing oriented newspapers. 

The research concerning the government agenda has been more extensive, since the 

attention in politics is usually of a very specific nature and depends on the political figure and 

his or her intonation in order to discover the intention and purpose of the arguments. The 

government sources have been read for specific mention of overfishing and the reasoning 

behind the policies or attention. The research from the phase 1 report of Kittl has been used, 

in which the following was investigated to determine the governmental agenda regarding 

overfishing: white papers, studies, speeches, legislation, campaigns, subsidization schemes, 
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projects, and ex-ante policy evaluations.  This information was found on the websites of the 

Ministry of Environmental Affairs and of Food, Rural and Marine Affairs. In Spain this is all 

under one Ministry. The data was gathered from 2007 onward. The white paper on fishing 

has been further investigated to note if the government deals with the issue in an economical 

or ecological sense. 

 

Results Phase 1: Attention 

Supermarkets 

 The phase 1 report includes a research on the manner to which Spanish supermarket 

have policies regarding sustainable fishing and meat production (Nievaart, 2010). Below the 

results from this phase 1 report that deal with overfishing will be summarized. Information on 

overfishing is difficult to find in Spanish supermarkets. The Spanish retail industry pays little 

attention to overfishing. Foreign-based supermarkets dedicate more attention to overfishing. 

For example, Carrefour works together with the WNF to map which fish to eat, and which 

not to. It is unclear whether this occurs in Spain, or in France however, since the Spanish 

website of Carrefour does not mention this. However, none of the supermarkets provide 

looked at provide a clear and specific policy for overfishing. According to Greenpeace, which 

monitors sustainable fishing behavior of supermarkets, supermarkets are more inclined to 

“accidentally” fulfill one of the criteria that combat overfishing (Nievaart, 2010). None of the 

supermarkets are proactive in their policy making. They respond to the will of consumers, 

and adapt their policy to meet their customer requirements. In general, the internationally 

based supermarkets are ahead of the Spanish counterparts with regard to overfishing policies 

in general. There is a distinct lack of information about sustainable fishing, including 

overfishing.  This is peculiar as most foreign supermarkets have such policies, some of which 

are active in Spain as well and the fact that Spain has such a large fishing industry. So far, 

without looking at the products they sell in detail, no decisive conclusions can be drawn. 

However the absence of information is telling. The fact that information is sparse and non-

specific gives reason to conclude that Spanish supermarkets currently have no agenda with 

respect to overfishing. They respond to consumer demands, and this may point to the fact that 

Spanish consumers are not very interested in overfishing as an issue.  This is confirmed by 

the results of the Eurobarometer 2009. For example only 20 percent of the people believe that 

supermarkets should increase the visibility of environmentally friendly products on shelves. 

This percentage is the third lowest among EU countries. It shows the Spanish people do not 
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concern themselves much with environmentally friendly products. 

The Public Agenda: 

Public Opinion 

 The EB72 presents various general indicators and measures which general themes the 

Spanish find most important. This table is provided below. This can already give a general 

indication of how much the Spanish care about the environment relative to other issues. As 

shown in the table below, 2% of the Spanish interviewed believe that the environment is one 

of the two most important issues facing Spain.  This is a low number compared to the rest of 

the EU and proves it is not of very high importance to the public. 

 

        (Eurobarometer , 2009) 

 The flash barometer of Europeans’ attitudes towards the issue of sustainable 

consumption and production mentions that only 19 percent of the Spanish population believes 

that overfishing is the most important threat to biodiversity.  

 The eurobarometer findings on attitudes of Europeans towards the issue of biodiversity 

have results related to overfishing since this affects biodiversity. The overall trend that can be 
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noted in the findings is that roughly 50-70 percent of the Spanish people know what 

biodiversity is, are aware of the threats to biodiversity, and indicate it as a problem. On 

average, they rate the level of importance for this issue lower or at about average compared to 

the rest of the EU.  The Spanish do not find halting biodiversity loss as such a moral 

obligation compared to the EU average, nor do they find it destructive to their quality of life 

nor do they find it as indispensable for the economy in comparison to the EU average. 

 It is apparent from these eurobarometer findings that even though the Spanish say they 

care a lot about the issue, and proclaim to do a lot to counter loss of biodiversity, as soon as a 

question is asked whether they actually want to do something, they shoot below the EU 

average.  For example, 79 percent of the Spanish also believe that they personally make an 

effort to protect biodiversity and this result is above the EU average. Yet, on the other hand, 

only 29 percent of the Spanish think that a stricter regulation on economic sectors is the 

measure that should be taken to protect biodiversity, which is below the EU average. 

 Fish Industry 

From this investigation, FEDEPESCA, the National Federation of Retailers 

Associations Provincial Fish and Frozen Products, in fact has a high attention to issues of 

sustainable fishing. They work often in collaboration with other organizations representing 

the fishing industry, such as ANMAPE, as well as meet and perform projects from the 

Spanish government, under the Ministry of Environmental, Rural, and Marine Affairs. 

FEDEPESCA’s President recently, in 2010, made a speech promising the absolute 

commitment of the retail sector and are well aware of the need to preserve resources for the 

future. Yet, this displays the willingness to commit resources to combat overfishing, but not 

the actual actions taken. He says that FEDEPESCA has raised once again the commitment to 

continue to train partners on how to avoid bad practices and is considering an agreement to 

promote good practice and raise awareness among consumers via the retail channel. This 

action does not carry much sacrifice with it, making one doubt their commitment to battle the 

problem (FEDEPESCA, 2010). Once again, it sounds like a situation where much is said, but 

little is done. 

Since FEDEPESCA’s annual reports were difficult to attain, a large sub-group of this 

umbrella organization will be looked at to examine their actual accomplishments towards 

solving the problem of overfishing. FEDEPESCA includes such organization as, 

ADEPESCA which is located in Madrid and Gremi de Peixaters of Barcelona. ADEPESCA’s 

latest annual report, of 2008, has a section devoted to sustainable fishing. They have a project 
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called ‘ADEPESCA SOSTENIBLE’ which focuses on bringing awareness to the public and 

fish sector. They see it as important socio-economically for the fish industry, for the trends of 

production and consumption, and the current and future fishing situation that those involved 

be aware of what responsible fishing production and consumption entails. It is important to 

be aware of how to satisfy the current demands without sacrificing those of future 

generations. Once again, awareness campaigns is not the most sacrificial action to take in 

battling the issue of overfishing. 

ANMAPE, National Association of Wholesale Fish Market, had less true attention to 

overfishing, being the representative of the larger distributors in the fishing industry. From 

the website and the annual reports, it does not seem that ANMAPE takes into account 

sustainable fishing unless it is part of a governmental project of Spain, of which they have to 

adhere to. Otherwise, their focus is very much on the performance of the fish industry 

economically (ANMAPE, 2010).   

 

NGOs 

 Greenpeace is an international NGO who conducts campaigns mainly aiming for the 

protection of the environment and peace. Under the tab Oceanos, there is abundant 

information on overfishing. The Oceans tab has various sub-tabs, including Threats which 

has its own sub-tab completely about overfishing. What is even more interesting is that they 

have a tab on role of supermarkets and consumption on sustainable fishing. They discuss the 

important role supermarkets can have in the fight for sustainable fishing. They even made a 

first and second round of rankings for the Spanish supermarkets on how they deal with 

sustainable fishing. The second round is mainly to see if they have improved or not.  

FACUA:Consumidores en Acción, Ecologistas en Acción, and WWF Espana also had 

attention to the issue of overfishing.  

 

Governmental Agenda 

The results for attention to overfishing by the Spanish governmental agenda are based 

on phase 1 report findings of Kittl (2010). There is quite a lot of attention to overfishing with 

regards to both environmental and human welfare such. With regards to environmental 

welfare, Spain does create marine reserves, which combats overfishing by regulating and 

protecting certain areas. The fish stocks can recover in these protected areas. Furthermore, 

Spain has various projects related to the issue of sustainable fishing. This shows that there is 
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attention to the issue of overfishing. Yet, when looking closer at the governmental groups 

made on the topic of sustainable fishing and the governmental projects, there are many but 

having many studies does not mean that the government is really taking action on the issue. 

Looking more closely at these various projects, they are mainly related to researching in this 

field. The two major national projects that have their own individual section on the Ministry 

website, also do not show actual government action on the issue.  The Action Plan for the 

quality of fishery products make informational guides for the industry (MARM, 2008), of 

which a few are related to environmental impact of fishing. Thus, these guides only aim to 

raise awareness of the issue. The multi-annual plan for the recovery of blue fin tuna stocks in 

the eastern Atlantic and Mediterranean is based on EU obligation in which members have to 

create a recovery plan of 15 years with a progressive reduction of the Total Allowable Catch 

from 2007-2010. This also does not show true Spanish government action on the issue of 

overfishing, rather EU action that the Spanish government is obliged to follow.  

Furthermore, the Government of Spain launched, on their own account, a white paper 

on fishing whose aim was to make a portrait the current situation of the fishing industry in 

Spain (MARM, 2007). The major focus of the white paper was on overfishing and 

sustainable fishing methods, and on the conservation of the environment. The white paper 

also gives useful information not only on the attention to fishing, but also on what kind of 

attention there is and if the government is truly striving to act against the problem. The latter 

two arguments will be further looked into in the phase 2 of this analysis.   

From the gathering of this information, some insights can already be drawn. The 

results match expectations, as Spain is a Mediterranean country, and the fishing industry is 

thus extremely important to the Spanish economy. More importantly, it seems from first 

glance that Spain is giving high attention currently to the environmental impact of fish 

production practices. Yet, when looked at in more detail, the government saying that 

overfishing is an important issue does not mean that they act on what they preach. In phase 2 

of this report, the white paper will be analyzed further to confirm this suspicion.   

 

Media Agenda 

Both journals showed a high number of articles on overfishing. EL Mundo had more 

articles on the issue than El País. There is also a consistent number of articles published on 

the issue from 2006-present, showing that it is very much a current issue with attention.  
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Conclusions Phase 1 

 

 A major issue was encountered while mapping attention to the problem of overfishing 

across the agendas. It is difficult to define what attention means. It may look at first glance as 

if a certain party is giving attention to the issue of overfishing, when in fact their actions are 

not as strong as their words. In words, the government and the Spanish citizens say that they 

find overfishing an important issue. Yet, in actions, neither proves overfishing to be an issue 

worth acting upon. The NGOs are the only ones that truly have a high attention to the issue of 

overfishing in Spain, in both words and actions.  

 

 

Results Phase 2: Economical or Ecological issue? 

Supermarket, NGOs and Fishing Industry 

Supermarkets do not seem very concerned with overfishing. It is therefore difficult to 

perform any sort of analysis to whether or not they seem interested in either the economic or 

the ecological aspect of overfishing. They seem to respond to two things: Governmental 

regulation and consumer demands. Hence if the consumers demand that their focus be on the 

economic interests, they will shift to this position and so forth. Thus, this paper will not go 

further into their agenda.  

NGOs and the fishing industry are the exact opposites. Even before this research 

started, logic dictates clearly on which side of the spectrum both parties are. Unsurprisingly, 

as it turns out, NGOs shed light on the ecological factors of overfishing, while the fishing 

industry is concerned with the human and economical impact of overfishing.  

 

Media Agenda 

 

 After having studied 20 articles from El Mundo and El País, a typical article from 

each newspaper will be discussed as well as more general findings from all 20 articles.  

Firstly, general findings will be discussed. The first finding is that El Mundo and El País 

frame the issue of overfishing quite differently. El Mundo sees overfishing as a serious 

problem. It almost always discussing NGO opinion and not very often mentions the opinion 

of the fishing industry. El País on the other hand often mentions the position of the fishermen 

(not to be mistaken with the fishing industry as a whole), and at times does not see 

overfishing as such an eminent problem in comparison to the NGOs. Thus, it seems almost 
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that in certain stories El País sides more with the fishermen, and El Mundo with the NGOs. 

Yet, in both newspapers the issue ultimately is framed in a human welfare related and 

economical manner. A major word used to discuss the problem of overfishing was 

commercial extinction, not biological.  This was made especially clear in an article in El País, 

where it was explained that the danger is not that the species of fish will be biologically 

endangered, but commercially. This means that the issue is that the fish species will no longer 

be profitable to fish. When discussing the diminishing stock levels of fish due to overfishing, 

the future fishing is taken into account. Thus, it seems that overfishing is taken in an 

economical sense, for the future generations of human production and consumption of the 

fish species.   

A few typical articles from each newspaper will now be discussed: 

 

El Mundo 

Europe, at the back of the global line for sustainable fishing 

This article is a discussion by a news reporter from El Mundo on the issue of 

overfishing in Europe. Thus, this article gives the newspapers view on the issue of 

overfishing. It shows that the issue is both distressing for the fish species, but also 

economically for those that live off of it. This report firstly shows that the issue is not if the 

fish will get extinct, but that it will no longer be profitable to fish them. It shows that the 

major issue in Europe is that European fleets are among the most oversized and that the 

immediate, short-term economic consequence of job loss is not very popular. This has 

prevented governments to take the necessary preventive measures.  

The article shows that scientific researchers have done the job of the politicians by 

having evaluated the state of world fisheries and provided solutions that have been proven 

successful to prevent this issue.  They have shown that sustainable fishing is in the long-term 

benefit of the fish, fishermen, and the ocean.  

This article mainly refers to the economical and human consequences of overfishing. 

It will cause the fishing of those species affected to no longer be profitable. It is in the clear 

long-term interest of the fishing industry to practice sustainable fishing.  

 

FAILURE OF THE SUMMIT OF ICCAT: Who took the tuna? 

 This is another piece by the newspaper that gives the newspaper’s view on the issue of 

sustainable fishing. It speaks of the disappointing ICCAT meetings in which Spain amongst 

other fish fleet countries, had previously sounded as if they would give a strong commitment, 
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but in action did not. This article presents the problem that countries are not taking scientific 

findings and suggestions as they should be. Instead of placing the quotas that the scientists 

recommend, they negotiate a higher than recommended quota amongst each other.  This may 

help the problem slightly, but not enough. Furthermore, this article shows that the country 

can sound as if they are backing up sustainable fishing by agreeing with the quota, but this 

means nothing unless they back it up with protective measures to make sure that this rule is 

abided by. Otherwise, illegal fishing will persist, and the rules will not have an effect. The 

Spanish government took the ICCAT as a successful step forward towards sustainability. Yet 

the Spanish NGOs take ICCAT as a failure, and that Spain who sounded like a strong pro-

sustainable fishing country, were timid and did not act on what they had previously preached. 

Instead of taking a conservative approach, the countries are taking a political approach. 

NGOs believe that “the decisions are still corrupted by economic and political interests in the 

short term. The result is that ICCAT is still not fulfilling its mandate to maintain fish 

populations to a sustainable level,” as said by the International Union for Conservation of 

Nature (IUCN).  

This article sides with NGO’s on placing the blame on the government for not taking a 

conservative approach and instead taking a short-sighted and politicized stance on the issue 

of sustainable fishing. Yet, they speak of the commercial extinction of the fish population, 

showing the importance of the long-term economic interests of this issue. 

 

El País 

Catches of bluefin tuna have been lowered in the western Mediterranean 

This article speaks of the recuperation plan for bluefin tuna implemented in 2007 by 

the International Commission for the Conservation of Atlantic Tunas (ICCAT). It speaks of 

how it affects Spain ever since the minimum catch size quota has been reduced. Juan Serrano, 

the general director of a fishing company Grup Balfegó explains that the problem of 

overfishing is not only caused by the fisherman, but also by the seller and the consumer.  The 

article says that since the ICCAT, there have been positive results for Spain, and that fish 

stocks are recuperating.  Yet, NGOs and pressure should be placed on the economic aspects 

of the problem of overfishing, and start to focus on how to affect the sellers and buyers of the 

fish, instead of mainly focusing on the fishermen. Serrano goes on to says that Spain is well 

managed on their fishing grounds and that they even go beyond the rules of ICCAT for tuna. 

Thus, what is necessary is to focus on sustainable management models, as there is a political 

blindness to this aspect of the problem of overfishing.  
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This article clearly focuses on the economical aspects of overfishing. It sides with the 

fishing industry by noting that consumers and sellers are also part of the problem, and the 

government should also aim to affect their behavior instead of such a strong focus on 

fisherman behavior. This seems to be a call for the government to look at affecting 

supermarket and consumer behavior as the other, less looked at, but equally the cause of the 

problem of overfishing. 

 

Do we give up the fishing of the oceans? 

This article presents the views of the different groups- government, NGOs, and 

fishing industry – on overfishing. It begins by explaining the problem of overfishing, and 

then goes on to give figures from scientific studies. Then it goes onto to discuss the 

viewpoints of the more ‘radical’ NGOs, such as Greenpeace. It mentions a list that 

Greenpeace made of 15 fish that are not being fished sustainably. It then goes on to say that 

the Ministry of Environmental, Rural, and Marine Affairs said that this list does not 

correspond to reality. The government says that this list does not speak of prohibiting fishing 

in general, instead only of specific species, and Spain is in fact already doing this with certain 

species. Greenpeace says that only 1% of oceans are protected in the world. But CEPESCA, a 

representative of the fish industry, says that Spain and the EU has strict laws on fishing 

compared to many countries and that Spain is following them. There are those doing illegal 

fishing, but Spain is not one of them. Greenpeace has a very different opinion, that Spain in 

fact is not accomplishing the laws as they say they are.   

This article gives both sides of the story, but seems to side more with Greenpeace by 

speaking of just how important the issue of overfishing is, while the fishing industry seems to 

think that they are doing well enough and that they are not the problem. 

 

The Plundering of the sea 

This article is a report on how the pressure set by fishing has lead to marine species 

being on the brink of collapse. It relates how this issue affects the fishermen by giving the 

story of Emilio Louro, the leader of an organization of Fishermen of a certain area in Spain. 

Emilio realizes that they need to let the ocean breath, or else they will be left with nothing in 

the future. They already see that every year they capture less, showing that overfishing is a 
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real issue. But they cannot fish less, because then other fishermen will come and fish on their 

waters anyway. Thus, they actual want there waters to be placed as a reserve. They see this as 

a necessary current sacrifice for their future situation. They can only take this measure if the 

government takes action so that the area is placed as a reserve.  

The article goes on to talk about the shower of grants given by the EU to the fisheries 

sector, of which nearly half went to Spain. The article says that this contributes to 

maintaining sea vessels in the ocean that are not profitable. It then questions if this is good or 

bad and concludes that it depends if the judgment is made from the socio-economic 

perspective or from the environmental perspective. The article takes the stance of the NGO 

WWF when saying that the sector needs stricter rules, more controls, and a policy change. 

The action of preventing overfishing needs to be defended more, instead of always the fleets, 

especially the industrial. The industrial is the one that receives most of the subsidies and lose 

the least from the problem of overfishing, as they can go further out to distant areas to find 

fish.  

This article aims to show that sustainable fishing, by taking such actions as creating new 

reserves, is economically beneficial for the small scale fishermen.   

 

Conclusions on Media Agenda 

“In danger commercially, not as a species” (Zubeldia, 2009). This seems to be the idea given 

by the Spanish media. Although the figures are alarming for overfishing, the question is not 

about the species itself becoming endangered, but about the species not being economically 

profitable to exploit anymore. Clearly, the Spanish media takes an economic side to the issue 

of overfishing.  

Yet, after making this conclusion, other interesting information can be drawn from 

reading 20 articles by the Spanish media on overfishing. Firstly, it is striking how the articles 

from El País differ to El Mundo when discussing the actions of the government. El País 

depicts the actions of the government always in a positive light, while El Mundo believes that 

the government is not doing anything to fight overfishing. El País really sides with the small-

scale fishermen, and El Mundo with the NGOs and scientists. In El Mundo, the blame is 

placed on everyone: consumers, producers, supermarkets, and the government. In El País, it 

aims mainly to blame economics: high consumption leads to high production of fish. It also 

tries to defend the small-scale fisherman that feels more heavily the regulations on 

overfishing than the major fishing companies do.  El País refrains from blaming the 

government. 
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Furthermore, there was an interesting story in El Mundo on Greenpeace’s 

supermarket ranking in Spain which analyzes the purchase policies of major supermarkets in 

Spain (El Mundo, 2008). This ranking concluded that no major supermarket in Spain meets 

the minimum required. Greenpeace notes that Spanish consumers spend more than 5,600 

million Euros in fish products, almost 70% in supermarkets and hypermarkets, and thus the 

major distributors must recognize their responsibility in the disappearance of fish stocks and 

the destruction of marine environment. Furthermore, this article refers to a Greenpeace study 

saying that overfishing is one of the greatest threats to the marine environment due to its 

impact on marine biodiversity. It goes on to say that Greenpeace sees supermarkets as 

accomplices to this destruction of the marine environment due to their lack of attention to this 

issue. This shows that in fact, the Spanish Media have realized that through NGO influence 

that supermarkets are actors as well in the problem of overfishing. These supermarkets are 

given the blame for their lack of action. In this sense, the consumer is taken as a victim that is 

not given enough information by the supermarket to make a conscious decision. This assumes 

that if supermarkets would label their fish products, and make their purchase policy more 

sustainable, this will affect consumer behavior. Either way, this article shows the importance 

of supermarkets in the problem of overfishing and furthermore pin-points the fact that no 

supermarket in Spain acts on the problem of overfishing.  

 

Governmental Agenda 

Having investigated the Ministry of Environmental, Rural, and Marine Affairs 

website, a mix of both economical and ecological issues in relation to overfishing can be 

found, as shown by the division of human and ecological welfare in the phase 1 analysis. Yet, 

the question, when speaking of ecological welfare, is if it is framed still in relation to human 

welfare. What can be seen is that the end in itself is not the welfare of the environment, but 

more the welfare of human future generations. What would be most useful to study in detail 

is the white paper on fishing, which gives an overview of the aspects of fishing that are to the 

government agenda’s interest.  

  

White paper on Fishing 

Firstly, when looking at the table of contents, they divide the white paper into three 

major sections. The first is describing the current situation of fishing in Spain, and here there 

are five main sub-sections, of which one is resources. Under this sub-section, there is a clear 

section ‘Relación Pesca-Medioambiente”, that speaks of the relationship between fishing and 
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the environment. Yet, the issue of overfishing can most likely be found in other sections to 

some extent. There is a section that speaks of control and vigilance in the fishing industry, 

and this is related to illegal fishing. Another section speaks of policies in place for 

conservation of fish, which is also related. The second large division in the white paper is the 

proposition of solutions and debate for each topic and the third large section is the final 

government proposition of solutions. This paper will look at the results of the white paper 

with regard to the Resources section, as this had a specific section on the relationship with the 

environment. It should be noted that the white paper is a result of commission discussions in 

which the related interest groups were involved. The white paper notes that this was a 

collaboration with the fishermen, the business men, the biologists, the economists, the public 

administrations, the NGOs, and the rest of the representatives of the fishing sector. Although 

the government can have a clear stance on a point, it must be noted that interest groups can 

influence government decisions. The resulting outcomes come from this complex decision 

making process, in which the government is not the only actor.  

When looking at the part 1 discussions of the Resources section, overfishing is the clear 

problem being discussed with regards to resources. By calling fish resources, it shows the 

economic nature that fish have to humans. The government looks both at the environmental 

and the economic effects of overfishing. Yet, the government in this white paper is clearly 

siding with the fishing industry. The government tries to justify this by saying that the 

scientists that make the studies on the issue very much lean towards the biological and 

environmental aspects of the problem of overfishing. The fishermen care about the economic 

and social implications that overfishing has caused, and that their interests and situations have 

been underrepresented in the studies of scientists. Thus, the government says that they want 

to guarantee the sustainable fishing of resources, but keeping in mind and in a balanced 

manner, the environmental and socio-economic aspects of the problem. Clearly, the 

government shows an importance to the economic side, suggesting influence from the interest 

groups of the fishing sector.  

 Now, when looking at the possible solutions and debate, in Part 2, the government 

once again notes the fact that scientific research has sided very much to the biological 

aspects, and looking at future prospects, while the fishermen look at the current situation and 

in a more economic manner. The government suggests that these groups start working 

together, as sustainable fishing is in all their interests. The government almost seems to be 

blaming scientists, and treating the fishermen as the group with the major costs. It is obvious 

that the concentrated costs of the fishermen cause them to form a strong group that can 
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influence the government, while the diffused benefits of environmental welfare are left little 

defended as explained by the tragedy of the commons. This will be explained more in depth 

further in the analysis.  

 In the third section, on proposed solutions by the government, they restate the major 

issue of overfishing on resources. It is interesting to note here that there is a clear economic 

focus that is not balanced with the environmental focus. In the previous two sections, 

overfishing was spoken of as both an economic issue, but also affecting biodiversity and the 

fish population. In this third section, they focus on fish purely as a resource. They state that 

overfishing has decreased the level of fish capture for fishermen, which in turn lead to two 

major issues. The two major issues identified are the strong decrease in self-sufficiency of the 

Spanish fishing industry, and the decrease in profitability of the industry for fishermen. Their 

boats and input costs, such as gas, versus the decreasing amount of catches is quite a negative 

situation for the fishermen. Due to this, three solutions are proposed. Firstly, the protection of 

the fish resource is essential, so that they can recuperate their stocks. Thus, fishermen and the 

management of the fish sector needs to become aware and be trained to be more sustainable 

and responsible with respect to the environment. They will also continue as they have done 

by creating sectors of reserves, protection zones.  In other words, nothing really came out of 

the white paper with any actual strength to combat overfishing. Spain has already been 

putting reserves in place, so this is not new. Awareness campaigns are very far from making a 

strong statement against overfishing. Instead, it is only a light nudge towards looking into this 

issue and their effectiveness is questionable.  

 Clearly this white paper shows how influential interest groups can be. The final 

solutions are quite watered down, and not posing strong threats to the fishing sector.   

 

Conclusions Phase 2 

 

The media agenda, the governmental agenda, and the fishing industry clearly view the 

issue of overfishing mainly in an economical sense. Only do NGOs view overfishing as an 

ecological threat. Furthermore, it can be seen that the Spanish public, the fishing industry, 

and the government say that they are taking steps to fight overfishing, but in action are not 

following their words.  

 

Analysis of Interests 



 

- 183 -  

The general public is not very concerned about overfishing. They are largely unaware 

of the issue. The general public is reasonably well informed about issues such as global 

warming, or sustainability in general, but do not find overfishing such a problem. The people 

that are aware of overfishing do not perceive the costs of not doing anything large enough to 

act upon. This is a clear example of the diffused ecological costs of overfishing to the public. 

Overfishing does not strongly affect the average person in the public, and since the benefits 

of battling overfishing will only be felt in the long term, the public does not have a strong 

urge to act. 

Currently the benefits are quite diffused of battling overfishing in the sense that both the 

economic and ecological benefits will not be felt until the long term. Thus, the short-term 

economical costs of battling overfishing are felt the strongest, and this currently prevails. Yet, 

what is interesting to note is that the concentrated costs group (the fishing industry) is being 

convinced that in fact they will benefit. By battling overfishing, future fish stocks may be 

exploited in the future as well, ultimately benefiting the industry and the people working in it. 

The interests of the fishing industry clearly prevail in Spain. The economical aspects 

are over-represented and thus far, policies are shifted in the direction that counter job-loss, 

fishing bans and stricter fishing quotas. Since the concentrated short term costs of battling 

overfishing are most heavily felt in the fishing industry, the concentrated costs of the fishing 

industry on the short term thus far prevail over the long run diffused benefits that battling 

overfishing would give to both the fishing industry and the general public. The industry is 

clearly affected by the short term concentrated costs and thus acts strongly to counter these 

effects, even though they are aware that in the long run, countering overfishing is the only 

way to avoid further and more severe concentrated costs. An interesting way in which the 

fishing industry tries to influence other agendas is by portraying the concentrated costs as 

even more concentrated. The fishing industry, for example, uses personal stories of fishermen 

to make their case. They then go on to say that if quotas are strengthened and fish species 

banned from fishing, this fisherman will loose his job. He will then no longer be able to 

support his family. This as opposed to the illustration that when quotas are strengthened 

many fishermen will lose their jobs and the industry will miss out on revenues. The fishing 

industry disaggregates the special interests of the companies and point out that these 

companies are composed of people, and thus should these companies fail, those employees 

will lose their jobs, with all the corresponding problems. This is a successful strategy that 

speaks to people.  
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The government clearly favors the fishing industry. Currently they focus on the short-

term costs and interests of the fishing industry, preserving jobs and preventing economic 

fallout. The government is fully aware of the long run ecological and economical costs, but 

downplay the importance of the ecological fallout. They claim scientists over represent the 

stance of the ecological aspects, and thus feel they need to counter this by representing the 

fishermen to a larger degree. Thus in the government, the interest groups lobbying to counter 

the concentrated costs associated with overfishing, such as the fishing industry, have the 

upper hand in new policy creation.  

As expected, NGO’s discuss only the ecological aspects. Their interests concern 

mainly diffused costs of the public, such as the destruction of ecosystems that affect all 

oceanic areas equally. NGO’s play an important role by bringing issues to the attention of 

different agenda’s. They especially aim to raise awareness to the public about the costs of 

overfishing and the benefits of battling it. In this case, the NGOs can try to counter the 

tragedy of the commons, by raising awareness and interest in the public in these long-term 

diffused costs of overfishing. Yet, the NGOs in Spain have had little success transforming 

their agenda into policy. It seems that not enough of the Spanish public are aware or feel that 

this is an issue that affects them. 

The media discuss every interest group in detail. The media deals with various issues 

and actors representing the short run, long run, and diffused and concentrated costs and 

benefits. This is logical as the media usually reports on all the actors within a society. 

Surprisingly, there is a large difference between newspapers. El Pais paints the government in 

a more positive light than El Mundo, and is more favorable towards policies that deal with 

the short term concentrated costs of the fishing industry. El Mundo reflects the view that the 

government is too concerned about the short term concentrated costs and is critical of its 

policies. El Mundo puts a greater emphasis on the long run economic costs of continuing 

overfishing. Both newspapers cover a greater number of topics dealing with the economic 

impacts of overfishing, rather then the ecological aspects. For example, El Pais has posted an 

article claiming that fish species are endangered commercially, not ecologically. Thus the 

media agenda looks at overfishing from an economical aspect, with an emphasis on the 

concentrated economical cost to the fishing industry, although this stance is weaker than in 

the government or fishing industry. 

 

Concluding Remarks 
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In Spain, the greatest interest and weight is clearly on the economic aspects of overfishing. 

The public, media, government and the fishing industry all favor policies which preserve jobs 

at the cost of long term sustainability. This is largely due to the fact that the most prominent 

costs of overfishing will be felt in the long term, rather than in the short term. The groups that 

are not directly affected by overfishing are less likely to act upon it, and thus the interests of 

the party whom is most severely affected in the short term, which is the fishing industry, 

prevail. This result, while not surprising is somewhat disturbing. The long-term effects of 

overfishing may be very detrimental to the biosphere and future existence of fish as a 

product. That Spain is not acting to properly to counter overfishing is further evidence that 

interest groups are subjective to what they perceive is good for them, often choosing the short 

term benefits over the long run costs.    
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