Batasan Case Study

Background

The Philippines is one of the main exporters of marine ornamental fish. Recent estimates on the value and volume show that exports to the US overall averaged US$ 6.7 million from 1990-1994, to the European Union (EU) ranged in value from US$ 1.3-1.7 million per year from 1992-1998. Although data on the locations within the Philippines in which specific numbers of collectors are found is not available, the general areas of harvest are known. Of the fish that were shipped by air to Manila in 1997, 37% were from Cebu, 24% from Surigao, and 21% from Mindanao. There are an estimated 4,000-8,000 fishers working at over 200 collection areas in the Philippines, but no solid information on the numbers of collectors and their catch or collection effort in general, much less in relation to a known reef area or fish stock.

Unfortunately, unsustainable collecting practices and the poor husbandry of aquarium organisms have been part of the marine ornamental trade. Destructive collecting practices include the use of sodium cyanide to stun and catch fish, the breaking of corals, and the over harvesting of organisms from limited areas. Even when collected in a responsible manner, aquarium organisms often suffer from poor husbandry practices such as improper handling, inadequate facilities, poor water quality during storage and transport, and high packing densities that result in reduced survivorship. Mortality levels of 40 to 60% or more from reef to exporter have been reported.

For many years marine environmental non-governmental organizations have tried to eradicate the use of chemicals such as cyanide to stun and collect fish, primarily by training collectors in the use of nets. These efforts have only been successful for short periods of time with limited numbers of collectors. 

As part of its certification program for the marine aquarium trade launched in 2001, the Marine Aquarium Council (MAC) realized that it had to undertake capacity building at all levels of the supply side within the Philippines not only to eradicate cyanide use but also to significantly decrease mortality post harvest.

In 2002 MAC entered into a contract with International Marinelife Alliance (IMA) to train collectors in Coron, in Northern Palawan and Bagac, Bataan and Palauig, Zambales. The selected these sites were areas where they had worked for years as part of their cyanide reform program and areas that had been developed as part of the “Feasibility Study” work that was undertaken by IMA for MAC in 2001. This partnership was to provide all aspects of capacity building from the hiring of trainers and project supervision through to work with the communities to develop ”certifiable” collection areas, training of collectors and, ultimately, delivery of a half dozen sites and collectors groups fully prepared to be assessed for MAC Certification. Unfortunately, this subcontracting of capacity building of communities and collectors proved to be problematic and no successful results were achieved. 

This experience shows that there are few organizations that have been good match for developing and delivering the training and capacity building to achieve certification in collection and ecosystem management that is timely, efficient, well managed and cost-effective. As a result, there has been a need for a greater level of MAC staff involvement in the capacity building efforts. It became clear that a significant MAC role and effort is essential to delivering capacity building and training for fishers and their communities to achieve compliance with the MAC international Standards for Ecosystem and Fishery Management (EFM) and CFH in a timely, efficient, well managed and cost-effective manner.

MAC decided to find an area that had experience of reform programs but where MAC could manage the capacity building itself.  Bohol was chosen with the collection sites of Batasan and Clarin being chosen as the first two sites to be worked on with MAC undertaking the management of the project. 

Batasan Island is located in the municipality of Tubigon in the province of Bohol and shares its borders with Clarin on the east, Calape on the west, Catigbi-an and San Isidro on the south. The harvesting of marine ornamental organisms within the waters of Tubigon can be traced back from early 70’s when Olango Island collectors introduced the gathering of marine ornamental fish with sodium cyanide. Since mid 1980s, there have been various attempts to combat the cyanide problems by training collectors in net collection of ornamental fish.  Unfortunately, net training alone has the effect of only really making collectors better cyanide users if this is not undertaken in conjunction with small business skills training and international marketing and incentives in terms of better prices for net-caught fish. 

In March 2002, the collectors’ of Batasan interest in supplying the market with “clean” fish was revived with their introduction to the possibility of MAC Certification. Unlike previous initiatives, MAC Certification program aims to establish a direct link between responsible practices to consumer preference and demand for “certified fish”. MAC hired trainers and a community organizer that had previously worked for MAC and commenced capacity building in Batasan in 2002.

This case study describes the capacity building for MAC Certification in Batasan and highlights a number lessons learned.  It also looks into the socio-economic costs and benefits of certification and how the program contributes to movement towards achieving sustainable use of coral reef resources.

II.   The MAC Certification Process at the collection level

The MAC Certification process covers a wide range of activities that can be grouped into four major categories: 1) Site Selection; 2) Collectors’ Training; 3) Collection Area Management Plan development; and 4) Certification Status Maintenance. MAC’s pilot experience in Batasan has offered valuable lessons and insights in the development of adaptive management approaches, the enhancement of operating guidelines and selection criteria, the fine-tuning of training modules and the refinement of the MAC Certification and the MAC international Standards. 

1.  Site Selection

The choice of Batasan Island as a pilot area for MAC Certification was based on the following practical considerations:

· Batasan has a pool of aquarium collectors who have received training on net use by the IMA.

· The island was one of the more successful project areas of the USAID-funded Coastal Resource Management Program as evidenced by its well-defined, properly maintained marine protected area and highly-motivated fishers organization well-versed on eco-governance and resource stewardship issues.

· There were a number of other non-government organizations (NGO) with conservation programs in the area, including the Haribon Foundation and Project Sea Horse.

· The municipality of Tubigon (which has jurisdiction over Batasan) indicated strong support for the MAC Certification process and committed itself to ensuring the success of the program and its link to the Tubigon CRM plan.

· The collection area has species that are in demand in the export market.

· The continued use of cyanide by some aquarium fish collectors could be traced to a lack of incentive system for those who use non-destructive collection techniques, the very problem the MAC Certification is designed to address.  

· The area has a depleted marine aquarium fishery that if fished in a sustainable manner on a part time but commercially viable basis in line with MAC Standards should be able to recover.

1.1 Challenges 

In early 2002 following the launch of MAC Certification, MAC had to respond to the following immediate challenges:

· to have the applicability of its standards assessed vis-à-vis conditions and realities in the field.

· to meet increasing market demand for certified fish flowing through a certified chain. 

The MAC field team based the decision to select Batasan Island as the pilot site on overly optimistic assumptions regarding the site selection considerations described above which at the time did not include a robust socio-economic profile and community organizing. 

Additionally the MAC approved resource assessment protocol (MAQTRAC) was still at a developmental stage.

As a result, there were several unforeseen stumbling blocks that the MAC field team faced during the course of the capacity building that a more thorough preparation would have prevented.   Some of the critical issues were:

· the negative sentiments of some members of the local community against NGO-funded training programs due to “failed interventions” in the past.

· the pre-conceived notions of some stakeholders that the requirements of MAC EFM Standard would require drastic overhaul of their “preferred” management approaches.

· the negative reaction of NGOs with past and existing projects on the island to newcomers like MAC.

· the ability of some local players that the MAC program would displace (such as former middlemen and hard-core cyanide collectors) to sabotage the program.

· the impact of local politics on the degree and quality of community support to the MAC program.

· the effect of Batasan’s imbalance species mix (over-abundance of a few endemic species and very little supply of high-end varieties) on business profitability. 

· Lack of structured training modules for use by the MAC field team.

· Lack of appropriately skilled trainers and community organizer.

1.2 Lessons Learned in Site Selection

While the MAC Field team managed to complete the training process in the end, this took far longer than was necessary.  Reflecting on the problems encountered and mistakes made, the following lessons learned from the Batasan experience are invaluable to developing better site selection:
· There is a need to develop a detailed site selection criteria to guide the MAC field team during site selection process.

· The site selection criteria must be wide-ranging, detailed and comprehensive enough as to be able to provide a complete picture of the candidate collection area and collectors group.

· The scoping, baseline data gathering and profiling activities must be carried out within a reasonable time frame by a team of qualified researchers so that any future problems can be detected early.

· Resource assessment using MAQTRAC survey must be made an essential component of the selection criteria.

· Profitability and sustainability of the ornamental fish collection enterprise in the candidate collection must be assessed and given special attention in the selection criteria.

2. Collectors Training 

In Batasan, the MAC field team found 67 ornamental fish collectors who had had training in net use. Only 37 of these collectors expressed interest in MAC Certification while the rest were either skeptical, had found other sources of income or did not believe they could comply with the requirements of the MAC Standards.

Of the 37 collectors who became candidates for MAC training, 31 completed the capacity building. The 6 who did not make it were either disqualified because of age (less than 18 years old) or had to leave Batasan for one reason or another.

The previous training conducted by the Ilaw Foundation and much later by IMA was useful because the MAC team found that the collectors had demonstrated good collection skills (with some were more skillful than the others). However, they all shared a common weakness in the area of post-harvest handling, screening, packing and overall fish husbandry. This weakness led to high rate of organism mortality.

The training began in early March 2002 and continued until late October 2002. The MAC field team consisted of two trainers and a community organizer whose main task was to conduct the capacity building on MAC Certification, its goals and objectives, its salient features, what it takes to become MAC Certified and the benefits of achieving certified status. 

The candidate collectors were encouraged to form themselves into an organization with a set of officers and advisers. They were also encouraged to elect a collection area coordinator who would be mainly responsible for managing the “enterprise”. The coordinator, aside from putting up the necessary working capital, would also be responsible for making it easier for the collectors to comply with MAC Standards by assuming responsibility over the requirements of a new and evolving system, especially those related to collect-to-order arrangements, mortality reduction, traceability, segregation and documentation.

A priority activity undertaken early in the training phase was the construction of a floating cage that served as a holding pen where the fish caught by collectors are kept after the customary purging and before packing for shipment. The in-water training activities were conducted in the mornings. Emphasis was on collection skills enhancement, improved handling, screening and packing techniques and familiarization with the documentation requirements of MAC Certification.  The trainees were provided nets, jars, packing materials and other training supplies.

To support the training program some exporters in Manila offered to buy the fish caught during training. The President of Philippine Tropical Fish Exporters Association (PTFEA) traveled to Batasan to assure the collectors there were buyers in Manila who were eager to purchase MAC Certified fish at fair prices. It helped too that another exporter, a non-PTFEA member, also visited Batasan later and volunteered to provide the collectors valuable tips on better handling, screening and packing of fish.

2.1 Challenges

The training in Batasan eventually achieved its goal and resulted in collectors and the coordinator obtaining MAC Certification.  However, the process was not without challenges. The following are difficulties that the MAC field team experienced during the training program:

· The MAC field team had not had any previous experience in the MAC process as the exercise in Batasan had had no precedent anywhere else in the world.

· The MAC training modules were still under development and not as organized and systematic as they should have been.

· The collectors had different levels of skill, creating complications on the traceability aspect of the certification process.

· The collectors had acquired bad habits and practices that were not easy to correct. 

· The MAC field team utilized a uniform training approach for all collectors instead of organizing training efforts into specific collectors groups with specific skills such as screening, packing, documentation, or resource assessment.  

· The collectors were initially intimidated by the documentary requirements of MAC Certification such as the logbook, order system, etc.

· Some collectors were skeptical about the training program due to historical baggage and negative sentiments associated with failed training programs in the past.

· As more collectors gained greater proficiency in post-harvest handling, they found that the supply of training materials such as jars became inadequate.

· The collectors’ coordinator was discouraged by the initial trial shipments to Manila as he could not achieve profitability.

2.2 Lessons Learned

The following are some of the valuable lessons learned from the Batasan experience:

· The training should be guided by organized and systematic training modules.

· There is a need to identify the collectors’ level of skills and to rate of them accordingly.

· It is important to relate the collector’s skills to the traceability requirements of certification (i.e. who have the skills to collect what species).

· Trainees who are qualified to receive specialized training on specific components of MAC Certification like screening, packing, documentation or resource assessment should be identified early on and have a special training focus.  

· There are advantages to identifying supportive buyers early on.

· Inadequate materials and supplies adversely affect the collectors’ productivity so it important to help them gain easy, affordable access to sources materials and supplies.

· Greater training emphasis should be given to such important activities such as documentation, screening, packing, collect -to-order compliance, handling, husbandry and reduction of fish mortality.

· More time should be spent in-classroom training to monitor and evaluate progress achieved as the training progresses.

3. Collection Area Management Plan (CAMP) Development

MAC Certification requires a collection area to develop Collection Area Management Plan (CAMP) that demonstrates compliance to the MAC EFM international Standard. A CAMP needs to include basic description of the collection area (boundaries, state of resources, etc.), identification of all stakeholders relevant to the collection area, basic data for the marine aquarium organisms collected or fished in the collection area, collection and fishing history of the collection area, process for monitoring of the use of destructive collection and fishing practices, among others.  The CAMP development process thus requires careful planning that involve stakeholders participation in documenting management measures that have to be undertaken in the collection area. 

3.1 The CAMP Development Process 

The plan to develop the Batasan CAMP was introduced midway into the training program. During the initial stakeholder consultation, almost all of the stakeholders understood the importance of the CAMP. The MAC field team did not have a problem in getting the support of the local community.  

However, the CAMP process was delayed when some stakeholders started to realize the importance of linking it to the Tubigon Coastal Resource Management (CRM) plan.  In the beginning, the collectors had difficulty entrusting the development of the CAMP to senior local government officials who live and work in distant locations.  After further discussions, they later understood that the involvement of the Municipal Planning Officer, the Municipal Agricultural Officer and the town’s Fisheries technician had built-in advantages, as it was an assurance of instant support from the municipal leadership. 

To ensure steady progress in the CAMP development a CAMP Committee was created consisting of representatives from the local government, NGOs, collectors, and other stakeholders.  However, the CAMP process still took longer than expected, as the consultation meetings were infrequent for the simple reason that the main stakeholders had other official responsibilities. The development of the CAMP acquired a sense of urgency only after the certifier assessment schedule was announced. The writing of the bulk of the CAMP was completed only a week before the certification assessment was to take place.

Another issue in the CAMP development was the fact that the MAQTRAC methods and capacity for undertaking a survey were not in place. A limited rapid resource assessment conducted by Reef Check instead. The Batasan CAMP Committee had recognized early on that it was necessary to incorporate the result of the resource assessment survey in the CAMP. However, since the MAQTRAC protocol was still being developed at that time, the Reef Check assessors did not have enough assessment framework to translate survey results into management detailed recommendations. Still, to the credit of Reef Check, it was able to provide provisional recommendations to the CAMP Committee on suitable adaptive management approaches.

Given the limited time the Batasan CAMP Committee had to complete its work, MAC provided the CAMP Committee a template of what a basic CAMP should contain. The CAMP Committee ended up developing a CAMP document that closely followed the template.   In spite of these difficulties, the Batasan CAMP was assessed by the independent certifier and became the first MAC Certified collection area in the world.

3.2 Challenges

Aside from time constraint, the development of the Batasan CAMP faced the following challenges:

· Some members of the community who were displaced by the MAC program tried to sow disunity in the ranks of the CAMP Committee through a campaign of misinformation and vilification.

· Some people tried to drive a wedge between MAC and the municipal leadership.

· The task of developing the CAMP was entrusted to busy municipal officials who had other responsibilities.

· There were limited resource assessment results to guide the development of sound management measures. 

3.3 Lessons Learned

The following are some of the lessons learned in CAMP development from the Batasan experience:

· The initial stakeholders’ consultation must begin during the site selection process to allow early identification of supportive stakeholders as well as potential problems.

· There needs to be basic CAMP development guidance material that the MAC field team can use as a reference.

· It is crucial to ensure a strong link between an existing CRM with the CAMP development process from the beginning, if CRM exists in the location.

· The actual CAMP development process must begin right at the start of collectors training.

· The CAMP Committee must be encouraged to entrust the drafting of the CAMP to a core working group of three or four individuals who have the time and capability to lead the process. The work of the core group should then be submitted to the entire committee for discussion, amendment and eventual adoption.

· It is essential to incorporate the results of resource assessment into the CAMP primarily by translating the survey results into concrete management recommendations.

4. Maintaining Certification Status

Batasan Island collection area and collectors achieved MAC Certified status in October 2002.  This achievement was marked by festive graduation activities where newly MAC Certified collectors performed a swearing in ceremony.  However, it became immediately clear that the main challenge was how well the collectors would adhere to the MAC Standards and MAC Certified status.  Integral to this is the assurance of continued benefits that the collectors could reap from MAC Certification.

To ensure stronger link between MAC Certified collectors and exporters, MAC facilitated the forming of the MAC Philippines Certified Collectors and Exporters Group (CCEG). Collector’s coordinators from Batasan and Clarin met with representatives of certified exporters. All parties agreed that it was in everyone’s interest to maintain the supply of MAC Certified, high quality organisms and they worked through a series of discussions on difficult issues such as pricing, screening, payment procedures and communication timelines. 

4.1 Challenges

The collectors and other stakeholders in Batasan continued to face the following challenges after they achieved certification status:

· Due to limited species variety, the products coming out of Batasan are not too attractive to MAC Certified exporters in Manila.

· In some cases, MAC Certified collectors in Batasan have sold their products to a number of Cebu-based non-certified exporters to save on transportation cost.

· There has been inconsistent performance in maintaining mortality rates due to technical problems such as the placement of floating cage, and screening and packing techniques.

· There has been inconsistent performance in keeping up with documentation requirements.

· Some collectors continued to prioritize quick income over maintaining the quality of the fish putting the collectors’ coordinator in a difficult situation.

4.2 Lessons learned in maintaining certification

From the Batasan experience, it was clear that more efforts are needed in assisting collectors and community stakeholders to maintain their MAC Certified status.  The following are some of the lessons learned:

· There is a need for MAC staff to conduct periodic monitoring to ensure that compliance is maintained especially regarding record keeping (i.e. log books, order forms, etc.).

· There is a need to have certified chain express a clear preference for MAC Certified organisms out of Batasan.

· There is a need to ensure that CAMP is periodically audited and evaluated by the CAMP Committee to take into account new information that is recently obtained.

III.  Socio Economic Analysis 
To take Batasan operation to a level where it is ready for certification assessment, MAC invested in a 7-month training period (March-October 2002).  MAC field team consisted of 1 community organizer and two collector’s trainers.  Additional assistance was also provided by the MAC Documentation Specialist and Reef Check scientists throughout the training period.   MAC Philippines Country Director was also directly involved in preparing Batasan for certification from the site selection process to final preparations.

In addition to MAC training efforts, local stakeholders have made the following investments:

· Collection equipment

· Floating cage and holding pen

· Working capital provided by the collectors coordinator

· In-kind time contribution of CAMP Committee members

· Community contributions in organizing graduation ceremony

The Tubigon municipal government also made contributions in the following forms:

· Assigning Municipal Planning Development Officer, Agricultural Technician for Fisheries and Municipal Fish Warden of Tubigon to participate in the CAMP Committee

· Conducting fish warden training

With the certification process initiated by MAC, Batasan collectors who had undergone training enjoy the following benefits:

· Significant decrease in mortality and rejection rate.

In 2003, the mortality and rejection rate of shipment of fish to exporter was on average 1.9% per shipment. This is considered as a major improvement from a rejection rate of 10-30%.

· Increase in price.

Exporters have agreed to give a premium to MAC Certified fish due to the improved quality of fish being produced out of Batasan.  This translates to an average of 10% increment in total sales per shipment. To date average sales of shipment on weekly basis ranges from PHP 6,500.00 to PHP 9,000.00 excluding other incentives that they receive from the exporter (i.e. coordinator’s fee, share on shipment cost, etc.).

· Guaranteed buyer and consistent, stable orders.

The order system provides collectors the security of having their catch purchased by MAC Certified exporters who have placed the orders. The order system helps in maintaining control over the utilization of the ornamental fish stocks, regulating the overexploitation of the resource base and reducing the dependency of the collectors to the middlemen

· Improved management of coral reef resources.

Batasan collectors are now more aware of the need to promote responsible and sustainable fishing and utilization of the coastal resources. They also become the active custodians and more vigilant in the protection and conservation of their fishing areas.  This in turn has led to a decrease in the occurrences of illegal fishing activities and intrusion of poachers to their fishing grounds. The establishment of CAMP management committee ensures a more effective management of the existing fish sanctuary.

IV. Resource Sustainability Analysis

The reefs in the municipality of Tubigon in central Philippines, where Batasan Island is located, are an important source of exported marine ornamentals.  It is estimated that this area was a source of over 14,000 fish individuals in 2002.  The green mandarinfish and the anemonefishes accounted for the majority of the fish collected. 

The establishment of a monitoring program is one of the requirements of the MAC  Ecosystem and Fishery Management Standards.  The monitoring program (using MAQTRAC) is devised to determine the efficacy of the reef and fishery management in Batasan and to act as an early warning system to detect impacts resulting from the trade.  Specifically, the protocol has been designed to detect the impacts of the collection, and help design and refine Collection Area Management Plan (CAMP).

A Control-Impact sampling design was used by Reef Check in Tubigon, central Philippines from September to October 2002 to infer the impacts of the local marine ornamental collection. The collection sites surveyed included the reefs in Batasan, Ubay and Ubayon-Ubay Islands and the shoals in Balikog and Klorinyo.  The control (non-collection) sites were the reefs in the established marine sanctuaries in Batasan, Bilang-bilangan, Cuaming and Hambungan Islands.  The reefs in these marine sanctuaries have been closed to fishing for at least 2 years.  A total of 20 transects were deployed in collection sites and another 20 in the non-collection sites.  The transects were deployed in approximately 3 to 5 meters water depth where the ornamental collection is heaviest.  The control reef sites were usually small in area (approximately 10 hectares each).  These control sites could accommodate 5 transects laid almost end-to-end.  This totaled 80 paired observations (or transect segments) in collection and non-collection sites.   

A total of 66 target ornamental fish species were recorded during the survey.  Densities were very low so that only eight fish species could be analyzed with 80% statistical power.  There were statistically significant differences in the densities of these eight target reef fish species (Table 1).  Seven of these species had significantly higher densities in the non-collection (control) sites.  The fishes that had higher densities in non-collection sites were Dascyllus aruanus (three-striped damselfish), Dascyllus reticulatus (two-striped damselfish), Centropyge vroliki (halfblack angelfish), Chaetodon baronessa (baronessa butterflyfish), Chaetodon octofasciatus (eight-banded butterflyfish), Chromis viridis (green chromis) and Pseudocheilinus hexataenia (six-lined wrasse).   Only the wrasse Halichoeres prosopeion had higher densities in the collection sites.  However, this species is not collected in significant numbers in Batasan Island and nearby reefs.  There is a planned resurvey of the sites in February 2004 to determine whether these patterns are consistent through time.

Table 1.  Results of the t-tests comparing densities of eight reef fish species, all of which are target organisms in the ornamental trade, between control and collection reef sites in Tubigon, central Philippines. 
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Reef Check is currently developing both density-based and yield-per-recruit (YPR) analyses of total allowable catch in Batasan and nearby reefs. The first approach is promising and is formulated using species average densities, maximum natural mortality rates based on the literature and estimated reef area.  An international workshop is planned for mid-2004 to review and finalize these approaches. For Batasan, there is a need to develop more accurate methods in estimating reef area in order to have more reliable estimates of target fish species’ standing stocks. The YPR approach has limited applications due to low densities on the reefs. Aggregation of more transect data is currently being explored in order to increase the number of species that can be analyzed.

There is a need to develop more accurate estimations of the volume of target species collected and the species catch-per-unit data.  Catch-per-unit effort data are also needed that include both certified and non-certified catch. The latter data can be a valuable index of target species abundance and are also important in estimating levels of sustainable collection.  

V. Conclusion

MAC Certification is a work in progress where improvements to the systems are made periodically.  It was inn this context that Batasan the pilot certification was developed where the main focus of MAC effort has been to get a less than perfect system up and running and to learn from the process.  MAC and its stakeholders are working together to address the issues and learn from the experience and use adaptive management to improve the Certification system and capacity building process. From the Batasan experience, we have learned that MAC Certification has provided tangible benefits for collectors but there will need to change “the culture of aquarium collection” with more focus on sustainable reefs and fishing communities.










