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A preliminary step toward eco-labelling is simply the labelling of fisheries products according to origin and species.
Identification of fisheries products by country of origin and species is not a counter proposal to certification or an alternative to it.  Rather,
it is an independent way to provide minimal information where none currently exists. The importance of the identification of the origin of
fishery products was highlighted in the Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries. Article 11.1.11. of the Code states that “states should
ensure that international and domestic trade in fish and fishery products accords with sound conservation and management practices
through improving the identification of the origin of fish and fishery products treated”.  Furthermore, labelling for countries of origin and
species would serve as a simpler and far cheaper test case for the working out of operational issues that bedevil certification schemes
(e.g., accurate monitoring of chain of custody, products composed of multiple species, products processed in third countries).33 It is also
a first step toward building the consumer information and public consciousness needed to expand demand for eco-labelled products and
to make ongoing eco-labelling efforts more effective.  

The advantage of these simple identification-labelling efforts is that they need to wait for neither multilateral agreement on cri-
teria for sustainability nor consensus on how best to apply them in order to get results.34 Identification labels can also be used to track
fisheries products and isolate those deemed to be caught illegally or in a fashion that undermines national or international management
efforts.  Moreover, labelling can be designed to be completely compatible with international trade regulations.  The degree of compatibility,
or conflict, with WTO rules depends on the specific form of labelling adopted, especially on the extent to which similar products are sub-
ject to equivalent requirements regardless of national origin.35

The WTO and the Mark of Origin: Article IX of the GATT explicitly accommodates national provisions for a Mark of Origin—
such as a label identifying the country of origin—on imported products.36 So long as the origin of like domestic products is equally iden-
tified, then the requirement for a mark of origin on all imported fisheries products should not constitute discrimination under WTO rules
due to preferential treatment of national products.37

The WTO defines the point of origin as the “country where the good has been wholly obtained, or, when more than one coun-
try is concerned in the production of the good, the country where the last substantial transformation has been carried out”.38 For exam-
ple, if a fish were caught in Namibia, but processed and packaged in Thailand, the country of last substantial transformation would be
Thailand. This language restricts the information that countries can require on the ecological origin of imported processed fisheries prod-
ucts.39 In order to permit explicitly the inclusion of information on the ecological origin (as opposed to the ‘country of last substantial
transformation’), WTO members would have to change the existing Mark of Origin language 

As noted above, the identification of origin of fisheries products can provide a way to weed out those products deemed to be
caught illegally or that are caught in a fashion that undermines national or international management efforts.   For example, in recognition
of the problem of trade in unreported, illegally harvested Patagonian toothfish, the Parties to the 1980 Convention on the Conservation of
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There was a consensus that if an agreement was eventually reached on the feasibility of elaborating guidelines for eco-
labelling this should be consistent with the Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries and, in addition, should consider
inter alia the following principles:

• be of a voluntary nature and market driven; 
• be transparent; 
• be non-discriminatory, do not create obstacles to trade and allow for fair competition; 
• establish clear accountability for the promoters of schemes and for the certifying bodies in conformity with 

international standards; 
• there should be a reliable auditing and verification process; 
• recognize the sovereign rights of States and comply with all relevant laws and regulations; 
• ensure equivalence of standards between countries; 
• be based on the best scientific evidence; 
• be practical, viable and verifiable; 
• ensure that labels communicate truthful information; 
• must provide for clarity.105

Box VI: Paragraph 11 of the FAO Technical Consultation on the Feasibility of Developing Non-Discriminatory
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Relevant paragraph of the 116th Session of the FAO Council, Rome, Italy, 14 – 19 June 1999
• The Council recognised that eco-labelling was controversial and that FAO should continue its work in this area. The 

Council underscored the need to ensure that any eco-labelling scheme was transparent, voluntary, non-
discriminatory and that it not be used to restrict trade. The Council recommended that FAO should contribute to the
work of the World Trade Organisation’s Committee on Trade and Environment and other bodies to help ensure that 
fish trade did not compromise responsible fisheries management.

Relevant paragraphs of the 23rd Session of the FAO Committee on Fisheries (COFI), Rome, Italy, 15 – 19 February 1999
• The Committee received the report of the Technical Consultation on the Feasibility of Developing Non-discriminatory

Technical Guidelines for Eco-labelling of Products from Marine Capture Fisheries which was held in Rome from 21 
to 23 October 1998, and expressed thanks to the Nordic Council of Ministers for providing the funding which made 
the Consultation possible.

• Various delegations stressed that the Consultation did not reach an agreement regarding the practicability and 
feasibility of FAO drafting technical guidelines for the eco-labelling of produce from marine capture fisheries. Having
noted this, most delegations identified FAO as an appropriate international organisation to discuss technical criteria 
for eco-labelling schemes.

• It was agreed that the issue of eco-labelling could have significant implications for the fishery sectors of member 
nations.

• Most delegations endorsed the consensus expressed in paragraph 11 of the report of the Technical Consultation 
that if an agreement was eventually reached as to the feasibility of elaborating guidelines for eco-labelling, it should 
be consistent with the Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries, and cited the requirements of Articles 11.1, 11.2 
and 11.3 of the Code of Conduct, which discuss responsible post-harvest utilisation, trade and regulations 
concerning fishery products. The Committee noted that any eco-labelling scheme must be transparent and not be 
an obstacle to trade, that it must be voluntary, non-discriminatory, ensure equivalence of standards between 
countries and/or schemes, recognise the sovereign rights of States, and comply with all relevant international 
agreements. 

• Most delegations recommended that FAO should initiate further work on elaborating technical aspects of eco-
labelling during the current and future biennia, subject to availability of resources. Thiellstot be 
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