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  Abstract   Issues, challenges and concerns in  fi sheries and aquaculture, and the 
problems associated with addressing them, must be examined through a compre-
hensive governability lens. Drawing from lessons learned in the application of the 
interactive governance perspective to assessing governability of various  fi sheries 
and aquaculture systems, we summarize what we believe should be the key elements 
of such an assessment framework. The  fi rst two parts focus on how to recognize 
and conceptualize the problems facing governance, and examine the main charac-
teristics of the systems-to-be-governed, the governing system and the governing 
interactions that improve or inhibit governability, respectively. The next two parts of 
the framework outline the additional steps required to investigate: (1) goodness of 
 fi t, responsiveness and performance of the governing system in addressing the 
challenges found in the systems-to-be-governed; and, (2) how the system-to-be-
governed and the governing system interact. Such assessment broadens the under-
standing of the limits and opportunities for improving governance, leading to a higher 
level of governability.  

  Keywords   Governability assessment  •  Wicked problems  •  Interactive governance  • 
 Governing interactions  •  Fisheries      

    R.   Chuenpagdee   (*)
     Department of Geography ,  Memorial University of Newfoundland ,
  St. John’s ,  NL ,  Canada    
e-mail:  ratanac@mun.ca  

     S.   Jentoft  
     Faculty of Biosciences, Fisheries and Economics , 
 University of Tromsø ,   Tromsø ,  Norway    
e-mail:  svein.jentoft@uit.no   

    Chapter 18   
 Assessing Governability – What’s Next       

         Ratana   Chuenpagdee       and    Svein   Jentoft         



336 R. Chuenpagdee and S. Jentoft

   Introduction 

 The previous chapters of this book make the case for an examination of 
 governability related to capture  fi sheries and aquaculture. It is argued that factors 
affecting governability may be found in the system-to-be-governed, the govern-
ing system and the governing interactions. The interactive governance approach 
offers a comprehensive lens through which governability challenges can be 
researched. In this chapter, we present an overview of the governability assess-
ment framework and what it has to offer. We see such an assessment as a logical 
‘third’ step following the descriptive analysis in  Fish for Life , the preliminary 
exploration of the governability concept in the two special issues and the previ-
ous chapters of this book, which systematically analyze the basic elements and 
apply it to real life situations. Building on what we wrote in Chap.   3    , we posit 
that a governability assessment must begin by recognizing the ‘wickedness’ of 
 fi sheries problems, which arises from various concerns and hard choices in 
 fi sheries. In other words, we argue that these problems, and the associated gov-
ernance challenges, may be dif fi cult to de fi ne and delineate from other gover-
nance issues. As wicked problems, they require a holistic approach that recognizes 
the traits (i.e., diversity, complexity, dynamics and scale) of the natural and social 
systems-to-be-governed, the governing system and the governing interactions 
(   Jentoft and Chuenpagdee  2009 ). 

 The  fi rst step of the governability assessment begins with an examination of 
the nature of problems, the degree and nature of their wickedness, and the ways 
in which problems are perceived and understood by relevant stakeholders. These 
are questions pertaining to the dimension of images that, according to the inter-
active governance approach, plays a major role in setting the stage for gover-
nance (Kooiman  2003 ; Kooiman and Jentoft  2009 ; Jentoft et al.  2010  ) . The next 
step (Step 2) is to perform a systematic assessment of how the properties of the 
governed natural environment and social system may contribute to lowering or 
enhancing governability in particular situations. The same assessment applies to 
the governing system. Governability also relates to the performance of the gov-
erning system and its capabilities (in other words, functional governability, see 
Jentoft and Chuenpagdee, Chap.   3    , this volume). In Step 3, we therefore assess 
what elements make up and drive the governing system, how suitable each mode 
of governance is in responding to  fi sheries challenges and in facilitating appro-
priate and timely interactions, and how the different orders of governance foster 
or inhibit the governing system to produce desirable outcomes for systems-to-
be-governed. Finally, governability rests upon the ways in which the system-to-
be-governed and the governing system interact. This calls for Step 4, which is 
an examination of factors affecting various interactions and the degree to which 
these interactions are conducive to governability. 

 In the following section, we present the governability assessment framework, 
detailing the key concepts and steps involved. Learning from the applications 
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presented in the book, we conclude with some re fl ections about what can be done 
to improve governability in  fi sheries and aquaculture.  

   Framework for Assessing Governability 

 Table  18.1  summarizes the targets, features and key measures involved in assessing 
governability.  Targets  are the various governance systems that we must explore in 
order to locate the governability problems.  Features  are the qualities and character-
istics of the systems that provide the conditions for governability, and  measures  are 
the variables that may positively or negatively affect governability, depending on 
the degree of their existence, performance and response.   

   Table 18.1    Governability assessment framework   

 Assessment step  Targets (Where to look)  Features (What to look for) 
 Measures (What to 
look at) 

 Step 1  Fisheries governance 
problem 

 Degree of wickedness of 
the  fi sheries problem 

 Stakeholders’ images 
of the problem 

 Existence of stopping 
rules 

 The embedded nature 
of problem 

 Cost and reversibility 
of prescribed 
solutions 

 Step 2  Natural and social 
systems-to-be-
governed 

 Prevalence of system 
properties 
(i.e., diversity, 
complexity, dynamics 
and scale) 

 Components 

 Governing system  Relationships 
 Governing 

interactions 
 Interactions 
 Boundaries 

 Step 3  Governing system  Goodness of  fi ts of 
elements (i.e. images, 
instruments and 
actions) 

 Responsiveness of modes 
(i.e. self-, co-, and 
hierarchical) 

 Performance of orders 
(i.e.  fi rst, second 
and meta) 

 Behaviour, decisions, 
mental models, 
institutional 
arrangements, 
implementation 

 Awareness, learning, 
sensitivity, con fl icts 

 Consistency, effective-
ness, transparency, 
justice 

 Step 4  Governing 
interactions 

 Presence and quality 
of interactions 

 Enabling and restrictive 
role of power 
relations 

 Information sharing, 
co-learning, 
adaptiveness 

 Inclusiveness, 
representativeness, 
participation 
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   Step 1: Identifying Problem Wickedness 

 The persistence and re-occurrence of certain  fi sheries and aquaculture governance 
problems suggest that there may be features related to aquatic ecosystems, 
social systems and governing systems, as well as their interactions, which make 
management particularly challenging. Deconstructing these challenges is there-
fore an essential starting point. 

 Fisheries governance typically follows a conventional planning paradigm. The 
process begins with the de fi nition of the problem, the setting of goals, seeking and 
analysing information, outlining possible solutions, calculating their relative merits, 
making a decision, and  fi nally evaluating outcomes (cf. Gilmore and Camilius 
 1996  ) . Following Rittel and Webber  (  1973  ) , the interactive governance theory ques-
tions the overly simplistic and unrealistic assumption of this paradigm, arguing that 
the planning process for some problems is not linear. They purport that such a linear 
approach would work for what they term “tame” (or benign) problems, but not for 
“wicked” problems. We hold that  fi sheries and aquaculture problems resemble the 
latter more than the former, and thus cannot be addressed by a methodology typical 
of, for instance, engineering or scienti fi c inquiry. 

 In this assessment framework, we focus on some key features of wicked problems. 
First,  fi sheries and aquaculture problems are wicked in the sense that they can be 
looked at from several perspectives; there is no single way, right or wrong, to de fi ne 
them. Involved parties, decision-makers and stakeholders may disagree about what 
these problems are and what causes them (see for example, De la Cruz Modino and 
Pascual-Fernandez, Chap.   12       , this volume). We therefore need to assess the extent 
to which images diverge or overlap in the way stakeholders rationalize, communi-
cate and deliberate the problems (see also Jentoft et al.  2012 ). It is for this reason 
that Rittel and Webber  (  1973  )  argue that de fi ning the problems  is , in and of itself, a 
wicked problem. As Schön  (  1983  )  argues, it follows that a problem must  fi rst be set, 
which can only happen through an interactive process involving stakeholders, before 
it can be solved. In  fi sheries and aquaculture, this process is particularly challenging, 
because stakeholders often do not agree on basic values and principles; they frame 
the problem differently and in accordance with their own individual images and 
interests (Jentoft et al.  2010  ) . For this reason, it may be dif fi cult to achieve full 
consensus about problem de fi nitions on, for instance, what activities should be pro-
moted (Liu et al., Chap.   11    , this volume), what constitutes distributional justice 
(Jentoft, Chap.   4    , this volume) or what actually makes livelihoods more sustainable 
(Johnson, Chap.   5    , this volume). By the same token, solutions that will make 
everyone satis fi ed are hard to reach. 

 Second, Rittel and Webber  (  1973 , 162) note that wicked problems “have no 
stopping rule” that informs us exactly when they are solved. It is therefore hard to 
recognize when stated goals are accomplished. They tend to reappear and must 
therefore be  re solved, as is illustrated in this volume. Ecosystem health, for instance, 
is not determined by a single measure, assessed at a particular point in time (Pascual 
and Chuenpagdee, Chap.   7    , this volume). Marine protected areas may help address 
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 ecosystem health, but they must be continuously monitored (De la Cruz Modino 
and Pascual-Fernandez, Chap.   12    , this volume). The food supply of a particular 
region may be under ongoing threat (Pullin, Chap.   6    , this volume). Similarly, gender 
inequality (Frangoudes et al., Chap.   13    , this volume) and poverty (Onyango and 
Jentoft, Chap.   9    , this volume) have yet to be solved once-and-for all. The wickedness 
of the latter problem is further illustrated by the fact that poverty in  fi sheries is 
not only pervasive, but it has also expanded from a predominantly income issue to 
a capability and entitlement issue (Jentoft and Eide  2011 ). 

 Third, Rittel and Webber argue that wicked problems are problems within prob-
lems. In the context of  fi sheries, this means that not all  fi sheries problems are con-
tained within the  fi sheries sector. Some are instead embedded in problems that relate 
to societal concerns at a larger scale. Frangoudes et al.’s (Chap.   13    , this volume) 
discussion of gender inequality and Johnson’s (Chap.   5    , this volume) elaboration of 
the wickedness associated with sustaining livelihoods in coastal communities illus-
trate this point well. Finally, solutions to wicked problems tend to leave traces, and 
mistakes are costly and irreversible. There is little room for experimentation because 
solutions create path dependency that may eventually lead to tipping points. For 
instance, Chuenpagdee and Jentoft  (  2007  )  demonstrate that mistakes made in the 
initial phase of co-management implementation have consequences that may inhibit 
the progression of this management scheme at later stages. The privatization of 
common pool resources through mechanisms such as individual transferable quotas 
(ITQs) is another example of irreversibility. Once established, it is practically 
impossible to revert, even when substantial costs to communities are likely to occur 
(see discussion in Archeson  2006 ; Sabau  2011 ). Another example is the manage-
ment decision leading to the industrialization of  fi shing  fl eets at the national scale 
(as in India, Scholtens and Bavinck, Chap.   10    , this volume), as well as globally 
(Bavinck  2011  ) . These decisions affect the viability of small-scale  fi shing sector 
(Chuenpagdee  2011  ) . Even if replacing small-scale  fi sheries with large-scale indus-
tries is regarded, in hindsight, as a mistake for reasons of food security, poverty 
alleviation, and ecosystem health, it may already be too late. Rebuilding small-scale 
 fi sheries by reallocating resources to them and reinstituting their rights from a jus-
tice perspective (Jentoft, Chap.   4    , this volume) require interventions that, for politi-
cal and other reasons, may not be practical, feasible or popular.  

   Step 2: Examining System Properties 

 The second step of the assessment deals with the properties of the natural and social 
systems-to-be-governed. At this step of analysis, the governing system is also seen 
as an entity that needs to be governed. The assessment involves an examination of 
the diversity, complexity, dynamics and scales associated with each of these sys-
tems. The hypothesis would be that the more diverse, complex, dynamic and scale 
extensive the system-to-be-governed and the governing system are, the lower their 
governability. This is due in part to the fact that these features give rise to the 
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 wickedness of governance. We therefore consider an industrialized aquaculture 
 system, such as that described by Liu et al. (Chap.   11    , this volume), to be more 
governable than, for instance, the more “chaotic” system of small-scale  fi sheries in 
Lake Victoria (Onyango and Jentoft, Chap.   9    , this volume). 

 Here  natural  system-to-be-governed refers to the aquatic environment, including 
 fl ora, fauna and other organisms contained within the system, the habitats in which 
they reside (including the water column), and oceanographic currents such as 
upwelling and storm surges. Coastal ecosystems connected to the aquatic environ-
ment are likewise considered part of the natural system-to-be-governed. The  social  
system-to-be-governed is comprised of direct and indirect stakeholders such as 
small-scale and large-scale  fi shers, recreational  fi shers, shell fi sh gatherers,  fi sh 
farmers, divers, tourists, developers, and oil and gas explorers. The governing sys-
tem refers to the institutions and steering instruments and mechanisms that are 
established to deal with governability issues arising as wicked problems within the 
system-to-be-governed. 

 In the examination of system properties, we  fi rst look for  diversity  as it relates to 
resource units and relevant stakeholders. That is, we explore the heterogeneity and 
quantity of system elements. Investigations into this characteristic focus on system 
 components ; the elements that comprise the system; their characteristics and num-
bers. We need to ask what and who they are, how similar or different they are from 
each other, and how many of each exists. The hypothesis would be that the greater 
the diversity among system components, the lower the governability. For instance, 
diversity implies a broader range of knowledge, including “vertical knowledge” that 
enables a deep understanding of ecosystems (Kenyon et al.  2006  ) , and “high resolu-
tion” data regarding, for example, particular habitats such as spawning grounds and 
biotopes (Degnbol  2004  ) . With respect to social systems, there is a similar need to 
determine who bene fi ts directly or indirectly from ecosystem services. Is the group 
heterogeneous or homogenous? How do the bene fi ciaries extract from the resource 
base, and with what kind of technology? What are their situations, capacities, powers 
and rationalities? 

 As for the governing system, the assessment focuses on the number and types of 
institutions established to address  fi sheries challenges. We ask questions like, which 
are they? What mandates do they have? How rule intensive are they? Here, we 
expect an inverse relationship between the diversity of the governing system and 
governability. As clearly illustrated by Onyango and Jentoft (Chap.   9    , this volume), 
the higher the number of institutions, the more likely the overlap in mandates. In 
turn, there is a lack of clarity with regard to the responsibility of addressing the 
emergence of particular problems. Similarly, an increase in rule intensity, as in the 
case of legal pluralism (Jentoft et al.  2009  ) , results in an increased likelihood of 
non-compliance. As shown in the case of Lake Malawi  fi sheries (Song and 
Chuenpagdee, Chap.   15    , this volume), this is due to con fl icting norms and princi-
ples, and confusion about what rules apply in particular situations. 

 The second property regards system  complexity . In Table  18.1 , it is operation-
alized in terms of  relationships . Complexity refers to the ways in which system 
components connect to and condition each other. Like species and organisms form 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-6107-0_11
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-6107-0_9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-6107-0_9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-6107-0_15


34118 Assessing Governability – What’s Next

communities and trophic chains (Pascual-Fernandez and Chuenpagdee, Chap.   7    , 
this volume), people are organized into networks, groups, communities and insti-
tutions for the purpose of managing their interactions and relationships with 
respect to, for instance, resource uses and conservation (Mahon and McConney, 
Chap.   16    , this volume). These natural and social systems-to-be-governed and the 
governing system are characterized by mutuality and interdependence that condi-
tion what the individual units, as well as the system as a whole, can possibly be, 
do or become. The hypothesis would be that the more relationships exist in the 
systems, the more complex they are, and thus the lower the overall governability. 
One should not assume equilibrium, linearity or complete order in any of these 
systems. Neither should one expect internal compatibility, coherence or symmetry. 
Rather, systems may show signs of con fl ict and disarray, as is the case when stake-
holders have diverse interests or when species intrusion occurs. The governing system 
is then likely to have problems understanding and controlling internal as well as 
external interconnectedness. Much time and effort thus needs to be concentrated 
on con fl ict resolution and the balancing of incongruent demands reactively rather 
than proactively. 

 Thirdly, we examine the  dynamics  of the systems. Dynamics relates to the fact 
that these systems are likely not inert, but they may be unstable and change over time. 
In particular, the assessment targets  interactions ; how system components actively 
in fl uence each other, provide inputs and feedback to each other, and how they make 
the systems change either gradually or in leaps and bounds. In other words, we focus 
on the systems  in vivo . The hypothesis is that the more active and dynamic the sys-
tem is, the lower the governability. We do not assume, however, that  fi sheries and 
coastal systems are always proactive or adaptive. In fact, it is often the rigidity and 
irreversibility that creates governability problems (see Johnson, Chap.   5    , this volume). 
This is the case when  fi shers defy governing interventions or when governments turn 
a blind eye to small-scale  fi sheries issues and concerns (Chuenpagdee  2011  ) . Inertia 
may stem from the interest and power of some stakeholders that prevents the system 
from changing. One feature of dynamics is, however, interactive learning, which may 
over time lead to adaptation and change (Chua et al.  2006 ; Armitage et al.  2008  ) . The 
advantage of co-governance and partnership arrangements as governing modes is 
that they widen the source of knowledge, including local and traditional knowledge, 
and provide opportunities for interactive learning (Wilson et al.  2006  ; Chuenpagdee 
and Mahon, Chap.   14    , this volume) . It allows stakeholders to learn from each other 
(see Almerigi et al., Chap.   17    , this volume). 

 Fisheries and aquaculture as natural systems, and the social and governance systems 
related to them, come in varying spatial and temporal  scales . Scale is therefore the last 
system property in this second step of governability assessment. More speci fi cally, 
the focus is on system  boundaries,  how they con fi ne relationships (like networks) 
and interactions, and how they de fi ne what its components are. System boundaries 
are actual and analytical, as well as natural and socially constructed. The boundaries 
determine the scale of the systems, which could be small – like a lake for a natural 
system or a local community for a social system – or large – like a large marine 
ecosystem, coastal zone or an entire region (Mahon and McConney, Chap.   16    , this 
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volume). At the boundary, relationships and interactions among system components 
are fewer and less intense. Governability is an issue of scale because large-scale 
systems, whose diversity, complexity and dynamics are assumed to be more pro-
nounced, are less governable in comparison to smaller scale systems. System 
boundaries are also a matter of perception and conception (Post et al.  2007  ) , thereby 
providing the basis on which governing systems are designed. In other words, a 
governing system is devised for dealing with a system-to-be governed whose bound-
aries must be determined in order to delineate a mandate. In some instances, mul-
tiple governing systems operate within the boundaries, causing problems with 
coordination and harmonization. This is an issue often referred to as ‘legal plural-
ism’ (Jentoft et al.  2009  ) . The governability problem would be enhanced if geo-
graphical boundaries of the system-to-be governed and the governing system do not 
match. This is the case when the jurisdiction of the governing system does not 
encompass the entire ecosystem or social system. If several governing systems are 
operative within the same boundaries, governability problems are to be expected. 
After all, how can overlapping mandates be coordinated? Similarly, what happens 
at system boundaries is an interesting research issue for governing interactions that 
generates a host of questions. For example, how are mismatches addressed? Do 
problems or opportunities fall between the cracks? Boundaries may be more or less 
permeable. Interactions and relations may cut across boundaries and link systems at 
the same or different scales. The scale at which a problem is addressed may deter-
mine the governability of the system as a whole (Mahon and McConney, Chap.   16    , 
this volume).  

   Step 3: Evaluating the Governing System 

 The capability and capacity of the governing system, which are con fi ned by their 
structural components, play an important role in overall governability (Step 3 in 
Table  18.1 ). If, for instance, the governing system is highly capable of dealing with 
a problem, no matter how wicked it is, and with the systems-to-be-governed, no 
matter how diverse, complex and dynamics they are, the overall governability will 
be high. On the other hand, a weak governing system will result in low governabil-
ity, regardless of the degree of wickedness and irrespective of the system properties. 
As illustrated in Table  18.1  and also in Bavinck and Kooiman (Chap.   8    , this 
volume), the assessment of the governing system speci fi cally calls attention to three 
key features:  goodness-of- fi t ,  responsiveness  and  performance  of the governing 
system in addressing challenges. The poorer the institutional  fi t between the 
system-to-be-governed and governing system, the greater the governability problem 
(see for instance Scholtens and Bavinck, Chap.   10     this volume). The appropriateness 
of the governing system is further determined by the  fi t of actions to the problems and 
their images, both of which must be examined (Jentoft et al.  2009  ) . With respect to 
responsiveness, a highly diverse system-to-be-governed calls for a less centralized 
governing mode and more involved local actors (as in co-management systems). 
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On the other hand, a more complex system-to-be-governed would require authority 
of a central government to facilitate coordination. The performance of a governing 
system is conditioned upon the images of the  problems that are faced, and what and 
how principles, situated at the meta-order of governance, are established. It also 
depends on how institutions are arranged at the second order accordingly, and what 
actions are taken at the  fi rst order. Governability at this assessment stage is the 
outcome of all these considerations. Similar to Step 2, the system-to-be-governed 
may also act as a governing system for some analytical purposes. This occurs, for 
example, when  fi shers set their rules of conduct. The same assessment criteria will 
then be applied. 

 At this stage, the assessment therefore turns to the design of the governing sys-
tem and evaluates its performance. It examines how goals are developed in the  fi rst 
place, and how they are achieved in the second. After all, at the end of the day, gov-
ernability is about the performance of the governing system relative to the (wicked) 
problems it tries to address and the speci fi c goals for solving them. More precisely, 
it looks at the relationship between governing elements, i.e., images, instruments 
and actions (Kooiman et al.  2005 ). Images in this context refer to the dominating 
mental models from which the governing system draws its inspiration, direction and 
goals. Instruments are the means (steering mechanisms) employed by the governing 
system in order to realize the goals that are inspired by these images. Actions pertain 
to the choices made with regard to the implementation of the instruments, such as 
enforcement, monitoring and surveillance, and the readiness to act on these choices. 
The expectation is that governability depends on the consistency between images, 
instruments and actions, and how well they address the wicked problems. When 
images, instruments, and actions are not clearly de fi ned and formulated, govern-
ability is expected to be low. As Chuenpagdee et al. ( 2008 ) argue, the effects of 
instruments can be minimal, and even counter-productive in the long-term, unless 
the choice of what instruments to employ is based upon images that are accurate and 
legitimate. Some examples of low compatibility, and hence low governability, can 
be found where alternative livelihoods are introduced to alleviate poverty in  fi shing 
communities without proper attention for the social and cultural identity of the 
people involved (Onyango  2011 ; Onyango and Jentoft, Chap.   9    , this volume). 

 The assessment in this step also involves the examination of governing modes; 
the institutional arrangements for putting goals into action. Interactive governance 
theory identi fi es three modes of governance. Hierarchical governance is basically a 
top-down, command-and-control system that places governments at the apex of the 
pyramid. Co-governance involves stakeholders working in cooperation with civil 
society actors and government. The third mode, self-governance, refers to the situ-
ation where stakeholders play an autonomous steering role. Here, the expectation is 
that the more wicked and complex the problem and goal structure are the more 
dif fi cult it is for government to work alone. The government must instead rely 
on the involvement of market and civil society. It cannot abstain from assuming 
responsibility and taking action in addressing problems either. From a governability 
perspective, co-governance is therefore better suited to improving governability in 
this context. This is largely due to the broader knowledge base of the multiple 
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stakeholders from which it draws, and the interactivity of collective learning. 
Co-governance, however, comes with its own challenges. Such is the case when 
con fl icts among stakeholders and power asymmetry in their relations dominate 
the decision-making agenda. With regards to the governing system, Siry  (  2006  )  
concludes that the greater the diversity, the greater the need for a decentralized 
governance mode in order to perceive and deal with details and subtleties. He argues 
that the huge range of biodiversity, the variation in coastal zones, human populations 
and regional economies are the main reasons why coastal zone management needs 
to be decentralized and community-based. Decentralization and self-governance 
however, entails its own governability problems. These pertain in particular to 
administrative order and ef fi ciency, rights, equality, and how to deal with mobile 
users who belong to several systems-to-be-governed. 

 The last aspect in this step of the assessment is about governing orders and their 
performance. Interactive governance theory differentiates between three orders of 
governing activities. The  fi rst order pertains to routine decision-making to address 
problems, as well as to the creation of opportunities for better solutions. The second 
order is about the design of institutions that frame and facilitate actions at the  fi rst 
order is about. The third order is referred to as the meta-order, and is related to the 
overall values, norms, and principles that guide institutions and actions. The hypothesis 
is that the better they perform, relative to each other, the higher the governability. 
For instance, the principle of justice deliberated among stakeholders must be trans-
lated into institutions and the way they operate. If not, the resulting inconsistency 
and ineffectiveness will likely lead to the abandonment of the governing  system. 
The precautionary principle is also appropriate given the irreversibility and costliness 
of governance failure.  

   Step 4: Governing Interactions Analysis 

 The fourth and  fi nal step of governability assessment concerns governing inter-
actions; the institutions and processes through which the system-to-be-governed 
and the governing system relate to one another (Table  18.1 ). Several factors con-
cerning interactions have impacts on the governability of the  fi sheries and aquaculture 
systems. It is not only the types of interactions or their presence or absence that mat-
ter, but also the quality of these interactions and the institutional conditions framing 
them. Interactive and consultative processes such as those described by Almerigi 
et al. (Chap.   17    , this volume) are therefore useful to facilitate positive governance 
outcomes. 

 Governing interactions are about the interconnectedness between the system-to-
be-governed and the governing system, and the ways in which these systems reach out 
to each other. Here we examine both the structure and processes of interactions. The 
analysis begins with the identi fi cation of different types of interactions and the various 
media through which the system-to-be-governed and the governing system communi-
cate with each other. For instance, Buanes et al.  (  2005  )  show that in coastal zone 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-6107-0_17


34518 Assessing Governability – What’s Next

management communication takes many forms, from written memos, oral exchange, 
public hearings and newspaper announcements to participatory committees, radio, 
TV and Internet. Given the diversity of involved stakeholders, each with variable 
resources and opportunities for gaining access to information, we expect that the 
greater the diversity of interactions, the lesser the governability problem (see Bavinck 
and Kooiman, Chap.   8    , this volume). This will only be the case, however, if the mes-
sages convey similar information in a clear and understandable language and form. 

 At the center of these interactions is the issue of power and power relationships. 
It is essential to be aware of both the enabling and restricting roles that power plays 
(Jentoft  2007  ) . Too much or too little power vested in certain stakeholder groups 
may present a governability challenge. A primary research concern is related to the 
extent and conditions under which a more balanced distribution of power will facili-
tate governance processes and lead to more desirable outcomes. One should be open 
to the possibility that symmetrical power relations may, in some instances, obstruct 
effectiveness of governance, bringing the entire governing process to a halt. 

 It must be noted that power is an attribute of all three systems. It is therefore of 
particular importance that it is examined in the context of governability. Starting 
from the system-to-be-governed, the assessment of complexity and diversity, in par-
ticular, focuses on the existing power relations among stakeholders and examines 
how some are able to make the system-to-be-governed work to their bene fi ts. Some 
stakeholders are also capable of in fl uencing the governing system, serving their own 
interests, and consequently lessening the overall capacity of the governing system 
to address the basic governance concerns in the  fi shery. In such a situation, the gov-
ernability problem becomes entrenched. For instance, in many parts of the world, 
addressing environmental issues is hampered by a governing system that has been 
captured by interest groups that oppose such action, leading to governance failure.  

   Discussion and Conclusion 

 Applying the governability concept to  fi sheries and aquaculture problems means 
acknowledging that these problems share many of the characteristics of those 
described as wicked by Rittel and Webber  (  1973  ) . It recognizes that there may be limits 
to how systematic, effective, rational and socially just a governing system can be in 
addressing the fundamental concerns of  fi sheries and aquaculture governance and the 
wicked problems that are associated with them (Jentoft and Chuenpagdee  2009 ). 

 Pullin (Chap.   6    , this volume) mentions three essentially non-negotiable limita-
tions to governability: (a) all food is produced in natural or arti fi cial ecosystems; 
(b) most of these ecosystems are not entirely under human control; and (c) food 
production is always accompanied with a level of risk, such as natural hazards. 
In view of these limitations to governability, one must assume that governance out-
comes are not always as planned, and that governors are often in situations where 
they have to accept solutions that are less than ideal. Kooiman et al. ( 2005 ) therefore 
stress that governance involves hard choices. It also means that the governability 
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challenge persists and must be addressed on a continuous basis – just as a wicked 
problem without a clear end point. Notably, the limits of governability can sometimes 
be stretched through intervention and innovation. What these limits are and how 
they can be manipulated is a governability research issue for which the approach has 
been outlined above. 

 Interactive governance theory argues that  fi sheries and aquaculture systems are 
diverse, complex and dynamic, and that their system characteristics are rich and 
spatially variable. Consequently, they are not fully controllable, their developments 
are largely non-linear, and information is never complete. All together, this frequently 
makes the system outcomes unintended and unpredictable (Degnbol and McCay 
 2007  ) . The aforementioned reality requires a governance approach that is  fl exible 
and adaptive as opposed to one that emphasizes control and stability (Mahon et al. 
 2008  ) . In governance terms, this is what Scholtens and Bavinck (Chap.   10    , this 
volume) refer to as an institutional match. A lack of compatibility is not only likely 
to reduce governance capacity and hence effectiveness, but is also prone to con fl ict 
that will reduce governing system legitimacy and increase transaction costs. Partly 
due to institutional inertia, such con fl icts tend to persist over time and have to be 
handled without the prospect of ever being fully resolved. For these reasons, gov-
erning goals cannot be assumed to be given  ex ante.  Instead they must be analyzed 
as outcomes of a continuing negotiation among a diverse group of stakeholders with 
asymmetric power, differentiated images, incompatible expectations and con fl icting 
demands (Jentoft et al.  2011  ) . This also means that governance is not so much about 
exercising authority from the top down, as it is about political brokerage from below, 
where operating goals are at best imperfect and sub-optimal compromises. 

 Governability issues arise as governing actors attempt to deal with the wicked 
nature of  fi sheries and aquaculture problems. More precisely, they appear when 
de fi nitions of problems are unclear and must be negotiated, and when solutions are 
pre-conceived and imposed on the negotiators. They also appear when stakeholders 
have different ideas with respect to when the problem is solved; outcomes do not 
necessarily ful fi ll the various demands of stakeholders. Solutions for one group of 
stakeholders may cause problems for other stakeholders, thereby ensuring the con-
tinuation of the governing process without a clear end in sight. For this and for other 
reasons pertaining to  fi sheries and aquaculture governance, improving governability 
is in itself a wicked problem. As a wicked problem, governability is not a quality or 
capacity that can be achieved once and for all. Rather, it is an outcome of dynamic 
processes that need to be revisited from time to time. However, governability as a 
whole, or any of its components, can be in fl uenced by acts of governance. Governance 
is therefore essentially about promoting governability. 

 As illustrated in Song and Chuenpagdee (Chap.   15    , this volume), stakeholders 
may share common values. More often than not, however, their interests vary to 
the point that their activities cause competition, con fl icts and resource degradation. 
In the simplest form, some  fi shing areas may be overlapped, and tension arising from 
this may be lessened through proper zoning. Some activities are completely opposed 
by others, such as when areas used for mariculture are no longer accessible to small-
scale  fi shing, or when a development of an exclusive beach resort prohibits others 
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from enjoying coastal space. A common governing response is to undertake spatial 
demarcation and boundary control. When, for instance, competing user groups are 
kept apart, there is less likelihood that they will get entangled in con fl ict. An alterna-
tive response to this problem is to encourage co-operation by forming partnerships 
(Buanes and Jentoft  2005 ). After all, the relationship between  fi sheries, coastal 
tourism, marine aquaculture, coastal transportation and offshore oil exploration 
does not need to be antagonistic. How to transform a con fl ictive relationship into a 
cooperative and symbiotic one is a wicked problem and a governability challenge in 
and of itself. 

 At a general level, governability is a function of processes that occur within and 
between the system-to-be-governed, governing system and governing interactions. 
Interactive governance theory thus broadens the perspective of governability to 
something that is not solely an issue and responsibility of the governing system. 
Governability further depends on the ability of the totality of these systems to deliver 
on the challenges and demands brought about by their diversity, complexity, dynam-
ics and scale. 

 Steps 1 and 2 of the governability assessment described in this chapter help to 
identify what the system-to-be-governed, governing system and governing interac-
tions are made up of, how they work, and what might possibly explain their prob-
lematic nature. The goals of governance and the concerns that they relate to, be they 
food security, ecosystem health, sustainable livelihoods or social justice, are assumed 
to be negotiated internally as part of these interactions. They are not preconceived 
and predetermined as something that the system necessarily tries to achieve. The 
ways in which goals are actually set with regard to these governance concerns is 
thus to be assessed empirically. In fact, we anticipate that they are themselves out-
comes of the interactions structured by the particular systems under scrutiny. In 
these systems and interactions, power is assumed to play an important role. 
Governing system goals and strategies may fall short of what is considered to be 
ecologically and economically sustainable or socially just. It is for reasons such as 
these that addressing governability begins by recognizing and re fl ecting upon the 
wickedness of the governance problems. Only then can one expect these systems to 
deliver on the major concerns of  fi sheries and aquaculture governance, and the goals 
of governance that follow from them. 

 As Chuenpagdee and Jentoft  (  2009  )  previously argue, assessing governability is 
part of a reality check that governors must engage in to improve governance effec-
tiveness. Since many  fi sheries and aquaculture governance problems are essentially 
wicked, one should not jump to conclusions about solutions. Governability assess-
ments should be part of the governance process and routine, and should be performed 
prior to, rather than after, major governance reforms are initiated. Several tools and 
approaches to examine the various characteristics of the  fi sheries and aquaculture 
systems for their governability are readily available (see Chuenpagdee and Mahon, 
Chap.   14    , this volume). It is a matter of being mindful and aware of how the various 
features explained in Table  18.1  may affect governability and how useful these tools 
are for assessing them. The stakes in  fi sheries and aquaculture are simply too high 
for easy solutions and quick  fi xes. Complex and dynamic social and ecological 
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 fi sheries and aquaculture systems require systematic and iterative assessments of 
governability. The great diversity and scale of  fi sheries and aquaculture situations call 
for contextualized assessment. It must be proven, for instance, that governance reforms 
do work to enhance governability, not just for the sector as a whole, but also where 
 fi sheries and aquaculture and their sub-sectors actually interact. Detailed analysis of 
the causal relationship between the system-to-be-governed and the governing 
system as they are experienced on the ground is therefore needed. The governability 
assessment framework offers a way to undertake such an analysis.      
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