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1) Higher income for a Swiss artisanal fisherman 

In the year 2000, when fair-fish Switzerland prepared for its work, we wanted to know what 
a) consumers knew about what happens to fishes subject to catch, b) if they bothered about 
their suffering, and c) if they would be ready to pay a premium for fish caught and killed in a 
more humane way. We investigated these quesions by a series of representative surveys, 
carried out by the renowned institute Link.

Asking first with an open question, people bothered first of all about freshness, taste, and 
quality, but hardly ever about suffering. Asking directly on this subject, however, a majority 
showed concern about fishes suffering. Going deeper into it, 54% percent of the persons 
asked said to be ready to pay more:


When fair-fish launched its then label in Switzerland, in 2000, together with the artisanal 
fisherman Schmid (1) at the lake of Neuchâtel, the directive was to stun and kill each fish as 
soon as taken out of the gill net. Schmid had been the only one ready to adopt the direc-
tives and to undergo third party audit, also due to the fact that he was helped by a second 
person on board, a rare advantage in European inland fisheries nowadays as the market 
price usually cannot cover anymore the costs of two on the boat. After having passed the 
audit, Schmid got recommended by fair-fish and managed to sell his catch on a local town 
market in Berne at 50 cents higher (3% up) than before. Unfortunately, he retired after three 
years having reached his 65 years, and no other fisherman wanted to take up with what they 
deemed to be too strict directives.


The fair-fish directives at that time, however, consisted mainly of stunning and killing each 
fish after being freed from the gill net by blowing its head on the border edge of the boat 
before storing it in ice, a method that had already been applied before, on a voluntary basis, 
by a minority of Swiss artisanal fishermen, and only in some cases, i.e. when the haul was 
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Basis: 125 persons interviewed on phone, 
selected at random in the German speak-
ing part of Switzerland, June 2000, LINK. 
The small sample allows but a very rough 
indication of what could be expected in 
real life.





found the interest of the biggest Swiss retail chain, Migros, which drove us to much more 
demanding directives (3).


a) Reducing fish suffering 

Before starting the project, we thoroughly reviewed the process of catching, stunning and 
killing. We had never been happy with gill netting which causes the once entangled fish to 
get even more entangled while trying to escape, a useless fight that in the most extreme 
case can last from the set of the net at nine in the evening to its haul at six in the morning in 
summertime, resulting in landing many dead fish because of suffocation in the warm water,  
poor in oxygen; some fishermen even drop the net back in the morning after the haul, 
lengthening the fishes’ fight to an entire day. In wintertime, when the water is cool and rich 
in oxygen, the fight can even last up to two days as in this season, fishermen return only 
every second morning to the net. It was clear that we would no longer accept such a catch 
method.


In addition, we wanted to get rid of the doubt whether a fish had been really rendered un-
conscious and subsequently killed by the simple blow on its head. We searched for a 
method that would stun and kill the fish in two distinct but easy to handle actions. Finally, an 
intern who had been fishing since his early days developed a stainless steel club, wearing at 
its one end a heavy crown with a screw thread to administer the blow on the fish’s head, 
leaving an easy to control trace, whereas the other end contains a round blade for cutting 
the gills, i. e. to severe the fish’s main artery. After tests a series of such fair-fish clubs has 
been produced by an artisan school class in Senegal. To train the fishermen on this method 
was simple, they understood quickly why and how to do it after our local team leader re-
minded them of the Sure in the Quran which tells them to sharpen the sword well before 
killing the lamb in order to reduce its pain.


b) Respect for the marine environment 

The rest was more demanding. Whereas in Switzerland, the ecology of fisheries is already 
monitored by the competent authorities, and fair market conditions for the fishermen are not 
a crucial concern, the situation in a developing country is fully different. There was a much 
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The two ends of the fair-fish club, one for stunning (left) and one for killing (right)



cited authority in place, but it turned out that their latest assessments, of few stocks only, 
were obsolete as the government had not allocated any means for it since years. We there-
fore asked Friend of the Sea (FOS) for their advice, allowing only the catch of species ap-
proved by FOS to be offered under the fair-fish label—none of the much sought-after and 
thus overfished species like groupers, giltheads or barracudas. 


Regarding the fishing methods, we observed various methods and practices locally in place 
in order to measure the duration of captivity and the feasibility of stunning and killing each 
fish as soon as taken out of the water. Finally, we decided to accept, for the time being, four 
traditional methods which manage to hold no fish captive longer than 30 minutes max:

• encircling gill net 

• beach seine, solely if drawn to the boat, not to the beach (mangroves preservation)

• handline

• throw net

For other methods in place, mainly purse seine operated by big pirogues, or short longlines, 
we decided to postpone an eventual certification to a later project step.


c) fair trade 

The most demanding task, however, was to develop a fair trade scheme, a task in which we 
were completely alone as no fair trade scheme had ever touched fisheries (and still today, 
no fair trade scheme seriously does)—in shocking contrast to the fact that fish as a com-
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Top left: A beach seine after having been 
divided into small compartments. 

Top right: Handliners. 

Left: An encircling gill net being put in a 
circle by one pirogue, while the second 
one is standing still with the other end of 
the net.





Unfortunately, despite of a feasibility study welcomed by Migros, the retailer decided to step 
out of the project as they were afraid of an eventual economic risk, having never carried out 
test sales. We then tried to cooperate with other retailers in Switzerland and in Germany, but 
the problem remained the same: Bridging the gap between small scale fisheries in Africa 
and big scale retailers in Europe—who did not want to play more than an expectant part in 
the project—was simply not feasible in the long run for our small association. The problem, 
at least in Switzerland, was not the product price, roughly 20% above a comparable con-
ventional offer; the big problem might have been rather the narrow commercial perspective 
because cooperating with artisanal fishermen who operate widely dispersed along the 
coastline does not promise much economy of scale. 


The advantage of artisanal fisheries 

Speaking of the welfare of fishes and of fishermen, artisanal fisheries bring great advantages 
compared to their industrial opponents:

• Many artisanal fishing methods conform easier with the requirements of humane catch 

and slaughter. In fact, a few industrial vessels, mainly purse seiners, are equipped with 

Summer Shoal 2019 fair-fish.net – Billo Heinzpeter Studer �  / �7 9

Graphic adapted by 
Jennifer Jacquet et 
al., 2008






