
Minna Epps on MSC’s importance for 
sustainable, well-managed fisheries

Minna Epps, Director Marine Stewardship Council (MSC).

There is increasing consumer demand for eco-labelled 
fish, as shown in the MSC’s most recent consumer sur-
vey. As more fish are certified for eco-labelling, stake-
holder awareness of the MSC in Sweden has increased 
since the organisation opened in Stockholm in 2009.    
- Awareness of the MSC has doubled on markets where 
we are active, says Minna Epps, regional manager at 
MSC.

When the cod population off the coast of Canada 
crashed in 1992, around 40,000 people became 

jobless overnight. More people started wondering about 
the state of the oceans. Ninety per cent of the ocean’s 
resources had been depleted over the previous 50–60 
years. People wanted to know how this was possible: 
who was responsible and what could be done about it? 
Fishing regulations were needed and, in the mid-1990s, 
international experts gathered for global consultations 
to develop a standard that could contribute to well-ma-
naged, viable fishing – later called the Marine Steward-
ship Council (MSC).

The first fishery to be 
certified in Swe-

den was Hjälmaren’s 
zander fishery, in 2006. 
Up to now, five fish-
eries and around 1000 
products have received 
the MSC’s environme-
ntal certification. The 
eastern population 
of Baltic Sea cod has 
been eco-labelled, but 
herring and sprats are 
being reviewed. As the 
MSC has expanded in 
Sweden, awareness of 

them has increased. The MSC’s most recent consumer 
survey shows that 38 per cent of Sweden’s consumers 
know of the blue eco label.

-We conducted the first consumer survey in Sweden 
in 2011. The recognition factor was then around 28 per 
cent. So the following year it has increased by 10 per 
cent. That’s an incredible rate for us, says Minna Epps.

The survey also shows that 70 per cent of people who 
buy fish want the shops to take responsibility for and 
to provide eco-labelled fish. Almost as many people are 
worried about the oceans’ fish populations (60 per cent).

- We can clearly see that the trend has changed as 
regards the demand for fresh, sustainably caught fish. It 
is in demand on the market and there are several large 
companies publically stating that they are aiming for re-
sponsible purchasing. The market is growing every year; 
awareness of the MSC has doubled on markets where 
we are active, says Minna Epps.

The MSC in Sweden

The Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) was founded 
in London in 1997, with the aim of establishing a 

credible certification for wild-caught fish that would 
be a simple method of showing consumers which fish 
were caught legally, sustainably and from well-managed 
populations. Its standards are compatible with the gui-
delines for international best practice that were adopted 
by the UN’s Food and Agriculture Organisation. The MSC 
is now active in many marine areas, but it is relatively 
recently that an office was opened in the Baltic region. 
Financial support from BalticSea2020 and Sweden’s 
Postkodlotteriet allowed the MSC to open its Baltic of-
fice in Stockholm in 2009, with the aim of disseminating 
knowledge of the eco label among Baltic Sea consumers. 
Minna Epps, who was originally a marine and freshwater 
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biologist, has followed the work of the MSC since it was 
founded. When, after 15 years of studying and working 
abroad, she was asked about the post of regional mana-
ger, she didn’t hesitate. 

- I felt the responsibility and the calling to work with 
these issues in Sweden, and for me this was a new way 
of working with environmental issues. We have a unique 
ecosystem in the Baltic Sea and I liked that the MSC 
would look at the Baltic as the sea it actually is. At the 
same time, I wanted to bring different stakeholders 
together: fishermen, the fishing industry, suppliers and 
consumers, and so secure fish populations. The MSC 
provides a platform where this is possible, says Minna 
Epps.                                                                                                     

The MSC’s work is based on three principles: 1) the 
population must be viable, 2) it should have as little 
impact as possible on the marine environment, and 
3) long-term management to secure the population 
and the marine environment. If these three criteria are 
fulfilled, then the fishery is sustainable according to the 
MSC’s standards. 

To achieve its aims, the MSC has established two inter-
national standards: Fisheries certification – for sustai-
nable, well-managed fisheries, and Supply Chain certi-
fication – so the fish can be tracked from the plate back 
to the boat, which is essential for investigating whether 
the fish really was caught from a sustainable population 

and thus eligible for eco-labelling. 
Reviews are conducted in accordance with the MSC’s 
international standards* and are open to all fisheries. 
In a review, a certification company is contacted, which 
then puts together a group of independent experts. This 
group has three or four members, of which one must be 
an expert in population size assessment, for example, 
or something relating to the marine environment. The ex-
pert group evaluates the company’s documentation and 
the available evidence. After this, all fisheries are 

awarded points according to the MSC’s criteria, to deter-
mine whether they can be certified or not. This process 
can take from eight months to several years.

Mixed reactions to increasing numbers of MSC-certi-
fied fisheries

Since the MSC was founded, almost 15,000 products 
and 179 fisheries have been MSC-certified interna-

tionally, and around 2000 fishing companies have been 
certified according to the MSC’s supply chain certifica-
tion (MSC’s annual report 2011/2012). However, it has 
taken time for the MSC to be able to demonstrate its re-
sults and many people have criticised the organisation’s 
impact on fishing and the marine environment.

- We have often been asked what difference the MSC 
makes, whether we have actually done anything for the 
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* Visit the MSC website for more information about MSC’s international standards, www.msc.org.



seas and the fish. People have been impatient. They 
want to see results, but they will take a few years to be 
visible. It takes 5–10 years before the difference can be 
seen in a fish population, for instance. But then the sci-
entific reports were published, showing that we do make 
a difference, says Minna Epps.

The first scientific report (Eco-Label Conveys Reliable 
Information on Fish Stock Health to Seafood Consu-
mers) was published in 2011 and showed that the MSC 
seems to be moving in the right direction. The report 
shows that after five years the fish populations with 
MSC-certification have increased five times as much 
as the fish that were not certified. The MSC has good 
results, but there are still critical voices about whether 
it is too easy to be certified. Should the standard be hig-
her? Minna Epps says that, globally, 15-20 per cent of all 
fisheries can comply with the MSC’s standards. 

- So I don’t think we’re aiming too low. What many 
people don’t know is that many fisheries undertake a 
confidential prior review before going to a public review. 
Of the 447 fisheries around the world that have done 
a prior review, 48 per cent continued to a review that 
recommended advance actions. It is really here that the 
best environmental improvements take place, because 
they go back and improve the things the expert group 
believes should be improved before going to a public 
review and applying for certification again.

Restaurants are the latest players in Sweden to 
have noticed the MSC and, on 28 September 2012, 

Stockholm’s first restaurant was awarded MSC-certi-
fication: restaurant B.A.R. at Blaiseholmen. In Sweden, 
environmental certification of the restaurant industry 
is still on a small scale, but Minna Epps says that she is 
experiencing an increase in interest, and that the MSC 
is considering starting a pilot project that focuses on 
sustainable fishing for restaurants, aquariums and uni-
versities in Sweden.

- There are many different stakeholders on the 
market and views about the MSC vary, some are for and 
some are against. But we definitely feel that we are 
making a difference and that we have had a major global 
impact on fishing issues. I hope that we can do the same 
for the Baltic Sea too, says Minna Epps.
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