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A B S T R A C T   

Inter-organizational collaboration is often considered essential to transboundary fishery governance, due, in part, 
to the high levels of task interdependence, the remote and often treacherous conditions, and the limited levels of 
information available to any policy actor on resource status. In the high seas, Regional Fisheries Management 
Organizations (RFMOs) are responsible for sustainably managing highly migratory and straddling fish stocks 
through the implementation of ecosystem-based approaches and ensuring adequate inter-jurisdictional cooper-
ation. A central question facing RFMO governance is therefore how to structure and sustain inter-organizational 
transboundary collaboration under high uncertainty? This paper presents the case of the North Atlantic Salmon 
Conservation Organization (NASCO), conceptualized as a strategic alliance between the bureaucratic organiza-
tions responsible for north Atlantic salmon fishery management in the member countries. We identify and 
explain how dimensions of trust, control, and perceived risk have structured the collaborative performance of the 
alliance. The application of an integrated trust-control-risk framework increases conceptual clarity for how, 
when and why alliance managers might seek to develop different forms of trust through different management 
control systems in ways that further multi-actor collaborative network performance. Future research needs are 
identified, including better understanding how managerial strategies and control mechanisms facilitate inter- 
organizational trust in transboundary governance settings and mitigate the perceived risks of working together.   

1. Introduction  

“States shall cooperate with each other in the conservation and man-
agement of living resources in the areas of the high seas. States whose 
nationals exploit identical living resources, or different living resources in 
the same area, shall enter into negotiations with a view to taking the 
measures necessary for the conservation of the living resources concerned. 
They shall, as appropriate, cooperate to establish subregional or regional 
fisheries organizations to this end.”  

Article 118, United Nations Convention on Law of the Seas. 

Environmental change resulting from natural resource extraction 
and global climate change presents a significant transboundary gover-
nance challenge, not least for fisheries [63,13,71]. In the high seas,1 

where 34.2% of all fished species are considered overfished [24], 
Regional Fisheries Management Organizations (RFMOs)2 are respon-
sible for sustainably managing marine living resources through the 
implementation of ecosystem-based approaches and ensuring adequate 
inter-jurisdictional cooperation [30,26,23]. RFMOs are international 
organizations (IOs) established by member states to coordinate their 
bureaucracies in an effort to realize collective outcomes, generally with 
the administrative support of an international treaty secretariat [31,73]. 
They are known to face many organizational challenges, with their 
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1 Areas beyond the 200-nautical mile Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs) granted to coastal states under the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 
(UNCLOS) [62].  

2 Building from the UNCLOS and the subsequent UN Fish Stocks Agreement (UNFSA), highly migratory and straddling fish stocks require international cooperation 
through sub-regional or regional fisheries management organizations, which can adopt legally binding conservation and management measures [18]. 
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restoration, enhancement, and rational management of salmon stocks 
throughout their migratory range while considering the best scientific 
evidence available through consultation and cooperation among actors 
[10,56]. It has six Contracting Parties: Canada, USA, Denmark (for 
Greenland and Faroe Islands), the EU, Norway and Russia. 

The primary forum for the exchange of information in support of 
coordination and cooperation among Parties is its Council, which su-
pervises the administrative and financial affairs of the organization, as 
well as managing external relations, communication among members 
and between members and non-members [56,81]. The criteria for 
participation in NASCO Council are set forth in the NASCO Handbook.4 

Each party is authorized to appoint no more than three representatives, 
who accompany experts and advisers, to NASCO Council. Given large 
interest among non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and the 
recognized value that NGOs can offer to NASCO’s mandate, in 1985, 
specific criteria were established to allow for NGO inclusion in meetings. 
Following a strategic review termed the “Next Steps” process in 2004, 
the relationship between the organization, the Parties and its stake-
holders became a greater focus, with the procedures for NGO partici-
pation expanded [56,81]. 

In addition to having a Council, a Secretariat, and a Research Board, 
NASCO also has four Commissions, which divide all organizational ac-
tivities into regions (Fig. 3). Each Commission consists of relevant Party 
member representatives, with each member having one vote. All de-
cisions taken by the Commissions must be unanimous, with the option 
for any Party to abstain in order for the proposal to go forward [10]. 
According to Bubier [10], this need for unanimous consent likely reflects 
the reality that NASCO, like other international treaties, lacks enforce-
ment power. Therefore, member states who object to measures are not 
bound by the decision-making outcome. 

Key to NASCO is the regular development of fisheries science and 
biological advice through the International Council for the Exploration 
of the Sea, or ICES. ICES, also an international organization, includes the 
Working Group on North Atlantic Salmon, or WGNAS. NASCO affiliates 
and their member states contribute to, and are informed by, the annual 
reports produced by members of the WGNAS. ICES and NASCO provide 
a high-level, intergovernmental structure to improve the understanding 
of wild salmon stocks and governance of salmon resources in the North 
Atlantic. While both organizations are responsible for disseminating 
scientific information or biological advice, NASCO provides the venue 
for transboundary fishery governance [81]. Since its establishment, 

NASCO has introduced significant changes to Atlantic salmon fisheries, 
including reductions in quotas, fishing effort and even closures [56,83, 
84], with most efforts to design and implement regulatory measures 
largely directed toward Greenland. NASCO and in particular the West 
Greenland Commission have identified the status and origin of salmon 
stocks at Greenland and affiliates have worked together to establish 
quotas to limit the catches of salmon [84]. In the inaugural year of 
NASCO, a catch quota of 870 tonnes was established, which has since 
been steadily reducing to just 30 tonnes in 2020. While NASCO’s initial 
focus was on regulating salmon fisheries in West Greenland and the 
Faroe Islands, it has broadened its purview over time to include habitat 
protection and restoration, fishery management in States of origin and 
aquaculture [56,81]. 

5.3. Motivations for establishing NASCO 

The life history and distribution of Atlantic salmon stocks causes high 
levels of task interdependence between different agencies and necessi-
tates international communication and cooperation to ensure that 
salmon industries exist into the future [83]. As noted by Bubier [10], the 
salmon conservation measures in one country are only as effective as the 
corresponding measures in another. However the United States, Canada 
and European nations have no management control once the salmon 
have left their waters, resulting in a situation where so-called ‘states of 
origin’ are unable to unilaterally conserve their domestic salmon pop-
ulations [10]. 

The impetus of this emerging alliance network was to respond to the 
offshore salmon fishery developing along the coast of West Greenland in 
the 19600s. A bilateral agreement in the 19700s between the United 
States and Denmark, in recognition of its territorial jurisdiction over 
Greenland, represented the first step towards setting quotas and served 
to phase out high seas fishing by 1976. However, the agreement did not 
last and was terminated in 1980 due to the introduction of 200 nautical 
mile limits by most countries of the North Atlantic [83]. Realizing that 
bilateral agreements were insufficient for managing a species that 
travels through several coastal state waters, and in recognition of the 
lack of an organized response following the termination of the 19700s 
agreement, the US State Department worked with interest groups and 
countries to draft a multilateral treaty (see [81]). While there was 
disagreement over the structure and authority of any proposed inter-
national organization designed to implement the treaty, a decentralized 
approach where authority rested in several sub-commissions was 
decided [10]. 

During the years leading up to NASCO’s formation, coastal states and 
their policy actors recognized their high levels of interdependence, 

Fig. 2. Migration routes of the North Atlantic salmon. Credit: Atlantic Salmon Federation, 2018.  

4 NASCO Handbook, NASCO, http://www.nasco.int/pdf/reports_other 
/NASCO_Handbook.pdf (accessed July 28, 2020). 
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causing them to seek collaboration on Atlantic salmon conservation and 
management [83,84]. Applying Das and Teng’s [17] framework, there 
are perceived risks associated with inter-organizational alliance forma-
tion, including relational and performance risks. An example of rela-
tional risk would be the likelihood and consequence of not having 
satisfactory cooperation among organizations in member states, in this 
case potentially resulting in goal conflict, high transaction costs, loss of 
autonomy or sovereignty and deviance from agreements. Performance 
risks are the likelihood and consequence that alliance objectives are not 
achieved despite satisfactory cooperation. In this case, performance risk 
is manifest as the potential to waste time and resources and associated 
opportunity costs. We expect the actual perceived risks of collaborating 
differ among the organizations involved, given that individual govern-
ments and NGOs have voiced concern about the risk of losing their local 
investments to manage, conserve, and improve salmon stocks when 
other coastal states enjoy the largest return on their investment [22]. 
Historic controversy on this point was leveled at Greenland and the 
Faroe Islands, whose coastal state economies derived revenue from 
salmon fisheries [75]. Coastal nations with large recreational or tradi-
tional fishery economies are known to have perceived their risks 
differently, with at least one NGO arguing that an objective approach 
that failed to account for varying stakeholder perceptions was why early 
NASCO agreements were unsuccessful [64]. 

Recognizing their high levels of interdependence, a situation 
amplified by the declining salmon stocks, ultimately led the Parties to 
ratify the Convention for the Conservation of Salmon in the North 
Atlantic Ocean [83], signaling a desire to cooperate and collaborate on 
management despite the perceived risks. Potential relational risks were 
initially addressed through the requirement to establish an international 
organization, NASCO, with a management mandate to facilitate 
“consultation and cooperation” among the organizations involved 
(behaviour controls). NASCO also has a mandate to ensure “the best sci-
entific evidence available” is used in decision-making which is pursued 
through output controls such as assessment reports and action plans (see 
[81]) in order to help mitigate performance risk (i.e., Proposition 4, 
Fig. 1). Preceding the signing of the treaty and subsequent establishment 
of NASCO was a necessary degree of trust among the member Parties to 
act in good faith, assessed based on their reputations for dealing fairly in 
previous transboundary resource management alliances (goodwill trust) 
and ability to contribute the necessary resources and expertise to ensure 
the alliance performs (competence trust), in this case potentially 
involving scientific evidence, funding, infrastructure, monitoring and 

enforcement capacity (ie., Propositions 1 and 2, Fig. 1). 

5.4. Managing the relationship 

The Convention is the underlying instrument facilitating the 
bureaucratic alliance and subsequent participation in NASCO activities. 
The Convention sets the mandate, budget as well as the limits of the 
international organization (output controls). It addresses who is repre-
sented and in what capacity (behaviour control), how decisions are taken 
and conflicts resolved (social control), how business is conducted, the 
transparency of proceedings, and who is allowed to observe (behaviour 
controls). Relationships among NASCO officers and representatives are 
maintained through regular correspondence with respective members of 
each Commission (e.g., North American Commission, West Greenland 
Commission) and through annual meetings (behaviour controls). Annual 
meetings also serve the purpose of social control, facilitating inter- 
organizational cultural blending [87] by creating a venue for sharing, 
discussing, and revising shared values and norms, including which kinds 
of scientific and regulatory activities should be prioritized [81]. Meet-
ings also serve as a venue for output control, facilitating goal convergence 
and the setting of shared objectives as the annual check-ins ensure that 
Parties’ agreed progress on activities is being satisfactorily met, and if 
not, that Parties have an opportunity to develop resolutions to any set-
backs encountered. NASCO’s careful documentation and archive of ac-
tivities ensures accountability and transparency. Examples include 
adjusting catch quotas to account for overharvest in a previous year 
[56], or revising a sampling program to account for new techniques or 
stocks [58]. 

The collaborative performance of an inter-organizational alliance 
depends heavily on the positive and negative feedback relationships 
existing between control and trust over time. For example, within the 
NASCO alliance, behaviour controls have been supplanted by competence 
trust, as individual representatives or organizations demonstrate the 
capacity to meet the given management objectives (in line with Propo-
sitions 2 and 9b). Varying forms of trust and control not only serve to 
substitute for each other in certain contexts; they also complement and 
reinforce each other in other contexts. For example, both goodwill and 
competence trust deepens with shared social controls (e.g., joint decision- 
making and dispute resolution processes, attendance at annual meet-
ings, scientific presentations and professional discussions, field excur-
sions, receptions, dinners and events) (see Proposition 7, Fig. 1), which 
then serves to enhance the effectiveness of all controls (Proposition 8, 

Fig. 3. Total reported nominal catch of Atlantic salmon (tonnes of round fresh weight in four North Atlantic regions 1960–2017. Credit: ICES WGNAS.  
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