
Adaptive co-management is an approach to environmental and resource management that unifies 

two key aspects – adaptive management (the capability to learn and adapt under uncertain conditions 
and in the face of changing circumstances) and co-management (the sharing of management 

responsibilities among governments, resource users and resource-based communities).
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Moving toward Adaptive Co-Management 

Ingredients of adaptive 
co-management

Management 
Portfolio

Fisheries management 

must use a portfolio of 

multiple ‘tools’ - just as 

financial management 

needs diverse portfolios 

of investments…

Robust 
Management

Management is robust if 

it  achieves reasonable 

performance even given 

a misunderstanding of 

the fishery system and 

of processes of change.

Knowledge 
Utilization

A failure to incorporate 

local and/or traditional 

knowledge in the past, 

resulted in sub-optimal 

management outcomes.

Institutional 
Reform

Self-regulatory institu-

tions involve fishers in 

management and help 

‘get incentives right’ by 

social mechanisms to 

induce compliance.

Approaches:

Avoid management tools 
that depend on uncertain 
variables; use traditional 
ecological management;

livelihood diversification

Approaches: 

Diversify fishing activities, 
livelihoods and coastal 
economies – this is good 
for resilience, reducing  
sensitivity to uncertainty, 
management capability…

Approaches:

Integrate traditional and 
local knowledge with 
scientific information; 
monitor the fishery 
system state through 
use of indicator sets.

Challenges to Resilience 

Building Capacity for Adaptive Co-Management… The Coastal CURA

Learning from

Past Experience

REFLECTION & EVALUATION
•New Methodologies
•Ongoing Evaluation

• Reflection on the Past

Learning 

In the Present

CASE STUDIES AND COMPARISON
• Community Participation in 
Local Coastal Management

• Comparative Analysis

Planning for 

the Future

POLICY BUILDING
• Local Capacity 
• Policy Overview

• Building Networks

The Coastal CURA is a “Community University Research Alliance” of First Nations communities, fishery-related groups 

and university participants, seeking to study and enhance community participation and governance of coastal resources. 

Illusion of Certainty

Management institutions for coastal and ocean resources are 

prone to an ‘illusion of certainty’ in which management takes 

place as if the world is certain and predictable (or as if major

uncertainty can be ignored). This prevents management from 

recognizing and working within the bounds of the uncertainty.

Fallacy of Controllability

Resource management is intrinsically imperfect, with at best 

partial and imperfect ‘controllability’. Unfortunately, this is not 

universally recognized: a ‘fallacy of controllability’ is often in 

place, reflecting a perception that more can be known, and more 
controlled, than can be realistically expected. 

Approaches:

Build management 
institutions that are 
themselves resilient; 
this can help maintain 
and promote resilient 
marine systems.


