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Background

Access to varied, nutritious, safe and affordable food 
is an essential priority in the fight to end malnutrition. 
Food of marine origin – fish, invertebrates, seaweed and 
other aquatic plants harvested or cultivated in freshwater 
or saltwater ecosystems – constitutes the world’s most 
commercially-traded food group. Although it represents 
an essential source of nutrients, this food group is largely 
absent from the food policy discourse. Global fishing quo-
tas have remained relatively stable over the past three 
decades, and aquaculture now produces more biomass 
than fishing. Nevertheless, in order for aquaculture to con-
tinue providing healthy food and a means of subsistence 
to the world’s growing population, its production methods 
will need to be environmentally, economically and socially 
responsible and sustainable.
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Products of marine origin  
in the food system

In spite of their undeniable importance for 
health and well-being, particularly for vul-
nerable groups such as pregnant and breast-
feeding women and children, aquatic foods 
are generally overlooked in debates and deci-
sions regarding food systems, which tend to 
focus primarily on agriculture and livestock. 
For example, SDG 2 expresses an ambition of 
achieving “zero hunger”1 by 2030, but it does 
not mention fishing or aquaculture and its list 
of targets contains no specific recommenda-
tions regarding production systems for food 
of marine origin, despite the fact that fish 
accounts for 17% of animal protein and 7% 
of the total dietary protein consumed world-
wide. In many countries, fishing and aquacul-
ture policy is dictated exclusively by economic 
considerations, often with an emphasis on 
high-value products destined for export, 
with scant regard for their contribution to 
food security and well-being. There are many 
potential ways to shift this paradigm, includ-
ing efforts to ensure that fishing and aquacul-
ture are better included in decision-making 
processes concerning food systems, support-
ing the role of small-scale fishing and aqua-
culture in the food supply, and championing 
nutrition-sensitive aquatic food systems, to 
name but a few.

A nutrition-sensitive  
approach

Nutrition-sensitive food production is an 
approach which seeks to ensure the produc-
tion of a varied food supply which is affordable, 
nutritional, culturally appropriate and safe, as 
well as being sufficient in both quantity and 
quality to meet human dietary requirements 
in a sustainable manner. In the specific case 
of food of marine origin, this means no longer 
regarding fishing and aquaculture exclusively 
as means of producing food, but also as means 
of creating well-being. This requires us to take 
socio-economic, environmental and cultural 
dimensions into proper consideration. In 
other words, the aim is to improve the nutri-
tional contribution of fishing and aquaculture 
without compromising the essential functions 
of ecosystems, other food systems and means 
of subsistence. Adopting a nutrition-sensitive 
approach means promoting the sustainable 
diversification and intensification  of aquatic 
food production, evaluating the nutritional 
content of different foodstuffs in the context 
of aquatic biodiversity (selecting, capturing 
and producing species not solely on the basis 
of their yield, but also with reference to their 
nutritional content), encouraging sustainable, 
nutritionally-efficient eating habits, feeding 
aquatic species with sustainable and nutri-
tious fodder, e.g. foodstuffs rich in Omega 3, 
vitamins, minerals etc.

1 • Eliminating hunger and malnutrition by 2030, by guaranteeing universal access to safe, nutritious food in sufficient quantity, 
by establishing sustainable and resilient food production systems and agricultural practices.
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The Limaqua international  
joint laboratory 

Although it has grown rapidly in recent 
decades, Africa’s aquaculture industry – pri-
marily focused on freshwater aquaculture – 
represents just 3% of global production. The 
continent’s marine aquaculture industry is 
thus one of the smallest in the world. In this 

complex context, the Limagua international 
joint laboratory (the interdisciplinary labora-
tory for sustainable, nutrition-sensitive aqua-
culture in Africa) is running a research and 
training programme aimed at tackling the 
nutritional and sustainability-related chal-
lenges facing marine aquaculture. Based in 
South Africa, Limaqua is focused on laying 
the groundwork for a centre of excellence for 

Research, training and cooperation within Limaqua.
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Key points

Nutrition-sensitive aquaculture is one of several approaches designed to  capital-
ise on the potential of foods of aquatic origin, in the interest of ending malnutri-
tion. It seeks to boost the nutritional efficacy of aquacultural production without 
compromising the essential functions of ecosystems, other food systems and 
means of subsistence. In this context, the international joint laboratory Limaqua, 
based in South Africa, is running a research and training programme aimed at 
tackling the nutritional and sustainability-related challenges facing marine aqua-
culture in this region, informed by the principles of sustainability science.

sustainable, nutrition-sensitive marine aqua-
culture in the interests of food security and 
nutrition, reducing poverty and contributing 
to wealth creation in the region (see illustra-
tion). This laboratory comprises an interdis-
ciplinary team of South-African and French 
academics specialising in fields such as bio- 
logy, biotechnology, socio-economics, food 
science and human nutrition, all united in 
the pursuit of a shared response to an essen-
tial research question: how can sustainable 
marine aquaculture contribute to food secu-
rity and nutritional stability, while also work-
ing to reduce poverty and generate income? 
With this in mind, Limaqua is working: 1) to 

develop sustainable marine aquacultural 
practices for priority species, drawing upon 
research into sustainable farming technolo-
gies, sustainable nutrition, animal health 
and well-being in different farming systems 
(i.e. the One Health approach) and interac-
tions between aquaculture and the environ-
ment; 2) to develop an integrated approach 
to marine aquaculture, particularly by means 
of participatory workshops devoted to the 
co-construction of scenarios conducive to the 
development of nutrition-sensitive aquacul-
ture; and 3) to develop innovative aquacul-
tural products for healthy eating, including 
the various uses of by-products.
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