
1. THE EXPLORATION PHASE: 
the beneficiary — sterlet, although listed 
as “Vulnerable” (IUCN), could be caught 
legally in Serbia, unless smaller than 40 cm 
or in closed season; 
the partners — the Association of United 
Anglers of Serbia, the Association of 
Commercial Fishermen of Serbia, the IUCN 
Sturgeon Specialist Group, and Srbijašume; 
the target audience — decision makers 
(for the advocacy campaign) and the 
general public (for the media campaign); 
the dissemination channels — media 
(mostly Facebook posts); public events 
(film festival premieres of the short film, 
Grabbers, and panel discussions); 
official addresses and meetings with 
governmental bodies.

Field data was compiled to support the 
request of the ban. It identified gaps in 
monitoring the sturgeon populations and 
in tracking product origins, and included 
reports from fishermen on diminishing 
sterlet populations and a scientific study 
on sterlet distribution and habitats.

2. THE IMPLEMENTATION PHASE:
Advocacy campaign for the catch ban 
on sterlet. In June 2018, the Ministry of 
Environmental Protection was sent an 
analysis of the sterlet situation in Serbia and 
an official proposal for a five-year catch ban. 
The letter was supported by the project’s 
partners, and favourably considered by the 
Assistant Minister. The desired results were 
achieved: in December 2018, the Ministry of 
Environmental Protection imposed a total 

METHODOLOGIES
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In 2016, all sturgeon species in all Lower Danube and Black Sea countries were fully protected, with one exception: 

in Serbia, sterlet (Acipenser ruthenus) were still subject to commercial and recreational fishing. They were sold at 

restaurants and markets, including in contravention of size limits or closed season restrictions, which placed 

pressure on vulnerable sterlet populations. 

To request a fishing and trade ban, two complementary campaigns were designed: (1) an advocacy campaign, 

targeting decision-makers in the fishing domain (the State Enterprise “Srbijašume”) and at a national level (the 

Ministry of Environmental Protection); (2) a multi-phase media campaign to raise awareness among civil 

society, and to gain support for the advocacy activities. 

A MEDIA AND ADVOCACY CAMPAIGN 
TO ACHIEVE A CATCH BAN FOR STERLET 
(ACIPENSER ) RUTHENUS IN SERBIA
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This activity was part of the LIFE project "Sustainable protection of lower Danube sturgeons by preventing and counteracting poaching and 

illegal wildlife trade" (LIFE FOR DANUBE STURGEONS, LIFE 15 GIE/AT/001004), focused on Bulgaria, Romania, Serbia and Ukraine. 
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WWF’s request for a five-year sterlet ban and 
featured a video of an undercover visit to a 
Belgrade fish market, where undersized 
sterlet were sold. 

December 2018. The upcoming start of the 
ban was announced through Facebook posts, 
printed and disseminated posters and a press 
release. 

December 2019. The public was urged not 
to consume illegally caught fish, and to 
report suspicious sellers. This wave included 
social media posts as well as the Belgrade 
and Novi Sad premieres of the film Grabbers. 

December 2020. The focus was on social 
media posts prompting the responsibility of 
restaurants and retailers. 

A first successful step was a two-year sterlet 
fishing ban introduced in the fishing 
domains of Srbijašume in June 2018. In 
December 2018, the Ministry of 
Environmental Protection imposed a total 
ban on the catch and trade of sterlet 
for the entire Republic of Serbia. This 
ban took effect on 1st January 2019 and is 
permanent, exceeding the requested five-
year period.

The sterlet catch ban in Serbia is crucial for 
the entire Lower Danube region, which 
shares the same sturgeon stocks, and for the 
acceptance of sturgeon catch bans in other 
countries. 

Moreover, the media campaign raised public 
awareness and engagement and provided the 
public with relevant and detailed information 
to make informed consumer decisions.

RESULTS

Understanding the decision-making 
process and hierarchy. Factors analyzed 
included: competencies of key players; 
procedures; hidden players; bottlenecks; 
potential partners. 

Involving the Ministry of 
Environmental Protection. The Assistant 
Minister took a personal stand for sterlet 
protection and was instrumental in passing 
the catch ban.

Creating ownership and supporting 
stakeholders. Partnerships were crucial at 
every stage (e.g. the involvement of 
fishermen’s associations, and Srbijašume 

facilitated decision-making and led to greater 
acceptance of decisions). 

Creating ownership among the public. 
Raising awareness has huge potential to 
influence consumer habits. The five-wave 
media campaign was instrumental in this. 

Using strong visuals and simple and 
recurrent messages. Virtual (and real) 
posters and the use of memorable slogans 
highlighted the idea that fishing small fish 
leads to depletion of stocks. The video of the 
market visit and the film Grabbers further 
reinforced this message. 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

For more information, please contact:

office@wwfadria.org or sturgeons@wwf.at
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A M
EDIA AND ADVOCACY CAM

PAIGN TO ACHIEVE A CATCH BAN FOR STERLET IN SERBIA    2020

December 2017, prior to St. Nicholas 
Day, when consumption of fish products 
peaks. Visuals of fish species were 
published on Facebook for seven 
consecutive days, accompanied by the 
slogan “Small fish belong in the river, not 
on your plate”.

June 2018, coinciding with Danube Day, 
visuals were posted on social media with 
the slogan “Sterlet belongs in the river, 
not on your plate”. The posts also detailed 

 © WWF Adria-Serbia (Campaign 2) 

 © WWF Adria-Serbia (Campaign 4) 

 © WWF Adria-Serbia (Campaign 4) 

 © WWF Adria-Serbia (Campaign 5) 

The campaigns were well-received. Visuals on social media achieved an average reach of 

40 000 and were published in numerous media channels (e.g. 60 channels for the fourth 

wave). People reported undersized fish on sale in restaurants and stores in Serbia.

Components highlighted for replication: strong visuals 

and consistent wording of messages; media campaigns in 

successive, incremental waves; partnerships with journalists and 

media companies; use of various channels to reach a broad group 

of civil society; scientific studies as a sound foundation for the 

advocacy campaign; support of experts, public institutions and 

the affected target group (in this case, fishermen and anglers). 

and even permanent ban on the catch and 
trade ban of sterlet, with official start date 
1st January 2019. 

Media campaign. This was implemented 
in five waves:
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