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INTRODUCTION

Approximately 2.5% of fish species globally are classi-
fied as migratory (diadromous, potamadromous, oceanadro-
mous), though nearly every species of fish migrates at some
point during its life cycle (Binder et al. 2011; Brink et al. 2018)
depending on the definition of migration that is used (Dingle
and Drake 2007). These species maintain important ecological
roles (e.g., nutrient transfer; Willson and Halupka 1995) and
have a pronounced impact on human culture and economy
(Barlow et al. 2008; Baran and Myschowoda 2009). Despite
their human value, migratory fish, which use freshwater at
some point during their life, have become increasingly at-
risk to human disturbance in the current Anthropocene era
(Dugan et al. 2010; Hardesty-Moore et al. 2018; Walters et
al. 2019), and have seen a 41% decline in abundance between
1970-2012 (Living Planet Index; WWF 2016). Most of these
declines are a direct result of damming approximately half of
global river volume (Grill 2015), putting at risk some of the
world’s most biodiverse fish communities (Winemiller et al.
2016). Riverine systems are subject to fragmentation or flow
regulation from the 57,985 registered large dams and count-
less other small dams that exist worldwide (McCully 1996;
ICOLD 2018). It is now estimated that only 37% of rivers lon-
ger than 1,000 km remain free flowing over their entire length
(Grill et al. 2019). The need to stimulate restoration and con-
servation efforts for migratory fish and their habitats has nev-
er been more urgent, given the state of freshwater ecosystems
(Dudgeon et al. 2006; Carpenter et al. 2011; Reid et al. 2019)
and plans to dramatically expand hydropower in the decades
to come (Zarfl et al., 2014).

Conservation is most successful when changes can be in-
stilled in human behaviour through communication, aware-
ness, and education to shift social norms (Schultz 2011; Barata
et al. 2017; Abrahamse and Matthies 2018). Coordinated so-
cial movements have proven to be an effective means of bring-
ing about awareness for a range of environmental initiatives
(Yearley 2013), from Earth Day (Rome 2010), to the blue box
recycling program in North America (Lounsbury et al. 2003).
They have been most successful when they redefine personal
norms (sense of obligation) in individuals that lead to support
and action. This generally occurs when an individual accepts
the values of the movement, believes that those values are
at-risk, and believes that their actions can help recover those
values (i.e., value-belief-norm theory; Stern et al. 1999). This
theory can explain the underlying success of the “Keepemwet
Fishing” movement, which first raised awareness on the value
of recreational fish species, outlined the impacts of irrespon-
sible recreational fishing practices on targeted fish, and iden-
tified actions that can be taken by the individual to contribute
to solutions (Danylchuk et al. 2018).
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Widespread declines in migratory fish highlight the need for increased global efforts to raise awareness of their value and abate
threats they face. World Fish Migration Day (WFMD), coordinated by the World Fish Migration Foundation, is a biennial global cel-
ebration of open rivers and migratory fish achieved through locally organized events with the common theme of connecting fish,
rivers, and people. Since 2014, over 1,200 events have been organized in 80 different countries across all inhabited continents.
Here we provide an overview of the WFMD social movement, highlighting its ability to raise awareness surrounding the plight of
migratory fish. We provide pertinent case studies to illustrate the creative events held throughout the world intended to build the
public and political will to enable protection and restoration of migratory fish populations. From a coordination perspective, there
are several key principles that underlay the success of WFMD, including taking an optimistic approach, identifying change-makers
in the community, and carefully timing the growth of the movement. By reflecting on the approach and growth of WFMD, we feel
this perspective piece will prove useful to other groups and organizations considering using the power of social movements to
achieve common goals related to environmental conservation.

This paper examines World Fish Migration Day (WFMD),
a celebration of diadromous and potadromous (hereafter
freshwater) migratory fish and free-flowing rivers on a global
scale, spearheaded by the World Fish Migration Foundation
(https://www.worldfishmigrationfoundation.com/). This paper
reflects on the goals of WFMD, its global impact, approach,
and its trajectory, moving from a single day of celebration to
an ongoing social movement and community with sustained
and growing opportunities to engage. Illustrative examples
of WFMD events are outlined that highlight the creative,
engaging activities that have been completed as part of this
movement. Increased public awareness can lead to tangible
changes (Chawla and Cushing 2007; Cooke et al. 2013) and it
is important to consider how initiatives such as WFMD can
contribute to this goal of awareness. It is our hope that by re-
vealing the development and success of WFMD, that this arti-
cle will provide important insights for other groups attempting
to build social movements related to the environment.

APPROACH

World Fish Migration Day is a biennial series of local
events with the common theme of connecting fish, rivers, and
people. It engages participation from individuals and orga-
nizations around the world, to bring global attention to the
challenges and solutions for freshwater migratory fish and
free-flowing rivers and their importance for nature and peo-
ple. The main benefit of WFMD is to provide an umbrella
for local individuals and organizations to host events in order
to raise awareness, share success stories, pride, connections,
and lessons learned, and to create a greater understanding
and appreciation for migratory fish among the general public,
policymakers, and policy influencers in their regions. These
local organizers are generally universities, research centres,
non-profit environmental organizations, or angling associ-
ations, but in some cases are simply concerned individuals.

Through these events WFMD intends to attain the following

goals:

1) Increase the rate and quality of restoration and protection
of free-flowing rivers that support robust freshwater mi-
gratory fish populations in river systems worldwide;

2) Inspire a broader spectrum of our society (ecologists, en-
gineers, teachers, students, artists, river managers, politi-
cians, decision makers, etc.) to appreciate and advocate for
free migration of fish populations in their region;

3) Provide a rallying point to motivate citizens and colleagues
around the world to work together to protect and restore
migratory routes (swimways) of migratory fish (Box 1);

4) Increase the creation and exchange of information among
professionals and lay people about migratory fish life histories,
threats, the benefits of free-flowing rivers, river-based food se-


https://www.worldfishmigrationfoundation.com/

Box 1. What is a swimway?

(s97 WORLD FISH

-~/ MIGRATION DAY

SWIMWAYS OF THE WORLD

Swimways are a network of habitats used by migratory fish to fullfill their lifecycle. This image was created to highlight some of the world’s most
impressive swimways. Some fish species like the European Eel Anguilla anguilla have a swimway of over 10,000 km. The concept of the swimway is
akin to that of the “flyway,” which has helped raise awareness for unobstructed avian migrations (Boere and Stroud 2006).

The poster was first launched at a WFMD 2016 event in South Africa organized by the University of KwaZulu-Natal and Aquatic Ecosystem Re-
search Programme and can be downloaded in 6 languages at www.swimway.org

curity, transportation needs, and the benefits and cautions of

fish passage infrastructure and dam removal concepts;

5) Facilitate better communication among the global fish
migration community to directly address the needs of key
decision and policymakers (water managers, etc.); and

6) Educate people about the impacts of barriers to ecosys-
tems and the importance of free-flowing rivers for healthy
ecosystems and human communities, effectively normaliz-
ing river restoration in society.

The WFMD team is centrally coordinated in the
Netherlands and is guided by a steering committee of eight
organizations from around the world, which includes: the
World Fish Migration Foundation, The Nature Conservancy,
World Wildlife Fund (WWF), the International Union for
Conservation of Nature Freshwater Fish Specialist Group,
OAK Consultancy, Regional Water Authority Amstel, Gooi
and Vecht, the University of Nevada, and the Dutch Angling
Association. Together the team invites organizations to hold
WFEMD events (Table 1), coordinates WFMD activities
globally, helps bring attention to local events, communicates
broadly with the WFMD network and public, develops and
designs branding, and provides direction for future WFMD

events. The WFMD team encourages organizations to regis-
ter their WFMD event online and helps communicate these
activities globally through social media, newsletters, and
press-releases. Local organizations are engaged through
personal emails, social networking, and phone calls and are
often encouraged to become official supporters of WFMD.
Official supporters of WFMD have applied to be listed
as such, and have either actively raised awareness about
WFMD at a national or international scale, or have contrib-
uted financially. Many organizations benefit from WFMD by
having their existing initiatives leveraged through increased
exposure, gaining brand identity, and by linking local initia-
tives with a broader global movement. Various media out-
lets carry WFMD content including TV, radio, newspapers,
magazines, and social media. The coordination team relies
on local organizations to take initiative and thus prioritiz-
es the development of strong relationships with core people
and organizations/institutions in different countries. In this
way, WFMD has developed an unparalleled network of sup-
porters around the world, who help the coordination team
reach out to even broader communities from their local and
remote networks.
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Table 1. Examples of the structure of World Fish Migration Day events held by various organizations throughout the world to raise awareness
for and to celebrate migratory fish. For each event structure, specific events are highlighted including the location, organizations involved, and
overarching WFMD goals (i.e., goals 1-6 identified in the Approach section) that were attained during the event. The proportion of each event

type among all WFMD event types (WFMD 2016, 2018) are noted in parentheses.

Highlighted events

Seminars, workshops, lectures, and conferences (17% of all events)

Event: WFMD2018

Location: Barrancabermeja, Colombia

Organizations: Multiple universities, NGO's, and government departments
Activity: An organized seminar titled “Encuentro de saberes para la defensa de
nuestros rios y sus peces migratorios” that pointed out the critical importance
of fish migrations for daily life and to call for solutions to recover species that
are threatened locally (~90% of all species). The event highlighted that the
whole community is affected when migrations decline. For example, school
attendance drops for children as parents do not have the economic resources
to pay school fees.

Goals reached: 2, 3, and 5.

Projects inaugurations or river visits (31% of all events)

Event: WFMD2014

Location: Kuma River, Japan

Organization: Executive Committee of local citizens’ group

Activity: A non-profit organization and local communities celebrated the first
dam removal done in Japan on the Kuma River.

For WFMD2018, 60 fishway visits took place in countries like Austria, Australia,
Canada, France, Germany, and USA.

Goals reached; 3, 4, and 6.

Recreation (angling, running, boating, kayaking, snorkeling, etc.; 8% of all events)

Event: WFMD2014

Location: Amazon Basin, Brazil

Organizations: Neotropical Consultoria Ambiental (consultancy), WWF
Activity: A consultancy led a boat trip for locals on the Madeira River and an
NGO led an expedition about migratory fish on the Juruena River.

Event: WFMD2016

Location: Ethiopia

Organizations: Addis Ababa University, and Bahir Dar University

Activity: The general public and policy makers came together through the
event “Save Lake Tana's Unique Fish from Extinction,” which included a run-
ning competition and papyrus (reed) boat paddling competition.

Goals reached: 2, 3, 4, and 6.
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Table 1. (Continued)

Highlighted events

Community outreach and science (17% of all events)

Events: WFMD2016, 2018

Location: Netherlands

Organization: Reptile, Amphibian & Fish Conservation Netherlands (RAVON)
Activity: A national non-profit organization in the Netherlands coordinated
over thirty events held by angling associations to carry out volunteer-based
eel monitoring at different river barriers throughout the country on the same
night.

Events: WFMD2014

Location: Penobscot County, Maine United States

Organization: The Nature Conservancy

Activity: A bus tour to five restoration sites along the Penobscot River, meeting
fisheries biologists and fish at each stop, with reception and children’s art at
the Bangor Discovery Museum.

Goals reached: 1, 2, 4 and 6.

Festivals, films, museums, aquaria, zoos, expositions, school activities (16% of all events)

Event: WFMD2016, 2018

Location: Amur Basin, Asia

Organizations: WWF in China, Mongolia and Russia, with the collaboration

of nine nature reserves, five national parks, two student nature protection
brigades, eight public organizations and three research institutes.

Activity: Organized activities for multiple events in different locations in the
Amur Basin under the slogan “Save the rivers for fish and people.” In 2018, an
EU funded childrens’ book was launched.

Goals reached: 2, 3, 4 and 6.

Influencing national policy on fish passage (<1% of all events)

Event: WFMD2018

Location: New Zealand

Organizations: NZ Fish Passage Advisory Group, Department of Conservation,
Ministry of the Environment New Zealand

Activity: Various government departments launched the New Zealand Fish Pas-
sage Guidelines that outlined a consistent national approach for fish passage
and management of freshwater fish.
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Table 1. (Continued)

Highlighted events

Event: WFMD2018

Location: Finland

Organizations: National and local authorities, NGO's, and celebrities
Activity: Participated in a seminar in Finland called “The Future of Rivers in
Finland 2" to take action to improve their fish and rivers. After the event, the
Finnish government developed a new river restoration policy, which, for the
first time in history, includes the option to remove dams and a fund of €20
million to make that happen.

Goals reached: 1, 4, 5, and 6.
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River restoration actions and river cleanups (4% of all events)

Events: WFMD 2014

Locations: Turkey, Ethiopia, Poland, and Costa Rica (among others)
Organizations: Universities, fishing clubs, and waterkeepers.

Activity: River restoration (e.g., improvement of spawning grounds, riparian

tree planting, invasive river plants eradication) and river and coastal cleanups.

Goals reached: 1 and 3.

“6% of events would be classified under several event types.

HISTORY AND GROWTH

World Fish Migration Day events are generally held in
April or May (when many species are migrating), accounting
for major holidays worldwide that may limit participation
when selecting the specific day. The first WFMD was held on
May 24, 2014 when there were over 270 events in more than
50 countries involving over 1,000 organizations (World Fish
Migration Day 2016). The events were often coupled to proj-
ects that were already underway that benefited from public
awareness, communication with policymakers, recruitment of
volunteers, and international exposure. For example, Danube
Sturgeon Task Force drew on WFMD to attract attention for
sturgeons in Romania and The Institute of Natural Research
in South Africa held a WFMD event to launch a new national
tool to monitor fish behaviour and water variables to contrib-
ute to the management of their rivers (O’Brien et al. 2014).
Following WFMD2014, surveys indicated that many partic-
ipating organizations were enthusiastic about the results of
their events, highlighting that additional awareness needed to
be raised more effectively in the political world (World Fish
Migration Day 2016). The incredible responses from partic-
ipants in 2014 provided the impetus to form the World Fish
Migration Foundation; an overarching organization created
to improve dialogue among practitioners, increase communi-
cation, and advocate for education and restoration projects
related to free-flowing rivers. This, in turn, influenced the for-
mation of Dam Removal Europe, the publication of From Sea
to Source 2.0, and among other projects, the 5-year European
AMBER Project to develop a pan-European map of river bar-
riers and strategies and metrics for river restoration through-
out the EU member states.

On May 21, 2016, the second WFMD almost doubled
previous success with 450 events in 63 countries. The WFMD
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communication campaign was developed under the slogan
“Fish can’t travel like we can” to highlight that fish are re-
stricted to in-water movements that demand connectivity.
Brand identity was further developed through production of
videos, updated products, and a growing social media pres-
ence and press network. That year, WFMD exposure bene-
fited from the introduction of global ambassadors, such as
international television presenter Zeb Hogan, who helped
raise the media reach substantially (World Fish Migration
Day 2018). Support from society’s role models and heroes
contributes to connecting people with shared values (Muda et
al. 2012). Indeed, media reach increased dramatically for the
second WFMD from approximately 2 million people in 2014
to 70 million people in 2016 (a sum of all figures provided by
each social media outlet on the number of people reached,
and the reach reported to participants by newspapers, jour-
nals, TV, and radio outlets that featured WFMD). National
TV and radio programs proved to be effective at reaching
the general public (e.g., 7 million people reached on prime-
time Netherlands TV). While scientific magazines worked
well reaching scientists (e.g., Nature), newspapers were best
for reaching policymakers (e.g., The New York Times, The
Guardian). A significantly greater number of high-level po-
litical delegates and organizations (e.g., in the USA: water-
shed groups, and state and federal agencies such as the U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service, National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration, and Natural Resources Conservation Service)
that participated in and endorsed WFMD was evidence of the
growing interest for WFMD around the world. Recognition
of the day was also evidently growing, as many major events
occurred on the actual day (rather than close to the day). For
example, 10 European Commission LIFE projects all commu-
nicated their activities on WFMD to raise public awareness



Table 2. Growth of the World Fish Migration Day movement since its
inaugural celebration in 2014.

2020
2014 2016 2018 (GOAL)
Events 273 450 570 1,000
Countries 53 63 63 100
Organizations 1,200 2,000 3,000 5,000
Visitors 50,000 82,000 200,000 400,000
Media reach 2 million 70 million  50-70 million 100 million

Reaching WFMD 2020 goals may be impacted by COVID-19. Nonetheless,
a webinar was held on the intended date for WFMD 2020 that attract-
ed viewers from at least 104 different countries. WFMD 2020 events are
now being scheduled for October 24, 2020.

and foster stronger connections. Further, eel citizen science
projects from different regions in Europe and the USA coor-
dinated their activities and shared their data on WFMD.

On April 21, 2018, WFMD boasted 116 more events
than in 2016 (Table 2; World Fish Migration Day 2019).
Although events were still dominant in Europe and USA,
there was an increasing number of events from countries
such as Mongolia, Gabon, Bolivia, and India (Figure 1).
Part of this growth can be attributed to the creation of sev-
eral short videos that various organizations made in their
native languages to highlight the events they had complet-
ed in previous years for WFMD. That year the theme was
“Happy Fish,” which was intended to symbolize the unity
of people, organizations, and projects that aim to ensure
free migration for fish populations. A key message com-
municated during this event was the importance of dam
removal to reconnect rivers and provide free passage for
fish, with celebrations in Spain, Estonia, Switzerland, and
USA. Based on social media, newspaper, TV, and internet
attention, this edition had a global reach of 50 million peo-
ple. The global reach was less than in 2016, because in that
year some event hosts were able to cover their stories in
national newspapers and TV stations (e.g., in Cambodia
10 million people were reached through the media). The
increasing interest from larger organizations and television
icons such as Jeremy Wade (Host of “River Monsters” on
Animal Planet; 90,000 video views, several million reached
on social media), further contributed to connecting with a
wider audience. Overall, events hosted by local participants
from 2014-2018 played a key role in helping us reach goals

WFMD events
0

152

w w
Number of

1-6 listed above (i.e., increasing restoration effort, inspiring
a broader spectrum of our society, creating a rallying point,
connecting professionals and lay people, facilitating com-
munication with policymakers, and fostering education).
Thus far, the most common event type has been “project in-
augurations or river visits” (31% of all events), while events
focused on river restoration actions and river cleanups have
been less common (4%; Table 1). Moving forward, WFMD
will aim to transition from an event that raises awareness,
to an event that fosters direct actions and, therefore, im-
pact. This will be achieved by putting increased emphasis
and recognition towards events that result in these actions
(e.g., restoration activities, community science). Events
that produce data through community science could help
provide critical information on river health to inform res-
toration (McKinley et al. 2017), and potentially lead to a
more engaged community with sustained programs that ex-
tend beyond WFMD.

FROM ONE DAY TO SUSTAINED IMPACT AND ENGAGEMENT

Since its inception in 2014, the number of people visiting
WEMD events has increased 4-fold, media reach has increased
25-fold (50 million people in 2018), and the number of events
has doubled. Events now take place over 6 weeks leading up
to and including the date we select for WFMD each year, al-
lowing the movement to have a sustained presence in the public
discourse and foster positive long-term impact and engagement.
This also allows greater flexibility for events in places with
fish migrations that occur in the month before the established
WFMD date. Based on the tens-of-millions of people reached,
awareness among government agencies and at global confer-
ences, and the many events held for children, it is evident that
WFMD has raised public awareness and improved public per-
ceptions, increased political will, developed communication and
collaboration networks, and inspired future generations with
respect to freshwater migratory fishes and free flowing rivers.
Before 2014, practitioners around the world did not have an in-
ternational umbrella to celebrate their successes and challeng-
es, but now around 3,000 organizations take part in the biggest
awareness event around the globe to save migratory fish. The
impact of WFMD has not gone unnoticed, as the World Fish
Migration Foundation has received several prominent awards,
including the President’s Fishery Conservation Award from the
American Fisheries Society and a fellowship from the Mulago
Foundation (recognition of “organizations built around a big

Figure 1. The location of the 1,293 World Fish Migration Day events that took place between 2014 and 2018. Events have been

hosted in 80 countries worldwide.
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idea and focused on maximum social impact” in addition to
having a priority problem, scalable solution, and capacity to
deliver).

Through worldwide engagement with WFMD, a strong
community of motivated organizations and individuals has been
developed. Many WFMD events involve collaborations with
multiple partners, from a few to as many as 15 partnering or-
ganizations. This approach allows individuals or small interest
groups to participate and collaborate with larger organizations
and create more meaningful broad-reaching events. These part-
nerships also foster longer-term relationships that extend beyond
WFEFMD. Growing the community that supports migratory fish
helps drive and stimulate relevant policy changes (as has been
observed for environmental legislation in the United States;
Agnone 2007). Indeed, there are instances where positive politi-
cal changes have been made in response to global concern (e.g.,
United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals) to prioritize
ecosystem services derived from fish and free-flowing rivers.
Organizations use the WFMD platform to put pressure on poli-
cymakers, as well as launch environmental policies, like in 2018,
when the government of New Zealand launched a new National
Fish Passage Plan on WFMD. Similarly, after WFMD2018, the
Finnish Government developed a new river restoration policy,
which, for the first time in history, includes dam removal as a
restoration approach, and a fund of €20 million to support the
policy (Finnish Government 2019). WEMD has also contribut-
ed to educating the future generation by reaching out to schools
and focusing on events for children. Environmental education
can lead to positive changes in knowledge and behaviour (Siemer
and Knuth 2001) and can promote a more “nature-related” pop-
ulation (Lieflinder et al. 2013), which will undoubtedly benefit
migratory fish in the long term as more people become advocates
for rivers (Schultz 2001). In turn, connections with healthy rivers
will enrich more people’s lives (Postel and Richter 2012).

REFLECTIONS ON THE WFMD SOCIAL MOVEMENT

The following principles have been instrumental to the
WFMD initiative and may be applied to other social move-
ments seeking to raise public interest and participation. This
list is intended to reflect the most important principles to the
success of WFMD, but is not intended to be inclusive. While
these principles underlay the success of WFMD, a number of
other principles may be relevant to environmental initiatives
operating at different scales.

Simple, clear messaging

The broad theme of WFMD is to connect fish, rivers, and
people, with the aim of highlighting the needs of migratory
fish and free-flowing rivers, their importance for nature and
people, and the challenges fish encounter. These goals have
remained consistent, and messaging within the media has re-
mained simple and clear, which is generally considered a best
practice for communication campaigns (discussed in Maibach
et al. 2008). For example, the message for WFMD2020 is
“Love flows” to emphasize that freshwater migratory fish mi-
grate beyond country borders, across oceans, and along rivers
to spawn. These messages transcend languages and cultures.

Timing the growth of your initiative and identifying
change-makers
The WFMD movement began at a local scale in the
Netherlands, progressed to the national scale, and became an
international event for the first WFMD in 2014. Success came
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by identifying change-makers (i.e., leaders in the community) at
different scales (local, national, international) and creating con-
nections among them. This helped build capacity and allowed
the initiative to organically develop to larger spatial scales.

Remind people of their interest in the initiative

A key strategy of WFMD is showing people their inherent
admiration for fish that has persisted in human cultures for
millennia, and is nurtured by visiting aquaria, fishing, snorkel-
ing, popular media, celebrated food, etc. This strategy involves
reminding people of these connections as well as experiences
and relationships other people/communities have with fish.
The idea here is to increase exposure and bring fish “up out of
the water,” giving fish a voice.

Global presence, local involvement

WFEMD has developed into an international event with
global recognition that fish do not have political borders and
that we are all connected in facilitating their conservation (see
swimways in Box 1). The global nature of the event makes
individual participants feel part of a larger collective action
(and puts their event on the global stage) and can also increase
social pressure for other groups or individuals to get involved
with the movement. While the event is global, contact with
local groups is personalized, and WFMD staff reach out to
these groups to help plan individual events. Local engagement
and personal connection are key to achieving successful fund-
ing applications and implementing policy changes.

Flexibility and accessibility

There are no true rules or regulations surrounding WFMD
local events beyond that the events raise awareness and excite-
ment around migratory fish and free-flowing rivers (e.g., educa-
tion or restoration). This increases the ease with which people
can participate and, therefore, the number of people and organi-
zations that host events. There are also no restrictions on the type
of groups or organizations that can get involved, so long as they
are interested in participating. The inclusive nature of the event
creates a network of people and understanding, which is needed
to address natural resource issues that span across jurisdictional
boundaries (Scarlett and McKinney 2016; e.g., migratory fish).
Most events are hosted by multiple organizations.

Optimistic approach

The WFMD movement is underpinned by a generally op-
timistic approach that involves highlighting success stories to
get people excited, motivated, and proud of the work they are
doing. Conservation professionals have recently been catego-
rized as more optimistic on conservation issues than the public
(Papworth et al. 2019), which may contribute to positive ac-
tions towards conservation by this group. It is therefore rele-
vant to share this optimism with the public so they feel equally
encouraged to inspire change.

Celebrity endorsement

Inclusion of fishing celebrities has helped peak public inter-
est in the WFMD movement. Celebrities allow people to con-
nect over shared values (Muda et al. 2012; Turcik 2020) and can
be valuable assets to social movements. Collaborating with a
celebrity broadens the audience to an often wide and diverse fol-
lowing. When participants see appreciation of the values associ-
ated with an initiative it increases the visibility and credibility of
both the movement and celebrity (discussed in Erdogan 1999).



Restricting funding to global coordination

WFMD allocates most of its funds to global coordination
and awareness, rather than providing funding to individual
groups and events. This strategy substantially decreases the
funding requirements WFMD needs to operate. However,
through development of global recognition for WFMD, it is
believed that local participants will have increased opportuni-
ties from funding agencies and foundations.

CHALLENGES ASSOCIATED WITH COORDINATION OF WFMD

Despite the success of World Fish Migration Day, ensuring
its continued recognition worldwide is not without its challenges.
We discuss these here, recognizing that this list is not inclusive.

While WFMD has had events in many countries of vary-
ing socioeconomic status, raising awareness about WFMD
remains difficult in certain parts of the world with limited com-
munication channels. This re-emphasizes the importance of
the principle above “Timing the growth of your initiative and
identifying change-makers” as change-makers are key to creat-
ing impact and spreading the word about WFMD in seemingly
hard to access regions. Currently, WFMD has a growing, but
relatively small core team of change-makers that help find or-
ganizations to participate each year, yet there are clearly many
more people and organizations that WFMD could inspire.

Accounting for the full value of WFMD has also proven
challenging. Each WFMD year, the number of events, orga-
nizations, attendees, and media reach are recorded, though
the socioecological implications of these events are diffi-
cult to quantify (a common difficulty for social movements;
Giugni 1994; Holland and Correal 2013). For example, how
has WFMD contributed to fish passage improvements or
the removal of dams globally? Thousands of new hydropow-
er dams are planned or are under construction (Zarfl et al.
2014), so clearly there is more work to be done. On the oth-
er hand, the dam removal movement is growing (Ding et al.
2019), and while enumerating WFMD’s contribution to that
growth is dubious, we believe the influence of WFMD events
is nonetheless a positive one. Lastly, maintaining funding for
operating this lean organization has challenges when most
commonly funds are directed at projects and not long-term
support of a mission or movement.

SUMMARY

Social movements are an important means of achieving
common goals related to the environment and conservation.
There are many such movements related to the conservation
of fish, with WFMD reflecting one such movement (focusing
on the connection between fish, rivers, and people around the
world) that has become successful over a relatively short pe-
riod of time. On a local scale, WFMD takes place over a sin-
gle day, though the global coordination of these local events
leads to sustained impact and engagement on behalf of fresh-
water migratory fish and free-flowing rivers. While the long-
term influence of social movements is difficult to quantify,
we know that the 1,293 events celebrated worldwide to date
for WFEMD have contributed positively to public and politi-
cal awareness, and inspired multiple restoration programs for
freshwater migratory fish and free-flowing rivers. A number
of broad principles underpin the traction of WFMD that can
be useful to the genesis of other social movements, including
taking a local-global approach, maintaining conservation
optimism, and identifying change-makers at various scales
of operation. Given that conservation is often contingent on

changes in human behaviour, we advocate for social move-
ments that increase communication, awareness, and education
to ultimately shift social norms and collective action. World
Fish Migration Day 2020 has been rescheduled from May 16
to October 24 due to COVID-19. For more information, visit
https://www.worldfishmigrationday.com/.
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