
 

African marine rules favour big industry, leaving small-
scale fishers in the lurch
The African marine fisheries sector is huge. It's valued at more than US$24 billion per year.
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The sector is comprised of two main players. One is the continent’s artisanal or small-scale fishers, a form
of fishing conducted on small fishing boats by coastal communities. The other is industrial fisheries,
including trawlers and distant water fishing fleets. These vessels are sometimes owned by African nationals
but mostly overseen by international fishing companies or as part of a joint venture. Fishing by non-African
fleets is done through access agreements or licences issued by African states.

Perhaps surprisingly to some, the small-scale fisheries make a greater contribution to the continent’s
economy than their industrial counterparts. They’re also vital to the livelihoods and diets of millions of
people. In Africa, the fisheries and aquaculture sector employs about 12.3 million people. Half of these are
fishers, the rest work in fish processing and marketing, or fish farming. Their catch feeds millions.

But all is not well in Africa’s oceans. Distant water fleets are over-exploiting fish stocks through overfishing
and illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing. This is because there’s limited domestic or regional capacity
to monitor the activities of these trawlers and enforce existing laws.

It’s hard to provide exact data, because the actions of some of these fleets are unsanctioned, but it’s
estimated that in West Africa, illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing is the equivalent of 40% to 65% of
legally reported catch.

The marine fisheries sector is under threat due to these unsustainable rates of fishing, and also because of
weak fisheries governance.

Some African states are trying to address the problems of unsustainable fishing through the introduction of
new policies and management practices. In a recent paper, we reviewed four case studies of such
measures, from Ghana, Liberia, Madagascar and Somalia.
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Our findings demonstrate two things. First, fisheries governance measures in Africa are largely constraining
small-scale fishers, while failing to contain the industrial fisheries sector.

Second, despite a higher incidence of illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing in industrial fisheries than
in small-scale fisheries, efforts to develop and regulate fisheries continue to advance the industrial sector.
African states have continued to enter new agreements and issue new licences to distant water fleets. They
also fail to institute stringent measures to curb their illegal activities.

We argue that the small-scale fishing sector is better adapted to meet the continent’s nutritional and socio-
economic needs. States must therefore redirect efforts to govern fisheries towards regulating the industrial
sector. They must also ensure small-scale fishers have priority access to nearshore fishing grounds and fish
stocks.

Targeting artisanal fishers

We found that African governments are introducing measures that target small-scale fishers while
maintaining a “business-as-usual” relationship with the industrial sector.

For instance, in Ghana, a “closed season” was introduced in 2015. This means fishing is prohibited in the
period that the restriction is in place. The aim is to protect fish stocks.

According to the plan the industrial sector must observe a two months closed season, first implemented in
2016, while the artisanal sector observes a one month closure implemented in 2019. This has increased
poverty and vulnerability within fishing communities because they are expected to stay at home without an
alternative source of livelihood and with little to no support from the state.

Meanwhile, the government gave licences to three new trawlers despite protests from the artisanal sector
and NGOs. This ignored a moratorium on the licensing of new trawlers. It also happened despite a 2015
fisheries management plan flagging that the industrial sector was operating at an unsustainable level.

This makes it clear that the government’s interest isn’t to contain the activities of the industrial sector.
Ghana’s measures instead target the most vulnerable, who are also the least able to resist and easiest to
police.

Reduced fishing areas

Governments in Liberia, Madagascar, and Somalia, meanwhile, are reducing the fishing areas of small-scale
fishers and enlarging access to industrial vessels. This is happening despite the need for conservation and
limited capacity to monitor the activities of industrial vessels. Also, in some cases, agreements with the
industrial fleets aren’t providing much in the form of economic return.

Liberia announced the reduction of fishing areas close to the shore (inshore) from six to three nautical miles
for small-scale fisheries. This would halve the area that small-scale fisher folk have exclusive access to.
Meanwhile, access to the area between four nautical miles and beyond was granted to industrial vessels
from Senegal that are linked to distant water fleets from Spain.

In Madagascar and Somalia, the industrial fisheries sector is being expanded through access agreements
and licences to distant water fleets linked to the European Union and China. This is leading to a further
decline of legally allocated operational ranges for artisanal fishers and an increased threat to their
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livelihoods.

A way forward

Small-scale fishers and their communities are already under tremendous pressure. They bear the burden of
conservation policies, while being squeezed out by other sectors within the blue economy.

Catches and catch opportunities for local fishers have declined, conflicts increased and fish processors and
mongers, many of whom are women, are left with less fish to process and sell.

Fisheries policies and management practices as they stand will only worsen the situation. Coastal states
should instead support small-scale fishers by adopting a unified social development approach to fisheries
governance.

Such an approach is detailed in the Food and Agriculture Organisation’s Voluntary Guidelines in Support of
Small-scale Fisheries. The guidelines, created in 2015 with extensive input from fishfolk all over the world,
recognise that multifaceted factors undermine livelihoods in fishing communities.

Some of these guidelines include:

• Secure, equitable and socio-culturally appropriate tenure rights to fishery resources, fishing areas and
adjacent land and forests

• Ensure meaningful and informed participation of small-scale fishing communities in the whole decision-
making process related to fishery resources Manage resources and allocate tenure rights responsibly

• Support social development and decent work

• Look at fish workers along the entire value chain, from catching through processing to trading fish

• Promote gender equality

• Take climate change and disaster risk into account

By championing and empowering fishing communities in fisheries governance, the guidelines are a critical
next step that African states and their development partners should invest in implementing. They are already
signatories to them.

African governments must also address the impacts of the industrial fisheries. This can happen through,
among other things, greater monitoring and the introduction of no fishing zones for trawlers, to allow full
recovery and protection of species.

States must put sustainability before profitability. This entails building collaborative initiatives that safeguard
the social, economic, and environmental contributions of their natural resources. Africa could learn a lesson
from the Pacific Tuna Forum Fisheries Agency on how to form alliances to negotiate access as a bloc (for
instance through the African Union) to balance power over agreements with distant fishing fleets, and place
outcomes more equitably in the hands of African citizens.
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