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Introduction
The fact that fisheries provide a vital source of food,
employment, trade and economic well-being for people
throughout the world is widely recognised. In West Africa,
several million households along the coast and also inland
are critically dependent on fishing for their livelihoods.
However, fishing communities have often been characterised
as being amongst “the poorest of the poor”. Poverty in fishing
communities is indeed a major and on-going issue which has
been a focus for International Development Organisations
over the last 50 years. The main objective of this paper is to
review the major issues relating to the development and
management of small-scale fisheries in West Africa and to
examine their impacts on the livelihoods of the fisheries-
dependent communities (FDCs)† of the region‡  († In this
review, the term “fisheries-dependent communities” (FDCs)
is used in a broad sense and includes any group (family, village,
community, etc.) whose livelihoods is partially or totally
dependent on fisheries-related activities (fishing, processing,
trading, packing, boat or gear retailing or repairing, etc.). This
therefore includes individuals involved in full-time
professional fishing activities, full-time or part-time crew
members, but also (women) processors or traders, retailers,
seasonal –or even opportunistic-river or floodplain agro-
fisher communities, fish transporters, etc);(‡ In this review
no distinction is made between coastal and inland (continental)
fisheries, for the origin and causes of the problems affecting
FDCs in West-Africa are sufficiently similar between the two
types of fisheries).
 The paper is structured as follows: The main information
which underpins the review has been collated and summarised
in one table (Table 1), the content of which is then explained
more in depth in the rest of the paper. In order to keep the
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whole review concise and focussed, the information has been
synthesised very thoroughly. A series of boxes are placed
throughout the text to illustrate its content using numerical
examples or extracts of official documents.

The Issues and Their Impacts on FDC Livelihoods
The issues relating to the development and management of
small-scale fisheries in West-Africa are varied, complex and
for the most, interdependent. Table 1 below attempts to
summarise these issues. Column II characterises the nature of
the issues and associated constraints (grouped into 8 ‘generic’
points initially listed in column I) and Column III highlights
their specific implications in terms of FDC livelihoods and
vulnerability to poverty. The rest of the paper presents in more
detail the different points enumerated in Table 1. For clarity,
the headings used for the following 8 sections correspond to
the ‘generic’ points listed in column I of the table.

Fisheries: an economic sector integrated into a wider
system: Although a significant proportion of the households
who depend on fisheries in West Africa are still relying to
some degree on a subsistence-based system, West African
fisheries and their communities have not evolved in isolation.
Today, the fishery, as an economic activity but also as a ‘social
matrix’, is totally and irreversibly integrated into a wider
system through local, regional and international socio-
economic and commercial links 1. Too often in the past,
however, fisheries have been considered from a narrow sectoral
perspective, where both the analysis of the issues and the
policies proposed to address these issues were identified and
conceived using a mono-sectoral approach 2. Today both
academics and –unfortunately still to a lesser extent- decision-
makers have started to realise that the fishery sector can only
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be considered as an integrated part of a more general socio-
economic system.
  This necessity to widen the analysis and the way policies are
conceived, is also applicable to the problem of the reduction
of poverty in FDCs. Until very recently, the general perception
about the cause(s) and nature of poverty in FDCs has been
(over)simplistic and essentially based on a Maltusian model.
Poverty in FDCs was usually related to the open-access nature
of the fisheries and assumed to derive from the following
sequence of events: open access Þover-exploitationÞ reduced
catch Þlow income = poverty 3. Following recent progress
made by the international community (donors, academics,
practitioners) in analysing poverty, the perception of poverty
in fisheries has dramatically evolved. It is now understood
that the causes of poverty in FDCs have complex origins, are
multi-dimensional, and are very often related to constraints
which are not specific to the fisheries sector (Box 1).

Poverty of FDCs cannot, therefore, be addressed exclusively
through intra-sectoral approaches 4. Poverty assessments, but
also the actions aiming at poverty reduction in fisheries sector,
must in contrast be designed and implemented through a multi
(or trans)-sectoral approach.

Different functions and contributions at different levels of
the economy:  In West Africa, the fishery sector offers
different contributions and plays different roles in local and
national economies. Its role is crucial for many rural
populations (often relatively isolated geographically) for which
this activity represents the basis of their economic well-being,
in terms of employment, incomes, and food security (Box 2)

.

But fisheries can also represent the central activity –or even
the “activity of last resort” -for a large segment of urban
households for which alternative activities may be rare or even
lacking. Globally it is estimated that in West Africa more than
15 million people depend on this activity to ensure part, or
the totality, of their daily income.

At the national level, the fishery sector also makes an
important contribution to the economic development of West
African countries. In some, the fisheries sector ranks first
amongst the primary sector activities (agriculture, forestry,
fisheries, etc.) in terms of GDP and is the premier export
sector, ensuring a large part of government revenues (Box 3).

For those countries highly dependent on fisheries, the
development and viability of this sector has become a national
priority, both economically and socially.

Different Views and Perceptions, and Divergent
Objectives

The socio-economic importance of fisheries is acknowledged
(to a certain extent) in numerous official documents and
declarations made by West-African countries or regional
institutions (Box 4).

However, in reality, the fishery sector is often neglected by
government decision-makers. Usually relegated in the national
budget behind other economic sectors, fisheries –and in
particular small-scale fisheries- do not often receive a high
national priority. Limited or no budget at all, restricted or
inadequate human resources, the discrepancy is large between
the effective contributions of this sector to the local and
national economies, on one hand, and the resources or budgets
allocated by governments on the other. For illustration, in
1999, the annual budget (not including staff salaries) of the
Chadian Department of Fisheries and Aquaculture (DPA) was
5 million CFA (» US$ 7000) to ensure the functional and
operational activities (monitoring, implementing,
reinforcement) for the entire country 11. One of the reasons
for this neglect is that the contribution in terms of livelihoods
and national well-being of fisheries is usually poorly
understood at all levels (micro to macro). In fact, fisheries
are often considered by national decision-makers purely and
solely as an income-generating sector. This is particularly the
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case for those countries which enter into Fisheries
Agreements with other countries (Fisheries Agreements are
commercial arrangements between Developing Countries and
other countries, e.g. European countries, People’s Republic
of China, Korean, Japan) which allow the latter to exploit the
coastal resources of the formers in return for financial
compensation).
  For illustration, in the 2000 version of their Poverty
Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP) 12, the authorities of
Mauritania (a country with significant fisheries agreements)
explicitly recognised “As far as fisheries is concerned, the
strategy of the government is to optimise the economic rent
generated by this sector” (p. 21). At the same time, however,
(and like the majority of the other West African coastal
nations) Mauritania is calling for urgent actions to protect its
national aquatic resources which appear to be declining rapidly,
threatened by over-exploitation. Ironically, it is now
recognised that this overexploitation is mainly due to the
highly-subsidised foreign (Italian, Spanish, French) fleet which
exploits the Mauritanian Exclusive Economic Zone under the
Fisheries Agreements 13. This example is, unfortunately, just
one of the many contradictions which characterise the situation
of West African fisheries. It illustrates, in particular, the
increasing number of constraints and underlying issues of
policy coherency that face governments (at the national level)
and International Institutions (at the regional or international
levels) 14.

Weak and Ill-Adapted Institutions
In terms of management, the fisheries sector in West Africa
is under the responsibility of a range of institutions, acting
from the local to the national (or even supra-national) levels.
The structures, roles, and objectives of these institutions
appear, at best, redundant and overlapping, and at worse,
contradictory and conflicting. These multiple layers of
institutions and organisations make the overall functioning
of the system particularly opaque (according to the actors
themselves), inoperable and rigid, and not prepared for the
constant adaptations imposed by the rapid ecological,
economic and/or social changes affecting the sector.
  The consequences of this incapacity to manage the whole
system are serious, and particulalrly for those natural
resources which appear to be increasingly over-exploited (Box
5).But the repercussions of these institutional malfunctions
are also severe for the fishing communities. Despite various
decentralisation and co-management programmes launched

over the last decade in West Africa (e.g. Mali, Ivory Coast,
Senegal) in order to improve the managerial situation, these
institutional reforms do not seem to have led to a better
governance in the fishery sector of these countries. In
particular they failed to improve the representation of the
FDCs within the planning and decision-making processes. A
large number of fishers (individuals or even whole
communities) are still totally excluded from these decision-
making processes. Furthermore –as also observed in other
circumstances- this inequality usually benefits the strong and
powerful groups or communities to the detriment of the
poorest and most vulnerable (generally those who are already
marginalized) (Box 6).

Fisheries and Poverty: A Strong Correlation
Since the early 1960s, a large number of International
Development Programmes have been launched to address the
issue of poverty and underdevelopment in fisheries. Up to the
mid-80s, this underdevelopment (generally understood as low
productivity) was attributed to the limited production
capacities of the fisheries, i.e. the lack of effective means of
production (e.g. inefficient fishing gears, poor port and landing
infrastructures, inadequacy or lack of processing technologies,
etc.). For more than three decades, the International and Bi-
lateral development agencies have therefore promoted fishery
development through productivity-oriented programmes based
on the introduction of new, ‘modern’ (and capital-intensive)
boats, fishing gears and equipment 2.
Has the economic or social situation of the fishermen and
their family been positively affected by these productivity-
oriented programmes? Has the livelihood of the FDCs been
improved by the introduction of these new fishing gears? It
seems that even if some positive results can be observed in
the short run, globally in the longer term, the answer is: No.
In fact, beyond the apparent correlation between poverty and
fisheries, a series of questions -which have so far been only
addressed partially or even ignored- need to be answered: what
sort of poverty are we talking about here? What are the real
causes, what is the real nature, of this poverty? Does poverty
affect all fishermen ‘equally’ or does it affect only a part of
the community? Is poverty intrinsically related to the fishing
activity, or is it the result of external mechanisms or
circumstances reinforced by sector-specific constraints?
Those are some of the key questions that need to be addressed
urgently if there is to be an improvement in the livelihoods of
African FDCs in the future.
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The Impacts of External Factors and Extra-Sectoral
Policies

As emphasised earlier, fishing is not an economic activity
isolated from the rest of the national or trans-national
economic systems. In fact, fisheries are part of a more global
organization which is, itself, complex and characterised by
different (economic, social, political) dynamics functioning
at different scales (local, meso, national, international).
Unfortunately, in addition to the weaknesses of the local
institutions which often make the most marginalized
individuals or groups ‘voiceless’ at the local level, the
decisions relating to macro-economic policies at the national
or international levels are usually taken without inviting fishery
stakeholders (in particular those of small-scale fisheries)
around the discussion table. For illustration, the fishery sector
is totally absent from the current version of most PRSP
prepared by national African experts/economists (with the
notable exception of Senegal) under the supervision of the
World Bank, even if the fishing sector –due to the number of
people concerned and the degree of deprivation faced by
certain FDCs- should represent a major entry point for any
programme on poverty reduction.This issue of poor
representation unfortunately does not only concern the local
or national levels. It is also noticeable at the (sub)-regional
level, as illustrated by the total absence of reference to the
small-scale fishery sector in official documents of economic
organisations such as ECOWAS or UEMOA (Box 7).

  Inevitably, in these circumstances, the specific needs of
FDCs are not taken into account. Fisheries are therefore
affected by extra-sectoral factors and policies whose
externalities (positive and/or negative) appear to have
extremely important impacts on the livelihoods of the
FDCs.  This is palpable, in particular, through the impacts that
the various structural adjustment programmes (SAP) –either
those initially imposed by the World Bank or the latest
schemes voluntarily adopted by national governments- have
induced indirectly within the FDCs over the last two decades
(Box 8).

Rapid and Destabilizing Changes
Acknowledging the institutional weaknesses of the sector, or
the impacts of external policies to ‘explain’ the critical status
of both the aquatic resources and the communities which
dependent upon these resources, should not mask another
fundamental aspect of the problem: The speed and amplitude
of the social, economic and political changes that have taken
place in West-Africa over the last four decades (post-
independence period). Commercialisation, increasing
urbanisation, demographic growth, rapid technological
changes, trade internationalisation, etc., all these factors have,
to a great extent, also contributed to the weakening or
destabilisation of local or national institutions, or even led to
their complete disappearance in some parts of Africa 19.

Difficulties in Seizing and Analysing the Problem
Finally, can one reasonably expect to achieve a correct
understanding and representation of the problem of fisheries
development at all? And, more pragmatically, can one expect
to be able to integrate and address all the different aspects of
this problem into a coherent policy aimed at improving the
livelihoods of the thousands of people depending on fishery
activity in West-Africa? These are the two underlying and
fundamental questions that ultimately needed to be answered,
acknowledging humbly that the responses, so far, have been
piece-meal, sectoral, and based on mono-disciplinary
approaches. It is on the basis of these lessons that various
International Development Organisations have recently
launched a series of new initiatives. In 1999, the UK
Department for International Development (DFID), in
collaboration with the United Nation Food and Agricultural
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Organization (FAO) initiated the US$ 34 million “Fisheries
Sustainable Livelihoods Programme” (SFLP). This
programme includes 25countries in West Africa and
specifically aims at addressing the issue of poverty in West
Africa FDCs 20. In November 2001, an international Workshop
on “Small-Scale Fisheries, Poverty and the Code of Conduct
for Responsible Fisheries” was also organised in Cotonou
(Benin) by the SFLP and FAO 21. More recently the FAO
Advisory Committee on Fisheries Research organized a “Joint
Working Party on Poverty in Small-Scale Fisheries” in Rome
(April 2002), and the European Commission (DG-DEV)
initiated the EC “Working Group on Fisheries Development
Issues”.
Is the future of fisheries-dependent communities in West
Africa necessarily brighter thanks to this new, ‘revitalised’
focus by the International Donors community? This is
certainly what we would like to observe, but the complexity
and scale of the issues and the lessons from the past should
keep us away from contented, too large optimism. A long,
laborious way is still ahead.
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Table 1. The main issues of fisheries development and management and their impacts on the livelihoods of fisheries-
dependent communities (FDCs)
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Table 1 (continued).


