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Developing countries and the impact of dwindling world fish 
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Introduction  

Overfishing is fast turning the world's seas into dead wastes, destroying jobs and 
threatening the livelihoods and health of millions of people in the South.  

Over the last five years the global fish catch has stagnated and its quality 
declined. Today virtually every commercially sought after fish has been depleted, 
fully exploited or over-exploited, says the Food and Agriculture Organisation 
(FAO) of the United Nations.  

Many trawler fleets from the North have sailed South. Here they are over-
exploiting waters and damaging inshore fishing grounds, so drastically cutting the 
catches of local fishermen. And international piracy is all too common as boats 
defy Southern governments and trawl for fish illegally. Inland seas and lakes are 
also under threat, chiefly from pollution.  

Global fish consumption per person is declining. But while the demand for fish in 
the North remains high, in some Southern countries fish consumption - a vital 
part of the diet of millions of the poor - is declining with serious health 
implications. Yet increasingly, fish is exported by a hungry South to a well-fed 
North to earn foreign exchange.  

To tackle what has been called the "fisheries crisis", ministers fromover 80 
countries will meet in Rome on 14-15 March at the conclusion of an FAO 
Committee on Fisheries meeting. Heading the agenda is a code of conduct for 
responsible fisheries. But many observers argue that unless there are legally 
binding agreements the crisis can only deepen with severe repercussions for the 
South.  

 

Key facts  

? Global fish catches increased five -fold between 1950 and 1989 to 100 
million tons but have since stagnated.  

? Just over 60% of the catch is netted in developing countries. China is the 
world's largest fish producer - it landed nearly 18 million tons in 1993.  



? Fish provides 29% of the total animal protein consumed by Asians, 19% 
by Africans and 8% by Latin Americans.  

? The European Union has 40% more boats than it needs to catch fish on a 
sustainable basis.  

? There are 10 million fulltime, traditional fishermen and women in 
developing countries, and another 10 million part-time. When families are 
included, an estimated 100 million people depend on fishing, most of them 
among the world's poorest.  

? Developing countries are exporting more of their catch. They account for 
around 45% of the total world fish trade; their export earnings from fish in 
1992 were US$ 17,659 million, out of the world total of US$ 39,286 million.  

[Editor's note: mt, stands for million tons]  

 

1. THE FISHERIES CRISIS  

Fish - a vital protein  

Around 100 million people in developing countries are dependent on fisheries. 
They are its largest and poorest stakeholders. But their livelihoods are further 
under threat from the general stagnation in world catches and from the large 
trawlers which overfish their waters. And the diets of many more people in 
developing countries are set to deteriorate because fish is becoming too 
expensive for them to buy.  

For millions in the South, fish has traditionally been a source of low-cost protein. 
High in protein, it is an excellent source of minerals such as calcium, phosphorus 
and iron, contains key vitamins and complements the high carbohydrate diets of 
many regions. Fish can be an important part of the diets of malnourished children 
"whose small stomachs prevent them from consuming the bulk they need to get 
enough nutrients and grow", says an FAO booklet (1).  

According to the FAO, fish provides 29% of the total animal protein consumed by 
Asians, 19% by Africans and 8% by Latin Americans. An estimated one billion 
people in Asia rely on fish as their primary source of animal protein.  

The world's largest fish producer, China, landed 17.57 million tons (mt) in 1993, 
of which over 10 mt came from aquaculture. The people of Vanuatu in the Pacific 
who eat around 70 kilos of fish per head each year are probably the biggest fish 
eaters.  

But globally, fish consumption per person is declining. Although demand remains 
high in the North, fish consumption in some Southern countries is declining with 
potentially serious health implications for the poor.  



Global fish catches increased five-fold between 1950 and 1989, rising from 
around 20 mt to just over 100 mt. Having reached the 100 million ton mark, the 
tide turned and catches began to fall, struggling back to just over 100 mt in 1993. 
Slightly over three-fifths of the catch was netted in developing countries. About 
70% of the global catch is eaten directly, and some 30% is used as feed, chiefly 
in aquaculture and to fatten livestock.  

A lower proportion of the global catch is coming from the seas. In 1993 the sea 
catch was around 84 mt, a fall from around 86 mt in 1989. Nine of the world's 17 
fisheries are in serious decline with four depleted commercially, according to the 
FAO. The most heavily overfished seas are the Gulf of Thailand, seas in south-
east Asia, the southern part of the North Sea and the northern Mediterranean.  

The overall fish catch figures hide several important facts, notably that the quality 
of the catch is declining. Less is being caught of some of the major ocean 
species, like Indian Ocean shrimp, Atlantic cod, bluefish tuna and halibut, which 
are seriously overfished.  

Catches of high value fish such as Atlantic cod, Cape hake and silver hake 
dropped from 5 mt in 1970 to 2.6 mt in 1989. Catches of Pacific Ocean perch, 
Atlantic herring, Atlantic mackerel, yellow croaker and atka mackerel have all 
declined due to overfishing (2).  

Six relatively low-value species accounted for most of the increase in the years 
before 1990 - Alaskan pollock, Chilean jack mackerel, Peruvian anchoveta, 
Japanese pilchard, South American pilchard and shark. By 1989 they accounted 
for 25 million of the 86 mt of fish caught at sea. The global catch is therefore of 
less value - both in terms of money and nutrition - than it was.  

Overfishing and subsidies  

The management of sea fisheries worldwide is a disastrous failure. And nowhere 
more so than in the North. "After 18 years of management, overfishing in 
developed-country waters is worse than ever", points out leading British 
magazine, The Economist (3).  

Facing high demand for fish from their own populations, and overfished seas off 
their coasts, Northern countries have looked South, and made deals with 
developing countries to allow them to fish in their waters. Sometimes vessels fish 
pirate-style in these waters without an agreement.  

Having stripped their own waters of fish, European boats are in danger of doing 
the same in the waters of the South. "Greed in the North is robbing the South of 
the means to meet its needs", says the Coalition for Fair Fishing Agreements 
(CFFA), which comprises 15 European non-government organisations (NGOs).  



The European Union (EU) has around 40% more boats than it needs to catch 
fish on a sustainable basis. But over-capacity is global. "This makes for 
overfishing and means that fishing grounds are exploited long after they should 
be," says Robin Welcomme, head of the FAO's water resources and aquaculture 
service. The FAO recorded a doubling in the world fishing fleet between 1970 
and 1990 - from 585,000 to 1,200,000 boats. Overall, there are probably around 
3 million fishing vessels.  

There are too many boats chasing too few fish. "Fleets must be reduced to fit the 
resource", says Indrani Lutchman of the World Wide Fund for Nature. The sheer 
size of the boats loaded with hi -tech equipment intensifies the problem. Vessels 
over a hundred metres long are equipped with radar and sonar screens to detect 
shoals. Their huge nets sweep up virtually everything for miles around.  

While many fleets belong to Northern-based transnational corporations, 
governments of coastal developing countries have also invested heavily in deep 
sea fishing fleets."When people see others making money from fisheries, they 
invest in new fishing boats and equipment, assuming the more money they put 
in, the more they will get," says John Caddy, chief of FAO's marine resources 
division. "But that is not the way it works. At first, the increased investment leads 
to increased output, but now it is leading to a decline." He adds that fish has 
been harvested under the misconception that natural stocks of fish were an 
unlimited natural resource "incapable of being affected by fishing pressure".  

EU countries have done nothing effective to stop overfishing, even though it is 
not in their long-term interests. The policies of Northern governments are aiding 
the destruction of both fish stocks and Southern livelihoods.  

Government subsidies are partly to blame for overfishing - they have encouraged 
fish catches well above sustainable levels. Much of this fishing is unprofitable. 
According to FAO estimates, US$ 54 billion was paid in subsidies in 1989 to 
catch US$ 70 billion worth of fish.  

While the fishing fleets of Northern countries are the most heavily subsidised, 
Southern governments also subsidise large vessels. In the 1960s and 1970s, 
owners of commercial fishing vessels in the southern Indian state of Kerala 
received generous subsidies and low-interest loans. "Most of the monies went to 
privileged people," says the Stateof the World report (4).  

"The contributions of small-scale fisheries are being weakened because of a 
variety of factors, including excessive pressures on fish stocks, free and open 
access to the resources and increased competition for the limited supplies with 
large-scale fishing operations", points out a World Bank technical paper (5). Yet 
the World Bank and other donors have aided overfishing and large-scale fishing 
operations. The Bank has financed projects under which equipment has been 
purchased for commercial fishing aimed at increasing exports. Yet the Bank itself 



admits that results have not been satisfactory; it is now in the process of 
"revamping its fishery program" (6).  

People's livelihoods at stake  

Fisheries make a big contribution, not only to food security, but also to livelihoods 
and culture in many developing countries. In many regions, fishing is the social 
mainstay.  

At least 10 million people are traditional fulltime fishermen and women in 
developing countries, and a further 10 million are part -time. "Together with wives 
and dependants there are an estimated 100 million of the world's poorest 
dependent on fishing for all of part of their livelihoods", estimates Brian O'Riordan 
of British-based Intermediate Technology. Women play a key role in fishing 
communities, chiefly by processing, marketing and distributing fish. A 
fishworkers' organisation in India says that over 7.5 million people in the country 
depend directly on fishing for a livelihood.  

Traditional fishermen and women provide most of the seafood consumed by local 
populations, yet they number among the poorest of the world's poor. They haul in 
about a fifth of the global fish catch, but their earnings are uncertain, and their 
often fragile boats mean their lives are at risk.  

More than half the world's population live within 60 kilometres of the sea "and this 
could rise to three-quarters by the year 2020", says Chapter 17 of the Agenda 21 
document agreed at the Earth Summit in 1992.  

Traditional fishing communities throughout the developing world are facing an 
unprecedented challenge to their way of life. Pressures are coming from different 
directions. In many countries, uncontrolled, small-scale fishing has increased and 
has led to declining inshore catches.  

Elsewhere, tens of thousands of jobs in the small-scale fishing sectors are being 
lost each year because of declining catches and competition from large vessels. 
"Traditional ways of life, which for centuries have been sustained by fisheries, are 
collapsing", says Brian O'Riordan. "Fishing communities managed to sustain 
themselves well enough until the arrival of modern technology."  

In the Philippines, for example, the collapse of major fishing grounds is uprooting 
38,000 fishermen each year, according to a local fishermen's federation. Coastal 
fishermen who cannot afford motors for their boats are effectively restricted to 
within a kilometre or two of the shore.  

With an outboard engine, they normally fish further out to sea. Their fishing 
grounds can be affected by larger trawlers overfishing waters that are just 



outside the small fishermen's range. Spawning and feeding grounds are 
damaged and less fish are to be found inshore.  

Since the early 1980s fishermen worldwide have been warning about the effects 
of large trawlers on their grounds. But fishermen claim that their concerns are 
often ignored by their governments and by international bodies, such as the FAO.  

When the FAO held a conference in Rome, in July 1984, to draw up a strategy of 
action on the management and development of world fisheries, fishermen staged 
their own conference because they believed the strategy did not take their 
interests into account. In particular they feared that the strategy would intensify 
large trawler fishing at their expense.  

India's fish wars  

In India's Kerala state there is "a virtual war between traditional fisherfolk and 
mechanised trawlers," says journalist Mukul Sharma (7). Traditional fishermen 
from a port near Thiruvananthapuram (formerly Trivandrum) burnt 14 trawlers in 
June 1993, seized four others and held hostage a boat operator. In retaliation, 
trawler owners took four fishermen hostage, and further clashes have been 
reported. "Nowadays we go fishing with fear and suspicion in our hearts and 
whenever we hear a sound or see the moving trawlers we immediately rush back 
to the seashore", said one fishermen (8).  

The fishermen are becoming better organised. In November 1994, fisherpeople 
in India's coastal states of West Bengal, Orissa, Kerala, Tamil Nadu and Goa, 
downed their nets and went on a three-day strike, following a decision by India's 
central government to grant licences to allow 255 foreign vessels to fish in India's 
fishing zone. The strength of feeling about foreign vessels was such that the 
strike was "a complete success all over the country", claimed a fishworkers' 
leader.  

The fish caught by some of these vessels is enormous, compared with the 
catches of local boats. One foreign vessel alone, for example, recently came in to 
the port of Kochi in Kerala with 2,000 tons of fish on board, equivalent to the 
catch from 1,500 traditional boats. Vessels from Denmark, Japan, South Korea 
and the United States are among the foreign fleet.  

The government opened up its waters to foreign boats claiming its fishing 
grounds were not fully exploited. It hopes to earn US$ 500 million a year in 
foreign e xchange. Fishworkers say deep sea trawler fishing since the 1980s has 
led to a big depletion of marine stocks.  

They claim that under the new policy, foreign vessels have the right to export 
100% of their catch.  



Traditional fishermen, on the other hand "have received no incentives from the 
government, except for minimal subsidies for kerosene in some states", says the 
National Fisheries Action Committee against Joint Venture. They pressed last 
year for all licences for joint ventures be withdrawn. Other demands included the 
enactment of deep sea fishing regulations, ensuring fish for local consumption, 
and equipping local fishermen for offshore fishing.  

In January this year the government decided to freeze new licences and to 
review its joint venture policy. Only 34 foreign vessels are now fishing in Indian 
waters, and a member of the Action Committee says, "many more may be 
frightened by the agitation". However, many local fishermen want all licences to 
be cancelled and have continue to harasss foreign vessels.  

The hidden costs of fish exports  

Fish has become one of the developing world's chief food exports. No other 
nutritious food is exported in such large quantities from the South to the North. 
"Fish have a habit of jumping onto the tables of rich people", says Pierre Gillet of 
the International Collective in Support of Fishworkers in Brussels.  

Most coastal developing countries view the sea as a promising source of export 
revenue. Developing countries account for around 45% of the total world fish 
trade; their export earnings from fish in 1992 were US$ 17,659 million, out of the 
world total of US$ 39,286 million.  

Thailand is the South's largest fish exporter earning US$ 3,072 million from the 
trade in 1992. By contrast, Africa's total fish exports were US$ 1,480 million and 
Latin America's US$ 4,148 million.  

In 1992 developing countries produced 62 mt of fish and exported 17.6 mt - 28% 
of their output. In 1985, they produced nearly 44 mt and exported 8.5 mt (1984-
86 average) - just over 19% of their output.  

Much of the increased exports come from China, Thailand and Korea. And much 
of this, comes from new aquaculture which would not have taken place without 
access to Northern markets. But overall the fish trade has put certain species out 
of reach of local people, and the role of fish in protein consumption is declining 
as a result.  

With many developing countries under pressure to export more to repay their 
foreign debts, the trade may increase. But the sustainability of export earnings 
from fish is questionable. If the seas are plundered at their present rate, catches 
will decline and earnings could also fall.  

 



2. OCEAN FISHERIES  

The Law of the Sea and international piracy  

The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) was agreed in 
1982 after almost 10 years of negotiations, but only came into force in November 
1994. UNCLOS is an international framework which sets out the responsibilities 
of nations in exercising their rights to exploit living marine resources.  

Under UNCLOS, coastal countries can establish a 200-mile (320 kms) Exclusive 
Economic Zone (EEZ) around their shore. They have the exclusive right to 
exploit marine resources within these boundaries.The introduction of EEZs 
places about 90% of the ocean's world fish stocks under the jurisdiction of 
coastal developing countries.  

But in many developing countries, money is lacking to invest in exploiting the 
potential of these zones. Fishing agreements are therefore reached with 
Northern countries whose boats have traditionally fished there.  

For an EEZ to be of benefit, surveillance is needed to stop foreign vessels 
poaching in the zone. But this has been a critical problem. Surveillance ships and 
equipment are hugely expensive - without effective policing many developing 
countries have been unable to stop this international piracy. The problem seems 
particularly acute in the EEZs that border the African coastline where ships from 
both Europe and Asia fish illegally.  

In Sierra Leone's well-stocked waters surveillance boats have proved a sound 
investment. In 1990 some US$ 250 million worth of fish are estimated to have 
been fished illegally from its waters by foreign trawlers. But the country then 
made a spectacular "haul". A Sierra Leone fishery patrol boat, aptly named the 
"MaritimeProtector" (jointly owned by the government and a group of British 
investors), caught a French fishing boat trawling some 144 kms off the country's 
coastline. The boat was operating without a licence and was reported to have 
tuna on board worth US$ 465,000. Following the capture, illegal fishing declined 
steeply and foreign revenues climbed.  

The Southern EEZs are also being overfished by large trawlers from their own 
countries. "Taiwan has stopped issuing licences to boats smaller than 1,000 tons. 
Malaysia plans on using higher capacity, more modern boats - and in the process 
expects to cut the number of fishers from 100,000 to 60,000 (9).  

North-South fisheries agreements  

As European waters empty of fish, Western countries have secured agreements 
to gain access to the waters of developing countries. The EU - made up of 15 
states - currently has 16 agreements with African countries belonging to the 



African, Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) group. Over 25% of fish in the EU is now 
caught outside its waters, and around 75% of its fish imports are through 
fisheries agreements.  

The agreements help the EU's large fishing concerns - such as Spain's 
PESCANOVA - as well as European fish processors and fish consumers.Fish 
from the South make the supply more abundant in Europe's shops and help to 
keep prices lower.  

These agreements typically state the amount of fish that can be caught in any 
one year, the licence fees to be charged, the amount of money to be paid to the 
ACP country, and penalties for infringement.They normally include a range of 
measures for monitoring and controlling the fishing.  

At first sight the agreements "appear comprehensive in the coverage and solid in 
their foundations", says the Coalition for Fair Fishing Agreements (CFFA), "but 
fundamental questions are being raised about their impact on the fisheries sector 
of ACP states" (10).  

According to the CFFA, the agreements fail to take into account the interests of 
local fishing communities. "In the ACP countries they promote the establishment 
of an export-orientated fishing industry that enters into competition with the local 
traditional fishing sector". In particular, the foreign vessels can damage fish 
habitats and stocks.  

Europe's fishy deal with Senegal  

A new two-year EU-Senegal fisheries agreement was signed in late 1993. 
Senegal is by far the largest ACP exporter to the EU, accounting for 80% of all 
ACP fish exports. Fish is the country's biggest earner of foreign exchange. 
Senegal effectively earmarks almost its entire earnings from fish exports for 
interest payments on its long-term debt.  

The country's 35,000 traditional fishermen seem to run a poor second behind 
export earnings. Only in the very final stages of the 1993 deal were local 
fishermen consulted. According to Deo Gaye, general secretary of the National 
Collective of Senegalese Artisanal Fisherman (CNPS), the agreement will 
"devastate the resource (fish), undermine local livelihoods and threaten food 
security".  

Under the agreement, the quota set for EU boats fishing for deep-water species 
in Senegal's EEZ has increased by 57%, says CNPS.This was despite a warning 
from the Dakar-based Oceanographic Research Centre that the quota should not 
rise because stocks were so low. "The old agreement was bad for Senegal, but 
this one will be a disaster," says Pierre Gillet.  



The new quotas will permit overfishing, says Deo Gaye, but stocks will be further 
plundered as the large trawlers discard huge quantities of dead fish - "I've seen 
boats throw away 90% of their catch, keeping only the high-value species".  

Local fishermen are forced to venture further out to sea in boats not designed for 
deeper waters, and some have been killed in accidents involving trawlers. 
Reports allege large EU vessels, mainly Spanish,"often run through nets and 
fragile boats, mainly at night, killing many Senegalese fishermen and causing 
great economic loss" (11).  

Catches are dwindling in the 10-kilometre zone reserved for small-scale 
fishermen, and "there is less affordable fish on the local market," says Aliou Sall 
of CREDETIP, a support group for traditional fishers (12). A decline in the supply 
of fish for Senegalese people "will have a major impact on local nutrition", says 
Deo Gaye. "The government has neglected local fishing communities and failed 
to appreciate  their contribution to food supply."  

In January last year, traditional fishermen went on strike. They claimed they were 
unable to make a living, because they had less fish to sell, following the 
devaluation of the CFA Franc which increased their costs. The fishermen say 
that not only are their catches declining but that some species are disappearing 
altogether.  

The CNPS is urging the government to extend the zone reserved for local 
fishermen from 10 kms to 20 kms, and for more investment in surveillance 
equipment. And the CFFA is pressing for a new style of EU-ACP agreement 
which involves genuine consultation with the fishing communities.  

Straddled on the high seas  

Another flaw with the EEZs is that fish swim in and out of the zones to and from 
the high seas beyond. Migratory fish caught outside the zones deplete the stocks 
within, while others straddle one EEZ and another. This occurs in the east central 
and south-east Pacific off the coasts of Chile and Peru where blue whiting and 
jack mackerel are caught.  

About 5% of the ocean catch comes from the high seas. Fishing on the high seas 
is largely unregulated and almost impossible to police. Some countries are 
talking of claiming jurisdiction of high seas beyond their EEZs. Chile, Ecuador 
and Peru, for example, are considering claiming an area almost halfway across 
the South Pacific, if no agreement is reached internationally.  

Ocean ranching - a coming of age?  

Is ocean ranching the solution to declining catches, "or only a bad idea whose 
time has come", asks an article in the January/February 1995 issue of the FAO 



magazine Ceres. Ocean ranching seems to have its attractions. "The idea is 
simple enough", says Devin Bartley, the article's author, "grow young fish in a 
controlled environment of a hatchery or fish farm, protect them during their early 
life...then release them to feed and grow in the wild".  

But the theory does not seem to work in practice - fish catches have not 
increased. Under a 10-year effort by the Japanese International Cooperation 
Agency, for example, to establish a salmon ranching programme in Coihaique, 
southern Chile, millions of young salmon have been released. But "the only thing 
to return year after year were the Japanese scientists", said the hatchery's 
manager.  

However, it is possible that the fish did return, for there is evidence that ranched 
salmon overwhelm wild stocks. Whatever is happening, ocean ranching is 
relatively high cost which would seem to rule it out as part of the solution to 
declining stocks.  

 

3. AQUACULTURE AND FOOD SECURITY  

Prospects for growth  

Worldwide, nearly 16 mt of fish were harvested in 1993 under aquaculture - 
farming fish in a pond or enclosed coastal area. Aquaculture is viewed by some 
as the growth sector that will compensate for the decline in sea catches. But 
growth has slowed to a halt. "We are beginning to hit strong checks on growth", 
says Robin Welcomme of the FAO. Disease and in some areas a shortage of 
land has hampered growth.  

Raising fish for local mouths  

In developing countries 85% of aquaculture is for local consumption. Fish such 
as tilapia and carp are bred, for example, in village fish ponds for consumption 
within the community or for sale in nearby markets. This type of fish farming is 
relatively low cost.  

Aquaculture for local consumption has the potential to help food security. In Fiji, 
for example, a country surrounded by sea, aquaculture is growing fast. Fijians 
who live away from coastal areas often find it difficult to obtain fish. Lack of good 
roads to inland villages, lack of transport, plus a recent fall in sea catches, mean 
that many people cannot always obtain a food which is an important part of their 
diet.  

The launch in the mid-1980s of an FAO-funded project, the South Pacific 
Aquaculture Development Project, has helped to develop fish farming ponds in 



inland villages at the rate of around hundred a year. Villagers dig the ponds 
themselves - often with the help of people in neighbouring villages. Pond sizes 
vary but 1,000 fry is typically placed in a pond of some 500 square metres, and 
the fish are harvested five to six months later.  

"Local people have been very receptive to fish farming ideas", says the project's 
manager Hideyuki Tanaka, "and many now have a more regular supply of fish".  

Some fish farmers in Fiji use Chinese-style methods of integrating ponds with 
poultry to reduce the need for outside inputs and make their ponds more 
profitable. Huts housing either chickens or ducks, placed in the middle of the 
ponds, provide natural fertiliser for the fish.  

Raising fish for foreign mouths  

It is export-orientated aquaculture that is causing concern. This is often practised 
in enclosures in the sea. Fish such as salmon and shrimps are bred for export. 
But this is expensive and consumes much fish because large amounts of fish 
meal is used as feed. This method has been helped by international aid money 
from the likes of the World Bank, which has invested sizeable sums in 
Bangladesh to promote the aquaculture of shrimps for export.  

Coastal aquaculture has grown phenomenally in Asia and Latin America during 
the past decade, and caused huge environmental damage. It has largely taken 
place in shore areas of mangrove forest, which are the natural breeding grounds 
of numerous species of fish and shellfish.  

In the case of shrimp aquaculture in tropical countries, large tracts of estuarian 
and mangrove areas have been destroyed.  

Ecuador, Malaysia, the Philippines, Taiwan and Thailand are among the 
countries most severely affected. Some of Thailand's best mangrove forests 
have been destroyed. In Taiwan, shrimp aquaculture has virtually collapsed due 
to disease and pollution. In the Philippines fishermen have blasted coral reefs 
with dynamite to encourage fish out into the sea. Their catches increased 
spectacularly in the short term, but coral reefs are places where fish feed and 
spawn.  

Coastal aquaculture has also damaged the livelihoods of local fishermen. In the 
Malaysian state of Kedah, for example, 3,000 traditional fishermen in the Kuala 
Muda area have seen their incomes slump drastically because of the 
construction of ponds for aquaculture. These ponds have obstructed the natural 
river flow, alleges En. Hashim Ayob, chairperson of the Kuala Muda Fishermen's 
Action Committee. Whereas the local fishermen previously enjoyed abundant 
catches, "now the catch is declining and our income has dwindled to almost 
nought", said one fisherman (13).  



Aquaculture in Asia, geared for the export market, has affected traditional paddy 
fields, the chief staple food of local people. In Bangladesh, World Bank 
assistance has led to shrimp farming on 100,000 hectares of land. Shrimp 
farmers dig canals to bring salt water to enclosed areas where the shrimps are 
cultured. But this salinates the surrounding land, reducing or destroying 
traditional crops.  

"Bangladesh's shrimp export trade made a lot of businessmen overnight 
millionaires," alleges Tabibul Islam, "but it brought ruin to thousands of poor rice 
farmers" (14).  

Many fishworkers believe that less intensive forms of coastal aquaculture can 
provide opportunities for fishworkers communities to manage fish resources in 
the areas where they live to obtain new sources of income and to enhance food 
production and employment. But this requires that such communities are given 
exclusive rights to contro l the water bodies and the surrounding environment.  

 

4. INLAND FISHERIES  

Chemicals kill Black Sea fish  

Around 7 mt of fish a year are caught in enclosed seas and inland lakes and 
rivers. Catches in many of these waters is stagnant or declining, chiefly because 
of pollution. In 1993, overall catches from inland fisheries declined for the first 
time ever. "Most inland fishing grounds are showing signs of severe pressure", 
says Robin Welcomme of the FAO.  

The Black Sea is Eastern Europe's most valuable fishing resource. Linked to the 
Mediterranean by a small channel, it is otherwise enclosed. The Sea is 1,120 
kms long and in parts 640 kms in breadth, and some of its once -rich fisheries 
have collapsed. Turkey, on the southern shore, registered a fish catch o f 650,000 
tons in 1987 and 15,000 tons in 1989 - little more than 2% of the 1987 total.  

Overall, fish catches from the Sea - originally called "black" because of its stormy 
and menacing appearance - are down from 700,000 tons to 100,000 tons in a 
decade. Overfishing is partly to blame, but the Black Sea has suffered from a 
huge inflow of nutrients from the rivers which flow into it - the Danube, Dnieper, 
Dniester, Don and Kuban. The Danube alone "currently introduces 60,000 tons of 
phosphorous a year", says Dr Lawrence Mee, an adviser to UNEP's Regional 
Seas Programme (15).  

Inorganic nitrogen, chiefly from farms, comes into the sea in even larger amounts 
- 340,000 tons a year in all. The problems of the Black Sea illustrate what could 
be a growing problem for the South's lakes and rivers - pollution from farm 



chemicals. "Agricultural residues are an enormous problem for inland fisheries", 
points out Robin Welcomme.  

Pollution is a global problem. It has a deadly twist in countries such as Peru 
where the production of 6,000 tons of cocaine - which involves treating coca 
leaves with kerosene and chemicals - is estimated to cause the flow of 57,000 
tons of kerosene and 100,000 tons of chemicals into local rivers.  

The run-off problem could lead to mounting conflict between fisheriesand 
agricultural sectors. The increased use of chemical fertilisers in agriculture could 
led to higher crop yields, but the run-off of chemicals into water courses may 
result in lower fish catches.  

Brazil's poisoned fisheries  

In Brazil's Espirito Santo state, pollution caused by a woodpulp operation is 
causing massive damage to fisheries and land bordering the Atlantic some 480 
kms north of Rio de Janeiro, allege community groups.  

The groups, which represent workers and indigenous Indian peoples, claim that 
the planting of eucalyptus trees and chemical discharges by a woodpulp factory 
owned by the Brazilian company, Aracruz Cellulose S.A. - the world's largest 
exporter of woodpulp - is the cause of the problem.  

Aracruz acquired large tracts of tropical forest that was inhabited by local 
smallholders and by Indian Tupiniquim people. Community groups say that 
80,000 hectares of natural forest was cleared to make way for eucalyptus 
plantations.  

Eucalyptus grows quickly in the area - the trees are cut down near the base and 
re-grow to a height of almost 13 metres within seven years, giving the company a 
regular supply of raw material for its factory. But the trees grow rapidly by 
drinking large quantities of groundwater, which impoverishes surrounding 
vegetation and threatens water courses. In the area around the Aracruz factory, 
community groups allege that the water levels and courses of important fisheries 
have been affected by the trees.  

"This used to be one of the best fishing areas in the country but local fisheries 
have been devastated", said Jaoa Pedro Stedile of Brazil's Landless Workers 
Movement, "50,000 people in the area used to eat fish every day. Now they eat 
fish no more; some fishermen have stopped fishing because there are so few fish 
to catch".  

Eucalyptus trees are turned into woodpulp by a bleaching process which uses 
chlorine dioxide. The groups allege that 200,000 tons of chemicals, including 



highly toxic dioxins, have been dumped in the Atlantic, killing and poisoning fish 
and vegetation.  

An Aracruz spokesman said that the company does not accept that its activities 
have damaged fisheries, and that independent surveys had confirmed that "there 
is no detectable level of dioxins in our discharges." He said that damage to water 
courses in the area has been caused by general deforestation and not by the 
eucalyptus plantations.  

Drought hits catches in Africa  

Africa's rivers and lakes are affected both by chemical run-off and drought. These 
water courses are an important source of fish catches for many in inland areas. 
In the Sahel region of West Africa especially, catches have plumeted chiefly 
because of drought. Low rainfall over the last 20 years has turned rivers into 
trickles, and caused lakes to shrink. Fish have lost breeding and feeding grounds 
and there is a general slump in the productivity of the whole system.  

The near cessation of the floods of the Rivers Niger, Senegal, Logone and Chari 
and the shrinking Lake Chad have led to a drop in the productivity of natural 
fisheries.  

The worst affected Sahelian countries are Chad, Niger, Mali and Senegal. 
Annual catches in Lake Chad fell from 100,000 tons to 20,000 tons in 10 years. 
The surface area of the lake shrank from 24,000 square kilometres in 1963 to 
3,000 square kilometres in 1985. Catches from the River Niger have dropped 
from 13,000 tons 10 years ago to 2,300 tons. In Mali's Central Delta of the River 
Niger, catches have fallen from 100,000 tons to 55,000 tons.  

Other badly hit areas in Africa include the floodplains of Botswana and Namibia, 
Lake Chirwa in Malawi, and Kenya. Persistent drought has reduced the Central 
Delta area of Africa - one of the continent's most important inland fisheries (16).  

 

5. STEERING A SUSTAINABLE FISHERIES COURSE  

Management and regulation  

"If managed and regulated appropriately, fish resources have the capacity to 
renew themselves and benefit people for generations to come", says Brian 
O'Riordan of Intermediate Technology. Better management could yield another 
20 million tons of fish a year, says the FAO.  

Western-style fisheries "management" has led to overfishing practices which are 
unsustainable. But unless management improves, the major ocean fishing 



grounds could be turned into empty wastes with appalling consequences. A 
knock-on effect might unravel the oceans' entire eco-systems.  

One way to control overfishing is to limit access to fishing grounds. This is vital if 
fish catches are to be sustainable. Subsidies for large-scale trawlers must be 
scaled down by governments of both North and South. A global quota system 
should be considered; Australia and New Zealand have both introduced quota 
schemes.  

Regulations to control overfishing are vital, but not enough. "If regulation is to 
work, it must be supported by effective surveillance and heavy penalties", 
believes John Beddington of Imperial College, London, who runs a British 
government-supported fisheries management research programme. Poorer 
developing countries, especially, may need help with purchasing surveillance 
equipment.  

Good practices around the world  

Some coastal communities are making determined efforts to conserve their fish 
stocks and protect their way of life. In the Amazon basin of Brazil, for example, 
commercial fisheries have developed rapidly in the last three decades, most of 
the fishers being smallholders, ribeirinho, who live on the floodplains. Some 
ribeirinho communities are now taking control of the floodplain lakes and 
attempting to regulate local fisheries. "The direct involvement of the ribeirinho 
population ensures that traditional knowledge and resource use are incorporated 
into floodplain management" (17).  

Indonesian fishermen have a traditional system called sasi which helps in the 
management of their fisheries. Indonesian fisherman Eliza Kissya has spoken of 
how on one island fine net meshes are banned and motor boats prohibited from 
the river (18).  

Namibia is restricting the entry of foreign vessels to its rich fishing grounds and is 
making determined efforts to manage its fish stocks. Its policy is paying off. 
"Three years of frugal management has resulted in a dramatic rejuvenation of 
fish stocks previously plundered by foreign factory ships in the years prior to 
independence" (19).  

In the South Pacific it is now being realised that well-tried traditional methods of 
the region may hold the key to sustainability. Under traditional South Pacific 
marine tenure, the owners of the inshore and reef areas restricted access to 
these resources. "The traditional systems were therefore more orientated 
towards the long-term benefits, because those involved had a vested interest in 
the long-term future of the fisheries", says Robert Gillett of the South Pacific 
Regional Fishery Support Programme.  



Fishermen's knowledge and participation  

Participation of traditional fishermen is vital for sustainability in both ocean and 
inland fisheries. Fishermen need to be able to put right injustice by being able to 
participate in decisions about resource management, appropriate technology, 
training needs, and the role of local communities in fisheries management. 
Unless there is such involvement, then management schemes are unlikely to 
work.  

"Fishers readily subvert management systems that do not involve them," points 
out a WorldWatch paper (20).  

The UN in a knot  

The United Nations system is in a knot over the world fisheries crisis. The Earth 
Summit called for a UN Conference on Straddling and Highly Migratory Fish 
Stocks. Four sessions of the conference have now been held, and an agreement 
has been drawn up which most countries want to make legally binding - although 
China, the EU, Japan and Korea are at present opposed. A fifth session is 
scheduled for 27 March-12April 1995, and a sixth and final session for 24 July-4 
August 1995.  

The agreement will apply to the conservation and management of fish stocks 
"beyond areas under national jurisdiction". If countries decide that the agreement 
should be legally binding, they will have to adopt "conservation and management 
measures to ensure long-term sustainability and promote optimum utilisation of 
straddling and highly migratory fish stocks". Such an agreement would be a 
significant step forward in the protection of fish stocks. But the agreement would 
cover just a small amount of the world's fish catch,and only indirectly benefit 
traditional fishermen and women in the South.  

The voluntary Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries is of wider scope. 
Drawn up by the FAO, the code will be discussed by fisheries ministers, meeting 
in Rome this month, and is due to be finalised at an FAO Council later this year.  

"The right to fish carries with it the obligation to do so in a responsible manner so 
as to ensure effective conservation and  

management of the living aquatic resources," says the draft code. It provides 
"principles and standards applicable to the conservation, management and 
development of all fisheries." Its coverage includes the capture, processing and 
trade of fish and fish products, fishing operations, aquaculture, fisheries research 
"and the integration of fishe ries into coastal area management".  

States should prevent over-harvesting and "implement measures...to ensure that 
the fishing effort is commensurate with the productive capacity of the resources 



and their sustainable ulilisation", says the draft code. "Selective fish gear and 
practices should be further developed and applied".  

"Recognising the important contribution of artisanal and small-scale fisheries to 
employment, income and food security, States should protect the rights of 
fishworkers to a just and secure livelihood", it says.  

However, the International Collective in Support of Fishworkers believes that the 
draft code has "insufficient acknowledgement of the important role that fisheries 
make to the livelihood and food security in many coastal and other communities". 
The code emphasises biological and technical management, it says, "but does 
not take into account important social and economic aspects of sustainable 
development...there needs to be full acknowledgement of the important role 
played by fishworker organisations".  

A further problem with the code is its voluntary nature. If agreement is reached 
later this year, both at the UN conference and FAO Council, the UN system will 
have given birth to a voluntary code covering most fisheries activity, and a 
binding agreement covering only the high seas.  

The world fisheries crisis needs a more positive response than this muddy catch. 
Many observers say there is a strong case for fisheries ministers to make the 
code of conduct legally binding rather than voluntary in a bid to help restore and 
rebuild the world's depleted fisheries.  
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