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1. Background of the problem

1.1 The national importance of fish 
and the Chambo

Fish in Malawi has traditionally played a very 
important role as a source of food, income and 
employment. The importance of fish in Malawi, 
particularly the Chambo, can be measured from 
the following facts:

• Fish contribute 4% to the Gross National 
Product (GNP) of Malawi;

• The total “beach” value of Lake Malawi fish 
was USD 15 million in 2002;

• 300 000 persons are employed in the fishery 
and allied sectors;

• 14% of lakeshore communities are involved 
in fishing, which represents 52% of their 
livelihoods;

• 1.6 million people derive their income from 
fishing, fish processing, marketing and trading, 
boat and gear making and allied industries;

• 70% of animal protein, and 40% of the total 
protein, in rural and urban diets was derived 
from fish prior to the collapse of the Chambo 
stocks; and

• 800 fish species, comprising 14% of global 
freshwater fish biodiversity, occur in Lake 
Malawi.

1.2 Chambo biology

The Chambo (Oreochromis karongae, O. squamipinnis 
and O. lidole) are endemic to Lake Malawi and are 
found nowhere else in the world. They have been 
studied since 1939. Some of their main biological 
characteristics include the following:

• Sexual maturity at about 24 cm and an age 
of 3 years: The female incubates up to 325 
eggs in her mouth. Only about 1% survive 
to adulthood and, generally, each female 
produces only one batch of eggs annually.

• A unique breeding pattern, uncommon in other 
“tilapia”: The Chambo breeds in deep water 
in collective nesting areas called “leeks” or 
arenas, at depths of 5-40 m, with individual 
nests of up to 3 m in diameter.

• Migration of juveniles: After release from the 
mouth of the female parent, juveniles migrate 
to nursery grounds in shallow waters where 
they seek refuge amongst oxygen-rich weeds 
and reed beds. Juveniles remain in this area 

until large enough to join the main stock in 
the open water.

Taken together, these attributes mean that 
Chambo will have difficulty recovering quickly 
from overfishing compared to other species of 
“tilapia”, e.g., Oreochromis niloticus. Recovery will 
also be dependent on adequate nursery habitats 
(aquatic vegetation) in the shallow waters of the 
lake.

1.3 Statement of the problem

Fish landings peaked in Malawi at 80 000 t in 
1990. Since then, dramatic changes have taken 
place:

• Fish consumption averaged 14 kg  ·  capita-1  ·  
year-1 in the mid-1970s, but at present is below 
6 kg  ·  capita-1  ·  year-1.

• As a consequence, the contribution of fish to 
human protein intake has also declined by 
over 50% from a peak intake of 70% of the 
total animal protein.

• Average total fish landings declined from 
about 65 000 t  ·  yr-1 in the 1970s and 1980s to 
50 000 t  ·  yr-1 in the late 1990s.

• The losses to fishery resources due to 
environmental degradation estimated in the 
National Environmental Action Plan (NEAP) 
of 1994 was USD 4 million.

• The Chambo, at a peak of 9 000 t  ·  yr-1, once 
made up 50% of the total Lake Malawi catch. 
Today it is less than 13%.

• Of all species, the Chambo fishery has 
exhibited the single most significant decline. 
From 1980 to 2000, there has been a total 
average loss in yield of about 8 to 9 000 t 
per annum. At current market prices, this is 
equivalent to an annual USD 15 million loss 
in revenue to the industry.

• This unsustainable high off-take led to the 
collapse and the MSY is now only between 
6-8 000 t  ·  year-1.

• Owing to the scarcity in the market, the 
wholesale price of Chambo has risen from 
MK 2.5 per kilogram in the early 1990s to 
MK 130 per kilogram in 2002 (See Figure 
2). It is now unaffordable for the majority of 
Malawians. 

• 300-400 Beach Village Committees (BVC) 
have been formed since 1990 for the purpose 
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of participatory fisheries management. None 
are a legal entity nor a formal partner in co-
management arrangements to protect the 
Chambo.

A result of the declining fishery and the concomitant 
high rise in prices are that fish are no longer as 
readily available in the diet of most rural poor 
Malawians. Acknowledging that animal protein is 
vital for healthy growth and development of the 
young, the loss in national protein intake threatens 
to have long-term adverse effects on the health and 
mental capacity of future generations. Clinical 
trials conclusively show that children deprived of 
animal protein, especially fish, do not develop 
their full mental potential. From a food security 
perspective, therefore, in Malawi the traditionally 
emotional statements that “fish is brain food” and 
“fish is life” are true! Hence, every effort must be 
made to restore the loss in production in order to 
revitalize the health of the people!

1.4 Factors affecting the Chambo 
fisheries

Several factors have affected the Chambo fisheries, 
notably:

Overfishing: There has been an ever-increasing 
number of entrants into the fisheries in terms 
of gears and fishers. Since 1995, the number of 
gears on Lake Malawi and Lake Malombe has 
doubled. In addition, there has been no limit to 
the numbers of fishing licenses issued. Rather, the 
fisheries of Malawi have been “open access”, free 
to all entrants. There are now more gear and fishers 
than the fisheries can sustain!

Poverty: As a result of poverty and limited economic 
opportunities elsewhere, crop failure and drought, 
and enticed by the rising price of fish, more and 
more people are entering the fisheries as an 
alternative income generating activity to farming. 
The level of poverty has raised political sensitivity 
to any attempts to try to halt this trend and to limit 
the over-capitalization in gear. This has exacerbated 
the problem!

Illegal fishing: Most of the fishing gears in use are 
illegal. A 1999 survey of the South East Arm of 
Lake Malawi found that 100% of the beach seine 
nets used had illegal small meshes, 96% of gillnets 
were undersized, 57% of the nkacha nets and 35-
40% of the chilimila and kambuzi nets had illegal 
mesh sizes. As a result, catches are dominated by 
juveniles and immature fish, thereby not only 
reducing the potential production levels, but also 
eliminating future breeding stocks. The use of 

illegal gear is a result of poor enforcement (e.g., 
in 2002 no one was prosecuted for illegal fishing 
whereas hundreds of people were prosecuted for 
poaching in national parks and reserves). It is 
also a result of the failure of participatory fisheries 
management and community empowerment to 
regulate fishing effectively.

Habitat destruction: Removal of submerged aquatic 
vegetation beds in shallows exposes juvenile 
Chambo to predation and makes them prone to 
being netted. Beach seines and nkacha nets have 
caused physical damage, removing completely the 
once vast oxygen-rich weed beds in the South East 
Arm of Lake Malawi and in Lake Malombe. The 
damage is so extensive that many former juvenile 
nursery areas no longer exist. The juvenile Chambo 
have nowhere to hide.

Violation of closed seasons: There has been a 
gross violation of the closed breeding seasons 
for the Chambo. Consequently, because of the 
concentration of the Chambo when they breed, 
fish are easily caught while trying to spawn. This, 
in conjunction with the loss of nursery habitat, has 
reduced the recruitment rate dramatically.

Violation of protected areas: Malawi was unique in 
having aquatic parks to protect its fish biodiversity, 
notably the Lake Malawi National Park (LMNP) 
and the Liwonde National Park (LNP), which 
have been shown to protect stocks allowing for 
re-population. However, these protected areas are 
under threat from encroachment and poaching. 
The fish sanctuaries are being violated, further 
reducing Chambo recruitment.

Property rights: When a fishery is “everyone’s 
property, it is no one’s responsibility”, the “tragedy 
of the commons” occurs. The fishery licensing 
system has not been used as a tool to restrict 
entrants and to convey exclusive and limited 
fishing rights. Even after 10 years of participatory 
fisheries management, including co-management 
with Beach Village Committees (BVCs), has failed 
to halt the demise of the Chambo. The BVCs have 
not been empowered by any legal status and do 
not have legal rights. They can take no recourse to 
enforce regulations. They are not part of the local 
government administration and legal system. The 
legal instruments to empower the BVCs are not in 
place (i.e., District by-laws, constitutions, fishery 
management authority, fishery management 
plans and fishery management agreements, etc.). 
The BVCs cannot be sued, nor sue offenders. 
The BVCs should be provided with incentives to 
restore the fisheries and manage them well. It is 
recommended that the best way would be to give 
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the fishers an effective form of property rights to 
own and protect the exclusive fishing zones of Lake 
Malawi and Lake Malombe.

Poor tax-based economic system: The fishery licensing 
system has not been equitable to the value of the 
fisheries resources. Therefore, the DOF does not 
derive adequate revenue to enforce the law and to 
operate effectively. This can be seen clearly from 
the fact that the DOF collected less than USD 
10 000 (< 0.07%) in license fees in 2002 while 
at beach prices the fisheries were worth USD 15 
million. The informal business nature of the bulk 
of the fishery industry implies that the government 
has been subsidizing the over-exploitation of the 
fisheries. Only large operators such as Maldeco 
pay corporate tax. The environment, therefore, is 
not being treated as national “economic goods”; it 
is free to be exploited by anyone. This is contrary 

to Malawi’s Community Based Natural Resource 
Management (CBNRM) Strategy and violates the 
first principles of a tax-based economy whose 
foundation for economic growth is “user pays”, 
that is, to charge a fair tax for consumptive use of 
national resources. The tax revenue collected allows 
the government to better service the tax payer and 
enables it to act to restore any potential over-use 
that may result. The more tax the government 
collects, the better equipped it is to serve the tax 
payer and the better the economic growth cycle 
will be. There is a need, therefore, to revisit the 
license revenue system as a tax base for funding 
rehabilitation of the fisheries.

Catchment damage: Soil erosion and siltation are 
problems in Lake Malawi and Lake Malombe, but 
these are not believed to have affected the Chambo 
fisheries adversely.

2. Strategic context and policy framework

Restoration of the Chambo fisheries, as part 
of Malawi’s National Strategy for Sustainable 
Development (NSSD), would be supported by 
the following policy initiatives:

2.1 Global goals

Commitments made by Malawi at the 2002 
World Summit on Sustainable Development 
(WSSD), including:

Preparation of a National Strategy for Sustainable 
Development.
• By 2004, prevent, deter, and eliminate illegal 

fishing.
• By 2010, apply an ecosystem approach to the 

sustainable development of fisheries.
• By 2015, restore depleted fish stocks to 

maximum sustainable yields.

Malawi’s goal, as shown in the underlying 
objectives of this national initiative, is to meet the 
country’s international obligations to restore the 
Chambo fisheries to pre-1990 levels, by 2015.

2.2 Regional goals

The three riparian countries of Lake Malawi 
(Malawi, Mozambique and Tanzania) are 
signatories to the Southern African Development 
Community (SADC) Protocol on Shared 
Watercourse Systems and the SADC Protocol on 

Fisheries. Under this agreement, Malawi’s 
commitments include:

• Member States lying within the basin of the 
shared watercourse system will maintain a 
proper balance between resource development 
for a higher standard of living for their people 
and conservation and enhancement of the 
environment to promote sustainable 
development; and

• State Parties will take appropriate measures 
to regulate the use of living aquatic resources 
and protect the resources against over-
exploitation, while creating an enabling 
environment and building capacity for the 
sustainable utilization of the fisheries 
resources.

These commitments have now become part of 
the wording of a Lake Malawi/Nyasa/Niassa 
Convention to create a Lake Basin Commission 
to uphold the wise management of the natural 
resource and its catchment. The Chambo 
Restoration Strategic Plan should become an 
integral part of this Convention.

2.3 National goals

It should be recalled that Malawi’s Vision 2020, 
Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP), the 
Fisheries Policy, the Fisheries Act, the National 
Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan (NBSAP), the 
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Community-based Natural Resources Management 
(CBNRM) Strategy, the National Environmental 
Action Plan (NEAP), the Ministry of Natural 
Resources and Environmental Affairs (MONREA) 
and the Department of Fisheries’ Strategic Plans 
(2002-2006) and the National Strategy for 
Sustainable Development, all have the same 
underlying goal, viz., poverty reduction through 
sustainable development and economic growth.

In support of this goal, the “National Save the 
Chambo Campaign” was subsequently instituted 
with the following aims:

• To mobilize all Malawians towards a program 
of sustainable use of the Chambo;

• To attract more foreign and domestic funding 
to restore stocks to the pre-1990 level; and

• To work towards achieving commitments 
made at the WSSD, to restore depleted stocks 
of the Chambo fisheries by 2015.

The Chambo Restoration Strategic Plan aims to 
implement these interventions as part of Malawi’s 
National Strategy for Sustainable Development. 
However, an overarching policy would be 
Malawi’s Poverty Reduction Strategy (PRSP). With 
respect to natural resources, the PRSP emphasis is 
on the following focal strategies:

• To strengthen the legal and institutional 
framework for decentralization of 

environmental management and to create 
political will to achieve CBNRM;

• To develop alternative livelihood strategies to 
take the pressure off natural resources and to 
start treating the environment as economic 
commodity, with market values and income 
generating activities; and

• To create mass awareness on sustainable 
natural resource use and best management 
practices.

The objectives of the CRSP, therefore, should 
strengthen institutions for community co-
management, offer alternative income generating 
opportunities and create mass awareness of best 
practices. When aligned with the 2002-2007 
Fisheries Strategic Plan, these goals translate into 
the following key objectives:

• To strengthen the institutional framework, 
governance structures and instruments 
for sustainable Environment and Natural 
Resource Management (ENRM);

• To stimulate sustainable economic growth;
• To promote sustainable ENRM and use; and
• To promote co-operation in sustainable 

ENRM at the national, sub-regional, regional 
and international levels.

The Chambo Strategy has been developed along 
the lines of these national objectives.

3. The Chambo restoration strategic plan

3.1 Strategic objectives

The objectives of the CRSP are:

• To restore the Chambo fisheries of Lake 
Malawi and Malombe to their maximum 
sustainable yield by 2015; and

• To supplement the fishery production and 
meet food security needs by enhancing the 
Chambo production through aquaculture.

3.2 Guiding principles

The guiding principles of the CRSP are:

In view of the fact that fish play a strategic role 
in food security and significantly influence the 
health, mental and development growth of 
Malawi’s poor, especially its youth, the serious and 

chronic decline in fish intake is now a national 
disaster affecting every Malawian. This situation 
must not continue. If left unaddressed, at risk is 
the health of Malawi’s people and the potential 
loss of its most valued food security heritage. 
Decisive and drastic actions are needed in the 
national interest, even if it involves hardship for a 
minority in the short-term.

Recognizing that 300 000 people derive 
an immediate livelihood from fishing and 
acknowledging that a total ban or moratorium 
on the Chambo fishing is one solution to 
the problem but that this may create adverse 
hardship conditions and may not derive the 
results required, Malawi must, nevertheless, 
take action. This will require some hard choices, 
such that full political support is essential if this 
strategy is to succeed.
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Because the CRSP should not be a stand-alone 
initiative, but an integrated, cross-sectoral 
approach, all activities must be tangible, doable 
and achievable. The strategy must become an 
integral part of the DOF and MONREA on-going 
sector development plans, the National Strategy 
for Sustainable Development (NSSD) and the 
PRSP, and it needs to be effected under the on-
going decentralization initiative.

Since the main reason for the demise of the 
Chambo is overfishing caused by open access, 
inadequate participatory fisheries co-management 
and poor enforcement of regulations concerning 
gear, season and size limits, successful restoration 
will depend on effective implementation 
of property rights and state/community co-
enforcement of laws. If property rights of the 
BVCs are assured and their legal status anchored 
in local, district and national law, fishers will 
be empowered to treat the environment as an 
economic commodity. They must establish 
effective fisheries co-management plans and 
agreements with government, e.g. establishing 
exclusive fishing zones and sanctuaries to protect 
the Chambo breeding and nursery grounds. 
Such management plans could also use artificial 
reefs and brushparks as “sleeping policemen” to 
prevent illegal fishing where necessary, to protect 
Chambo breeding and nursery grounds and to 
enhance production. Protected areas such as 
Lake Malawi National Park (LMNP) and Liwonde 
National Park (LNP) must be maintained for non-
consumptive use as fish sanctuaries and breeding 
areas. If necessary, a complete moratorium on 
catching the Chambo should be considered.

It is a fact that even when the wild fishery recovers 
to its maximum potential, human population 
growth has resulted in a scenario that national 
food security needs now exceed the potential 
maximum natural supply of the fish. Therefore, 
every effort must be made to establish an 
enabling policy, conducive legislation and fiscal 
incentive schemes to encourage local and foreign 
investment in large-scale commercial aquaculture 
to replicate developments in Lake Kariba. Cage-
culture of the Chambo in Lake Malawi and Lake 
Malombe offers a high potential to increase the 
production of these species beyond historical 
levels. However, much research is needed to 
identify sustainable methods and environmental 
safeguards.

Despite the knowledge that natural resources 
have been constantly under-valued, the 
government of Malawi has been unable to collect 

sufficient resources to fund its intervention. The 
country has a “tax-based economy”, but the 
fisheries still remain on the informal economy. 
The government must collect adequate revenue 
from people harvesting fish in order to be able 
to restore the damage done. It must adopt the 
principles of a fair and equitable license-fee 
system based on the value of the resource and 
the cost to rehabilitate it. The Department of 
Fisheries will collect license fees and penalty 
fees, and retain a portion in its Fisheries Fund for 
further capacity development of the Department 
and BVCs. As advocated in Malawi’s National 
Report to the World Summit, the Fisheries Fund 
could be strengthened by a “general environment 
or carbon tax on petroleum products.”

With a realization that none of the principles 
outlined above will be successful unless the 
people of Malawi understand the importance of 
the Chambo to their livelihoods and well-being, 
a massive awareness and political campaign to 
“Save the Chambo” must be implemented. All 
walks of life need to be made aware of the status 
of the fisheries and the reasons for the decline so 
that they can be called upon to act responsibly 
to enforce this strategy. The emergence of a local 
political force at the Assembly level must be 
mobilized to support the strategy.

Finally, it should be recognized that any strategic 
response must be within the framework of 
international and national guidelines as laid 
down in the Conventions to which Malawi is a 
signatory, notably the Convention on Biological 
Diversity, SADC Protocols for Shared Water 
Bodies, etc.

3.3 Expected outputs

The CRSP targets that, by 2015, Malawi will 
restore the Chambo production to the pre-1990 
MSY through the following outputs:

• Restoration of the Chambo fisheries in Lake Malawi 
and Lake Malombe to the maximum sustainable 
yields of 6-8 000 t  ·  year-1. Of this, 50% will 
come from the creation of protected areas and 
enforcement of the law. An additional 50% 
will come from enhancement technologies 
such as artificial reefs, sanctuaries, etc.

• Enhancement of the Chambo production through 
aquaculture production of 7 000 t  ·  year-1. Of this, 
5 000 t  ·  year-1 will be from the promotion of 
commercial aquaculture. The balance of 
2 000 t  ·  year-1 will be from genetic enhancement 
of the Chambo to improve its growth rate.
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3.4 Action plan

The above guiding principles have been elaborated in 
the action plan. The strategic actions required under 
the DOF Strategic Plan are outlined briefly below.

Strengthening the institutional framework

(i) Policy review

To pave the way for the plan to restore the 
production of the Chambo on a sustainable basis, 
a review of policies is required to:

• Establish the legal status of the BVCs to 
enforce the law in co-management with 
the DOF and mainstream the institution 
of the administrative structure of District 
Assemblies and local authorities (i.e., fishers, 
associations).

• Assign exclusive fishing zones, under the Lands 
Act, to the BVCs and fishers’ associations, and 
the rights to limit entry of additional fishers as 
per quotas set by the government.

• Set up protected areas and sanctuaries, and 
confer the rights to communities to protect 
these areas in line with approved Fisheries 
Management Plans.

• Encourage the private sector and foreign in-
vestment in aquaculture and provide fiscal 
incentives for investors and researchers to pio-
neer new production systems for the Chambo.

• Establish a Code of Conduct in line with FAO 
Regulations for Responsible Aquaculture to 
regulate the fisheries and aquaculture sector 
in Malawi, especially to control introductions 
and convey rights for cage farming.

• Recognize the Chambo as endangered and 
register it in the IUCN Red Data Book for 
Endangered Species.

(ii) Review of legislation

Revisions to the Fisheries Management Act will be 
made to incorporate the following initiatives to:

• Establish a comprehensive legal tool-box for 
the BVCs and Area Management Committees 
to convey property rights and empower them 
with co-management responsibility for law 
enforcement under Participatory Fisheries 
Management (PFM) stipulations.

• Revise the constituent members of the 
BVCs to correspond with those of the 
“fishing industry” as in the Act and ensure 
that their legal status in co-management is 

understood, recognized and upheld by the 
local authorities.

• Set up a democratic process to elect the BVC 
sub-committees and align the structure of 
fishers’ associations to represent the collective 
interests of the fishing industry to correspond 
to the local government structure. Separate 
Associations should represent commercial 
and artisanal fishers with the hierarchy that 
can lobby the government.

• Empower District Assemblies, through 
fisheries by-laws, to enforce the Fisheries 
Management Act through the police and 
local magistrate courts.

• Establish property rights and exclusive 
fishing zones, clearly defining what is a 
Fisheries Management Agreement and a 
Fisheries Management Authority and devolve 
powers to the appropriate level to enforce the 
Fisheries Management Plan (and set limits to 
entrants and gear types).

• Enact laws for protected areas and sanctuaries 
and for physical zoning of the fisheries, 
permitting the use of artificial reefs as 
“sleeping policemen”.

• Prohibit certain gears effectively or institute a 
mechanism of “gear buy-out”.

• Set up, for aquaculture, a legal framework for 
Environmental Impact Assessment, in order 
to set standards, issue rights through permits 
and licenses to operate in particular areas, 
especially to enable cage culture.

• Demarcate aquaculture investment zones 
with clear guidelines and fiscal incentives for 
investors.

• Establish a fair tax-based revenue system on 
fishing permits and licenses and heavy fines 
and penalties for infringements.

• Collect all revenues from licenses, fines/
penalties into a Fisheries Fund for use by the 
DOF to raise awareness of the strategy to save 
the Chambo by offering study tours, training, 
etc. and to enforce the laws.

• Establish an “Environment Fund” or 
“carbon tax” on petroleum products for 
environmental rehabilitation, a portion of 
which should be earmarked in the Fisheries 
Fund to support the Chambo Strategy.

(iii) Produce a Chambo master plan

The Chambo Strategy will be made into short- 
and long-term plans, prioritizing actions to save 
the Chambo. The CRSP will become the master 
plan for the restoration of the Chambo fisheries. 
The JICA-assisted Aquaculture Master Plan will be 
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the basis for future development of aquaculture 
of the Chambo, including cage culture.

(iv) Increase private/public sector capacity

There is a need for mass awareness of the 
situation, the biology of the Chambo and of 
the public responsibility. Mass awareness and 
political campaigns will be organized to:

• Increase public knowledge about the demise 
of the Chambo, the reasons for the decline 
and the need to comply with the measures 
being put in place to restore its production.

• Sensitize all politicians, ward councillors 
and traditional authorities of the situation, 
appraise them of options and win support to 
implement and enforce the CRSP. 

• Translate the 60 years of science done on the 
Chambo into a technical tool-box for fisheries 
management and aquaculture and train the 
BVCs, DOF and private sector on the biology 
of the Chambo.

• Develop a technical tool-box for aquaculture, 
especially recipes for intensive systems such as 
cages, pens and ponds.

• Conduct research and develop a technical 
tool-box for fisheries enhancement and 
culture-based fisheries such as artificial reefs, 
brush parks, etc.

• Conduct research on Chambo genetic 
selection and disseminate stocks to develop a 
faster growing, better performing aquaculture 
candidate.

(v) Decentralize the DOF

District Assemblies will be empowered to:

• Uphold and enforce the Fisheries Management 
Act, jointly with the DOF through District 
level by–laws; and

• Maintain an outreach campaign to promote 
aquaculture widely.

(vi) Research program to support the CRSP

During the course of the consultation, it was noted 
that much of scientific knowledge is still required 
to contribute to the effective management of the 
Chambo. The following list highlights some of 
the topics that need further investigation:

Little is known about the Chambo biology. Research 
needs to answer the following questions:

• Why does the Chambo choose to breed the 
way it does?

• How do the brooding parents and juveniles 
migrate from breeding grounds to nursery 
areas and back?

• What is the annual recruitment rate?
• Are there enough spawner biomass remaining 

to restore the fishery?

Chambo enhancement technologies such as 
artificial reefs have not been tested. Research 
needs to examine and answer these questions:

• What will be the most cost-effective 
structures?

• How best could the habitats be restored?
• Does the artificial structure enhance the 

fisheries or does it act like a fish aggregating 
device?

• Does oxygen-rich weed matter in the nursery 
area of the Chambo?

Non-compliance of the law has adversely affected 
the fishery, but what is not known is why. Research 
would have provide answers to these questions:

• What is the social organization of the fishing 
community and how to influence behavior 
change?

• Will the introduction of property rights 
and community co-management solve the 
problem?

• How should institutional reforms be anchored 
in the mainstream of local administration?

• Can local communities enforce the law, and if 
so, how?

Re-stocking potential is unknown. The following 
questions must be answered.

• Which management practice would best 
contribute to a rapid recovery in stocks 
(i.e., a moratorium, exclusive fishing zones, 
protected areas, breeding sanctuaries, artificial 
reefs, etc.)?

• Is re-stocking the Chambo viable?
• Should the fishery in Lake Malombe be 

dissuaded away from the Chambo fisheries?

Economic analysis of the fisheries is unknown. 
Answers are needed for the following questions:

• Who benefits from the fisheries and by how 
much?

• What is the benefit of gear owners versus 
operators?

• How does the price increase affect the buying 
power of communities?

• What is the maximum sustainable economic 
yield?



86 WorldFish Center | The Chambo Restoration Strategic Plan 87SECTION 4: The Chambo restoration strategic plan |
The way forward

• If the Chambo is restored, what will it do to 
price, supply and demand?

Sustaining livelihood strategies

(i) Enhancing the capture fisheries

Fisheries enhancement techniques will be used to 
restore productivity and habitats that have been 
damaged. Through this intervention, a potential 
total Chambo recovery of 4 000 t  ·  year-1 in 10-12 
years is projected. The best techniques to use will 
be selected based on a comprehensive analysis of 
the options and subsequent research where this is 
required. They are likely to include the following:

• Establishment of community-managed ex-
clusive fishing zones, protected areas and/or 
Chambo sanctuaries to protect the Chambo 
breeding and nursery grounds.

• Development of artificial reefs and brushparks 
to provide additional refuges for juvenile 
Chambo, to restore damaged habitats and deter 
fishing in protected areas (“silent policemen”).

• Restoration of nursery habitats such as oxygen–
rich weed beds.

• Re-stocking hatchery-reared juveniles to 
create a critical level of spawning fish, but 
only after modeling to show that this will 
have a net benefit in addition to other forms 
of management dedicated to protecting the 
Chambo until replenishment occurs.

(ii) Enhancing aquaculture production

Aquaculture has great potential to increase 
the currently low production of the Chambo, 
provided various criteria are met for sustainability, 
and practical methods are developed to overcome 
the relatively slow growth and low fecundity of 
the species.  The components of the strategy to 
promote aquaculture of the Chambo species will 
include the following developments:

• Cage culture industry in Lake Malawi;
• Aquaculture of the Chambo in ponds and farm 

dams; and
• Introduction of a genetically-improved variety 

of the Chambo.

This last development should eventually result in 
significant and sustained increases in the growth 
rate and egg production, but it needs to proceed 
with caution to avoid contamination of the gene 
pool of the wild fish.

When creating the infrastructure to supply very 
large numbers of juveniles needed for large-scale 

commercial cage culture, there is scope for small-
holders to be involved in the supply of fingerlings.

Promoting sustainable use

(i) Obtaining feedback information for 
management

A monitoring and evaluation (M&E) system 
will be established to measure the impact of the 
CRSP along the period of its implementation; 
modification and adaptation will be made 
accordingly.

(ii) Implementing management plans

There is a need to develop management plans 
for exclusive fishing zones along the lines of 
local administrative boundaries down to the 
ADC level and managed by local Area (i.e., ADC) 
Fisheries Management Authority/Committees. 
Over 60 years of fisheries science needs to be in 
the hands of the user groups through user-friendly 
training materials (i.e., Technical Tool-box) and 
incorporated in Fisheries Management Plans. The 
Fisheries Management Plans should be instituted 
through Fisheries Management Agreements and 
enforced by the local authorities at the District, 
ADC and VDC levels. Exclusive Fishing Zones 
need to be established, demarcated and enforced.

(iii) Empowering Fisheries Management 
Authorities (FMAs)

The provisions of co-management in the 
Fisheries Management Act need to be legalized 
and implemented as follows, with full political 
support from the Assembly:

• Area Fisheries Management Authorities/
Committees formed at the ADC level and 
empowered to enforce the Area Fisheries 
Management Plan.

• Fisheries Management Agreements need to be 
signed with the BVCs to respect the Chambo 
strategy.

• The BVCs are to be empowered with rights 
through new licenses as co-management 
authorities to work with the DOF to enforce 
the Chambo strategy.

• The local authorities are to be empowered 
to enforce the law through District Assembly 
by-Laws that devolve certain powers from the 
DOF to the Assembly, ADC and VDC.

• The Assembly, Ward Councillors, Area 
Fisheries Management Authority, ADC, VDC, 
BVC should be trained in the implications of 
the Chambo strategy.
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Strengthening national, regional and 
international co-operation

Although the Chambo is still very much a 
national problem, there is evidence of Malawi 
fishers migrating to foreign waters to catch fish. 
In anticipation that this will in time become a 
regional problem, action is required to:

• Sign a Lake Malawi/Nyasa/Niassa agreement 
for better co-operation to protect stocks.

• Develop an investor’s pack for international 
investments in Chambo aquaculture.

3.5 Assumptions and risks

To effect the Chambo strategy, the following 
assumptions have been made:

• The CRSP will have full political support and 
a major political campaign will be launched 
to enforce the strategy and support the local 
authorities and BVCs to implement aspects of 
this strategy.

• The Ministry of Lands is willing and can under 
the Land Act confer and enforce the exclusive 
fishing zones and property rights of the BVCs 
and Area Fisheries Management Authorities/
Committees.

• The District Assembly has the capacity and 
political will to enforce the fisheries by-laws.

• The Treasury agrees to the fair license fee, 
penalties and fines and that the DOF may 
retain a percentage of the Fisheries Fund.

• The Cabinet agrees to establish an 
Environment Fund from revenue from a 
carbon tax on petroleum products.

4. The way forward

4.1 Management authority

The implementation of the Chambo Strategy 
will be managed by the Cabinet Committee for 
Natural Resources and Environment (CCNRE) as 
the policy and political body of the NSSD. The 
DOF will be the Secretariat to the CCNRE to see 
that the directives are implemented. The Assembly 
will uphold the by–laws, and the Area Fisheries 
Management Authorities and the BVCs will 
enforce the local laws. To achieve this, the BVCs 
must register as legal entities with the Deeds and 
Trust Act according to the constitution. The BVCs 
will develop a democratic process to establish a 
hierarchy of representation through the Fishers’ 
Associations at the VDC, ADC, Assembly and 
National levels to lobby for their rights and for 
legal support as required.

4.2 Funding support

It is anticipated that the Chambo Strategy will 
enter the Fisheries Sector Investment Plan and 
will be in part funded from ORT and HIPC 
resources. Donor support is also expected. Various 
partners will assist the DOF in implementing the 
CRSP. The development partners that are already 
assisting the DOF to implement different parts of 
the CRSP are cited in the attached table. It is also 
expected that under the NSSD, this CRSP could 
receive support from some of the international 
partners that are committed to the WSSD 
objectives.

However, Malawi realizes that the need and 
urgency to act are critical to the future food security, 
well-being and mental development of its people. 
With this in mind, the strategy envisages self-
financing from revenue generated from increases 
in the fish license fees and taxes collected from 
the sector. If 10% of the sector’s total informal 
revenue of USD 15 million could be recovered 
in fair valuation and taxation, Malawi could 
generate USD 1.5 million annually to re-invest in 
the strategy. In addition, if the Environment Fund 
could be established as a carbon tax and a portion 
could be invested in the Chambo Strategy, Malawi 
could generate adequate resources to implement 
the plan in its entirety.

4.3 Short-term action plan

The following are short-term actions required to 
set this plan in motion:

• Mid-2003: The CCNRE approves this strategic 
plan.

• Mid-2003: Mass political campaign launched 
to “Save the Chambo”.

• End-2003: Policy, laws/legal instruments 
required to implement the plan are in place.

• Mid-2004: Property rights, protected areas and 
sanctuaries are established.

• Mid-2004: Pilot trials prove that artificial 
reefs/brushparks are viable for enhancement.

• End-2004: First commercial cage culture farm 
established.


