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Introduction
The fisheries sector plays a significant role for Malawi’s population as a source of food, income and 
employment opportunities to nearly 300 000 people involved in the industry either through direct 
fishing or other associated activities. It is estimated that fish contributes four percent to the country’s 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP). The current beach value of fish is about 15 million USD on an 
annual basis. Fish once provided 70% of the animal protein supply and 40% of the total protein 
intake, thereby contributing to food security and livelihood strategies. However, this contribution 
has drastically declined to less than 30% of the total animal protein supply.

The Chambo (Oreochromis spp.) is facing a number of challenges that, if left unchecked, will 
significantly reduce the potential as well as the actual contribution of the fishery to the national 
economy. Fish production reached a peak of 70 000 tonnes in early 1990s and has since declined to 
as low as 50 000 tonnes in the late 1990s. Consequently, per capita fish consumption has dropped 
from 14 kg in the mid 1970s to below 3 kg in 2003. Of particular concern is the Chambo fishery, 
which has exhibited the most serious decline. From 1980 to 2000, there has been a total production 
loss of about 8-9 000 tonnes per annum. At current market prices, this is equivalent to an annual 
loss of USD 15 million in revenue to the industry.

The decline of the fisheries, and the Chambo fishery in particular, is attributed to a number of cross 
cutting and sector specific factors. Notable among them are: over-fishing, illegal fishing mainly due 
to weak enforcement of regulations, habitat destruction, violation of closed seasons, catchments 
damage, violation of protected areas, absence of clear property rights and a poor tax-based economic 
system that does not reflect the benefit derived from the resource. It is worth noting that the tax 
revenue collected allows the government to effectively service the taxpayer and enables it to correct 
any potential damage that may result from over-exploitation of a resource. Unfortunately, the 
current tax regime does not favour such a system and the result has been weak enforcement partly 
due to inadequate financial resources.

Consider as a national issue, this decline has attracted an attention of the wider society including 
the Cabinet Committee on Natural Resources and Environment (CCNRE) through the Department 
of Fisheries (DOF) of the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environmental Affairs. The Department 
of Fisheries was, therefore, requested to come up with a workable strategy in a form of an awareness 
campaign to protect this most important “living gold from the lake”. This initiative called the 
“National Save the Chambo Campaign” aims at mobilizing all Malawians towards a program of 
sustainable exploitation of the Chambo and attracting more foreign and domestic funding to revive 
the Chambo fishery by 2015 by restoring depleted stocks to the pre-1990 level. The launching of the 
campaign was held in March 2003 and since then a number of consultative meetings have been 
conducted to seek views of all the key stakeholders to come up with a strategic plan.

A national workshop on the elaboration of the Chambo Restoration Strategic Plan (CRSP) was held 
at Boadzulu Lakeshore Resort during 13-16 May 2003. This culminated in a consultative process to 
consolidate the development of the strategic plan with participation of scientists, academia and 
policy makers from both within Malawi and abroad. The workshop was officially opened by the 
Principal Secretary of Natural Resources and Environmental Affairs, George Mkondiwa on the first 
day and closed by the Director of Fisheries, Sloans K. Chimatiro, at its conclusion.

An ecosystem approach was adopted, focusing on three priority areas of importance to Chambo 
production, namely the South East Arm (SEA) of Lake Malawi, Lake Malombe, and Aquaculture. 
The SEA and Lake Malombe were selected because these locations are considered as the Chambo 
hotspots where the stocks have suffered the greatest decline. On the other hand, aquaculture has the 
greatest potential for restoration and enhancement of the Chambo production through farming, 
culture-based systems and possibly by supplying juvenile fish for restocking programs.
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The workshop adopted an approach that included group work and plenary discussions. After each 
thematic presentation, work groups deliberated the implications for better management of the 
Chambo. All paper presentations and general discussions are presented in Section 1. The Chambo 
Restoration Strategic Plan is in Section 2, which has also been compiled separately. Finally, Section 
3 contains annexes that include the official opening speech by the Principal Secretary, a list of all 
participants and the workshop programme.

Overview of papers

This section provides a broad overview of the papers presented and a contextual framework for the 
major issues arising from the papers and discussions of the papers by participants.

The papers presented fall into three main broad categories. The first category reviews the Chambo 
fisheries and the biology of the species and also provides a review of the factors that might have led 
to the decline and collapse of the Chambo in Lake Malawi and Lake Malombe. The second category 
reviews the socio-institutional arrangements that have governed the Chambo fisheries and identifies 
the major socio-institutional factors that might have influenced the decline of the Chambo fishery. 
The third category reviews options for the restoration of the fishery and provides information on the 
performance of the Chambo in aquaculture.

The papers by Banda et al. and Bulirani review the current status of the Chambo fisheries and 
provide information on the critical factors that might have contributed to the decline of the 
Chambo. The paper by Banda et al. concludes that the Chambo fisheries in Lake Malombe and the 
South East and South West Arms of lake Malawi are in danger of collapse and require urgent 
management interventions. Both papers agree that overfishing, use of illegal gears, habitat 
degradation and non-compliance of fishing regulations have contributed to the collapse of the 
Chambo fisheries and that technical restrictions such as gear mesh and length sizes and restrictions 
of fishing areas should be considered in a Chambo restoration plan. During the discussions it was 
noted that any Chambo management strategies that are put in place should be considered under a 
wider context in relation to the management of other species in the lake.

The paper by Ambali et al. seeks to answer two major questions on the impact of fishing intensity 
and genetic diversity of the species and the migration patterns of the Chambo. The authors use 
molecular genetic techniques to establish the genetic diversity of different populations that have 
been subjected to different levels of fishing intensity and conclude that despite the decline in 
number, the Chambo has relatively high levels of genetic diversity and hence restoration of the 
fishery cannot result in genetic bottlenecks. They further conclude that there are high geographical 
migration rates among the different populations and they hypothesize that fluctuations in catch 
levels in different sites may be due to migrations and not fishing intensity.
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