
��An integrated approach on gender issues in coastal fisheries 
projects in Bangladesh: problems and challenges

an inteGrated approaCh
on Gender issues in Coastal 

Fisheries proJeCts in banGladesh:
problems and ChallenGes

r. moWla
EngenderHealth

Bangladesh Country Office

Engenderhealth

Bangladesh Country Office

House # 52, Road # 15A

Dhanmondi R/A,

Dhaka -1209, Bangladesh

rmowla@engenderhealth.org

m.G. Kibria
Hanoi Agricultural University (HAU)

HAU Aquaculture Group, Trau Quy, Gia Lam

Hanoi, Vietnam

kibriamg@yahoo.com

Abstract

Many fisheries projects in Bangladesh address both men and women as target 
groups. One such project, the Patuakhali Barguna Aquaculture Extension 
Project (PBAEP) in the south and southeast coastal areas of Bangladesh was 
supported by the Danish International Development Agency which worked in 
cooperation with the Department of Fisheries of the Ministry of Fisheries and 
Livestock, Bangladesh. The project was implemented by two local 
nongovernmental organizations in �99�–�00� and aimed to strengthen the 
socioeconomic status and physical well-being of men and women, and to 
improve their participation in social and economic development programs. 
The project, which involved integrated pond farming activities, emphasized 
the concept of community-based fisheries management.

The PBAEP integrated gender issues into many of its policies and programs. 
This paper reviews the problems and challenges encountered by the project in 
the implementation of gender-sensitive policies. Fish farming placed additional 
demands for time and labor from women who were already stretched to the 
limits; yet they, to some extent, were more involved than men in the pond 
farming activities even though men enjoyed more leisure time as there was 
minimal sharing of household chores. Despite this higher involvement, women 
were usually reluctant to attend the training programs often due to heavy 
responsibilities at home. Discussions were held with both women and men to 
understand the factors that affected women’s effective participation in 
aquaculture and to identify the problems and constraints faced by them.
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The recommendations of the project included the following: provide micro-
credit to farmers; form gender-separate groups to encourage women to 
participate actively in meetings and training programs; provide extensive 
gender training to participants as well as to extension workers who are still 
confused about incorporating gender mainstreaming methodology in 
development programs.

Introduction

bangladesh is a country with abundant rivers and aquatic resources. people usually consider 
it as a country where fish are produced in abundance and eaten at every meal. While this was 
the situation in the past, fish has now become a scarce and expensive commodity, beyond the 
reach of poor people—even for those who produce fish. in this situation, many government 
institutions and nongovernmental organizations (nGos) have initiated fish farming 
among poor farmers to increase fish production and to improve their nutritional status and 
socioeconomic conditions.

the project, implemented by pbaep at patuakhali, bangladesh, covered 105 villages (union) 
in the patuakhali and barguna districts. the primary target groups were individuals from 
households with ponds, fish cage operators and small-scale fishers who derived most of their 
income from fishing. at least 50% of the households who received training under pbaep were 
either poor (possessing less than 50 shatangsho of land; 1 shatangsho = 40 m2) or marginalized 
(possessing less than 200 shatangsho of land). this paper analyzes the women’s involvement 
in the aquaculture elements of this project.

Materials and Methods

the study focused on 60 randomly selected women and men farmers involved in aquaculture 
activities in two villages. the groups chosen from these villages were mainly involved in pond-
based aquaculture activities, although some were involved in fingerling production. tools 
used in the study included: semi-structured interviews, focus group discussions, home visits, 
key informant interviews and informal discussions. a checklist was prepared for the purpose 
of gathering and analyzing information on the roles that women were already playing in the 
sector, as well as the problems that debarred them from drawing a salary.

if one goes beyond the conventional market-oriented definition of a productive workforce, 
almost all women in rural bangladesh today can be considered as farmers working as 
waged laborers, unpaid workers in the family farm enterprise or a combination of the two. 
in bangladesh, indonesia, the philippines and thailand, women were heavily involved in 
post-harvest activities, contributing 50-75% of all the handling, processing, marketing and 
distribution of the fish catch (hauriham 1986).

the gender strategy in training and extension activities in integrated pond farming (ipF) was 
based on the following principles:

1. avoiding conflict: mainstreaming women by involving them in all activities rather 
than lecturing them on their rights, which may cause resentment from their husbands, 
leading to training disruption.

2. addressing both men and women beneficiaries: pbaep maintains a strict household 
approach (“men are also members of the household”), with each household sending 
one male and one female trainee to all the training sessions. the mixed training sessions 
provide opportunities for discussion on gender issues.

3. using role-play to act out day-to-day situation: all activities in ipF (e.g., stocking ponds, 
growing vegetables, looking after ducks, and harvesting and marketing fish) require 
decisions on who will actually carry out the activities (male or female member) and the 
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quantity of resources that will be allocated (in money or in kind). role-play was found 
to be an excellent technique to let the beneficiaries address the issues themselves.

4. assessing gender aspects in ipF through regular sample surveys and case studies: from 
time-to-time surveys and studies were conducted to assess women’s involvement in 
activity and decision making. issues on health and household nutrition were also 
included in these studies.

Study Results

people from the remote coastal areas were still unaware of how strict adherence to social 
division of labor could hinder community development. the project coordinators had to be 
careful not to raise any conflicts in the households and at the community level. discussions 
revealed that the project participants considered fishing a man’s occupation. Women were 
usually reluctant to attend the training programs and to become knowledgeable. they 
thought only their husbands should know the technology of scientific fish farming because 
they understood all things better than they could. Women were usually, or traditionally, 
responsible for feed preparation, fertilization of pond and feeding fish. Generally, men were 
responsible for pond preparation, pond weeding, draining and filling the pond. harvesting 
with the use of cast nets was considered a responsibility of men.

Women’s status at the household level, the strict gender division of labor, religious-cultural 
norms and values, and the extent to which traditional customs prevail and influence women’s 
lives, can be great constraints on women’s active participation in ipF. the few women who had 
adopted fish farming had gained not only in financial standing but also in social status and 
prestige, especially in permanent female-headed households where they were either divorced 
or widowed. some women were not only involved in aquaculture but also in many other 
activities, such as raising poultry and livestock, home gardening and family welfare work at 
home. as a result, the total time inputs of women in aquaculture production and household 
chores were found to be generally higher than those of men.

Women were involved in various activities related to ipF in the selected villages (table 1). With 
the exception of harvesting and marketing, most of the women interviewed reported that they 
usually had to do everything related to fish farming within their households. they were also 
likely to be responsible for growing vegetables and raising poultry along with fishing and fish 
farming in ponds.

Table 1. Division of labor in IPF.

Activities Gender Issues

Training activities More men than women
(25 men, 15 women)

• Women felt too shy to attend mixed group 
training programs

• Women had multiple work burdens in the 
house

• Both men and women thought that most 
women were slow learners

• Religious prohibition

Pond preparation Men and women 
(27 men; 24 women)

• Women assisted male partners since the 
former were less confident in technical 
issues 

Preparing feed/ 
feeding/applying 
feed in feeding ring

Mostly by women and 
children 
(24 women; 10 men)

• Men and women considered this work the 
extension of household chores

• Both considered this was not men’s work
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Making/repairing 
nets (“invisible” job)

Women more than 
men
(24 women; 12 men)

• Traditionally, women did this in their leisure 
hours, while men take a nap or rest

• Men and women both considered women 
more dexterous with their fingers

Stocking Mostly men
(28 men; 5 women)

• Men were more knowledgeable on species 
selection

• Women could not travel far from home to 
collect good fingerlings

• Women encountered cultural barriers on her 
mobility

Marketing Exclusively by men (29 
men; 1 women)

• Women had little marketing knowledge
• Women were less confident in the 

marketplace
• Society did not permit women to go to market 

and bargain with male buyers even at nearby 
market

Credit or capital 
investment

Mostly men
(28 men; 2 women)

• Men were better at investing money
• Women did not have easy access to credit 

while men had a better networking system

Source: Field survey by R. Mowla, April 2001; based on a sample size of 60 with 30 men 
and 30 women.

Table 2. Usual “time use” on various activities by men and women in Laukhathi and 
Labukhali villages, Bangladesh.

Time Activities of Men Activities of Women

05:30 - 06:30 AM Still sleeping Wake up, sweep, clean house and yard, 
feed poultry and livestock

07:00 - 08:30 Wake up and eat breakfast Prepare breakfast and feed children

09:00 - 10:30 Go out for agricultural work Eat breakfast, prepare feed for fish, 
prepare children for school

11:00 - 12:00 Return home from the field and 
take a rest

Cook lunch, wash and clean clothes 

12:00 - 14:30 PM Eat lunch with the children, go 
out to field

Wash and clean utensils, feed poultry 
and livestock again

15:00 - 17:00 Return home to take nap Eat lunch, repair nets and traps, sew 
kantha (a kind of clothing)

17:00 - 19:00 Go to ponds to set nets, cages, 
etc.

Prepare tea and some cookies for 
evening meal

19:00 - 20:30 Look after children’s study, talk 
to relatives and neighbors

Cook dinner

21:00 - 22:00 Eat dinner and go out to 
someone’s house and watch TV

Eat dinner, continue to sew kantha, 
clean and wash utensils

23:00 - 24:00 Go to bed Go to bed

Source: Author’s (R. Mowla’s) home visit, April 2002. (The author stayed with the farmer’s family for 
at least 10 days and 4 nights every month to become familiar with rural life.)
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Women were involved in fishing with traps in the two villages. during the dry season, they 
fished in ponds when the water level was low enough to enable catching fish with traps, 
hands or spears. daily “time use” and “division of labor” in ipF are shown in tables 1 and 
2. Fish farming required additional time and labor which women might not have, yet they 
were involved with men in pond farming activities. men enjoyed more leisure time as they 
normally did not help their wives with household chores which were culturally considered 
to be their duty and responsibility. Women worked longer hours than men, averaging 15-16 
hours a day leaving them with very little free time to attend meetings or gatherings, to listen 
to radio or to watch television. usually women’s productive work was given less consideration 
than the men’s contribution. the villagers, leaders and religious persons—both men and 
women—still believed in a traditional gender division of labor in which men are responsible 
for outside work and women for household work.

Problems and Challenges

Training and extension services

usually women did not speak out in the mixed training sessions whereas men were quick in 
responding. the trainer tried to encourage women’s participation but without much success. 
although the majority of the extension workers were women, women participants in the 
training were reserved and lacked confidence. one reason was that women were not so well 
educated, and they felt less at ease during the meetings.

Women had to work longer hours and had little time to attend training and were confused on 
how to arrange their time at home and at work. some interviewees also said that they were 
unable to attend the aquaculture training, as they had to take care of small children, as well 
as ill or aged family members. another reason for the low participation of women at training 
was because of their lack of education; they felt that they were unable to follow the technical 
lessons. only a small percentage of women participated in the training programs. many 
male interviewees said that women were not farmers since they usually performed minor 
farming tasks helping them. there were more hindu women in fish farming than muslim 
women. hasan (2000) also found that there were no traditional and social restrictions in 
hinduism related to fish farming. Capture fisheries and aquaculture were not part of the 
muslim tradition.

Access and control over resources and decision-making process

traditionally, women did not have access and control over resources like land, knowledge, 
cash and tools. they were still dependent on their family or in-laws for access to land and 
were less knowledgeable on resource allocation and control. Women thought that men spent 
most of their money on unimportant items such as cigarettes. on the other hand, women 
were more likely to purchase goods for their children and husband and for general household 
consumption. Women were relieved that they could depend on men’s decisions on financial 
matters related to aquaculture. buying and stocking fingerlings were important technical 
decisions that few women were involved in. the role of men focused more on decision making 
on matters such as fish species, purchasing, netting, harvesting and marketing while women 
provided the labor for preparing the feed and feeding of fish on a daily basis.

the social position of women was so inferior to that of men that women had little or no 
influence on the decision-making process. lack of access and control over cash income 
perpetuated the myth that women’s work was less important than men’s. little attention 
was given to women’s contributions in the various unpaid domestic jobs as well as family 
agricultural enterprises in rural areas. in bangladesh, although islam acknowledges women’s 
rights to inheritance, in practice, women did not own land or have direct access to other 
productive resources, such as fish ponds (nathan and apu 1998). although men made the 
final decisions on financial matters, in certain circumstances they discussed with their wives 
issues concerning the children’s and household needs.
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nathan and apu (1998) found in their study that women in bangladesh complained that men 
not only monopolized all the financial transactions, but also made decisions on stocking and 
harvesting without consulting them. the decision-making power was uniquely justified on 
grounds of unquestioned religious and sociocultural norms. men controlled the cash income 
from the sale of fish at the pond site and in the market, but consultation with their wives on 
household expenditure was to some extent common. nathan’s and apu’s findings contrasted 
with those of this study, i.e., women were relieved that men took decisions.

most of the credit was obtained from informal sources and women had less access to credit than 
men. the majority of fish farmers came from relatively wealthy sections of the community; 
fish farming was quite an expensive undertaking for rural farmers. most of the farmers in the 
project area did not have the funds or savings to renovate or reconstruct the pond for fish 
culture. in addition, the farmers needed money to buy fingerlings and in most cases they 
had to borrow money at high interest rates from neighbors and relatives. access to formal 
banking was considered to be more complicated for women than for men often because of 
illiteracy and sociocultural constraints. the majority of the women (60%) could only save 
small amounts of money, as the bulk was spent on family needs. sometimes, women formed 
informal savings and loan associations with other women in the neighborhood.

Sociocultural norms and values

there were various forms of sociocultural constraints, such as female seclusion practice and 
the social perception that fish farming was a man’s activity. in many cases, women depended 
on their husbands whom they considered as their guardian. if the men felt that there was 
another activity in the household which required women’s attention, fish farming would 
likely be relegated to second position. Women needed to get permission to be involved in 
fish farming activities. support from families was also an important factor. Women farmers, 
especially those with young children, were more constrained in their mobility and time 
availability. the survey from the pbaep found that: 90% of the women were not involved in 
fingerling purchase; 75% were not involved in decision-making processes concerning their 
children’s education; 99% had early marriages; 100% needed permission to go out; 97% of 
those who adopted family planning were women; and that land and resource transactions 
were carried out by men.

Women’s interest

despite many problems and challenges for women farmers originating mainly from 
sociocultural and religious norms and values, there were high levels of interest among 
women and men towards aquaculture. easy access to fish for the family was one of the main 
reasons. aquaculture also easily fitted into women’s other household chores. the production 
from ponds depended largely on the time and effort allocated by women and children for 
pond management and for feeding fish. multiple ownership of ponds was one of the main 
constraints to expanding fish culture. the one pond per household had varied uses. apart 
from fish farming, pond water was used for bathing, washing and cleaning of all household 
items.

aquaculture had been integrated with other economic activities such as agriculture and raising 
livestock and poultry. raising fish was considered lighter work and less time-consuming than 
raising livestock. aquaculture had become one of the main sources of cash income for coastal 
women especially those who were divorced, widowed and were heads of households. nathan 
and apu (1998) found in their study on the oxbow lake project at Jessore that grouping 
women together made it easier for them to carry out fish farming. before the project, women 
were mostly involved in domestic chores and handicraft production, but this changed to 
livestock raising, pond farming and vegetable gardening after the pbaep project. members in 
the Fish Farming Group had a higher standard of living than private pond owners.
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Recommendations

based on the findings from this study, the following approaches are worthy of consideration:
• it is recommended that women farmers be separated from men farmers during training 

since women felt uncomfortable participating in meetings and training programs in mixed 
groups. nathan and apu (1998) also found that all-women groups performed better than 
mixed groups.

• Farmers, especially women, should be given basic training on accounting and other practical 
aspects of aqua-business as they lacked this knowledge. there should be provision for 
credit to promote pond aquaculture. Kibria et al. (2004) found from his field survey in 
Vietnam that women and men working together successfully managed grow-out ponds, 
nurseries, hatcheries, rice/fish and cage culture, and integrated agriculture/aquaculture 
farms. Financing these activities was made available through a micro-credit and savings 
scheme established to provide direct financial support to farmers.

some general recommendations are as follows:
• it is very important to arrange for training on business and financial management—improving 

women’s marketing and negotiation skills so that they can bypass the middlepersons in the 
marketing process.

• the project should have a separate gender program to monitor, evaluate and examine 
women’s involvement and whether they have benefited from this project. Women play a 
large role in aquaculture, and in some cases, larger than the role of men and this must be 
documented. it is also necessary to examine how policies and efforts in extension services 
can support women farmers and how their involvement in aquaculture enhances their well-
being.
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