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Abstract

Some ��% of the people around the world who have the human 
immunodeficiency virus (HIV) and the medical condition, acquired immune 
deficiency syndrome (AIDS), are not aware that they have contracted the virus. 
This is the case in all the fishing communities in Nigeria as well as in other fishing 
and rural communities in sub-Saharan Africa. As of the end of �00�, the Joint 
United Nations Programme on HIV and AIDS (UNAIDS) reported that �� million 
Africans are living with the disease. As of �00�, the population of Nigeria has 
increased to ��0 million and of these �.� million (�%) are living with HIV/AIDS. 
There is no record of those in fishing communities that have been infected due 
to the fact that they have not gone for medical tests because of the stigma 
attached to those who have been diagnosed with the infection. There is a 
culture of polygamy in most fishing communities; the many wives of fishers are 
very susceptible to getting infected out of ignorance and the cultural belief of 
not denying their husbands when they demand sexual favors. Young adolescent 
girls and women too are at risk of getting infected because of the declining 
household incomes especially in the rural fishing communities where family 
members, in particular the fishers, have become less productive. Children of 
fishers are forced to leave school or college and to get employment. They 
become involved in crimes, and some even become sex workers. There is no 
cure for HIV/AIDS and more people will become infected in the future if nothing 
is done to create awareness of the pandemic. It is heartening therefore to 
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observe that young people globally are taking up advocacy roles. In fishing 
communities in Nigeria and the Cameroon, for example, there are 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) that are actively involved in educating 
youths through peer-group meetings and civil society programs.

Introduction

some 75% of the people around the world who are infected with hiV and its medical condition, 
aids do not know it because they have no way of getting tested (poz pandemic 2003). one in 
20 of sub-saharan african children have lost both parents to the disease because only 0.1% of 
sub-saharan africans have access to anti-retroviral drugs compared to 100% of brazilians. the 
hiV/aids infection was initially discovered in the late 1970s when the first few cases came to 
the limelight in Western europe and north america. by the 1980s, it was discovered to have 
been in existence for much longer and was believed to have originated in Central africa. by 
the end of 2003, sub-saharan africa accounted for about 70% of the world’s hiV infected 
population (unaids 2004). in 2000, nigeria was ranked the tenth most populous nation in 
the world with a population of 117 million. at present, nigeria is the most populous country 
in West africa, and one in every six africans is a nigerian! by the end of 2003, nigeria’s 
population had risen to 120 million of which 3.6 million (3%) have been diagnosed as living 
with hiV/aids. With an hiV/aids adult prevalence rate of 5.8%, nigeria has been declared 
as the next hardest hit country by hiV/aids behind south africa.

Famous People with HIV/AIDS in Africa

according to most scientists, there are two strains of hiV/aids found in sub-saharan africa; 
these are hiV1 and hiV2. hiV2 is a milder form of the virus; it is less lethal and transmissible 
when compared to hiV1. the first case of hiV/aids was discovered in nigeria in 1986 but the 
case did not raise any anxiety in the country. it was treated as an exception or anomaly until 
the internationally renowned and acclaimed afro-jazz musician, Fela anikulapo-Kuti, died of 
aids in 1997. until 1997, most people thought that it only affected foreigners and workers in 
the city or urban areas so they had nothing to worry about. research interests were limited to 
sex workers and other workers who resided in the cities, and no one initiated similar research 
in rural communities, in particular fishing communities. the high profile death of mr. Kuti 
brought the issue of hiV/aids to the forefront in nigeria as a national issue, but not much 
has been done since then due to the political, economic, ethnic and cultural issues within the 
country.

one person has made history in east africa, the rev. Canon Gideon byamugisha of uganda 
was diagnosed as hiV positive and is still living with the disease. he is in his 40s and is the 
first anglican priest to publicly declare his status with regard to the disease. his wife died from 
the infection some years back and he has since re-married. his new wife is a widow whose 
husband died of hiV/aids and she too is at present living with hiV/aids. they have both 
helped to bring awareness to their community about the disease and the possibility of a life 
after infection, working through the church and nGos like World Vision, and reproductive 
and General health program.

more recently, the eldest son of madibo mandela, africa’s political sage and past president of 
south africa, died of the disease. the statesman did not hide the fact that his son died of hiV/
aids. this is a positive promotion for continued creation of awareness for others to learn 
that this is a scourge that must be contained and this can only be done through educating the 
people that this disease is real and it is easy to get infected through unsafe sexual behavior.
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Fishing: What has HIV/AIDS got to do with it?

Fishing is a very important livelihood for people who live and work in the coastal areas of 
the atlantic ocean and the Gulf of Guinea, West africa. the majority of the fishers from 
nigeria, benin, Ghana and togo move up and down the West african coastline in search 
of fish stocks. hiV/aids infection in fishing communities that is scattered all over nigeria 
should be investigated and awareness should be created to ensure that those residing in these 
areas know that hiV/aids is a serious medical problem. during the 1970s/1980s when it 
became a global issue, many people in the sub-saharan continent denied its existence, until 
the death of some eminent africans. most of the research work and disease diagnosis are 
restricted to the urban metropolis where people think that sex workers are in high numbers. 
however, the sexual lifestyles of fishers are also in question, with the majority of them having 
multiple sex partners. Fishers need to be provided with information and to be tested for the 
disease to ensure that those who have contracted the infection do not spread it.

What has hiV/aids got to do with fishing? “nothing i suppose” is the response from most 
people. they forget that fishers in nigeria, like those in other parts of the world, are migratory 
by nature and might have multiple sex partners. therefore, there is a need to research the issues 
of hiV/aids among fishers in sub-saharan africa. studies have shown that the prevalence of 
hiV among adults has been steadily increasing. in 1990, the estimate was 1.9%; 3.8% in 
1994; 4.5% in 1995; and the most recent figures were 5.4% in 1999 and 12% in 2004. there 
are currently 250,000 deaths related to hiV/aids and the number is expected to increase to 5 
million within the next 10 years (badejo 2004).

the population living with hiV/aids is already 3.5 million and this number is projected to 
triple by 2010. as of 2003, only 0.1% of sub-saharan africans have access to anti-retroviral 
drugs, which are out of the reach of rural communities such as fishing villages. the statistics 
are staggering and the steps taken by the nigerian Government need to be more urgent and 
targeted. efforts must also be made to target fishing communities. the political and economic 
instability in nigeria is curtailing the work being done by the new political administration 
to fight the spread of hiV/aids, especially in fishing communities. nigeria had been under 
military rule for the past 16 years until the transition to civilian rule dating back to 29 may 
1999. the new president, Chief olusegun obasanjo, has been more pro-active in dealing with 
the problem than other presidents, but, he still has some more obstacles to overcome due to 
the volatility of the political situation.

Effects of HIV/AIDS

the disease is likely to negatively impact almost all sectors of the nigerian society, including 
all the fishing areas by 2010. hiV/aids will take a heavy economic toll on the population by 
robbing the countries in sub-saharan africa of many key government and business elites and 
by discouraging foreign investment, although the oil sector is unlikely to be hurt significantly. 
the professional classes in nigeria, like other african countries are more vulnerable in 
comparison to other next-wave countries because adult prevalence rates are already high. the 
drag of hiV/aids on economic growth will further reduce the ability of the government 
to handle the rising social and health care costs. the further deterioration of the already 
weak government institutions by the escalating hiV/aids crisis could affect nigeria the way 
it affected ethiopia. nigeria’s ability to continue playing a regional leadership role may be 
compromised. hiV/aids probably will complicate staffing in the military officer corps of 
the two countries as it has in other african states. ethiopia is more likely to suffer military 
human resource shortages through the lower ranks. rising social tensions over hiV/aids and 
related economic problems could exacerbate regional and ethnic tensions within nigeria and 
ethiopia while leaving both governments less able to manage the problems.
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the hardest hit population group is “young and middle-aged adults between the ages of 
15 and 45”. most of them are breadwinners and that is an important loss of income for 
their families. Family members would have to drop out of school due to ill health and the 
state will have to take care of them. the number of orphans (which at present stands at 1.4 
million) left behind by this sector of the population will put further strain on the already 
strained economy. the implications of hiV/aids on the economy of nigeria, as is the overall 
case in sub-saharan africa, are hard to determine but the prospect is bleak at this point in 
time. Countries like uganda have taken a bold step to address the situation. the Food and 
agriculture organization of the un has developed guidelines for extension agents (Fao 
2004).

Constraints in the Fight on HIV/AIDS

Political will

nigeria’s population is made up of 250 ethnic groups and this has led to a power struggle 
among the different groups. one of the criticisms of the hiV/aids program in nigeria is 
the lack of political will by the government. according to some journalists in nigeria, the 

“unstable political situation, lack of political will, commitment and involvement” have made 
the fight against ignorance and hiV/aids education very difficult. the effectiveness of the 
government has been hampered by the ethnic and political tensions fueled by the numerous 
socioeconomic crises in the country especially in the niger delta area. many of the programs 
relating to hiV/aids created by the government are funded by foreign aid from the united 
states of america.

nigeria is one of the poorest countries in the world even though it is one of the major oil 
producers. Corruption and mismanagement have wasted the economic potential of a resource-
rich state under military rule. this has led to a dependence on donors for the funding of 
most of the research projects and medical treatments needed to implement programs to fight 
hiV/aids. in spite of all of these problems, the government is taking steps towards spreading 
awareness about hiV/aids. this government has progressed a lot further than the previous 
governments. in the previous regimes, all the funding was disbursed to nGos. now some of 
the funding is disbursed to the government due to the dedication of the new president’s efforts 
to prevent the raging spread of hiV/aids. the present government has initiated programs 
and a framework with which to address the issue of hiV/aids. the new government created 
the national committee against hiV/aids and also a civil society consultative group on hiV/
aids. it has also tried to build partnerships with private enterprises and corporations such as 
Coca-Cola to use their influence to support these programs. there has also been the creation 
of phone help-lines to support those with hiV/aids especially in the cities and towns. the 
government has also created a framework to fight hiV/aids. however, the successes of these 
efforts have been slow because of the lack of political will and commitment to thoroughly 
execute the plans. the impact of the lack of political will and commitment by the government 
will lead to serious future problems in nigeria.

Religion and ethnicity

there are several other deterrents that hinder the work to reduce the scourge of hiV/aids in 
nigeria. the life of the people in nigeria is heavily influenced by religion and ethnicity. the 
way of life is a lot harder to change in comparison to a change in regime. the influence of 
religion and ethnicity has made the spread of awareness and knowledge about hiV/aids a 
lot more difficult. discussion of sex is taboo in most communities and this makes it hard for 
hiV/aids education to spread awareness about the disease. the main mode of transmission 
is through heterosexual transmission and the only way to control the spread of hiV/aids 
would be through educating the people about the role of sex in the fight against hiV/aids. 
ethnic practices such as polygamy, female genital mutilation and the second-class position 
of women have made the task of overcoming hiV/aids so much more difficult. prostitution 
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and promiscuity is very evident in nigeria and these practices fuel the spread of hiV/aids. 
sex workers and their clients are a part of the population most at risk in the contraction of 
hiV/aids. the level of contraceptive use in nigeria is very low. some studies have shown 
that most nigerians do not use contraceptives when having sexual relations with multiple 
partners including prostitutes. the level of education, religion and closeness of the couple 
play important roles in the degree of extramarital relations (isiugo-abanihe 1994).

since the last asian Fisheries society Conference in taiwan, it is a delight to report that the 
presentation on hiV/aids at the Global Gender and Fisheries Workshop has motivated 
youth involvement through the establishment of an nGo operated principally by young 
people (females and males) in some of the fishing communities in West africa to educate 
people in their communities about the dreaded disease. these young people are serious 
about their advocacy roles and have been very committed to their tasks. these youths need 
to be encouraged by assisting them with funds to continue the work they have started. in 
yaounde, Cameroon, the youth nGo’s fight against hiV/aids received some funds from the 
swedish development Cooperation agency (sida), to carry out educational promotion on 
how to avoid the pandemic. in south africa, to celebrate the 17th World aids day, there 
was a release of a film entitled “yesterday!” the story is based on a young mother who was 
infected by her husband, a mine worker. she was helped to finally go to the hospital where 
she was diagnosed after a number of struggles. she visited her husband to inquire about his 
involvement. he was angry with her and would not talk to her. in the end, the disease won 
and he had to return home to her. she had to take care of him. the lesson from the film is that 
‘yesterday’ is the story of ‘tomorrow’. this is the case in all fishing communities. the people 
residing in these communities, especially the women and children, are infected with hiV/
aids as a result of their husbands’ and fathers’ sexual activities. these women and children 
are “yesterday’s” products! What are we as researchers and policymakers doing to help these 
people in our fishing communities? 

Need for Awareness and Education

Will they too become “tomorrow’s” showcase? Fishing communities: what has hiV/aids got 
to do with it? plenty, my friends, plenty. let us all join in the fight against this pandemic and 
help with education of the people by creating an enabling environment where people have 
the information. information is knowledge and knowledge is power. let us give the fishers 
the power to fight back.

people infected with hiV/aids run the risk of social stigmatization as well as discrimination. 
most nigerians believe that hiV/aids is caused by evil forces and evil curses that have been 
put on them by their enemies. most of the people also believe that it is God’s way of punishing 
people for things they have done, so hiV/aids sufferers deserve to be punished. this has led 
to the belief that hiV/aids can only be cured by miraculous healings. so instead of seeking 
medical treatment, they seek cures from religious institutions, such as churches and mosques, 
and from traditional medicine practices. they believe that hiV/aids is caused by their enemies 
and evil doers rather than the fact that hiV/aids is spread by their sexual practices, and this 
is reinforced by some religious institutions. the sexual behaviors of nigerians are determined 
by their cultural and ethnic beliefs. many of them practice polygamy and genital mutilation of 
their female children. they also believe that women are second-class citizens. it is acceptable 
for men to sleep with prostitutes and then go back home and sleep with their wives, thereby 
infecting themselves, their wives and their future children. they believe, since hiV/aids is 
caused by evil, they do not have to change their behaviors. 

most rampant is the ignorance that most people have towards hiV/aids sufferers. some 
communities do not understand how hiV/aids is transmitted so they discriminate against 
anyone infected with hiV/aids by isolating them. this leads to less people getting tested due 
to the fear of being stigmatized or discriminated against. this is the toughest battle that faces 
nigeria in its fight against hiV/aids. this also violates the rights of infected persons according 
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to the un Commission on hiV/aids. the media and workplaces perpetuate these messages. 
the media sensationalize the spread of hiV/aids, and they use scare tactics to inform the 
general public. some workplaces dismiss their employees who test positive for hiV/aids. 
most of the population does not have a clear idea of how one can get infected (olori 2002). 
there is now a move in nigeria to include religious organizations and cultural groups in the 
planning and implementation of programs to combat the spread of hiV/aids. examples of 
these are the new advertisements in nigeria in which the featured slogan is “i care, do you ... 
stop pretending that hiV/aids does not exist”. the billboard represents the latest efforts in 
nigeria to show the highest level of commitment against the epidemic, and highlights the 
dangers faced by the country’s young people (irin 2002). these measures are important in 
reducing the spread of hiV/aids. Cooperation among the government, religious and cultural 
groups is greatly needed in order to win this fight.

Women and HIV/AIDS

if 8 out of 10 illiterate women in peru do not know about the disease (poz pandemic 
2003), what can be said of the illiterate women in rural communities in sub-saharan african 
countries where most children have been withdrawn from schooling as a result of their 
parents’ death from the disease? there are more girl-children that have no access to education 
in sub-saharan african countries compared to other developing nations of the world. most 
african cultures are based on a patriarchal system where women are subordinate to men. it is 
therefore not a surprise that more women compared to men are infected by hiV/aids. some 
women are prostitutes and most of them cannot refuse the men who do not want to wear 
condoms. Women are more easily abandoned when infected. there was a troubling piece of 
information about contraceptive health; very few women use contraceptives that could save 
their lives. “Contraceptive prevalence, which dipped in the ‘90s after withdrawal of usaid 
public sector assistance, has remained depressed at 6% among married women and 13% 
among single women.” a study conducted by unaids (2003) showed that in some african 
countries there are more women than men infected by the hiV/aids virus (table 1).

Table 1. Data on population of people infected with HIV/AIDS in three African countries, as of 
end of 2003.

Country
National 

population 

Total population living with 
HIV/AIDS

(Per cent of total population)

Women Men

living with HIV/AIDS

Nigeria 120 million 3.6 million (3%) 1.9 million 1.7 million

South Africa 43.5 million 5.3 million (12.18%) 2.9 million 2.2 million

Kenya 29.5 million 1.2 million (4.06%) 0.72 million 0.38 million

Source: UNAIDS (2003).

additionally, as a result of war and communal fights, women are more likely to be victims 
of sexual crimes. such crimes increase women’s chances of getting infected since they are 
forced to engage in unsafe sex. also, basically for economic reasons, young adolescent girls 
are forced to have sexual relations with older men who prefer them to older women. if these 
men are already infected then they will pass the infection to these young women.

hopefully, there will be change and the effects of hiV/aids on women will be explored in 
depth. a gender-based approach towards hiV/aids in nigeria has not been adopted yet. this 
approach needs to be taken since women usually make up half the population affected with 
hiV/aids in any given country and they already have fewer rights than men.
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Conclusions

Fishing communities should be considered in future research and development programs with 
regard to hiV/aids because fishers belong to a high-risk group. it is easy to justify why the 
rural fishing communities need information and education on the pandemic of hiV/aids—
they are some of the most vulnerable and definitely at risk of infection. more so, the women 
and young girls in fishing communities need all the help they can get to protect themselves 
against the hiV/aids pandemic sweeping the african continent in the 21st century. youths 
must get involved as they are at risk of getting infected since sub-saharan africa accounts for 
close to 70% of the worldwide hiV/aids infection.

hiV/aids illnesses will directly affect productivity in continental africa south of the sahara. 
since one of the numerous impacts of the disease is that it depletes the labor force, this 
invariably impacts on the potential for economic growth which naturally will be reduced. the 
human development of the continent as a whole and of each of the countries in particular is 
impacted because the families will be fragmented while the number of orphans as a result of 
death of the parents from the disease grows. Children’s education is impacted as attendance 
at schools declines. the group impacted most will be the youths in the communities because 
as household incomes decline, the families become less productive and the young children, 
especially the young girls may be forced into prostitution. this will invariably lead to destruction 
of young lives in the fishing communities just as much as in the urban communities because 
of their lack of education, careers and income. this situation will result in the disintegration 
of the family units and the society at large. a poverty-stricken environment may lead to an 
increase in crime, unlawful behavior and high promiscuity. nigeria, like all sub-saharan 
african nations, must act now to change the behavior of the people and to reflect a change 
that will empower the youths to save themselves from the hiV/aids scourge that is on the 
loose on the continent! 
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