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1. Governance 
 
Governance is now widely view as a key factor conditioning the capacities of developing 
countries to progress along their economic ‘development path’. The New Partnership for 
Development in Africa (NEPAD) for instance has identified “good governance” as one of the main 
conditions for poverty alleviation and economic development in Africa. While there are many 
definitions of ‘governance’ in the literature, we propose to use (and to stick to) a simple a clear 
one: 
 
“Governance is about how power and decision-making are shared amongst stakeholders” 
 
The advantage of using this simple definition for our fisheries governance analysis is that it also 
makes clear the links to policy analysis and to the stakeholder analysis. Policy analysis (or at 
least part of it) deals with decision-making process. Stakeholder analysis deals with the analysis 
of the interaction between stakeholders. In that respect I would like to emphasise how important it 
is to have completed the stakeholder analysis.  
 
Based on this definition above, we can identify two broad levels of governance which are of 
interests for the fisheries sector.  

a. the governance between fisheries and the other sectors. In that case governance 
analysis tries to better understand how power and decision-making is shared between 
the fisheries sector’s stakeholders and other sectors’ stakeholders (e.g. the of wild life 
conservation, the ministry of planning or land, the irrigations user associations, etc.) 

b. the governance within the fisheries sector. In that case governance refers to how power 
and decision making process is shared between fisheries stakeholders. Within this 
approach co-management is a governance reform since the objective of co-management 
is widely understood as the way to better redistribute the decision making process and 
thus the power between the government institutions (the DoF) and the other legitimate 
fisheries stakeholders (in particular the fishing communities) 

 
 
2. Different types of governance arrangements 
 
Many different types of governance arrangement exist. In fisheries, 3 main arrangements have 
been observed (or proposed) in the literature.  
 Centralised management system (where most of the decisions are made at the central organ 

of the fishery state body) is one type of governance –where power and decisions (including 
planning) remain in the hand of the central authority. 

 Co-management system -where responsibilities and decisions are shared between the 
central authority and the fisheries stakeholders 

 Community-based management system –where the fishing community is in charge of the 
management    

Clearly in most of the countries none of these ‘theoretically distinct types exist. In most situation 
the situation is actually quite confused and people may have different opinions on where along 
the continuum centralised authority - community-based management a given fisheries lies.   
The important points however to notice is that when one deals with issues of community-based 
management or co-management, one is actually dealing with governance issues.  
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3. Distinction between Management and Governance 
 
Although they are closely linked, management and governance are two distinct processes. 
Management is about how to implement decisions and actions in accordance to rules and 
policies. Governance is about who set the agenda and how the power and responsibilities of the 
decision are distributed amongst the different stakeholders. 
 
In fisheries for instance, one of the main management issues faced in developing countries is 
how to enforce the fisheries regulation with limited human and financial capacities and are those 
regulations adequate to achieve the objectives as defined in the policy framework. Governance 
issues focus more on who has designed the regulation and through which (participatory) process, 
who has the responsibilities to implement this regulation and who is affected by these decisions  
 
 
4. Decentralisation and co-management as examples of governance reforms 
 
Decentralisation is a governance reform in the sense that it aims (broadly) at redistributing part 
(or the totality) of the decision making process to lower level of government and/or 
stakeholders/civil society/user groups. Similarly fisheries co-management is also a governance 
reforms.  
 
There is however a lot of confusion in the current debate about decentralisation and the role that 
co-management can play in that decentralisation process and part of this confusion arises from 
the fact that decentralisation has been given many different meanings. This confusion greatly 
impedes people to develop a clear framework to analyse governance reforms, decentralisation 
and co-management. I have included below a glossary of decentralisation. I would like us to refer 
to that glossary and to stick to it from now on. This will greatly help us to improve our own 
understanding of what the issues are, and also reduce the chance of mis-interpretation when we 
communicate with each other.  
 
 
5. Governance reforms glossary 
 
Devolution (also called delegation) involves the transfer of rights and responsibilities from the 
government to representatives of user groups at the local level, usually (fishers) organizations. 
These user group organizations are [more or less] accountable to their membership, usually 
those who depend on the resource, but not necessarily to the rest of the community. Devolution is 
sometimes also referred to as ‘democratic decentralisation’. 
 
Deconcentration refers to governance reforms in which decision-making authority is transferred 
to lower-level units of bureaucracy or government line agency (e.g. forestry, fisheries). In those 
reforms, authority remains with the same institution, and accountability is ultimately upward to the 
central government, but not downwards to the resource users or the larger community. 
Deconcentration in the fisheries sector would be one where decision-making authority is 
transferred from the central (national offices of the) Department of fisheries to the local (e.g. 
provincial or district level) of the DoF. 
 
Decentralization transfers both decision-making authority and (in theory) payment responsibility 
(i.e. financial capacities) to lower levels of government (local government). Although still within 
the government, it provides a stronger role for local bodies, which are presumed to have greater 
accountability to the local populace (i.e. both users of the resource and the rest of the local 
population). 
 
Both devolution and deconcentration are governance reforms that take place within sector. In 
contrast decentralisation is a wider, cross-sectoral, governance reform which involves several 
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sectors (e.g. education, health, natural resources). Decentralisation usually results in the creation 
of local (provincial/district) governments. Those local governments may, or may not, have 
responsibility in terms of natural resource management. Or they may benefit financially from 
these natural resources, for instance if their budgets are partially based on local fish activities 
taxes (trade or landing). It may also be that they are the local authority which is empowered to 
endorse fisheries by-law. In any case it is extremely important to understand what the 
relationships are between those institutions and the fishing sector. 
 
 
6. Governance analysis in the Lake Chad and Zambezi fisheries  
 
It should be clear from the discussion above that governance analysis is a key element to analyse 
and better understand the way power and decision making process are distributed between the 
different stakeholders involved in the fisheries sector. But how governance can be evaluated?  
 
Drawing upon lessons and experience from the literature, several ‘entry-points’ to evaluate 
different dimension of governance can be identified: 
 
 Participation: the degree to which the different legitimate stakeholders are involved in the 

decision making process and/or the implementation of actions.  
 Accountability: the degree to which the decision-makers are accountable to the end-users for 

their decision. This definition relates more particularly to the concept of downward 
accountability –as opposed to upward accountability which refers to the degree to which 
agents are accountable to their direct hierarchy1.  

 Transparency: the degree to which the different decisions (including budgetary decision) are 
made and presented to the different stakeholders in an open and clear manner.   

 
While transparency is certainly an important aspect of governance it is probably much more 
difficult to assess clearly, in particular in the context of small-scale fisheries. What we therefore 
suggest is to focus on the two first elements: participation and accountability and see how we can 
use those 2 elements to assess governance in the fisheries of the two basins.  
 
6.1. Participation 
When people start talking about ‘participation’ it seems that everybody understands each other. 
Experience however suggests that there is still needs for some level of clarity before we can 
actually evaluate the level of participation.  
 
First, participation in what? Participation in the decision-making process? Participation in the 
implementation of the management systems? Participation in the planning? 
 
Second, who does really participate? Usually reports or documents state: “the situation has 
improved because the fishing community is now actively participating in the decision making 
process”. But who exactly is participating? Is that every single resource users? Or their 
representatives? Who are those representatives; the traditional leaders, some delegates? 
What about the fish traders? Are they also participating? What about women, have they specific 
voice/representative, or are they represented through the men’s voice? 
This issue of ‘who’ is invited/allowed to participate is critical. As you know fishing communities are 
not homogenous; they include different (ethnic) groups, different socio-economic groups (some 
very poor subsistence fishers mixed with better-off fishers who have more to a more commercial 
activities), they include the fishing gears owners and the labourers. So who is participating? The 
boat owner or the crew members? Even more, is it actually possible to define a fisher when 
everybody is fishing (women, elders, children) on a temporary basis and farming at the same 
time. Similarly you may have case where full time fishers coming from another region are 

                                                 
1 A typical example drawn from fisheries sector would be: a provincial chef of fisheries is usually accountable to his/her 
direct hierarchy and in particular the director of the DoF; but he/she is usually not legally accountable to fishers. 
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operating in the same fisheries with part-time fishers-farmers who have land in the areas. Who 
are the ‘legitimate’ fishers in that case: the full-time fishers or the part time fisher-farmers?  
 
Third, was is participation? How do we measure it? For instance can the fact that people 
participate to meetings be considered as true participation or should this be considered as 
consultation only? Who eventually make the decision? This point refers to the distinction to be 
made between consultation and participation (cf below). 
  
Fourth, participation at which level? The first point above was raising the issue of ‘participation in 
what’ within the fisheries sector. But it is also important to realise that the fishery sector itself is 
embedded into a larger multi-sectoral context (with interaction with ministry of environment, 
ministry of energy, etc.). Very often these interactions appear to be even more important than the 
interactions within the fishery sector. This last point is important because it raise the question: 
where is the point of having a perfect participation process within the fishery sector if the major 
factor which influences the livelihood of people lies outside the sector, for instance in the ministry 
of energy which is where decisions about future dam construction are made.  
 
6.2. Accountability 
As you will discover below, accountability is actually a critical dimension –which unfortunately has 
been too often neglected. It is however essential that we manage to evaluate the degree of 
accountability which exist in the decision-making process. Put bluntly accountability (and here we 
are talking about downward accountability) is the mechanisms that ensure that decision-makers, 
planners, politicians are held responsible for their decision. There are many different ways 
accountability can be created: through election, audit, share of information,  
 
Accountability does not however involve only direct decision-makers from the public sector (such 
as director or staff of the DoF, or minister of environment). It also –and foremost- concerns 
traditional leaders at the village district or provincial level, representatives of fishery cooperatives 
and ‘beach fishery committees’ or alike. It also includes the private sector stakeholders. For 
instance, to what extent boat owners are accountable to their crew, through which mechanisms? 
To what extent are commercial larger-scale fishers (or cage culture owners) accountable to the 
small-scale subsistence fishers or to the women who fish temporally in seasonal ponds? At 
another level, how are the international basin commission (e.g. LCBC) accountable to the local 
population (at the district level) for the decisions that are made at the basin level?  
 
Another important point to keep in mind is that mechanisms of accountability may be in place, but 
those may be discriminatory. Let me take an example here: imagine a beach village committee 
(BVC) who is in charge of discussing the management of the fishery with the DoF. The BVC 
members are elected every 3 years. At first sight it may seem that this is a good case of 
accountability. Yes, but once we look deeper it turns out that only local fishers who belong to the 
fisheries cooperative are allowed to vote, while the women -who fish for subsistence-  and the 
migrant fishers are not. In that case do you still think that the BVC is accountable to these 
groups? 
 
Let me finish this section by sharing with you additional issues concerning the concepts of 
participation and accountability 
 
 
6.3. Participation and accountability: beyond the rhetoric 
A lot of research has been done on participation over the last 20 years; much less on 
accountability. The main lessons from research on participation has shown that careful 
assessment is requested if the real impact of participation on Natural resource Management is to 
be done. In particular there is a real danger to fall into rhetorical arguments rather than rigorous 
science. Recent conclusions (based on rigorous research!) are: 
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 Participation of the different stakeholders in the decision making process –but not necessary 
in the implementation of the management tasks- is a necessary condition to achieve 
consensus and appliance to regulation. 

 However, there is not ‘linear’ relation between the level of participation and the success of 
management. In other terms “more participation” is not the panacea and one should stay 
away from the temptation of explaining failure of management by the low level of 
participation. 

 Greater participation does not necessary induce greater environmental cares. Although in 
theory we could expect an improvement, empirical evidence show that community or local 
government may not be better at protecting environment than a more centralised authority 

 Greater participation does not necessary mean greater equity (even if in theory it does). 
Reality teaches us that in effect marginalised groups may be further excluded from access to 
the resource through decentralisation. Local fishing committees may not be more gender-
sensitive or pro-poor than centralised authority 

 Consultation looks like participation, but it is not true participation. Consultation refers to the 
fact that stakeholders may be invited to ‘participate’ in the process, e.g. by being invited to 
express their view, but the decision is eventually taken by a limited number of persons. True 
participation means that the stakeholders are not simply consulted but actively involved in the 
decision making process 

 Participation alone is nothing without accountability, and in particular downward 
accountability. Contrarily to what a large number of people perceive, the key element is not 
participation but accountability 

 Consultation may be more effective than true participation as long as there are clear and 
effective accountability mechanisms 

 
 
 
6.4. Implementing governance analysis 
The sections above have provided you with some background element to start building up your 
own governance analysis. It is difficult for me at this stage to be more specific for 2 main reasons: 

1. I have not seen your stakeholder analysis report.  I am therefore looking forward to 
reading it. It is a critical preliminary element without which it will be difficult for me to help 
you designing a appropriate and adapted governance analysis. Please do not hesitate to 
send me the draft of this report even if it is not finalised. It will help me getting a ‘mental’ 
picture and then interact with you to design your governance analysis. 

2. I don’t know what your field and budget constraints are after the stakeholder analysis. I 
would therefore be grateful if in your next email you communicate with me your current 
situation.  

 
The governance analysis should include investigation regarding issues of participation and 
accountability as discussed above. Those should be the 2 first components of your framework. 
The third component of the governance analysis should be an investigation about governance 
reforms –as described in the section 5 above. What is needed in this governance reform 
component is a clear ‘picture’ of where each of the case studies stands in the general map of 
governance reform. Are we dealing with devolution, or deconcentration, or both at the same time? 
Here again I leave it up to each team in its own country to generate data that offers a better idea. 
I presume however that both desk-based study and field work/interviews will be be necessary. 
Desk-based research should allow you to identify and analysis the different (official) documents 
which describe governance reforms as they have been promulgated in your countries and 
perhaps also some document which discuss the implementation of these governance reforms. 
However field-based work will be necessary to actually evaluate the real situation. 
 
In summary, the governance evaluation framework should be based on 3 components: 

1. analysis of participation (within the fishery and between the fishery and the other sectors) 
2. analysis of accountability (within the fishery and between the fishery and the other 

sectors) 
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3. analysis of governance reform (within the fishery and between the fishery and the other 
sectors) 

 
Before we start designing the framework in greater detail together, I need to draw your attention 
to the following point: One of the central challenges in this governance evaluation will be that –at 
least for those of you who work directly under the DoF- there is a substantial risk of bias in the 
analysis due to the fact that you are direct actors/players/stakeholders in this game. This risk 
concerns almost all of you, in particular 
- the DoF Malawi (e.g Moses) 
- the DoF of Cameroon (e.g. Belal) 
- the Dof of Niger (Mamane) 
- the DoF of Zambia (e.g. Killian) 
 
Since it is quite difficult to be at the same time players and referees, it will be necessary to 
develop a framework which reduces the risk of bias in our analysis. Keep in mind that if you are 
going to lead the research yourself, there are two major risks of bias: 
 

1. the people you are interviewing may not give you the correct answer because they know 
that you ar form the DoF and therefore they may either give you the answer that they 
think you want to hear, or they may simply hide the truth in fear of putting themselves in 
trouble. 

2. you may have your own perception of what the situation should be and you may therefore 
distort the answers that you will get from the interview or the interpretation of the 
documents and data that you will analyse, either consciously or unconsciously 

 
There are different ways to reduce the risk of bias. If interviews are involved, one simple solution 
would consist in paying somebody to do the interviews instead of you. There is money in the 
budget that is allocated to what is called “Local Contracted Staff (NGOs)” –check your budget 
spreadsheet. You may want to use this to pay a local surveyor who is not staff of the DoF, but 
perhaps an independent NGO person. You may find other solutions as well. I leave it up to you to 
propose me something but clearly this is something you want to keep in mind when we will be 
designing the framework together. Another important point in this methodology is that I would like 
you to agree that you always make available the raw data and not simply the analysed data. In 
other words you should always include as appendix or annex the table or spreadsheets or 
interview sheets so that other people (e.g. me) can check your own interpretation against the 
original information. 
 
Second critical point. If we want to conduct rigorous research, we need to recognise that there is 
often a difference between what ‘life’ should look like (the theory) and what it actually is (the 
reality). This is especially true when we work on policy or governance analysis. For instance you 
are all well aware of the fact that central authorities design policy documents which describe how 
things should be, what output are expected, etc., but the ground reality is often quite different 
from what those documents state. Similar comment holds for governance. Let’s take an example 
here: it is easy to imagine a given country which has engaged into decentralisation reform in its 
fisheries sector, in a devolution manner –as defined above- asserting through policy document 
and official report that “power and responsibilities are now devolved to local population”. 
Experience reveals however that what is true on paper may not be so true in reality.  It is 
therefore essential to recognise this issue if we want to generate meaningful analysis.  
 
 
 
 

Chris Béné 
Cairo 20 April 2006   


