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SUMMARY 

As part of the BMZ funded project on Food Security and Poverty Alleviation through 
Improved Valuation and Governance of River Fisheries in Africa, a governance review for 
Malawi’s fisheries was conducted in 2007. The review was desk-based and in some cases 
generalizations were made since Malawi is endowed with several water bodies including 
Lakes Malawi, Chilwa, Chiuta, Malombe and the Shire River system where co-management 
arrangements were adopted as a strategy to involve the resource users in the management of 
the fisheries resources with an aim of establishing proper institutional arrangements.  

Three types of governance exist in Malawi. They have been changing over time based on the 
existing policy goals. First, the traditional fisheries management that was practiced during the 
pre-colonial period with ethnic dominance in settled areas. Second, the centralized 
management that was introduced in the colonial period. The pre- and post- independent era 
adopted it in the one-party rule until early 1990s. Third, the co-management arrangement 
introduced coincidentally during the multi-part democratic era. However, the co-management 
types do not exist in their pure forms. The challenges in the co-management arrangements that 
is dominated by partnership of the government and the fishing community include limited 
participation of the resource user groups with the government assigned more powers, weak 
accountability which is always downward and limited transparency in decision-making 
processes.   

The governance reforms that include decentralisation, devolution and deconcentration have 
been in practice for sometime in Malawi dating back to colonial period when chiefs were 
given powers in an Indirect Rule although the main reason was for tax collection. The 
proposed fisheries functions include enforcement, licensing of small-scale gear types and 
extension. So far not much has been achieved although as of recent Mangochi District 
Assembly has developed by-laws for Lakes Malombe and southern Lake Malawi awaiting 
approval of the full assembly after election of the councilors. Deconcentration has also been 
existing with establishment of three regional offices and over 20 district fisheries offices. 
However, with limited decentralised powers to district assembly the fisheries offices appear 
more accountable to their Fisheries Department Headquarters than the assemblies. Plans were 
drawn up for devolution of fisheries functions to the user committees, but weak capacity of 
the Fisheries Department for implementation has derailed progress. The co-management 
arrangement is a process and all planned activities need to be implemented before a concrete 
basis of success or failure is made.        
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INTRODUCTION 

The small-scale fisheries sector provides an economic activity and livelihood to many rural 
based African populations. Fishing is a source of income, subsistence and employment to 
many Malawian rural people (ICLARM). The capture fisheries sector provides an economic 
activity and livelihood for the lakeshore-based segment of Malawi’s population. Fishers 
operate on part- or full-time basis using a wide variety of gear and craft, both traditional and 
“modern”. The recent 2005 frame survey showed that nearly 60,000 people were directly 
involved in fishing activities (GoM 2005). Majority of the people including women are also 
engaged in fish processing and marketing for their income earnings. Ancillary industries like 
boat building and maintenance, boat engine servicing and net manufacturing offer 
employment opportunities to some people, both in rural and urban areas.  

The national fish landings, which peaked to over 80,000 tonnes in late 1980s, have now 
declined to less than 50,000 tonnes. A critical fish resource decline on Lake Malombe shows 
fish landings being below 4,000 tonnes since 1990s from over 8,000 tonnes in 1980s while the 
southern Lake Malawi has experienced serious dwindling Chambo (Oreochromis species) 
catches for over a decade now (FAO 1995; Bulirani et al.1999; GoM 2006).  

Since 1990s, a debate on institutional arrangements and governance reforms has emerged both 
in the literature and among practitioners, mainly sparked by the decline of small-scale fish 
resources (FAO 1993; Bell and Donda 1993; Sowman et al. 1998; Hachongela et al. 1998; 
Lopes et al. 1998; Allison et al. 2002). In the discussions, the open access and common 
property nature of the resources have been among the variables identified as reasons for the 
decline of the resources. Consequently, several African countries have initiated fisheries co-
management arrangements. Malawi started the participatory fisheries management 
programme on Lakes Malombe, while on Lakes Chilwa and Chiuta it the programme started 
two years later (Bell and Donda 1993; Hara 1996; Njaya 2002). Other examples in the region 
include Zambia and Zimbabwe, where co-management arrangement have been implemented 
on Lake Kariba since mid-1990s (Hachongela et al. 1998; Malasha 2002), and Mozambique 
and South Africa where similar initiatives have been implemented in selected areas along the 
coast (Lopes 1998; Sowman et al. 1998).  

Community participation in decision-making processes regarding resource monitoring and 
control through formulation and enforcement of fisheries regulations is a key element in these 
arrangements. Nonetheless, the state remains an important actor in the creation of an enabling 
environment for community participation. Between 1997 and 2001, the development process 
for legislative and policy frameworks supporting community participation took place. 
However, the remaining task is to implement the developed policies and legislations. 

The Food Security and Poverty Alleviation through Improved Valuation and Governance of 
River Fisheries is a collaborative research project targeting Chad and Zambezi Basins. Lower 
Shire is one of the target areas under the Zambezi Basin. The goal of the project is to sustain 
and improve the livelihoods of the rural poor who depend on fisheries for their employment, 
income and food security along the rivers of the Lake Chad and Zambezi basins. Its purpose is 
to strengthen the capacity of national and regional decision-making to develop and implement 
improved governance and policy mechanisms that sustain river fisheries and enhance their 
contribution to poverty alleviation and national food security. The primary output of the 
project will be a set of policy recommendations to governments, river basin institutions, 
development assistance agencies, NGOs, and the wider development community on the 
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development and management of governance arrangements that enhance the contribution of 
river fisheries to poverty alleviation and food security. One of the activities under policy and 
governance analysis is to undertake a fisheries governance assessment in order to determine 
downward accountability of both governmental agencies and non-governmental organizations 
and level of stakeholder participation in the decision-making process. This review therefore 
contributed to the fisheries governance situation in Malawi.  

I. Study objectives 

The main objective of the study was to assess governance in order to determine downward 
accountability of both governmental agencies and non-governmental organizations and level 
of stakeholder participation in the decision-making process. Specifically the study aims to: 

identify types of governance arrangements existing in Malawi with specific reference to Lakes 
Chilwa, Chiuta, Malombe, Malawi and Lower Shire by focusing on incentives and patterns of 
interactions among stakeholders in the Lower Shire River 

study how the key stakeholders including fishers, BVCs and association participate in 
decision-making processes regarding fisheries management 

examine how accountable the key stakeholders including local leaders are to the user groups 

II. Methodology 

This report is a based on secondary sources of data although it was necessary to conduct a 
field work to draw current status of participatory fisheries management programmes on 
various lakes in Malawi. A follow-on field survey is necessary to support this governance 
review analysis. A governance analysis framework provided a guide to the analysis targeting 
various co-management sites including Lakes Chiuta, Chilwa, Malombe, Malawi and the 
Shire River system. Findings from previous evaluation studies mainly by Hara et al. (2002), 
and theoretical understanding of concepts on governance, participation, accountability, 
transparency and decentralisation (Béné and Neiland 2005) have provided a major basis for 
this review. 

TYPES OF GOVERNANCE ARRANGEMENTS  

Three governance types exist in Malawi. These include traditional fisheries management, 
centralised and the recently adopted co-management.  

I. Traditional fisheries management 

A historical background of the traditional fisheries management is not widely published. 
However, it observations and some reports show that before the colonial rulers, traditional 
leaders had control over utilization of natural resources. In some areas, like Mbenji Island on 
Lake Malawi, communities practice these traditional management systems although not in 
their pure forms. There is mix with centralised management, which makes them shift towards 
co-management regimes (Njaya 2007).   
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Traditional authority structures in the southern Africa are a legacy of colonialism. In Malawi 
and Mozambique, traditional authorities are based on a lineage system of indirect rule that 
was introduced in the 1940s by the colonialists (Lopes et al. 1998; Nhantumbo et al. 2003). 
The main responsibilities of the chiefs included collection of taxes, fees and dues as 
demanded by the Portuguese in the then Portuguese east Africa (now Mozambique) and 
British in the then Nyasaland (now Malawi). After independence, many African countries 
continued with the traditional authority structures but a review of their duties included control 
over their villages including settling disputes and allocating customary land. In many areas, 
development projects in Malawi have been implemented with support of the traditional 
leaders.  

Those concerned with the recognition of traditional institutions have advanced their ideas 
indicating that it is the same way as transferring power to non-representative institutions 
(Ribot 2003; Lowore and Lowore 1999). Another argument is that while the traditional 
leaders may be important legitimate local institutions, they may become autocratic, 
unaccountable and undemocratic.  In this context, democratic participation of the grassroots is 
not achieved. These conflicting issues have confused practitioners on the ground and hence 
resulted in frequent institutional arrangement changes that sometimes need money 

II. Centralised management system 

In Malawi, the government-centred approach to the management of the fishery resources dates 
back to post-colonial period. The first fishing regulations were introduced in 1930s. Since 
then, policies of the Department of Fisheries have been influenced by the principles of the 
conservation paradigm, i.e. a centralised biologically led approach. As such, one of its sectoral 
policy objectives has been to aim at maximising the sustainable yield from fish stocks that can 
economically be exploited from the natural waters (GoM 2001). To achieve its objectives, 
DoF, like any other government natural resource management authority, formulated 
management regulations based on biological research findings.  

III. Co-management 

As part of the process of consolidating democracy and as a strategy for realising the country’s 
development goal of poverty reduction, the Malawi Government expressed its desire to 
decentralise political and administrative authority to district level (GoM 1998). Because of 
this, the late 1990s saw the Government of Malawi change its policy of centralised 
administration and management to decentralisation. In line with decentralisation policy, by 
mid 1990s, there was a gradual shift in the fisheries management philosophy from the 
conservation paradigm to the social/community paradigm, i.e. focusing on fisher community 
involvement in fisheries management (Njaya and Donda 2007). As such, the Fisheries Act of 
1973 was reviewed with the intention of including community participation in fisheries 
management. A new act known as Fisheries Conservation and Management Act, 1997, was 
then passed in parliament in October, 1997 to replace the 1973 Fisheries Act (GoM 1997). 

The guiding principle in co-management or participatory fisheries management is that it is a 
participatory approach between government agencies and user community in the management 
of fisheries resources. The two core elements in the approach are the authority to execute and 
the shared or participative decision-making. In which case there is need for clear allocation of 
responsibilities between the co-managing partners and delegation of powers. This approach 
shifts the emphasis of fisheries management from being either government based or community 
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based. As a result, this approach brings together the government and the user communities to 
manage the same resources for the benefit of the communities. Co-management strongly 
advocates for a more bottom-up approach, that is, most of the management and development 
ideas originate from the communities themselves. However, co-management calls for a 
continued dialogue and understanding between the two co-managing partners. 

PARTICIPATION AND ACCOUNTABILITY 

I. Background 

The Participatory Fisheries Management Programme (PFMP) approach was initially 
introduced in Malawi by the Department of Fisheries as a strategy contributing to recovery of 
fish stocks in Lake Malombe. The problem was aggravated by the human population growth 
that resulted in increased fish demand, and therefore increased fishing pressure. This was 
coupled with environmental degradation that ended in high siltation problem in the lake. 
Additionally, the weak capacity of DoF to enforce fishing regulations meant that use of 
destructive gear types w not controlled hence, DoFs choice to involve the fishing communities 
in the management of the lake (Hara 1996).  

II. Supportive policy and legislative frameworks 

The primary objective of the National Fisheries and Aquaculture Policy of 2001 is “to 
enhance the quality of life for fishing communities by increasing harvests within safe, 
sustainable yields” (Part III, 3) from the national waters of Lakes Malawi, Malombe, Chilwa, 
Chiuta, and Shire River and other smaller river systems and from small natural and man-made 
water bodies. As a secondary objective, it aims to improve the efficiency of exploitation, 
processing and marketing of fish and fishery products. The policy has sub-policies in 
extension, research, participatory fisheries management, training, enforcement and riverine 
and floodplains. Highlights of major objectives and strategies of the sub-policies are as 
outlined in the policy analysis (Njaya and Donda 2007).  

III. Categories of co-management types 

Co-management regimes are dynamic, and a variety of arrangements can be found in practice. 
Decision-making powers can range from absolute state control to complete community 
autonomy (Sen and Nielsen 1996). Important components of co-management are the sharing 
of responsibility, decision-making and authority (Mohamed 2002). How these components – 
and particularly the formulation of local objectives and the inclusion of users in the decision-
making process – varies from case to case. 

Based on the variation in roles and the level of power sharing between partners, Sen and 
Nielsen (1996) distinguish five broad types of co-management, summarized in Box 1. This 
conceptualization of categories is the basis of the analysis that follows below. 
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Box 1: Broad categories of co-management types (Sen and Nielsen 1996) 

 
Instructive: Minimal exchange of information between government and fishers.  
 
Consultative: Consultation between the partners, but the government makes final decisions.  
 
Cooperative: Government and fishers cooperate as equal partners in decision-making 
processes. 
 
Advisory: Fishers advise the government, and seek government’s approval of their own 
decisions.  
 
Informative: Government has delegated authority to make decisions to fisher committees that 
are responsible for informing the government of these decisions. 
 

The instructive type of co-management involves a minimal exchange of information between 
government and fishers. This type of co-management is different from centralised 
management in the sense that there is a mechanism for dialogue with fishers, but in the end 
the government imposes management plan and just informs the fishers about them. 
Consultative co-management involves a government that consults more actively with the 
community. But the government remains responsible for making final decisions. In the 
cooperative type of co-management, the government and fishers have equal powers in the 
decision-making processes. In the advisory type, the fishers advise government of decisions to 
be taken. The government is asked to endorse the decisions. The informative type involves the 
actual delegation of authority to fishers. In practice, it may not be a formal arrangement but a 
traditional form of fisheries management that is recognized by the government. Informative 
co-management can take the form of delegation in a formal arrangement or of a tradition in a 
customary set-up that exists in some African countries.  

Many co-management initiatives tend to lean towards government dominance in the decision-
making processes. They are often of a consultative type. The Lakes Malombe and Chilwa 
participatory fisheries management programmes in Malawi are good examples of this 
tendency. In these cases, the setting of objectives for the co-management arrangements is still 
primarily done by government representatives that show little or no consideration for 
traditional practices and local knowledge of the resource users (Hara et al. 2002; Mohamed 
2002). In Malawi, only Lake Chiuta, Mbenji Island on Lake Malawi and Sinazongwe on Lake 
Kariba have demonstrated a shift towards cooperative or advisory co-management types. 

A co-management regime may initially be traditionally informative, with community 
dominance in decision making processes, as was the case with Lake Chiuta, and then shifts 
towards advisory or cooperative forms of co-management where the role of government 
representatives becomes increasingly predominant. A major factor that can contribute to such 
a shift is the influx of migrants that introduce destructive fishing practices, or simply increase 
pressure on the resources. In this case, governments might step in and support the user 
community by approving the formulation and enforcement of by-laws (Njaya 2007). 

The fisheries resource-management process in Malawi, as well as elsewhere, has largely been 
based on a centralised approach. In the past decades, in many cases, the government has 
formulated fisheries-development policy goals that aim at maximising fish production at 
sustainable levels. These policy goals neglected existent traditional fishing methods, since 
these were regarded as primitive and not able to meet popular demands for fish. In some 
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cases, communities were against the introduction of some fishing technologies such as 
trawlers on Lake Chilwa. However, the institutional arrangements have mostly been such that 
there was nothing communities could do, once the government had made its decision.  

The centralised approach is evident in the case of some provisions outlined in the Malawi 
Fisheries Conservation and Management Act of 1997. For example, Sections 5(1) and 4(1) 
give powers to the Director of Fisheries to appoint members of the Fisheries Advisory Board, 
and Honorary Fisheries Protection Officers respectively. The Director is also empowered to 
develop local management plans that can subsequently unilaterally be imposed. Although in 
this process the local communities are formally consulted, they are not given a platform to 
actively advance their interest in the co-management arrangement. Given this legal 
arrangement, it will be no surprise that overall levels of participation are low.   

Another question centres on how accountable the BVCs are to the fishing community. While 
elections are held for BVC sub-committee1 members, in some areas traditional leaders just 
pick the user committees (Hara 1996). Consequently, the sub-committee members become 
more accountable to the traditional leaders who chose them and not to the fishers.  

IV. Analysis of participation 

A. Participate in what? 

Fishers make decisions regarding rules governing the resource management of the Lower 
Shire. These regulations are additional to regulations formulated by the Department of 
Fisheries in 2000. These regulations mainly relate to setting of weirs with one-third gap, ban 
on mosquito nets and prohibiting use of poisonous plants for fishing. 

B. Who participates? 

In the Lower Shire, the local leaders and Beach Village Committees (BVCs) formulate rules 
mainly on ban of mosquito nets and poisoning as an informal level. However, they do not take 
part in regulation formulation facilitated by Department of Fisheries at a formal level. The 
local leaders in an association represent fishers who mostly fish on part-time basis while 
BVC-subcommittees represent the BVCs (i.e. all people engaged in fish related activities on a 
beach). It is not everybody that participates. Fish traders and women do not take part in 
decision-making processes at both formal and informal levels, and most of the decisions taken 
are male-dominated.  

C. Indicators of participation 

For informal level rules that are also described as customary sanctions, measurement is on 
number of rules made, complaints from the local leaders to DoF and meetings held. However 
at a formal level, there is minimal consultation between DoF and the local leaders and BVCs. 

D. Level of participation 

In many cases, the fishing community participates at village levels. They just belong to 
various community based organisations such as HIV/AIDS, water, education and health but 

                                                 
1 A BVC is composed of people engaged in fishing-related activities at a particular beach while a sub-committee 
is the elected body of 10-12members representing the interests of the BVC. This is a definition from the 
Fisheries Conservation and Management Act (GoM 1997). 
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do there is minimal interaction among the sectors such as wildlife, agriculture, fish farming, 
forestry and transporters.  

V. Analysis of accountability 

Accountability in the review takes a downward form, which is the mechanism that ensures 
that decision-makers, planners and politicians are held responsible for their decisions. 
Generally, there is minimal or lack of downward accountability. Many BVCs are elected by 
few individuals who in most cases are related in one way or another or can just be handpicked 
by traditional leaders. In this case, they become accountable to the traditional leaders and not 
the fishers. Similarly the Lower Shire fishers’ association is accountable to Department of 
Fisheries (DoF) and not the BVCs. Meetings take place between DoF and the association but 
not between the association and BVCs. Even the District Fisheries Officers are also 
accountable to their Director unlike the fishers through district assemblies (local 
governments). Their reports are sent to Fisheries Department Headquarters and not to District 
Commissioners or District Assembly Chairs. It can, therefore, be concluded that it is mostly 
upward accountability that characterises Lower Shire PFM, and not the downward 
accountability. 

In terms of audit, a good example can be drawn from the Lake Chilwa PFM where its fishers’ 
association is composed of traditional leaders. In 2000, the association was given some funds 
for its patrolling activities and could also confiscate illegal nets and charge fines. However, 
the funds could not be properly accounted for. The BVCs were afraid to ask the traditional 
leaders for any auditing for fear of being reprimanded. This weakened performance of the 
BVCs who could patrol on the lake on their own.  

On information sharing, there is minimal exchange of information between and among the 
fishers and association. Similarly, there is littler interaction between District Fisheries 
Officers and the local governments or assemblies. On Lake Malawi, there has been no 
interaction between the small-scale and commercial operators. The small-scale fishers have 
indicated that DoF has been biased towards the commercial operators in terms of regulation 
enforcement. Likewise, the commercial operators have blamed the DoF for supporting the 
small-scale fishers in accessing loans in the ADB funded Lake Malawi Artisanal Fisheries 
Development Project.  

VI. Different types of governance arrangements 

There are three types of governance arrangements as described in Section 3. These include: 
(a) Centralised management system is one type of governance where power and decisions 
(including planning) remain in the hand of the central authority; (b) Co-management system 
where responsibilities and decisions are shared between the central authority and the fisheries 
stakeholders; and (c) Community-based management system whereby the fishing community 
is in charge of the management. Usually these are practiced in a combination of two or more 
depending on site and the extent of stakeholder participation. 

This paper looks at governance in two broad levels of governance, which are of interests for 
the fisheries sector. 

(a) The governance between fisheries and the other sectors  
(b) The governance within the fisheries sector whereby governance refers to how power 

and decision-making process is shared between fisheries stakeholders.  
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A. Governance between fisheries and the other sectors 

In this case, governance analysis tries to improve understanding on 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.). In the Lower Shire fishery as is the case elsewhere, there is minimal 
interaction between the fisheries sector and other natural resource related sectors such as 
environment, agriculture, water, wildlife, transport and forestry. This is evidenced by 
conflicting policies, for example, cultivation along river bank may result into siltation while 
this is encouraged by Agricultural officials to practise winter cropping sometimes along the 
riverbanks. Policy on riverine fisheries is weak and yet some of the fish species migrate 
upstream to breed. If not well managed, the stocks can be depleted.   

B. Governance within the fisheries sector 

Co-management is a governance type 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 DoF and the other legitimate fisheries stakeholders (in particular the fishing 
communities). In the case of Lower Shire, there is limited interaction between various 
stakeholders largely between the BVCs and association or between DoF and assembly. They 
work in isolation and exhibit upward accountability rather than downward accountability. 

Three governance reforms are in practice. These include devolution, deconcentration and 
decentralization. Some of the fisheries functions are devolved to local governments such as 
licensing of small-scale fishers, extension and research (GoM 2003). However, 
implementation is in progress.  

In terms of decentralization, the fisheries functions are now being shifted from the central 
government to district assemblies composed of elected ward councillors, elected members of 
parliament, civil society groups and traditional leaders as ex-officio members). The 
decentralised structures from the Village Development Committees (VDCs) to the assembly 
through the Area Development Committees (ADCs) seem to be in conflict with traditional 
structures which recognize traditional institutions. 

The institutional arrangement of DoF shows that there is deconcentration of functions. There 
are powers given to fisheries district offices but in most cases the district based officers can 
not make a final decision without informing the Director based at Fisheries Department 
Headquarters. For example, A District Fisheries Officer cannot recruit any technical officer 
without approval of the Fisheries Department Headquarters.  

CONCLUSION 

This paper has shown that there are three types of governance in Malawi namely: centralised, 
co-management and traditional or community-based fisheries management. There is no pure 
governance type. They are always in a mixed state. It is only how dominant one governance 
type is when determining the governance type. For example, Lake Chiuta is more of a co-
management than centralised or state-controlled. Many parts of Lake Malawi are more of 
centralised while Mbenji Island fishery is community-based.   

Co-management has been shown to be dynamic (Njaya 2007). Where a co-management 
arrangement started as advisory may shift towards cooperative or instructive and vice-versa. 
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In terms of participation, the level varies from one water body to another with a high level of 
participation in planning and implementing enforcement patrols on Lake Chiuta and less on 
Lake Malombe.  

Despite the governance reforms in decentralised fisheries management, not much progress has 
been registered. Only responsibilities have been outlined while the rights are still with the 
centralised government. For an effective decentralised framework, there is need to devolve 
both the rights and responsibilities to the local assemblies or user representative communities. 
However, the recent fisheries by-law formulation has offered an opportunity for the 
decentralisation of fisheries management functions in Malawi by transferring powers to and 
authority in resource management from the state to the local assembly (Njaya et. al. 2006).  
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