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INTRODUCTION AND OBJECTIVES 

The study "Fisheries co-management: an analysis of the underlying policy process" 
constitutes the third component of the BMZ - funded  project titled "Food Security  and 
Poverty Alleviation through Improved Valuation and Governance of river fisheries in Africa".  
The first (Stakeholders Analysis) and the second (Governance Analysis) components of the 
project had earlier been completed.  

The report examines fisheries co-management policy within existing fisheries policy 
framework in Nigeria. Understanding the policies (the main objectives of this report) that 
drive the fisheries sector is crucial for an effective management and development of the 
fisheries.  Here some definitions in the domain of policy are made: 

Policy:   a course of action, proposed or adopted by those with responsibility for a given area 
(in government) and expressed as formal statements or positions (e.g. the 1992 Nigeria 
fisheries decree) -Keeley and Scoones, 1999; Sutton, 1999. 

Hamlisch (1989) definition of development policy as ”the aim and course of action 
set by governments, organisations or individuals for achieving  set goals and 
objectives” is also apt here. 

Policy process:  the way actions and interventions (policy) are designed and 
implemented by government (a dynamic activity compared to an enacted policy that is 
regarded as static). For example, the way the 1992 fisheries decree was conceived, designed 
and implemented (ie the mechanisms involved) constitutes a policy process. 

Policy Analysis: this concerns the evaluation of policy, to determine success or failure.  It 
provides the basis for policy review and the option for policy change.  For example how has 
the Nigerian Fisheries decree of 1992 performed? 

But why is policy analysis important? It is considered that policy is the basis or 
framework for governance (including management) and that weak or bad governance 
is a threat to food security, livelihoods and poverty alleviation. 
Natural resources management and the benefits derived from them are hampered by 
bad or weak policies. Inefficient policy is a threat to both short and long term 
investment in the sector and herein lies the importance of the nation’s fisheries policy 
process analysis in this study. Attempt is made to examine the evolution of fisheries 
policies and the policy process framework within the context of governance, 
narratives and actor networks and to identify options for future policy change in 
the Nigerian fisheries sector. 

I. Some basic national statistics 

Nigeria is the tenth largest country and the fourth largest economy in Africa (MDG, 2005). It 
lies on the West Coast of Africa and occupies about 923768km2 of the land bordering Niger, 
Chad, Cameroon and Benin Republics.  The country is made up of 774 local governments and 
36 States including the Federal Capital Territory, Abuja. For operational convenience, the 
country is structured into six geopolitical zones- South South, South West, South East, North 
East, North West and North Central. 
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Since independence from Great Britain in 1960, the political environment up till 1999 was 
very unstable and dominated by military leadership.  There were thirteen regime changes 
between 1960-1999 with the military accounting for nine through coup d'etat. The present 
democratic governance came into being in May 1999, with Chief Aremu Olusegun Obasanjo 
as the President and Commander-In-Chief. Between 1976 and 1979, he was also a military 
Head of State and Commander-In-Chief of  the Armed Forces of Nigeria. He was the first 
military Head of State in Nigeria and perhaps the whole of Africa that successfully conducted 
a democratic election and also successfully handed over to a democratic civilian government 
in 1979. The country's population is about 130 million people and is considered the most 
populous in Africa and indeed the whole black world-one out of every five African is a 
Nigerian. There are more than 350 ethnic or linguistic groups in the country. 

II. Fisheries in the Nigerian economy  

Fisheries are crucial to the Nigerian economy, contributing 5.4% of the Gross Domestic 
Product in 2002 (FDF, 2005). They are significant to the nation's economy in terms of food 
security, income, employment, poverty alleviation, foreign exchange earnings and provision 
of raw materials (protein source) for animal feed industries.  Fish is the commonest and 
cheapest source of protein for the teaming Nigeria's poor estimated to be between 65-70% of 
the entire population.  

 Nigeria, has a huge appetite for fish, with current consumption standing at 1.2 million metric 
tons.  Of the current annual demand of 1.5 million metric tons, the country only produces 
511,000 metric tons, leaving an annual deficit of about a million metric tons, which the 
country imports annually to meet domestic consumption needs. 

It is estimated that over 10 million Nigerians are engaged in primary and secondary fisheries 
activities as fishers, fish farmers, fish processors, marketers, fishing boat builders, gear 
fabricators and menders, operators on board industrial fishing fleet, terminal/jetties operators, 
in-and-outboard engines repairers and a host of other ancillary actors that derive their 
livelihoods from the fisheries. 

The craving or appetite for fish is on the increase in Nigeria given its implication for 
individual and national health.  Fish contains Omega III fatty acids that are known to reduce 
cardiovascular diseases, hypertension and arteriosclerosis, thus becoming a preferred 
source of animal protein for those nearing 50 years of age and above.  Omega III fatty acids 
are also known to enhance good brain cell development in developing foetus,( thus a vital diet 
for pregnant women) and intelligent Quotient (IQ) in developing children (FDF, 2005). From 
the foregoing, it is evident that fish and fisheries are crucial to the economy and health of the 
nation. 

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE FISHERIES SECTOR 

I.  Basic statistics for Nigerian Fisheries-(landings, catch, time trends) 

Nigeria has the highest fish demand (1.5 million metric ton) and a per capital consumption of 
7.5-8.5kg annually (FDF, 2005).  Current national production stands at 511,000 metric 
tons/annum, thus producing a demand-supply gap of about a million metric tons. Nigeria 
currently imports 700,000 metric tons of fish annually at a cost of some US$400 million. 
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It is significant and interesting to know that the poorly equipped artisanal fishermen (inland 
and coastal) have consistently produced about 85% of the nation's total domestic supply 
(460,000 mt.) over the past 15 years (FDF, 2005). Of this, coastal accounts for about 260,000 
mt, while inland waters contributes about 200,000 mt. The remainder of the 511,000mt annual 
production comes from industrial fisheries. 

Available statistics indicate that fisheries production from these sources has remained 
generally flat from 1997-2002 (Figure 2), and there is no indication that production has 
increased from 2002 to date. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

II. Fisheries Policy Objectives and Mechanism (basic outline) 

The current policy thrust of the Federal Government (FDF, 2005) is aimed at ensuring 
sustainable development of Nigerian fisheries for National Food Security, for self-sufficiency 
in fish production, optimum resource utilization and conservation.  The policy focuses on 
employment generation, wealth creation, poverty alleviation and reduction in rural-urban 
migration among others in line with the National Economic and Empowerment Development 
Strategy (NEEDS) of the Federal Government and the New Partnership for Africa's 
Development NEPAD) initiatives.  

Specific objectives which are expected to be private-sector driven include the following: 

Achievement of self-sufficiency in fish production; 

Development and modernization of the means of production, processing, storage, marketing 
and resources conservation; 

Promotion of export of shrimps and fish products as a means of earning foreign exchange 
from non-oil sector; 

Improvement on the quality of life in fishing villages; 



 7

Provision and improvement of employment opportunities in the rural fishing communities 
thereby reducing rural - urban drift, crime and criminalities; 

Acceleration of Research and Technology dissemination and adoption in all aspects of 
fisheries; 

Ensuring rational exploitation of the nation's marine fisheries resources; 

Human capacity development through improvement and development of training Institutions 
and facilities; 

Promotion of fisheries curricula in the institutions of higher learning; 

Encouragement of private entrepreneurship in all aspects of fisheries; 

Ensuring total compliance with the FAO's Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries 
(CCRF). 

III. Fisheries management system and performance  

In theory (de jure) and practice (de facto), a number of authorities participate and indeed 
overlap to various degrees in the management of inland fisheries resources in Sub-Saharan 
Africa (Madakan, 1997; Bene, et. al., 2003; Neiland et. al; 2002).  These management 
systems involve both formal government and informal (traditional) institutions.  Sarch, et. al., 
(1997) identified and distinguished three main typologies of management systems:  

Type I. Traditional systems: These are classified as management systems operated by the 
administration of traditional authorities (Bulama, Sarki-Ruwa etc) which enforce regulations 
to control fishing.  

Type II. Mixed systems: The mixed systems involve the participation (either intentionally or 
inadvertently) of both the traditional and the modern government administrations 

Type III. Modern systems:  These include those operated by the administrations of the central 
government where fisheries regulations are enforced by officers of the fisheries departments. 

All three management systems operate in Nigeria and in particular the Lake Chad Basin 
(Ladu, et. al., 2000; Neiland et. al. 2002; Bene et. al., 2003). On a comparative basis, the type 
II (mixed) is most common  (56%),  followed by the Type I (traditional) with 33% with type 3 
accounting for only 11%. 

 In terms of performance, the traditional management systems (Type 1), though occupying 
second place (33%) is the most effective especially at the local community level.  The 
Bulamas or the Sarki Ruwas or the village Heads that have responsibilities for enforcing the 
Type I management Systems are well accepted and respected in their various domains.  
Although the Mixed System (Type II) is most prevalent, formal or central governments 
generally lack the logistic support (personnel, funds, field vehicles etc.) to enforce fisheries 
laws and regulations.  In general, therefore, fisheries management systems in Nigeria can be 
described as variable and hindered by poor financial support for policy implementation. 

IV. Key Issues in relation to Sustainable fisheries development 

Neiland et. al., (2002) identified four key issues confronting the management and 
sustainability of the fisheries in the Lake Chad Basin and which have general application and 



 8

relevance to Nigerian inland fisheries in general.  These include mainly environmental 
change, exogenous factors, fisheries management and fisheries policy and implementation. 

The characteristics and performance of inland fisheries are closely linked with environmental 
factors of hydrological regimes and water distribution that are largely determined by climatic 
patterns and man's activities such as irrigation and dam construction. A typical example 
concerns the Lake Chad which as a result of climatic changes (1972/74 drought), changed 
from a stable, shallow lake, covering north and south basins, and with a total area of about 
23,000km2 in the early 60s, to a size of about 16,000 km2 in 1975. A follow-up drought in the 
early 80s, coupled with dam construction on major influent rivers such as the Yobe in Nigeria 
and the Logone in Cameroon, further decreased the surface area to an all time low of about 
2,000km2 in 1990.  Although, the hydrology of the lake is said to be currently increasing in 
size (Neiland et. al., 2002), the issue of water in the basin remains a key element in the 
fisheries of both the LCB and other inland waters. 

The sustainability of the fisheries has also been impacted by exogenous factors such as 
increasing human population, deforestation, poverty and food demand. All these factors have 
combined to put excessive pressure on the natural resource and therefore threaten the 
sustainability of the fisheries.      

The various management systems earlier described have also contributed to the sustainability 
of the fisheries. While the mixed system is dominant, the traditional management system is 
pervasive and appears to be working very effectively in regulating fishing activities for the 
benefit of both primary stakeholders (fishers, processors etc) and the resource itself. This is 
very true for the Lake Chad Basin (Neiland et. al., 2002; Bene et. al., 2003).  

In addition to above key factors (environmental, exogenous and fisheries management) 
sound fisheries policies and implementation are crucial not only to the sustainable 
management of the fisheries resources but also in addressing the key factors listed above. 
Weak policies and policy implementations are detrimental to natural resources management 
and consequently their sustainability.   

A DESCRIPTION OF THE NATIONAL FISHERIES CO-
MANAGEMENT OR DECENTRALISATION POLICY 

The basic concept of co-management recognises that a natural resource can only be managed 
effectively with the co-operation and participation of the resource users in making laws and 
engaging in regulation work.  According to Pomeroy and Berkes (1997), co-management or 
community based resource management is a 'way of activating social processes at the 
community level in resource management'.  Co-management systems have emerged over 
the years as a partnership arrangement using the capacities and interests of local resource 
users and complemented by the ability of government to provide enabling legislation, 
enforcement, conflict resolution mechanisms etc.  From the foregoing, the basic ingredients 
of co-management therefore, comprise the capacity and interests of the resource users and the 
capacity of government to provide the legislative support for such action or intervention.   "It 
takes two to tango" in a co-management arrangement (Pomeroy and Berkes, 1997).  It is a 
game of two -largely between formal and informal institutions. 

If co-management initiatives are to be successful, therefore, basic issues of government 
legislation and policy to establish supportive legal rights and authority must be addressed.  
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The role of national government, therefore, appears very crucial in co-management or any 
decentralisation arrangements. 

Having given the background to the concept of co-management, the question is asked whether 
there is any national policy on fisheries co-management that is currently in place in Nigeria, 
and if so whether such policy is supported by legislation or any legal framework?  Indications 
from desk-based reviews of secondary materials and interviews with officials of the Federal 
Department of Fisheries indicate that there is no such official policy at the moment. An 
examination of existing fisheries policies from the colonial period till date (see next section) 
clearly confirms this.   

I. A time line and objectives of fisheries policy development in Nigeria 

A brief description of the evolution of relevant fisheries policy development is given below 
from previous accounts of Ladu and Neiland (1997), Ladu and Ovie (2001) and Neiland et. 
al., (2002).   

 
1941  The British colonial Authority established the Department of fisheries in      

                 Lagos. 

  

1952  West African Fisheries Research Institute (WAFRI) was established by the  

British.  Stock assessment and biological/fisheries survey of the West-African 
Coast were the major mandates and objectives.  Above two fisheries policy 
events had no mandate for fisheries development. 
 

1960-1970: No real national fisheries policy but programmes that focused mainly on 
increased fish production through input supply at subsidised rate, technology 
transfer and revolving loan schemes for fishermen. 

 
1970-1980: The Sea fisheries decree (No.30) (1971) was promulgated to control and 

regulate coastal fisheries along with the sea licensing Regulation (1971), the 
Sea Fisheries (Fishing) Re•gulations (1972) and Exclusive Economic zone 
Decree of 1978. 

 The National Council on Agriculture (NCA) was formed as the highest policy-
making body for agriculture, fisheries, forestry and livestock during this 
period.  The NCA and the FDF were charged to work together to develop and 
implement fisheries policies. 

 Two fisheries Research Institutes, NIOMR Lagos (with mandates for marine 
fisheries) and the Kainji Lake Research Institute now NIFFR, New Bussa (with 
mandates for inland water fisheries) were established in 1975 to provide 
research support, policy advice and some extension services in fisheries. 

 The African Regional Aquaculture Centre was established in Port Harcourt 
with the assistance of FAO/UNDP to provide training in Aquaculture for 
senior level manpower. 

 
1980-1990: In 1988, The FMAWRRD put forward the first Comprehensive Agricultural 

Policy for Nigeria, with fisheries as a component, in addition to crops and 
livestock.   
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The document contained a semblance of decentralisation as there was 
allocation of responsibilities to the three tiers of government (Federal, state and 
Local).  Seven policy objectives were identified for fisheries as follows:  

increasing domestic fish production  

earning foreign exchange through the export of fish, especially shrimps  

developing local fisheries-based industries; 

rational management and conservation of fisheries resources for optimum use 

encouraging the manufacturing of fish products;  

providing employment to Nigerians by mechanizing the sector;  

Increasing per capital income of indigenous fishers. 

 
1990-2000: In 1992, the FGN promulgated the inland water Fisheries Decree No.108.  The 

decree set out to harmonise the administration, management, protection and 
improvement of inland water fisheries.   
In 1993, the FGN, with the assistance of the World Bank, established the 
National Agriculture Research Project (NARP) Programme.  
The objectives were to improve infrastructure and develop human 
resources in Agriculture and fisheries. The NIFFR and NIOMR were 
beneficiaries of this project. 

 

2000-2006: In October 2000, a draft of a new national fisheries Policy was presented for 
discussion at the National Fisheries Development Committee (NFDC) meeting 
in Lokoja. Since its presentation in 2000, no other action has been taken on the 
draft, and it still lies with the FDF, the initiator and prime author. The draft, in 
terms of goals and objectives, does not diverge significantly from the 1988 
policy. 

 Also in October 2001, the FGN through the FMARD formulated and adopted a 
new agricultural policy thrust for the country.  
The new policy, with fisheries as a component, was informed by the need to 
"re-focus policy (policy reform) through demand- driven, needs-oriented , 
forward - looking thrust that will lift Nigerian agriculture to new heights, 
not only to meet the nation’s immediate needs but also those of the West 
African sub-region and beyond". 

II. Mechanisms for fisheries policy formation in Nigeria 

Evidences from our desk-based review and interview with key respondents revealed a 
fisheries policy-making process and implementation that are still monopolised by bureaucrats 
in the FDF to the exclusion of other stakeholders in the fisheries and other relevant sectors of 
the economy.  The concept of participatory policy-making/planning and implementation is, 
therefore, yet to be captured by government -line agency officials who see themselves as 
having   de jure responsibilities for these issues.  For example, the proposed new national 
fisheries policy which has been on the drawing board since 2000, was put together largely by 
officials of the FDF.  While other elite stakeholders such as the NIFFR, NIOMR and FISON 
were later invited to discuss the proposed draft, key stakeholders such as fishers, processors, 
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fish traders, traditional institutions etc., whose livelihoods depend directly on the resources 
were excluded from such deliberations. 
Presently, fisheries policy-making mechanisms in Nigeria are still characterised by a top-
bottom approach that is heavily monopolised by central government agencies and institutions. 
Furthermore, due to poor and weak government institutional capacity and the general lack of 
adequate data, the policy process has often relied on a narrow information base and limited / 
incomplete development narratives. One reason why the fisheries policy development process 
has been weak is the lack of adequate logistical support especially funding, to involve a wide 
array of stakeholders in the policy-making process. For example, the new proposed national 
fisheries policy by FDF is yet to be fully discussed and adopted, six years after its first 
presentation at the National Fisheries Development Committee (NFDC) meeting in Lokoja in 
2000. The FDF attributes to this to lack of funds to convene required stakeholder meetings 
and workshops for its ratification.   

An outcomes of this type of policy-making process, according to Neiland et. al., (2002), are: 

a weak policy framework that harbours "policy-void"; 

a policy framework that is dominated by "policy declarations" and  "policy enactments" to the 
detriment of "policy implementation" and "policy impacts"; 

a policy process that does not seem to be learning from past mistakes and therefore unable to 
improve upon its performance for lack of appropriate feed back. 

Fisheries development policy failures have been largely attributed to a failure to recognise the 
full range of Stakeholders in the fisheries, including their characteristics and possible 
contributions to policy-making and implementation (Neiland et al., 2002). It is hoped that the 
fisheries policy process would be opened up to include a wide range of stakeholders and other 
relevant actors in order to minimise possible policy voids, improve policy narratives and 
ensure a sustainable fisheries policy process and its implementation.  

III. Fisheries co-management in Nigeria -A local case study 

As earlier mentioned, there is no conscious identifiable national fisheries co-management 
policy in Nigeria. The FDF which is the apex fisheries policy making body in Nigeria, 
admitted to this fact during field research for this report. However, at the local level, a 
community-based Fisheries management plan was designed and implemented for the Kainji 
lake from 1993 to 2001. A brief description of this local intervention is given below. 

A. Fisheries co-management in Kainji lake: The case of  the Nigerian- German Kainji 
Lake Fisheries  Promotion Project (NGKLFPP) 1993-2001. 

In 1993, the Nigerian government obtained a German technical assistance through the German 
Ministry of Economic Co-operation and Development (GTZ) to fund a community-based 
fisheries management plan for the Kainji Lake - the largest and premier man-made lake in 
Nigeria. 

B. Rationale for Policy intervention 

The major driver for this intervention was the observed declining fish catch and increasing 
vulnerability of fisherfolk around the lake in the late eighties after an initial boom. The 
intervention was based on an emerging narrative at the time regarding comparative levels of 
fish production inn the lake. Research carried out by NIFFR (Ita, 1993) indicated that annual 
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fish production in Kainji lake had declined from 29, 00 metric tons in the 70s (Bazigos, 1972) 
to about 10,000 metric tons just over a decade later. Over-fishing resulting from increased 
effort and lack of management and enforcement of rules and regulations were largely 
implicated for this problem and consequently the need to address it through a co-management 
arrangement. 

C. The Project overall goal 

The project had two major goals: 

To increase declining fish stock and make fish more available in good quality and quantity to 
consumers at affordable prices.  

To improve the standard of living of fishing communities in the basin. 

These overall goals were to be achieved by implementation of a Community-Based Fisheries 
management (CBFM) plan for the lake that is to be supported by State’s legislation (Kebbi 
and Niger States Fisheries Edict of 1997).  Anticipated beneficiaries included fishers and their 
families, local fish processors and fish traders.  

D. Project execution set-up 

In addition to the German counterparts representing the donor Agency, the project had 
Nigerian core partners that included 1) The FDF; 2) The Department of Fisheries of the two 
States bordering the lake (Niger and Kebbi); 3) The NIFFR; 4) Fishermen Representatives; 5) 
Federal Agricultural Co-ordinating Unit (FACU) Abuja; 6) National Planning Commission 
(NPC), Abuja;7) Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Abuja. The NIFFR located within the lake basin 
was the project Headquarters. 

Representatives of these Agencies form the implementation committee and meet regularly to 
plan and examine project work to ensure effective implementation and administration of 
project activities.  Nigeria contributed financially and this was shared as follows: FDF (50%); 
NIFFR (20%); Kebbi and Niger States (15%) each. Other Nigerian partners did not contribute 
financially 

The Project had a life span of nine years divided into three distinct phases as follows: 

Orientation phase (1993-1996); Implementation phase (1996-1999) and Handing over phase 
(1999-2002). 

E. Project implementation 

The project phases as listed above were executed through the participation of all individuals, 
groups and organisations involved in the project. A key strategy and objective of project 
implementation was the capacity and capability of local partners to continue project activities 
after expiration of external support. 

F. End of project evaluation, achievements and project impact on Community 

The last project GTZ project officer who wound up the project in 2002 listed the following as 
project achievements (Salzwedel, 2001).  

Successful completion of the three major phases: orientation, implementation and handling 
over. 
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A Community-based fisheries management outfit called the "Kainji Lake Fisheries 
Management and Conservation Unit (KLFMCU)" was formed and operational at the 
handling-over stage, through the initiative and consensus of all stakeholders.  The functions of 
the Unit include: 

Continued implementation of the Community-based fisheries Management Plan for the lake 
and (b) Implementation of the provisions of the fisheries laws of Kebbi and Niger States 
with particular reference to issuance of fishing licenses and prohibition of bad fishing 
methods. 

Successful revision of fisheries laws and regulations of the two States to provide a common 
platform for the management of the lake's fisheries. 

Fishermen/processors and village Community leaders (24 wakilis) are represented in the 
KLFMCU. 

Successful ban on bad fishing methods such as beach seine  

While post project impact assessment is yet to be undertaken, indications during the period of 
project implementation were that project objectives of increased fish production and improved 
livelihoods were achieved to a large extent. For, example the ban on beach seine, usually 
associated with large by-catches of juvenile fish and the general control measures (arrest and 
prosecution of violators), all resulted in an increased catch of mature fish and contributed to 
fish stock conservation by 1999-six years into the life span of the project. In quantifiable 
terms, it is not too clear, in the absence of wealth analysis study, how this has translated to 
increased income for fishing community members, although it is reasonable to infer that 
improved fish catch would have produced a positive impact on livelihoods.      

Despite the foregoing, a recent document dated Nov. 3rd 2006 from the KLFMCU office, 
indicates that the project is already caught up with the usual syndrome associated with project 
continuity after donor support is withdrawn. The document laments the following: 

Return of beach seine: The report indicates that the number of beach seine nets (banned 
during project period) has doubled since 2002 after the exit of GTZ. During the project life 
span, beach seine was reduced to less than 20% on the lake. This observed increase was 
attributed to lack of funds to continue the monitoring and enforcement of the ban which was 
in force before the end of project cycle. 

Decrease in annual fish catch: First post project annual production estimate (9.24mt) 
conducted in 2004 was 30.8% less than 2001 estimate of 13.36mt. 

Decreased revenue from fishing license: The introduction of fishing license by the project in 
1998 helped in annually documenting the number of legitimate fishermen and the total 
number of gears on the lake, in addition to revenue generation. Since the end of project cycle, 
lack of funds have constrained effective monitoring and consequently, revenue has been 
reduced including lack of current information on fishermen and gear numbers.  

Inability to hold quarterly meetings:The KLFMCU has been unable to meet the annual 
quarterly meeting since the end of project cycle. For the past four years after the exit of GTZ, 
the unit was only able to convene 4 meetings instead of the required 16.  Again, the Unit 
attributed this to lack of funds. 
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UNDERSTANDING THE UNDERLYING PROCESS FOR 
FISHERIES POLICY 

I. The Political context and Policy process in Nigeria 

Prevailing political climate (democratic or non-democratic) is known to shape policy and 
policy-making in several ways as different types of political regimes can impose a number of 
conditionalities or constraints on what is achievable. While some strategies and the attainment 
of policy objectives are possible under a democratic setting, the reverse might be the case with 
a different political setting. 

A high level of political and economic instability has characteristic the political landscape and 
consequently the policy process in Nigeria. At independence in 1960, the British 
parliamentary system was adopted for the country but this lasted only until January 15th , 1966 
when it was overthrown by the military. The country again tested and tasted democratic 
governance between 1979 to 1983 when it was again overthrown through another military 
regime. The military regime lasted until May 1999, when the present presidential democratic 
government came into being. Between 1960 to 1999, there were 13 regime changes 11 of 
which were through military coup d'etat. ). Given above scenario, it is not surprising that 
Nigeria has been characterised as a weak state because of prevailing low level of democratic 
governance (Neiland et al, 2002) and a less developed country (LDC) based on economic 
indicators and the Human Development Index (HDI) (UNDP, 2001).  

The prevailing low level of democratic and economic indices, coupled with frequent regime 
change has resulted in policy instability impacted adversely on policy and the policy 
development process. One implication of this was the emergence of a privileged elite-class 
that arrogated and appropriated so much powers and "knowledge" to itself to the utter neglect 
and exclusion of others that have greater potentials for contributing to the policy process. 
Interest groups became major actors in the policy making arena, most times because of their 
connection with the government in power. Neiland et al (2002), pointed out that under 
conditions of political instability, it is difficult to create an appropriate policy frame work and 
an effective government bureaucracy capable of policy-making or implementation. This is 
largely true of the fisheries policy development process in Nigeria.  

A. The bureaucratic set-up and the policy process in Nigeria. 

The ability of existing bureaucracies (eg. FDF) to facilitate and respond to inclusive policy -
making processes that guarantee micro-macro linkages and involving stakeholders within and 
outside the sector, in addition to the adoption of a process-oriented approach, are important in 
shaping policy  and its implementation.  

Fisheries policy-making and its implementation rest with the bureaucracy of the Federal 
Department of Fisheries, within the Federal Ministry of Agriculture. The question is asked 
about the nature of the bureaucracy in FDF and how this has facilitated or hindered the policy 
process. For example, what is the composition of the fisheries personnel of FDF in terms of 
training and geographical spread? It is noted that most of the early fisheries staff of the 
department were all trained in the same universities (both home and abroad) and were (are) 
predominantly from the same geographical region (the south, mainly ). On the other hand, the 
various political regimes (military and civilian) have always favoured the country’s north for 
its ministers of Agriculture that have overall oversight  functions for fisheries. While this 
scenario may make for a good level of coherence and co-operation amongst people that have 
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been together for sometime and understood themselves, it could also lead to a "coalition of 
elite class" who are prone to defend their collective influence and attempt to make the 
policy process all the more inclusive. Such collective action has the potential to encourage 
barrier to change in the policy-making process. As earlier stated, the policy-making process in 
the fisheries sector has been monopolised by staff of FDF to the exclusion of many other 
stakeholders. Whether this seeming collective action or "defence of territoriality" is 
responsible for the way FDF views the policy-making process is difficult to explain. 
However, such a situation has potential for a poorly- focused, non-transparent and a 
slow/weak policy development process. The absence of a multi-sectoral participation could 
also lead to a slow political and legal (legislative) backing for a sectoral policy. For example, 
the absence of water and environment Ministries in the fisheries policy development process 
has implications not only for the fisheries resources but also in the debate and passage of bills 
concerning fisheries in the legislature.  

According to Keeley (2001), a key demand of livelihoods friendly governance is to move out 
of "sectoral boxes" and become inclusive by engaging with other sectors and involving a 
multi-disciplinary/multi-institutional group in the policy-making process.  To a large extent, 
fisheries policy-making process in Nigeria has not been characterised by these important 
ingredients. 

The NEPAD has also emphasised the need for an all- inclusive policy-making process.  It 
insists that " a new policy must begin with an announced goal that is clear, publicly debated 
and well accepted for public sector intervention".  (NEPAD, undated).The fisheries policy-
making process in Nigeria (including other sectors) lacks any form of public debate as to 
sustainability and public good, especially to the most vulnerable group before policy 
enactment. This perhaps, accounts for the failure and weaknesses of many fisheries policies in 
Nigeria.  

II. Policy narratives 

Roe (1991) and Sutton (1999) defined a development a narrative as "a story having a 
beginning, a middle and end" and which usually outlines the course of events that have 
"gained the status of conventional or received wisdom within the development field".  Put in 
another way, a narrative defines a problem, explains how it comes about and suggests courses 
of action to address the problem.  Classical popular narratives upon which development 
policies have been based included the "tragedy of the commons" (Hardin, 1968) and the 
"African fuel wood crises", (Roe, 1991).  The former outlined the series of events leading 
from overgrazing of common lands to over-fishing of aquatic ecosystems by pastoralists and 
fishers, respectively, while the later detailed events leading to eventual desertification of 
deforested lands for timber and fuel wood. Over the years, these narratives or story lines have 
dominated and shaped perspectives in natural resources management especially in Africa and 
Asia 

Keeley (2001) asserts that policies toward soils, forests and national parks, including aquatic 
resources in many parts of Africa have been formulated with these narratives in mind. The 
lure of narratives is that they tend to simplify and are thought to be pragmatic because of the 
potential to reduce complex development problems into easily identifiable and 
understandable units that can easily be dealt with (so to say) in the course of policy-
making, and implementation.  Because narratives function to simplify and clarity, they have 
become a lure and a vital/indispensable tool for bureaucrats and technocrats involved in policy 
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-making. The next section examines possible narratives upon which Nigeria's fisheries 
policies may have been based. 

A. Nigeria's Fisheries Policy narratives identified 

Before independence in 1960, the British Colonial government did not pursue any particular 
or significant fisheries policy for the country.  For example, the establishment of the FDF in 
Lagos in 1941 and the West African Fisheries Institute (WAFI) with Headquarters in Sierra-
Leone had objectives only for marine fish stock assessments and biological fisheries surveys. 
Neither had mandates for fisheries development.  It is also not too clear whether any 
documented narratives informed fisheries policies, right from independence in 1960 to 1992 
when the Inland Water Fisheries decree was promulgated.  For example, the sea Fisheries 
decree (No. 30) (1971), including the Sea Licensing Regulation (1971), the Sea Fisheries 
(Fishing) Regulations (1972 and the Exclusive Economic Zone Decree (Act) of 1978 were all 
established or promulgated just to make provisions for controlling and regulating coastal 
fisheries.  The underlying factors for these and other policies thereafter, appear to be based on 
the desire to protect the fisheries, provide fish protein and derive a certain level of benefits 
(mainly revenue) from the resources- both for  government and the people.  The major driver 
for these policies appears to be a concern over food security of a growing population.  It is, 
therefore difficult to say, in very clear terms, whether these early policy interventions or 
initiatives utilised any form of narratives. 

However, the 1992 Inland Water Fisheries Decree could be judged to have utilised some level 
of policy narrative in its formulation.  The decree emanated largely from the research work of 
the NIFFR on the fish and fisheries of Kainji Lake - the first and largest man-made lake in 
Nigeria (Ita, 1993).  In 1972, an FAO expert estimated annual fish production in Kainji Lake 
to be 28,638 metric ton (Bazigos, 1992).  This production level however, had declined to less 
than 10,000 metric tons after less than two decades (Ita, 1993).This latter work, which traced 
production levels from the period of dam formation in 1968, revealed that over-fishing, 
resulting from increased fishing effort and gear, was the major factor. From a purely 
subsistence level fishing in the 60s, effort increased rapidly from the 70s leading to a rapid 
decrease in first catch. More fishermen and diverse/more sophisticated gears and craft had 
entered the fisheries, thus putting increased pressure on the fish stock.  Two major events 
followed this finding: 1). the promulgation of the 1992 National Inland Water Fisheries 
Decree and 2). the 1993-2001 Nigerian -German Kainji Lake Fisheries Promotion project (see 
section 3.3). Both interventions, to a large extent, were conceived and implemented based on 
the storyline of Ita (1993) to the effect that the fish and fisheries of the lake were declining 
rapidly due to over-fishing. Indeed, the author personally made the first draft proposal of the 
Inland Water Fisheries Decree. Although the FDF resisted this initiative or action on the 
ground that it is its responsibility to craft such a proposal, Ita's draft, nonetheless, formed the 
basis and kernel of ensuing discussions leading to the acceptance and promulgation of the 
decree.    

In general, sound empirical and statistical data for quality narratives are largely lacking or rare 
in Nigeria as elsewhere in Africa. As Bailey and Jentoff (1990) pointed out, the "uncertainty 
of scientific data" is a major factor in policy considerations.  Weak scientific data lead to 
incomplete information and knowledge and often constrain the identification of development 
narratives and the design of development strategies (Neiland et. al. 2002).  

In general, Neiland et. al. (2002) identified four dominant narratives that have shaped the 
mindsets of policy-makers in the L.C.B. and which, intentionally or inadvertently have also 
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influenced existing national fisheries policy-making. These narratives are briefly described 
here. 

1. The production narrative 

The basic assumption of this narrative was that, given the large expanse and varied aquatic 
ecosystems in Nigeria (over 12.5m ha of inland waters), the fisheries were thought to be under 
exploited.  Consequently, fisheries development policies of the 70s to 80s were framed round 
the need to increase fishing effort in order to raise fish production for the benefit of poor 
fishing communities.  Government followed up on this by importing and supplying inputs at 
subsidised rates, encouraging the use of multifilarment nylon nets, outboard engines and 
improved fish processing techniques. 

2. The regulation narrative 

This narrative is based on the premise that fisheries are open-access and common pool 
resources that need to be protected against over-exploitation-a strategy to avoid the tragedy of 
the commons (Hardin, 1968). Fishers were often characterised as irresponsible (anti CCRF) 
and unwilling to pursue a common goal of fishing in accordance with the Code of Conduct for 
Responsible Fisheries (CCRF) in order to conserve fish stock and ensure sustainability of the 
fisheries.  The Inland Water Fisheries Decree of 1992 was thought to be informed by this 
narrative. 

3. The revenue-generation narrative 

While fishers see fisheries as a source of revenue for themselves and their families, 
government also views fisheries as a revenue source for public treasury and consequently, 
effort through policy initiatives must be made to collect it.  Because of this seeming narrative, 
the various fisheries decrees (Sea and Inland) provided for the collection of license fees 
for crafts and landing sites, including taxes on fish trade. 

4. The environmental narrative. 

The Lake Chad represents a typical example of how an environmental narrative informed 
water policy. The Sahelian droughts of the 70s in the Chad Basin) and indiscriminate dam 
construction on river course caused a drastic shrinkage and transformation of the Lake Chad 
from a large lacustrine environment (plenty of open water) to that characterised mainly by 
extensive swamps.  Although the immediate impact of the drought was high fish catch due to 
reduced water volume, this momentary advantage was short-lived as the drought soon caused 
severe social and economic problems in the region. In order to reverse the situation and 
achieve regular water supply for fisheries, social welfare and food security, LCBC has put 
forward a proposal to transfer water from the Ubangui system in the Congo to the Logone 
River and on to the Lake Chad. In addition to this, dam construction in major river courses 
has reduced downstream water volume and hindered the fisheries and other activities of down 
stream communities. Narratives are currently developing to address this problem through 
appropriate policy intervention. 

In general, the extent to which these narratives have singly or in combination shaped the 
policy-making process in Nigeria is difficult to assess on a firm basis. However, it seems 
reasonable to infer that existing national fisheries policies, especially as from the 80s, 
intentionally or inadvertently have been shaped by one or more of these prevailing narratives. 
The report of over-fishing on Kainji Lake (Ita,1993) tend to support, for example, the 



 18

regulation narrative as the 1992 Inland Water  Fisheries Decree and the intervention of the 
Nigerian-German Technical co-operation  for the revamping of the Kainji lake fisheries were 
all largely based on the reported over-fishing of the lake.  

B. Interests or perspectives of those included or excluded from the narratives? 

In order to identify the interests and perspectives of those covered or impacted by existing 
narratives, attempt is made to examine above four narratives that have generally underpinned 
fisheries policies in the country.  As a brief reminder, these narratives include: the production 
narrative; the regulation narrative; the revenue narrative and the environmental narrative. 

1. The Production narrative 

To a large extent, the interests and perspectives of the rural fishing communities could be said 
to have largely underpinned the production narrative. The National Accelerated Fisheries 
Programme of 1971 by the FDF which focused on massive input supply (nets, twines, boats, 
engines) to fishermen at 50% subsidy, was essentially designed for fishermen to increase their 
catches and consequently generate increased income, improved livelihoods and food security. 
Though subsidised, the costs of the inputs supplied were generally beyond the capacity of the 
poor fishermen and consequently, only the well-off fishers (elite fishermen) actually benefited 
from the Programme.  The interests of those outside this elite class were therefore, 
inadvertently excluded from this expansionist, high-tech or modern fish production policy. 

2. The Regulation narrative 

This narrative was aimed largely at regulating the behaviour of fishers through access and 
effort restriction. For example, the various fisheries edits were based on this regulation 
narrative and includes: use of minimum mesh size of 3"; protection of fish habitat through the 
ban on use of explosives, poisons or electro-fishing; restriction of gear and gear size; 
declaration of closed season and closed areas etc. Within this context, fisherfolk feel a sense 
of loss (reduced catches and income), while government is seen, albeit erroneously, as the 
main beneficiary of such a policy. 

3. The Revenue-generation narrative 

This narrative viewed fisheries as sources of revenue for government with principal sources 
being license/landing fees and taxes on fish trade.  As with the regulation narrative, primary 
stakeholders in the fisheries (fishers, trawlers, processors, fish traders etc.) see themselves as 
major targets of this narrative and so harbour a sense of loss.  Because of this perception, 
attempts by government agents to collect these fees and taxes from the various stakeholders 
have met with little success.  Fishers and traders have been reluctant to pay taxes on their 
activities, as they can see no obvious benefit in return. In Nigeria, revenues once collected and 
paid into government treasury, can hardly be withdrawn to address developmental issues of 
the natural resources from which it was derived (see Ovie et al 2006 Fisheries Governance 
Report).  In summary, government has benefited more from this policy narrative than the 
primary stakeholders earlier mentioned. 

4. The environmental narrative 

 Finally, the environmental narrative is currently a major concern for virtually every 
stakeholder in fisheries. Environmental degradation whether due to oil pollution (as in the 
Niger) or aquatic weed invasion (as in the KYB) and other places, have impacted negatively 
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on fisheries. The situation has constituted a major concern not only for fishers but also the 
government in terms of the socio-economic implications of a damaged fishery associated with 
environmental degradation. 

Overall, this policy narrative has taken into account the interest of both government and 
primary stakeholders in the fisheries. 

5. Some identified lapses of existing narratives and possible counter narrative 

Irrespective of the good intentions and assumptions underlying above fisheries policy 
narratives, certain shortcomings could be identified.   For example, the production narrative, 
while having an immediate impact of increased fish production and income, resulted in 
overexploitation as a result of increased effort and gear.  As Neiland et al (2002) pointed out, 
the production narrative, while benefiting some fishing communities, has not been able to deal 
with the complexities of poverty problems amongst fishing communities.  A more holistic 
approach, involving a wide range of actors and analysis of issues dealing with poverty in 
those communities is probably what is required to improve this narrative and make it more 
effective. The strategy would therefore, involve moving out of the fisheries sector and 
engaging with other sectors for a possible counter narrative.  

The regulation and revenue generation narratives were also not too effective for two main 
reasons.  Firstly, the primary stakeholders (fishers, processors, traditional institutions etc.) 
were excluded from the decision-making processes regarding these narratives. Secondly, as 
Bene et. al., (2002) pointed out, traditional or local institutions had developed and employed 
rules and regulations in parallel and beyond the jurisdiction of formal government and these 
are working effectively.  For example, why should local community members regard the 
payment of license/market fees as a form of forced taxation? This is perhaps due to the fact 
that these stakeholders were not consulted or given a voice at the decision-making stage and 
secondly the benefit of such fees on the community is not obvious or apparent? To them, such 
fees are mere extortion and therefore payment ought to be resisted. 

In recognition of the shortcomings identified in these narratives, there would be need to 
devise counter narratives as in the case study of Bangladesh fisheries (Keeley, 2001), that 
would address the strategic issues of participation and governance in Nigerian fisheries.  For 
example, a counter narrative that would address undue access restriction (e.g. closed 
seasons/areas), tax collection/utilisation, and most importantly co-management 
arrangements in the fisheries are urgently required for a more effective management and 
development of Nigerian fisheries, in general.  It is hoped that these new perceptions would 
bring fisheries management closer to the local people and make them feel ownership of the 
natural resources that underpin their daily livelihoods. 

III. Relations between Actors: The Actor networks in the Nigerian 
fisheries policy process 

Every policy domain is often associated with a range of actors and networks. Such actors have 
largely shaped policy processes through received wisdom ,  narratives, vested interests or long 
standing bureaucratic practices (as in government cycle), groups, organisations and 
institutions.   

In this section, attempt is made to identify the network of actors involved in the Nigerian 
fisheries policy process and how they can be influenced to reshape or transform the policy 
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process. Afterall, as Keeley (2001) pointed out, “transforming policies is about transforming 
the actor network”. 

The Stakeholder Analysis study component of this research project (Ovie et al 2006), 
identified and characterised a wide range of fisheries stakeholders comprising primary 
(fishers, processors, buyers, sellers), secondary (transporters, retailers, ancillary actors etc.) 
and tertiary (DoF, Dams Authorities, fisheries NGOs, traditional institutions, Planning 
Commission, Micro-Finance Institutions etc).  These represent key actors in inland water 
fisheries in general (also see Ladu et al, 2004) and ideally are expected to constitute the 
network of actors in the fisheries policy development process and implementation.  
In reality, however, this is not the case as the policy process was found to be apparently 
dominated and monopolised by central government-line ministries such as the FMARD acting 
through the FDF (at the federal level) and the States ministries of Agriculture (at the State 
level).  
Evidences from secondary sources (desk-based review) and field research (see section 1.2 of 
Stakeholder Report) indicate that the concept of participatory planning, design and 
implementation of fisheries development and management is yet to be captured by 
government institutions that have (or assumed) primary responsibilities for developing and 
managing inland water fisheries.  The FDF which is the apex fisheries policy-making body in 
Nigeria, admitted that participation of stakeholders outside the FDF has been very poor.  The 
primary and secondary stakeholders have not been given any serious consideration as key 
actors in the policy-making process, having been largely excluded from the policy process 
network. This is equally true for the bulk of the tertiary stakeholders that include the Dams 
Authorities, National Planning Commission (NPC), Micro-Finance Institutions (MFI) and 
very importantly, the Traditional Institutions (T.I). 
A draft of a new fisheries policy for Nigeria was presented at the National Fisheries 
Development Committee (NFDC) by the FDF in 2000 to replace or update the existing policy 
of 1988. Attempt is made here to examine the composition of actors involved in the drafting 
of that proposal which is still under consideration- six years after its first reading.  Inquiry at 
the FDF revealed that the draft was made exclusively by staff of the FDF. The Department 
however, invited, at a later date, selected stakeholders, and mainly other government-line 
institutions such as NIFFR, NIOMR, State Directors of Fisheries and some elite NGOs to 
discuss the proposal. It is evident from above that that the policy process was not only 
monopolised by actors from the FDF but other participants are skewed in favour of 
government line institutions to the total exclusion of lower level stakeholders whose 
livelihoods are directly affected by the fisheries. 
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Following the analysis above, and the example of Keeley (2001), attempt is made to map the 
existing fisheries policy process network in Nigeria (Fig 1).  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig 1.   Existing Fisheries Policy Process network and actors in Nigeria. 
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has revealed little or no recognition of these fisheries stakeholders or actors in relation to 
fisheries policy development process. 

Two questions are asked: Is it useful or possible to include the diverse groups of stakeholders 
in the policy-making process and if yes what mechanism can be used? 
The range of stakeholders (primary, secondary and tertiary- see stakeholder report) identified 
in the fisheries are thought to be crucial to the overall operation of any fisheries and 
consequently vital to the policy-making process. From the existing network of actors as 
identified above, it is evident that the policy-making process is characterised as being 
a top-down process (heavily dominated by central government and not including the full 
range of stakeholders; 

a process dominated by heavy bureaucracy with weak institutional capacity; 

a process that relies on a narrow information base and a limited number of development 
narratives that emanate mainly from formal fisheries Department and Institutions.   

The outcome of this type of policy-making process that is characterised by a low level 
participation of stakeholders, has been,  a weak policy framework with significant 'policy 
voids' and policy incompleteness" dominated by "policy declarations and enactment 
(decrees, edicts & laws) but very little emphasis on policy implementation and  impacts 
Neiland et. al., (2002).   Clearly, success in fisheries development process would depend on 
the extent to which available spectrum of actors or stakeholders participate in the fisheries 
policy development process.  The need to join-up every actor or stakeholder is, therefore, 
vital to ensure the success of fisheries policies. 

But why do some stakeholders dominate the policy-making process to the exclusion of 
others?  The Governance Analysis component of this project (Ovie et. al., in press), revealed 
that the exclusion or marginalisation of some actors or stakeholders from the policy-making 
process was not due to ethnic, social, political or gender consideration. It was shown to be a 
result of share bureaucratic and long-time arrangement and culture of central government .  It 
would appear, however, that in addition to this bureaucratic factors, an element of the defence 
of 'territoriality' has emerged in recent times, with officials of the Departments of fisheries 
claiming primary and guarded responsibility for the policy-making process. 

Improving the policy development process requires therefore some sort of transformation of 
existing structures of policy-making.  Keeley (2001) maintained that "transforming the 
policy process (ie identifying new approaches to doing things) is about transforming the 
policy actor network". Some of these approaches may include: 

• strategically inviting key actors to workshops or onto project advisory groups; 

• complementing above with exposure visits to project or pilot sites and 

• employing the media for relevant publicity regarding the policy process change. The 
key approach lies in developing a policy process that is all inclusive and covers a wide 
range of actors as identified in the Stakeholder Analysis Component of this Project 
(Ovie et. al., 2006). 

The potential obstacle to this all-inclusive approach in policy-making would appear to be the 
various government-line department of fisheries (Federal and State) which have dominant 
perception and interests and are heavily entrenched in the fisheries policy development 
process.  The seeming monoplisation of the fisheries policy-making process by government 
agencies has impoverished any debates and quality of narratives upon which major fisheries 
policies have been based. There is, therefore, the need to develop and adopt a multisectoral/ 
multi-disciplinary approach to the issues of fisheries policy development process at all levels 
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of government. This strategy would be in tandem with the "participatory policy process tools" 
as described by Keeley (2001).  For example, fisheries policy process in Nigeria could be 
made more inclusionary by bringing together a range of stakeholders and representatives from 
different sectors to "offer and hear evidence" for any proposed fisheries policy. That way, 
"argument for and against such policy proposal would have been argued and thoroughly 
thought-through before enactment or proclamation. Development Agencies and NEPAD 
in particular are currently advocating this strategy which is known to enhance policy 
implementation as “stakeholders feel ownership of such policy".  The approach is currently 
being used by Action Aid (NGO) in India in relation to the debate on genetically modified 
(GM) crops. The  debate, described as parliamentary in nature, has helped bring about 
considerable reflection on some of the narratives surrounding the policy on the adoption of 
GM foods in India and elsewhere (Keeley, 2001).  

IV. Policy Spaces and Policy options for Nigeria Fisheries 

In identifying policy spaces in existing policy processes for improved policy options, an 
understanding of existing governance context (democratic or non-democratic), narratives (or 
counter narratives) and actor networks are recognised as crucial elements.  

Although Nigeria is currently under a democratic government, the governance context with 
regards to fisheries policy processes has not undergone any meaningful changes from the past. 
The fisheries policy development process was, and is still characterised by a  centralised and 
top-bottom approach that is dominated by government bureaucrats at the center.  Despite a 
good knowledge of potential stakeholders in the fisheries sector, there is still a high level of 
exclusion of relevant stakeholders in the policy-formulation and implementation processes. 
The primary stakeholders or actors in the fisheries (fishers, processors, fish traders, traditional 
institutions etc) are largely still excluded from the policy-making process but are expected to 
comply with the content and impact/consequence of policies even if the policies affect them 
negatively.  

During the field research for this report, officials of the FDF agreed that indeed, fisheries 
policy-making and the processes involved are the prerogative of the Department. However, 
the Department is also in agreement on the need to open up the decision-making process to 
accommodate available spectrum of stakeholder in order to improve fisheries policy debate. 
As earlier stated, fisheries policy, its process and implementation are still dominated 
(monopolised) by staff of FDF with limited input from some selected government-line 
agencies and institutions. The present democratic system, however, offers an opportunity to 
reverse the current policy process approach through legislative lobby by widening, the level of 
participation and make the process more inclusive. 

The current reforms of government (seemingly more on paper at the moment than in reality, 
especially, in the domain of natural resources management) also offers an opportunity for 
policy narratives or assumptions underpinning such policies to be discussed more openly and 
widely before proclamation, enactment and implementation.  One crucial element of 
NEPAD’s policy development approach to is that “all proposed policies must be publicly 
announced and debated before enactment" to minimise exclusion and maximise inclusion. 
One effective way of doing this is, perhaps, to subject the narrative upon which such policies 
are based to open and critical discussion by a wide audience of stakeholders.  That way, the 
chances of interest groups (rent seekers) hijacking the policy process for their personal and 
future gains are minimised.  Such debates would open up the policy space through the 
accommodation of divergent views and opinions from actors that are particularly and 
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outside the existing policy process network. A win-lose situation would occur and indeed 
predominate if the policy process is hindered through lack of inclusiveness and a dependence 
on an elite network of actors or a coalition of actors who are resistant to policy change 
for their own selfish interest.  A win-win situation or a tendency towards it can only be 
achieved if policy space is broadened and made more inclusionary. 

POLICY COHERENCE BETWEEN FISHERIES AND OTHER 
POLICIES 

It is evident from the foregoing analysis that fisheries policy and policy processes are still 
largely pursued sectorally with little or no linkage with other relevant sectors that impact on 
fisheries. This is rather unfortunate as a large part of factors and institutions/agencies that 
affect inland water fisheries resources and the rural communities that depend upon them lie 
outside the fisheries sector. Typical examples of some of these institutions are the Dams 
Authorities and the Environmental Protection Agency located within the Federal Ministries of 
Water Resources and Environment, respectively. The heavy or absolute dependence of 
artisanal fisheries on water in both quantity and quality underscores the strategic importance 
of these sector or institutions to inland water fisheries. A policy coherence or synergy between 
fisheries and these sectors is, therefore, crucial in ensuring sustainable fisheries and 
livelihoods of the rural communities that are dependent on them.      

The Komadugu-Yobe Basin (KYB) in North East Nigeria represents a typical scenario of 
where and how the impact of water, in terms of quality and quantity, is threatening the overall 
fisheries of a region due to lack of integrated and efficient water and environmental 
management. The hydrology of the KYB is maintained by four river systems: Hadejia, 
Katagun, Keffi-Hausa and the Burum Gana. In the past one decade, the hydrology and flows 
of these river systems have been adversely affected by numerous dams constructed by the 
Division of Dams, Federal Ministry of Water resources (FMWR, Abuja) and the Hadejia-
Jam'are River Basin Development Authority (HJRBDA) with headquarters in Kano and 
Jigawa States within the KYB itself.  The issue of water availability, and the recent massive 
invasion of the aquatic weed, Typha sp, are currently major threats to the fisheries of the 
Hadejia-Nguru-Gashua wetlands- the largest and single most important wetland in Nigeria. 
Many fish species are known to react negatively to changes or modification of natural 
hydrograph through alteration of natural habitat structure vital for spawning and as a source of 
invertebrate food for fish (Bunn and Arthington, 2002; Arthington et. al., 2003). These 
modifications have produced negative impact on fish production and the overall fisheries of 
the region through the destruction of fishing grounds and habitat in the area. The absence of 
policy coherence between the different sectors e.g. water, environment, fisheries, wildlife etc. 
has exacerbated this problem in the KYB in particular and hindered natural resources 
management.  

In general, the lack of coherence between different sectoral policies in Nigeria is due largely 
to the absence of a holistic and integrated approach to policy formulation and implementation 
by government. Policy development processes in Nigeria have been sectorally driven and 
restrictive in participation. For example, staff of FDF, the Dams Authorities, Environment etc 
hardly see the need to involve outside actors in the formulation of their sectoral policies. The 
consequence of this is clearly a sectoral policy that lacks cross linkages, coherence and 
synergy with other development sector. It is hoped that ongoing government reforms would 
address above problem   by taking a more holistic and integrative approach to issues of policy 



 25

and policy implementation in order to achieve desired synergy amongst different sectoral 
policies and ensure positive impacts on people 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

This report "Fisheries Co-management: an Analysis of the underlying Policy Process", 
constitutes the third component of the BMZ- funded project on "Food security and Poverty 
Alleviation through improved valuation and governance of River fisheries in Africa".  
The choice of the Lake Chad Basin in Central Africa and the Zambezi Basin in East Africa for 
this study was informed mainly by the huge fisheries potentials of these basins and their 
significant contribution to the livelihoods of the rural communities in these regions.  

The sustainability of any natural resources and the benefits derived are largely determined by 
existing development and management policies affecting them - policy development being 
defined as "the aim and course of action set by government, organisations or individuals 
for achieving set goals or objectives" (Hamlisch, 1989).  Success or failure of policy 
objectives is underpinned by the strength of underlying narratives and the ability of policy to 
respond to implementation guidelines.   

Nigeria's fisheries potential is huge and vital to income, food security, livelihoods and poverty 
alleviation (FDF, 2005).   Consequently, an analysis of  policies (to reveal success or failure) 
governing this sector of the economy is crucial if benefits from the sector are to be derived on 
a sustainable basis.  Bad or weak governance and policy have been identified as major threats 
to food security, livelihoods and poverty alleviation (NEPAD, 2001). This analysis of 
Nigeria's fisheries policy was therefore largely undertaken to provide a basis for possible 
policy review and the options for policy change in the future. 

As the title of this report suggests, the policy on fisheries co-management or community-
based management in Nigeria was thoroughly explored in this study.  However, the analysis 
did not reveal any form of conscious national policy on co-management for the Nigerian 
fisheries: co-management being understood as a partnership arrangement, using the 
capacities and interests of local resource users and complemented by the ability of 
government to provide enabling legislation, enforcement and conflict resolution 
mechanisms (Berkes and Pomeroy, 1997).  Decentralisation as a major form of governance 
reform and a vital element in natural resources s co-management arrangements is yet to be 
given any consideration in the fisheries sector. 

 In the absence of such national co-management arrangements, this report focused mainly but 
not exclusively on:   

• documenting the evolution of existing fisheries policies from the colonial period to the 
present time;    

• the mechanisms for fisheries policy-process;  

• policy and governance context including the influence of bureaucracy and political 
environment on policy and the policy process;  

• possible policy narratives  that have influenced fisheries policies over the years and 
their implications for fisheries policy; 

• Fisheries policy networks and actors and suggestions on ways to influence or 
transform the policy process network in order to identify policy options. 
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This study has afforded a greater understanding of Nigeria's fisheries policy and policy 
processes. Nigeria's fisheries policies have been evolving since the pre-colonial period with 
the creation of the Department of Fisheries in Lagos in 1941.  Since then, a number of 
fisheries policies and Programmes have been initiated by government to boost fish production 
and make Nigeria self-sufficient in fish production. 

However, these policies have not achieved the desired results as their performance has been 
assessed to be weak. Aside from the overtly centralised policy-making approach by State 
institutions and bureaucrat, other factors have been identified to account for the poor 
performance. Neiland et. al., (2002) documented major factors responsible for the poor 
performance of fisheries policy in the riparian countries of the Chad Basin, including Nigeria. 
These factors include: 

• a weak State context; 

• political and economic instability; 

• lack of institutional capacity; 

• narrow information base and limited knowledge; 

• incomplete development narratives and strategies; 

• under-valued fisheries; 

• Lack of stakeholder recognision and utilisation of non-formal institutions; 

• limitation of national policy-making and implementation processes. 

In particular, the weaknesses of the policy-making process in Nigerian fisheries are attributed 
mainly to: 

• a  lack of relevant data; 

• narrow or ill-defined policy narrative; 

• low level of participation by available spectrum of stakeholders in policy and decision-
making and; 

• absence or weakness of the interconnections between local and national levels of 
authority. 

These identified weaknesses generally constrain fisheries policy, the policy process and policy 
implementation. Suggestions for future policy change and policy options, therefore, need to 
address processes that can overcome these constraints.  The following recommendations are 
made in this regard; 

There is the urgent need to open up the policy-making process and make it more inclusive to 
accommodate the range of available stakeholders in and outside of the fisheries sector. The 
over-centralisation of the Nigerian fisheries policy-making process and the monopolisation by 
State bureaucrats in the Fisheries Departments and institutions, needs to be reversed. 
Important stakeholders such as the dams authorities, Environment ministry, fishers, 
processors, traders, traditional institutions etc. are vital to the fisheries sector and therefore 
should be included in the fisheries policy making network. 

 Current fisheries policy-makers need to learn from past experiences in order to improve 
fisheries policy design and implementation in the future, it is necessary to know what worked 
and didn't work and why. For example, are planned policies publicly announced, debated and 
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thoroughly thought through? Why did the fisheries expansionist and productionist policies of 
the 70s/80s fail? These and other issues need to be addressed in future policy considerations.   

Lack of adequate information and reliable statistical data are major problems confronting 
fisheries administrations, managers and policy-makers.  The consequence of this is a low 
knowledge base which affects, significantly, the range of development narratives upon which 
fisheries development policies are based. 

There is need to improve the knowledge base by increasing and diversifying fisheries research 
activities to provide adequate data for sound narrative for policy-makers.  Furthermore, more 
attention should be given to "demand-driven" or "action research" in order to promote better 
linkages between stakeholders in the fisheries. 

The study revealed that fisheries policy planning has been pursued largely within the domain 
of the fisheries sector.   There is need for existing fisheries policy-makers to work with and 
include stakeholders from other sectors (public, private) and leaders/participants within the 
traditional management systems in the future.  This approach would lead to an all-inclusive 
policy making process and enhance policy implementation. 

There is yet no national policy on fisheries co-management in Nigeria.  Yet fisheries co-
management (public-private-community sector partnership) has been recognised as an 
effective way of sustainablely managing any natural resources.  Here it is recommended that, 
the various rural communities where the resources are based would become major players in 
the policy-making process and the management of the resources upon which their livelihoods 
depend. It is strongly stressed that future fisheries policies should address the issue of co-
management or community based management arrangements in the fisheries sector as 
this ensures the participation of the rural communities (who depend on the fisheries for 
livelihoods) in the management and control of the natural resource. Co-management, as 
a decentralisation policy gives voice to rural resource users and makes them partners in 
the management of such natural resources. It is known that co-management makes 
monitoring, control and surveillance of natural resources easier and cheaper and on the 
long run ensures sustainability benefits to resource users.   
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