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1. Introduction and background 
 

Today, 56 million people (amongst which 54% are women) are directly involved in inland small-
scale fisheries in the developing world. For these people, fishing and related post-harvest 
activities (i.e. fish processing and fish trading) can contribute in a critical way to their livelihood. 
Widely dispersed and easily accessible to marginal communities, inland fisheries provide in 
particular a vital source of income and nutrition to a large part of the rural population living in 
the vicinities of freshwater-bodies (lakes and reservoirs, rivers, seasonal and/or perennial ponds, 
floodplains and wetlands). In addition, small-scale inland fisheries have also been shown to be an 
essential component of the informal welfare mechanisms still widely functioning in African rural 
societies. When other local economic activities are collapsing or have been eroded by the general 
macro-economic context, small scale fisheries often provide a livelihood safety-net for the most 
vulnerable households. Finally, fish are also vital for the nutritional and food security of the low 
income households, as staples such as rice, wheat, maize and cassava, which constitute most of 
the food consumed by these low-income people, lack such nutrients as iron, iodine, zinc, calcium 
and vitamins A and B. 
 
Despite these crucial roles in relation to such central issues as rural development, poverty 
alleviation, or food security, inland fisheries in Africa are largely neglected by existing 
government decision-making processes. This marginalization is especially acute for river 
fisheries for two main reasons: First, the lack of information regarding these fisheries, and in 
particular, data on their comprehensive socio-economic values; second, the geographical and 
political isolation that affect the majority of the rural communities living along Africa’s rivers. In 
effect, all too often the majority of these communities are totally excluded from any involvement 
in policy-making processes or planning.  
 
The main objective of the project “Food security and poverty alleviation through improved 
valuation and governance of river fisheries in Africa” was to address those key issues in two 
important regions of sub-Saharan African inland fisheries: the Lake Chad Basin and the Zambezi 
River Basin. The overall purpose of the project was to strengthen the capacity of local and 
national decision-makers in these regions to develop and implement improved governance and 
policy reforms that sustain river fisheries and enhance their contribution to poverty alleviation 
and national food security. Within this framework a particular theme of the project was to 
understand and assess how improved valuation information could contribute to this purpose. To 
reflect these objectives, the project was articulated around three main components:  
 
• A socio-economic component, the objective of which was to document and quantify the 

various socio-economic roles that small-scale inland fisheries can play in the livelihood of 
rural local populations engaged in the activity.    

• A policy analysis component, where the main objective was to review and assess the current 
national fisheries policy processes in the countries of the Lake Chad Basin and the Zambezi 
River Basin and to identify options for policy change and improvements. 

• A governance analysis component, where the main objective was to explore and assess the 
changes that have been taking place in the recent years in fisheries governance, as a 
consequence of the implementation of increasing numbers of fisheries co-management and 
decentralization reforms.  
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2. Purpose and structure of the document 
 
For each of these 3 components, the main findings and lessons have been documented and 
presented in various project documents and/or scientific articles (see Appendix A and 
http://www.worldfishcenter.org/wfcms/SSFvaluation_and_governance/Default.aspx).  
 
The purpose of the present report is to draw upon these different findings and to propose a set of 
concrete policy recommendations in line with the general objective of the project: reduce poverty 
in small-scale inland fisheries dependent communities.  
 
These recommendations have been articulated in two parts; the first part presents both the main 
findings of the socio-economic analysis and the subsequent policy recommendations that are 
derived from these main findings. By the nature of the issues they address and the research from 
which they emerge, these recommendations concern policies directly relevant for household-
level interventions (e.g., interventions aiming at reducing household vulnerability). The second 
section draws together the conclusions of the project’s policy and governance research 
components, and offers a set of recommendations which are mainly relevant at a ‘higher’ level 
(i.e. communities, district, provincial, national, or sectoral and/or cross-sectoral).   
 
The targeted audience for this policy recommendation report are government agencies and line-
ministries involved in the decision-making process and planning of small-scale fisheries sectors 
at national, provincial and/or district/local levels; national and international research 
organizations, universities, practitioners and non-governmental organizations engaged in 
interventions and/or research related to small-scale inland fisheries, but also more widely to rural 
development and poverty alleviation.   
 
 
3. Socio-economic analysis 
 
3.1. Background of the study and main results 
 
The socio-economic studies were carried out in four major floodplains, two in the Lake Chad 
Basin: the Hadejia-Nguru wetlands (HNWW) in North-East Nigeria and the Yaéres floodplain 
along the Logone river in North Cameroon; and two in the Zambezi River Basin: the Kafue 
floodplain in southern province of Zambia and the Lower Shire floodplain (LSFF) along the 
Shire river in southern region of Malawi. The outcomes of these studies reveal some important 
similarities and differences in the socio-economic role of fisheries, analysis of which helps to 
understand the factors that determine their role in the livelihood of households and the policy 
direction that should be taken to improve these livelihoods. 
 
Fishing contribution to household income 
The four case studies illustrate the wide varieties of ways in which fishing contributes to the 
livelihood of households. In all four study areas, full time professional fishers are only one group 
linked to fisheries. In effect, the majority of households in HNW, Yaéres and LSF are primarily 
farmers who do fishing as a complementary activity whereas in Kafue, livestock rearing 
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complements fishing activity. In all areas, the probability of fishing is influenced by proximity to 
water-bodies, and is inversely related to amount of land and livestock in Kafue and LSF.  
 
Overall, the studies indicate that fishing makes a significant contribution to the total income of 
the households in all four areas, ranging from 16 – 29% of their total income. In Kafue, it 
contributes as much as 50% to total household income per month and is the main source of 
household income. In two of the four study areas (Yaéres and LSF) fishing represents the second 
most important activity in terms of income. Off farm activities are minor in most areas, except in 
HNW where they play the second most important role.   
 
Fishing as a risk management strategy 
A similar proportion of households engage in fishing in all four study areas (53- 66%). Fishing is 
however part of a highly seasonal and diversified portfolio of activities the organization of which 
is closely determined by the natural flood cycle.  
 
In HNW and Yaéres, more in-depth analyses suggest that fishing is done primarily for its income 
smoothing effect rather than its overall income effect. In fact households recognize that farming 
activity yields greater but highly volatile income (in particular due to large inter-annual 
variability) as opposed to fishing which yields lower but more continuous and predictable 
revenues. In Kafue, fishing is mainly carried out by disenfranchised people who have migrated to 
the area in search of livelihood opportunity, and is not traditionally carried out by the original 
inhabitants who are mainly pastoralists. In sum, fishing acts as a risk-spreading (income-
smoothing) strategy in Yaéres, LSF and NH, whereas in Kafue it plays more of a safety-net role 
for households originating from beyond the area. 
 
Role of fishing in poverty alleviation 
Comparisons with national poverty prevalence statistics reveal that households living in HNW, 
Yaéres and Kafue floodplain are relatively better off than those in surrounding areas, probably 
because of a combination of cropping, livestock and fishery benefits provided by flooding. 
Within each area, fishing households are less poor than non-fishing households in HNW, Yaéres 
and LSF, but are poorer in Kafue. Nevertheless, all studies show that fishing reduces the 
incidence of poverty, and further analysis in HNW and Yaéres suggests that this particularly 
pertains to a reduction in chronic poverty.   
 
 
3.2. Policy recommendations  
 
From these various findings a series of lessons and recommendations have been drawn, that 
could help strengthening the contribution of the sector to the livelihood of rural populations. 
 
Take a holistic, multi-sectoral approach to poverty alleviation and resource management. 
The four valuation studies reveal that poverty is high in all the 4 areas considered and that 
households engage in diverse livelihoods strategies to reduce their exposure to it. Many 
dimensions to poverty are prevalent in these areas (e.g. health, marginalization, gender etc.), 
besides income-related poverty. This finding has direct implications on how rural development 
programs should be designed for poverty reduction. Rather than focusing on a single sector such 
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as fisheries alone, meaningful poverty reduction can only be realized with a multi-sectoral 
approach. There is therefore a greater need for fisheries departments to engage in effective 
coordination with other sectors.   
 
Define fishery objectives. When access to fisheries resource is de facto open access, fisheries 
can perform an important safety-net function, such as in the Kafue floodplain. In contrast when 
access is restricted, as it is the case in the Yaéres, fisheries may generate greater economic 
returns for those who are entitled to access the resource. Households from the surroundings areas 
who may expect to rely on these fisheries as a safety net option when they experience shocks 
(e.g., harvest failure due to drought or pest outbreak) will however not be able to do so, and may 
have to migrate to other areas in search of opportunities (e.g. as it was observed in the Yaéres). 
There is therefore a trade-off between maximizing the aggregate revenues derived from fisheries 
through more restricted access and enabling use of the fishery as a safety net for vulnerable 
households through more permeable access arrangements. National policy needs to understand 
the need for this welfare function (the alternative being other forms of social welfare provision).  
 
The choice of the fisheries management objective influences the general policy actions required. 
If one opts for a social objective, (to maximise distributional benefits and opportunity to perform 
welfare roles) it is necessary to recognise that people may enter the fishery as a coping strategy, 
and this situation needs to be accompanied by mechanisms to help people out of that situation. 
On the other hand, if one opts for an efficiency objective (to maximise the revenue of the fishery) 
it is necessary to encourage alternative livelihoods in order to provide other options for those 
who do not have access to the restricted fishery. In both cases (welfare versus maximization) 
interventions supporting alternative livelihoods outside the sector are also necessary to reduce 
the pressure on the resource and conserve the stocks. 
 
Support the accumulation of households’ non-fishing assets to encourage livelihoods 
diversification. In small-scale fishing communities, most households are poor because they 
possess few productive assets, which limits their ability to diversify their livelihoods and to 
generate enough income to escape poverty. For example, in Kafue, many fishers who migrated to 
the area some years ago are still highly dependent on fishing, essentially because accumulation 
of land and livestock takes decades and requires social integration with indigenous communities. 
In other floodplains, livelihoods are already diverse, but lack of assets limits productivity. It is 
therefore recommended that rural development policies should aim at facilitating productive 
non-fishing asset accumulation by fishing households. Policy measures could for instance, 
include increased access to credit, such as micro-lending systems. In countries or areas where 
communal land use right systems have led to inequitable access, such as in HNW, such policies 
could include interventions aiming at increasing access to land by the poor and ensuring that 
existing land reform programmes reach the floodplain communities. The diversification of 
livelihoods can also be facilitated by promoting other income generating opportunities (see 
below). 
 
Support fishing-related activities to add value. In areas where fresh fish fetches higher prices 
than dried or smoked fish, such as the Logone river area, fishers in remote communities cannot 
realize the full potential value of their catches. To add value to the fisheries in such areas, and 
thus to improve the wellbeing of the population, there is need to raise the ability of fishers to 
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market fresh fish. This could be achieved by: 
 Improving the infrastructure (thus significantly decrease travel costs and time) 
 Introducing post-harvest losses technologies, for example more effective refrigeration 

techniques (e.g. supplying of ice boxes by traders). 
 
In the vast majority of floodplains in Africa (including those in this research), access to 
electricity however is still limited. In those areas fish sun-drying and smoking are the only 
alternatives to conserve this highly perishable product. Processing facilities and techniques are 
however frequently inadequate or ineffective and often involve the application of pesticides 
(against insect attacks). Interventions aiming at improving these processing techniques and 
reducing pesticides are required and would not only increase the value added of the fish 
commodity (and thus the income of the fishers/traders), but also help tackling food safety and 
health issues in these areas.  
 
Strengthen non-fishing livelihoods. Although floodplain households display diverse livelihood 
strategies, there is still a high reliance on primary natural resource-based incomes, which puts 
households at considerable risk of environmental shocks. For example households rely primarily 
on farming in HNW and LSF, and livestock or fishing in Kafue. Although fishing households are 
better off in some areas, if access is limited or resources over-stretched there may be limited 
opportunity for fisheries to improve the lot of non-fishing households. Moreover, in sub-Saharan 
Africa, particularly in the Sudano-Sahelian zone, climate conditions (mainly rainfall) have 
covariate effects on cropping, livestock and fishing: period of drought affects all these activities 
negatively. Hence, fisheries cannot adequately solve the intra-annual farming income variability 
problem. Inter-temporal management of financial and physical (non-fishing) capital is therefore a 
very central issue when dealing with dynamic welfare and risk analysis in these regions. Most 
households rely on liquidation of assets such as livestock to counterbalance the inter-annual 
variation in crop production. This coping strategy leads however usually to a substantial drop in 
the local (or even sometimes regional) livestock price, exacerbating the distress of these local 
populations. Policy interventions should therefore aim to reduce the likelihood of crop failure in 
drought years through, for example, improved soil and water management, small-scale 
irrigation projects, or through the adoption of drought-resistant, early-maturing staple food crop 
varieties. These types of actions should be complemented by interventions that aim at offsetting 
or reducing the deflation of livestock prices during famine periods. In addition, alternative 
activities should be promoted to complement the seasonal and/or inter-annual income patterns of 
farming and fishing, in order to reduce the pressure on the resource, smooth income variation 
and increase income. These could include: 
 Non-agricultural employment. Increased returns to off-farm activities have been shown to 

reduce fishing effort and hence may help to alleviate the pressure on the exploited fish 
stocks; 

 Introduction of aquaculture initiatives which may significantly improve the food security 
situation and reduce the inter-temporal variation in income through constant supply of fish, 
independent of the inter-annual variation in precipitation and hence the water level in the 
water bodies. 

 
Improve understanding of socio-ecological systems. Overall, the four socio-economic studies 
implemented in the project have improved substantially our understanding of the socio-
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ecological functioning of floodplain systems, but it also highlighted that there are still major gaps 
in information and understanding. These gaps include understanding of long term patterns and 
inter-annual variability and risks, and linkages between socio-economic systems, ecosystem 
functioning and management systems. A great deal of research is still necessary to reach a full 
understanding about the sustainability (and resilience) of these socio-ecological systems. Efforts 
should be made to monitor people’s livelihoods and wellbeing as well as the resource dynamics 
and its use. This should be done as a collaborative effort between fisheries and agricultural 
departments and statistical and planning offices that deal with welfare.  
 
 
4. Policy and Governance analyses 
 
4.1. Background of the studies 
 
The policy analysis and the governance analysis were both conducted in five countries across the 
two basins: Niger, Niger and Cameroon in the Lake Chad Basin, and Malawi and Zambia in the 
Zambezi River Basin. Although the two activities were conducted independently using two 
different analytical approaches, both policy and governance analyses eventually appear 
remarkably complementary and reveal in particular important similarities in their conclusions. 
Before moving on the detail of the policy implications of these results, two important 
preliminary clarifications need to be made. 
 
Why decentralization in small-scale fisheries? 
The whole project was conceived on the premise that ‘decentralization’ (taken in a broad, 
generic, sense) and sectoral co-management reforms are the way forward in small-scale fisheries 
if one wants these fisheries to contribute their full potential in terms of poverty alleviation and 
economic development in developing countries. However, the project also recognized that the 
rhetoric surrounding ‘decentralization’ reform has often disserved the initial genuine objective of 
these reforms. Decentralization has too often been advocated as the ‘magic bullet’ which would 
solve instantaneously and simultaneously poverty, environmental degradation, social and 
economic inequity. As the series of recommendation below will demonstrate, this assumption 
turns out to be painfully erroneous.    
 
Decentralization in the fisheries, decentralization outside the fisheries 
The process of devolving power and responsibility away from central authorities and ministries 
offices (decentralization) has been taking place both in the fisheries sector (often referred as co-
management reform) and outside the fisheries, in other economic sectors such as education, 
health, public transport, other natural resource sectors e.g. forestry, etc. These different reforms 
have been implemented at different paces in different countries over the last 20 years. In Malawi 
for example, different sectors, including fisheries, are been decentralised slowly since the 1990s, 
creating a relatively complex and ever-evolving institutional landscape. In Cameroon the 
constitutional amendment of 1996 made explicit reference to the principle of decentralization but 
the implementation process is effectively just starting. In Nigeria no formal decentralization 
policies have yet been considered in the fisheries sector except through donor-driven 
interventions supporting co-management projects. 
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One key element in the analytical framework adopted in the project was therefore the recognition 
of these various waves of ‘overlapping’ decentralization reforms in and outside the fisheries 
sector. This point represented a major breakthrough in the fisheries literature, where co-
management reforms are usually analyzed in complete isolation from the wider 
political/governance environment. To make these distinctions between decentralizations inside 
and outside fisheries more explicit, we distinguished 3 major ‘types’ of governance reform: 
 
 Devolution (devolutive decentralization) refers to the transfer of parts, or totality, of the 

rights and responsibilities from the Department of Fisheries to representatives of user groups 
at the local level, usually (fishers) organizations. In the more conventional natural resource 
management jargon, this is usually referred to as community-based and/or co-management 
arrangements. 

 
 Deconcentration (administrative decentralization) in fisheries refers to governance reforms in 

which decision-making authority is transferred to provincial or district levels of the 
Department of Fisheries (DoF). 

 
 Territorial decentralization refers to transfers of decision-making authority and financial 

responsibilities to decentralized territorial entities (District Assemblies, Provincial or District 
Development Committees, or ‘Collectivités Territoriales’ in francophone countries)). Four of 
the five countries considered in this review (Cameroon, Niger, Malawi, and Zambia) have 
been engaged in extensive decentralization reforms for several decades.  

 
 
4.2. Policy recommendations 
 
Improve policy coherence. The five national policy studies implemented in the project reveal 
that in countries where these different types of governance reforms are taking place, many 
challenges still remain both at the design and implementation level. In particular, issues of policy 
incoherence are common. The studies highlight many examples illustrating the difficulties of 
evolving new policies, and trying to integrate them within existing policy arrangements. In 
Malawi, for instance, decentralisation policy, local government reforms and national fisheries 
policy have not achieved a high degree of coherence, largely because they appeared at different 
times and did not refer to existing legislation.  
 
Institutional coherence is a key factor and it extends beyond the issue of harmonization between 
government institutions. Policy and policy implementers such as technical line ministries should 
be clear about the role that these institutions have to play. Additionally, forming multi-sectoral 
working groups to develop and/or review decentralization policies should be encouraged.  
 
Promote better integration of SSF sectoral devolution into decentralization. The country 
reviews evidenced how poorly integrated small-scale fisheries and co-management are in the 
decentralization process that are being implemented in parallel in the rest of the economy. The 
fishery sector (in particularly inland one) is often considered as the rest of a stagnant, informal 
and useless sector meant to disappear over the course of the normal economic development 
process. This view certainly contributes to the predatory behavior adopted by national and local 
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government agencies whereby small-scale fisheries are often heavily taxed but notoriously 
neglected in terms of redistribution.  
 
Local governments’ reliance on fisheries-generated income should in contrary be seen as the 
evidence that a more balanced relationship could benefit all parties. Better supported, small-scale 
fisheries would contribute more effectively to local economic development, thus strengthening 
local governments through the generation of direct revenue (taxes) and indirectly through the 
welfare functions provided by small-scale fisheries such as employment for unskilled population 
(labor buffer, safety net), contribution to food security and economic empowerment of remote 
rural groups including women. This better integration of fisheries into the local planning process 
could (or should) be facilitated by the fact that local level of decision are known to be more 
effective in ensuring integrated planning than higher (national) levels. As such, the territorial 
decentralized institutions created through parallel decentralization processes (e.g. Districts 
Assemblies in Malawi, District Councils and District or Provincial Development Committees in 
Zambia, Collectivités Territoriales in Niger and Cameroon) should be in a much better position 
to integrate and account for the aspirations and needs of the small-scale fisherfolks than national 
planners operating from central Ministries’ bureaus. It is therefore the responsibility of the 
fisheries stakeholders (starting with the DoFs) to work closer with the decentralized 
governments’ agencies in order to ensure a better integration of small-scale fisheries into the 
process of decentralized development, for the greater benefit of the resource, the local economy 
and the fisherfolks.   
 
Accounting for an increasing number of actors. The policy case studies reveal the importance 
of a wide range of actors in the policy process - in both policy formation and implementation. 
The number of actors involved in fisheries and other related policy is however likely to increase 
further in the future because: (1) national policy is intending to develop inclusive forms of 
government with suitable fora or “platforms for negotiation” at different levels, and (2) new 
interests are emerging (the private sector, civil society organizations, issues based coalitions, 
new local government structures etc.). 
 
National decentralization policies in Niger and Cameroon are setting out to establish partnerships 
with new local and regional institutions such as civil society organizations and producers’ 
organizations. In Malawi, relevant institutions such as Local Fisheries Management Authorities 
already exist but our analysis suggests that these bodies will need support and guidance in setting 
their geographic boundaries and level of authority. In Nigeria, the policy process has been very 
centralized but government has acknowledged new roles may be required of research institutes, 
producers’ organizations and regional agencies. 
 
Recognize the complexity of the local political game. One of the main observations of the 
reviews was that co-management reforms have complexified the already hybrid and composite 
local governance system prevalent in Africa. While decentralization in principle signifies 
increased procedural homogenization and transparency at the local level, in practice its 
implementation has led instead to greater fragmentation of the political arenas and greater 
complexity (de jure and de facto). Co-management has in particular increased the number of 
newly created, as well as traditional, political and institutional local actors who are now 
competing, conflicting or colluding to capture part of the power and revenues that fisheries 
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resources can generate. This fragmentation and complexification of the local political game has 
led to the ‘accumulation’ of several layers of powers with no clear legitimacy and no longer any 
central institution capable of imposing its law and norms. This greatly reduces the clarity of the 
political processes and its chance to achieve its democratic promises. 
 
The recognition of this situation calls for greater coordination and more resources made available 
for building capacity of actors at local level while strengthening the central government 
capacities for coordinating policy guidance and setting the appropriate policy environment. 
Donor and international development agencies need to realize that decentralization (and co-
management) reforms require usually more financial and human resources (and certainly not 
less). In this sense decentralization conflicts directly with the agenda of reduction of public 
services expenses generally adopted by governments. 
  
Account for the critical influence of traditional leaders. Although not an exclusivity of Africa 
-as many Pacific fisheries are in the same situation- small-scale inland fisheries in Africa are for 
their majority still under the strong influence of local traditional leaders. While co-management 
projects could have been one way to reduce this influence, the analysis revealed a totally 
different outcome. Because co-management projects were poorly prepared to face this issue, 
these traditional leaders have usually been one of the groups which almost systematically 
managed to strengthen their local power during the establishment of co-management reform. 
This situation means that a large part of the success (or failure) of these programs depends on 
these traditional leaders’ willingness to collaborate. In particular, trying to by-pass these local 
leaders would almost systematically trigger direct or indirect opposition from these powerful 
actors.  
 
This resurgence of the traditional chieftaincies through the decentralization process is not, 
however, necessarily systematically negative. In effect several cases demonstrate that they can be 
one of the key-players ensuring the success of co-management projects. When this happens, 
however, it is essentially the result of their own integrity and commitment, and frequently 
depends on the extent to which the co-management process has actively engaged with them. 
 
These observations suggest that governments should recognize and define much more precisely 
the roles and responsibilities of traditional authorities in the decentralization process, and in 
particular in relation to natural resources management, being aware of the potential issues 
observed under the current decentralization experiences. In particular those existing mixed 
experiences underline the importance of establishing mechanisms of downward accountability. 
Until a minimum level of downward accountability is effectively embedded into the procedures, 
co-management projects will always depend on the personal commitment and capacities of few 
key actors, leaving the overall projects’ fate –and its impact on the whole community- entirely in 
the hand of these actors.  
 
Recognize the political economy of co-management reforms. In direct relation to the point 
above, it is crucial to recognize that decentralization is never introduced in a power vacuum at a 
local level. The socio-institutional landscape where governance reforms in general and co-
management in particular are implemented is in fact the result of a constantly evolving political 
landscape which reflects the current distribution of power between different local actors and their 
struggle to control the natural, institutional, financial and political resources. In this context, the 
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introduction of co-management often turns out to be a catalyst for political conflict and to 
intensify the battle for power among local people. In this continuous (open or more subtle) battle, 
the poorest and most marginalized of the fishing community have generally been the losers. 
 
The recognition of this political economy dimension has strong implications on the way co-
management should be planned and implemented. In particular it means that a good 
understanding of the current political ‘landscape’ and of the current power configuration 
between the different groups susceptible to be directly or indirectly involved (or rejected) by the 
establishment of co-management is essential before the first step of the reform is actually 
initiated. This preliminary ex-ante analysis should help in predicting the changes in the power 
landscape that are likely to occur as a result of the reform, and thus provide appropriate guidance 
and recommendations on how to limit the ‘unexpected’ negative outcomes.  
 
Focus on implementation issues. Co-management –and more broadly governance reforms- are 
high in the agenda of most African countries. It would therefore be misleading to present the 
failure of co-management reforms as a consequence of lack of official political will. Co-
management problems come essentially from an inability to support all the processes needed to 
allow genuine devolution (democratic decentralization). There is therefore an urgent need for 
academics to turn their attention toward the ‘nitty-gritty’, ‘on-the-ground’, and context-specific 
aspects of co-management implementation. While this has been highlighted many times, there is 
no ‘one size fits all’, and the success (or failure) of co-management programmes will essentially 
depend on local details: the integrity of the DoF local staff, the ‘ethic’ of the traditional leaders, 
the balance between the different groups of fishers (allochtone versus autochtone), the presence 
of local NGOs, and in particular the power relationship between all these different groups and 
individuals.  
 
These observations clearly call for policies and interventions which would aim at strengthening 
the organizational and institutional capacity of identified stakeholders, based on local situations, 
to enable them carry out their new institutional roles and responsibilities while ensuring 
effective coordination of the process. These interventions should include sensitization and 
training of stakeholders on resource and environmental management; administrative, financial 
management and leadership skills; and funding mechanisms to generate their own revenue to 
support co-management activities.  
 
Promote participation, but more importantly ensure downward accountability. Enhancing 
the participation of fisheries end-users and other legitimate stakeholders in the decision making 
process of fisheries is a central element in these reforms. The involvement of these end-users is, 
in particular expected to increase their sense of responsibility and ownership, thus facilitating the 
self-enforcement of the management system and in principle the ‘sustainability’ and equity of the 
system. 
 
But ‘participation’ is not the panacea and ‘greater participation’ will not ensure the success of 
co-management without being complemented by some forms of downward accountability. Since 
the involvement of every single fisherfolk (fishers, traders, fish processors, etc.) in the decision 
making process (that is, direct democracy) is not possible as it would increase ad infinitum the 
transaction costs of the political process, participation of those legitimate stakeholders in the 
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decision making process can only be achieved through representative governance. This is indeed 
what has been done in the majority of co-management projects through the creation of 
community-based organizations. What our research showed however is that, until these 
representatives are downwardly accountable to the rest of the stakeholders, any devolution of 
power to these representatives is likely to become a source of misuse and abuse. There is 
therefore an urgent need for national and local policy makers (but also NGOs and other project 
implementers) to focus on this issue of accountability and to create the appropriate institutional 
and legislative conditions and mechanisms to ensure the establishment of a systematic downward 
accountability environment in decentralization.  
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