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Executive Summary

S
mall-scale �sheries produce more than half of the global seafood catch and provide 

employment for most of the world’s �shers. N onetheless many coastal �shing communities 

face persistent poverty and more recently decreased availability of the coastal and �sheries 

resources they depend upon. T o better understand the drivers of unsustainable resource use and 

coastal poverty, WWF carried out six community-based case studies in V ietnam, M alaysia, I ndonesia, 

Philippines, Honduras and G uatemala, designed to identify the socioeconomic obstacles at the local, 

national and international levels to sustainable coastal �sheries management and small-scale  

�sheries development.

combination of policy and market factors, including 

overcapacity in the commercial �shing sector, poor 

enforcement of �shing regulations and coastal 

�shing zones, and growing international markets for 

high-value marine products.  National governments 

face a set of political and economic incentives that 

have led them to focus on increasing production and 

�shing capacity rather than long-term sustainability 

or equity. As a result, they have not succeeded in 

designing national development plans and poverty 

reduction strategies that adequately address the 

interlinked crises of unsustainable �sheries use  

and coastal poverty. International development 

institutions, which to some extent have contributed 

to overcapacity in the commercial �shing sector, 

have become more cognizant of these issues in 

recent years. Nevertheless, they have not been  

able to provide the right kind of incentives to ensure 

that small-scale �sheries are included in national 

development plans and poverty alleviation strategies 

plans. In addition, coastal communities’ lack of 

political and economic in�uence undermines their 

Many of the obstacles to sustainable development  

and improved resource management were found  

at the national and international levels, outside the 

coastal communities:

National political and �nancial priorities  

favor production (particularly for export)  

over sustainability.

Coastal communities lack authority over their 

own resources.

Foreign and other new markets create incentives  

for unsustainable harvesting of valuable species.

Development policies and poverty alleviation 

plans do not recognize the potential of small-

scale �sheries and coastal �shing communities.

In the places studied, the current rate of exploitation  

of coastal and marine resources is causing long-term 

degradation of �shing resources and associated 

coastal and marine habitats, with serious impacts  

for the coastal communities directly reliant on these 

resources. This overexploitation is the result of a 
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ability to gain control over resources, retain the 

economic and other bene�ts of these resources for 

themselves, or use them to improve th eir livelihoods. 

Given the evident shortfalls of existing governance 

systems, consensus has emerged around the need 

for decentralization of �sheries management 

authority and around the importance of co-

management and rights-based management for 

communities. Most of the case-study countries have 

taken some steps in the direction of one of these less 

centralized management systems. However, since 

many of the obstacles to sustainable management lie 

outside the control of the �shing communities, they 

will need to be addressed accordingly and at 

multiple scales. Many of the obstacles originate from 

the failure of markets, national governments, and 

international organizations to incorporate the needs 

and aspirations of coastal communities and the value 

of the ecosystems into policies, and to establish the 

complex management systems needed to maintain 

coastal resources and ecosystems. Increasing 

knowledge of the relationship between �sheries 

degradation and poverty is gradually incorporated 

into the �sheries sector strategies of the major 

international development institutions in ways that 

recognize the need for cross-sectoral management 

and pro-poor growth. While this is an important step 

forward, moving towards sustainability and poverty 

alleviation will require additional changes at the 

international, national, and local levels.

The report’s recommendations focus on changes 

that are needed in national and international policies 

and markets in order to create the conditions for 

more sustainable resource use and increased access 

to and control over resources by coastal �shing 

communities. Ideas discussed include:

Developing coherent and holistic international 

collaboration and support for pro-poor 

sustainable �sheries management, addressing 

global and national issues;

Investing in and supporting local management 

capacity for sustainable �sheries;

Creating conditions for viable pro-poor 

sustainable �sheries management through 

government support for measures to reduce 

resource overexploitation and to promote 

sustainable use; and

Promoting pro-poor economic opportunities for 

coastal communities that are accessible and 

sustainable for small-scale �shers.

In summary, addressing the drivers of poor �sheries 

management at the national and international levels  

is as crucial to the sustainable development of small-

scale �sheries as strengthening the capacity, ability  

and rights of coastal communities to manage their 

own resources well.
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�	 The Global Fisheries Crisis, Poverty and Coastal Small-Scale Fishers

1  Introduction

T
he �sheries sector has been a major source of food, employment, and economic and social 

bene�ts for people and nations for centuries. Y et today, 75% of all the world’s marine �sheries  

are considered fully exploited or over�shed (F AO 2007a). 

Coastal small-scale �sheries produce over half of the 

global seafood catch and host the majority of the 

world’s �shers. Small-scale �sheries make a critical 

contribution to food security and economic activities 

among the large populations that comprise coastal 

�shing communities, in addition to contributing to 

national and local economies, and increasing GDP, 

export earnings, and license fees. Several hundred 

million people worldwide are in some way involved 

with and dependent upon the coastal small-scale 

�sheries sector for their livelihoods – whether 

recorded of�cially as full-time “�shers”, �shing on  

a part-time or seasonal basis, or involved in post-

harvest activities (Andrew et al 2007)1. Most, 

probably 95% live in developing countries (OECD 

2008). Many of them live in remote areas, where 

there are few alternative sources of income and 

employment and little access to services and 

infrastructure2. Products of these �sheries provide 

for local subsistence and local markets. As these 

coastal communities grow, local pressures on 

coastal �shery resources continue to rise. Products 

from these �sheries also reach international markets, 

particularly developed country markets, which have 

expanded rapidly. Yet as global demand for �sheries 

products expands, and as food and commodity 

prices remain volatile around the world, many coastal 

communities face persistent poverty and decreased 

availability of the coastal resources they depend 

upon. This paper explores some critical drivers of 

poverty and unsustainable resource use in these 

communities through a review of national and 

regional policies, development assistance strategies, 

and market factors affecting small-scale �sheries 

and coastal community livelihoods.

The close and complex relationship between �shing 

communities and coastal and marine resources in 

developing countries has been increasingly explored 

over the past few decades. Yet, in the face of 

growing knowledge about poverty and the 

environment, and numerous efforts to achieve 

sustainable �sheries management, �sheries 

resources continue to decline, the number of �shers 

has risen, and poverty persists in many coastal 

communities. Clearly, a piece of the complicated 

puzzle relating coastal �shing communities, 

1	 There are many different estimates of the number of �shers globally, of the number of people directly dependent on �sheries,  
and of the importance of �sheries to food security and national economies (Béné 2006); the �gures cited here are representative  
of these estimates.

2	 However, an increasing number are operating from semi-urban and urban areas (Béné pers. comm.)
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sustainable resource management, and national 

development is missing. WWF initiated its effort to 

address this knowledge gap through six site-level 

case studies in three priority areas—the Coral 

Triangle, the Mesoamerican Reef, and the Greater 

Mekong’s coastal Vietnam 3—along with a literature 

review designed to identify socioeconomic obstacles 

to sustainable coastal �sheries management and 

small-scale �sheries development. Based on lessons 

from these six case studies and desktop research, 

this paper recognizes that the linkages between 

poverty and �sheries are multiple and complex and 

�nds, among other things, that:

Overexploitation of �sheries resources is causing 

long-term degradation of �shing resources and 

associated habitats, which have serious adverse 

impacts particularly for the coastal communities 

directly reliant on �shing.

Overexploitation is often the result of  

overcapacity in the commercial �shing sector, 

poor enforcement of �shing regulations and 

coastal �shing zones, and growing international 

markets for high-value marine products.

Governments face a set of incentives that have 

led them to focus on increasing production and 

�shing capacity rather than equity, poverty 

alleviation or sustainability.

Governments and international development 

agencies have largely failed to foster the 

potential of small-scale �sheries to 

contribute to national economies and 

poverty alleviation, although the 

complex requisites of good 

�sheries governance are 

increasingly recognized.

Coastal small-scale �shers 

have rarely been given rights 

or responsibilities for the 

resources they depend 

upon, nor adequate support, 

attention, and investment  

by governments and 

international development 

programs to sustainably 

manage those resources.

Development of aquaculture  

has not resolved the problem  

of unsustainable �sheries use and 

coastal poverty.

�7

�7

�7

�7
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3	 The choice of four Asian countries re�ects the fact that the majority of the world’s small-scale �shers,  
perhaps as many as 90% (www.fao.org), live in Asia.
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�	 The Global Fisheries Crisis, Poverty and Coastal Small-Scale Fishers

As a result, the communities examined in the case 

studies remain impoverished because existing 

socioeconomic institutions and incentives prevent 

them from controlling access to their resources, and  

thus from retaining the bene�ts of those resources 

which could support development, while also 

promoting overuse. Despite the signi�cant 

contribution made by small-scale �sheries to 

national and local economies, they are 

underrepresented in the national policy arena  

and rarely considered in poverty alleviation or 

development strategies. This neglect compromises 

the capacity of coastal communities to achieve food 

security, participate in economic activities that 

alleviate poverty, or improve the state of their coastal 

and marine resources.

Following a brief description of the methodology 

used for the case studies and the characteristics  

of small-scale �sheries, the paper reviews the 

relationship between the current �sheries crisis and 

changing �shing practices in coastal communities 

revealed by the case studies, and then examines the 

national and international drivers that have led to the 

existing patterns of unsustainable use. The �nal 

section considers some directions for research, 

thought and discussion as to how these obstacles to 

sustainable management can be addressed so that 

coastal communities can better manage their 

resources and improve their livelihoods.
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2  Methodology

T
he World Wildlife Fund’s M acroeconomics P rogram Of�ce ( MPO) has developed a research 

methodology to examine the socioeconomic obstacles and opportunities facing sustainable 

development and applied in the cases discussed here to the development of sustainable 

�sheries regimes. 

the coastal resources on which vulnerable populations 

depend. (Brief summaries of these studies are found  

in Appendix I). A four-step approach was used to 

apply this methodology in each of the six countries:

Understand the international, regional and national 
context of the selected country’s �sheries sector.

Identify the places where poor human populations 
are dependent on threatened �sheries, species,  
or marine or coastal habitat.

Describe the links between local impoverishment  
or unsustainable use in these places and local, 
regional, national and international drivers.

Outline key issues to be addressed locally, 
nationally and internationally in order to remove 
obstacles and promote opportunities for improved 

sustainability and poverty alleviation.

In a nutshell, these case studies sought to understand 

the problems of unsustainable �sheries management 

and poverty in coastal �shing communities in terms of 

the underlying socioeconomic drivers. Findings from 

the site-speci�c studies provide useful examples  

of the dif�culties and opportunities facing the 

participation of coastal small-scale �shing 

communities in poverty alleviation initiatives and  

facing the development of sustainable resource-

management regimes. 

�7

�7

�7

�7

The methodology, known as the “3xM Approach” 

(Reed 2006), analyses these obstacles and 

opportunities at three levels: the local, national, and 

international levels. The methodology is designed to: 

Assist stakeholders at the local level to 
understand how existing government policies, 
institutions, and economic forces can inhibit  
or foster their efforts to reduce poverty and 
improve natural resource management. 

Assist stakeholders at the sub-national,  
national, and international level to recognize  
and address the political and economic factors 
that work against the interests of the poor and  
the environment.

To get at the complex causes of coastal and  

marine degradation and their impacts on �shing 

communities, six WWF study teams were asked to 

conduct an overview of the socioeconomic and 

political factors affecting poverty and the �sheries 

sector and to apply the 3xM methodology to a 

particular �shing community (or communities) where 

an apparent relationship exists between resource 

degradation and livelihoods. Based on this common 

methodology, analyses were conducted by WWF  

in Guatemala, Honduras, Indonesia, Malaysia, 

Philippines, and Vietnam, each looking at places 

where overexploitation has led to degradation of  

�7
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3.1	C haracteristics of Coastal  
Small- Scale Fishers

Small-scale �sheries around the world make use  

of a wide variety of marine ecosystems and target 

multiple species using many different capture 

techniques. What they have in common are low 

levels of capital investment and management 

resources, generally low production levels, large 

numbers of �shers, and limited access to markets,  

in comparison with larger industrial or commercial 

operations. As a general rule, small-scale �shers use 

smaller boats and lower technology gear than their 

industrial counterparts, �sh close to shore, sell their 

product locally or use it for subsistence, and are 

highly dependent on coastal resources for 

subsistence and livelihoods 4. Small-scale �shing 

may be a full-time activity, but is often part time 

either because of the seasonality of �sheries or 

because it is used as a fall-back activity when other 

sources of income are unavailable. The number of 

part-time �shers has increased (FAO 2005), 

suggesting the increasing importance of �shing as  

a safety-net or supplementary economic activity.

The six WWF case studies reviewed in this paper 

looked at a variety of small �sheries. The study in 

Indonesia  looked at the live reef �sh trade (LRFT), 

where boats with outboard (rather than inboard) 

motors are considered small-scale. Data on the 

north coast of Java in the late 1980s showed that 

nearly 95% of the �shing vessels relied on outboard 

motors (McElroy 1991). In Malaysia , the small-scale 

or “traditional” �shers are those who do not operate 

trawl or purse-seine vessels. They represent almost 

half of the 89,000 or so �shers who operate within  

30 nautical miles of the coast and about 80% of the 

country’s �shing vessels, though they captured less 

than 25% of the catch in 2004. Small-scale �shers in 

the Philippines  are designated as “municipal” 

3  �The Coastal Small-Scale  
Fisheries Sector

4	 The FAO Advisory Committee on Fisheries Research (ACFR) Working Party on Small-scale Fisheries has proposed a useful 
description, based on common characteristics: 

	 “Small-scale �sheries can be broadly characterized as a dynamic and evolving sector employing labour intensive harvesting, 
processing and distribution technologies to exploit marine and inland water �shery resources. The activities of this sub-sector, 
conducted [full-time, part-time, or just seasonally], are often targeted on supplying �sh and �shery products to local and 
domestic markets, and for subsistence consumption. Export-oriented production, however, has increased in many small-scale 
�sheries during the last one to two decades because of greater market integration and globalization. While typically men are 
engaged in �shing and women in �sh processing and marketing, women are also known to engage in near shore harvesting 
activities and men are known to engage in �sh marketing and distribution.

	 Other ancillary activities such as net-making, boat-building, engine repair and maintenance, etc. can provide additional �shery-
related employment and income opportunities in marine and inland �shing communities. Small-scale �sheries operate at widely 
differing organizational levels ranging from self-employed single operators through informal micro-enterprises to formal sector 
businesses. This sub-sector, therefore, is not homogenous within and across countries and regions and attention to this fact is 
warranted when formulating strategies and policies for enhancing its contribution to food security and poverty alleviation.”  
(FAO 2004)
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�shers and include all those who �sh up to  

15 km from the coast and use boats of less than  

3 tons. The number of municipal �shers has 

�uctuated greatly in recently decades, including  

a tripling to 1.8 million between 1995 and 2005, 

re�ecting an in�ux of part-time �shers. In Sablayan, 

one of the communities WWF Philippines studied in 

depth, only 5.7% of the labor force considers �shing 

their primary occupation, and most �shers have at 

least two sources of income. In Guatemala , small-

scale or artisanal �shing is a subsistence activity 

which relies on the use of canoes (cayucos) and 

other small boats. Likewise, in Honduras  the 

approximately 22,000 artisanal �shers, representing 

the overwhelming majority of the nation’s �shers, do 

95% of �shing from wooden canoes propelled by 

oars and sails. Small-scale �shers in Vietnam  are 

those who operate in inshore �sheries—de�ned as 

those with depths of less than 30 m. They account 

for about 85% of all of Vietnam’s �shing vessels. 

Compared with those in the Philippines, Vietnamese 

coastal small-scale �shers rely more heavily on 

�shing for livelihoods. About 70% of the population 

in the two communities that were WWF research 

sites depend on �shing for at least half of 

their income.

3.2	S mall- Scale Coastal Fisheries  
and Poverty

As our understanding of poverty has evolved in  

recent years, so too has the understanding of the  

links between poverty and coastal small-scale 

�sheries. Income poverty is frequent in these 

communities, as are the other characteristics of 

impoverishment, including poor health, nutrition, 

education, infrastructure and housing. As many as  

50 million people who depend to some degree on 

�sheries are poor in absolute terms (OECD 2008).  

The case studies provided ample evidence of high 

levels of poverty in the communities studied, in terms 

not only of income but also access to health care, 

education, and other basic necessities for improving 

quality of life. For example, among the Southeast  

Asian countries studied:

Filipino �shing households suffer from a higher 

incidence of poverty and worse access to basic 

necessities than the average Filipino household 

(FAO 2005 and 2007b).
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10	 The Global Fisheries Crisis, Poverty and Coastal Small-Scale Fishers

80% of Indonesian �shing households earn 

incomes below the country’s poverty threshold 

(FAO 2007b).

In the Tay Ninh province of Vietnam, 88% of  

very low income households were linked to the 

�sheries sector (FAO 2007b).

In Indonesia, most small-scale �shers are 

indebted to moneylenders and vessel owners  

who are able to buy their products at below-

market prices and charge annual interest rates  

of 60% (Briggs 2003).

In the past, the frequency of poverty among coastal 

�shing communities has been blamed on the nature 

of the �sheries resources. Because �sheries  

appear to be open access resources, it has been 

assumed that they will be overexploited, leading to 

impoverishment of �shers and a persistent cycle of 

resource overuse and degradation. It has also been 

suggested that impoverished people become �shers, 

often because they do not have access to land 5, 

since �sheries provide a livelihood of last resort. 

Although the fairly open nature of �sheries does 

mean that overexploitation is common, coastal 

�shing communities have shown this is not 

inevitable. On the contrary, �shing communities, 

when given appropriate rights, capacity, and 

ownership over their resources, can play a central 

role in coastal resource management and in many 

cases take actions to achieve sustainable �sheries 

management, restore stocks overexploited by  

large-scale �shing operations 6, and protect other 

coastal resources important to �sheries such  

as mangroves.

�7

�7

�7

While the absolute scarcity of �sheries resources, 

low incomes among �shers, and migration into the 

sector in dif�cult economic times are all part of the 

story, the relationship between coastal resource use 

and poverty is more complex. As our understanding 

of the causes of poverty have become more 

sophisticated, it has become clear that the 

impoverishment of �shing communities, like the 

impoverishment of other rural communities, is the 

result of exclusion from socioeconomic opportunities 

(see Béné 2003) through exclusion from access to 

resources and the bene�ts generated by those 

resources. Social, political and economic institutions 

that govern access to all kinds of resources—

including �sheries and other coastal resources, 

capital, education, and infrastructure—reinforce 

poverty in many places of environmental concern, 

including coastal regions. 

The 3xM approach starts from the supposition that 

social and economic factors, not only at the local 

level but also at the regional, national and 

international level, may reinforce impoverishment  

by depriving local people of adequate access to,  

or control over, the natural resources on which they 

depend. Thus while the case studies discussed here 

examine the overexploitation of �sheries resources  

in terms of how local resources are controlled or 

appropriated and depict the creation of cycles of 

unsustainable use, the more important �ndings 

concern the social and economic institutions that 

lead to this behavior and deprive local coastal 

communities of the economic and political  

power to use their coastal resources as a means 

to development. 

5	 See Bené 2003 for a review of the prevalence of these views and their shortcomings.

6	 Several papers have addressed the conditions necessary within small-scale �shing communities to establish and maintain local 
�sheries management systems. Among the most useful of these is Andrew et al (2007) who provide a scheme for “diagnosing”  
or analyzing and managing small-scale �sheries in terms of intra-sectoral issues; see also, for example, Cinner’s (2005) 
discussion of customary marine tenure, Béné (2003) on the role of control over resource access within the community, Kurien 
(2004) on re-assertion of traditional property rights, or Pollnac and Pomeroy (2005) on the factors affecting sustainability of 
integrated coastal management.
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3.3 	The Fisheries C risis, R esource 
Use, and P overty in Coastal  
Small- Scale Fishing 
Communities

Each of the case studies looked at a �shery where 

�sh stocks are declining and increasing �shing 

efforts are bringing reduced returns. Fishing is the 

largest extractive use of wildlife in the world, and 

provides the primary protein source for over 950 

million people worldwide (URI and FIU 2006). Over 

the last 50 years, �sheries reached unprecedented 

levels of production. Impact on �sheries likewise has 

been unprecedented, �rstly from over�shing, as 

access to growing international markets has driven 

both commercial and small-scale �shers to put 

greater pressure on local resources. Pressures also 

come from pollution, habitat destruction, agriculture, 

tourism development, oil and gas extraction, 

shipping, aquaculture and climate change.

The resulting degradation of coastal and �sheries 

resources—readily acknowledged today—has 

serious adverse effects on food security, 

employment opportunities, and standards of living 

for the small-scale �shing households that comprise 

the majority of people dependant on �shing for their 

livelihood (Béné 2003). Nearly 90% of the 38 million 

people recorded as �shers worldwide are classi�ed 

as small-scale (Béné et al 2007), and many more 

millions are in some way dependent on the small-

scale �sheries sector. The sector is critical to food 

security in the countries studied. For instance, in 

Vietnam, �sh provides 37% of daily animal protein 

and, in Indonesia and Malaysia, the sector’s 

contribution to domestic consumption is relatively 

more important than to trade (FAO 2007b). Thus  

the declining state of �sheries resources can be 

expected to have disproportionately heavy 

consequences for developing countries, their 

national economies and their poorest communities, 

particularly coastal �shing communities (URI and  

FIU 2006).

Overexploitation by the commercial �shing sector is 

often responsible for declining �shing opportunities 

for small-scale �shers. The larger commercial �shing 

boats encroach on coastal �shing zones, generally 

known as Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs) or 

territorial waters, which are often legally set aside for 

national coastal resource users. Commercial vessels, 

particularly trawlers, often indiscriminately scoop up 

resources, permanently alter marine ecosystems and 

destroy habitats, and cause rapid and serious 

depletion of �sh stocks. Over�shing leads to long-

term changes in the ecosystem structure, �rst as 

predator �sh are largely removed and then as �shers 

begin removing ever smaller �sh. In these case 

studies, we see that the result is rapidly declining 

catches for the inshore �shers, to which they must 

adjust by going farther out to catch �sh and by using 

increasingly unsustainable methods, such as illegal 

net-mesh sizes, cyanide or dynamite, just to maintain 

their income. The development of aquaculture,  

often viewed as a quick solution to over�shing  

and an alternative livelihood for �shers, has in turn 

created new demand for “trash �sh”—brought in  

by trawlers—to feed to some species of farm-  

raised �sh. 

In other cases, the development of new markets for 

high-priced products such as lobster and live reef 

�sh has created economic opportunities for small-

scale �shers; but these opportunities promote 

unsustainable extraction and destructive techniques 

which will soon deplete the target populations. In 

addition to reducing populations of sought-after 

species, �shing for these high-value species has led 

to widespread degradation of coral reefs in the cases 

studied, which is associated with long-term changes 

in the ecosystem structure.
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12	 The Global Fisheries Crisis, Poverty and Coastal Small-Scale Fishers

3.4 	Impacts of Fisheries E xploitation: 
Six Cases

The six case studies in the Coral Triangle 

(Philippines, Indonesia, Malaysia), Central America 

(Guatemala, Honduras) and Vietnam describe this 

process in detail. This section provides a brief 

summary of this aspect of each case, highlighting 

the changes in �shing practices driven by 

over�shing, falling incomes and new markets. The 

following section examines the socioeconomic 

factors that have led to this impasse.

PhIlIPPINES

Filipino small-scale �shers in the municipal waters of 

Sablayan, Occidental Mindoro are no longer able to 

make a living using traditional �shing methods 

because of dramatic declines in the size of their daily 

catch. Historical catch data on those �sheries, which 

researchers obtained through interviews with �shers 

in the region (Abesamin 2006), show that the average 

catch-per-day for lift-nets has declined steadily from 

40 kg/day in the 1960s to only 9.8 kg/day since 2000. 

A similar decline was documented for �shing with 

multiple hooks, which yielded an average catch of 25 

kg/day in 1970-79 but has yielded only 6.2 kg/day 

since 2000. The daily catch rate from hook-and-line 

�shing increased from the 1960s to the 1980s, but 

that rate has since fallen to just 23 kg/day from a 

high of 58 kg/day. In interviews conducted for the 

case study, 30% of the Sablayan �shers complained 

that low �sh-catch was by far their most serious 

�sheries problem. The same dynamics are apparent 

at the second Filipino research site, the Davao Gulf 

�shery (BFAR 2006). There vessels using commercial 

�shing gear, notably payaos (devices that aggregate 

pelagic �sh), showed an upward trend in catch-per-

day in the 1980s and 1990s. However, catch-per-day 

for those using gill nets, the most common type of 

�shing gear, declined precipitously during the same 

period. At some monitoring centers in the Davao 

Gulf, the share of small-scale �shers’ catch in the 

total fell from 76% in 1998 to just 15% in 2003. The 

cost of the extreme declines in �sh-catch to food 

security for coastal communities is signi�cant; 

annual �sh consumption per capita has plummeted 

from over 40 kg in 1988 to just 31 kg in 2004 

(National Inland Fisheries Institute 1990; White et al 

2006). Small-scale �shers are responding to the 

crisis by using illegal and destructive gear, including 

illegal net-mesh sizes, cyanide, spear-�shing and 

blast-�shing.

INDoNESIA

The growth of the live reef �sh trade (LRFT) in 

Indonesia’s Savu Sea is a response to the 

overexploitation of Indonesia’s demersal �sh stocks 

and the development of markets for live food �sh. 

The loss of demersal �sh stocks has been dramatic; 

indications are that the stocks off Kalimantan in the 

South China Sea have fallen from 2.4 tons/km 2 in 

1975 to 1 ton/km 2 in 2002, and that biomass of 

demersal stocks in the Java Sea dropped by roughly 

75% between 1976 and 2001 (Mous et al 2005). The ©
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growing market for live reef 

�sh, destined almost 

exclusively for the 

restaurants of Hong 

Kong, has meant that 

�shers can earn 

relatively high 

salaries. The LRFT, 

however, is dependent 

on destructive �shing 

practices. Use of blast-

�shing and cyanide are 

not only depleting �sh 

stocks but also destroying 

Indonesia’s reefs. Blast �shing, 

used to stun schooling reef �sh, damages 

coral formations and kills non-target and juvenile �sh 

and invertebrates over a large area. The use of 

sodium cyanide is even more common for catching 

live reef food �sh (primarily grouper and Napoleon 

wrasse) and rock lobsters; the cyanide solution used 

to capture large reef �sh also kills smaller �sh, 

invertebrates and coral reef organisms. Over time 

cyanide �shing can lead to the collapse of entire 

coral reef ecosystems.

MAlAYSIA

In Malaysia, resource surveys show a clear and 

steady decline of nearly all demersal �sh populations 

since 1969, and �sh biomass has declined 

precipitously, perhaps by 90% since 1971, in the  

rich coastal waters of Peninsular Malaysia (Dept. of 

Fisheries). Three main factors have led to the decline 

in �sh landings for traditional �sheries revealed in 

WWF’s study on the west and east coasts of 

Peninsular Malaysia: depleted �sheries resources, 

competition from commercial �sheries, and illegal 

�shing by foreign and unlicensed Malaysian 

�shers. However, the economic impacts of the 

decline in �shery resources have been buffered in 

Malaysia by a rise in �sh prices, driven mainly by 

rising incomes in the larger society and by the 

scarcity of commercial �sh species. The case study 

of two Malaysian �shing 

communities found that 

�shers were earning 

more in 2007 than in 

1997 and that they 

were also better off in 

regard to access to 

water as well as 

possessions (e.g. 

televisions, cars, etc.), 

though income poverty 

levels remain very high.  

The �shers’ prosperity was 

also boosted by part-time jobs, 

mainly in tourism. Thus there is not 

a clear link in the Malaysian case 

between falling �sh stocks and poverty, but rising 

incomes may well be disguising the sustainability 

crisis in Malaysian �sheries. The increasing demand 

and declining supply of �sh in Malaysia may indicate 

food security challenges to come.

GUATEMAlA

Marine �shing in Guatemala is in crisis; industrial 

�shing operations have been largely shut down 

because of high fuel and �shing gear costs 

combined with the degradation of marine resources. 

Nearly three-quarters of the shrimp �eet is inactive, 

as is just over half of the commercial long-line �eet. 

This national �sheries crisis is re�ected in 

Guatemala’s small inshore �shery on the Caribbean 

coast, of which the town of Livingston is one of the 

most important centers. Livingston’s �shing 

population—nearly a third of whom are women—

constitutes 25% - 30% of the town’s population. 

In the absence of of�cial statistics on �sh catch, 

interviews with �shers give a picture of the perceived 

trends. All of those interviewed said that their catch 

rate had deteriorated to less than half of what it had 

been just 15 years ago. Local �shers believe this 

decline is due to: increased pressure on �sh stocks 

as more people enter the �shery; and increased use 
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14	 The Global Fisheries Crisis, Poverty and Coastal Small-Scale Fishers

of illegal �shing techniques by outside �shers, 

including very small net-mesh sizes that capture 

even the very youngest of the species �shed. Fishers 

in Livingston encounter many small �shing boats 

from other communities in their waters using illegal 

mesh sizes. Another recent study of Guatemala’s 

artisanal �sheries (PROBIOMA/AECI/UNIPESCA 

2005) con�rms this trend, showing a remarkable 

reduction in the size and weight of �sh as well as the 

variety of species caught on the Caribbean seaboard 

in the span of a few years. According to this study, 

half of the �sh caught in 2005 weighed less than  

one pound, down from an average of three and four 

pounds in 2001–2002; and in those same years, 

�shers experienced a sharp decline in the variety  

of species caught, from eleven to just four.

Fish prices have increased in response to declining 

catches, but �shers feel they have gained relatively 

little bene�t because costs have also gone up. In 

Punta de Manabique, �shers told interviewers that, 

after deducting for fuel, salt and labor, they earn 

below minimum wage. Many sell their �sh to 

middlemen who set their prices very low. The  

pro�t margin for these middlemen, based on the 

information provided by �shers and buyers, is 

between 50% and 55%. The major exceptions to the 

economic woes of Guatemala’s artisanal �shers are 

the lobster and conch markets. Fishers who catch 

these species make incomes well above the 

community average, because of high market 

demand. Together this evidence suggests that the 

ecosystem that has supported the Caribbean inshore 

�shery has undergone fundamental changes that are 

causing the collapse of many of the species on 

which the �shery has depended in the past and,  

with certain exceptions, the Guatemalan �shers, like 

those of the Philippines and Vietnam, are suffering 

deepening poverty.

HoNDURAS

Fishing in Honduras is dominated by commercial  

or industrial-scale �shing for lobster, by far the 

country’s most pro�table marine product. Honduras 

is now the third-largest exporter of frozen lobsters to 

the US market, exporting more than 1.3 million kg of 

lobster annually. Lobsters are caught in two ways: 

divers and pot traps (lobster traps i.e. nasas). 

Catching lobster with pot traps would be much more 

sustainable if the traps used were in accordance with 

legal requirements. But the setting of illegal traps is 

widespread. Using divers to catch lobsters, however, 

is even more damaging to the stocks. Divers usually 

catch juvenile lobsters along with the adults, which is 

both against the law and biologically unsustainable 

for the lobster stocks.
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