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Who is the community that is to participate in the management of the Lake Victoria fisheries? In a recent
article Harris (1998), states:

"In contrast to the traditional view of fishery management, the community is no longer just local actors”.
This expanded view of the community has led analysts to talk of stakeholders (Decker et al. 1996). In case of
Lake Victoria, stakeholders are found at ten levels or realms:

1. global level: bio-diversity, common heritage of humanity;
2. transnational levels: traders;
3. society level: national resource;
4. citizen level: food security, nutritional needs for protein;
5. national government level: foreign exchange;
6. recreational realm: tour operators;
7. industrial realm: processors and marketers;
8. fishers; boat owners, operators, crew;
9. family and neighbours: employment;
10. lakeside people: subsistence consumption." (Harris, 1998).

We agree with Harris that today there are many different stakeholders in the Lake Victoria fisheries. Many
of the stakeholders have, as we will show in this paper, different and contradictory interests in the
resources of the lake. For the purpose of this paper, however, we have elected to use a more confined
definition of community. Here we will use the International Institute for Environment and Development's
(IIED) approach to the concept of community. IIED points out that communities can be understood in
spatial, socio-cultural and economic terms (IIED, 1994). Discussing IIED's approach to the concept of
"community", Barrow and Murphree (1998) note: "combining these constructs one can derive a model of
community as an entity socially bound by a common cultural identity, living within defined spatial
boundaries and having a common economic interest in the resources of this area".

Although it is difficult to apply this ideal-type model to the fishing communities around Lake Victoria,
there is no doubt that many of these communities can be considered "communities of place", even if they
have changing membership due to the frequent migration of fishermen. Many of the members of the fishing
communities share a common cultural identity, but many of the fishing communities are diverse,
encompassing members of various tribes with different identity and traditions. Although all members of
the fishing communities should, at least in theory, have common economic interests in managing the fish
resources in a sustainable manner, the members of the fishing communities belong to different groups,
often with contradictory economic interests.

Despite the varied socio-cultural and economic background people may have, we will for our purposes,
nevertheless, consider that it is the people who live close to the lake and depend on the fisheries resources
who are the members of the fishing communities. It is these people that all institutions involved with the
development of the Lake Victoria fisheries would like to see, at least on paper, participate more in the
management of the fisheries resources. In relation to the ten levels of stakeholders Harris identified above,
the IIED definition covers level 8, 9 and 10. It is, no doubt, important that the concerns and participation of
the actors of all the levels are included in the management of the Lake Victoria fisheries. In practice,
however, the local communities, level 8,9 and 10, are often left out. Harris (1998), comments on the role of
various actors in the development of the plan for the important LVEMP:

"On the one hand, most of the international meetings leading to the formation of the LVEMP Plan were
held outside Africa, and most of the influential actors in the planning process were international agencies
and transnational associations. On the other hand, the final document resulted from a consultative process
which engaged over 100 scientists, officials and business leaders in each country, and the formal proposals
were assembled by task forces of officials from the three countries. Although this process included the
industrial processors and marketers, it excluded any participation by the boat owners and operators and crew, or
the leaders of fishing communities" (italics by authors).

"Participation"
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of Nile perch fillets. Local trade in whole
Nile perch has greatly decreased. Local
traders now mainly involved in selling Nile
perch skeletons.

women. However, the involvement of
women is threatened by increased
industrialisation of dagaa processing for
fishmeal..

Consumers 4 Very little Nile perch of good quality
available for local consumption. Local
people mainly consume skeletons and
rejected Nile perch.

Still consumed by a large majority of local
people. This is set to decline as more of
dagaa goes for fishmeal.

Government 5 Has put great effort to improve hygienic
conditions to meet fish export standards.

No major interventions by government

Donors and
Development
Banks

6 Given financial support to factories and
government to improve quality of fish
exports

No major interventions by government
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fisheries and totally transformed it (see the list of stakeholders at various levels, identified by Harris
above).

We will in particular discuss how the fish export and fishmeal industries, which have been established
during the last 15 years around Lake Victoria, have affected the opportunities for employment, income and
participation in the areas we have identified above. We will also focus on how the three Governments'
policies and practice in the management of the fisheries have changed as a result of the outside investors
and the new industries which have emerged.
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6. DEVELOPMENT OF THE LAKE VICTORIA FISHERIES

Since about 1980 the fishery of Lake Victoria has been completely transformed. From being a locally based
fishery with little intervention and capital investment from outside, the present fishery is dominated by
national and international capital penetrating the industry. This change is very much the result of the rapid
proliferation of Nile perch and the strong demand which has developed in the global markets for this fish.
In order to understand the recent developments of the Lake Victoria fisheries, it is therefore useful to
distinguish between the "old" pre-Nile perch fisheries regime which lasted up to about 1979 and the "new"
fisheries regime which developed during the 1980s (Greboval, 1989).

The pre-Nile perch regime

Until the mid 1970s the fisheries of Lake Victoria was exploited solely by small scale fishermen. It was
estimated that some 50,000 fishermen operated from about 12,000 canoes (Butcher and Colaris, 1975). The
total catch of fish from the three countries was about 100,000 tons per year. In the pre-Nile perch regime
there were clear barriers to investment in equipment in the production sector. Very few owners of canoes
possessed more than one canoe or owned more gill-nets than they were able to control themselves. The
typical boat would be operated by its owner who had all or some of the gear in the boat. The ownership
pattern was thus very decentralised and the income from the lake was fairly evenly distributed (Jansen
1973 and 1977). There was limited investment in fishing technological improvement. Although outboard
engines were introduced in the early 1950's almost all canoes continued to be manually operated. The
engines were used for transport purposes only.

In the pre-Nile perch regime, the processing and trading sectors of the fisheries were almost totally
dominated by small scale operators, most of them women, who were based in the local communities
around the lake. The part of the fish which was not sold fresh, was processed by being smoked or sun-
dried on the beach and carried to local inland markets. There were few wholesalers in the fish trade, and
the traders never acquired control over the fishermen as they have managed to do in so many other
traditional fisheries through the establishment of credit relationships. Most of the fishermen sold their fish
to a limited number of women fishmongers with whom they had developed long standing relationships.
Most of the animal protein which the local population ate came from the lake.

There was limited interference in the Lake Victoria fisheries by the Government. The Governments of the
riparian states, however, collected statistics on the fishery and formulated different regulations. These
regulations were rarely enforced. Although in principle there has been an open access to fish in the lake, the
local communities around the lake have all through this century developed rules which regulate the
fisheries. These rules stipulate who may fish, during which season, in what area, what type of fishing gear
is acceptable and what type or size of fish can be caught. Local rules had also developed concerning the
role of the fishmongers and their relationship to the fishermen. Institutions have been developed in the
local communities to enforce these regulations. The rules and nature of enforcement institutions vary from
one area to another and they have also changed over time. In some places these rules are detailed, clearly
defined and well-known in the community. In other areas the rules may be non-existent or be more vague,
cover less issues related to the fishing effort and may not be generally recognised in the community.

It was not only the Government which had a limited role in the management of the fisheries, outside
financial investment also played a minor role. The members of the local communities were thus the most
important "participants" in the management of the fisheries. Almost all the equipment was owned and
operated by members of the local communities and the fish was being processed, traded with and
consumed by people living in the region. It was also the same people who were active in decision-making
about management issues in the various sectors of the fisheries.

There were, no doubt, many factors which gave opportunities or constrained the way in which the Lake
Victoria fishery was organised. Ecological, technological, political, economic, social and cultural factors all
contributed to shape the fishery. What we want to emphasise is that actors outside the local communities
around the lake played a much less prominent role in the fishery than in the Nile perch regime.
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was able to absorb a supply of almost three times higher than any time previously, without much effect on
prices. This shows the popularity of the Nile perch and the existence of a huge demand for a medium
priced table fish in the three countries. There is no doubt that many new fish consumers gained
tremendously from the changes which affected the rich Lake Victoria fisheries during the 1980s, with huge
amounts of fish having been made available at more affordable prices in many parts of the three countries
(Greboval and Mannini, 1992).

People in the harvesting, processing and distribution sub-sectors of the fisheries also benefited greatly from
the new fisheries regime. It has been estimated that during the 1980s an additional 180,000 jobs were
created in the primary and secondary fields of the fisheries. Many people who had been unemployed or
under-employed were able to obtain incomes at levels they had never experienced before. No wonder that
many fisher-folk nick-named the Nile perch "the savior" (Reynolds and Greboval, 1988).

In the early and mid 1980s the fisheries continued to be almost exclusively operated by small scale rural
fisher-folk with little fundamental changes in technologies, techniques and practices compared to the
former fisheries regime. The period saw more women engaged in the processing and marketing of fish both
on the Lake Victoria beaches and in markets in several towns in Kenya, as in the other countries (Yongo,
1994; Abila, 1994).

Linked to the rapid growth of the Nile perch, another "revolutionary" change took place in the Lake
Victoria fisheries. This change is related to the huge demand for Nile perch which soon expanded beyond
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While many of the fishermen gaining from the Nile perch boom in the 1980s reinvested their increased
incomes in the fisheries, other fishermen diversified their increased earnings and invested in cattle, larger
families (more wives), shops, transport vehicles, etc.

However, with the good return on investment in the harvesting of the fisheries, many well-to-do people,
with no or little background in fishing started to invest in boats and gear. Many of these people were
government officials, teachers or businessmen who would hire people to fish for them. Absentee
ownership opened up for a development in which new categories of employment developed (see Harris et
al., 1995). Some absentee owners would "manage" their canoes from the beach, collecting fish and selling it.
Some owners were, however, real absentee owners, living in the larger towns and cities. They would hire
resident managers, often relatives, who would wait for the canoe at the beach, take care of the catch, pay
salaries and give shares to the various crew members.

Thus, from being owner-operated fishery in the 1970s, the late 1980s and 1990s developed to be a fishery in
which absentee ownership became much more prominent. Asowa-Okwe reports that in the late 1980s, 83%
of the men who participated in the fishing operations from the boats in the Ugandan part of Lake Victoria,
neither owned any gear in the canoe they fished nor the canoe itself (Asowa-Okwe, 1996). We do not have
comparable figures from Kenya or Tanzania, but there is no doubt that absentee ownership increased in the
late 1980s and the 1990s. On many of the beaches we visited in the mid and late 1990s, we were informed
that rich men, could own as many as 5-20 canoes including the gear used in the vessels.

Although there was a shift from owner-operated canoes to absentee ownership from the late 1980s to the
late 1990s, some essential aspects of the fisheries technology in the harvesting remained the same. The
fishing operations were still quite labour intensive. The boats used sails and oars as a means of propulsion
as they had done for many decades. Each boat, depending on the type and amount of gear, continued to
require from 2-6 men for its operation. From the point of view of the people in the local communities, the
Nile perch fishery had many positive features: Some fishermen increased their earnings many fold, while
others who had been unemployed or under-employed obtained jobs as crew. Thus, with the rich Nile
perch fishery, opportunities were created for employment and thereby increased participation in the
harvesting sector.

Recent changes in the harvesting technology of the Nile perch fishery

With more fish export factories being set up, the competition for raw material (fish) increased. Most
factories only operated at 50% capacity (Abila and Jansen, 1997). A major concern for the fish export
factories has been to obtain more fish, and a number of strategies were made for this purpose. One of the
strategies was to encourage a more efficient technology in the harvesting sector. During the 1980s many
factories acquired trawlers. The trawlers had the advantage that they each could deliver large quantities
(500-1,500kg) of fresh and undamaged fish per day at major landing points served by the insulated trucks
of the factories. During the last few years all the three governments of East Africa, have, however, banned
trawling due to the adverse effects trawling has on the ecological habitat of the lake and the destruction of
gear of the local fishermen.

However, trawling still continues, particularly in Kenya where some 10-15 trawlers are in operation and
providing the fish export factories with top quality fish. Mbuga et. al, (1998) estimates that for each work
place created in a trawler, 7-8 work places in the traditional harvesting sector of the fishery is being
destroyed. In addition, trawlers regularly destroy the expensively purchased gill nets of the local fishermen
and in this way force them out of business. Violent confrontations between the trawlers and local fishermen
have occurred often during the last decades. Thus, the operation of trawlers in a very real way
undermines the opportunities for employment and participation in the harvesting sector of the fishery.

According to information we received in Tanzania, many trawl boats based there are not being used at all,
or only being used for transport purposes because of the ban on trawling. One fish export factory manager
in Tanzania informed us that he plans to use some of his company's trawlers for fishing with double gill
nets in a drift-net technique. He would also introduce modern equipment to locate the fish stocks.
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boats. The owners of tembea boats are rich people, having invested up to Kshs 600,000 in each fishing unit.
Most owners are also into other businesses: transport, hotels, etc.

Some of the owners of the tembea boats also work as agents for the fish export factories. They thus supply
the factories both with their own fish and fish they may buy from other suppliers. In Tanzania many of the
fish export factories themselves owned large fleets of tembea boats and transport boats. In our future
research, we intend to establish to what extent the factories in Uganda and Kenya possess their own fleets
of tembea boats. However, there is no doubt, that there is a close link between the tembea boats and the
factories. Like the trawlers, tembea boats are, in contrast to the traditional boats, able to supply large
amounts of fresh fish to the factories which often have a higher quality than the fish landed by the slow
moving sailing boats.

A characteristic feature of the tembea boats are that they move around in a fleet, from one place to the other.
When the catch of fish goes down in one area, the fleet move to another beach from where they fish for
some time, completely undermining the operation of the locally based traditional boats, as we observed in
Sori beach. From the point of view of participation, there is no doubt that the migratory tembea boats
destroy work places in the traditional harvesting sector. Not only do they destroy work places, they also
destroy the gear of the local fishermen. Many conflicts have occurred between the crew of tembea boats and
the local fishermen having either lost their nets, or had their nets caught up with the drift nets of the
tembeas.

With their negative impact on so many of the local fishermen, how have the owners and managers of the
temeba boats been allowed by the local communities to continue? According to the information we received
from Sori beach and also other major beaches, the owners of the tembea boats are careful to sell all their
catch through the established local co-operatives at the landing beaches, paying 10% commission of the
price they obtain for the fish. This makes the owners of tembea boats popular with the management of the
local co-operatives. Tembea owners, we were informed, also carefully cultivated their relationships with the
Government representatives of the Fisheries Department and the Co-operative Department, in addition to
the local chiefs. For the Government Fish Scouts, the tembea boats use gill nets of large mesh sizes which are
not illegal. This makes it easier for the Fish Scouts to defend the operation of the tembea boats. A few
relatives of local influential people were employed on board the boats. Thus, the rich tembea owners or their
representatives have effectively aligned themselves with the local elites and the Government
representatives and in this way bought themselves some "protection". With all the conflicts on the fishing
grounds this is important. Theft of gear, has been and is rampant in the lake, and after the tembea boats
appeared, theft of outboard engines has started to occur. Heavily armed gangs moving around in canoes
with strong outboard engines will attack the tembea boats in the lake and rob the others of their engine and
nets. Killings have occurred and some crew in tembea boats now illegally carry with them guns when they
go fishing.

Many of these “pirates” are said to have been local fishermen themselves who have been robbed of their
gear. In their frustration they attack other fishermen outside their own area (most of the robberies in Kenya
are, according to the Kenyans, carried out by people crossing the border from Tanzania and vice versa). The
threat of theft and piracy to some extent structure the movements of the boats. Thus the insecurity of the
lake, partly caused by trawlers and tembeas, has resulted in negative participation through stealing and
piracy.

For how long and how quickly will the tembea fleet continue to grow, and to which areas of the lake will it
expand? According to the information we obtained, there were tembea boats operating within the Nyanza
gulf in 1998. This area was still the domain of the traditional canoes and some trawlers. One year later,
tembeas have been reported in Asat, Kaloka, Dunga and other beaches in the gulf. Some of these are the
large traditional sail boats, with a bit of modification, which now operate as non-motorised ‘tembeas’. There
is, however, no doubt that the many hundreds of tembea boats have already dramatically altered the
structure of the harvesting sector in other parts of the Lake Victoria fishery as well.

Dagaa fishing
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Probably the most comprehensive study about the organisation of the dagaa fishery was carried in the
Tanzanian part of Lake Victoria (Gibbon, 1997). Gibbon gives a detailed description of the four different
fishing techniques for dagaa which he observed in Tanzania. Our own observation from Kenya, showed that
fishing for dagaa is carried out at night when the moon is down. The small dagaa sardines are attracted to
the 3-5 lanterns set out by each dagaa boat. Fishermen leave the beach in the dark of the night and work all
night long hauling up the dagaa which have been caught by the nets in the light of the lanterns. Fishing for
dagaa is therefore considered hard work for one has to be physically fit. Very few middle aged or old men
participate in the fishing operations from the boat. Although there are various methods for dagaa fishing, no
technological revolution, like what we have seen in the Nile perch fishery, has taken place. The dagaa
fisheries is therefore still not motorised and very labour intensive, requiring 4-7 people on each boat.

Some of the fishermen who lost their jobs when the tembea boats took over the Nile perch fishery, have
obtained jobs as crew in the dagaa boats. Many, however, have for different reasons been unable or
unwilling to go into dagaa fishing.

We still only have the rudimentary information about the ownership situation in the dagaa fishery. We have
come across some owners who possess 10 to 15 dagaa boats each. We have been informed that some rich
women engaged in trade of dagaa own small fleets of boats. Ownership and organisation of the dagaa
fishery is much more locally based than the Nile perch fishery and not influenced by external actors.
However, at this stage we do not have sufficient information about the impact the animal feed factories,
using thousands of tons of dagaa for fish meal, have on ownership and organisation of the dagaa fishery. It
is, however, clear that today the dagaa fishery is much more locally based, in terms of ownership and
employment, than the current Nile perch fishery.

8. THE PROCESSING AND TRADING SECTORS

Although it could be useful to distinguish between these sectors since people in the processing and trading
sectors perform different tasks and have different functions, we will nevertheless, lump them together here.
This is because many people are engaged in both sectors, that is, many people both buy and trade in the
fish as well as process the fish they have bought. However, there are also many examples of people who
only process and people who only buy and trade in fish.

What have been the effects of the outside actors entering the Lake Victoria fisheries on the people engaged
in the traditional processing and trading sector in terms of employment and participation? Also when
discussing this issue it can be useful to distinguish between the Nile perch fishery and the dagaa fishery.

Nile perch fishery

We have noted above that the demand for Nile perch in the overseas markets are unlimited, and that
almost all the fresh Nile perch above 1kg is being filleted and exported. How many work places, or
potential work places in the traditional processing and trading sectors, have been destroyed as a result of
the export of Nile perch?

In Kenya, on average 200 tons (= 200,000kg) of whole Nile perch is being loaded into the trucks and sent to
factories each day (Abila and Jansen, 1997). If we assume that the average trader/processors would buy
about 15kg of Nile perch per day, some 13,333 people could have been employed per day to process and
trade on the fish which go to the factories each day. (This should not be an unreasonable assumption; small
scale women traders usually purchase fish for KShs.200-1000 per day and 1kg of Nile perch for the local
market would cost Kshs 20-35, depending on season). For each truck loaded with 7- 5 tons of Nile perch, an
average of 500 women could have obtained employment in processing and sale of the fish.

In both Kenya and Uganda we have observed during the periods when a ban has been imposed on export
of Nile perch to the European Union markets, that only a few days after the trucks from the factories
disappear, hundreds of women are ready to buy, process and sell Nile perch in the local markets. A
problem many of the women face when the local markets suddenly can be flooded with whole Nile perch,
is that the processing places for Nile perch have been torn down. In Uhanya beach, in Kenya, where about
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If the governments, donors and NGOs are to let "community participation" be more than rhetoric in their
fisheries policies, they need to consider the issues discussed above, and also make more efforts to
implement many of the sound policies they already have adopted.
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