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Executive Summary
The Lake Victoria fishery has undergone tremendous development in the last two decades. From a socio-economic
point of view, the greatest impact has been in the commercialization of the fishery and development of an export
and fishmeal industry based on Nile perch and ‘dagaa’, which together constitute over 90% of fish of Lake
Victoria. The benefits of industrialization of the fishery are foreign exchange earnings to the country; higher value
of the fishery, hence, its contribution to GDP; increased employment in fish production and processing; better
incomes to fish factories, their middlemen and some categories of fishermen, especially those owning boats, gear
and outboard engines. The development of the fishery of Lake Victoria has, on the other hand, had an impact the
food security situation for lakeside communities.

The problem of food insecurity in the Lake Victoria region is multi-dimensional, arising from a number of causes
that put constraints to food availability, or limit local people’s access to it. Fish is central to the food insecurity
problem for lakeside communities. As a rich protein food, it is one of the most prominent solutions to the protein-
deficiency conditions affecting children in the lake area. It is also a potential income source for those engaged in
fish production, processing and marketing. Income earned from the fishery and in related activities may be used to
purchase energy foods and other protein substitutes. Despite these advantages, fish is lowly regarded in the national
food policies. The fisheries policy objectives recognize the role of fish in improving food security locally, but the
need to maximize foreign exchange has superseded the interest for domestic food security.

This report argues that the importance of fish in national food security has been reduced in two ways: one, food has
become less available especially to non-fishing communities in the lake region. Secondly, there is limited and
declining access by lakeside communities to fish. Factors contributing to fish unavailability include the export of
Nile perch, the usage of ‘dagaa’ and Nile perch frames for industrial purposes rather than direct human
consumption, dwindling fish catch, among other issues.  Limited access to fish, and other foods, for lakeside
communities is caused by factors that reduce the purchasing power of households. They include, declining
household incomes from fishery and non-fishery sources; loss of employment in fish harvesting, artisanal trading
and processing sectors; unemployment in non-fishery sectors; fishery management problems; entrenched poverty
and lack of alternative income sources; and socio-cultural constraints to consumption of fish and other foods. The
industrial and domestic demand for fish has also increased pressure on the Lake, leading to unsustainable fishing
and raising fears of long-term food insecurity.

This report analyses the food security issue in relation to the development of the Lake Victoria fishery. In
particular, the report focuses on role that fish and the fish industry play in food security for lakeside communities
and national food policy goals.

The report is based on primary and secondary data collected at various times, published and unpublished documents
as well as the author’s own observations over a number of years of working as researcher on socio-economic
aspects of the Lake Victoria fishery. The paper concludes that, even though the development of the fishery has
certain positive impacts on the lakeside communities and the national economy, the transformation has made fish,
and other foods, less available and accessible. The current trends in the fish industry do not promote the important
objectives set by the Government of Kenya for development of the fishery, in particular in relation to food security.
Various recommendations are made to lessen the potential impacts the development of the fishery has on the food
security situation of vulnerable communities in the Lake region. Recommendations are also made for non-
conflicting fishery policy objectives, control on the expansion of industrial fish processing and exports and proper
fishery management, including better surveillance, enforcement of the existing regulations and allocation of
property rights to fisher communities.
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natural resources. Issues of sustainable resource
management and poverty reduction, among others, hardly ever feature in the free trade agenda. As a result, public
welfare and sustainable development are subordinated in pursuit of self-interest and commercial profits.
Unfortunately, governments of developed and developing countries remain bound by the principle that trade should
be deregulated, and in fact encouraged.

The free trade philosophy has taken root in both the fish harvesting and marketing sub-sectors of the Lake Victoria
fishery. The Kenya Fisheries Act places some restriction on certain fish harvesting techniques and mesh sizes.
However, there is no limit on the number of fishing vessels or nets one may own. There is also sufficient leeway for
one to switch from a less yielding fishing method to one which catches a lot of fish, even if this may have negative
effects on sustainability of the fishery. In the marketing sub-sector too, there is hardly any form of control. One is
free to buy any amount of fish at any of the recognized landing beaches at any price and sell it anywhere in the
world at any price. It has been argued that the free trade policy is what has encouraged investments in the fish
processing and exporting industry (Odongkara, 1999). The lack of price and other controls has ensured that the fish
business remains lucrative, attracting new investors to establish new fish factories even when official statistics show
that catches are on the decline.

Thus, the Kenya Government, international organizations and the fish processing industry itself have put a lot of
effort to globalize fish trade, in line with international free trade principles. Abila and Jansen (1997) and Bokea and
Ikiara (2000) describe some of these strategies in earlier publications. They include providing low-interest loans for
constructing and equipping fish factories, low taxes or tax exemptions, duty exemption on essential factory
equipment, funding projects aimed at improving fish quality, among others. Perhaps the most relevant recent
example of such action is the Bunyala Fisheries Project described in Box 1 below.

To continue on the present course of unregulated trade in fishery products can impose huge costs on vulnerable
communities, and threaten the interests of future generations. The difficulty, however, is to find alternative ways of
balancing competing objectives of economic growth, employment creation, sustainable resource management and
social equity. There is need for new trade rules which reconcile the demands of global commerce with people’s
social and environmental rights as well as food security needs.

BOX 1. BUNYALA FISHERIES PROJECT

The Bunyala Fisheries Project, to be initiated in early 2000, is to be located at Marenga, a remote fish-landing
beach on Lake Victoria in Busia District. The overall project will cost Ksh 19 million, 90% of which will be
financed by Community Development Trust Fund (CDTF) and the remaining 10% contribution by Bunyala
Fishermen Co-operative Society. It will involve the construction of a fish landing jetty about 100m long, jutting
into the lake; construction and equipping of a cold room and an ice making plant.

The objective of the project is to improve fish handling and enhance offshore preservation of fish. A consultant’s
report on the feasibility of the project was very positive that it would improve income to fishermen in the area,
through the Bunyala Fishermen Co-operative Society (ETC, 1998). Not only will they be in a position to bargain
for better fish prices, they will also sell ice and cold-storage services, hence generate additional revenue. The
main fish targeted is Nile perch, but sellers of Tilapia and other species may also buy ice and be able to transport
fish in better quality to major urban markets. The benefits of the project, according to the report, will trickle
down to other sectors, such as sellers of cold drink and other businesses in the town. From the onset, therefore, it
appears that there are sufficient economic benefits to justify investment on the Bunyala Fisheries Project.

However, the project seems to be the first in what currently is the policy in the fish processing industry, of
building infrastructure on fish landing beaches to ensure quality fish exports. This policy is detailed in a
communiqué from the association of fish processors in Kenya, which has been distributed, to fish factories,
relevant government departments and potential financiers of the scheme. Bokea and Ikiara (2000) have presented
a copy of that memorandum in their publication. It is true, and quite proper, that some quality improvement in
fish should be attained through better infrastructure on fish landing beaches. What is at stake, however, is the
lopsided nature of such a policy, and its potential effects on food security and the control of the beaches. In the
first place, the policy aims only at improving quality of fish for exports and completely ignores quality aspects of
domestically consumed fish. The policy also aims at increased quantities of better quality fish exports, without
considering what this implies to the already precarious food security situation of local communities.

After building the infrastructure, the fish processors will fence off the developed fish-landing beach. Only
personnel of Fisheries Department, Veterinary, Fishermen Co-operatives, Fish traders and fish processors from
the export industry will gain access to the enclosed landing. This, according to the communiqué, is to prevent fish
getting contaminated. If the plan is implemented, therefore, members of the local communities will not be
allowed to enter the fish landing and freely buy Nile perch.  This policy will make Nile perch officially a fish for
export only.  For the first time in the history of fishing on Lake Victoria, local people will be officially barred
from buying fish in their own fishing village! This, no doubt, will aggravate the food insecurity situation of local
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3.1.2 Nile Perch Processing
The development of the fish processing and
marketing industry is closely linked to the rapid
growth of the Nile perch fishery in the last decade. A
huge demand for Nile perch developed quickly in the
industrialized countries during that period. In order
to satisfy this market, processing factories were
established along the shoreline of Lake Victoria. The
first Nile perch processing plants in Kenya were set
up in the early and mid 1980s to process Nile perch
and export its fillets to markets overseas (Reynolds
and Greboval, 1988). They proved to be so profitable
that more factories soon were set up in all the three
countries. Today there are about 35 factories spread
around the lake in the three countries.

A report by SEDAWOG (1999a) based on a survey
of 25 factories in the three East African countries
show that 88% of the factories were established after
1990. Many of the factories have been financed by
international development banks and received
support from government development aid agencies
of the industrialized countries. Most of the factories
have the technical capacity to process Nile perch that
far exceeds the amount of fish they are able to obtain
(Jansen, 1996; Abila and Jansen, 1997; SEDAWOG,
1999a)

The filleting factories around Lake Victoria are,
therefore, competing to secure sufficient raw fish.
Additionally, the factories compete for fish with the
traditional fish processors, traders and consumers.
This competition is not easily realized as, in many
cases, the local traders have been completely
displaced from the trade. At any fish-landing site,
only factory trucks are seen buying Nile perch. The
women traders are often seen standing far off,
perhaps buying juvenile Nile perch or that rejected
by factory trucks. However, whenever there are
problems with the export trade, such as a ban on fish
exports, or when a factory truck fails to arrive, the
number of women buying Nile perch quickly
increases. Traditional smoking kilns are quickly re-
constructed and the women processors cum-traders
are able to handle huge amounts of Nile perch at
very short notice. Previously the factories only
processed Nile perch of minimum weight 2-3 Kg.
Due to increased competition for the dwindling
supply of Nile perch, they now accept lower weights,
at times even under 1 Kg. Approximately 90-95% of
good quality Nile perch above 2 Kg goes to factories
for processing. Nearly all Nile perch available in the
local markets are the juveniles or that rejected by
factories due to poor quality.

The fish factories vary widely in sizes, with
processing capacity ranging between 10 to 75 tons of
whole Nile perch per day. According to Abila and
Jansen (1997), the fish factories in Kenya can process

up to 380 tons of whole fish per day. In 1996, the
factories processed only about 208 tons per day,
indicating that only 55% of this capacity was actually
utilized. This finding is reflected by the results of a
more recent survey presented by SEDAWOG
(1999a), which estimates that only 49% of
processing capacity by fish factories in Kenya is
actually utilized. Abila and Jansen (1997) have
explained why factories under-utilize their capacity.
For most companies, the main constraint limiting
maximum production is due to the difficulty in
getting enough fish to process. Irrespective of all
strategies put in place by various factories to procure
fish supplies, many of them still cannot get sufficient
quantities consistently. The second limitation is
related to fish quality for the export market. Due to
constraints in the availability of skilled labor and
processing facilities, factories can only handle a
limited volume of fish at a given time. Some
factories also find difficulty in accessing particular
markets overseas. This problem is common
especially to new factories that have not established
contacts with reliable fish wholesalers or retailers
abroad.

In effect, fishing on Lake Victoria has been
transformed from subsistence into a largely
commercial activity. Rather than supplying local
food needs, most of the catch is processed into high
value export products or ingredients of animal feeds.
This has deprived poor people of a ready access to
their traditional source of proteins. Access to fish
may be limited in three ways. First, the relatively
high prices paid by processing factories makes it
unaffordable to local consumers. Secondly, the
export market takes nearly all good quality Nile
perch. Local consumers can only get Nile perch that
has been rejected by factories as undersize or poor
quality. Third, concentration of fish harvesting
resources in the hands of a few rich fishermen
alienates the majority of potential fishermen from
their entitlement to the fish resources.

3.1.3 Nile Perch Frames Processing
Nile perch processing, the remains of the filleted
Nile perch, commonly known as the frame (or
Mgongo Wazi), was considered a waste, and
factories incurred expenses to dispose of it. In less
than a decade, this product has become an important
part of the diet of many people especially in Western
Kenya. By the late 1980s, almost all Nile perch
frames produced by factories was consumed by local
people or discarded. The animal feeds manufacturing
industry then depended either on imported fishmeal,
fishmeal made from ‘dagaa’ or crushed animal bones
and offal from the Kenya Meat Commission (KMC)
slaughterhouses. However, the fishmeal industry
soon started to use Nile perch frames in processing
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In the past, reports Geheb (1996), lower population
levels and strong intra-clan relationships ensured that
fishing combined with farming provided enough food
for nutritional and exchange needs for all members
of the fishing community. The situation has changed
a lot because the present harvest is insufficient to
meet food needs of a rapidly growing lakeside
population. Declines in agricultural production do
not seem to have been offset by earnings from other
economic activities in the area. The decline in yields
and income from agriculture around Lake Victoria
has exposed local communities to increased levels of
food insecurity.

Mogaka (1999) blames erratic weather, low incomes
and poverty, poor infrastructure and lack of adequate
storage facilities for failure to achieve food security
at the household level in Kenya. Elsewhere in the
Tanzanian shores of Lake Victoria, the main causes
of food insecurity have been identified as inadequate
food supply resulting from low and unreliable
agricultural production, low consumer purchasing
power, insufficient feeding frequency and increasing
demand on women's workloads (TAFIRI, 1998).
The latter is seen as a prominent problem since rural
women must perform a number of chores, including
planting and weeding, harvesting and marketing
surplus food as well as household duties, which
reduces the amount of time available to look after
children.

In Uganda, Odongkara (1999) disapproves of the
common view that food security among fishing
communities is primarily a question of access to
adequate supply of fish. He argues that fish may be a
desirable food, but even with a minimum of it, there
can still be food security for the communities. In his
view, food security is mainly about community
access to a balanced diet on a sustainable basis.
Access to a balanced diet is determined by the supply
of the relevant food items and the ability to acquire
them. But in the same article, Odongkara (1999)
admits that the fishing communities themselves are
unable to produce the different food items due to a
number of factors. Additionally, because of their low
purchasing power, these communities are also often
unable to access adequate nutritive food produced
elsewhere. The studies above indicate that there is
perceived food insecurity in the lake regions of all
three riparian states of Lake Victoria.

3.3 Fishery Management Problems
There is little success in implementing most of the
provisions of the Fisheries Act in Kenya that address
the issues of sustainability of the fishery. In
particular, the regulations pertaining to restricting the
use of under-sized mesh nets, prohibiting fishing in
breeding and spawning areas and those banning
trawling are rarely enforced. According to Owino

(1999), these outlawed activities have continued
unabated, putting the fishery at risk of over
exploitation, and raising concerns of long-term food
insecurity for dependent communities.

3.3.1 Gear theft and Fish Poisoning
The twin social evils of gear theft and fish poisoning
depict a desperate situation where some members of
the fishing community are using any means to earn
an income, irrespective of the social, economic and
environmental implications. Theft of fishing gear on
Lake Victoria is an old problem (Jansen, 1973). Such
cases, though, were isolated in the past and not in a
scale that could have an impact on the overall fishing
activities. In any case, the existing norms in the
fishing community ensured that gear thieves received
adequate sanction to deter them from repeating the
crime.

The increased demand for Nile perch in the 1980s
and early 90s provided enough incentives for fishers
to invest in very expensive gillnets and longlines.
Almost simultaneously, there was a rise in cases of
gear theft. The situation reached uncontrollable
levels in the second half of the 1990s. Gear theft is
now recognised by the fishing community as one of
the most serious management problems in the Lake
Victoria fishery (SEDAWOG, 1999a; 1999b). In
recent times, there have been even more serious
cases of violent robberies on the lake, where
outboard engines have been taken from fishermen at
gunpoint. The Fisheries Department appears ill
equipped to stop gear theft since they lack outboard
engines and the capacity to confront armed robbers
on the lake. At the same time there is no Police Unit
specifically trained to combat theft or robbery on the
lake.

The immediate consequence of gear theft is that
many fishermen who have lost nets have become
jobless. They cannot earn an income to support their
families, making them food insecure. Some
fishermen, though, have now turned to using beach
seines and mosquito seines. These are active gears,
since fishermen stay with them throughout the
fishing operations, making their theft very difficult.
Yongo (1999) has blamed the rapid increase of beach
seines in Kenya on gear theft. Beach seine is a non-
selective gear, with long-term disastrous effect on the
sustainability of the fishery. In a way, therefore, gear
theft has both short and long-term negative effects on
food security of fishery-dependent households. 

Catching fish using poisonous chemicals is even a
more recent practice. The practice came to the
limelight only in 1997-99, when the Government
banned fishing to curb fish poisoning. Fish poisoning
has not been confined to Kenya, as Uganda and



















25

5.2 Conclusion
In conclusion, food insecurity is indeed a problem for lakeside communities. This is manifested in the critical
state of child malnutrition in the lake area. The problem of food insecurity is multi-dimensional, arising from
a number of causes that put constraints to food availability or limits local people’s access to it. Fish is central
to the food insecurity problem for lakeside communities. As a rich protein food, it offers a solution to the
protein-deficiency conditions affecting children in the lake area. It is also a potential income source for those
engaged in fish production, processing and marketing. Despite these advantages, fish is lowly regarded in the
national food policies. The fisheries policy objectives see the role of fish in improving food security locally,
but the need to earn foreign exchange has superseded the interest for domestic food security. Factors
constraining food security are related to transformation of the fishery into an industrial and commercial
venture, fishery management problems, low agricultural productivity and socio-cultural impediments. Thus,
the development of the Lake Victoria fishery clearly has contributed to the food insecurity problem. The current
trends in the fish industry do not promote the important objectives set by the Government of Kenya for development
of the fishery, in particular in relation to food security.

5.3 Recommendations
1. The fisheries policies should be re-focussed to put greater emphasis on food security. It should avoid conflicting

objectives such as goals to both maximize foreign exchange and ensure food security, since there is a limited
supply of fish in the country.

2. There is need to set priority in terms of use of fishery products in fishmeal production, when there is high
demand for them for direct human consumption. It would be socially and economically important to control the
use of fish frames and ‘dagaa’ in fishmeal. The human market must take priority over fishmeal whenever there
is direct conflict. In addition, the frames for human consumption could generate new opportunities for
employment in the traditional sector.

3. There is clearly a need for controlling the expansion of the fish processing and exporting industry. This is
important for food security as well as sustainable exploitation of the fisheries. Such controls may involve
limiting the licensing or establishment of new factories. The Government may also institute a policy of
allocating export quotas to existing factories. A good point to start may be to consider the export quota already
instituted in Uganda, ostensibly to address the local food insecurity interests. The Ugandan Government has
allocated quotas on the quantity of fish to be processed by fish processing plants. This policy intervention by
the Ugandan Government ensures that there is a clear balance between fish going for export and that for the
domestic market.

4. Fourth, there is a need to address the critical fishery management problems. This, as suggested by
Mak’ochieng (1999), may include limiting access to the resources by instituting and allocating long-term
exclusive use rights to fishery. A second management strategy is to improve enforcement capabilities
through greater surveillance. To support this, the penalties for default should be increased such that the
costs of breaching a regulation exceed the potential gains from the wrong act. Fishery activities should also
be diversified, particularly to include the development of aquaculture.

5. A major limitation to this study is that it is based on broad macro-data, and uses very little of primary
household-based data, especially on nutritional status. Such household nutrition data is largely unavailable.
There is need for further studies at household level to generate such data, examine the problems of food
acquisition within the household and constraints to food consumption in the family unit, and identify
factors that cause nutritional constraints at that level.
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