
“The political economy and ecology of fisheries in Africa”
Concept paper on fisheries research programme

1. Rationale for the programme
In 2011 Masifundise initiated the Pan African Programme for Small-scale Fisheries. A specific area of 
focus is research into the political economy and ecology of fisheries which then feeds into the 
broader objective of building capacity within small-scale fishery (SSF) organisations to organise and 
mobilise fishing communities, enabling them to participate more effectively in decision making at 
the national, regional and continental levels. 

Numerous political and economic factors have contributed to the marginalisation of small-scale 
fishers in almost all Africa countries. A deeper understanding of the political economy of fisheries 
would enable small-scale fishers to challenge the status quo by participating more effectively in 
decision-making processes both at the level of Nepad and the African Union and at the national 
level. There is a conspicuous lack of popular research available on this highly complex field. The 
fundamental importance of this type of research and the distinct lack thereof provide the rationale 
for the proposed programme. 

2. Programme aims
The primary aim is to develop a deeper understanding of the political economy and political ecology 
of fisheries governance in Africa i.e. the links between the exploitation of fish resources (ecological 
impacts), threats to livelihoods and food security (social impacts) and the political agendas and 
economic realities. 

This programme is an essential strategic component that feeds into our broader Pan African 
programme, aimed ultimately at addressing the marginalisation of small-scale fishers on the African 
continent. Unpacking the issues is an aim in itself of the research programme but an added objective 
is to contribute towards consciousness-raising within civil society in Africa. The research will be 
made available to various institutions and civil society organisations working in the fisheries sector 
and will also be made available in popular language, making it easily accessible. 

3. Strategies/Methods
The programme will adopt an action-oriented research strategy so as to be contextual; evaluative 
and reflective; and participatory in its approach, involving relevant stakeholders in the analyses. In 
adopting this approach the research will be directed towards ultimately effecting change. The 
knowledge of fishers will be included to strengthen the quality of research findings and engaging the 
fishers will also provide the added element of knowledge empowerment. Desktop research will also 
form a key component of the research methodology.

4. Outputs
The findings of the research will be captured and made available in various forms, including scientific 
reports, documentation in popular language and video documentation. See www.masifundise.org.za
for existing resources (videos, reports, etc.)



5. Key themes of research
The specific research topics will be developed together with SSF organisations and the partner 
institutions. Some of the key themes that will be addressed however are as follows:

1. Political and economic drivers behind corporatisation and privatisation of fisheries in 
Africa

2. Political influence of the industrial fishing sector
3. Foreign fishing access via bilateral agreements, IUU, joint ventures, etc.
4. Industrial fishing subsidies and overcapacity
5. Export markets vs local/regional markets
6. Gender inequity and the exclusion of women in decision making

6. Timeframe
The duration of the programme will be three years and will commence at the beginning of 2013. 
During 2012 preparations will focus on (1) identifying partner institutions; (2) securing funding; and 
(3) further conceptualisation of the programme – development of plan of action


