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SUMMARY

This paper begins with the premise that although related and mutually reinforcing, the social

processes behind gender inequality, the denial of rights, and poverty are different from one

another. This has implications for the way that researchers should consider these variables.

The paper goes on to elaborate key principles in the relationship between gender and poverty.

These cover the broad themes of problems and issues involved in assessing interests and

approaches to the relationship between gender and poverty. Specific variables to take into

account include household structure and female headship, gender issues within the

household, gender in the market place and beyond and the potential for participatory

approaches.

The second section of the paper addresses lessons from the aquatic resources sector, drawing

on the principles outlined in section one. General issues include the fact that there is both

complementarity and conflict in gender relations and that this influences project outcomes,

the relationship between aquatic resources and the wider economy, technological change,

and institutional considerations. Their specific manifestations in the production process are

outlined for both capture fisheries and aquaculture, and for post harvest processing and

marketing.

The final section of the paper turns to practical questions. It gives guidance to the types of

questions that may be relevant in addressing the gender rights and poverty impact of fisheries

research.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In its 1997 White Paper1, DFID establishes that poverty alleviation is central to its development
strategy. The notions of gender and human rights figure strongly as part of this strategy. Gender
equality is seen as key to poverty alleviation, as are mechanisms to ensure that basic human rights
are met. These principles are also re-iterated by other international organisations in key policy
documents such as the OECD�s �Shaping the 21st Century�2.

The international interest in gender, poverty and rights reflects a number of related but not
necessarily always compatible concerns. Because women often suffer most from poverty and a
lack of ability to exercise their rights, it seems to make sense to consider these three issues
together. But this may over-simplify a complex reality. To avoid a formulaic approach to rights,
poverty and gender relations, a careful consideration of these complexities is needed. For
example, a rights-based approach to development is predicated on the concept that there are a
number of irreducible human rights, but sometimes we find these rights competing3. Emphasis on
women�s human rights may be at odds with �culturally determined� rules of behaviour. The
alleviation of women�s poverty might be at the cost of other members of the household. These
tensions exist because, although related and mutually reinforcing, the social processes behind
gender inequality, poverty, and the denial of rights, are different. This is an important guiding
principal for this paper. In what follows, while highlighting some of the complexities, this paper
aims to identify the questions that need to be asked in order to understand the relationship between
gender, poverty and rights.

The analysis of gender and its relationship to poverty has advanced significantly in the last twenty
years or so. This is clearly reflected in the work produced by gender departments and experts in
international organisations. For example, there is a stress on understanding the way that gender
relations are determined socially on the basis of sex, on bringing men back into the analysis and
on analysing gendered processes beyond the household. The challenge is for these insights to
permeate thinking in sectors that have often been regarded as �technical�, such as environmental
management, forestry, agriculture, and fisheries. While the language of gender has been broadly
adopted, there is still a tendency for supposed gender sensitive work to become �projects for
women�.

In the field of fisheries, the overwhelming bulk of work produced under the gender umbrella in
fact relates to �women and fisheries�� or � women and aquaculture�. This often provides useful
information on what women do, the constraints they face and so on, but such work also runs the
risk of marginalising gender issues. It is easy to call for more �gender disaggregated data� without
specifying who might use it or why. However, the result may be little more than lip-service to an
apparent orthodoxy. It is rather more difficult to understand why and under what circumstances
gender relations might be relevant, or how these intersect with the causes of poverty. This paper
intends to give some pointers in this direction. Technical research into fisheries and aquaculture
may have important impacts on and be influenced by social relations of gender. These in turn are
bound up with poverty and rights issues.

This paper begins by establishing a number of key principles and issues in the relationship
between gender and poverty. The second section draws these together to address how more
general principles may be relevant to the specific sector of fisheries and aquaculture. The last
section of the paper turns to practical questions. It gives guidance to the sort of questions that may
be relevant in addressing the gender, rights and poverty impact of fisheries research.

                                                          
1 DFID, 1997. Eliminating world poverty: a challenge for the 21st century. HMSO, London.
2OECD, 1996. Shaping the 21st century: the contribution of development co-operation. Development
Assistance Committee, OECD, Paris.
3 See Appendix 1 for further detail on rights-based approaches.
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Appendix 1 discusses certain key features of a rights-based approach to development.
Supplementary appendices provide a selected bibliography and list of sources of information on
the issues covered in the text.

2. THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN GENDER AND POVERTY � KEY
PRINCIPLES

2.1 Gender and interests

The following point may seem obvious, but it bears stressing. Women do not all have the same
interests. This is because differences of gender are cross-cut by others � of age, race, class,
religion, and ethnicity. As a result, the interests of a poor woman may be more allied to those of
men within her household than to those of a richer woman. Age is one very important factor. In
many contexts, material poverty is closely related to position in the life cycle. So for example,
among fishing communities in much of south Asia, it is normal and expected that younger
households live in locally made and apparently very poor dwellings. During this time they are
ideally investing in gear and building up capital to invest eventually in housing. A poor young
woman in such a household may see herself as having few interests in common with an older
woman in the same community.

The fact that we cannot assume mutual interests among women points to the need for a degree of
caution in automatically assuming that women�s groups are the natural or best form of
organisation. This is discussed further below. In addition, people�s interests may be shared in one
context and opposed in another. In a fishing household, all members may share the need for
sustainable fishing incomes for the household, but have opposing views on issues of the gender
division of labour, alcohol consumption or religious matters.

Determining the nature of people�s interests is obviously difficult. DFID, along with a number of
other agencies, uses the concepts of �practical� and �strategic� interests to help practitioners think
about women�s gender interests. Practical gender interests are said to be those interests that arise
from the concrete conditions of women�s lives (for example water, shelter and food), while
strategic interests arise specifically from women�s subordination in relation to men. DFID stresses
that development interventions should aim to address both sets of interests. This dichotomy is
intuitively appealing, and helps to underscore the fact that male and female relations are
frequently characterised by subordination, but that they are also open to change. However, giving
precise content to the notions of practical and strategic interests remains contentious. Might
people be unaware of their interests? In many public contexts, particular interests and positions
may be suppressed. Issues of voice and representation are important. Whose voices are heard?
How do we find out about the less visible or articulate? These are questions that some
participatory methodologies have tried to address, but have not been amenable to easy
measurement.

2.2 Understanding poverty processes

Many conventional measures of poverty have been criticised for being �gender blind�. Aggregate
indexes such as the poverty line, which are often based on household income, fail to capture the
specifics of poverty. They may incorrectly take for granted that male and female interests within
the household coincide. The market is privileged as the main mechanism through which people�s
needs are met. Often female contributions to economic well-being are overlooked because they
are seen as part of the �reproductive� sector, and thus not directly �productive�. Income lines do
not capture other dimensions of poverty, such as health and nutritional status, and access to
services. They also overlook more �nebulous� factors such as dependency, social subordination,
exclusion, and vulnerability. Vulnerability is a particularly important concept when thinking about
the linkages between fishing, poverty and gender. Fishing is often a high-risk activity and men
and women may be vulnerable to these risks in different ways.
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In recent years, an appreciation that income alone is an inadequate measure of well-being has led
to a shift in poverty policy among international agencies, particularly the World Bank. In this
�New Poverty Agenda� (now being once again reformulated), the concepts of �livelihoods� and
�livelihood security� are pivotal. Key elements of this approach are the promotion of labour-
intensive growth, the provision of basic services for the poor, and safety nets to protect the poor
from sudden shocks4. Some of these measures have been criticised from a gender perspective. For
example, social safety nets such as employment generation schemes continue to operate with the
assumption that benefits will be equitably passed by males to all other household members. They
also tend to target the �new poor� - often men recently made redundant from an �adjusting� state
sector.

For some time, international agencies have argued that women form a disproportionately large
group among the poor. Aggregate figures support this. For example, the UN suggested in 1995
that 70% of the world�s poor are female5. It is often asserted that there has been a �feminisation of
poverty� � than women�s poverty is rising faster than that of men. According to sophisticated
aggregate indexes such as the Gender-related Development Index (GDI) and the Gender
Empowerment Measure (GEM)6 both developed by the UNDP, in no society do women fare as
well as men.

However, such statements are often based on questionable assumptions. While the �feminisation
of poverty� may well be true at an aggregate level, understanding gender and poverty processes
requires more than assuming that women are necessarily the �poorest of the poor�. This is because,
as noted above, the forces that create gender inequality may be different from those that create
wealth and poverty. If gender and poverty are conflated, then the factors that affect the well being
of women as women may be overlooked. At the same time of course, the poverty of men may be
sidelined. Evidence that one household has lower income than another tells us very little about the
well-being of its female members. A woman in a richer household may even be less well
nourished than a man in a poorer household. The relationship between gender and poverty
therefore, should be understood by looking more closely at gendered interests, household
structure, intra-household relationships and the operation of gender in the market place and other
institutional arenas. These play an important intermediary role between income and well being
outcomes.

2.3 Household structure and female headship

Female-headed households have emerged as a common indicator of the gender dimensions of
poverty. Many studies have singled them out as disproportionately represented among the ranks of
the poor. This is understandable; female-headed households are visible in household-based
measures of poverty such as the poverty line. Disaggregation by gender of head of household can
easily be undertaken. Female-headed households form a significant category in all parts of the
world, ranging from between 10 and 15 % in South Asia to 20% in sub-Saharan Africa and as
much as 35% in the Caribbean7. Evidence suggests that female-headed households are frequently
smaller and more vulnerable than male-headed households, and that some categories of female-
headed household are most likely to be in extreme poverty. The suggestion that female-headed
households are among the poorest of the poor then serves as a basis for targeting development
intervention at such households.

                                                          
4 Maxwell, S and Lipton, M. et al. 1992. �The new poverty agenda: an overview�, IDS Discussion Paper,
No. 306, Institute of Development Studies, Sussex, UK.
5 UNDP. Human Development Report, 1995. UNDP, New York,
6 The GDI combines measures of life expectancy, literacy, school enrolment, and income, disaggregated by
sex. The GEM ranks countries according to women�s share of seats in parliament, administrative and
management jobs, professional and technical posts, and national income.
7 United Nations. 1995. The world�s women: trends and statistics, United Nation, New York,. These
aggregate figures mask significant variations between countries and in methods of defining female-
headship.
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While accepting that female-headship may be an indicator of poverty, this should not be taken for
granted. Female-headed households are clearly not always poorer than their male counterparts.
Using this as the principal yardstick for measurement and intervention can lead to the neglect of
female poverty within male-headed households.

There are a number of variables in determining the poverty status of female-headed households
which include:

•  The reasons for female-headship. The chances of poverty among widowed households are
much higher than among divorcees. In Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), there is considerable
evidence of divorced women entrepreneurs enjoying a relatively good standard of living.

•  The structure of the household. The �dependency ratio� indicates the proportion of dependent
young and very old within the household, as compared to those who can contribute directly to
household welfare. Those households with a high dependency ratio are more likely to be in
poverty.

•  The broader economy and the nature of constraints and opportunities within this. In contexts
where the opportunities for female income generation are rare, or where there is a highly
segregated gender division of labour, female-headed households may be particularly
vulnerable. This is the case among many fishing communities. Obviously the existence and
nature of social support networks also plays a very important role.

2.4 Gender issues within the household

Certain common assumptions about shared interests among household members need to be
questioned. These assumptions include the suggestions that income is pooled within the
household, income and consumption are shared equally among household members and that there
is no difference in expenditure patterns between male and female household members. The
evidence for these assumptions is highly varied:

•  The pooling of income. A study in Nigeria8 found that 77.5% of wives did not pool income or
jointly plan expenditure and only 20% of wives were aware of husband�s income.

•  The sharing of resources. Evidence points to significant gender bias, particularly in South
Asia. In Bangladesh, females when compared to males achieve 88% of nutritional intake9. In
SSA, the evidence for gender bias in sharing of food is not strong. However, there is evidence
of bias in the allocation of other goods such as medicines, health care and education.

•  Male and female expenditure patterns. Some data suggests that income in the hands of women
is more likely to be spent on food and other household needs, while men are more likely to
spend a proportion on personal consumption. In Southern India, a study showed that the ratio
of women�s contribution to household expenditure compared to earnings ranged between 85
and 100%. The corresponding range for men was 43-91%10.

On the basis of this evidence, it is clear that the nature of intra-household relationships needs to be
examined in particular instances, in order to comprehend the relationship between gender and
poverty. This includes not only outcomes in terms of control over resources as described above,
but also the nature of the decision-making process which leads to these outcomes and the
conditions under which choices are made. Within this, gendered patterns of production and of

                                                          
8 Fapohunda, E, 1988. �The non-pooling household: a challenge to theory�, in (eds) Bruce, J. and Dwyer,
Homes Divided: Women and Income in the Third World, Stanford University Press, California.
9 UNDP. 1995. Human Development Report, UNDP, New York.
10 Mencher, J. 1988. �Women�s work and poverty: women�s contribution to household maintenance in
South India�, in (eds) Bruce, J. and Dwyer, Homes Divided: Women and Income in the Third World,
Stanford University Press, California.
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consumption may follow very different lines. Such information is likely to be particularly
sensitive. Social pressures may lead to a public presentation of more harmony than actually exists.
At the same time, it is equally as important to recognise that gender relations within the household
will be characterised by complementarity as well as by conflict.

2.5 Gender in the market place and beyond

Underlying gender-based differences in poverty, are a range of biases in rights over, access to and
control of resources. These include employment, public expenditure, and assets such as land and
credit.

The form of women's and men�s economic activity has a strong influence on poverty processes.
The gender division of labour is thus a key concept for understanding such processes. The gender
division of labour refers both to practices � what actually takes place � and the values and norms
associated with such practices. Both the division of labour within the household and that outside
it, are important. There is widespread evidence that women�s work is paid less and more likely to
be casualised than that of men. Nonetheless, it is also true that in places where it is deemed
inappropriate for women to work beyond the confines of the household, female levels of well-
being are also lower. For example, in the Indian context there is a strong negative association
between female labour force participation and excess female mortality11. On the other hand, a
degree of caution is required. Increased labour force participation is not necessarily a good thing
for women. This is because there is a difference between increasing the economic value of women
to their households and whether or not they have full control over their own labour. In some areas,
women�s labour tends to be subsumed beneath male controlled processes. Importantly, they may
work as unpaid family labour in addition to their income generating activities. In assessing the
gender effects of changes in labour market opportunities it is therefore important to take on board
the totality of demands on individuals� labour. A corollary is that labour-intensive growth
strategies are more likely to benefit women if they also address the gender division of labour
within the home.

The issue of control of land and other property is also important. Much data on land holding by
gender is unreliable because of highly variable concepts of �ownership� and �control�. Where user
rights are an important determinant of land access, formal notions of ownership may be
inappropriate. Having said this, there is substantial evidence of weaker female control over land
than that of men. Often women may only gain access to land through the permission of male
members of their households. Again, �household� control over land may be a reasonable indicator
of a woman�s access to that land, but this should not be taken for granted. Access to land and
movable assets all help to contribute to livelihood security and reduced vulnerability. The gender
dimensions of this need to be unpacked.

2.6 The potential for participatory research methodologies

Understanding household relations and gender beyond the household, the nature of competing
interests and the dynamics of poverty processes, requires a sensitive and qualitative approach.
Ideally, participatory methodologies can provide this. Approaches informed by an appreciation of
the factors influencing the visibility and ability of diverse members of the community to articulate
their needs may be more valuable than �extractive� research. However, caution is required;
participation should not be treated as a panacea. Research from a gender perspective has indicated
the need for alertness to a range of interrelated factors.

•  The �community� is seldom a neatly bounded entity. The boundaries of a community may be
contested. Who is included and who excluded may be the subject of conflict.

                                                          
11 Dreze, J. and Sen, A.(1995) India: Economic Development and Social Opportunity. Oxford: Clarendon
University Press.
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•  The �community� is never a homogeneous entity. Communities are internally divided by
gender, age, ethnicity, class, and so on.

•  The processes by which people are silenced or made less visible are by their nature not easy to
detect in a public context. Much participatory work requires exercises undertaken in public.
For many women especially, such public expression of their needs may be difficult because it
is deemed culturally inappropriate.

3. GENDER AND POVERTY ISSUES IN AQUATIC RESOURCES
MANAGEMENT � LESSONS FROM THE SECTOR

The broad issues and principles outlined above have specific manifestations in aquatic resources
management. These vary considerably between both geographical context and type of sector. The
considerations for aquaculture are very different from capture fisheries in both marine and
freshwater environments. In many ways, lessons learned from the agricultural sector can be
readily applied to small-scale aquaculture. For example, issues of tenure and control are often
similar for rural fish farms and agricultural enterprises. This is much less likely to be the case
when it comes to brackish water aquaculture. Tenure and control issues in marine fisheries tend to
be altogether different. In the following section therefore, comments may have strong relevance
for only limited sectors or geographical areas. The section first outlines general issues, then goes
on to consider specific aspects of the production and distribution process.

3.1 General issues

3.1.1 Complementarity and conflict

In fishing as in other sectors, gender relations entail both conflict and complementary
relationships. However, these may be particularly complex in fishing communities. They relate to
relationships between both men and women in the same household and those that are unrelated.
Understanding their nature is critical for successful poverty alleviation efforts. It is all too easy for
a focus on women alone to undermine such an understanding. An example of this is outlined in
Box 1 below.

Box 1: Misunderstanding gender relations in a fish-smoking project

In Guinea, West Africa, women play an important role in the processing and marketing of fish, which
is generally caught by men. An arrangement known as �kostamente� between both husbands and wives
and women and unrelated men, ensures commitment to supply and purchase fish. In this arrangement,
women either pay fishermen directly for their catch or take it and repay a share of the profits after
smoking. They may supply fuel, effectively paying for the fishing trip.

A project, initiated by a UN agency, aimed to increase the productivity, income and working conditions
of these women. To do this, women were organised into groups and trained in improved techniques of
treatment and storage. The project also aimed to be empowering through promoting solidarity among
women. The project failed to meet its objectives. The supply of fish broke down for some women, and
many of the groups failed to function. At the root of the problem were a number of inappropriate
assumptions.

Firstly, the project assumed a sharply dualistic division of labour. Because women undertake all fish
smoking, it was assumed that men have nothing to do it. In fact, all production involves interdependent
activities between men and women. However, in targeting women alone the project threatened this
interdependence. Some men raised their prices because they perceived the women as part of an
externally funded project. Many women were more concerned to protect their kostamente arrangements
than be involved in the project.

(continued over)
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The project also assumed that all fish smoking women have the same interests. Diversity in age,
conjugal rank, class and religion influenced the ability of the women to work together. The idea of
female solidarity did not prove sufficiently strong to hold the groups together. A further assumption,
that women�s time is elastic, also proved to be wrong. The project imposed regular hours for
attendance and work that conflicted with the many other claims on women�s time.

Source: Goetz, A. M. �Fishy business: misunderstanding gender and social relations in a fish smoking
project in Guinea�. Unpublished manuscript.

3.1.2 Aquatic resources and the wider economy

Both fishing and fish farming are unlikely to be full-time activities, and fishing is generally
seasonal. Small-scale aquaculture especially, is often integrated with other aspects of farming.
Women in particular may divide their work between a number of tasks, including agriculture,
domestic labour, fish processing and marketing. Accordingly, comprehension of gender relations
and the impacts on poverty of change in the sector is reliant on an understanding of the nature of
this wider economy. The ability of men or women to turn to other activities during the low season
or during a crisis has a strong influence on vulnerability.

3.1.3 Technology

Aquatic resources research may lead to technological change. Therefore, there are number of
gender and poverty effects that researchers should take into account. Technological change
usually has gender-specific effects. These tend to be influenced by access to and control over
resources, such as money, gear, credit and labour. These are in turn affected by the aspects of
intra-household dynamics outlined above. Evidence from other sectors suggests that when levels
of technology are increased, male control increases accordingly. The ability to do this obviously
relies on established inequities between men and women. In addition, there may be changes in the
concentration of the ownership of capital, leading to increased social stratification.

Research leading to technological change that increases the fish catch may result in greater
employment opportunities for women involved in processing and marketing. Alternatively, it may
result in an unsustainable increase in work burdens or a shift towards male control of marketing
and processing.

Genetic improvements may result in an increased value of the catch. What are the effects on
poorer fish consumers who may not fish themselves? There may be negative nutritional effects.
Similarly, the introduction of large scale processing activities may have beneficial effects, but
they may also result in increased dependency of poorer people or alterations in the gender division
of labour. These possibilities need to be explored through detailed empirical study. At the end of
this paper a list of questions for such empirical work provides guidelines for researchers in
assessing the gender and poverty impacts of their work.

3.1.4 Institutional considerations

A number of institutional factors need to be considered in assessing gender and poverty issues in
aquatic resources. These factors relate to both the roles of the State and the private and NGO
sectors.

•  First, how are gender issues treated within the fisheries services themselves? Female
representation in positions of responsibility is no guarantee of gender sensitivity. However,
the fact that most fisheries departments are strongly male-dominated may also act as a
disincentive to a better understanding of the interaction of gender and poverty. There is a
tendency to focus on collecting data and providing training relevant to male-dominated
aspects of the sector, such as capture at sea.
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•  Second, should rural aquaculture be the responsibility of the agricultural or fisheries
department? There is a strong argument that being more akin to farming than to fishing, it
would be more appropriate if agricultural extension assisted with rural aquaculture
development. While there has been extensive criticism of the lack of gender sensitivity of
agricultural extension, it is also true that an appreciation of women�s important role in farming
particularly in sub-Saharan Africa, has been inculcated over recent years. This is something
which could be built on in rural aquaculture extension.

•  Lastly, the institutional focus of development assistance is an important issue. It is common
for donors to prefer to work with groups of women, either working with, or by-passing the
representatives of the State. Male co-operatives may also be supported in the fisheries sectors,
but male economic activities are more commonly treated individually. The case of the fish
smoking project in Guinea in Box 1 above illustrates the possible pitfalls in assuming that
women have collective interests. There may be very good reasons for women (or men)
pooling their resources. Economies of scale are likely to be important and group identity may
even be very empowering. However, external assistance should at least have a healthy
scepticism about the reasons for group formation. In addition, there should be careful
consideration of how membership of a group intersects with household and kinship
relationships,

3.2 The production process

3.2.1 �Capture fisheries�

There is a prevailing perception that fishing is an activity undertaken entirely by men. It is true
that in most contexts men may have access to more sophisticated gear, and thus be responsible for
a greater proportion of the catch. It is also the case that in certain contexts there are strong cultural
prohibitions against women going to sea. These often intersect with religious beliefs. However,
the picture is more complicated than is often assumed. While still generally rare, in some areas
such as the South Pacific and Melanesia, women have a significant role in fishing in the shellfish
collection and reef fishing. They also fish from the shore using nets. Where women are
responsible for the collection of lower value species, as is often the case, the nutritional effects for
the poorest households may be particularly strong.

3.2.2 Small-scale rural aquaculture

In Asia, small-scale rural aquaculture is well established and can make an important contribution
to the livelihoods of the poorest. The continent is the source of the majority of global aquaculture
production. However much of this is shrimp production for export, which is discussed below. The
nutritional effects of export-oriented aquaculture are less direct and caution is needed in assuming
that they automatically reach those in most need. In Sub-Saharan Africa, despite its potential,
small-scale rural aquaculture is still of marginal significance.

The gender division of labour in rural aquaculture often leaves pond construction to men, although
there are also examples of women paying for ponds to be constructed on their behalf. After this,
pond management tends to follow similar divisions of labour to those prevailing in agriculture.
The belief that it is predominantly men who are fish farmers tends to reflect, and be reinforced by,
prevailing ideas that men have a dominant role in farming. In Sub-Saharan Africa both of these
beliefs may be wrong, while in much of Asia there is more truth to them.

However, regardless of such generalisations, the important factors to bear in mind with regard to
the gender and poverty impacts of small-scale aquaculture are exactly the same as with
agriculture. How is access to land for pond construction secured? For whom does the division of
labour result in increased workloads? How are decisions about pond management made? Who has
control over the product? Are there unanticipated side effects for non fish-farmers? An example of
such side effects is provided in Box 2.



13

Box 2: Unanticipated side effects of rural aquaculture in Zambia

In Luapula province Zambia, there has been a rapid spread of fishpond construction following
encouragement from both the Catholic church and development organisations. In one particular area,
the low lying wetland area (the dambo) adjacent to the village was the site for the construction of
hundreds of fishponds. This area previously had the status of communal land, with a diverse range of
uses, including grazing animals, water collection, and the soaking of cassava, the dietary staple. A
number of non-pond owners, particularly women, were disadvantaged. Some found their water sources
diverted, others said they had lost cassava soaking places and were having to walk further. These
women tended to be among the least visible in the village. They were not married to fish farmers, who
were conversely the most articulate and conversant with development practice. The women did not
speak at public meetings. Their problems were compounded not just by their gender, but by their
exclusion from a particular local discourse of �progressiveness�. The wives of fish farmers said there
was no problem.

The case illustrates that in understanding the intersection of gender and poverty processes, it is
important to understand the diversity of interests. It is also important to be alert to the hidden aspects of
social change, and those voices that may be less easily heard.

Source: Crewe, E. and Harrison, E. 1998, Whose Development? An Ethnography of Aid. London: Zed
Books.

3.2.3 Coastal aquaculture

Coastal aquaculture comprises a wide diversity of activities, from industrial-scale prawn farming
to culture-based fisheries in inland waters. There is considerable debate about the environmental
effects of certain types of coastal aquaculture. While extensive and small-scale activities are not
likely to have detrimental effects and can impact positively on nutrition, some intensive shrimp
culture has negative environmental effects that can harm the poorest inhabitants of an area. These
effects also have gender dimensions, as Box 3 illustrates.

In assessing the impact of the spread of coastal aquaculture a number of different aspects need to
be weighed. The increase in income to an area may have positive multiplier effects for those who
are not fish farmers; for example traders, suppliers of inputs, people able to advise others. On the
other hand, the negative environmental effects may both influence the sustainability of the
industry and impact on those not in a position to benefit. Whose interests are most influential?
Much smaller scale coastal aquaculture is unregulated. Ideal scenarios of monitoring and control
of practices are frequently very difficult to implement. This is why research into coastal
management needs to focus closely on institutional considerations. Which groups of people are
able to get things done and why? What are the barriers to effective management among statutory
bodies? Is a focus on �community� management the most appropriate? This last question needs to
be answered by looking at and working with existing mechanisms for locally based control. Are
there strong pressures for individualistic behaviour, which counter aspirations for collective
responsibility?

Box 3: The social and environmental costs of coastal aquaculture in Sri Lanka

In the Puttalam district, Sri Lanka, there has been a rapid, and largely unregulated, spread of shrimp
farming. The shrimp produced are largely for urban and export markets. This spread of coastal
aquaculture has had some positive effects on the economy of the area, with apparent increases in
wealth for some people. However, there are a number of social and environmental effects which are
much less positive. Detailed research in and around the village of Ambakandawila revealed the
complexity of these effects.

Environmental impacts include the pollution of drinking water and mangrove degradation. In addition,
there have been periodic collapses of the industry due to disease. Because a high proportion of villagers
are involved in the shrimp industry the benefits as well as the costs, are experienced by most within the
village. Small, illegal farmers are partly responsible for the outbreaks of disease due to lack of
management skills, but they are also among the main victims.

(continued over)
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However, the people taking advantage of the aquaculture boom come from the better established
section of the village. Those forced to adapt to the environmental changes include those who are more
generally socially excluded. They are newer to the area, and live at the margins of the village.

Furthermore, the boom in aquaculture may result in changes in gender relations. Shrimp cultivation is a
predominantly male activity. Its continued importance is likely to affect the relatively powerful
position which women have traditionally enjoyed in fishing households, through both their sale of the
catch and their control of household finances.

Source: Foell, J., Harrison, E. and Stirrat, R. L. (2000) Participatory approaches to natural resource
management � the case of coastal zone management in Puttalam District, Sri Lanka. Brighton: University
of Sussex.

3.2.4 Post-harvest processing

In small-scale fisheries and aquaculture, women are very often responsible for both the processing
and marketing of the fish. In many parts of Asia processing is sophisticated, leading to products
such as shrimp paste and fish cakes. Improvements in processing technology are often designed to
increase productivity. An example is improved designs of fish smoker that can lead to less
wastage. Whether or not the benefits of this reach the poorest, depends on who controls the
improved technology. In much of Asia, there has been a move towards more technologically
advanced processing with the development of ice plants. However, there is some evidence that
such plants have displaced smaller scale processors who have much weaker buying power. Such
processes have specifically gender-related effects as the controllers of ice plants are generally
men, while the displaced processors tend to be women.

3.2.5 Fish marketing

As with processing, the shift towards better marketing through improved transport, may have the
effect of displacing female traders. In many areas, women have played an important role in
marketing, often buying fish directly from their own husbands and other fishermen. In West
Africa especially, fish traders are dynamic entrepreneurs. In Asia there has been a gradual shift
away from female control of fish marketing, as outlined in Box 4 below.

Support to appropriate improvements in marketing can have positive effects. For example, in the
Bay of Bengal Programme, an ODA-funded sub-project on post-harvest activities in Tamil Nadu
succeeded in improving women marketers� productivity, and their sense of control. In consultation
with the women, the project identified that the baskets traditionally used for transporting fish were
perceived to be cumbersome, smelly and leaky. An �improved design� was rejected because it had
negative social connotations, resembling containers used by destitute women. The new, more
appropriate container was designed in collaboration with the women and turned out to be a great
success12.

                                                          
12 Cited in DSU Working Group on Gender and Fisheries. 1995. Women, men and living aquatic resource �
a gender perspective on development of coastal areas�. Development Studies Unit, Stockholm University.
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Box 4: Technological change and fish marketing in India

In Orissa, India, there is considerable variation in arrangements for the processing and marketing of
fish. A common method of selling fish is that it is auctioned directly on the beach to the highest bidder.
These may be either women from the fishing communities, who then salt and dry the fish, or traders
and their agents. There are also longer-term arrangements involving traders who have made advances
to the gear owners.

Recent developments in marketing and processing facilities (including icing) have been accompanied
by the entry of (predominantly male) larger scale traders into the sector. They are able to offer
significant advances to fishermen and create long-term bonds and patronage links. This has had the
result of reducing the availability of fish for drying and salting for female traders. It is anticipated that
there may be corresponding negative effects on nutrition for the poorest households. On the other hand,
the increasingly complex marketing system provides a substantial source of employment for poor
people. At the present time, very little is known about the social relations surrounding these changes.

Source: Stirrat, R. L. personal communication.

4. APPROACHES TO THE GENDER AND POVERTY IMPACT OF AQUATIC
RESEARCH AND KEY QUESTIONS FOR RESEARCHERS

4.1 How is aquatic research relevant to the sort of issues discussed above?

Clearly a direct connection between research and gender and poverty impacts is not always easy
to establish. The challenge is to determine when such connections may be relevant and not to
assume that they always will be. The kind of issues discussed above regarding the gender division
of control within households, decision-making, and access to and control over resources are issues
of power. They are not therefore amenable to simple technological solutions. Accordingly, it is
not possible to provide a set of recipes to assess the impact of aquatic research. However, alertness
to the broad principles among practitioners is an important starting point. This may provide the
basis from which it is possible to begin asking the right sort of questions.

The research process will always reflect a combination of the expressed needs of those whom
research is designed to benefit, and the priorities and technical expertise of researchers.
Identifying research needs involves a series of compromises between �bottom up� ideals and the
realities of power and control discussed above. Participatory approaches may not always be the
most appropriate. There may be apparent conflicts between demands for scientific rigour and
qualitative approaches, which aim to unpack the meaning behind people�s actions and the nuances
of power. Nonetheless, it should be stressed that DFID policy emphasises that all research under
the Renewable Natural Resources Knowledge Strategy (RNRKS) be demand driven and poverty
focused.

4.2 Key questions that may help scientists think about the gender and poverty impacts
of their research include the following:

What is the evidence of demand for the research?

! Was this evidence gained through participatory appraisal, quantitative survey or other source?
! On whose perspectives does this evidence rely? Local institutional stakeholders? Community

groups? Individuals?
! What assumptions are made about the nature of the community which is intended to benefit?
! Have the concerns of non-fishers or fish farmers been taken into account?
! What is the nature of the relationship between researchers and local institutional stakeholders

(such as the fisheries or agricultural departments)?
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Is the research likely to lead to changes in the value or quantity of the fish catch?

! Do poorer people rely on cheaper sources of fish as food?
! Within households, who is responsible for purchasing food?
! If the increased value catch is exported, which members of a community will undertake the

export?
! Will there be an increase in job opportunities? Are men or women most likely to take these

jobs and under what conditions?
! What are existing arrangements for marketing and how will these change?

Will the research lead to improved methods for processing fish?

! Who will control the technology? Men or women? Existing members of a community or
newcomers?

! Will the new technology require greater inputs of capital? Who within the community is likely
to possess that capital?

! What are the marketing chains likely to be for the increased quantity of fish processed?

Will the research encourage new entrants to the sector?

! In the case of aquaculture, are there likely to be disputes over the land required? Are such
disputes likely to be resolved through customary or other means? Who determines this?

! Is the development of the sector likely to result in any changes in the gender division of
labour? Who benefits from this?

! What mechanisms are in place for the management and regulation of an expanded sector?
What are the strengths and weaknesses of statutory bodies? Does existing management tend
towards individualistic or collective responsibility?

How will research results be disseminated?

! Is research carried out in collaboration with the intended beneficiaries?
! If research is carried out with groups of beneficiaries, what is the history of these groups? Did

they exist prior to external intervention? What are the rationales for membership?
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APPENDIX 1
A RIGHTS-BASED APPROACH TO DEVELOPMENT

The emergence of a �rights-based� approach

DFID�s concern with human rights in development follows broad international trends. These are
built on the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and subsequent instruments agreed
by the United Nations. They rely on the broad principle that certain rights are universal. These
include civil and political rights as well as a range of economic, cultural and social rights. In
principle, all rights are equally important. The human rights approach aims to empower �all people
to claim their rights to the opportunities and services made available through pro-poor
development�13. For DFID, this is to be achieved through the enhanced participation and inclusion
of citizens and a corresponding strengthening of State policies and institutions to ensure that
obligations to protect and promote human rights are fulfilled. The challenge for enhanced
participation is to ensure that actions to increase participation empower the poor and not just local
elites. In addition, that such participation should move beyond local-level processes of
consultation to broader formal and informal processes of decision making. Inclusion is the
opposite of the exclusion that deprives people of their rights. Discriminatory practices may be
particularly important in perpetuating social exclusion. DFID considers women and men�s rights
in relation to each other. Although women are more frequently and widely disadvantaged than
men, DFID does not take it for granted that this is true in every case.

These are some of the ideals of the international human rights framework. In practice of course,
giving substance to the notion of rights is quite problematic. There has been general
acknowledgement that rights-based approaches have tended to pay attention to the promotion of
civil and political rights, to the detriment of the economic and social rights of poor people. In
addition, there are problems with relying on legal measures for the protection of human rights;
poorer people are seldom in a position to get involved in the litigation required to protect their
rights. Importantly too, the principle that all rights are equally important has been widely
challenged. This becomes particularly salient when it comes to issues of gender, as is discussed
below.

Gender, poverty and rights: The problem of competing rights

There is a conundrum. While the respect for a people�s culture is accepted as a right, so too is
respect for the human rights of women. What happens when these come into conflict? Critics of
the international human rights framework suggest that it entails a degree of cultural imperialism.
�Western� values which privilege individual rights over responsibilities towards the community
may be critiqued. Such arguments become especially virulent when it comes to women�s rights.
For example, the privileging of freedom of choice in selection of a marriage partner may be seen
to be at odds with culturally prescribed notions of duty. These arguments are not easily resolvable.
They may also serve as a justification for non-intervention in gender relations deemed to be
�culturally sensitive�. For those involved in development assistance, resolution requires a
combination of ability to listen to the voices of all stakeholders, with awareness of the ways in
which cultural factors may influence people�s perceptions of their own interests. Striking a
balance between universal rights and cultural sensitivity is not easy.

                                                          
13 DFID, Human Rights for Poor People. Strategies for achieving the international development targets,
DFID, London, 2000, p.3.
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