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Niger:  
bringing fishing communities 
out of poverty  

A. Soumana, Journalist attached to the National Press
Office  and
H. Talatou, Operations Officer, NCU Niger  

The fisheries sector in Niger is an important component of rural
development. Its contribution to the national economy and
poverty alleviation is significant. However, the sector is still
either marginalised or ignored when development and poverty
alleviation policies are drawn up and other public policies
implemented. In the run-up to the National Partners’ Forum on
the Poverty Reduction Strategy, a national discussion workshop
on fisheries was felt to be an urgent need so the Niger National
Coordination Unit organized one at the beginning of June 2003.  

Early 2003 a study of the fisheries sector was commissioned by
the National Coordination Unit (NCU) of the Sustainable Fisheries
Livelihoods Programme (SFLP), with the aim of identifying the
impact of various policies and institutions on the livelihoods of
fishing communities. It was conducted by a multi-disciplinary
team of experts, and shows that fishing communities have
problems in gaining access to credit and to fisheries inputs and
that the sector and field structures are poorly organised. Also,
that the communities have little experience in proper fish storage
and processing techniques. The study also highlights the
constraints posed by the absence of basic health and education
services, and the low level of education within the fishing
communities, especially amongst the women. All of these are
elements which make these communities vulnerable to poverty.  

However, the fisheries sector contribution to the process of
economic growth is far from negligible, as evidenced by the
figures on the extent of fisheries resources, the production and
the socio-economic role of fisheries in Niger. They show that
Niger, despite its desert location, has enough water resources to
promote the development of substantial inland fisheries. In
addition to the River Niger (550 km length within the territory of
Niger) and its numerous tributaries, the country also has huge
numbers of lakes (Lake Chad, as well as other permanent and
semi-permanent lakes of varying size), which are host to nearly
one hundred different species of fish. With all this potential,
Niger’s fisheries production in 2001 was more than 20,000
tonnes, representing more than CFA 20 billion (more than $33
million). Quite clearly, this level of production can be raised
considerably if fisheries are granted a little more attention and a



few more resources.  

So why have fisheries been taken so little into consideration
when poverty alleviation policies are drawn up? What can be
done to help the fishing communities in Niger bring themselves
out of their insecurity and improve their daily lot? These were
just some of the questions which led the NCU officials to
organise a national discussion workshop on poverty alleviation in
fishing communities, in Niamey on 3 - 4 June 2003.  

A national discussion  

In organising the workshop, in collaboration with the Ministry of
Water Resources, Environment and Desertification Control, the
NCU hoped to initiate a real framework for national discussion.
This would allow the participants from the different regions of
Niger to discuss the results of the study and to identify a series
of priorities for action to improve the livelihoods of fishing
communities. It was also intended to provide an opportunity for
them to work together to identify elements of a strategy for
creating a higher profile for fisheries in development and poverty
alleviation policies.  

The date of the workshop was deliberately fixed to be
immediately followed by the National Partners’ Forum on the
Poverty Reduction Strategy. It was therefore imperative during
the workshop to identify several entry points to improve the
livelihoods of fishing communities, promote better
acknowledgement of fisheries in the Rural Development Strategy
(RDS) to facilitate the implementation of the Poverty Reduction
Strategy (PRS) and to present this for approval of the 200 – odd
participants - politicians, national institutions and donors - at the
Forum.  

The sixty fishers, fishmongers, representatives of institutions and
development projects directly and not directly concerned with
fisheries, took an active part in the discussions. They were able
to find out about Niger’s Poverty Reduction Strategy (PRS),
designed to form the basis for poverty alleviation activities in the
country. They were all asked to include their concerns and the
priorities of the fishing communities in the broadest sense,
particularly since the fisheries sector had not yet been
specifically included in the Rural Development Strategy (RDS)
drawn up under the PRS.  

This shortcoming provoked a reaction from Ali Daouda, a
fishmonger from Ayorou: “It’s as if fisheries were not an
economic activity like farming or livestock. Now that this
workshop has helped us establish the basis for the better
inclusion of the fisheries sector, nothing will be the same as
before…” This awareness simply expresses the fishing
communities’ wish to play a full role in any rural development



policy in Niger. A role that the fisheries professionals intend to
take on fully, that is, without being assimilated into other sectors
of activities. They no longer want to see fisheries
administratively mixed up with farming or livestock, as it has
been for too long. However, this means that the decision-makers
have to recognise the importance of the fisheries sector as a
contributor to poverty reduction and food security efforts. To this
end, the workshop participants defined a series of significant
actions.  

Recognising the fisheries potential  

Firstly, the participants emphasised the need to draw up a
capture fisheries and fish farming programme and ensure its
inclusion in the Rural Development Strategy. This programme
should help to strengthen the capacities and organisational
development of the fishing communities, to improve the
management and rehabilitation of water ecosystems, to facilitate
access for fishing communities to micro-credit systems and
develop enhanced fisheries on small dams and rice-fish farming
in hydro-agricultural developments.  

The participants then identified a series of more specific actions:
encourage greater inclusion of fishing communities in social
programmes proposed by the authorities and NGOs (health,
education, literacy training), and include fishing communities in
local development processes. The improvement of fish
processing and storage techniques was another issue, as was the
diversification of fishing communities’ income sources, as well as
the development of a social and educational communication
programme for fisheries promotion. There was also a need to
draw up a master plan for fisheries and fish farming and to set
up a statistics monitoring system and an appropriate
administrative and legal framework. Finally a committee should
be set up and become functional to monitor the results of the
national workshop.  

Within the fishing communities themselves, an efficient
organisational framework needs to be built up. The first signs of
real awareness were there: “We know what we have to do now.
We will gain strength from the organisational structures we are
going to set up, which will represent all the fishers of Niger and
others in the fisheries sector too,” stated the chairman of the
Niger fishers’ association. These words announce fundamental
changes in fisheries in Niger.  

Well-advised lobbying  

The NCU then took the results of the workshop and drew up an
information sheet entitled “Fisheries in Niger: current status and
possible action towards poverty reduction in fisheries in Niger”.
It gives an overview of fisheries in Niger and then looks at the



ideas for interventions identified during the workshop to improve
the communities’ livelihoods. The paper was included in the
folder given to the participants of the National Forum on Poverty
in Niger.  

It should be noted here that the workshop seems to have
initiated a real process of change in policies and institutions. This
idea is fully supported by Ali Harouna, the Niger SFLP National
Coordinator. The decision-makers are indeed now more aware of
the conditions of poverty in which the fishing communities live
and have a better understanding of the role that fisheries could
play in poverty reduction in the countryside. One result of this
exercise and the NCU’s lobbying of decision-makers is that now,
in contrast to the past, fisheries is eligible for the HIPC funds
(Highly Indebted Poor Countries) that support the Special
Programme of the President of the Republic. An amount of CFA
80 million ($135,000) has already been set aside in the budget
to support fisheries activities until the end of the year 2003.  

With the study on policies and institutions and the workshop, the
NCU has been able to begin the process of recognising and
including fisheries in public development and poverty reduction
policies. The preparation of a fisheries livelihoods programme
within the framework of the RDS by the end of the year does
indeed bring new hope. It represents a real opportunity to
improve the livelihoods of fishing communities. Indeed, the
RDS/PRS is currently the only reference framework for donor
funding of rural development programmes and projects. The
contacts that the NCU has been able to establish with the PRS
Permanent Secretariat, its drafting committee, and development
partners, will facilitate the implementation of the different
fisheries strategies through the preparation of the sectoral
programme.  

The National Coordinator believes that this work now is to attract
greater donor attention to the role that the fisheries sector can
play in alleviating poverty in the rural areas of Niger, and the
need to give it necessary support. Contacts have already been
made with donors to support the preparation of the fisheries and
fish farming programme to ensure that the document is made
available to the RDS officers for use in seeking funds and to help
other rural development components to prepare their sectoral
programmes. Plans are also being made to ensure that the
participatory approach and the methodology adopted in the
integration of fisheries in Niger’s poverty reduction policies are
fully exploited by the other rural development sectors.·  

 


