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THE INTEGRATION OF FISHERIES AND  
AQUACULTURE IN NATIONAL  
FOOD SECURITY POLICIES 

This Smart Fiche is for policy makers in African countries as 
well as other stakeholders working on fisheries or food security 
issues. It summarizes the main findings from a report, “Fla-
vouring Fish into Food Security1”. The conclusions identify pos-
sible ways forward.

The main finding is that national and regional policy documents 
generally overlook fisheries, even in countries where fisheries 
play an important role for protein supply. Their inclusion into the 
policies would benefit the ESA-IO countries’2 food security.

HOW DOES FISH CONTRIBUTE  
TO FOOD SECURITY3 ?

Fisheries and aquaculture can contribute in two ways to house-
hold and national food security: directly through the produc-
tion of food for direct human consumption; or indirectly through 
the generation of employment and economic activity (process-
ing, marketing, foreign trade, restaurants, etc.) that provides 
income for households. Fish has a strong potential for achiev-
ing Food Security as a wholesome and inexpensive food source.  
The ESA-IO countries are blessed with large aquatic resources, 
reinforcing the potential for fisheries development, but they have 
the lowest fish consumption in the world. According to reports, 
some of the highest rates of malnutrition in the region among 
children and mothers are from areas around water bodies that 
export fish, for example Lake Victoria. 

MAIN CONCLUSIONS OF THE STUDY
The emphasis of this study was to make a preliminary assess-
ment of the integration of fisheries and aquaculture into food se-
curity and nutrition policies, at the national and the regional level. 
Twenty countries were included in the assessment. The analysis 
of policies and indicators allowed the setting up of a list of six 
countries where there is high potential to raise awareness on the 
importance of fisheries, namely Kenya, Malawi, Rwanda, Tanza-
nia, Zambia and Zimbabwe. 

Currently, fish consumption is not high in these countries. They 
have the resource and ecosystem potentials for expansion of their 
fisheries. Therefore, the development of fisheries can contribute 
to enhanced national food security. 

The study identified Comoros, Seychelles, Djibouti, Mauritius, 
Malawi, and Rwanda as countries where fish is important but 
overlooked in the policy discussion. Integrating these countries 
with the ones identified as having potential for increased fish 
consumption provided a final list of five countries where an 
advocacy work could be started: Comoros, Djibouti, Mauritius, 
Malawi, and Rwanda.

REGIONAL ECONOMIC COMMUNITIES

A policy analysis was carried out for the Regional Economic Com-
munities (RECs). Of the policies reviewed, 40 percent made no ref-
erence at all to fisheries. Intergovernmental Authority on Develop-
ment (IGAD) is the REC with the lowest level of integration. This 
is mainly because the bigger countries in this REC are land-locked 
and have culturally very low preference for fish. The other RECs are 
positioned in the medium level of integration. The level of potential 
for fisheries to play a role in food and nutritional security was also 
assessed. Most of the RECs classify as having ‘medium’ potential 
for fish and fisheries to play a role in food and nutritional security.
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1 Kurien J. and López-Ríos J. 2013. Flavouring Fish into Food Security. FAO SmartFish, Mauritius, 164 p. http://media.wix.com/ugd/19606a_a2257acb86b84eb8bf9370e2d0cf6166.pdf
2 ESA-IO: East and Southern Africa – Indian Ocean.
3 The concept of food security is multi-dimensional. In 2001, FAO defined that “Food security exists when all people, at all times, have physical, social and economic access to sufficient, safe and 
nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life” [2001, FAO,State of Food Insecurity in the World]. This implies four pillars to the concept of food 
security: availability; access (economic and physical); utilization, and stability.
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Flavouring Fish into Food Security

Fisheries are not a priority sector for the activity and planning of 
the RECs (see Table 1). What is even more worrying is that in the 
IOC region – where fish is central to the economy and diet – the 
food security policy documents very poorly reflect the role of fish 
and fisheries. This lack of integration of fisheries in the food secu-
rity policy scenario might be attributed to the low participation of 
national fishery officers in the design of policies.

Table 14: Assessing the level of integration  
of fishery into food security

Fish availability  
per capita  

(kg. per yr)

Fish share  
in animal  

protein (%)

People em-
ployed  

in fisheries (%)

Fish in food  
security  

policies (%)

LOW IGAD IGAD IGAD IGAD; IOC

MEDIUM EAC; COMESA; 
SADC

COMESA; 
SADC; EAC; 

IOC
COMESA; IOC; 

SADC EAC; SADC

VERY 
HIGH EAC

THE VIEW OF FISHERIES OFFICERS

A survey carried out among fishery officers assessed their views 
and suggestions regarding the role of fisheries and aquaculture in 
food security in their countries. In their view, the emphasis should 
be on the availability and access dimensions of food security. In 
the case of the latter, the focus is on physical access and, to a 
lesser extent, on economic aspects. 

On the other hand, none of the respondents considered that im-
proved policy is essential to improve food security. On availability, 
most of the contributions said that it is necessary to increase 
production of fish from marine, inland and aquaculture sources, 
mentioning aquaculture more frequently. On access, most of the 
suggestions was refered to improve the physical access to fish 
through provision of cold storage facilities, better transportation 
and market facilities, and improved transportation routes. 

On utilization, the greater emphasis is on the need to educate 
consumers about the health and nutritional aspects of fish. It is in 
the interest of governments of the ESA-IO region to enhance the 
capacity and capabilities of the government officers in the fisher-
ies departments to further the goal of increasing their country’s 
food security. The lack of consultation with officers involved in 
fisheries has proven a great loss for policymaking.

WHERE IS THE POTENTIAL FOR ENHANCEMENT?

To enhance the integration of fisheries into food security policies, 
there is no unique recipe or package of measures. A set of indi-
cators were chosen which are associated with the pillars of food 
security, and articulated within the fisheries sector (see Table 2). 
The five indicators chosen were fish availability per person, GDP 
at purchasing power parity, water supply coverage, sanitation 
coverage, and female literacy rate.

Table 2: Ranking of countries per potential

1 Seychelles 11 Zimbabwe

2 Mauritius 12 Madagascar

3 Comoros 13 Rwanda

4 Uganda 14 Burundi

5 Zambia 15 Eritrea

6 Swaziland 16 Djibouti

7 Kenya 17 Congo DR

8 Sudan 18 Ethiopia

9 Tanzania 19 Somalia

10 Malawi 20 South Sudan

To assess those countries with the greatest need, five indicators 
were chosen to score the extent of need for fish and fisheries to 
have a role in food security, fish availability per person, food avail-
ability per person, prevalence of Vitamin A deficiency, percentage 
of undernourished people, and percentage of population living be-
low the poverty line. 

Among the countries with high potential, Zambia and Kenya have 
the greater need; among the countries with medium potential, all 
are in need (Tanzania, Malawi, Zimbabwe, Madagascar, Rwanda, 
and Burundi), while among the countries with low potential, Eri-
trea, Congo DR and Ethiopia are in need (see Table 3). 

In the following effort to select countries where fish promotion 
could have a positive effect on food security, the following indi-
cators were used: low or medium fish availability, efforts made 
to create awareness about fish through mass media, nutrition 
awareness programmes in place, roads reasonably good, signifi-
cant use of mobile phones, and high female literacy rate. Based 
on the above criteria the countries selected are Kenya, Malawi, 
Rwanda, Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe. Together, these six 
countries account for 33 percent of the population in the twenty 
ESA-IO countries in the study. They are all in the list of countries 
with real needs. 

All countries have a great potential to enhance the integration of 
fish and fisheries into food and nutritional security. Although in 
some countries, this potential also synchronises with the popula-
tion’s need for better diets and improved food security. Often, 
policy makers do not identify such needs. In other countries, the 
need is perceived, but the ability to raise awareness about it does 
not exist.

4 The source of all Tables in this leaflet is the report “Flavouring fish into food security”.



Table 3: Ranking of countries according to  
the sensitization potential (alphabetical order)

Country Potential to raise awareness

Burundi Medium

Congo Dem. Rep. Low

Eritrea Low

Ethiopia Low

Kenya High

Madagascar Medium

Malawi High

Rwanda High

Tanzania High

Zambia High

Zimbabwe High

The study examined the degree of inclusion of issues pertain-
ing to fisheries and aquaculture in national and regional policies, 
with particular focus on food and nutritional security. Combining 
the result of this analysis, and including a ‘quantitative, indicator-
based’ analysis, it is possible to assess the degree of physical 
integration of fish and fisheries into the diets and economy of the 
respective countries. This is ‘integration by deed’. 

NATIONAL POLICY DOCUMENTS REVIEW

The national policy documents reviewed include Development As-
sistance Frameworks, Food Security action plans and policies, Ag-
riculture and fisheries policies, amongst others. It is important to 
note that a fifth of the country documents reviewed did not refer 
to the fisheries sector. 

Out of the 89 country documents, 57 dealt specifically with issues 
directly relating to food and nutritional security. Twenty of these 
documents did not refer to the role of fish. National documents 
often exhibit a degree of schizophrenia with regard to references 
to the fisheries sector and fish in the context of food security. In 
many cases, fisheries are acknowledged as an important sector, 
but no further attention is paid to it in the main recommendations 
for action.

To assess the effective integration of fisheries into national food 
security, five indicators were selected: fish availability per capi-
ta per year; share of fish in the animal protein intake; persons 
employed in fisheries; mention of fisheries issues in policy docu-
ments; and mention of fish in documents relating to food security 
policy (see Table 4).

The role of fisheries in policy papers and papers mentioning 
food security is high in countries such as Uganda and Soma-
lia, while it is relatively low in countries such as Mauritius and 
Djibouti where albeit, fisheries plays an important role for the 
national economy.

Table 4: Ranking of countries with regard to importance of 
the integration of fishery into national Food Security

1 Comoros 11 Kenya

2 Seychelles 12 Zimbabwe

3 Djibouti 13 Madagascar

4 Mauritius 14 Uganda

5 Malawi 15 Tanzania

6 Rwanda 16 Ethiopia

7 Burundi 17 Sudan

8 Congo DR 18 Somalia

9 Zambia 19 South Sudan

10 Eritrea 20 Swaziland

Six countries where fish play an important role were identi-
fied, but this role is not appropriately reflected in the policy 
papers, namely Comoros, Seychelles, Djibouti, Mauritius, Ma-
lawi, and Rwanda.

CONCLUSIONS

The assessment has shown an inadequate integration of fisheries 
and aquaculture into policies that pertain to food and nutritional 
security. Unquestionably, there are deficiencies in the process of 
policy formulation.

At least three important measures can be taken to rectify 
these deficiencies.

Firstly, integration presupposes greater participation of at least 
two interest groups – those responsible for implementing the pol-
icy and those affected by the policy. A second measure for greater 
integration is strengthening institutional memory. An important 
corpus of studies has been completed at the national and regional 
levels on various aspects of fish and fisheries. These studies are 
important sources of knowledge and evidence relating to the vari-
ous patterns of fish production and consumption in the ESA-IO 
countries. A third measure for greater integration lies in more 
focused capacity development of officers dealing with fish and 
fishery issues at the national levels.
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With all three measures implemented, in the countries selected 
during the review, fish and fishery products should acquire the 
position they deserve in national and regional policy. This is the 
challenge of flavouring fish into food security.

WHAT SMARTFISH IS DOING IN THE REGION

•  Info sharing and dissemination at national level through the 
production of 22 fish and food security info-sheets for all coun-
tries assessed in the report;

•  Advocacy actions pushing national agendas towards better in-
tegration of fisheries and aquaculture in food and nutrition na-
tional strategies and policies at decision makers’ level and also 
at regional level with IOC;

•  National fish consumption surveys aimed to better understand 
local and national trends;

•  Promote fish consumption activities with multimedia awareness 
campaigns such as: community outreach events, billboards 
and banners, radio awareness broadcasts and TV adverts us-
ing testimonials, singing drama and fish cooking contests, pro-
duction and distribution of fish recipe books, Information and 
Communication materials such as posters, videos, T-shirts and 
sensitization leaflets;

•  Field data collection and information sharing on the impact of 
post-harvest losses in small scale fisheries;

•  Direct specific post-harvest loss reduction activities;
•  Fish hygiene and handling awareness raising campaign via mo-

bile cinema along Lake Victoria;
•  Production and dissemination of video trainings for illiterate 

small scale fish operators on basic fish hygiene and good prac-
tices to reduce losses. 

FAO SmartFish prepared an analysis of the integration of fisheries into food security policy in ESA-IO countries. More than 100 policy briefs were analysed. This leaflet summarizes the main findings. The full report is 
available at http://www.smartfish-coi.org/ in the FAO publications section. 
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