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This	review	was	developed	to	provide	a	comprehensive	summary	of	the	inland	fisheries	of	the	
major	river	basins	of	the	world.	The	review	was	undertaken	by	the	Hull	International	Fisheries	
Institute,	University	of	Hull,	UK,	in	cooperation	with	the	Fisheries	Resources	Branch	(FIAF)	of	the	
FAO	Fisheries	and	Aquaculture	Division.	The	review	was	edited	by	Robin	Leslie.	The	purpose	of	
producing	this	review	was	twofold,	firstly	to	attempt	to	compile	information	on	fish	catches	at	a	
basin	 level	 rather	 than	 national	 level	 and	 secondly	 to	 complement	 the	 national	 information	
contained	 in	 the	 FAO	 Fishery	 and	 Aquaculture	 Circular,	 7$%&$'" ()" 45$" .4+4$" ()" '(#10" )&.5$#8"
#$.(9#:$.;" &/1+/0" )&.5$#&$.	 (FAO	 Fisheries	 and	 Aquaculture	 Circular	 No.	 C942	 Rev.3).	 The	
presentation	of	inland	fishery	information	at	the	basins’	level	also	provides,	perhaps	for	the	first	
time,	a	picture	of	the	large	transboundary	river	basins	and	their	fishery	contributions	to	food	and	
biodiversity.	It	is	hoped	that	this	basins’	perspective	will	also	encourage	greater	appreciation	of	
the	role	of	inland	fisheries	in	broader	basin-level	water	management	and	development	dialogues.	
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This	review	presents	summary	information	on	45	river	and	great	lake	basins	of	
the	world,	which	support	 inland	 fisheries.	The	 information	presented	 is	drawn	
from	published	information	in	peer-reviewed	journals	as	well	as	grey	literature.	
Each	basin	summary	is	presented	in	a	common	format,	covering	the	description	
of	the	fishery,	estimates	of	catch	and	numbers	of	people	engaged	in	the	fishery,	
important	 biodiversity	 features	 and	 threats	 to	 the	 fishery.	 An	 analysis	 of	 the	
replacement	costs	of	inland	fish	of	the	basin	is	also	presented.	This	is	expressed	
in	terms	of	the	water,	land	and	greenhouse	gas	footprint	that	would	arise	if	the	
inland	 fish	 that	are	currently	produced	had	to	be	replaced	with	other	 forms	of	
food	(such	as	aquaculture	fish,	livestock	or	field	crops).		
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‘Inland	waters’	 are	defined	by	 the	Food	and	Agriculture	Organization	of	 the	United	Nations	 (FAO)	as	
“lakes,	 rivers,	 streams,	 canals,	 reservoirs	 and	 other	 landlocked	 waters”	 (FAO,	 2018).	 Globally,	 inland	
waters	cover	a	total	area	of	about	7.8	million	km!"(De	Graaf	$4"+16<	2015)	and	represent	about	0.01	percent	
of	the	volume	of	water	on	Earth	(Stiassny,	1996).	About	40	percent	of	all	fish	species	and	20	percent	of	
all	vertebrate	species	inhabit	inland	waters	(Helfman	$4"+16<	2009).	However,	65	percent	of	inland	water	
resources	are	classed	as	either	moderately	or	highly	threatened	by	anthropogenic	stressors	(Vörösmarty	
$4"+16<	2010).		
Once	described	as	a	backward,	informal	and	marginal	economic	activity	(Platteau,	1989),	inland	fisheries	
have	a	vast	social	and	economic	value	for	millions	of	people	globally	(Béné	$4"+16<	2015a).	Inland	capture	
fisheries	are	crucial	to	improving	food	security	and	nutrition,	diversifying	livelihoods,	providing	income	
and	healthy	aquatic	ecosystems,	and	can	directly	contribute	towards	the	UN	Sustainable	Development	
Goals	(SDGs).	Almost	95	percent	of	the	world’s	inland	fisheries	is	caught	and	consumed	in	developing	
countries	(Bartley	$4"+16<	2015;	FAO	and	WorldFish	Centre,	2008),	and	Low	Income	Food	Deficit	Countries	
(LIFDCs)	accounted	for	43	percent	of	the	inland	fish	catch	in	2015	(Funge-Smith,	2018).		
Distribution	of	inland	fish	catch	is	worldwide,	but	the	major	inland	fisheries	tend	to	be	concentrated	in	
the	tropical	and	subtropical	latitudes	and	from	developing	countries,	except	for	the	Russian	Federation	
and	Finland	(Table	1).		

Global	 inland	 fishery	production	 increased	between	2	percent	and	3	percent	annually	 to	11.9	million	
tonnes	in	2017	(FAO	FishStatJ,	2019).	This	growth	mainly	occurred	in	Asia	and	Africa,	which	accounted	
for	67	percent	and	25	percent	of	the	reported	inland	fishery	catch,	respectively.	Fish	catches	from	the	
Americas,	Europe	and	Oceania	are	considerably	lower	than	those	from	Asia	and	Africa,	accounting	for	a	
combined	8.5	percent	of	the	total	inland	fisheries	catch.	Reported	inland	production	from	the	Americas,	
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Europe	and	Oceania	has	stabilized	and	has	not	shown	any	significant	increase	in	decades,	primarily	due	
to	the	dominance	of	recreational	fishing	in	these	areas.	Thirty	countries,	almost	exclusively	in	Africa	and	
Asia,	produced	91	percent	of	the	global	inland	fisheries	catch	in	2017	(Table	1).	Ten	of	these	countries	
accounted	for	69	percent	and	a	further	ten	countries	an	additional	15	percent.			

!"#$%&'&('"#$&'))*+',-&.+*&'""/""#$%&#$0'$1&.#"-/*#/"& &

The	global	inland	fishery	statistics	compiled	by	FAO	are	reported	at	national	rather	than	river	basin	level.	
The	national	figure	is	thus	an	aggregated	amount	compiled	from	a	range	of	data	from	fisheries	based	on	
different	aquatic	habitats	(wetlands,	lakes,	reservoirs	and	rivers,	and	possibly	estuaries).	The	national	
figure	therefore	represents	the	catches	of	various	basins	and	fisheries.	Very	few	of	the	large	river	basins	
are	wholly	contained	within	a	single	country	boundary	and	are	typically	part	of	a	larger	transboundary	
river	or	watershed.	This	means	that	 the	state	of	a	particular	river	basin	 fishery	typically	requires	the	
compilation	of	subnational	data	from	a	number	of	countries.		
FAO	and	others	have	commented	on	the	spatial	and	temporal	fragmentation	of	knowledge	and	research	
on	inland	fisheries	and	their	associated	aquatic	ecosystems	(Coates,	2002;	Allan	$4"+16<	2005;	FAO,	2010;	
World	 Bank,	 FAO	 and	 WorldFish	 Centre," 2010;	 Funge-Smith,	 2018).	 The	 lack	 of	 more	 accurate	
information	and	limited	downscaled	trend	information	gives	rise	to	a	range	of	opinions	and	perspectives	
on	 the	 state	 of	 inland	 fisheries.	 These	 range	 between	 a	 view	 that	 the	 decline	 of	 inland	 fisheries	 is	
inevitable	in	the	face	of	population	growth,	overfishing	and	the	multiple	pressures	and	threats	to	inland	
water	 systems	 (Friend,	 Arthur	 and	 Keskinen,	 2009),	 to	 a	 more	 positive	 outlook	 that	 hidden	 inland	
fisheries	are	more	productive	and	resilient	than	previously	thought	(Bartley	$4"+16<	2015).	

The	answer	lies	somewhere	in	between,	as	there	are	strong	differences	in	the	resilience,	biodiversity	and	
pressures	on	inland	fisheries	among	regions	and	latitudes.	Inland	fisheries	are	threatened	by	multiple	
anthropogenic	stressors,	such	as	habitat	modification,	climate	change	and	water	pollution,	which	may	be	
locally	 severe	 or	 have	 larger	 transboundary	 implications.	 Not	 all	 inland	 fisheries	 are	 in	 decline;	 it	 is	
therefore	possible	 that	while	a	country	may	report	 increasing	or	stable	 inland	fish	production,	 this	 is	
potentially	 masking	 a	 decline	 in	 one	 or	 more	 river	 basin	 fisheries.	 Conversely,	 enhancement	 or	
management	measures	may	be	increasing	fishery	production	in	reservoirs	and	man-made	waterbodies,	
contributing	 to	 increased	national	 inland	 fish	 catches.	Nutrient	 inputs	 to	waterbodies	 can	drive	 their	
productivity	and	increase	their	yield	(e.g.	Lake	Victoria,	small	tropical	floodplain	waterbodies).		
If	a	basin	is	wholly	contained	within	a	country	(or	a	country	wholly	contained	with	a	basin)	then	this	may	
be	representative	of	the	status	of	a	country’s	inland	fishery.	More	typically,	a	basin	is	shared	by	a	number	
of	countries	and	the	status	of	an	inland	fishery	within	a	basin	will	be	a	reflection	of	the	impacts	of	several	
countries’	activities,	typically	in	an	upstream–downstream	continuum.	This	also	means	that	the	threats	
to	 the	 fishery	 and	 its	 management	 may	 require	 both	 national	 and	 collective	 action	 and	 may	 have	
transboundary	implications.	

The	aim	of	 this	review	is	 to	provide	an	overview	of	 the	major	river	and	 lake	basins	of	 the	world	that	
support	significant	inland	fisheries	and	to	provide	an	indication	of	their	current	status,	especially	where	
they	transcend	national	boundaries.	

*#2/*&('"#$ &1'3'&, +00/,3#+$&4/3-+1+0+%5 &

To	determine	the	contribution	of	river	basins	to	global	fish	production	and	to	support	the	assessment	of	
the	overall	state	of	inland	fisheries,	the	45	most	important	river	basins	(Table	2)	based	on	the	perceived	
importance	of	their	fisheries	from	a	commercial	(small-scale),	subsistence	or	recreational	perspective,	or	
as	a	combination	of	all	three,	were	chosen.	This	priority	list	of	basins	covered	an	estimated	88	percent	of	
global	inland	capture	fishery	production,	based	on	the	FAO	national	statistics	of	the	countries	associated	
with	these	basins.	In	addition	to	the	river	basins	and	waterbodies	selected,	a	country	example	(Finland)	
was	also	selected	as	this	provided	a	regional	balance	and	its	national	production,	although	not	associated	
with	a	single	river	basin,	was	sufficient	to	warrant	inclusion.		
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