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Preparation of this document

This technical paper traces the experiences of the Sustainable Fisheries Livelihoods Programme 
(SFLP) and its objective to reduce poverty in small-scale fisheries communities at the same 
time as introducing responsible fishing. The SFLP, a partnership between the Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), the Department for International 
Development (DFID) of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland and 25 
participating countries in West Africa, ran from November 1999 to October 2007.

The aim of this document is to report on the important lessons generated by the SFLP with 
regard not only to reconciling poverty reduction and responsible fishing, but also showing 
how the two are mutually dependent and essential for sustainable outcomes. The paper 
provides a consolidated account of main lessons learned to serve as a source of information 
and inspiration for further work with small-scale fishing communities, in West and Central 
Africa as well as elsewhere. 

The chapters – which have been put together through a collaborative effort by former SFLP 
staff and consultants, using the existing vast supply of SFLP documents and working papers – 
report on different aspects of its work and experiences. Presented in a framework summarizing 
current thinking in the development arena, the SFLP’s approaches and methodologies are 
explained and its main findings discussed. The paper is structured as follows:

 provides an overview of the Programme itself and the strategic approach of 
combining the FAO Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries and the sustainable 
livelihoods approach (SLA) principles. It also summarizes the main lessons learned and 
hence provides an overarching introduction to the sections that follow;

 looks at the poverty concept in more detail and discusses the SFLP poverty 
profiling experience, i.e. how poverty assessments were carried out in practice and how 
the processes and results were used for identifying and implementing project activities; 

 reports on the Programme’s methodology for recalculating and re-assessing 
the economic contribution of the fisheries sector to local and national economies and 
presents the results from the SFLP’s country studies;

 gives the arguments for why small-scale fisheries should be mainstreamed in 
development policy, e.g. through inclusion in Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs) 
and National Development Plans (NDPs), and describes how this can be done;

 discusses the SFLP’s co-management experience – both in inland water areas 
and on the Atlantic coast – and underlines the importance of addressing social exclusion 
and vulnerability factors as well as creating incentives to enable poor people to take part 
in resource management;

 analyses the importance of migration in West and Central African small-scale 
fisheries and discusses its implications for poverty reduction and co-management;

 reviews the requirements for microfinance in small-scale fishing communities 
and how the SFLP addressed this need; 

 examines the importance of information in the context of development and 
how pro-poor communication strategies and tools were used by the SFLP;

 highlights the elevated prevalence of HIV and high incidence of AIDS in 
West and Central African fishing communities and reviews the SFLP’s experience in 
addressing this issue in Congo and Benin; and

 presents the SFLP gender analysis tools and reports on the Programme’s 
gender mainstreaming approach; and

 summarizes SFLP’s experience in a broader context of development policy 
and gives a concluding reflection on the Programme’s impact.
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Abstract

Despite massive development efforts, chronic poverty still remains a harsh reality 
for millions of Africans. The Sustainable Fisheries Livelihoods Programme (SFLP) 
examined ways to reduce poverty, and improve livelihoods, in the fisheries sector. 
In Africa, an estimated ten million men and women are involved in fishing and 
related activities such as processing and trading. Seven million fishing people live in 
West Africa and the fisheries sector is a major source of livelihoods in many coastal 
communities, both inland on lake shores and on the Atlantic coast. In addition to 
providing employment and income, fisheries plays an important role in local and 
national economies. 

The SFLP, a partnership between the Food and Agriculture Organization of the 
United Nations (FAO), the Department for International Development (DFID) of the 
United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland and 25 participating countries 
in West Africa, ran from November 1999 to October 2006. The Programme aimed 
at enhancing the livelihoods of artisanal fishery communities in coastal and inland 
lake areas by supporting the development and adoption of appropriate and replicable 
strategies for responsible and equitable fisheries, and by strengthening human and 
social capital. 

New ways of working were explored, vulnerability and social exclusion were 
addressed as two central concepts of poverty, and emphasis was given to policy 
changes and institutional capacity building. The SFLP adopted the sustainable 
livelihoods approach to poverty alleviation and worked to implement the FAO Code 
of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries to sustain fishery resources. The Programme 
promoted strategies for poverty alleviation that reinforce peoples’ existing capabilities, 
are participatory and empowering and take into account the limitations of resource 
renewability.

This technical paper reports on the important lessons generated by the SFLP with 
regard not only to reconciling poverty reduction and responsible fishing but also 
showing how the two are mutually dependent and essential for sustainable outcomes. 
The paper provides a consolidated account of main lessons learned to serve as a source 
of information and inspiration for further work with small-scale fishing communities, 
in West and Central Africa, as well as elsewhere.

Westlund, L.; Holvoet, K.; Kébé, M. (eds).
Achieving poverty reduction through responsible fisheries. Lessons from West and 
Central Africa.

 No. 513. Rome, FAO. 2008. 168p.
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Introduction 

Reducing poverty in small-scale fisheries communities at the same time as introducing 
responsible fishing – is that possible? The experience of the Sustainable Fisheries 
Livelihood Programme (SFLP) in West and Central Africa shows that it is, but it 
requires innovative thinking, participatory approaches and political support. 

The SFLP existed as a partnership between 25 participating countries, the Food 
and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) and the Department 
for International Development (DFID)of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and 
Northern Ireland. The Programme was implemented during a seven-year period from 
November 1999 to October 2006 and aimed at improving the livelihoods of artisanal 
fishery communities in coastal and inland lake areas by supporting the development 
and adoption of appropriate and replicable strategies for responsible and equitable 
fisheries, and by strengthening human and social capital. New ways of working were 
explored, vulnerability and social exclusion were addressed as two central concepts of 
poverty, and emphasis was given to policy changes and institutional capacity building 
(SFLP, undated; FAO, 1999).

The environment in which the Programme existed was characterized by the fact that 
poverty has been - and sadly continues to be - a cruel reality to millions of people. In 
spite of there being some progress towards meeting the United Nations Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs), adopted by world leaders in 2000 with an aim to halve 
global poverty by 2015, 41 percent of Africans still live on less than one dollar a day. 
Looking at other dimensions of poverty apart from income, the picture remains bleak 
with only slow progress towards, for example, reducing child mortality and improving 
access to clean water (UN, 2007).    

The fisheries sector can make valuable contributions towards achieving the MDGs. 
In Africa, an estimated ten million men and women are involved in fishing and 
related activities such as processing and trading. Seven million fishing people live in 
West Africa and the fisheries sector is a major source of livelihoods in many coastal 
communities, both inland on lake shores and on the Atlantic coast. In addition to 
providing employment and income, fisheries play an important role in local and 
national economies in numerous ways: by contributing to food supplies and nutrition, 
helping stimulate the growth of a cash-based economy through the sales by small-
scale fish-based enterprises, generating government income through fees and taxes 
and creating foreign exchange earnings through exports and international fishing 
agreements (SFLP, undated; FAO, 2006a).

The majority of the people employed by the sector are small-scale fishers and fish 
workers and their activities are particularly important to poverty alleviation. While 
no unanimous definition exists, the small-scale fisheries sector is generally described 
as being dynamic and evolving and is typically labour intensive, using relatively 
small amounts of capital and energy. Small-scale fishers use small vessels and often 
fish inshore for local and domestic markets although export-oriented production has 
increased significantly during the last couple of decades. 

While it is common that coastal households have diversified livelihood strategies, 
combining for example fishing and farming activities, many are highly dependent on 
the fishery resources for their livelihood outcomes. Overexploitation and insecure 
access to resources threaten the very foundation of their livelihoods. The FAO Code 
of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries (hereafter referred to as ‘the Code’) explicitly 
recognizes this and the consequent imperative that aquatic resources be properly 
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managed to continue to contribute to the well-being of the world’s population. States, 
when adopting policies and measures for conservation and sustainable use of fishery 
resources, should protect the rights of fishers and fish workers and particularly those 
involved in subsistence and small-scale fisheries. 

The current global trend towards introducing co-management offers small-
scale fishers fresh opportunities to influence their situation but also contains new 
challenges and, as fishing pressure increases and resources decline, an increased need 
for diversification that reduces dependence on fisheries (SFLP, undated; FAO, 2006b; 
Béné, Macfadyen and Allison, 2007).

Poverty in West and Central African fishing communities is complex and 
multifaceted. In addition to concerns related to the fishery resource, people face a 
number of other constraints and have high levels of vulnerability. They are often 
excluded from development processes and have limited access to health, education 
and other public facilities and financial services. Illiteracy rates are high, particularly 
among women who are more frequently found to be marginalized in decision-making 
processes than their male counterparts. Fishing villages are often in remote areas and 
many fishing people are migrants, further accentuating social exclusion.

The sustainable livelihoods approach (SLA) has sought to provide a framework 
for analysing poverty and putting people’s livelihood systems at the focus of the 
development process. It supports wide stakeholder participation and emphasizes the 
need to build on existing strengths and to bring about changes in policies, institutions 
and processes at micro-, meso- and macro-levels (SFLP, undated; Béné, Macfadyen and 
Allison, 2007).

The SFLP combined the principles of the Code with the cross-scale, cross-sectoral 
and participatory approach to development encapsulated in the SLA.  This Technical 
Paper reports on the important lessons generated by the SFLP with regard not only to 
reconciling poverty reduction and responsible fishing but also showing how the two 
are mutually dependent and essential for sustainable outcomes. The paper provides a 
consolidated account of main lessons learned to serve as a source of information and 
inspiration for further work with small-scale fishing communities, in West and Central 
Africa as well as elsewhere. 

The chapters – which have been put together through a collaborative effort by 
former SFLP staff and consultants using the existing vast supply of SFLP documents 
and working papers – report on different aspects of its work and experiences. Presented 
in a framework summarizing current thinking in the development arena, the SFLP’s 
approaches and methodologies are explained and its main findings discussed. The paper 
is structured as follows:

 provides an overview of the Programme itself and the strategic 
approach of combining the Code and SLA principles. It also summarizes the main 
lessons learned and hence provides an over-arching introduction to the sections 
that follow;

 looks at the poverty concept in more detail and discusses the SFLP 
poverty profiling experience, i.e. how poverty assessments were carried out 
in practice and how the processes and results were used for identifying and 
implementing project activities; 

 reports on the Programme’s methodology for recalculating and 
re-assessing the economic contribution of the fisheries sector to local and national 
economies and presents the results from the SFLP’s country studies;

 gives the arguments for why small-scale fisheries should be  
mainstreamed in development policy, e.g. through inclusion in Poverty Reduction 
Strategy Papers (PRSPs) and National Development Plans (NDPs), and describes 
how this can be done;
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 discusses the SFLP’s co-management experience – both in inland water 
areas and on the Atlantic coast – and underlines the importance of addressing 
social exclusion and vulnerability factors as well as creating incentives to enable 
poor people to take part in resource management;

 analyses the importance of migration in West and Central African 
small-scale fisheries and discusses its implications for poverty reduction and 
co-management;

 reviews the requirements for microfinance in small-scale fishing 
communities and how the SFLP addressed this need;  

 examines the importance of information in the context of development 
and how pro-poor communication strategies and tools were used by the SFLP;

 highlights the elevated prevalence of HIV and high incidence of 
AIDS in West and Central African fishing communities and reviews the SFLP’s 
experience in addressing this issue in Congo and Benin; and

 presents the SFLP gender analysis tools and reports on the Programme’s 
gender mainstreaming approach.

 summarizes SFLP’s experience in a broader context of development 
policy and gives a concluding reflection on the Programme’s impact.
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