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Inland fisheries livelihoods in Central Asia have been highly affected by the deterioration in 
the economic environment after the collapse of the former Union of the Soviet Socialist 
Republics in 1991. This publication, which is based on a study conducted in 2008 under a 

partnership between Portsmouth University, United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern 
Ireland and the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), discusses 

current policies and potential livelihood-enhancing policy interventions. Examples are given 
of livelihood or coping strategies that have evolved for those people who currently derive an 
income from the sector. Three distinct groupings are highlighted in the examples presented 

in this paper. They include the “community” fishers of the Kyrgyz Republic, the Kazakh fisher 
brigades based on the North Aral Sea and the pond culturalists of the Republic of Tajikistan. 

A concluding section identifies the pre-requisites for more effective livelihood-supporting 
policy interventions within the fisheries sphere across the Central Asian republics.
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Preparation of this document 

The Central Asian region, including the Republic of Kazakhstan, the Republic of 
Tajikistan, the Kyrgyz Republic, the Republic of Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan, has 
experienced three profound events that have had notable reverberations within the 
fisheries sector over the last few decades. 

1)	 The ecological crisis precipitated by the shrinking of the Aral Sea has devastated 
the local ecosystem, destroyed a vibrant fishery1 – with the loss of 24 indigenous 
species of fish, and undermined the health and livelihoods of more than three 
million people. 

2)	 Commercial overfishing of sturgeon from the Caspian Sea (bordering Kazakhstan 
and Turkmenistan) saw landings collapse and led the Convention on International 
Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) to prohibit sturgeon exports from the 
region in 2006. 

3)	 The demise of the former Union of the Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) saw the 
fragmentation of the previously “effective” centralized system of managing the 
region’s 55 reservoirs, with the consequent uncontrolled expansion of fishing 
activity resulting in fish “becoming less available to the broader communities” (Petr  
et al., 2004).   

Somewhat surprisingly, the impact of these changes on the structure of fishing and 
fish farming communities and the role of fish in household livelihood strategies has 
largely gone unrecognized. To date, there exists only minimal recognition of the nature 
of fisher livelihoods in the inland fisheries of Central Asia and the coping strategies 
employed at the household and community level to deal with systemic shocks such as 
the Aral and Caspian stock collapses and the fisheries decentralization alluded to above. 
The human dimensions of fisheries in Central Asia are largely overlooked in literature 
about fisheries of the region. 

This document is the result of a synergetic effort in 2008 of the Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations (FAO) and the University of Portsmouth, United 
Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, in collaboration with some key 
fisheries-sector stakeholders in Central Asia, from both research and management 
fields. It intends to increase understanding of, and contribute to, reducing the gap 
in information on effective livelihood-supporting policy interventions in the inland 
fisheries of Central Asia. 

1	 The Aral Sea fishery regularly produced over 50 000 tonnes of fish during its heyday in the 1960s, 
providing employment for 60 000 workers.
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Abstract

This technical paper presents the findings of a study on inland fisheries livelihoods 
in Central Asia. It discusses current policies and potential livelihood-enhancing 
policy interventions. The study was conducted in 2008 under a partnership between 
Portsmouth University, the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, 
and the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO). The paper 
examines the evolution of the Central Asian fisheries sector, showing how it was one 
of – if not the most – acutely affected sectors by the deterioration in the economic 
environment after the collapse of the former Union of the Soviet Socialist Republics in 
1991. Examples are given of livelihood or coping strategies that have evolved for those 
persons who currently derive an income from the sector. Three distinct groupings 
are highlighted in the examples presented: the Kazakh “fisher brigades” based on the 
North Aral Sea, the “community” fishers of Kyrgyz Republic and the pond culturalists 
of the Republic of Tajikistan. The livelihood strategies of each group and the particular 
constraints each group faces are documented. A concluding chapter identifies the pre-
requisites for more effective livelihood-supporting policy interventions within the 
fisheries sphere across the Central Asian republics.

Thorpe, A.; van Anrooy, R.
Inland fisheries livelihoods in Central Asia: policy interventions and opportunities. 
FAO Fisheries and Aquaculture Technical Paper. No. 526. Rome, FAO. 2009. 61p.
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