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Agenda Item 5: Addressing the social dimensions of fisheries management 

Statement on the importance of sustainable fisheries management for food security in 

African coastal communities 

Policy decisions concerning access to fisheries resources, the technical conditions for their 

exploitation, or conservation measures such as seasonal or spatial closures, determine which 

fleets can access fish, in what quantities, at what times and under what conditions. Depending on 

which fleets are prioritised, these decisions shapes the stability, affordability and nutritional quality 

of fish available to coastal and inland consumers: whether they are used to feed local populations 

or channelled into export-oriented value chains, often bypassing women dominated local 

processing and trading systems. 

The United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food stresses that hunger is not the result 

of a lack of food, but of political and economic choices that marginalise small-scale producers, 

such as artisanal fishers. Like the Special Rapporteur, we believe that every fisheries 

management decision is also a food decision, whose impacts must be assessed through the lens 

of the right to food, nutrition and livelihoods of coastal communities, including the livelihoods of 

women who depend on predictable fish supplies for processing, preservation and trade. 

Small-scale fisheries feed millions of people and form a cornerstone of sustainable food systems, 

not only through harvesting, but through extensive post-harvest networks that ensure fish reaches 

rural and urban consumers alike. They provide the majority of fish directly consumed by local 

populations, generate income for households that often lack alternative economic opportunities, 

and ensure a steady supply of proteins and micronutrients, essential for a balanced nutrition, 

particularly for low-income consumers who rely on affordable small pelagic species, and not 

otherwise accessible.  

Men and women in small-scale fishing communities must be recognised as key actors in food 

security and sustainable fisheries management, rather than as passive recipients of policies 

designed without them. Fishers and women’s organizations should be formally engaged as 

stakeholders in fisheries governance, to support their role as critical food producers. 

Policies that allocate access to fisheries resources should prioritize small-scale fisheries that 

directly produce fish for human consumption, particularly for strategic species such as small 

pelagics, which underpin women-led processing, preservation and regional trade. Fisheries 

management decisions should be ecologically sustainable, strengthening a balanced nutrition, not 

creating food and nutritional deficits for coastal communities and local populations, while 

safeguarding employment and income for men and women along the artisanal fisheries value 

chains. 



The recognition and protection of community fishing access and tenure rights are essential, 

including secure access for women to landing sites, processing areas, and local markets. Without 

strong rights over fishing areas and coastal ecosystems, there is no guarantee that results from 

sustainable fisheries management will benefit local populations. Co-management of resources 

and spaces, combined with the active and formalised participation of small-scale fishers and their 

relevant organisations, which must also include women’s organisations, is a key lever to ensure 

that management decisions are fair and aligned with food and nutrition objectives, and reflect 

realities across the entire fisheries value chain. 

Spatial or temporal fisheries closures must be compatible with food security and ecological 

objectives, particularly in contexts where men and women’s income depend on daily or seasonal 

fish availability. They must not exacerbate poverty or reduce access to food. Such measures need 

to be co-designed by communities, and should be accompanied by compensation mechanisms or 

social protection measures, including targeted support for women processors and traders who are 

often excluded from fisher-focused schemes, and guided by the principle that ecosystem 

restoration must primarily benefit local populations. 

Women play a central role throughout the small-scale fisheries value chain, particularly in 

translating fish harvests into accessible, nutritious food for households and markets and their key 

role in fish processing, preservation and marketing gives them unique expertise in food system 

dynamics and the state of resources. In many countries, women are already taking initiatives that 

contribute concretely to sustainable management and improvement to coastal food security. As 

such, women must occupy a central, officially recognised, place in fisheries governance, including 

in food-security-related policy processes at local, national and regional levels. They must be fully 

integrated into discussions and decisions that define the rules for access to and exploitation of 

resources. 

It is imperative that fisheries management policies fully integrate the right to food, recognizing 

fisheries not only as a source of revenue or biomass, but as a foundation of African food systems. 

Supporting men and women in small-scale fisheries, securing their rights, orienting management 

decisions towards meeting nutrition and food needs, and strengthening social protection are 

essential political choices to ensure a sustainable food future in which coastal communities, and 

especially women, are recognised as food producers. 

Ultimately, the food security of African coastal communities can only be guaranteed through 

fisheries management systems that are ecologically sustainable, socially just, and centred on the 

rights, knowledge and participation of small-scale fishing communities. 
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