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The value and importance of small-scale fisheries go beyond livelihoods, food security 

and income to community cohesion and social safety nets. In many instances, small-

scale fishing communities illustrate strong stewardship ethics, making an important 

contribution to the protection of species and habitats. Yet, this sector had been ignored, 

undervalued and underestimated in the past and one of the key areas was that of 

research.  How to raise the profile of small-scale fisheries and, argue against their 

marginalization, reduce their vulnerability, and address key concerns affecting their 

sustainability – we need to think of research differently and move beyond our 

disciplinary comfort zones towards a more transdisciplinary participatory action 

research approach and methodology.  Co-designing research with small-scale 

communities starts with framing the ‘big’ research questions to identifying capacity 

development needs of this sector?  

 

My talk will cover the many challenges in small-scale fisheries research, policy 

engagement and capacity development over the past 10 years. The lessons and 

experiences learnt from being part of the TooBigToIgnore research network and 

knowledge mobilization partnership in 45 countries with 300 researchers and 20 

organisations.  A critical reflection on the ‘big 5 research questions of What options 

exist for improving economic viability of small-scale fisheries and increasing their 

resilience to large-scale processes of change? What aspects of small-scale fisheries 

need to be accounted for and emphasized in order to increase awareness of their actual 

and potential social contributions and their overall societal importance? What 

alternatives are available for minimizing environmental impacts and fostering 

stewardship within small-scale fisheries? What mechanisms are required to secure 

livelihoods, physical space and rights for small-scale fishing people? What institutions 

and principles are suitable for the governance of small-scale fisheries?  On the 

methodology, I will use the case of South Africa to highlight the opportunities and 

constraints of co-designing research and policy with small-scale communities.  

 

Finally, I will also address what are the big research questions and challenges facing 

small-scale fisheries on the continent and more specifically the western Indian ocean 

states with specific reference to access of small-scale fisheries to marine resources, 

MPAs, blue growth of the oceans economy, fisheries crime, and the implementation of 

the FAO’s international instruments for governance of tenure and small-scale fisheries. 

 

 

 

 

 


