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Disentangling the net: the socio-ecological dynamics of mosquito net fishing 
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Anti-malarial programmes, supported by the World Health Organisation, have distributed 

millions of mosquito nets (MNs) across sub-Saharan Africa in recent years with great success; in 

2013 almost half of the population at risk had access to an insecticide-treated net, compared to 

3% in 2004. Misuse of MNs within artisanal fisheries is now anecdotally widespread in these 

regions but formal investigation is lacking. Artisanal and subsistence fisheries globally have 

been referred to as “the occupation of last resort”, attracting developing nations’ dispossessed. 

As growing populations become unable to survive on depleted terrestrial resources, new entrants 

to what are generally already overexploited fisheries are an increasing problem. Small mesh sizes 

undermine traditional fisheries management which have been founded on increasing selectivity 

for mature adults, meaning use of MNs as fishing gear is generally illegal. However, ready 

availability, lack of necessary skill for deployment and low cost means they appeal to these new 

entrants and Mozambique’s most vulnerable people, whose dependence on them is unquantified. 

Recent paradigm shifts promote the theory of balanced fishing; where exploitation of juveniles 

(using fine mesh gears) may play a valuable role in ecosystem-based management of artisanal 

fisheries. This questions the validity of bans on gears like MNs. This study investigates the 

dependence of local people on MNs for food security, wellbeing and livelihoods in five coastal 

communities in Cabo Delgado, Northern Mozambique, building on a previous case study from 

Kenya. These case studies are contextualised by a global review of the extent and prevalence of 

the issue. Additionally, we aim to explore how increasing fishing pressure interacts with the use 

of MNs in ecological communities, framing the issue within co-management of the wider fishery 

and integrating the results into participatory scenario analyses. 
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