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Pemba Bay has thousands of fishers using a dozen methods to catch a wide variety of marine 

species, with the catch an important source of income and protein for the local population. Like 

many fisheries, Pemba Bay may be overexploited according to local fishers and scientists. To 

date most fisheries improvement or management projects in the area have been fairly 

unsuccessful. One possible reason for these failures may be misunderstanding fishers’ 
motivations for fishing, choosing specific fishing methods and their willingness to change. This 

presentation discusses the factors that drive fishing decisions in these communities and their 

willingness to change both livelihoods or fishing methods. We sought to address 4 questions: 

why do people choose to fish? What are their main reasons for choosing a certain method of 

fishing? What are their perceptions of change in the fishery? And how have they dealt with this 

change and might they deal with change in the future?  

To address these questions, we looked at all available catch data for Pemba Bay from the 

national fisheries department, determining the average catch for boat owners and individual 

fishers per trip at four landing sites around the bay. We conducted semi-structured interviews 

with 120 fishers, 300 additional household surveys and workshops in three communities around 

the bay. 

The most profitable fishing method for vessel owners is using a purse-seine net at night or a 

hybrid purse-seine net during the day in all years surveyed. For individual fishers, either hand 

line or gill net fishing is most profitable. The data do not show a decreasing trend in catch per 

unit effort (CPUE, effort here is measured in /boat*days) since 2012, with the exception of trap 

fishing which is steadily declining.  

Most fishers interviewed state that they do not have any choice but to fish (75%), would like 

alternative employment (84%) and do not want their children to fish (86%), indicating that for 

most locals fishing is not a lifestyle choice. Fishers using an individual gear: hand line, spear, 

trap or mosquito net, say they use it because they lacked the resources to use anything else 

(56%). In contrast, those using nets most often say they choose it for profit (34%). Sixty-eight 

percent of fishers say they would like to use a different fishing method, 27% would use gill nets. 

Only 7.5% say they want to use purse-seine nets. Most people say they would switch to a 

particular method because of the perceived increase in catch (60%). Finally, most fishers state 

that the fishery is worse now than when they started fishing (88%). In response to this perceived 

decline, most fishers (41%) mention increased fishing effort through increased distance, time, 

and/or amount of gear set when fishing, 40% state they do not do anything different and catch 

little. Only 9% indicate increased effort in alternative livelihoods such as farming.  
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In summary, fishers in these three communities generally choose to fish because they do not feel 

they have any other options and many express a willingness to give up fishing if other 

opportunities exist. However, many do not consider farming a reasonable alternative to fishing. 

Furthermore, many fishers express willingness to change fishing gears. However, most do not 

believe they can afford to change methods without financial help. Currently, government fishing 

loans require the fisher to pay half as a down payment and fishers indicate this is more than they 

can afford. Most fishers indicate an awareness of the fishery’s decline, even though average 

CPUE has remained fairly constant through the study period. The most likely explanation for the 

discrepancy between catch surveys and fisher perceptions is that fishers are modifying their 

behaviours to maintain catch, although this is mostly increased effort at the same methods that 

are causing the problem. Unfortunately, most fishers believe themselves to be unable to change 

the situation. Fishers are willing to investigate alternative fishing methods but require education 

on the harmful effects of some of those methods they wish to pursue.   

The fact that local fishers are concerned about their fishery and willing to change suggests that 

fisheries projects in the area may be successful. The framework for a co-management project 

already exists and three community fishing councils are active in the area. Projects with 

extensive fisher participation, based on sound ecological, economic and social data are necessary 

to allow fishers to make choices about how they will deal with current and future stresses and to 

empower individuals and communities to affect change.   

 


