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Abstract 

 

Background:  

This paper is based on a research project which was formulated to undertake a socio-ecological 

assessment of fisheries in three estuarine systems of the Western Indian Ocean (WIO) i.e. Bons 

Sinais estuary at Quelimane in the Zambezia province of Mozambique; Ruvu estuary in 

Tanzania, and the Tana River estuary in Ungwana Bay, Kenya, to identify essential links and 

feed-back loops for improved governance. The study was set up in four work packages 

consisting of (1) estuarine biophysical environment, ecological function and natural capital; (2) 

human user-groups, socio-economic and cultural setting; (3) fisheries and effects on trophic 

dynamics; and (4) socio-ecological modelling and regional comparison. This paper is based on 

the second work package on human dimension. The paper aims at discussing one of the focus 

areas of this second work package namely examining the socio-cultural and historical factors 

driving decision processes and the pathways of resource use that arise out of these decisions. The 

concern with these estuaries is how best they can be governed when balancing ecosystems health 

with short and long-term livelihood and development goals presents a dilemma. For this reason it 

was hypothesized that local decisions on resource exploitation will be strongly influenced by 

economic opportunities. 

 

Methods 
The study adopted a governability assessment framework to explore the natural and social 

system so as to understand the complexity, diversity and dynamics of these systems. The 

governability assessment enabled an examination of the system properties that are conducive or 

prohibitive, along with factors such as responsiveness of the operating governance mode and the 

goodness-of-fit of chosen instruments. A questionnaire and observation methods were used to 



collect information on social, economic and governance factors driving the decisions, and 

resulting in patterns of resource use. 

 

Results 
Data on characteristics of estuarine governing institutions indicate existence of several 

governance institutions (laws and regulations governing fisheries and exploitation of the 

estuarine resources). These laws are mutually exclusive as they are monitored by different 

government authorities. In addition, local governing actors are analyzed in terms of their cultural 

orientation. Data indicate that their value system is grounded on their culture and that decisions 

on resource exploitation especially food reference are influenced affordability of the food items, 

their availability, residents being accustomed to the food and the price levels of these food items. 

 

Governing actors as well as resource users comprise several groups from the local estuaries up 

the ladder to the national and regional actors. The actors are many have varied interests in the 

estuaries posing a limiting condition to the governability of these estuaries.  

 

Governing institutions (laws and regulations) are existing but rarely complied with given low 

detection mechanism. Fisheries, forest and land officers rarely visit these estuaries and therefore 

local resource users find themselves controlling their own actions when it comes to resource 

exploitation. This shows that the level of interactions among and between governing actors is 

weak and could explain the reason why estuary resources are in the decline from a governance 

lense. 

 

Estuary resources are sold both in the local markets as well as nearby towns and cities. In Ruvu, 

for example, there is water abstraction which supplies water to the nearby Bagamoyo as well as 

Dar es Salaam City. Charcoal is burnt for use for the populations in these nearby towns and 

cities. 

 

Data on social cultural characteristics indicate that the communities residing in the estuaries are 

mainly bantu groups who are mostly Muslims and depend on agricultural farming and fishing as 

their main economic activities. Many of them have incomplete primary education especially in 

Tana (33%) and Bons Sainas (45%) while in Ruvu (57%) many have completed primary 

education. 

 

 

Conclusion:  

It is concluded that governing estuary ecosystem requires a holistic perspective to examine and 

address problems that these ecosystems face, which may seem obvious and simple, but are 

complex and wicked in reality. This paper offers a lens and a systematic approach for analyzing 

the nature of problems and challenges concerning the governance of estuaries. By examining the 

social, economic cultural and governance factors driving estuarize resource exploitation 

decisions, the paper explores where these problems are situated, and where potential solutions 

may be found. 

 

 

 


