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Abstract 

 

Seagrass meadows are globally important for boosting fishery productivity thereby providing 

livelihood and food sustenance opportunities. Throughout the Western Indian Ocean, and 

elsewhere in the tropics, invertebrate gleaning is an important livelihood for women in coastal 

communities. The activity typically targets invertebrates by searching shallow water on foot, 

with little-to-no gear. Despite its importance for sustenance and income generation for gleaners, 

gleaning frequently remains absent from management and conservation agendas. This study 

confirms the critical role of seagrass in supporting invertebrate diversity and abundance in key 

gleaning areas in Zanzibar, Tanzania, as well as characterising the societal elements and 

managerial considerations underlining the fishery. The major stages of the study were to (i) 

investigate the importance of seagrass for enabling invertebrate diversity,  

(ii) establish whether certain seagrass parameters, i.e. dominant species or area coverage, are 

related to higher invertebrate abundance, (iii) understand the role of the fishery in the 

subsistence of gleaning communities and, (iv) gain perspective on participants’ preferences 

towards management strategies. 

We applied a multidisciplinary approach through the use of ecological surveys, landing surveys, 

and focus groups discussions to examine the social-ecological domains characterising the 

gleaning activity within two locations; Nyamanzi and Unguja Ukuu. Fishery landing surveys 

were in accordance with those established by the Indo-Pacific Seagrass Network. The field 

inventory revealed an overall higher number of species in seagrass-dominated sites, compared 

to reference unvegetated areas. Landing surveys and focus groups also reported seagrass 

meadows as being the preferred gleaning habitat within the seascape, as well as the habitat 

where catches of greatest monetary value can be attained. A slight positive relationship was 
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also observed between total seagrass coverage in sampled areas and invertebrate abundance (r 

= 0.31, p < 0.05).  

Invertebrate abundance was also high in the unvegetated bare sand and mud areas. Sixty-one 

percent of interviewees reported sand and mud habitats to be one of their preferred gleaning 

grounds choices – with valuable species, such as tiger cowries (Cypraea tigris) and the ramose 

murex (Chicoreus ramosus), named as frequently caught species in these areas. This study also 

drew focus towards a need to account for differing preferences and social contexts between 

gleaning communities, in respect to developing management agendas through focus group 

discussions. In summary, an inclusive community-based strategy would be advisable 

accounting for certain aspects including the closeness of communities, the likelihood of 

conflicts with other coastal resource users and nearby communities, as well as perceptions and 

past experiences with certain strategies. 
 


