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Abstract: 

Background: Nearly half the world’s small-scale fish workers are thought to be women, yet 
their contributions have been systematically discounted and undervalued. As a result, the diverse 
roles women play and their potential impacts upon small-scale fisheries remains poorly 
understood. 

This study aims to readdress the present gendered knowledge gap in small-scale fisheries 
through baseline data collection and mapping of existing women’s organization groups in 
Tanzania’s Inland and Marine fisheries. Mapping women’s organizations is intended to fulfill 
both scientific and policy needs by simultaneously addressing the present gendered knowledge 
gap in fisheries research and supporting the implementation of the Voluntary Guidelines for 
Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context of Poverty and Food Security,2014 
(SSF-Guidelines). Tanzania is one of the first countries that has taken initiative to implement the 
SSF-Guidelines with an explicit focus on gender, which is one of the five thematic areas of the 
SSF-Guidelines. However, how to initiate effective practice in gender equitable policy reform is 
a major challenge, given the lack of sex-disaggregated data—where fishermen are key unit of 
measurement and women are largely invisible. Through a series of multi-stakeholder workshops 
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on the SSF-Guidelines in Tanzania, mapping was identified as a tool to gather baseline 
information on women’s organizations and identify current gaps and opportunities to better 
support women in small-scale fisheries. 

Methods: To implement mapping on a national scale, nine coastal and five inland regions 
considered critical to small-scale fisheries were identified by the National Task Team. In each 
region, one project team member worked with local regional and district authorities to identify 
existing women’s groups in small-scale fisheries. Where possible, 30% of group were randomly 
selected and interviewed to create a profile of their organization. However the presented results 
is from two Coastal ditricts incuding Kilwa and Kibiti. To conduct the mapping activity with 
each group, five representatives including members of the executive committee and regular 
members were collectively interviewed during focus group discussions. Collective interviews 
covered a range of group-level attributes using a semi-structured survey tool, capturing 
information on the organization’s scale, history, registration status, current membership, and 
primary fishery activities. The survey also covered different forms of external support groups 
received, their accomplishments, and key needs. Lastly, the survey elicited the group’s 
perspective on whether and how gender inequalities impact their work and their feedback was 
sought on the potential value of different proposed policy measures to support women in the 
sector, including forming a national-level platform for women and establishing a gender desk at 
the ministry of fisheries. Group members discussed questions and reached consensus, or in 
certain cases, the presence of multiple opinions were noted. 

Results: Reesults indicate that women have managed to form and sustain groups in both coastal 
and inland fisheries in all regions despite the absence of any overarching top-down efforts to 
organize them at the ministerial level. However, regional variations in group-level characteristics
were present, including group origins, size, and operational structure. Externalsupport for groups 
was geographically uneven, where on average groups insome regions have historically received 
more initial and ongoing support from the government and technical partners than others. While 
women are often characterized as working exclusively in the post-harvest sector, we observed 
that women are present and organized along the value chain in the coastal regions and focus on a 
range of different aquatic resources. The capacities and needs of groups varied by region and 
focal species, indicating the necessity of different interventions tailored to the region and sub-
sector. The history and status of gender relations were not uniform across inland and marine 
fisheries or by region, indicating that there is no singular experience or challenge that women 
face in relation to men in small-scale fisheries. Rather, gender relations are geographically and 
historically specific and require more nuanced forms of attention in order to support women and 
achieve more gender equitable fisheries policy in practice. 

Conclusion: This study aims to address the cycle of marginalization identified by the recent 
FAO handbook on gender and small-scale fisheries, where a lack of sex-disaggregated data and 
wider understanding of the value and contributions of women in the sector leads to gender-blind 
policymaking, translating into inadequate funding and support for parts of the sector where 
women are concentrated, and increased marginalization and precarity for women. Women in 
Tanzania’s fisheries are critical to a sustainable and viable fisheries sector and national food 



sovereignty, yet they have not been fully included as equal and valuable partners. If small-scale 
fisheries are going to continue provisioning sustainable sources of food, we need to attend to 
both the ecological and social sustainability of these systems. This study contributes needed 
information towards this goal, helping fill the present knowledge gap on the diversity of women 
in fisheries in Tanzania with specific policy applications.


