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Coastal fisheries in the tropical regions of 
south Asia and southeast Asia

• Often typified by small-scale  & 
diverse fisheries 

• Multiple environments

– Fertile/rich coastal waters
– Shallow water muddy bays 
– fertile coasts/mangroves, 
– active sandy  shores, 
– coral reefs 

• Coastal fisheries strongly linked to 
offshore fisheries

– Provide spawning grounds
– Prey for   pelagic species 
– Nutrient transport from   land to sea
– upwelling areas on some near to shore 

shelves



People and the coasts 

• Population densities high

– ~50% of the world's population live within 
200 kilometers of a coastline in 2003......

– That is likely to double by 2025
– Asia highest coastal  population densities 

globally 

• Not all coastal people are dependent on 
fisheries

– But  strong linkages to  economies 
– Diffusion of  wealth and nutrition.

• Fish from coastal fisheries can be some 
of the most valuable

– especially demersal/reef species
– but  quality declines as  fishing pressure 

form   non selective trawl fisheries impacts 
diversity



Historical jumps in effort/technology

• Big increase post 1945

– due to lack of fishing during the war 
period 

• Intensification - Second jump 

– massive expansion of  the small 
trawl fishery  post 1970

– massive increase in the  tuna 
fisheries

– small scale fishing (motorization, 
gears)

• Technologies

– Satellite based fishing zone 
prediction

– small boats installing fish finders and   
GPS. 



Historical jumps in effort/technology

• Fishing capacity

– In terms of numbers is enormous in 
the region

– Over 1.94 million fishing vessels 
recorded

• Rising catches from the 
industrialized/commercial sector

• Artisanal fishing remains 
predominant

– high participation....
– ...but tonnage of catch it is far less 

than industrial fisheries 
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Resource trends
• Fishing down the food chain

– Species diversity is changing 
– Demersal fisheries depleted or 

overfished in the 1970-1980’s
– Mixture of intensive artisanal fishing 

and  arrival of  higher powered 
trawling/pushnet gears

• Move to target small pelagics

– These are now also declining
– Northern part South China Sea, Gulf 

of Thailand

• The percentage of   trash/low 
value fishing  catch is increasing

– Upto 38% of  catch across  fisheries
– Probably more from some trawl 

fisheries
– Fast recruiting annual species 
– Low value and directed into feeds or   

surimi
– These fish also include juveniles of 

commercial species
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Trophic shifts

Decline of  demersal biomass 
– Gulf of Thailand
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Governance and management
• A general  failure of  centralized 

fisheries management measures

– difficult to enforce
– Local government may overrule
– Perceived as inflexible and not relevant 

to local context

• Conflicts in fisheries are common

– between  small and medium/large scale
– between adjoining small scale fishers 
– or destructive /less destructive gears

• Strong political “interference” in  
decision making

– Well connected industrial sector, large 
numbers of the artisanal sector

– Prevents effective management 
measures

– limits effective controls
– Contributes to conflicts



Challenges to  coastal fisheries management

• Fishing effort continues to 
increase

– Why is this? 
– Is fishing still profitable?

• Overcapacity in fisheries

– particular  medium scale  
trawlers,  pushnetters, larger 
motorized vessels

– Can be politically powerful in 
the commercial sector.

– Leads to conflicts and  
overfishing



Challenges to  coastal fisheries management

• Increasing population pressure

– a continual drift of   population to the 
coasts from   agriculture or interiors

– migratory labour (in some countries) 

• Demand for fish is increasing

– Linked to   diets and  population 
numbers

– Demand for aquaculture feeds

• Environmental transformations

– clearing of  coastal land   agriculture, 
urbanization

– Aquaculture land, water surface -
effluents/disease, 

– Destructive fishing,  motorization and 
gears  changes

• Poverty drives fishing pressure

– undermines  more rational resource 
management

• IUU fishing  

– Both national  and  international



Options..
Don’t address underlying problem

• Leave the industry to  find its way

– Larger operations can move offshore 
(assumption on the resources status)

– Consolidation of  fishing into larger 
vessels

– Leave the local level  to address issues 
and conflicts as they arise

• Laissez faire management

– Use national budget for research and   
innovation to   drive production increase

– Little proactive investment in efforts to 
manage the fishery

• Do  not  try to reduce overcapacity

– small scale too contentious, commercial 
level political  connected).

– Let lack of profits,  and   slow attrition 
drive people from the fishery – this 
doesn’t seem to be happening



Options..
Don’t address underlying problem

• Continue actions to try and keep fishing 
profitable

– Foreign labour
– Fuel Subsidies
– Other “pacifiers

• Promotion of  aquaculture as a diversion from  
declining catch and  outlet for low value fish

• Gradual development of MPAs

– often under environmental powers – not as part of  
fishery management

– Also artificial reef areas

• Promote tourism and alternatives to soften 
economic hardship

– Maldives - valued the   shark  fishery - greater 
value for tourism

• Focus on value addition

– processing fishery  products
– improve markets 
– connectivity of  coastal communities



Options –
Act now  - invest  in  people

Tackle the systemic problems

• Address overcapacity

• Tackle the issue of intrusion of 
small and large scales

• Cheap imported labour does not 
save a fishery  , it just delays 
the inevitable

• Why is there a lack of   
investment in management by 
local authorities?

• Address poor coordination of 
small scale sector



A  challenge to   you

• To address a  problem  you need to 
understand it

• Understanding the situation

– Assisted by using an Ecosystem Approach 
to  Fishery Management (EAF)

• Helps to understand the context 

– Identifies issues relating to the resource,  
people,  governance

• Provides tools to  initiate dialogue with 
stakeholders

• Provides a basis

– to plan and  set targets
– for requesting or accessing funding for your 

work



Local/fishery level
Local  level management is a key  

strategy

• Develop local capacity to organize 
and manage fishery activities

– Communities/specialized fishers/
– Note that this does not assure  

resources sustained.

• Organized fishers setting rules

– Regulations on gears, seasons, 
allowed not allowed. 

– Limitations on access. 
– MPA/refuge areas – macro and micro 

levels – coordinated with  fishers to 
ensure biological/social effectiveness.

– Artificial reefs
– Key species specific management



Decentralized government

Local decentralized authorities 
have a strong role to play to 
create enabling environment

Devolved government has  a role to 
play and it is critical

– extracting rent from resources (hence 
their love of the   larger scales  
(taxable)....

– but do not   return this rent to the  
resource base management. 

– This mindset  needs to be   changed

• What they can do?

– Collect revenues (from large scale 
and  fish trade) invest in management

– Zone and enforce to separate large 
and small scale

– Look at/promote non extractive 
livelihoods

– Invest in education and mobility 



National
National authority can set framework to   

assist local level management
– Registers, licenses – closed  register,  set limits
– Closed seasons on trawling/purse seines to 

prevent  over-fishing of  juveniles
– Let registered groups of small scale fishers 

operate as a fishery unit
– Training and awareness of   

province/decentralized staff/government
– Assist in tracking and monitoring resources – as 

basis for advice to  local government

• Be careful of aquaculture...

– seems  logical but there are potential risks on 
resource use intensification , capture by outsiders,  
increasing  draw on population into overcrowded 
districts.

• Microfinance and flexible access to  funding

– secure people with diverse income are more 
resilient

– less likely to take more extreme actions and 
undermine   stability of   management or   
community  norms.



Conclusion

• EAF approaches offer real 
advantages

– Stakeholder  buy-in
– Economic benefits
– Political interference diminished/made 

positive through collaboration and 
partnership, rather than   confrontation and 
conflict.

• Requires

– Vision and commitment
– Real investment into management
– Use of  appropriate processes e.g. 

inclusion of stakeholders,
– communication of the potential  benefits to 

be gained



• Is there sufficient drive at local 
and   national levels?

– Process already happening on a case 
by case basis around the region

• Need enough momentum for this 
to become the usual situation 
rather than the exception .


