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Introduction 

Figures for the mean annual coastal fisheries production in the region from 1989 to 1994 show 
total subsistence catch of 83,914 tonnes to be nearly four times that of total commercial catch at 
24,325 tonnes (Dalzell, Adams and Polunin, 1995). Women contribute significantly to these 
subsistence catch figures. They fish primarily from the lagoon and reef areas, catching fish, 
collecting seaweeds, gleaning shellfish, crabs, sea eggs and other invertebrates. At the national 
level, therefore, the sustainable management of marine resources will need to take into 
consideration the important role of women in the exploitation of inshore fisheries. This paper aims 
to (1) define the fishing activities of South Pacific women (2) discuss the importance of women's 
fishing to subsistence and (3) investigate the contribution of women to sustainable inshore 
fisheries management. 

How are women involved in fisheries? 

The degree to which women are involved in fisheries activities varies from one island country to 
another. However, the main aim of women's fishing is to provide a regular supply of food for the 
family diet. Where there is a surplus in catch, the seafood is sold and the money is used to 
supplement the family income. 

For those women who engage in the harvest of resources, there are similarities in the resources 
exploited, the gear used, and the techniques employed. Apart from using their hands, women use 
rudimentary equipment such as coconut fronds, sticks and baskets to reef glean for shell fish, 
molluscs and sea weeds. To catch reef fish, they may use spears, traps, nets, and hand lines 
fishing either standing in the lagoon or on nearby rocks, or from boats. 

Once the seafood is collected the women are responsible for post-harvest activities. Those living 
on atolls, where freezing facilities are scarce, employ a range of preservation techniques such as 
drying, salting and smoking to preserve the catch for future consumption, or export to the mainland 
for sale. In a number of countries, the trade in shells provides a steady income. The women in the 
Cook Islands, Vanuatu and Fiji are active in collecting trochus. The meat of the trochus is 
consumed after extraction by boiling, and the shell is either sold as ornaments or jewellery to 
tourists, exported overseas, or processed locally into button blanks and buttons, in the Solomon 
Islands, shells processed in Malaita are used in traditional exchange ceremonies. 

The marketing of marine products is in many communities, the sole responsibility of women. The 
women may sell their own catch or that of other fishermen and women. The handicrafts sold on 
atoll islands often incorporate shells, shark's teeth, coral and other sea life, as evidence of the 
significant role played by the sea in the life of the people. 
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Worthy of mention is the participation of women in the making and mending of fishing gear such as 
nets, and fish hooks. 

Apart from participation in traditional fisheries activities, women are taking up employment as crew 
and scientific observers on fishing vessels, and as research and management personnel within 
fisheries departments and organisations. The presence of the sole woman representative at 
fisheries meetings is now a thing of the past as women trained in marine education return to take 
up positions of authority in their home countries. 

How important is women's fishing to subsistence in the South Pacific? 

Possibly one of the most common complaints made throughout the literature on women's 
involvement in fisheries has to be that the contribution made by women has been overlooked, 
unrecognised, grossly underestimated and certainly undervalued (FAO, 1985, Schoeffel, 1985, 
Chapman, 1987, Mathews 1991, South, 1994). Chapman 1987 provides data to support the view 
that women play a major role in providing seafood for the community. 

Quantitative Evidence 

Table 1: 

Island 

American Samoa 
American Samoa 
Western Samoa 
South Tarawa, Kiribati 
Gulf of Papua, PNG 

Percentage of Total Marine Foods Contributed bv Women 

% 

32 
+33 

17" 
20 
25-50 

Source 

Hill, 1978 
Schoeffel, 1985 
Schoeffel, 1985 
Schoeffel, 1985 
Haines, 1978/79/82 

Invertebrates only 

The quantitative data summarised by Chapman 1987 shows that 32% of the total fishing yield in 
American Samoa is supplied by the women who make up only 17% of those engaged in fishing; 
women in Western Samoa provide 17% of the seafood for consumption; in Kiribati 11% of the 
households rely completely on shell fish collected by women and children for protein; and in one 
Papua New Guinea village 25 - 50% of the seafood is supplied by women. 

In terms of qualitative observations, Chapman 1987 provides the following summary. 

Qualitative Observations: 
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Table 2: 

Island 

Samoa 

Papuan Coast 

New Ireland 
PNG 

Lau, Fiji 

Carolines 

The Importance of Women's Fishing in Some Islands 

Observation 

Women participate in many types > ! 

of fishing 

Shellfish gathered by women and 
children are an important source of 

food. A skilled gatherer can collect a 
full saucepan in an hour 

Women using only cane baskets as 
fish scoops often brought home 
larger catches than their husbands 
who had been using a rod and line 

Women harvested most of the 
seafood through gleaning, netting 
and handlining 

A good part of the protein diet of 
islanders comes from shellfish. 
Throughout the Carolines shell 
fishing is primarily women's work. 

in the South Pacific 

Source 

,Mead, 1968 

Swadling.,1982 

Bell, 1947 

Baines, 1982 

Fischer and Fischer, 
1966 

Women and sustainable inshore fisheries management? 

Because the aim of women's fishing is to supply protein for the family meal, the emphasis is on 
catching enough to eat. The nature of women's fishing for subsistence involves low efficiency 
operations and is less exhaustive than are commercial fishing operations. The level of technology 
is low, traditional and simple compared to commercial ventures (Ram, 1994). jn comparison, 
fishing for commercial reasons is profit oriented, and competitive. Often there is the drive to use 
more efficient gear, exploit a variety of species, and explore larger fishing grounds in order to 
increase catch rates. 

As women have historically played a significant role in inshore fisheries, they are "resource banks" 
of information. Possibly one of the constraints to fisheries management in the region is the 
compilation of data on inshore fisheries. It is impossible trying to manage and develop marine 
resources on a sustainable basis without data. The provision of information by fisherwomen is one 
way to establish and maintain a link between fisheries departments and women in fisheries. It is a 
sad fact that in many countries there is no link between both groups. Fisherwomen are hesitant to 
approach fisheries departments for advice and assistance. The comments made, are that they see 
trie priority of fisheries departments to be commercial, deep sea fisheries which is the domain of 
men. As a result of this belief, the women tend to approach women's organisations and religious 
groups for assistance. The first step then must be to try and encourage interaction between 
government, non government organisations, and fisherwomen. 

A number of fisheries departments provide training for women particularly in the area of post-
harvest handling, preservation and processing. Discussions with fisherwomen concerning the type 
of assistance they would like from fisheries departments includes information on alternative fishing 
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techniques, the provision of fishing gear, training in marketing and management skills, and 
improvement in market facilities. Credit to support fishing activities is another request which is 
made. 

Ram 1994, in teaching the topic 'Women in Coastal Fisheries Management and Development" to 
national representatives from fisheries departments set the class the task of finding out the extent 
to which women are involved in fisheries projects; women are involved in practical training; there 
are courses provided which include women; and women undertake formal tertiary education in 
fisheries related subjects in each country. The findings were not encouraging but the national 
representatives were made to acknowledge that there is a need to take into consideration the role 
played by women in fisheries. However, there are signs of "women's fisheries projects" within the 
region. Examples include the tuna jerky project in Tokelau, the farming of clams in the Solomon 
Islands, euchema seaweed farming in Kiribati, tilapia farming in Fiji and the activities of the women 
in fisheries project in Papua New Guinea (Ram 1994). 

A number of international organisations such as FAO 1988 Commonwealth Secretariat 1989 and 
the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) 1993 have provided guidelines on 
incorporating the activities of women in fisheries into development planning. CIDA 1993 goes as 
far as suggesting a "gender relevant approach for fisheries development projects". Hague and 
Tietze of FAO 1988 argue that the question is not whether women are or should be involved in 
development but how to make their activities more effective. They provide the following 
suggestions: 

1. Make women direct beneficiaries of training and extension services related to their 
economic and social needs and interests. 

2. Increase the number of women trainers and extension officers. 

3. Ensure women have equal access to credit, technology and training. 

4. Develop opportunities for a wider range of income generating activities. 

5. Include women at all stages of project planning, implementation, monitoring and 
evaluation. 

Conclusion 

Any attempt by governments to achieve the sustainable management of inshore fisheries 
resources must acknowledge the role played by women in all aspects of fisheries. Within the 
South Pacific, a number of countries have come to this realisation and are leading the way in 
incorporating women in the planning and management of resources. 
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