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GAF7 participants discuss issues not addressed in other fisheries and 
aquaculture conferences
By Meryl Williams1 and Nikita Gopal2

progress included embracing contestation of gender 
equality as a governance principle, and re-framing gender 
to better highlight its importance to small-scale fisheries.

Sangeeta Mangubhai’s presentation Gender-disaggregated 
impacts of a Category 5 cyclone on rural fisher 
communities in Fiji’, concerned Cyclone Winston’s impacts 
(February 2016). In quantifying the impact, Mangubhai 
and colleagues paid attention to women’s as well as men’s 
fishing and assets before and after the cyclone, estimating 
gear loss and livelihood and subsistence reliance on 
fishing. The study found large differences in the financial 
losses and damages to boats and engines across districts 
and provinces, based on their locations in relation to the 
cyclone. Compared to men, women were more involved in 
subsistence fishing, owned more of the simple gear types 
such as hooks and lines, and suffered greater total gear losses. 
Yet, despite these insights, government and development 
agencies made little effort to ensure that both women 
and men had equitable access to the fishing gear that was 
provided after the cyclone. Local food security was affected 
due to the loss or reduction of subsistence fishing, and fish 
consumption by coastal communities went down from 
an average of 6 to 2.5 fish meals a week, before and after 
Cyclone Winston, respectively. Reports of gender-based 
violence surfaced. Sangeeta noted that despite the data now 
available, business-as-usual prevails. Most replacement gear 
was delivered through the village headmen or community 
groups in which women were not well represented. 
Much still needs to be done in policy-making but since 
Fiji is still drafting its climate change adaptation plan, 
the study results will be a very useful input for decision-
makers. A full copy of the report can be downloaded from: 
https://fiji.wcs.org/Resources/Reports.aspx 

Experiences in Fiji mirror those presented in papers from 
the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia. These showed 
how the impacts of disasters were ‘gendered’, thus a gender 
lens is needed in assessment models, prevention strategies, 

At gender in aquaculture and fisheries conferences, such as the 7th Global Conference on Gender in Aquaculture and 
Fisheries (GAF7), topics commonly overlooked in mainstream conferences come to the surface. This article shares some of 
those topics that are relevant to the Pacific, such as the consequences of gender blindness in coastal community projects, 
disaster relief, fisheries governance and fish value chains, and how seaweed farming can better benefit communities. 

GAF7 was held in Bangkok from 18 to 21 October 2018 
on the campus of the Asian Institute of Technology. It was 
organized by the Gender in Aquaculture and Fisheries 
Section of the Asian Fisheries Society, the Asian Institute 
of Technology (AIT), and the Network of Aquaculture 
Centres in Asia-Pacific (NACA). It was sponsored by the 
Australian Centre for International Agricultural Research, 
WorldFish, the Crawford Fund, United States Agency 
for International Development Oceans and Fisheries, 
Plan International, Thailand Convention and Exhibition 
Bureau, and the Commission on Gender and Geography, 
and has 17 partners and supporters from Asia, Australia and 
beyond.3 To read more about GAF7, see the boxed text.

Gender and fisheries/aquaculture in the Pacific, 
and insights from other regions

Three presentations, specifically on the Pacific, were 
presented at GAF7 but many others addressed topics 
that could also be relevant to Pacific Island countries. 
These topics included seaweed farming, tuna value 
chains, and reviews of performance on gender in coastal 
community projects.

On the Pacific

In her presentation ‘From resistance to internalization: 
The spread of ‘gender equality’ in small-scale fisheries 
governance’, Sarah Lawless and colleagues probed how Fiji 
and Solomon Islands were incorporating gender equality 
into small-scale fisheries governance. A typology of stages, 
based on norm diffusion theory, was proposed: resistance, 
rhetorical adoption, contestation, implementation and 
internalisation. From interviewing 64 people working in 
26 governmental and non-governmental institutes, the 
study found evidence for the first three stages – resistance 
to contestation – but few signs that fisheries institutions 
had arrived at the implementation and internalisation 
stages. Lawless proposed that potential areas for influencing 
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and mitigation and rehabilitation initiatives. Coping and 
adaptation strategies are also gendered and interventions 
must be tailored to fit the needs of women and men. Lastly, 
presenters demonstrated the importance of using surveys 
and technology in generating information to enhance 
knowledge about gender issues.

The third Pacific paper, ‘Harnessing Palauan fisherwomen’s 
ecological knowledge for sustainable management’, was 
presented by Caroline Ferguson who has just begun 
her studies on Palauan women’s fisheries. She asked the 
question, which she will approach through a case study of 
the sea cucumber fishery, ‘Why have so few management 
rules emerged in the women’s fisheries’?

Coastal community projects perform weakly on gender

Two presentations reviewed the performance of coastal 
fisheries projects in Indonesia with respect to gender, and 
both reported disappointing results.

The first, presented by Angela Cruz, ‘Addressing gender gaps 
from a programmatic perspective’, examined Sustainable 
Ecosystems Advance (SEA) projects in Maluku, North 
Maluku, and West Papua provinces in Indonesia. The 
projects aimed at improved resource management and 
conservation, using marine protected areas, marine spatial 
planning, law enforcement and sustainable fisheries. Gender 
inclusion was included as a project requirement. The SEA 
project did undertake some of gender analyses and surveys 
of perceptions, but most of the data were not analysed. 
Although a gender specialist was available in the development 
agency’s Jakarta office, few in the field were aware of this, 
nor were they familiar with agency and government gender 
mainstreaming plans. No gender training was conducted; no 
gender targets were set or monitored; and gender sections 
were the first cut out of streamlined project reports. Thus, 
implementation bottlenecks, coupled with the prevailing 
rhetoric, used even by the women who referred to themselves 
as ‘just housewives’ and not serious participants, meant that 
gender performance was weak. Moreover, agency experience 
is that many projects suffer from similar problems.

Natasha Stacey presented ‘An evaluation of recent initiatives 
on women, gender and livelihoods in small-scale fisheries 
in Indonesia’, which covered 20 past and current coastal 
livelihood projects, variously supported by bilateral funding 
agencies, the Indonesian government, multilateral agencies 
and non-governmental organisations. She and her colleagues 
categorised the apparent gender approaches as ‘none’ – 8 
projects, ‘gender accommodating’ – 10 projects, or ‘gender 
transformative’ – 2 projects. Gender was usually conflated 
with women and little attention was given to institutional 
or socio-cultural factors contributing to inequalities, and 
women’s existing activities and roles were taken as given. 
Disappointingly, no clear association was found between 
the gender approach in the project and the gender policy 
or strategy of the implementing agency. Gender outcomes 
were not evaluated. 

Seaweed farming

On many oceanic islands, communities have become 
dependent on small-scale, labour-intensive seaweed 
cultivation. In the Pacific, Solomon Islands, Papua New 
Guinea and Kiribati are the main producers of seaweed. 
Seaweed farming has been mainly beneficial for the 
communities, and usually well accepted by the farmers, 
although, as this section indicates, women’s status and 
prospects for communities need improving. How can 
domestic markets and products be more profitable? How 
can local farmers gain better transparency and negotiating 
power in the export markets?

At GAF7, gendered case studies from Zanzibar 
(Tanzania), Indonesia, and central and southern 
Philippines, revealed the household, community and 
environmental opportunities and impacts, positive and 
negative, of seaweed farming. The studies were concerned 
with how to improve the lives of women in seaweed 
farming and processing, such as how to move up the value 
chain with new value-added products and access new 
stable and transparent markets. What chances do these 
aspirations have against the power of distant markets and 
environmental stressors?

Zanzibar seaweed farmers preparing seaweed in tubular nets. (images: Cecile Brugere)
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In Zanzibar, Tanzania, Cecile Brugere and colleagues in 
their paper, ‘Women’s empowerment through improved 
seaweed farming technology: The story of Sea PoWer in 
Zanzibar’ report major problems with traditional intertidal 
culture methods, including terrible working conditions 
for the women farmers and rising sea temperatures. 
The organisation Sea PoWer, therefore, started helping 
women to venture into subtidal farming, using boats and 
an innovative technology based on tubular nets. These 
practices greatly alleviate women’s hardships because they 
stay fewer hours in the seawater, are not stung by sea 
creatures, and suffer fewer physical injuries than when they 
have to carry heavy loads of equipment and product across 
intertidal areas. Although innovations are not a panacea, 
this one became an entry point to greater self-esteem, social 
capital, and income.

Indonesia and Philippines are the world’s second and third 
largest seaweed producers. Women play major roles in 
what Silva Larson described in her paper ‘Profit or social 
capital? A case study of the motivations behind seaweed 
women’s groups in Indonesian villages’ as a large industry, 
dominated by smallholders and family farms dependent 
on exporting raw dried material. Two GAF7 presentations 
from Indonesia and three from the Philippines examined 
the issues.

In Takalar Regency, South Sulawesi, Larson and colleagues 
used a wellbeing impact evaluation of community-
scale processing of seaweed, working with female group 
members. Respondents reported that the positive impacts 
of seaweed processing and group membership were: 1) 
creation of social networks; 2) improved awareness of 
and access to drinking water; 3) sharing and learning new 
skills; 4) cleaner natural environment; 5) having their own 
business in the village; 6) having more money for basic and 
secondary needs; 7) having a job that they enjoy; and 8) 
the ability to purchase a motorbike. The Government of 
Indonesia has initiated diversification programmes such as 
domestic industrial processing to produce higher quality gel 
products, and encouraging small-scale processing for food.

In the same Regency, Mardiana Fachri and colleagues 
focused on the opportunities through seaweed-based food 
products (‘Stories from village-based seaweed groups in 

Indonesia – chips, sticks and bakso: A case study of the 
stories of seaweed women’s groups in Indonesian villages’). 
They surveyed women in 17 groups, from 186 such groups 
in South Sulawesi, and found that most groups had fewer 
than the government requisite of 10 members, suggesting 
that the groups were not meeting their needs. Moreover, 
their only support was from the government. Thus, the 
groups tended to be reactive, producing the foods only 
when they had an order. The groups lacked good access 
to markets and permanent buyers. The government was 
unable to help them with market linkages and many of their 
products were not competitive. Fachri concluded that the 
group processes should be redesigned to overcome current 
problems. Men could also be included in the groups.

Caridad Jimenez and colleagues, as reported in their paper 
‘Seaweed farming in Western Visayas: Strengthening the 
roles of the women of Sabang, Guimaras’, worked in the 
central Philippines with the Sabang Seaweed Growers 
Association whose members produced seaweed, dried it 
and made and marketed seaweed-based products from 
individual family farms. The association managed a 
Philippine Rural Development Project on seaweed culture, 
enterprise production and marketing. Division of labour 
studies found that women performed the majority of the 
farming and post-harvest processing work while their 
husbands performed tasks such as staking bamboo poles in 
the water. Farming created family social bonding and better 
community interactions and governance, as well as boosting 
family income for living, emergency and equipment costs, 
although income can be destabilised by local pollution, 
seaweed diseases and world prices. Women are now 
included in the economy and in production but despite 
their large labour contributions, they failed to appreciate 
how they had increased family incomes. They saw their 
labour simply as part of their domestic responsibilities.

Also in the central Philippines, Elena Mengo and colleagues 
in their paper ‘Aquaculture through the lens of gender: An 
investigation into the socioeconomic impact of seaweed 
farming on coastal communities in Bantayan, Philippines’ 
reported that they had surveyed the empowerment and 
wellbeing of women working on seaweed farms. The 
majority of respondents were in the lowest income class, 
although seaweed farming provided them with access to 

Seaweed sticks, chips and bakso (balls) from south Sulawesi. (images: Mardiana Fachri)
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the workforce. Women were active in more of the farming 
tasks than men, but men had more decision-making power 
on the farm. Decision-making power was affected by 
ownership of the asset and years of experience, although a 
woman’s farm ownership was not enough to grant her equal 
participation in decision-making. Women were empowered 
in the domestic sphere but efforts were needed to help 
them become empowered beyond this. Thus, Mengo and 
colleagues’ presentation echoed similar results on women’s 
empowerment as those by Jiminez and her colleagues.

Farther south in the Philippines, in Zamboanga Peninsular, 
Mindanao, Paul Ramirez and colleagues studied the value 
chain. Although men were very visible in the different 
nodes of the chain, women had significant involvement in 
production, post-harvest and marketing. But the gains of 
the poor men and women farmers were small in comparison 
to the profits of the other players. For example, the local 
nursery operators and farmers each received less than 10% 
of the whole value-added profit, compared to about 20% for 
the traders and over 60% for the processors and exporters. 
Traders could negotiate down the local price by referring 
it to the price of imported Indonesian products and local 
farmers lacked the negotiating power of information on local 
and international market prices. Although they contributed 
a considerable share of the family labour, women were not 
directly paid for their seaweed farming work, which was 
considered a family venture.

Tuna fisheries

General Santos City in Mindanao, Philippines, is a unique 
tuna port and critical to the Philippines’ tuna fisheries. 
Two related gender studies were carried out at the port and 
in adjacent municipalities. One study was conducted by 
Marieta Bañez Sumagaysay and colleagues in WINFISH 
(National Network for Women in Fisheries in the 
Philippine) and reported on in their paper ‘Tuna fisheries 
gender analysis: Case of General Santos, Philippines’. Alita 
Roxas and colleagues  were commissioned by the United 
States Agency for International  Development Oceans 
project to study gender in the tuna value chain, which 
they report on in their paper ‘Engagements of women and 
men in the municipal and commercial tuna fisheries in 
Sarangani Province, Philippines’. 

The studies identified three types of tuna value chains: 
municipal small-scale, commercial purse- seine or ring 
net, and commercial handline. In all three, women’s 
roles were much more limited than men’s. Stereotypes 
were unfavourable to women’s and men’s work in this 
traditionally male domain, and gender-responsive 
programmes and policies were lacking. According to 
Bañez Sumagaysay, however, not only women but men 
had little involvement in policy-making and community 
activities. Power and reward is concentrated at the upper 
end of the value chain.

(top left) Sabang seaweed farmer, Philippines; (top right) Sabang Seaweed Growers Association members manufacturing 
seaweed products; (bottom) Seaweed crackers, noodles and sticks produced by the Sabang Seaweed Growers Association. 
(images: Caridad Jiminez)
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The tuna trade is a vital global industry and tuna stocks 
need to be sustained; therefore, as Roxas points out, parties 
in the value chain are expected to be knowledgeable about 
catch documentation and traceability (CTD) schemes, and 
sustainability such as through measures countering illegal 
fishing and promoting ecosystem approaches. At General 
Santos City port, women work in numerous low-key but 
nevertheless important jobs. 

Running through value chain stages from pre-financing 
to onward trading, CTD work provides a good example 
of current and possible women’s roles. At all scales, pre-
fishing preparations and pre-financing are important, even 
for municipal fishers who cannot pre-finance their own 
trips and who use family labour for trip preparations. Pre-
financing often links fishers and their households and/or 
companies to product consolidators (grouping fish from 
more than one harvester) and traders. Women can be 
involved in pre-financing, often as part of family businesses. 
Women financiers and consolidators or their women staff 
play a vital initial role as they record and track sales and 
profits.  For the household, women are often responsible 
for documents registering boats and fishers. In the landing 
port, women often record and code operations while men 
do heavier physical work. Technology to facilitate handling 
large fish would allow women more opportunities, and 
benefit from the physical wellbeing of men. Women 

A man weighs a tuna while a woman records the weight at General Santos City tuna port.  
(image: Alita Roxas)

were more open than men to mechanisms for sustainable 
fisheries for livelihood security. Gender-sensitive policies 
and approaches could benefit the aims of more sustainable 
and beneficial tuna fisheries for the formal and informal 
workers and households.

These studies in one male and capital-dominated value 
chain indicate that, in the Pacific, where tuna is critical 
to many economies, gender studies on tuna operations 
would help countries better address human welfare and 
sustainability goals.

Conclusion

The GAF conference provided an opportunity for a wide 
diversity of scientists and practitioners to share their 
knowledge and experiences on gender in aquaculture 
and fisheries. As the amount of gender work increases 
in the Pacific, we look forward to an even greater range 
of presentations from the region in future GAF events, 
especially as many of the issues, opportunities and challenges 
in the Pacific are similar to those in other regions.

Note: Discussions on women and seaweed presentations 
benefits from discussions with Silva Larson and Nicholas 
Paul but the ideas expressed are our responsibility.
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BOX: About GAF7

GAF7 attracted 149 participants from 28 countries. Participants came from around the globe: Africa (4%); Asia (72%), 
Europe (5%), North America (7%), Oceania and Australia (7%), and South America and the Caribbean (5%); 81% of 
participants were women and 19% were men.

GAF7 was a vibrant meeting, from the opening session in which Dr Eden Woon, President of AIT, welcomed us, and the 
key note address given by Dr Darian McBain, Thai Union Global Director for Sustainable Development, to the final prize-
giving and closing session, and the field trip organised by Thailand’s Department of Fisheries. 

Participants could select from among 95 research presentations, including 78 oral and 17 posters, grouped into 8 thematic 
sessions and 9 workshops, run in 4 parallel sessions, including participatory learning techniques.4 Most importantly, in the 
session and workshop discussions and over meals and snacks, participants discussed GAF issues, shared experiences and 
learned from each other.

While discussing gender issues in aquaculture and fisheries, GAF7 did not forget gender issues in conference participation. 
Free childcare services were offered to all participants, which allowed researchers and writers with young children to join in 
the immense sharing and learning experiences the conference offered. This facility was much appreciated by all delegates.

SESSION THEMES
I. Gender assessments in fisheries and aquaculture

II. Gender-disaggregated statistics

III. Gender and the seafood industry

IV. Gender and fisheries and aquaculture governance

V. Gender and climate change with reference to fisheries and aquaculture

VI. Focus on Sustainable Development Goal 5, and other Sustainable Development Goalss, in fisheries and aquaculture

VII. Gender research methods in fisheries and aquaculture

VIII. Learning exchanges – experiences and lessons

SPECIAL WORKSHOPS
I. Photovoice: Researching gender in aquaculture and fisheries through the camera lens (Janine Pierce, AwF Australia)
II. GAF101: Using ‘intersectionality’ in research on gender and fisheries and aquaculture. A GAF 101 Training Session (Marilyn 
Porter and Holly Hapke)
III. Plan International Seas for Change (Sadia Tahseen and Iris Caluag)

IV. Furthering/deepening feminist perspectives in fisheries (Nalini Nayak and Cornelie Quist)

V. Exploring gender equity and equality in the SSF Guidelines (Danika Kleiber, Whitney Yadao-Evans, and Cynthia McDougall)
VI. Role of women fishworker organizations towards implementation and monitoring of small scale fisheries guidelines; case of 
African Women Network of Fish Processors and Traders (AWFISHNET) (Editrudith Lukanga and Kafayat Adetoun Fakoya)
VII. Gender transformative approaches in fisheries and aquaculture: An exploration of strategies and emerging outcomes (Cyn-
thia McDougall, Steven Cole and Afrina Choudhury)
VIII. Gender analysis through Micro and Small Aquaculture Operation (MiSAO) Best Aquaculture Practises (M-BAP) (Zumilah Binti 
Zainalaludin)
IX. Mainstreaming gender in fisheries education (Mary Barby Badayos-Jover, Arpita Sharma, Kyoko Kusakabe, Salin Krishna and 
Kumi Soejima)

4 http://www.genderaquafish.org/gaf7-programme-ppts-abstracts/

http://www.genderaquafish.org/gaf7-programme-ppts-abstracts/
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The outstanding student presenters were:

•	 Angela L. Cruz (presenter), Patrick J. Christie and Alan T. White: Addressing gender gaps from a programmatic 
perspective.

•	 Veena N (presenter) and Kyoko Kusakabe: Migrant women’s strategies to cope with employment practices in Thai food 
sector: A case study from Rayong and Trat.

•	 Sarah Lawless (presenter), Tiffany Morrison, Anne Stephens, Philippa Cohen, Andrew Song, Sangeeta Mangubhai: 
From resistance to internalization: The spread of ‘gender equality’ in small-scale fisheries governance. 

•	 Benedict M.M. Carmelita (presenter), Alice J.G. Ferrer, Jinky C. Hopanda, Herminia A. Francisco, and Canesio 
D. Predo: Gender differences in possession of unused livelihood skills and desire to be involved in livelihood opportunities 
in coastal households in the Philippines.

Products and events

In addition to the GAF conference website and E-book of abstracts,5 the GAF Section launched its new website and policy 
brief  Fishing for Equality: Why gender matters in aquaculture and fisheries.6 The policy brief highlights the key actions that 
are needed to make real progress toward gender equality. All the products from GAF7 can be found on our website.7

Prize winners (left to right): Angela Cruz, Veena N, Sarah Lawless and Benedict Carmelita

5 http://www.genderaquafish.org/gaf7-programme-ppts-abstracts/
6 https://www.genderequality.genderaquafish.org/
7 http://www.genderaquafish.org/gaf7-publications-2/
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