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Progressing gender equality in fisheries by building strategic partnerships with development 
organisations
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The fisheries sector has made exceedingly slow progress when it comes to valuing and implementing gender equality, which is relevant 
and integral to fisheries planning, management and development. While commitments, attention and approaches to address gender 
inequality in the sector are increasing, many policies, projects, programmes and data collection tools are still “gender blind”, thereby 
perpetuating harmful gender norms.
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Introduction
Gender equality is a universal, agreed-to principle that has 
been widely adopted but implemented to varying levels in 
different sectors. In fisheries and aquaculture, global estimates 
of women’s contributions are constrained by the lack of 
sex- or gender-disaggregated data along the value chain. In 
Oceania, about a quarter of all small-scale fishers are women, 
It is estimated that 25% of Pacific Island small-scale fishers 
are women, with 45% of these fishers in Melanesia, 31% in 
Micronesia and 19% in Polynesia (Harper et al. 2020). In 
aggregate, female workers comprise the majority of post-
harvest workers, and post-harvest workers outnumber fishers 
by about two to one, resulting in women comprising 47% of 
the estimated workforce in the fisheries sector (World Bank 
2012). Large numbers of post-harvest workers typically are 
engaged in processing in industrial factories, such as those who 
process tuna in Fiji and Solomon Islands (Barclay et al. 2022).

Increasing evidence suggests that gender inequality can limit 
the effectiveness of sustainable fisheries (Rohe et al. 2018; 
Thomas et al. 2021). For example, in Fiji, the exclusion of 
women from community-based fisheries management is 
leading to the overharvesting of some fish species from 
mangroves and seagrass nursery areas as more people engage 
in commercial fisheries to supplement household incomes 
(Thomas et al. 2021). In a remote village in Solomon Islands, 
male-dominated governance and decision-making has led to 
the placement of a traditional marine closure over an area 
where women fish for subsistence, without discussing it 
with them, thus leading to low compliance with the resource 
management rule (Rohe et al. 20189).

With limited gender knowledge, skills and capacity, fisheries 
practitioners who apply gender-inclusive approaches have 
set a low benchmark for acceptable gender practice and 
policy (Lawless et al. 2021; Mangubhai and Lawless 2021). 

Mud crab fisher from Vanua Levu in Fiji. ©James Sloan
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Williams (2019:6) argued that ‘‘those interested in 
promoting gender equality need to develop strategies 
to motivate the mainstream actors to use a gender lens”, 
because fisheries institutions were unlikely to integrate 
gender into their work on their own. So, what is the 
way forward?

Development organisations have a long history of 
working on gender equality in the Pacific Islands region. 
This may provide a unique opportunity to build on and 
invest in partnerships and networks with development 
organisations in order to strengthen the capacity for 
gender inclusion in practice into individual sectors, 
including and especially, fisheries (Mangubhai and 
Lawless 2021). Fisheries organisations could both learn 
and adapt to their sector the development knowledge 
that is true to gender equality principles. In other words, 
when it comes to gender equity, the fisheries sector has 
the opportunity to avoid repeating the growing and 
learning pains of the development sector, and instead 
benefit from lessons of the past, and tap into the current 
knowledge on gender best practice that is already tailored 
to specific cultural and geographic contexts.

Our study aimed to provide guidance and 
recommendations on areas of strategic partnership or 
opportunities more generally, and to strengthen the 
capacity of fisheries practitioners and organisations to 
integrate gender best practice into the sector. To do this, 
we first compared the differences in how fisheries versus 
development practitioners and/or their organisations 
view and invest in gender. This was done by: 1) examining 
the different motivations for practitioners considering 
gender in their work; 2) assessing practitioners’ awareness 
of gender commitments (regionally and globally), and 
their organisations’ respective investments in gender 
focal points, gender training and gender networks; and 
3) examining the approaches perceived as successful 
versus failures by the two sectors. 

This helped set up a comparison between the fisheries 
sector (limited knowledge and experience in gender) 
and the development sector (decades of experience and 
learning). We then had development practitioners, and 
gender and fisheries experts describe the opportunities 
to meaningfully engage in gender within the fisheries 
sector. By reflecting on the differences in the way the two 
sectors viewed and invested in gender equity, and the 
opportunities (as well as the challenges or limitations), 
we provided guidance and recommendations on areas 
of strategic partnership between the fisheries and 
development sectors. This was done to mainstream 
gender and strengthen capacity in the fisheries sector, 
thereby fast-tracking decades of learning to make more 
meaningful progress towards gender equality.

We conducted key informant interviews with fisheries 
(n=68) and development (n=32) practitioners 
(including managers) in Fiji, Solomon Islands and 
Vanuatu between 2018 and 2019. Practitioners 
came from a diversity of organisations, including 
government agencies, local and international non-
governmental organisations, and regional and global 

Women cleaning her fish in front of Natokalau Village in Fiji.  
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organisations engaging in issues that impact gender 
equality. Independent consultants and researchers 
(academic and non-academic) with expertise in fisheries 
or gender at the national and/or regional level were also 
interviewed and are referred to as experts. 

Key research findings
Drawing on decades of knowledge, learning and experiences 
from experts within the development sector, we discuss and 
recommend areas of strategic partnership or opportunities 
more generally to mainstream gender into fisheries and to 
strengthen capacity in the sector. Our analysis highlights 
divergence between fisheries and development practitioners 
and/or their organisations that can serve as pivot points 
to change the way gender is integrated into fisheries. In 
this context, a pivot point indicates an opportune point 
of reference to take fisheries organisations away from their 
current tinkering (gender exploitative) or tailoring (gender 
accommodative) pathways, and change to a transformative 
pathway and the long-term agenda of gender equality 
(Lawless et al. 2022; Mangubhai et al. 2022). These 
opportunities include: 

• re-evaluating organisational motivations for working on 
gender and shifting values; 

• investing in the enabling environment for gender 
mainstreaming; 

• shifting understanding of what constitutes successful 
gender approaches; and 

• investing in gender networks and strategic coalitions. 

Below we describe the likely pitfalls that the fisheries sector 
can avoid, and how fisheries practitioners can progress 
commitments on gender equality if they embrace these 
opportunities. We argue that fundamental to the success 
of such a partnership is the ability and willingness of 
fisheries and development practitioners, and their respective 

organisations, to work collaboratively towards gender 
equality in the fisheries sector.

Shifting values
The primary motivation of fisheries and development 
organisations for considering gender in their work is quite 
different in terms of values, goals and ideas of what activities 
are considered to be successful. Development practitioners 
recognised and responded quickly that gender equality was 
a fundamental human right (inherent), while there was less 
consensus and more hesitancy among fisheries practitioners, 
who largely saw gender as a means for their organisation 
to achieve other outcomes such as fisheries sustainability, 
productivity and profitability (instrumental). 

This is evidenced by fisheries practitioners who reported 
that their organisations considered gender in their work for 
multiple reasons, most notably ‘‘to increase the likelihood 
of sustainably managed fisheries” (28.8%) or ‘‘to increase 
the number of women participating in our programmes” 
(24.2%) (Fig. 1). In contrast, the primary reason for 
development organisations to include gender in their work 
was ‘‘because we recognise gender equality as a fundamental 
human right (78.1%)”. 

These findings are consistent with a growing number of 
studies that suggest some sectors only value gender equality 
as an instrument to achieving or improving outcomes such 
as productivity, conservation, management or development, 
rather than as a fundamental human right (Lawless et al. 
2021, 2022). While instrumental approaches or framing 
are easier for fisheries practitioners to understand and 
implement than trying to address complex issues of power 
and social justice in different cultural contexts (Kabeer 
1999), these frames may be problematic. They can lead 
to inadequate interventions and investments to address 
the underlying causes of inequalities that exclude or 
marginalise women in decision-making, and may even 

Figure 1. The main reasons fisheries and development organisations include gender in their work. 1 = To increase the 
number of women in our organisation, 2 = To increase the number of women participating in our programs, 3 = To increase 
the likelihood of sustainably managed fisheries/sustainable development, 4 = To increase the productivity and profitability 
of coastal fisheries/livelihoods, 5 = Because we recognise gender equality as a fundamental human right, 6 = Because it is 
something our donor requires us to do, 7 = Other.
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strengthen negative gendered power dynamics that may be 
harmful to women and men (Nazneen and Hickey 2019). 

Therefore, we argue that a strategic partnership between 
development and fisheries organisations may help the 
latter to understand the sectoral advancements that come 
– and the sectoral pitfalls that may be avoided – when 
gender equality is valued intrinsically and recognised as a 
fundamental human right. For example, gender equality 
will enable women to share and contribute their knowledge 
on fisheries to improve management (Vunisea 2008), or 
pass on moral and social values to the next generation to 
equitably improve marine stewardship (Ram-Bidesi 2015). 

Gender mainstreaming
For me it took quite a while to be convinced 
on gender. A three-hour session on gender for 
the whole year is not enough to be convincing.  
Pacific Island government official

To improve gender integration within the fisheries sector, 
we asked practitioners working in the development sector if 
they perceived there were any opportunities in Fiji, Solomon 
Islands, Vanuatu or the wider Pacific Islands region to 
encourage meaningful engagement on gender issues in coastal 
fisheries management. Their recommendations focused on 
the factors or enabling environments that underpin, and 
are critical to, the success of gender mainstreaming efforts. 

These perceived opportunities fell into two broad 
categories: 1) institutionalisation of gender, and 2) 
gender inclusion approaches for the implementation 
of projects or programmes (Fig. 2). The practitioners 
recommended increased investments in six priority 
areas that are also reflected in national gender audits in 
the Pacific Islands region (Pacific Community 2016): 

• political will (i.e. actions taken on gender equality 
commitments and formalised within systems); 

• legal and policy frameworks (i.e. laws and policies 
to reflect international and national gender equality 
commitments); 

• organisational culture (i.e. attitudes of staff, policies and 
systems in place to support gender equality); 

• accountability and responsibility (i.e. monitoring and 
evaluation to track progress towards gender-equality 
impact);

• technical capacity (i.e. skills and experience of 
organisation to mainstream gender across projects and 
programmes); and 

• adequate human and financial resources.

Currently, the responsibility for delivering on gender 
mainstreaming and gender equality commitments lies with 
the Ministry of Women (especially in Fiji and Vanuatu), which 
has little authority to influence other sectoral ministries, 
thus enabling fisheries ministries to abdicate their roles and 
responsibilities in addressing gender inequalities (Mangubhai 
et al. 2022; Pacific Community 2016). As a result, gender 

is not widely communicated and mainstreamed into 
governance systems or across sectors in order to address the 
structures and relations of power and privilege that produce 
gender inequalities and discrimination. This in turn makes 
it challenging for fisheries organisations to address sectoral 
gender issues on their own, especially with their current low 
capacity for gender inclusion (Mangubhai and Lawless 2021).

Development practitioners in the Pacific Islands region can 
help with the institutional adoption of gender mainstreaming 
and addressing issues of power, discrimination and privilege 
in sectoral practices, particularly fisheries activities 
targeted at rural poverty, food and nutritional security, 
and livelihoods. Furthermore, a strategic partnership with 
development organisations, including the Ministry of 
Women within individual countries, may help ensure that 
gender is mainstreamed into fisheries, and there are increased 
investments at the household, communal and societal levels.

Adopting gender best practice
Most times when decisions were made 
women weren’t participating. In Fiji we have 
community-based management, which means 
‘no take’ areas are often closest to the villages - 
and women are the most impacted, so we need to 
find a more inclusive way of managing fisheries. 
Pacific NGO representative

We contrasted the 15 most successful gender approaches 
identified by fisheries and development organisations, and 
found little overlap, with the exception of three approaches: 1) 
the use of rights-based tools, 2) gender sensitisation training, 
and 3) the application of multiple approaches (Fig. 3). 

Figure 2. Opportunities identified by development practitioners 
to mainstream gender into the fisheries sector. Purple 
= institutional culture and practice, Green = practice for 
implementation of projects and programmes.
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Figure 3. Contrasting the fifteen most (a) successful (green colour) and (b) failed (purple colour) approaches used by fisheries (fish 
symbol) versus development (female-male/gender equality symbol) organisations for gender inclusion. The overlap in the circles 
indicates approaches highlighted by both types of organisations.

The approaches being enacted and perceived as successful 
diverged notably between development and fisheries 
practitioners. Development practitioners described 
investments in structural and systemic change (e.g. 
gender mainstreaming, behaviour change) as successful 
for achieving gender equality, whereas those in fisheries 
focused on “quick fix” approaches that reach women as 
individuals but do not ultimately benefit, empower or 
transform their lives (Mangubhai and Lawless 2021). The 
other notable difference was that development organisations 
focused on actions that addressed societal change, while 
fisheries organisations worked with women as individuals. 

The differences in favoured approaches are not just a 
reflection of different motivations and values, but also of a 
greater understanding by development practitioners and 
their organisations that gender equality is a relational issue 
that will not be solved by simply empowering women as 
individuals, but also requires structural and systemic reform 
(Chant and Sweetman 2012) to be addressed by governments, 
development institutions, private sector, and society as a 
whole. Furthermore, the approaches used by development 
organisations: 1) avoid conflating gender with women, 
which is prevalent in the fisheries sector (Lawless et al. 2021; 
Mangubhai et al. 2022); 2) do not frame women’s positions 
as a disadvantage (i.e. men’s positions of power as the norm); 
and 3) do not make women solely responsible for addressing 
structural inequalities (Nazneen and Hickey 2019).

A partnership approach is strategic because development 
practitioners have more experience dealing with resistance 
to, or misalignments with, gender equality principles; for 
example, those stemming from religious interpretations 
(Rakau et al. 2019). According to national census data, 
Christianity is the dominant religion in the Pacific, including 
in Fiji (64% of the population), Solomon Islands (92%) 

and Vanuatu (83%). Religion has a strong role in shaping 
gender ideologies and viewpoints on gender equality, and 
its interpretations – especially those promoting strong 
patriarchal doctrines – can be barriers to engaging in 
meaningful dialogue (Alexander 2018; Seguino 2011). 
Religion was highlighted by development practitioners (not 
by those in fisheries) as a barrier to gender inclusion, despite 
its dominant role in shaping social rules, cultural norms 
and behaviours in Melanesia. Development practitioners 
recognise the large influence that religion, religious 
institutions and their leaders have on their congregations 
and followers, and highlighted that working with faith-
based organisations may help the fisheries sector address 
resistance to gender equality, and tackle more harmful 
gender norms (e.g. controlling access to fisheries resources).

Investing in gender networks and strategic coalitions
Most fisheries practitioners and/or their organisations 
had few connections to development organisations with 
regards to knowledge of, and commitments to, gender 
equality. In contrast, development organisations had strong 
networks among themselves but were poorly connected 
to sectoral partners, including those in fisheries. This 
suggests that working separately may be preventing cross-
learning, knowledge and skills transfer, and collaborations 
to mainstream gender into all sectors and facets of society. 

The Pacific Gender Coordination Group (formerly the 
Pacific Gender Taskforce), established in 2017, may be one 
opportunity for fisheries organisations that are committed 
to gender equality to quickly broaden their gender networks. 
The group meets virtually every two months and provides 
exposure to Council of Regional Organisations in the Pacific 
agencies, United Nations agencies, women-led and feminist 
civil society organisations, and broader groups of partners 
working on the advancement of gender equality across the 
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Pacific. The mandate of the group is to ensure greater and 
continued collaboration, cooperation, and coordination 
between partners that are working on gender, recognising the 
different organisational mandates and values that each brings to 
the realisation of sustainable development, and the fulfilment 
of gender equality and women’s empowerment in the Pacific”

Given that progress on gender equality is slow, building 
coalitions that purposely forge collaborative work between 
development and fisheries sectors on producing tangible 
outcomes in specific sectors may succeed in improving 
gender equality from the ground up. Coalitions between 
development organisations and those that work in specific 
sectors (e.g. fisheries) can strengthen social movements, and 
may have a higher likelihood of getting political commitments 
to change national structures and systems of governance 
that shape and influence gender equality aspirations and 
outcomes for society. Laurel Weldon and Htun (2013) 
highlighted that national feminist organisations are able to 
use regional and international conventions and agreements to 
leverage and advance gender equality. These coalitions may 
be especially strong if they are led by national organisations 
capable of overcoming political resistance to “outside” 
influence or labelling gender equality as “not the Pacific way”. 

Although a number of non-governmental organisations that 
work on fisheries attend regional meetings, they mainly focus 
on environmental issues, and occasionally labour abuses at sea, 
ignoring gender inequality and women’s fisheries issues. At 
present, women’s collective voices are not represented in such 
regional forums. A strategic alliance between gender equality 
advocacy groups and ministries of women may help strengthen 
and increase the number of voices advocating for gender 
equality to be integrated into the fisheries sector. These voices, 
however, would need credibility in fisheries issues to succeed. 

Conclusion
We are interested in how development organisations can 
contribute to breaking through the resistance to gender 
in fisheries and increase the uptake of gender-focused 
action to become gender responsive and eventually 
gender transformative. We have discussed in detail what 
fisheries practitioners and their organisations gain by 
partnering development organisations with decades of 
gender experience. However, we have also addressed why 
development organisations would want to engage with a 
sector such as fisheries. We, therefore, conclude by speculating 
that the benefits to development organisations are threefold. 
First, the cooperation would help them break out of their 
own isolation and apply their knowledge and expertise in 
a key economic and food security sector for Melanesians. 
Second, progress at the sectoral level would contribute to 
progress at the whole-of-society level and welfare levels. 
Finally, lessons from fisheries – one of the hardest challenges 
in gender equality – could be valuable for development 
organisations tackling other sectors with renewed insights.
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