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ABSTRACT

Failure in the past to ascertain responsible fishing practices and equitable distribution
of benefits under traditional leasing systems has motivated the Bangladesh government to
work in partnership with non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and fishing communities
in recent times. Several models of interactions between governmental organizations (GO),
NGOs and fishing communities have emerged out of the partnerships. This paper discusses
the operational approaches that were used to identify the fishery commons and create
institutions for increasing the participation of local fishers in the making and enforcing
resource use rules. The group-based empowerment strategies of NGOs; their role in securing
for the beneficiaries the access rights to waterbodies as well as provision of credits and inputs
for employment and income generation activities showed some practical evidence of the
concept of the poor as managers of the fisheries resources. The paper also discusses the
policy issues involving the rights held by local community members to catch fish for
subsistence purposes; practices and uses that affect the physical environment. There are also
issues associated with the difficulties of reconciling differing government (GO) and NGO
priorities and points of view with regard to target group identification and levels of
responsibilities. The paper concludes that a non-obstructionist policy context and interests of
the powerful groups as well as those dependent on the fishery resources are the critical factors
for successful evolution of co-management models in countries like Bangladesh.

I. INTRODUCTION

During the later half of the current century fisheries planners and managers
throughout the world have experimented with a wide range of regulatory tools in an attempt
to solve the pervasive problem of overexploitation and rent dissipation in open-access and
unregulated fisheries, a phenomenon pointed out by Gordon (1954) and many others. The
regulatory role of the government encompassed a wide range of conservation measures to
protect and enhance stock productivity and management measures to control effort and output
in order to improve economic efficiency (Crutchfield 1979; Scott 1979; Beddington and
Rettig 1983). New laws were enacted and the mandates of many government fisheries
agencies were expanded to increase their monitoring, control and surveillance (MCS)
capacity. The results, however, with few exceptions, have been the failure to institute
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sustainable resources exploitation practices (Frasers 1979; Copes and Cook 1982; Yahaya
1988). In tropical small-scale multi-species fisheries, the concept of state management had
faced with enormous implementation and enforcement difficulties, particularly in heavily
populated countries where poverty and wide inequalities in resource access and income
distribution are major obstacles to sustainable development. It soon became apparent that
fisheries management consists not only management of stocks of fish species and their
surrounding environment, it also involves a complex interaction between socio-economic
and institutional variables, including resource-property relationships (Charles 1988; Ahmed
1991;Hannal994).

Like many other countries of deltaic and floodplain origin, Bangladesh (Fig. 1)
possesses a wide range of waterbodies, such as, freshwater marshes, reservoirs, lakes, natural
depressions, rivers and estuaries that offer an extensive inland fishery. Numbering more than
12,000, these waterbodies occupy an area of nearly 4.5 million ha. Influenced by intermittent
floodings during the monsoon season, this large natural aquatic system, where nearly 260
species of freshwater fish reproduces itself, has provided significant livelihood opportunities
and supplied nearly 80% of animal protein for a largely egalitarian population. Aside from
several hundred thousands of full-time fishers, an estimated 10.6 million rural households
(73%) currently take part in fishing activities in these waterbodies, harvesting nearly 450,000
t (50% of total national production) offish annually.

The resource system for inland fisheries falls within three broad categories: (i)
flowing rivers; (ii) lakes (ox-bow lakes) and reservoirs; and (iii) natural depressions and
floodlands (locally known as beels and haors) (Fig. 1). In recent times, man-made stresses
have pushed the system to the limits of its ability to cope with the overwhelming pressure of
fishing by an increasing population. Fish habitats were either destroyed or reduced due to
poorly designed roads and embankments, haphazardly planned flood control and irrigation
structures, and agricultural and industrial affluent over the last three decades (Ali 1991). The
situation was further exacerbated by the influence of a pervasive policy framework that was
followed to deal with land and water uses as well as to assist growth-productivity in cereals
production during the last several decades.

After the abolition of the Zamindari system fisheries became state property, under the
jurisdiction of the Ministry of Lands. The government policies continued to use the fisheries
to generate revenues through short-term (one to three years) lease of fishing rights to the
highest bidders, who happened to be the rich moneylenders or profit seeking middle agents.
The system has served as a total disincentive for any long term investment in fisheries
management (Figure 2). On the other hand, it reinforced unequal power structures that have
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kept poor fishers at the mercy of leaseholders and encouraged resource over-exploitation.
These effects were evident from the gradual deterioration of the socio-economic conditions of
fisher communities and the declining catches (Ahmed et al 1992).

Traditionally, an occupation of low caste Hindus, full-time fishing have evolved
technologies and institutions which have served to protect the fisheries. In recent decades,
more and more landless and unemployed muslim farmers have taken up fishing as an
occupation. In the absence of any effective institution for sustainable use of resources, these
new entrants have tended to adopt fishing practices that test the limits of the fishery's
regenerative capacity, and have in many instances occupied choicest locations, often
displacing the traditional fishers (Capistrano et al. 1994; Kremer 1994).

II. THE NEW FISHERIES POLICY: PARTNERSHIP WITH FISHERS

Since the 1970s the department of fisheries (DOF) has been arguing for
management of publicly owned waterbodies along the principles of sustainable fishery
production and promoting the well-being of fishing communities (Capistrano et al. 1994).
However, it was not until 1986 when the government initiated a New Fisheries
Management Policy (NFMP) that aimed to improve and sustain openwater fisheries
productions well as provide traditional and full-time fishers a greater share of the direct
benefits from the fisheries.

The main objectives of NFMP were: 1. to free the fishers from exploitation by
middle agents, leaseholders and financiers; 2. to redirect the major benefits of the fisheries
to genuine fishers; and 3. to ensure the conservation and propagation of fisheries resources
(Ahmed et al. 1992; Aguero and Ahmed 1990). The strategy of NFMP was to abolish
gradually the system of leasing fishing rights in public waterbodies to middle agents and
replace it with direct access rights of "genuine" fishers.

NFMP has sought to remove the institutional constraints to fisheries management.
Improvements were expected in at least three areas: 1. resource conservation and
production; 2. equity and redistribution of benefits to the target population (in this case the
genuine fishers); and 3. reduction of uneconomic efforts, transaction costs and monopoly
benefits of middle persons.

Further more, it was expected that direct co-operation between government
department and fisher communities will be established, which will eventually lead to a
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partnership arrangement between resource owner (government) and resource users
(fishers), although the government was not clear as the extent of co-management or
partnership status that it would like to develop with the fishers. Nevertheless, the
hypothesis was that giving access rights directly to the fishers will increase their (fishers')
share of benefits from fisheries and create a sense of ownership that will serve as an
incentive to comply with the fishery regulations. All of these, however, remained to be
seen as various forms of co-management arrangements evolved in the subsequent years.

III. DEVELOPMENT OF VARIOUS CO-MANAGEMENT MODELS

Following the policy change under NFMP the department of fisheries (DOF) as well
as several NGOs became actively involved through various programs and projects in the
management of fisheries. Both government (DOF) and NGOs, notably the Grameen Bank,
Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC) and Proshika Manobik Unnayan Kendra
(MUK) have by now several years of experience in creating and providing institutional
support mechanism to manage publicly owned waterbodies. Over 1,000 waterbodies are
currently managed along the principles of social equity, productivity and sustainability. A
wide range of cooperation arrangements between government departments (DOF), NGOs and
fishers/groups of landless people have taken place over the years. They can be grouped into
four broad categories (Figure 3):

Model A: This is a NGO led strategy to establish fishing rights by target groups in
publicly owned waterbodies. The NGOs take a central role in organizing and representing
fishers, until such time that fishers are sufficiently organized to represent themselves. The
NGO is responsible to secure lease from the government on behalf of the fishers or target
beneficiaries. Grameen Bank (Grameen Fisheries Foundation), BRAC and Proshika and
several other local NGOs have developed programs for this type of co-management
arrangement, although each NGO has its own unique model for interacting with the target
group or project beneficiaries. The Grumman model, which appears to be the most successful,
is discussed below:

The Grameen Model. At about the same time when NFMP was introduced, the
Grameen Bank, took over the management of more than 800 public waterbodies located in
the northwestern part of the country. These are clusters of large tanks and rural reservoirs
constructed during the Zamindari periods for supply of water and other household needs with
a size range of less than one ha to nearly 15 ha each. The objective was to make more
equitable and efficient use of under-utilized, degraded resources to directly benefit the poor



I

I

(Capistrano 1994. Watanabe 1993). These waterbodies were earlier developed as capital
intensive aquaculture projects by DOF through donor-finance. Because of lack of manpower
and organizational weakness, most of these waterbodies went into de facto control by local
rich and influential people with very little fish production.

The Grameen Bank obtained a long-term lease of 25 years for these waterbodies that
provided the Bank the legal authority over the rights of exclusion, management and use
Despite, the Grameen Bank initially encountered strong challenges by the vested interest and
had to go through a costly and cumbersome process of persuasion and litigation before it
could establish possession over these waterbodies. The bank slowly entered into a
cooperation (co-management) arrangement with the landless people to undertake fish
production, harvesting, marketing and related activities. The Grameen Fisheries Project
finances all investment and operating expenses such as fingerling supply, feed and fertilizer
costs, while landless group members (most of whom are women) provide labor, guarding and
caretaking inputs. The landless group members receives 50% of gross revenue as part of their
share from the fisheries project (Fig. 4). The Grameen model of co-management is rather
unique in the sense that the Bank makes all financial and management decisions, and hence
bears most of the financial risks. The group members are only responsible for labor inputs.
This way, Grameen was able to protect the interest of the target group and took most of the
challenge of vested interest institutionally.

In one of its largest fishery project in Joysagar (Pabna district), Grameen Bank is
currently working with as many as 2,200 landless households and have been able to achie\ e a
target production of nearly 1,000 tons from about 386 ha water area, consisting of nearly 392
waterbodies (Table 1). This can be regarded as an incredible success both in terms of
production management and equity. Production performance increased to its present le\el
from only 20 t prior to Grameen intervention. Also, contrary to prior to Grameen intervention
all the beneficiaries are currently landless families.

Model B: This is the basic model of co-management that the government was
intending to pursue under the guidelines of NFMP. DOF by identifying the genuine fishers
and issuing fishing permits (licenses) would establish the basic relationship between state and
fishers in the management of fisheries. Under a project Experiment in New and Improved
Management of Fisheries (ENIMOF) which was supported by the Ford Foundation and the
International Center for Living Aquatic Resources Management (1CLARM), DOF
experimented with this model during 1987-89 in six waterbodies consisting of flowing rivers,
ox-bow lakes and natural depressions (beels and haors). The field staff of DOF prepared lists
of genuine fishers and issued gear specific licenses. By establishing direct contact with the
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beneficiaries DOF also imposed conservation measures through the co-operation of fishers
(Aguero and Ahmed 1991). The fishers were able to enjoy fishing rights without paying a
repressive rent, unlike in the past and earned a higher net returns (Aguero et al. 1989).

This initial success prompted the government to transfer more waterbodies under the
licensing system to genuine fishers, and at present nearly 300 waterbodies are managed under
this model. But it soon became apparent that DOF does not have the budget and skilled
manpower to provide necessary organizational support and motivational inputs as well as to
ensure financial support from institutional sources. These supports deemed necessary to win
the confidence of the fishers and to achieve an appropriate and desirable level of partnership
with the fishers. Particularly, DOF could not immediately put in place institutional support
mechanisms to perform the useful functions (e.g., credit supply) and replace middlemen. The
capacity of DOF and fishers to assume new role within more participative management
systems was threatened by the non-co-operation of the vested interest, particularly, those who
have been benefiting under the previous leasing system to highest bidders. One of the
assumption in this model was that collateral free credit, fishing inputs and other related needs
of the fishers will be met from the rural banking system such as Bangladesh Krishi Bank
(BKB). But this did not materialize because of structural rigidities in institutional lending
(Ahmed et al. 1992). As such, fishers were still left with the credit supply from the middle-
agents, whose attitudes have become hostile following the abolition of leasing system.

Model C: This model emerged from the prospects and limitations of 1987-89
experiment by DOF (Model 2) in selected waterbodies (Aguero and Ahmed 1990; Ahmed et
al. 1992). In this model the government and participating NGOs have been working to ensure
institutional, organizational, financial and technical support to listed and licensed fishers.
DOF felt the necessity of forging a partnership with NGOs to complement its efforts and
overcome its limitations to reach out full-time fishers. The objectives of the co-operation
between GO and NGOs have been to (a) increase participation of local fishers in managing
and conserving the fisheries; (b) utilise NGO resources for input support to fishers in place of
middle-agents; and (c) mobilize NGO experience in human development, training and
organization building to create alternative or supplementary income opportunities (DOF
1992). A modified production relations, rights allocation and benefit distribution was
expected under this model (Figure 5)

The activities under this model was supported by a second-phase project "Improved
Management of Openwater Fisheries" (IMOF) funded by Ford Foundation and technical
assistance from ICLARM during 1991-94. Emphasis was given in this phase on improving
the understanding of both biological and socio-economic dynamics of fisheries in various
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types of fishery environments (e.g., flowing rivers, ox-bow lakes and natural depression
areas). Studies were undertaken on population dynamics of few important species within
designated waterbodies (Rahman and Moula 1992; Haque 1993), including training of
national scientist on methods of such studies. Socio-economic studies were conducted to
identify problems and opportunities in fishing communities (Chowdhury 1993). About 20
waterbodies were covered by the project, in which NGO inputs were obtained in twelve
fisheries (Ahmed et al. 1992) The Government took a separate project in collaboration with
BRAC for the management of as many as 30 ox-bow lakes in the Southwest Bangladesh
funded by the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) and DANIDA.

Both DOF and NGOs achieved significant success in establishing the fishing rights of
genuine fishers in the designated waterbodies. With the NGO assistance, fishers in the ox-
bow lakes and some of the beels (natural depressions) have invested in stocking programs.
DOF and NGOs organized training for the target group. Alternative income generating
projects are also being financed by NGOs in most of the fisher communities.

Model D: This model reflects an ideal co-management of government and the fishers,
where group of resource users will interact directly with the government department. The
NGOs will perform a useful support function and coordinate with the government as
necessary. This would require that the fisher community become sufficiently well organized
to represent itself and it moves out of the NGO program, allowing NGOs to seek other groups
to work with. None of the projects and programs mentioned above has yet reached this status
(ICLARM 1994). A new phase-project of IMOF supported by Ford Foundation and ICLARM
is expected to work toward achieving the status of Model D. Also, most of the NGO led
approach (Model A) may gradually turn into Model D. It is only model D in which fishers
become true co-managers and achieve the partnership status (Berkes et al. 1991).

IV. DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

Equity in the distribution of benefits as well as productivity and sustainabiliry of the
resources are major policy issues in the developing country fisheries. For long term
improvement of production and maintaining the sustainable use practices there is no
alternative to creating a sense of ownership and building partnerships with the resource users.
In Bangladesh, establishment of private right through leasing to individuals was chosen as a
state policy for collecting revenues from public waterbodies. But it sacrificed social equity
and resource protection. On the other hand, fisher community management without strong
institutional support have also met with failures. The initiatives of DOF and NGOs have,
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therefore, come a long way to provide institutional support to poor users of resource and
establish a partnership arrangement to achieve social, economic and conservation objectives.

The co-management models that have emerged over the years came through a process
of evolution. Realization of NFMP objectives started at the initiatives of DOF along the
lines of Models B and D, where NGOs played little or no roles. In Model B NGOs have no
direct role, while in Model D NGOs played a an indirect role. NGOs itself did not want to
take risk, when resource access allocation and beneficiary selection are principally a
government (GO) functions. As a result, in the case of DOF initiated co-management
arrangement (Model B and D), where genuine fishers were given exclusive fishing rights the
initial consequences had been one or more of the following:

1. in many instances licensed fishers failed to establish their legitimate claims into the
fisheries; while resourceful and productive parts of waterbodies continued to be
forcefully occupied and harvested by the powerful people and their agents;

2. resistance against the powerful middle agents often met with massive financial losses
which the groups could not recover; supply lines of credit and inputs were either cut-
off, or fishers were compelled to pay more than usurious rates;

3. physical violence and social tension have increased; often support of law and order
agencies did not come; and

4. fishers felt reluctant to undertake any investment as they had very little capacity to raise
capital and protect their investment; even NGOs did not step in until a collaborative
and more stronger NGO participation was assured (Model A and C).

On the contrary, in Models A and C, NGOs have much greater control over the
distribution of resource access, and hence more NGO commitment was received in
organizing, representing and protecting target-group interests.

V. MAJOR ISSUES AND DILEMMAS

While NFMP had the potential of bringing into a significant reform in fisheries
policy, it has like any other progressive measures, faced early oppositions and challenges
from the traditional power structure. Government department staff in-charge of
implementation of participatory management, in many instances could not come out of their
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traditional ties with the economically and politically powerful groups in the society.
Government machinery for enforcement continued to turn their backs at the target fishers.
This is has been a major source of dilemma for fishers and NGOs to participate in
governmental efforts

1. Target group selection. A major socio-economic issue is the exclusion of equally poor and
needy subsistence fishers from waterbodies under NFMP. This has created conflicts between
"genuine" and "non-genuine" fishers. The practical difficulty of controlling illegal fishing by
the excluded fishers has weakened the enforcement capability.

2. Conflict with other users. Conflict over fishery and non-fishery uses and objectives of
water resources management was quite significant. Farmers' use of water for jute retting,
irrigation and land reclamation have had direct conflict with the fish habitat conservation.

3. GO-NGO conflicts. Difficulties were encountered in operationalizing DOF-NGO
collaboration under Model C and reconciling differing DOF and NGO priorities and points of
view with regard to target-group selection, especially at the field level where interactions
between the two parties tended to be competitive.

4. Increasing resource population imbalance. Population increase and migration and
resttlement of landless farmers in and around public waterbodies have made it difficult to
identify socially, culturally and economically homogeneous user groups. This has created a
further dilemma in target group selection for building long term partnership.

5. TURF V5. partnership with the commons. Government agencies would like to hold on to
their TURFs, so that benefits of traditional patron-client relationships will continue to flow to
those in powers and positions. Sharing of management with the common users is equated to
power sharing, which some of the existing institutional authorities are not ready to forego.

6. Social tension and spawning of violence. Fishery is one form of ecological subsidy.
Redistribution of this benefit in favour of target groups will need the agreement of the
economically and politically powerful group in the society. Otherwise, social cost of violence
and erosion of community or inter-community harmony will be quite high.

7. Social and economic insecurities of fishers. Fishers have been faced with an immediate
threat of loss of credit ties and supply lines with the middle persons and their agents. Reliable
institutional arrangements could not be put in place initially for filling the gap.



I

I

10

8. Corrupt practices under state management. Leasing is one of the most secured and cheaper
method of raising revenue, as it deals with only few people. Hence, middle persons fitted very
well into the revenue collection objectives under the traditional state management of public
resources. But the system has perpetrated corrupt practices. The actions of the government
toward a genuine reform has been rather slow. In fact, it has retreated from its earlier
commitment of transferring the use rights of all waterbodies to fishers in a phased manner. So
far in nearly eight years only 300 fisheries out of more than 12,000 have been released by the
government to direct licensing system to fishers. Those under direct NGO programs were
negotiated separately. Ministry of Land is less willing to speed up the process.

VI. CONCLUSION

Although, experience with various models of co-management has led to an useful
development toward an institutional capacity building for participatory fisheries management
involving GO, NGO and fishers, dilemmas still exist. It exists at the level of institutional
design that deal with the characterization of user groups such as group or community size
and heterogeneity and scale of technology. Clear distinction could not to be made and
agreement is yet to be reached between diverse user groups, such as commons that depend on
fishing and commons that uses the water for irrigation and other services in many of the
fisheries held under co-management. To make it workable, the concept of co-management
should expand beyond government and fisher co-operation. Other user groups should also be
brought into co-management and partnership building framework (Capistrano et al. 1994).

At this stage a more flexible and decentralized interpretation of the NFMP is
needed. This would involve inclusion of subsistence and part-time fishers as part of the
stakeholders and putting in place mechanisms that would serve to foster closer DOF, NGO
and community linkages (Capistrano et al. 1994). Policies and operational framework
must put in place 1. an institutional support mechanism to perform useful functions to target
groups; and 2. stronger government institutions as well as community/target groups to
assume new roles within more participative management system. The NGO resources and
experiences can be increasingly utilized in this regard.

To be effective, decentralized, locally appropriate co-management should be
institutionalized. This, however, requires enabling policy environment and supportive
institutions at various levels. As pointed out by Ostrom (1994), it needs policies that promote
and encourage active community participation in management.
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Table 1: Involvement of Landless Members in the Joy Sagar fish
Farming (JFF) Project, Grameen Bank, Bangladesh.

Fiscal Year

No of FFGs
No of members
No of ponds managed by FFGs
Water area (ha) managed by FFGs
Fish production (ton) from FFGs1 ponds
Income of FFGs (million taka)
Income per member (taka)

1989-90

145
725
88
71
20

0.21
290

1990-91

452
2236
376
347
394

3.71
1660

1991-92

497
2301
388
380
486
4.25
1850

1992-93

505
2249
392
386
810
1970
4000

1993-94

505
2167
395
386
920*
19.00*
3645*

I
* As of March 1994

Sources. Watanabe (1993) The ponds and the poor. Grameen Bank, Dhaka, Bangladesh.

Grameen Bank (1994) Technology Project Division's Quarterly Report of Fish
Projects. Dhaka, Bangladesh, March.

I



FIG. 1. MAP OF BANGLADESH: RIVER SYSTEMS AND PHYSIOGRAPHIC REGIONS
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Figure 2.

Production relations, rights allocation and benefit
distribution under short term leasing policy

for Bangladesh Fisheries
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Figure 3.

Models of interactions between governmental
organisations (GO), non-governmental organisations

(NGO), and fishing communities (F) in Bangladesh
Fisheries Co-Management
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Figure 4.

Structure of the fisheries co-management arrangement
between the Landless Farmers Groups (LFGs) and the

Grameen Bank Joysagar Fish Farm Project (JFF).
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Figure 5.

Production relations, rights allocation
and benefit distribution under new

(GO-NGO-Fisher Partnership) systems of
fisheries management in Bangladesh
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