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Abstract 
 
Due to fish stock declines in Lakes Malawi and Malombe, the Malawian government 
introduced co-management to replace a central fisheries management regime that 
lacked local legitimacy.  Based on a combination of ethnographic and archival data 
collected over a three year period, we present analyses of co-management regime 
“successes” and “failures” through a model of organizational learning.  Existing local 
leadership institutions tend to cater to social demands for stability and continuity.  As 
ecological and social contexts evolve, crises develop that these institutions may be 
unwilling/unable to address. In some cases, governments, communities, donor agencies 
and NGOs promoted the creation of co-management regimes in direct opposition to 
existing institutions, causing many co-management institutions to fail. Even where 
successfully introduced, co-management regimes’ effectiveness may be eroded by rival 
institutions’ attempts to resist the changes imposed, or due to the new institution’s own 
inertia. 
 
We argue that the success of institutional innovations in fisheries regimes is influenced 
by the awareness of local leaders and extension agents to “psychological failures”, and 
their in/abilities to address these challenges to adaptive organizational learning 
processes.  Only if local institutions are helped to balance the natural desire for stability 
with adaptivity to social/ecological change, will co-management institutions be able to 
achieve resilience.  We discuss predictable psychological failures experienced in local 
fisheries contexts in Malawi, and suggest ways in which NGOs and local Fisheries 
Department staff should address them. For an agency to succeed in promoting these 
types of adaptive learning processes at the local level, its field staff must be supported 
in playing the roles of sensitizers, facilitators, and advisors, addressing locally-relevant 
needs. Co-management in Malawi poorly addresses the influence of traditional 
authorities, and the proposed framework can be used to support institutional innovation 
by fisherfolk stakeholder groups and traditional authorities.  

Keywords: Fisheries, co-management, CBNRM, Malawi, adaptive organizational 
learning, institutional change, extension, crisis, traditional authority 

Developing from a condition of resource abundance and low capital investment, few 
artisanal fisheries in Malawi were traditionally subject to any form of access-limitation. 
Key exceptions to this occurred where the exploitation of fish stocks by one group 
precluded others’ attempts to do the same when using methods such as fishing weirs, 
beach seines, and poisons (described in Russell et al 2008). Given the large expanse of 
Lake Malawi, the small populations of lake fishers, and their relatively inefficient fishing 
gears, little concern was given to active management of the fishing economy.  
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Since the 1930’s, however, lakeshore and river fishers increased their catch 
efficiency through the adoption of new fishing methods, gears, and materials. This 
increasing investment, combined with environmental changes and gradual increases in 
fisher populations led some commercially valuable fish stocks to become locally 
depleted. In the early 1990’s, the collapse of the highly prized chambo (Oreochromys 
spp.) fishery in Lake Malombe coincided with the international scientific interest in 
participatory natural resource management regimes to trigger a revision of government 
management paradigms. Similarly, at the local level in Malawi, fishers became 
increasingly concerned with depletions of the more desirable fish species, forcing them 
to target less valuable species and expend greater effort.3  

As documented by Hara (2001) and Ganter (2001), most of Lake Malawi’s fishing 
communities have taken little initiative to address the increasingly precarious state of 
local fish stocks. This has been accompanied by gathering apathy and frustration 
among fishery managers at their inability to instill a sense of local stewardship in fishing 
communities (Hara 2001, Donda 2000). However, a range of case studies of traditional 
institution-driven and community-based fisheries management initiatives in Malawi 
presented in a recent study by Russell et al (2008) defy this generalization. A key 
distinction that these case studies highlight, is that community support of local fisheries 
conservation institutions is intimately related with issues of community empowerment 
and institutional legitimacy, meaning that any attempts to impose conservation 
regulations that disregard social objectives of local institutions are likely to fail.   

In order to understand the nature of these institutional changes, we first review the 
literature on co-management institutions, socio-economic resilience, and organizational 
learning. We then analyze several co-management case studies using an organizational 
learning framework that will allow us to better understand the driving and limiting 
factors.behind successful adaptive learning co-management institutions.    

Challenges of centralized resources management leads to co-management and 
CBNRM.  Essentially, the co-management paradigm arose as an argument against 
resource economists’ models claiming that resources held in common will inevitably be 
over-harvested, and that the solution must be to assign property rights over them to 
individuals or to a government (Gordon 1954; Schaefer 1954; Hardin 1968). This had 
been the dogma in natural resources management for the past century, and had been 
used to justify the need for national governments to take up the role of managers of 
access to natural resources. However, by the 1970-80s many social and natural 
scientists began to criticize the assumptions upon which these models were based 
(Bromley and Cernea 1989; Pinkerton 1988; Holling 1973; Holling 1978; Netting 1981; 
Berkes 1987; McCay and Acheson 1987):  

• that individual resource stocks can be managed at what has been labeled the 
Maximum Sustainable Yield (MSY) indefinitely, rather than recognizing how different 
species interact in unpredictable ways; 

                                                 
3
 Throughout Lakes Malawi and Malombe large proportions of gillnet fishers have transitioned from targeting 
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• that each ecosystem is characterized by a linear series of successional stages, 
rather than fluctuating between a number of successional climaxes, and that 
management for stability may actually induce instability; 

• that an open-access regime is the natural result of individualistic resource extraction 
running rampant, rather than due to erosion of local institutions and practices by 
their incorporation into larger political and economic systems; 

• that common-property resources can best be regulated by a distant  governmental 
agency that bases its authority on ‘science’, rather than by local institutions, which 
are potentially more legitimate and directly accountable to resource users. 

Since the 1970s, the inadequacies of the past century’s attempts to impose 
centralized scientific management policies on the use of natural resources have 
become apparent. National governments, in particular those of developing countries, 
recognized that population growth combined with colonial-era policies that took little 
account of local stakeholders’ livelihoods needs, were in fact contributing to increasingly 
conflict-ridden relationships between stakeholders and governments and the 
uncontrolled exploitation of natural resources. Consequently many scientists turned to 
the study of persistent “community-based natural resource management” (CBNRM) 
regimes to better understand their successes, so that more locally-appropriate 
institutional designs might assist or replace national governments’ institutions in the 
management of resources (Wade 1988, Ostrom 1990, Baland and Platteau 1996). The 
form of resource governance that some scientists have increasingly advocated for 
places local institutions in charge of natural resource management, or on an equal 
footing with governmental institutions, referred to as CBNRM and co-management, 
respectively. One definition of co-management, that illustrates the breadth of institutions 
that might be included in this category, describes it as,  

“a situation in which two or more social actors negotiate, define and guarantee amongst 
themselves a fair sharing of the management functions, entitlements and 
responsibilities for a given territory, area or set of natural resources” (Borrini-
Feyerabend, Farvar et al. 2000). 

 Wade (1988), Ostrom (1990), and Baland and Platteau (1996) have greatly 
informed our understanding of the key social, economic, institutional and ecological 
characteristics typical of successful CBNRM regimes. However, rooted in rational 
choice philosophies, these “enabling conditions” tend to assume that stakeholders have 
perfect knowledge of the resource status and the reasons for resource declines, and 
that resource users (and managers) base their decisions and actions on simple 
individualistic economic evaluations rather than complex calculations based on social 
formulas of shared obligation, reciprocity, and equity (Hanna and Jentoft 1996; Jentoft, 
McCay et al. 1998).  

A number of authors have subsequently argued that formally-instituted, 
conservation-goal driven co-management institutions are unlikely to be effective if they 
try to replace informally-derived, consensus-based, process-driven social and cultural 
institutions that operate to maintain core values such as social solidarity, harmony, 
consensus and equity (although they may simultaneously maintain certain power 
imbalances and resource inequities) (Korten 1980; Pinkerton 1987; Mosse 1995; 
Ensminger 1996; Hanna and Jentoft 1996; Jodha 1996; Jentoft, McCay et al. 1998; 
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Cleaver 2002; Jentoft 2004). Rather, in order to achieve moral legitimacy, newly 
introduced institutions have to allow for a time-consuming and energy-intensive process 
of “institutional bricolage” (Cleaver 2002). In many contexts, formal institutions can only 
attain informal consensus through each individual’s negotiation of daily interactions that 
are mediated by  their unique and multiple social and livelihood identities, and that are 
framed by historical institutional processes.(Cleaver 2002; Jentoft 2004). The ideal end 
result is for the formal institutions to become “embedded” within the larger network of 
overlapping and competing social, economic, and political institutions, and thereby gain 
moral legitimacy, relevance, and effectiveness in achieving resource management goals 
through socially-appropriate methods of conflict resolution, negotiation, participation and 
other collaborative mechanisms (Agrawal 1999; Folke 2002; Pinkerton 1988; Gronow 
1995; Ensminger 1996; Hanna and Jentoft 1996; Jentoft, McCay et al. 1998;  Leach, 
Mearns et al. 1999; Wilson and Jentoft 1999).   

Socio-Ecological Resilience and Uncertainty. Traditional natural resource 
management paradigms hinged upon assumptions that environmental variability could, 
and should be controlled, enabling humans to maximize their resource harvests. 
However, since his introduction of the concepts of adaptive management and ecological 
resilience in the early 1970s, C.S. Holling (in particular) and others have underscored 
the critical need for maintainance of ecosystem capacities to absorb sudden shocks, 
and indeed to use these shocks for renewal and reorganization of the ecosystem (Folke 
2002; Holling 1973; Holling 1978; Berkes and Folke 1998). It is ironic to note that what 
may appear to many resource scientists as an effective management of an ecosystem 
may actually lead to declining ecosystem resilience due to a gradual loss of awareness 
and responsiveness to ecological shifts, a phenomenon that has been labeled “the 
pathology of management” (Holling and Meffe 1996). 

Extending far beyond simple management of natural resources, in his recent book 
entitled Collapse: How societies choose to fail or succeed, Jared Diamond (2005) 
associated resource management pathologies with threats to, or the collapses of, a 
variety of historical and current-day societies and nation-states.4  While Diamond’s 
research focused primarily on the reasons for nations’ failures to make wise resource 
management decisions and ways in which this might be prevented, a number of authors 
recognize that these crises may promote forms of institutional innovation. In particular, 
existing governments’ loss of legitimacy produced by failures to prevent crises may 
result in an institutional vacuum, which may in turn act as a catalyst for organizational 
learning to resolve the crises (Lee 1993; Holling 1996; Berkes and Folke 1998; Holling, 
Berkes et al. 1998; Folke 2002; Gunderson and Holling 2002). Indeed community-based 

                                                 
4
 The main factors (which he called “psychological failures”) contributing to failures of these societies’ decision-

making processes were a:  1) Failure to anticipate a problem before it actually arises due to a lack of prior 
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institutions may be crucially strengthened by various members’ regular contestation of 
leaders’ powers, thereby legitimizing natural resource institutions within the broader 
community (possibly preventing “tragedy of the commons” scenarios) (Holling 1978; 
Leach, Mearns et al. 1999). The ability of CBNRM, or any management regime, to learn 
from crises (both ecological and social) is intricately linked to its adaptability and 
transformability (Holling and Sanderson 1996).  

Organizational Learning.  This concept was initially proposed by Argyris and Schoen 
(1996) as an explanation for different ways that industrial organizations evolve in the 
face of changing internal social and external economic climate demands. Crossan et al. 
(1999) characterize the process of organizational learning as ‘organizational renewal’, 
requiring “that organizations explore and learn new ways while concurrently exploiting 
what they have already learned.” This framework, or similar learning theories, were 
adopted by a number of resource management scientists who link the abilities of rural 
stakeholders and governments to achieve sustainable resource management regimes 
to their institutions’ abilities to learn from social and ecological threats and opportunities 
(Schusler and Decker 2003; Gunderson, Carpenter et al. 2006; Lee 1993; Pinkerton 
1994; Holling and Sanderson 1996; Fazey, Fazey et al. 2005; Folke 2002; Olsson and 
Folke 2001; Olsson, Folke et al. 2004).  

Two distinct, though not mutually exclusive, forms of organizational learning have 
been identified by a number of authors: (a) first-order, single-loop, evolutionary, or 
social learning during periods of internal and external prosperity and growth, and (b) 
second-order, double-loop, transformational, survival, or revolutionary learning during 
periods of social or economic turmoil (Greiner 1972; Argyris and Schön 1996; Coutu 
2002; Schusler and Decker 2003). As defined by Argyris and Schön (1996): 

First-order learning – “Incremental change or adaptation carried out to further exploit 
existing technologies, routines, and processes in ways that don’t alter underlying 
assumptions or values.”  

Second-order learning – “Those sorts of organizational inquiry which resolve 
incompatible organizational norms by setting new priorities and weighting of norms, or 
by restructuring norms themselves together with associated strategies and 
assumptions.”  

While visible events characterizing these two types of learning may be seen as 
separated in time (i.e., periods of growth and stability vs. periods of organizational 
turmoil and change), both types should be seen as existing in an ever-present state of 
tension with different types of learning prevailing at different times and at different 
organizational levels. Therefore, while first-order learning processes operate to exploit 
learning gains already made, certain individuals or groups within organizations maintain 
sensitivity to threats posed by conditions inside and outside the organization (Crossan, 
Lane et al. 1999). When existing institutions fail to address threats, or at times even 
cause threats to grow to a level that alarms a significant number of stakeholders, these 
individuals or groups have a greater chance of overcoming the leadership’s resistance, 
and may spur an episode of second-order learning (Argyris and Schön 1996; Coutu 
2002; Lipshitz and Popper 2002;).   
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A key to any organization’s survival and prosperity, therefore, is effective 
management of this tension between first-order learning, enabling the organization to 
exploit gains from past learning, and second-order learning that attempts to affect 
change upwards from the individual to the group and organization-levels in response to 
external stimuli (Levitt and March 1988; Crossan, Lane et al. 1999). This tension 
between first and second-order learning processes has been described by numerous 
authors as a cycle, in which organizations first learn to address problems and 
consolidate the gains from their lessons learned, and then become inflexible and 
unresponsive to new threats, leading to the increased possibilities of new crises arising 
at which point second-order learning may lead to a new institutional framework that 
repeats this cycle (Holling, 1996; Lipshitz et al., 2002; Greiner, 1972; Crossan, Lane et 
al. 1999; Coutu, 2002).  

Institutional changes inherently cause resistance among some members and 
external stakeholders who have benefited from the status-quo resource and rewards 
allocations, levels of autonomy, etc. (Katz and Kahn 1966; Hooley 2005; Holling and 
Meffe 1996).  However, rather than being surprised by resistance to change,  many 
sources of resistance could in theory be anticipated by change agents as logical 
products of institutional change (Cutcher-Gershenfeld and Ford 2005). Instead of being 
discounted (as is frequently the case) as stakeholders’ old-fashionedness or 
irrationality, when these sources of resistance (labeled “entrenched learning”) are 
viewed as rational attempts by members to protect access to power and resources 
perceived as threatened by the introduction of new institutions, they can be planned for 
and possibly avoided altogether. Additionally, a number of “psychological failures” 
(Diamond 2005), discussed above, may contribute to such resistance, however many of 
these can also be addressed in a preemptive manner before the institutional changes 
are introduced. Failure to do so may result in a variety of manifestations of entrenched 
learning including members’: withholding support, expressing perceived inconsistencies 
in new institutions, cynicism regarding institutional effectiveness, or active undermining 
of new institutions (Argyris and Schön 1996; Cutcher-Gershenfeld and Ford 2005). 
Ideally, a truly adaptive organization would exhibit the ability to transition between 
periods of institutional stability during which first-order learning processes allow 
stakeholders to pursue goals of efficiency and profit maximization, with periods of 
institutional renewal when second-order learning requires reassessments of priorities, 
and the creation of new routines, norms, etc. (Crossan 1999).  

Any analysis of organizational learning must also reflect the scale at which such 
learning processes occur. In many cases, first order learning occurs as a consolidation 
of the existing institutional framework, and is evidenced throughout the organization. In 
contrast, second-order learning frequently starts with an individual or a sub-group within 
the organization, and then spreads to other parts of the organization, eventually 
replacing previous institutions (Greiner 1972; Argyris and Schön 1996; Crossan, Lane et 
al. 1999; Coutu 2002). Therefore, while the overall organization may undergo second-
order learning processes, some of the constituent sub-groups within it, especially those 
with vested interests in maintaining previous institutional infrastructures, may resist 
these changes.In order to promote organizational resilience, which might here be 
understood as organizational learning, numerous authors emphasize the need to 
promote multiple, overlapping, and redundant institutions that are more likely to be 
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sensitive to internal and external stimuli at a variety of institutional, ecological, and 
temporal levels (Ostrom 1990; Holling and Sanderson 1996; Folke, Berkes et al. 1998; 
Noble 2000; Olsson and Folke 2001; Folke 2002; Ostrom 2005).  

The Use of Organizational Learning to Analyze Emergent Co-management 
Institutions.  In order to understand some of the variety in fisheries co-management 
experiences in Malawi we examine six case studies in terms of their “successes” in 
achieving conservation objectives through an organizational learning framework.   In 
this framework (see Figure 1, below), when key social, economic, or ecological trends 
present a threat to a community’s livelihoods and security, the extent to which 
stakeholders are empowered (either through chiefs or BVCs) determines whether they 
are able to: recognize the extent and causes of the threat, develop new ways of 
addressing the threat, and achieve broad-based community support for the new 
institutions or regulations (i.e., second order organizational learning).  If community 
leaders and institutions are effective in doing so, corrections to the threatening trends 
may be achieved, thereby re-establishing stability of livelihoods (which in the case of 
fishing communities, also implies reversing declines in fish stocks or at least bringing 
fish stock declines to a different steady state).  

On the other hand, if community leaders are not sufficiently empowered, they may 
fail either to recognize the causes and needs for institutional change, or may be unable 
to implement the needed regulations for a lack of legitimacy or capacity.  As a result 
they may allow a continuation or growth of a fishery/livelihood threats (i.e., first order 
organizational learning), eventually leading to some form of ecological and/or livelihood 
crisis.  Such a crisis may then permit and prompt the rise of a new leadership in the 
community, although in some cases this leadership may only emerge with the support 
of external agencies. Depending on their empowerment due to their own capabilities 
and knowledge, legitimacy granted by the community, and their ability to overcome 
entrenched learning by pre-existing leaders and interests, these new institutions and 
leaders may then enable the community to re-attain livelihood stability (i.e. second-order 
learning).  However, this is not always the case as now leaders may be unable to 
unseat the pre-existing fishery power brokers (including chiefs, government officials, 
fishing industry leaders) and their pre-existing institutions (i.e. entrenched learning). In 
this case, first-order learning will prevail leading to the perpetuation of status-quo 
conservation institutions that are poorly designed and go unobserved, and the probable 
continued decline of fish stocks and livelihood standards. 

Moving beyond first and second-order processes, an organization’s (and 
community’s) true adaptive capacities can only be assessed over time as it is forced to 
address a variety of threats.   Therefore, even once second-order learning objectives 
have been achieved, co-management and CBNRM institutions’ abilities to adapt may be 
undermined by leaders subsequent unwillingness/inabilities to address new challenges 
as they become the entrenched institution that has an interest in maintaining the current 
status quo. 
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First Order Learning – Lake Malombe and the North Rukuru River Fishery 

Lake Malombe Participatory Fisheries Management Program  

The first official attempt at introduction of fisheries co-management occurred in 1993 
on the banks of Lake Malombe and the Upper Shire River following the alarming 
declines in catches of chambo (Oreochromys sp.) from these key fisheries.  With 
support from a number of international donor agencies5, scientists and policy makers 
hoped that fisherfolk participation in the co-management regime implemented by the 
Malawi-German Fisheries and Aquaculture Project (MAGFAD), would bring about a 
recovery of the depleted chambo stocks (Bland 1992; Wilson 1993; Dobson 1998; 
Scholz, Njaya et al. 1998; Ferguson and Derman 2000).   

At its core was the establishment of fishery stakeholder groups, called Beach Village 
Committees (BVCs), in each community around the lake, which would be empowered to 
regulate their local fishery. However, since its inception the Lake Malombe co-
management program has struggled to achieve local legitimacy, and has not resulted in 
a recovery of the chambo stocks (Donda 2000; Hara, Donda et al. 2002). Essentially, 
the government did not give adequate consideration to the impacts or responses that 
the co-management program would have on/from pre-existing institutions.  

Most profoundly, there were severe disjunctions between government and 
stakeholders’ goals. While the government and donors were preoccupied with recovery 
of the chambo stocks, fishing communities were unwilling to make the sacrifices 
needed, and preferred allowing the emergence of a more equitable fishery based on 
kambuzi (Lethrinops sp.), (Bell and Donda 1993 Mdaihli and Donda 1992).   

Additionally, in many cases the monetary benefits of membership in BVCs led the 
chiefs and government extension workers to dominate selection of BVC members for 
personal gain and in most cases, personal economic gain was the main incentive for 
peoples’ participation in BVCs (Bland 1992; Wilson 1993; Dobson 1998; Scholz, Njaya 
et al. 1998; Ferguson and Derman 2000).  Consequently, local power brokers and 
existing institutions already placed in positions where they were able to resist any 
changes in local fisheries management regulations, and instead co-opted the new 
institutions in order to further individual goals.  The failure of most local initiatives was 
further assured by the FD and donor agencies’ poor local credibility due to their failure 
to fulfill promises made to fishers involving sponsorship of either gear replacement or 
loan programs (Pohlvogt and Walter 1995; Scholz, Njaya et al. 1998). The lack of 
government commitment to the program was also shown by certain incidences where 
some BVCs were actively undermined by FD staff when they attempted to enforce 
regulations (Dobson and Lynch 2003).  

Although, the BVCs formed a Fisheries Association, since most of the donor 
agency expertise and funding for loans and micro-loans programs ended in the late 
1990’s, bringing almost all of these livelihood diversification activities to an end (Hara, 
Donda et al. 1999).  Since then, despite the lack of strong governance structures in this 
lake, Lake Malombe’s fisheries have remained relatively stable, ranging between 3000-
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4000 tons caught per year (mostly kambuzi) during the 1994-2001 period (Banda, 
Kanyerere et al. 2002). It appears, therefore, that the pre-existing institutions remain in 
their positions of influence with the communities focusing now on optimizing harvests 
from the less valuable kambuzi fishery. Given the inability/unwillingness of local 
institutions to reorganize in response to the local fishing livelihood declines this is clearly 
an instance where first-order learning processes have prevailed. 

Traditional River Fisheries Management in the North Rukuru River.  

Traditional fishing methods along Malawi’s rivers were largely free from regulation 
except for the periods of peak potamodromous fish migrations. At this time, most rivers 
came under the sole control of local chiefs, who allocated rights to participate in the 
fishery to his/her immediate relatives, community members, and political allies. These 
institutions are discussed at length by Russell et al (2008), however, in brief, they 
served to minimize conflicts over access to limited fish stocks while maintaining 
chieftains’ control and economic dominance.  While some river fisheries operated at the 
simple village level, the rotating access-rights system in the North Rukuru River fishery 
share access rights to fishing grounds among 16 related village chieftaincies. From 
current sources, there is no indication that there was any purposeful conservation intent 
in the timing or method of fishing weir construction.   

During the last century, the only significant changes to these river fishing institutions 
was the colonial regulation (subsequently adopted by post-independence governments) 
which stipulated that all fishing weirs should leave a 5% gap in the middle of the barriers 
to allow a certain proportion of adult fish to pass upstream unharmed. Some authors 
argued that these regulations were driven by Eurocentric prejudices regarding African 
fishing methods rather than solid evidence of a conservation need (Chirwa 1996, Msosa 
1999). Regardless, since the colonial period, there is evidence that this regulation has 
never been systematically enforced (either by Traditional chiefs or the government) on 
the North Rukuru River (though the conflicts over enforcement of this regulation on the 
Bua River are discussed in Russell et al 2008).   

A more serious disruption to these institutions has evolved since the 1970s, in the form 
of declining fish stocks, that have made the amount of effort expended on the 
construction of fishing weirs unattractive to a younger generation of fishers, and thereby 
caused an overall decline in institutional relevance among fishers. Some scientists have 
blamed declining populations of mpasa (Opsaridium microlepis) and sanjika (O. 
microcephalus) on the fishing weirs, and have criticized the Traditional Authorities poor 
observance or enforcement of the gap-rule. In all fairness, while the river fishery does 
face some pressure from the few remaining fishing weirs, the primary culprit for fish 
stock declines is more likely the siltation of fish spawning beds in the river’s tributaries 
due to widespread deforestation and erosion of the watershed. Despite this, given the 
contributory effect that the persistent traditional fishing weir institutions have on fish 
stocks and fishing livelihoods despite the government’s attempted imposition of the gap-
rule, they may be regarded as having maintained a first-order organizational learning 
cycle.  
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Second Order Learning – Lake Chiuta and the Dwangwa Fish Sanctuary 

Lake Chiuta Fisheries Association 

Lake Chiuta is located in a remote part of Southern Malawi, and until the late 1980s 
the only institution regulating fishing in this lake was based on a traditional belief that 
spirits inhabiting an island in the lake, Phiri la Mtsatsi, would abduct any fisherman 
found fishing around the island, in effect, creating a fish sanctuary (Donda 2000). The 
conditions that had protected this fishery from being over-commercialized changed 
when a road was constructed to the lake, linking this fishery to more distant markets, 
and enabling an influx of nkhacha seine fishers to the area (Wilson, 2004; Dawson 
1997).  

The nkhacha presented a number of problems to the local gillnet chambo fishers: 
whereas gillnets had caught chambo selectively, the nkhacha is a fine-meshed open-
water seine that catches immature fish of all species, and its dragging action on the lake 
bottom caused the destruction of chambo breeding grounds and the macrophytes that 
were the basis for the lake’s productivity, and made the lake water too turbid for 
domestic uses. Additionally, nkhacha fishers sold their catches at cheaper prices than 
local fishermen, and undercut local incomes (Dawson 1997; Donda 2000). The activities 
of the nkhacha fishers caused the local chambo fishery to collapse in 1990-91. 

Local fishers called a fishers’ meeting demanding that the nkhacha fishers increase 
the mesh sizes of their nets or face eviction.  However, when they asked their local 
chiefs to evict the nkhacha fishers in September 1992, they found their concerns 
ignored as the nkhacha fishers had established a fund with which they bribed the local 
chiefs and MCP party leaders and members (Wilson 2004).  Having heard of the BVC 
program around Lake Malombe (discussed above) the local fishers then decided to 
establish BVCs in order to manage the fisheries of their lake, and at a general meeting 
in 1995 they was agreed that the nkhacha and beach seines would be banned from the 
lake and minimum mesh sizes were established for gillnets (Dawson 1997; Donda 
2000). The 200-300 nkhacha fishers who refused to accept these regulations were 
forced to leave by the BVCs (Dawson 1997; Donda 2000; Wilson 2004). 

Significantly, the seven village chiefs who had accepted bribes from the nkhacha 
fishers were omitted from the BVCs altogether, while the two who had supported the 
local fishers (and who were fishermen themselves) were included as non-voting 
members (Njaya, Donda et al. 1999; Donda 2000). Donda (2000) also found that, in 
contrast with the Lake Malombe BVC members, the Lake Chiuta BVC members were 
primarily motivated to join the BVCs in order to protect their fisheries and for the social 
distinction that this role provides them within the community. 

In the years since, these BVCs have continued to confront challenge to their 
fisheries regime from nkhacha fishers, many of whom are Malawians, based on the 
Mozambican shore (Njaya, Donda et al. 1999; Donda 2000). However, tensions 
between chiefs and BVCs have remained tense as chiefs have accepted further bribes 
from seine owners who attempted to again regain access to this fishery. While this 
fishery represents a clear instance of second-order learning that has achieved its 
objectives of bringing about the recovery of fish stocks, the BVCs’ lack of legal standing 
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has been pinpointed as the primary sources of potential instability in the Lake Chiuta 
fishery co-management regime (Hara, Donda et al. 2002).  

Crisis Transformation - Dwangwa Fish Sanctuary.  

From the 1970s to the early 1990s, fishers had been embroiled in a conflict with a 
private sugar cane estate over access to fishing beaches along the estate shoreline, an 
area that is also a highly productive fish breeding area. Throughout the years of 
autocracy, the estate was primarily concerned with limiting potential sources of theft and 
conflict with estate workers, and had been supported by the government in regularly 
chasing away all squatting fisherfolk. This conflict was exacerbated by increased fishing 
effort (in particular, beach seines) that caused declines in fish catch trends in other 
nearby areas, and which made the bounty of the estate shoreline all the more appealing 
to fishers. Then in the 1990s, the government transition to democracy and a change of 
ownership of the sugar cane estate led some senior company staff members who were 
involved with WESM6, a local conservation NGO, to propose a novel solution to the 
conflict.  The main stakeholders involved, and their respective priorities were: 

• Sugar cane company – limit fisherfolk presence on estate boundaries, prevent theft 
and conflicts; 

• Fisherfolk – secure access to beaches along sugar cane estate shoreline from 
which to conduct fishing and trading operations, protect fish stocks from over-
depletion; 

• NGO – conserve fish stocks; address animosity between estate and fisherfolk; 

• Fisheries Department – conserve fish stocks, and support fishers in achieving 
participatory fishery management institutions. 

The solution to their common problem was to establish a 12km sanctuary which all 
fisherfolk would vacate, while allowing the establishment of two temporary communities, 
one at each end of the sanctuary. In each community, a BVC would be established and 
trained in fisheries conservation and the Fisheries Department would assist the 
communities to successfully apply for a grant to buy a motorized patrol boat with which 
they would patrol the sanctuary to ensure that no fishing took place there.  

A key champion of this transition was Mr. Mtandizu, a senior manager in Illovo who 
effectively established the Dwangwa Branch of WESM. Within the fisher communities, 
key leadership roles were played by fishing industry leaders from the settlements of 
Mpoto and Mwera, with the Chairman of Mwera BVC, Mr. Wotsogola as the overall 
leader. Following the establishment of the sanctuary, however, the significant role 
played by Mr. Wotsogola created some friction with chiefs and Mpoto BVC leaders who 
resented the personal financial benefits and prestige that he gained. The most 
significant source of friction revolved around Mr.Wotsogola’s stewardship of a motorized 
sanctuary patrol boat donated by the COMPASS project. This internal struggle led to 
the Mpoto BVC withholding enforcement support, and harboring known poachers. 
Mwera BVC, under Mr. Wotsogola’s leadership, was able to keep most poachers away 
due to the patrol boat’s advantage of speed over poachers hand-powered boats. 
Overall, despite these tensions over leadership, members in both communities 
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widespread support for the maintenance of the sanctuary as the bountiful fishing 
catches around the sanctuary’s margins have resulted in significant growth in wealth in 
both communities.  

During 2004-05, two new events took place that may have uncertain effects on the 
sustainability of the sanctuary. First, tension between Mpoto and Mwera leaderships 
diminished as severe erosion of the Mpoto beach forced members to relocate to Mwera 
and another nearby community. It remains to be seen to which community the Mpoto 
BVC leadership will relocate and what role they will play in supporting or resisting 
Mwera BVC’s protection of the sanctuary.  At the same time, however, Mr. Wotsogola 
has relocated his primary home to Ngala village, and is increasingly responsible for 
enforcing the closed season at a different location, in the Kambindingu Lagoon, thereby 
diminishing his presence in, and enforcement, of the sanctuary. 

In this case study, the conservation objectives of creating a sanctuary, introducing 
fishing regulations in the adjoining lakeshore areas, and bringing about a recovery in 
fish stocks have been overwhelmingly realized, and one might justifiably judge this case 
study to represent second order learning. However, while Mwera BVC was successful in 
the first years due to its technological advantage over poachers, its long-term 
sustainability, given Mr. Wotsogola’s absence will require the election and 
empowerment of a new BVC at Mwera. It remains to be seen what how the roles of the 
former Mpoto BVC leaders evolve, and how Mr. Wotsogola and the new BVC 
leadership at Mwera negotiate a transferral or sharing in ownership of the patrol boat. 
Consequently, the organizational learning outcomes for the future remain to be 
determined, and will be significantly influenced by institutional developments in the 
nearby Kambindingu Fisheries Association (discussed below). 

Unresolved organizational learning - Kambindingu Lagoon Fisheries Association.  

Fishing effort in the Kambindingu Lagoon, a highly productive fish breeding area, 
increased sharply in the 1980-90’s, leading to declining fish catches in the late 1990s, 
and a complete collapse of the fishery in 2000. Due to the Traditional Authority’s 
observation of the successful establishment of the Dwangwa Fish Sanctuary a year 
earlier, he decided, in consultation with local fisherfolk and chiefs, to establish a half-
year closed season in the lagoon and set restrictions on the types of fishing gears that 
could be used (in particular banning the use of beach seines and small-meshed gillnets 
that were destructive of juvenile fish stocks). The NGO that had been pivotal in 
providing training for BVCs in the DFS provided similar training for the establishment of 
elected BVCs in all communities around the lagoon. For a year, the extended closed 
season was widely supported, and these BVCs became members of a coordinating 
body, the Kambindingu Fisheries Association. 

However, divisions soon emerged as chiefs in the lagoon-dependent communities 
(Dema and Banga) perceived an inequitable distribution of power within the Fisheries 
Association in favor of the BVCs and those chiefs who lived in communities with easier 
access to lakeshore fish stocks (Ngala, Likuchi). Additionally, divisions emerged 
between individual chiefs and their respective BVCs, as these organizations became 
the primary foci of visits by fishers, and NGO and government agency personnel, 
through which the BVC members benefited (and chiefs lost) both in terms of prestige 
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and income. During the following years, these sources of resentment and jealousy gave 
rise to a variety of symptoms of “entrenched learning” by different chiefs and BVCs. 
These included withholding support for regulation enforcement activities and cynicism 
over the regulations’ successes, out-right denials of having ever consented to the 
establishment of regulations, active poaching during the closed season using illegal 
fishing gears, and physical threats against enforcers of regulations. These conflicts 
occurred between stakeholders at a variety of levels:   

• Within communities, membership in, and leadership over BVCs became highly 
contested as these positions provided prestige and economic benefits, including 
paid invitations to attend workshops and training sessions, and the ability to 
demand bribes from poachers. In several communities, different groups 
attempted to establish rival BVCs within a single community.  

• Between chiefs the lagoon-side communities’ group village headman resented 
the Traditional Authority’s awarding the position of Fisheries Association 
chairman to the group village headman of the lakeshore communities.  

• Between communities, community leaders from lakeshore and lagoon shore 
communities accused fishers from other communities of poaching, and accuse 
their respective counterpart BVCs of selectively enforcing regulations.  

• Between chiefs and BVCs, chiefs may feel a loss of influence and income due 
to the rise of BVCs and therefore try to undermine their activities.  

However, some of the most emotional conflicts revolve around the role played by the 
vice-Chairman of the Fisheries Association (Mr. Wotsogola), who was also chairman of 
Mwera BVC, and therefore the steward of the motorized patrol boat. In addition to Mr. 
Wotsogola’s visible leadership in conducting patrols, many outsiders increasingly 
directed their requests and visits to him rather than the GVH (appointed Chairman of the 
Fisheries Association by the Traditional Authority). Consequently, Mr. Wotsogola 
benefits from his interactions with outsiders in a variety of ways, and his prestige has 
become a self-reinforcing cycle as other BVC chairs visit with Mr. Wotsogola in hopes of 
gaining access to governmental or NGO-funded community or fisheries development 
programs. The GVH’s resentment of Mr. Wotsogola’s growing prestige (probably 
reinforced by his visible business acumen) has led the GVH to undermine Mr. 
Wotsogola’s activities within the Fisheries Association in a number of ways.  

Throughout 2001-2004, the Fisheries Association and its BVCs had mixed success 
enforcing regulations. However, in 2004, the Fisheries Association conducted a number 
of sensitization meetings around the lagoon, during which several BVCs held elections, 
and with the encouragement of Mr. Wotsogola, two more distant communities (Dwasulu 
and Dwambazi) formed BVCs and joined the Kambindingu Fisheries Association. A 
watershed moment occurred when these new BVCs conducted patrols during the 
lagoon and lakeshore closed seasons, at which point the communities, BVCs and chiefs 
around the lagoon realized that their intransigence would only benefit the outsider BVCs 
who pocketed all fines levied during their patrols. Soon after these patrols were 
conducted, the KFA held a meeting to which all BVC chairmen and chiefs were invited 
and at which they resolved many of the sources of conflict and jealousy between them.  
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The KFA has since been further empowered by their development of a constitution and 
registration with the government. 

In this case study, we observed a number of different learning processes taking 
place at different scales and among different stakeholder groups. At both the community 
and Association levels, fishery leaders have attempted to replace the inadequate 
leadership of the traditional leaders with stakeholder driven institutions, however, their 
levels of success differed greatly. The traditional leaders in the KFA have, on the whole, 
proven highly resistant to the establishment of empowered and effective BVCs, and this 
has led to mixed successes for BVCs in their enforcement of new fishing regulations. 
The primary motivators of empowerment learning have been local “champions”, 
represented by some active BVC chairmen, and the KFA vice-chairman, Mr. Wotsogola, 
in particular. These champions could not, however, have succeeded without the 
legitimation of WESM, COMPASS7, and the Fisheries Department, who have sponsored 
and facilitated a series of workshops aimed at providing the KFA with a legal 
constitution. Additionally, some of the resistance to the KFA ended with the enforcement 
interventions of two new BVCs’ (Dwasulu, Dwambazi) in 2004, and the planned 
establishment of sanctuaries by Dwasulu and Nyavuu BVCs in 2005, both of which may 
have caused the original KFA BVCs to put aside some of their internal rivalries for fear 
of losing NGO/governmental support to these new BVCs.  

Overall, second-order organizational learning remains only partly realized as 
entrenched learning by chiefs provides sufficient institutional ambiguity to allow a 
significant amount of poaching to occur. It remains to be seen to what degree the 
activities of the new BVCs and the revised KFA rules succeed in overcoming the 
conflicts between chiefs and BVCs, and between lakeshore and lagoon-shore 
communities. This will result in either first order or second order institutional and 
conservation learning at the KFA level.  

Adaptive Organizational Learning - Yiwemi BVC  

During the late 1980s and early 1990s’ Village Headman Yiwemi’s community 
perceived a number of growing threats to local fish stocks, livelihoods and security. The 
central concern was the visible declines in juvenile fish populations near shore, which 
was blamed on the 1980s growth of beach seine fishing, and fishers’ non-observance of 
the Lake Malawi closed season. In addition to posing threats to fisher livelihoods, these 
declines in fish catches were also leading to conflicts among (mostly female) fish 
traders as they competed to buy scarce fish supplies. In the context of the end of the 
national autocratic government, there was also a rise of theft among fishers of fish and 
nets, which was blamed on the increasing mobility of fishers. Additional concerns 
regarded public health issues near the beach: cholera outbreaks were blamed on poor 
sanitation due to a lack of public toilets, and spread of malaria-bearing mosquitoes was 
blamed on habitat provided by vegetation that grew on the beach. 

First BVC - 1993 – Consequently, VH Yiwemi decided to establish a committee of 
fishery leaders and traders that would set regulations to address each of these threats. 
Working with a community policing committee, the BVC confiscated nets used during 
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the closed season, returning them at the end of the season in exchange for the payment 
of fines. Any confiscated fish were donated to the local hospital. Any fishers appearing 
with new fishing gears had to show proof of ownership, and inquiries were made with 
neighboring communities regarding gears that might have been lost or stolen. Thefts 
were referred to the chief and local police. BVC fish trader members acted as mediators 
in conflicts between traders. 

Second BVC - 1996 – The first BVC lapsed into inactivity after addressing these issues 
and a second committee was elected by fisherfolk to deal with the remaining issues. 
They cleared brush from the beach, constructed a pit latrine, and removed invasive 
aquatic pests (water hyacinth).  This second BVC subsequently took part in the removal 
of water hyacinths through a District Assembly-administered, UN-funded, “Food-for-
Work” program that paid contributors of labor for projects of regional priority with bags of 
maize. However, when funding for this program ran out, the loss of financial incentives 
led to a severe decline in BVC activities altogether.  

Third BVC - 2001 – By 2001 several new issues of concern were raised by the 
community regarding interactions with migrant fishers, fish pricing and destructive 
fishing practices, leading to the election of a third BVC. In particular, migrant fishers 
(many from Tanzania) were seen as having unfair advantages over local fishers as they 
had not registered their nets with the government to assure their legality. Additionally, 
migrant fishers were selling locally-caught fish at prices below those offered by locals, 
and some outsider traders were able to outbid local traders for fish, both activities that 
undercut local fishers’ livelihoods. Transitions by beach seine owners to purse seine 
fishing also led to renewed concerns over the protective measures for juvenile fish 
stocks.  The growing purse seine industry was having a deleterious effect on juvenile 
fish as fishers targeted river mouths and wetlands during windy days when they couldn’t 
fish in deeper waters. Additionally, the mesh sizes of gillnets used in the area had 
declined to a size where fishers using these nets near shore were catching juveniles.  
The third BVC addressed these problems by requiring migrant fishers to register gillnets 
with the government; regulating fish prices, fining any fishers or traders attempting to 
circumvent the fish sale rules; levying large fines against purse-seine fishers fishing in 
river mouths or wetlands; and banning small mesh gillnets and traps used near shore. 

Fourth BVC and Co-op – 2005 – A new BVC has been elected, primarily to relieve 
previous members of duties that seem to have achieved their intended goals. However, 
recognizing that fishing livelihoods are declining overall, a number of previous BVC 
members and fish traders established Yiwemi Co-operative to diversify livelihoods away 
from fishing into collective farming and marketing of produce. They received significant 
encouragement from the local Fisheries Department extension worker and starter 
seeds, livestock and capital from the Evangelical Lutheran Development Program 
(ELDP). During the first growing season, they were reasonably successful in raising 
new vegetable crops tended by the whole group. Similarly, later that year, they worked 
as a group to breed guinea fowl and goats loaned to them by the ELDP. In 2006, ELDP 
was so impressed by the dedication of Yiwemi Co-op members, that it planned to start a 
village banking scheme. 

During the last 15 years, Yiwemi community leaders responded to a number of 
trends that posed threats to local fish stocks, livelihoods, and social harmony.  Although 



 - 17 - 

Chief Yiwemi has never occupied any official leadership role in any of these 
committees, he is seen by the community as a primary reason for their success as he is 
the final arbiter in community disputes.  Similarly, while the chief is a simple member of 
the Yiwemi Co-op, his hard-working example is regarded by extension workers as key 
to the group’s success.  This co-op also benefits greatly from organizational training that 
several members received from a failed NGO-sponsored livelihood diversification 
program in the early 1990s, and the experience that several co-op members gained 
from having been in BVCs and women’s credit groups. A sign of the successes of the 
chief and his leaders in establishing support for these institutional innovations is the fact 
that knowledge of, justifications and support for these institutions was almost universal 
among interviewed community members. 

Due to the initiative of this chief in establishing a BVC and the successes of “his” 
institutions in adapting to new threats and taking advantage of development 
opportunities, this case study has succeeded overwhelmingly in changing fishing 
methods, fisherfolk interactions, social attitudes regarding the sharing of profits from the 
fishery. While there is still concern regarding the long-term fishery outlook, the inshore 
waters have been repopulated with juvenile fish stocks. Yiwemi community has clearly 
achieved a balance between periods of institutional stability and an awareness of the 
need for second order organizational learning when new threats become community 
sources of concern.  

This case study must be regarded as a rebuttal of the governments’ assumption that 
chiefs are necessarily always [this is likely a rare case] poor facilitators of community 
empowerment.  Rather than simply being a continuation of pre-existing institutions and 
norms associated with the chieftaincy, this chief helped create a supportive environment 
for the growth of a cadre of community leaders, resulting in a community development 
program extending well beyond the immediate arena of fisheries management.  Suffice 
it to say that this case study would indicate that government and donor agencies 
assessments of the “correct” empowerment process to achieve conservation outcomes 
needs to give greater recognition to roles that chiefs play in legitimizing new institutions. 
First of all, the government and donor agencies need to recognize that effective chiefs 
are not autocratic rulers. Indeed the formal powers of the chief are only as significant as 
his/her ability to effectively achieve social consensus within his/her community on the 
relative benefits of any newly proposed institutions.   

Common Elements in the Organizational Learning Process 

Catalytic uncertainties and crises. In each case study discussed above,  the 
threatened disruption of livelihoods and access to particular fish stocks, or their collapse 
altogether was a key catalyst in bringing about support for a change in institutions 
regulating the fishery. The most obvious form of uncertainty for fishers is that of 
declining fish catches, which is generally due to an unsustainable overall growth in 
fishing effort and the growth of particularly harmful fishing methods. In almost all such 
contexts, fishers have called for bans on specific fishing gears and in some cases they 
have banned fishing altogether in fish breeding areas or during fish breeding seasons.  

Aside from declining fish stocks themselves, fishers have also mobilized to resist the 
enclosures of fish stocks by such actions as the privatization of lakeshores, or the 
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establishment of national parks. In such cases, the resulting institutionalized behaviors 
were regarded by authorities as ‘poaching’ or ‘squatting’, although their persistent 
resistance to imposed institutions have at times led to revisions of regulations in favor of 
fishers. Ironically, since the start of participatory fisheries management in Malawi, most 
fishers along Lakes Malawi and Malombe have rejected the government’s language of 
shared ownership and responsibility over the fisheries because the FD extension and 
chiefs’ efforts to monopolize the membership and objectives of BVCs exposed the 
minimal degree of ownership actually being offered.  

At a less obvious level, a number of other factors are contributing to the uncertainty 
posed by fish stock declines to stimulate stakeholders’ perceived need to establish new 
regulations. These include an awareness of overall environmental degradation (erosion, 
soil fertility), perceptions of declining social norms and security, and the declining 
abilities of people to maintain standards of living amidst the unpredictable but growing 
costs of poor agricultural harvests, family members living with HIV/AIDS, and the ever-
increasing costs of school fees, fuel, and necessities. Therefore, some fishing 
communities have taken action, not only against the immediate problems of declining 
fish stocks, but also to address social issues of theft, equity among stakeholders, and 
drunkenness/conflicts.  

Recognizing the need for change. In most fishing communities surrounding Lake 
Malawi, traditional chiefs have been unable or unwilling to address the growth of 
ecological and social threats associated with fishery declines. In a few cases, this lack 
of leadership enabled empowered fisherfolk-driven BVCs to take over many roles 
traditionally played by chiefs. In the DFS and L.Chiuta [mentioned for the first time here-
?] case studies, local BVCs have therefore been empowered resulting in second order 
organizational learning, while in the case of the KFA, there are ongoing questions 
regarding the long-term sustainability of both the BVCs’ empowerment and the 
conservation gains achieved thus far..  

However, as the example of Yiwemi BVC illustrates, some chiefs do recognize the 
need for new regulations and institutions to address a variety of social, economic and 
ecological threats, and where they have done so, their leadership status has been 
strengthened by these innovations (see also the case of Mbenji Island discussed in 
Russell et al 2008).  However, the majority of Malawian fishing communities seem 
unable to achieve second-order organizational learning outcomes. Both the facilitating 
factors and resistance to empowerment or conservation require further exploration.   

Impacts of the Traditional Leadership. While most commercially valuable, near-shore 
fish stocks throughout Malawi are quite obviously under threat, most traditional leaders 
have not shown an ability and willingness to address this livelihood concern through the 
establishment of conservation institutions. Worse still, in studied contexts where BVCs 
have been introduced but are failing to achieve conservation outcomes, one of the key 
factors limiting the empowerment process has been the entrenched learning through 
action or purposeful inaction of strong institutional rivals. In a variety of ways, they resist 
institutional innovations that threaten the status quo distribution of power, incomes, and 
resources, or their participation is motivated by self-interest which undermines the 
empowerment of the BVCs involved (L. Chiuta, L. Malombe, KFA) (see also 
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descriptions of Lake Chilwa, Chia Lagoon, Lake Malawi NP Village Trusts in Russell et 
al 2008).  

This is even the case where poor traditional leadership has resulted in livelihood 
crises that brought about the establishment of BVCs. As the KFA case study illustrates, 
a crisis-based institutional vacuum is not a permanent condition, and once the full extent 
of the threats to preexisting power-brokers, and the exact distribution to resources and 
power among the new leadership becomes apparent, internal divisions may quickly 
emerge enabling chiefs (or other institutions) that had lost importance to once again 
gain support. These divisions may reflect genuine concerns over inequitable 
distributions of burdens and benefits  but these may also be created and used by rival 
leaders for personal gain. 

However, in the case of Yiwemi BVC discussed above, where second order 
organizational learning has consistently been achieved over time and in response to a 
variety of challenges, the active support of the chief has been a key to success in 
legitimizing new BVC regulations. Indeed, we can be hopeful of this chief’s legacy as his 
leadership has enabled the development of a cadre of highly empowered community 
leaders. Contrary to some assumptions regarding the compatibility of decentralization 
with traditional institutions, this chief has strengthened his positions and influence in his 
communities due to his empowerment of others to address livelihood and conservation 
issues. 

Both the positive and negative roles played by chiefs in facilitating or limiting 
empowerment and conservation outcomes indicate the continued importance of 
traditional leaders in rural Malawi and the need to actively engage with them in the 
establishment and support of BVCs. Recognizing that BVCs will always have a certain 
dependence on chiefs as the final local arbiters in conflicts between fisherfolk, and in 
the BVCs’ attempts to enforce regulations, entrenched learning conflicts may be 
avoided if the chiefs are encouraged to participate in the discussion of particular 
regulations, and if the institution of their traditional office is shown simple respect.  
However, even where the chiefs do not take the lead or where they resent the 
leadership of BVCs (i.e., GVH Wakunyanja in the KFA case study), a successful 
approach to maintaining their support (without giving them too much power) has taken 
the form of giving them ceremonial titles of “patron”.  Essentially, while chiefs are not 
always essential to the function of a BVC, their support can be very useful in helping to 
give BVCs local legitimacy.  

The Roles of BVCs and Champions.  While we have limited data on the specific roles 
of non-traditional leaders (champions) in isolation from the activities of their respective 
BVCs, there are indications that most BVCs act as support groups for dominant fishing 
industry leaders rather than as representatives of a wide range of stakeholder needs. 
This is reflected in Donda’s (2000) description of how co-management at Lake Chiuta 
was initiated by a single fisher in response to the village chief and Traditional Authority’s 
unwillingness to address the threats posed by the migrant seine fishers. Similarly, we 
note the dominant leadership role played by Mr. Wotsogola in the DFS and KFA case 
studies. Beyond the leading roles played by BVC chairmen, however, and despite the 
fact that BVCs are made up of 10 individuals, most BVC initiatives in the DFS, KFA and 
L. Chiuta have been the result of a maximum of 1-4 individuals’ leadership.   
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This over-dependence on a single or few individuals to lead all BVC activities has 
also resulted in the limited abilities or motivation of these institutions to continue 
operations when their leaders are absent (ex. Mwera BVC in the DFS, and the KFA in 
general, when Mr.Wotsologola is absent).  Given that one objective of the establishment 
of BVCs was to promote stakeholder empowerment and legitimization of local 
institutions, fisheries co-management regimes have, therefore, not yet achieved this 
goal in most documented cases in Malawi.  Instead we must recognize that we may 
simply be replacing one form of centralized local institution (the chief) with another (the 
fishing industry leader).  In the case of the DFS and KFA, many positive results have 
come from the almost solitary leadership provided by Mr. Wotsogola, however, as is the 
case with chiefs, given an absence of balancing powers and oversight from their BVCs 
and communities, even BVC champions may become vulnerable to weaknesses of 
corruption and nepotism. This potential for corruption is heightened by the fact that 
many BVCs give their constituents few or no opportunities for input into the crafting of 
institutions, and show little transparency regarding the collection and use of money 
taken in fines.  

Capacity-building and Legitimization by External Supporters.  With the noteworthy 
exceptions of remote locations such as Lake Chiuta and Yiwemi BVC, all case studies 
that achieved any degree of second order learning outcome were highly dependent on 
external support and legitimization. In the case of Yiwemi BVC, however, it’s members 
had received extension support from previous NGO capacity-building programs. 
Additionally, Yiwemi Co-op gained crucial financial support due to networking 
opportunities provided first by the first author, followed by that of the local Fisheries 
Department extension worker, who successfully lobbied the ELDP to extend their loans 
program (of seeds, livestock, gardening materials, and soon a village banking 
infrastructure) to this community.   

However, this raises the issue of the negative effects that external support may have 
on local institutions. Indeed, the perverse incentives created by the FD and donor-
supported co-management programs around Lake Malombe  were largely to blame for 
co-management’s failure around this water body (for a discussion of similar cases in 
Southern Lake Malawi and Lake Chilwa, see Russell et al 2008).  In these cases, the 
politicized allocation of financial incentives provided for participation in BVCs (or even 
just the anticipated access to these incentives) severely undermined these institutions’ 
abilities to gain legitimacy.  Additionally, in their guidance of the establishment of BVCs 
and fisheries management plans in these water bodies, the FD and its donor agency 
supporters have tended to adopt blue-print approaches that inadequately address the 
needs and priorities of local stakeholders, and that make little real effort to empower 
them. 

In other contexts, while not provided with the intent to undermine, similar concerns 
have been raised regarding the long-term sustainability of conservation outcomes if 
external incentives are provided.   The negative impacts of providing incentives for 
conservation activities were illustrated in 2000 when the second Yiwemi BVC became 
dormant after the funding ran out for a short-lived UN Work-for-Food program that had 
paid BVC members to remove invasive aquatic plants. Indeed, the provision of 
incentives for participation by NGOs and donor agency projects has become a 
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significant source of frustration for many FD field staff who report that their communities 
have become entirely unwilling to participate in any development or resource 
management activities due to their growing expectation of incentives for which the 
government field staff have no budget (Russell 2003).  

The Adaptive Organizational Learning Process.  From the preceding analysis of 
case studies, it seems evident that a number of assumptions in the Malawian 
government’s program to bring about empowerment and conservation outcomes are 
flawed. Some chiefs have shown both a capacity to provide leadership for conservation 
efforts, (exemplified in the Yiwemi case study, and to a certain degree the KFA case 
study), and the ability to empower fisheries stakeholders to take leadership in reversing 
alarming ecological, social, and livelihood trends. Additionally, criticisms of susceptibility 
for autocratic and corrupt behavior, typically raised of chiefs and national governments, 
have also been seen to develop in stakeholder committees, even where the BVCs are 
products of democratic elections (particularly in Lake Malombe, and to varying degrees 
in the DFS and KFA).  Similarly, neither BVCs nor chiefs are guaranteed the abilities to 
avoid psychological failures that lead to perpetuation of ecological resource declines. 

By analyzing these case studies through a framework of first-order and second-order 
learning rather than simple successes and failures, we have come to a greater 
appreciation of the inherent resistance (entrenched learning) that second-order learning 
processes may engender if the leadership does not take pre-existing institutions into 
account. However, in a context of increasing environmental, social, and economic 
variability, and given that governments are increasingly attempting to introduce 
decentralization of resource governance to communities, BVCs and chiefs are 
increasingly going to need to respond to a growing array of threats to livelihoods and 
the resource base. Consequently, we must recognize that these institutions will need to 
be truly adaptive in order to address new challenges through a balance of first-order 
and second-order organizational learning processes.  In order to achieve this balance, 
an exploration of “psychological failures” that have been sited by fisherfolk around Lake 
Malawi to explain their lack of stewardship initiatives may help us to identify the roles 
that need to be played by NGOs the FD in support of local fisheries institutions. These 
include: 

1. Failure to recognize the long-term declining trends in fish stocks amidst large short-
term fluctuations (creeping normalcy and landscape amnesia).  

2. Rejection of the cause-effect relationship between fishing practices and the fish 
stock declines,  

a. related to spiritual beliefs that fish stock abundance is due to the will of 
ancestral spirits or God; 

b. perception that fish stock declines are caused by other influences so that 
limits to one’s own fishing would not help (false analogy); 

3. Lack of leadership capacity/experience/willingness to create appropriate regulations, 
a. Insufficient knowledge of how alternative institutions might work, whether they 

would produce claimed results, and concern over unpredictable 
consequences; 

b. New institution may be seen as loss of power and income; 
c. Cultural values that fisheries should be open to all Malawians. 
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4. Fear that limits accepted by one’s own community may simply result in better 
catches for other communities’ (prisoner’s dilemma) or poachers (free-ridership); 

5. Inability of leaders to enforce new institutions due to institutionalized resistance from 
fishers or other leaders. 

Based on our analysis of the Malawi fishery’s co-management case studies, we will 
discuss the ways in which each regime has become the victim of these learning failures, 
and suggest ways in which governments, communities, chiefs, NGOs, donor agencies, 
and other stakeholders can help to return organizations and leaders to the adaptive 
organizational learning cycle. 

 
Figure 2.  Sources of empowerment failures and support for adaptive learning 

Recognition of the Crisis. First and foremost, the introduction of new institutions 
requires that stakeholders be aware of the problem and perceive the need (or in the 
case of new opportunities, the desire) for new institutions and norms.  In the case of 
Lake Malombe, the psychological failures were on the part of the donor agencies and 
the government, as they ignored the local and scientific ecological knowledge that fish 
stock declines were more likely affected by water level changes and fishing pressures 
outside of local fishers’ control (in the southern portion of Lake Malawi), than over-
fishing in Lake Malombe itself.  Building on these “false analogies”, the government was 
unable to mobilize local stakeholder alarm to match that of the expatriates’ and elites’ 
regarding the plight of the chambo.  In this case, the government’s best strategy might 
be to encourage a thorough reassessment of the failed institutions by scientists, policy 
makers, and particularly stakeholders to determine stakeholder concerns, and invest its 
limited resources in helping to address these concerns.   
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Circumstances will also arise in which local stakeholders are the victims of a failure 
to recognize threats, or an unwillingness to acknowledge the causal relationships 
between those threats and their own activities. In these cases, which might apply to 
many local Malawian fisheries (including the North Rukuru River fishery), the 
government and NGOs should help fishers to recognize the threats by engaging in 
extensive sensitization of the fisherfolk and their leaders.  The government is ideally-
placed to conduct this form of education as it frequently has the best information 
regarding long-term trends that might be obscured by short-term fluctuations, and can 
place the conditions of the local fishery within that of the large scale trends. 

Finding Willing and Able Leaders. Secondly, for stakeholders to accept new 
institutions, they need confidence in their leadership’s capacities (both technical and 
moral) to guide institutional change. To the extent that existing leaders (in most cases, 
chiefs) are able and willing, with the advice and support of the government, NGOs and 
other community members, to make such changes, the institutional innovations may not 
encounter significant resistance (ex. Yiwemi BVC).  However, in most instances chiefs 
may need extensive sensitization regarding the threats, and enlightenment as to the 
merits, of potential institutional solutions before they will take any initiative that threatens 
the status quo.  One tactic might involve playing to their existing insecurities and 
frustrations over the declining relevance of the chieftaincy in an increasingly 
unpredictable, mobile, and capitalized Malawi, and offering them an alternative vision of 
following in the successful footsteps of such chiefs as TA Kanyenda (DFS, KFA), VH 
Yiwemi (Yiwemi BVC and Co-op),.  The respect that these chiefs have gained in their 
communities, and around the country (TA Kanyenda has been profiled on the national 
radio) for their efforts has paid dividends in terms of prestige, and in some cases, more 
direct economic benefits.  

However, where existing leaders and institutions are not seen to reflect the 
necessary moral standards or technical capacities to introduce change that works for 
the benefit of their stakeholders, their institutional innovations may quickly be 
undermined by passive or even active stakeholder resistance (Lake Chiuta, Lake 
Malombe)8.  If this is the case, then the government, community, and/or other change 
agents might help to resolve this impasse by encouraging a grassroots mobilization 
around an alternative source of leadership within the community (DFS, KFA, Lake 
Chiuta).  In either case, the government should support the existing or potential 
leadership with training opportunities, both in terms of expanding their skills (i.e.. 
coaching in effective literacy, numeracy, leadership, ecology, functions in a committee) 
as well as providing them with experiential learning opportunities by taking them on 
visits to examine similar initiatives elsewhere. These proposed institutional innovations 
must be recognized as largely foreign to most leaders, and therefore, extensive 
capacity-building and advice is needed if the new organizations and leaders are to 
maintain popular confidence in their abilities and motivations. Although the Malawian 
government and certain NGOs have been able to provide some useful training for 
BVCs, there is great need for more investment in this direction. More importantly, the 
government needs to make greater efforts to be seen as an honest broker for fishers 

                                                 
8
 For additional examples of chieftaincy-led institutions that failed due to stakeholder resistance, see Russell et al 

(2008), and Russell and Dobson (2008): Lake Chilwa, Chia Lagoon, Bua River, Lake Malawi NP Village Trusts. 
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rather than allowing their training and workshop opportunities to be bought and sold as 
political favors to the elites. 

Supporting New Institutions. If the existing leadership or the new champions have the 
mandate (or at least, the tacit support) of a majority of stakeholders, the challenge for 
supporting organizations and NGOs is to help the leaders navigate the various learning 
failures that may arrest their success at an early stage. These threats may come from a 
variety of internal and external sources, each of which will be explored briefly here. 

Some stakeholders question the wisdom of new regulations in view of the burdens 
on their livelihoods, and these complaints may be used by disgruntled community 
leaders to undermine the legitimacy of the regime (entrenched learning) (KFA, Lake 
Chiuta). The primary reasons for these sources of entrenched learning are the 
government’s and NGO’s neglect of key leaders (KFA, Lake Chiuta) and stakeholders’ 
livelihood needs (KFA), or perceived corruption and nepotism on the part of the new 
leadership (DFS, KFA). This is one of the primary sources of friction associated with 
second-order learning processes, and should be addressed in advance by the 
government and NGOs as they sensitize the community and bring about the 
establishment of new institutions and leaders. Realistically, if the process is transparent 
and allows all stakeholders to voice their concerns, no large group of stakeholders 
should be neglected.9  

The FD, NGOs, and BVCs have not adequately addressed the neglect of disgruntled 
leaders in Lake Chiuta, and this continues to cause friction as chiefs continue their 
attempts to undermine the BVCs. In the KFA, the BVC leadership eventually made 
some effort to invite disgruntled chiefs to their discussions, and a number of sources of 
conflict were resolved as a consequence. Realistically, bridging divides between 
stakeholder groups and leaders should be one of the FD’s and NGO’s primary roles 
beginning early on in the sensitization process. These conflicts also speak to a larger 
need and a task that only the government can undertake: BVCs can only withstand 
fishers’, chiefs’, and politicians’ challenges to their authority if they are given a legal 
identity .  Consequently, a key role that the Fisheries Department should spearhead is 
to assist BVCs and Fisheries Associations in developing constitutions, and to have their 
organizations registered with the national registrar as officially sanctioned enforcers of 
fisheries regulations.  

From these internal divisions, or simply by being given the opportunity to do so, 
some fishers may choose to reap benefits from the conservation policies by illegally 
harvesting the surplus produced (free-ridership). This has been a challenge to almost all 
fisheries regimes discussed, including Yiwemi.  In each case, the community has had to 
invest time and energy in enforcement, and in the cases of Yiwemi and the DFS, they 
were successful in stemming the poaching quickly by levying large fines, or by engaging 
some of the poachers and giving them enforcement powers against other poachers 
(Yiwemi). The government has also sourced funding-support from the USAID-funded 

                                                 
9
 This has been particularly problematic in Malawi Department of National Parks and Wildlife (DNPW) 

establishment of Village Trusts in Lake Malawi National Park and the joint DNPW and FD establishment of 

resource management committees around the Bua River fishery very little opportunity for local engagement was 

given, described in Russell et al. (2008) and Russell and Dobson (2008). 
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COMPASS program for patrol boats in the DFS, and although the DFS boat has been 
quite effective in keeping poaching down in the sanctuary, the ownership of the boat 
has also become a point of great contention.  Enforcement of regulations is one of the 
least relished tasks for most BVCs, and while the government has infrequently been 
able to conduct some enforcement efforts, these actions have generally not motivated 
the existing BVCs to patrol on their own (KFA).  Governmental and NGO financial 
support of BVC enforcement activities is likely to lead to a greater BVC dependency on 
external support;  however, donations of materiel (i.e. boats, uniforms, ID badges, 
flashlights) may, if done carefully, provide some BVCs with the confidence needed to 
enforce their rules. Realistically, we would argue that the best support for enforcement 
is through development of greater local legitimacy through improvements in 
accountability, transparency, and official status rather than material support.   

Beyond the legitimacy of the local BVC or Fisheries Association, however, many 
stakeholders may also be unwilling to follow new regulations if they perceive that a 
neighboring community or some other group will simply reap the benefits of their 
sacrifices (i.e. the prisoner’s dilemma). Ideally, BVCs should be grouped into Fisheries 
Associations that organize around ecologically significant units (such as the KFA), and 
thereby establish a common set of regulations to be respected by all constituent 
communities. In some cases, however, Traditional Authority or district boundaries may 
bisect these ecosystems, in which case the Fisheries Department, as an organization 
with a national mandate, is ideally suited to mediate between stakeholders.  

In Closing. By providing co-management regimes with a broad array of feed-
back and capacity-building mechanisms, we can help them avoid future crises 
through an adaptive organizational learning process. At the inception of any 
institutional innovation, it must be assumed that the leadership of local resource 
management regimes will tend to cater to a social demand for stability, efficiency 
and continuity.  Therefore, the primary objectives of national resource 
management agencies and development NGOs should be to assist these local 
institutions in retaining or achieving an awareness of the larger ecological trends 
that they may not (genuinely or choose to) perceive, and to assist these 
organizations in adapting their local institutions accordingly.  If the challenges, on 
the other hand, relate to a perceived institutional lack of capacity, the support 
should take on a training and capacity building approach. Finally, in those cases 
where the threats to adaptive learning stem from external influences or 
entrenched learning forces, the supportive agencies may need to help mediate 
between stakeholders, and in some cases exert pressure, provide incentives, 
help in enforcement, or give greater legal standing to the new institutions.  Part 
and parcel of an agency’s ability to support local fisheries co-management 
regimes, however, lies in its overall legitimacy and rapport with the local 
stakeholder groups, meaning that all initiatives have to reflect the needs and 
priorities of the stakeholders.  

To a significant degree, the examples of successful and unsuccessful fisheries 
management regimes reflect the local extension agents’ manner of interaction with their 
stakeholders. For an agency to succeed in promoting these types of adaptive learning 
processes at the local level, its staff must perceive themselves as sensitizers, 
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facilitators, and advisors for the locally-relevant needs to a greater degree than as 
instructors and enforcers of the national conservation plan.  While Malawian resource 
management agencies are struggling under severe financial constraints, this is not a 
sufficient reason for co-management failure.  Indeed, many of the most successful 
fisheries co-management regimes discussed were partly achieved due to an absence of 
funding that made a more enforcement-oriented approach prohibitive, while an 
availability of funds and personnel (that were poorly invested) may have contributed to 
some regime failures.  The challenge, therefore, is for the Fisheries Department to 
internalize the concept that achieving success in terms of its conservation goals 
depends on its abilities to be successful in supporting local livelihoods in a variety of 
ways and to empower its field staff to help individual communities seek locally 
appropriate conservation strategies.  
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