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Abstract  

This doctoral thesis examines the challenges to co-management in the Tan-

zania part of Lake Victoria. The thesis mainly addresses the Nile perch fi-

shery and uses the fishing communities of Bukoba Rural district, Tanzania 

as a case study. Co-management in Lake Victoria is defined as the sharing of 

the management responsibilities between the state and the fishing communi-

ties. Thus, reducing the role of the state and enhancing that of the communi-

ties was seen as a solution to the problems of poverty and illegal fishing that 

are threatening the sustainability of the fishery and the fishers dependent on 

it. In spite of these proclaimed efforts, studies are consistently showing that 

poverty and illegal fishing are on the increase, a fact that is raising questions 

on the efficacy of co-management in Lake Victoria. Such questions have 

particularly focused on the co-management model and the assumptions that 

underlie it. The central argument in this thesis, however, is that co-

management in Lake Victoria has been decontextualized and dehistoricized. 

Therefore, this study takes as its premise the fact that the context in which 

co-management is implemented and in which the problems of poverty and 

illegal fishing are embedded, to a certain extent is a constraint to its perfor-

mance. For analysis, the thesis applies a multi-level approach and draws 

insights from the common pool resources theory, the actor-oriented ap-

proach, the entitlement framework, and the theory of the state. Detailed in-

terviews across scale, secondary data, policy documents, and laws, supported 

by quantitative data are the methods applied in this study. Analysis of the 

context reveals gross incongruence between rhetoric at the higher levels and 

what is feasible on the ground. In particular, the international and national 

politics behind the Nile perch fishery, supported by neo-liberal policies, are 

exacerbating the problems of poverty and illegal fishing in the studied fish-

ing communities. 

 

 

Key words: Lake Victoria, co-management, Nile perch fishery, poverty, il-
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Chapter 1  -  Introduction  

 ñCatch in Lake Victoria has almost halved in two years from about 750,000 
tons in February 2006 to 375,000 tons in February 2008 and the ministry is 
considering shutting down 18 fish landing sites.ò1  

ñOver 800 dragnets involved in illegal fishing have been destroyed in one 
area alone in Mwanza and the President of Tanzania has inaugurated an ultra 
modern fish processing plant with the capacity to process 60 metric tons of 
Nile perch a day in Mwanza and has challenged Tanzania that owns almost 
50% of the lake to strive to export more Nile perch fillet than Kenya where 
the lake is only 6%.ò2  

ñThe whole scenario in the fishing industry calls for a satisfactory top-down 
fisheries policy that will enforce sustainable fishing of inshore as well as off-
shore tropical multi-species fishé.ò3 

1.1 Study Background  

Co-management4 was adopted in the Tanzania fisheries sector as a reform to 

address the shortcomings of the state-led top-down approach in addressing 

the challenges in the sector, particularly in the Lake Victoria Fishery (LVF)5. 

Co-management was implemented through the Tanzania fisheries policy of 

1997 (TFP).6 Poverty and illegal fishing were identified and considered the 

major challenges to the management of the LVF. Given the magnitude of 

these problems, it became apparent that the state alone could not address 

them without the involvement of the fishing communities recognized as re-

                                                      
1 A statement by the Ugandan Fisheries State Minister quoted in The Monitor, 29th August 
2008. 
2 Presidentôs speech made in Mwanza, quoted in The Citizen (Tanzania newspaper),Thursday, 
8th May 2008   
3 The Editor, the Citizen (Tanzania Newspaper), Thursday, 8th May, 2008 
4 Co-management is broadly defined as a collaborative and participatory process of regulatory 
decision-making between representatives of user groups, government agencies and other 
stakeholders (Jentoft, 2003:3). In Tanzania, the term is identified as ña community-based 
fisheries collaborative management (co-management) see Operational manual on co-
management available at http://www.tzonline.org/ 
5 The Tanzania Fisheries Act, article 2 (2003) states: ófisheryô means every locality or place or 
stations in or which fishing gear is used, set or placed or located and also the area, tract or 
stretch of water in or from which fish may be taken by such fishing gear 
6 TFP is available at http://www.tzonline.org/ 

http://www.tzonline.org/
http://www.tzonline.org/
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source users (TFP, 1997: section, 2.3. p.4). Thus, co-management was 

adopted and implemented lakewide largely for its perceived capacity to pro-

vide an environment in which the fishing communities could be empowered 

to participate in the management of their resource base.7 It was anticipated 

that these processes would have led to poverty reduction in the fishing com-

munities and therefore to sustainable resource exploitation at community 

level.8 However, as the newspaper quotes above show and the scientific find-

ings below show, the problems of poverty and illegal fishing in Lake Victo-

ria are growing, rather than decreasing. Addressing a news conference in Dar 

es Salaam, Tanzania, the Minister for Livestock and Fisheries reported that 

the Nile perch (Lates Niloticus) stock (the dominant fish in the lake) has 

fallen from a biomass of 1.2 million tonnes by 2000 figures to 331,000 tons 

in 20099 (these figures refer to the whole lake, including the parts in Kenya 

and Uganda. It is important to note here that the crisis in the fishery is a 

well-known problem. Given the existing scenario in the state of the fishery, 

voices of discontent are growing regarding the efficacy of co-management in 

Lake Victoria. This has led the concerned parties to acknowledge that co-

management in the lake LVF is not performing as expected and that ways 

should be explored to enhance its performance. 10   

Thus, this study addresses these concerns and is an attempt to contribute 

to the understanding of the challenges to co-management in Lake Victoria. 

Studies addressing the LVF management crises are many.11 However, the 

tendency in these studies has been to focus on the co-management model 

itself, which in this context I refer to as a model-oriented approach12. This 

study takes a different approach and addresses the challenges to co-

management performance in Lake Victoria from what I call a context-

oriented approach, which will be fully explained in the problem section 1.2. 

In this approach, focus partly shifts from the co-management model and 

pays attention to the context in which it is implemented. Co-management is a 

cross-scale model (Berkes, 2008; Armitage, 2008); therefore its problems 

manifest themselves at different levels. Thus, the context-oriented approach 

enables one to make a distinction between the visible stated objectives of co-

management (poverty reduction and resource sustainability) and the invisible 

unstated objectives which usually tend to reflect the interests of particular 

groups of users in policy formulation and implementation (see also Young, 

2002). The study addresses only the Tanzanian part of the lake, and uses the 

                                                      
7 See the National Fisheries Sector Policy and Strategy Statement (TFP), 1997 section 3.3.8 p. 
13  
8 TFP, 1997: section 2.4.p.5 
9 The Guardian, 11th November 2009 - www.ippmedia.tz - visited 11th November, 2009 
10 For example LVFO, (2008) Report of the LVFO stakeholdersô meeting held in Kampala  
August, 2008 available at http://www.lvfo.org/ visited on 3rd January, 2009 
11 FAO- Lake Victoria fisheries Data base- available at www.fao.org  
12 An approach that challenges the assumptions that undergird the co-management model (my 
definition in the context of this study) 

http://www.ippmedia.tz/
http://www.lvfo.org/
http://www.fao.org/
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fishing communities of Bukoba rural district as loci in which these issues are 

explored. 

Lake Victoria13 is categorized as a common pool resource (CPR).14 Today, 

the governance challenges in these resources, also known as the commons, is 

one of the topical issues at the international and national levels (Ostrom, 

2005). In this regard, the problems in Lake Victoria are not unique, but are 

part of the broader challenges faced in many small-scale fisheries catego-

rized as CPRs. Lake Victoria and its fishery has been going through ecologi-

cal and social crises for a number of decades. Addressing the fisheries sec-

tor, the TFP, acknowledges that the sector is faced by many short and long-

term problems (TFP, 1997:sect. 2.2 p.3). Among the major problems cited, 

environmental degradation15 is one- if not the main problem (ibid). Today, 

illegal fishing is considered the greatest threat to the Lakeôs ecosystem and 

fishing industry.16 Thus, the above quotes are a microcosm and a reflection of 

the many challenges faced in the governance of the LVF.  

Lake Victoria fishery was state managed through a top-down approach 

until 1997 when co-management was adopted in the fishery. By 1998, 511 

beach management units (BMUs)17 had been established in Tanzania alone 

(LVEMP, 2005). From this perspective, LVF is not open access, but is gov-

erned under the partnership of the state and the communities of users. There-

fore, the problem in Lake Victoria is not absence of governance. Cowx et al. 

(2003) point out that it is the poor management in Lake Victoria, which is a 

problem. Apart from the outcry of the public at large, there is a consensus 

among researchers that the fishery is in management crisis. For example, the 

frame surveys18 carried out in 2003 lake wide indicated that more than 

30,000 illegal seine nets or dragnets19 were in operation (Cowx et al., 

2003:26). Subsequent surveys continued to show the increase in this trend. 

For example, the number of gillnets20 in Lake Victoria increased from 

                                                      
13 the second largest lake in the world with an area of about 69,000square kilometers and 
shared by the three East Africa states- Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda (see chapter 2) 
14 Broadly defined, CPRs are resources to which more than one individual has access, but 
where each personôs consumption reduces availability of the resource to others (Dietz et 
al.2003). 
15 environmental degradation in the broad context it covers destructive fishing  practices 
invasion of noxious aquatic plants ,especially the water hyacinth 
16 Statement by the Minister for Livestock Development and Fisheries to a news conference in 
Dar es Salaam, Tanzania on 11th November 2009 (the Guardian, 11th November 2009- 
www.ippmedia.tz ) visited 11th November, 2009 
17 BMUs are fishermenôs organizations established with the help of the state through which 
co-management could be implemented (LVEMP, 2005). The Fisheries Act (article 2 on defi-
nitions) states that BMU means a group of devoted stakeholders in a fishing community 
whose main function is management conservation and protection of fish in their locality in 
collaboration with the government 
18 Frame surveys among other things provide scientific information on the composition and 
magnitude of fishing effort- that is the number of fishing boats and nets operating in a particu-
lar location. 
19 Refer to chapter 8 for clarification  
20 Common nets for fishing the Nile perch  

http://www.ippmedia.tz/
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650,653 in 2000 to 1,233,052 in 2004 (Mgaya, 2005). The 2003 frame sur-

veys indicate that about 17% of the total gillnets operating in Lake Victoria 

were below the legal mesh sizes of 12 centimetres.  

Mahatane and others (2005:179-200) in their study based on the Tanzania 

part of Lake Victoria conclude that in spite of implementing co-management 

in Lake Victoria, and conducting expensive patrols as well as confiscating 

illegal fishing gear, illegal fishing is still a major problem in Lake Victoria. 

They found that beach seines had doubled from about 800 in 1998 to about 

1600 in 2004. Gillnets with less than 12 centimetres mesh-size had increased 

from 11,771 to 57,376 during the same period. Given the vastness of the 

lake, these figures are an approximation of the magnitude of the problem. 

The authorsô main conclusion was that poor implementation of fisheries 

regulations at community level and poverty among fishermen were some of 

the factors behind illegal fishing in Lake Victoria. This conclusion has been 

reached by other studies in Lake Victoria (for example, Geheb and Sarch, 

2002; and FAO, 1999; 2000; 2002), joining the growing chorus that is call-

ing into question the relevance of co-management in the LVF in relation to 

poverty reduction and sustainability. 

The importance of the above findings lies in the fact that they reveal the 

growing trend in the use of illegal fishing gear despite having co-

management in Lake Victoria. However, informative as these findings are, 

they reveal little in terms of why co-management in Lake Victoria seems to 

be in a state of inertia when it comes to addressing these problems. This 

seems to imply that despite implementing co-management in the LVF for 

some time now, little is known of the dynamics shaping its performance in 

this particular fishery. This picture- in a way- opens up space in which chal-

lenges to the performance of co-management in Lake Victoria can be further 

explored. This forms a point of departure for this study.  

Studies on the performance of co-management have tended to focus 

solely on the assumptions underlying the model or on the implementation 

process of the model (Wilson, et al., 2003). While I acknowledge these ap-

proaches and the purpose they serve in the understanding of co-management 

in the LVF, my proposition is that focusing on the model itself masks the 

role played by the context in which it is implemented. In other words, in this 

study focus shifts from problematizing the model itself, to addressing the 

environment or context in which it is implemented. My conviction in this 

study is that, while exploring this environment as a constraint or challenge, I 

also believe that it is within this very environment that the opportunities for 

co-management in Lake Victoria lie.  
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1.1.1 The path to co -management  -  overview  

In order to better define the research problem this study intends to address, it 

is worthwhile presenting an overview first of the path to the co-management 

model in CPRs. As already indicated, governance of CPRs is a global chal-

lenge. The over-exploitation and degradation of CPRs, is a well-known 

problem that has occupied the minds of social thinkers for at least two mil-

lennia and probably even longer (Olson, 1965). Early formal analyses of this 

problem can be traced back to Warming (1911)
21

 and later to Gordon (1954). 

They both studied the special case of open-access (my emphasis) and con-

cluded that users of commons under open-access regime
22

  will continue to 

exploit the resource until marginal benefit equals the marginal cost of the 

last entrant. Their main thrust was that individual resource users, when not 

restrained by an external force may have strong incentive to act in ways det-

rimental to the group as a whole. Based on these findings, subsequent schol-

ars suggested either privatization or central government control as a solution 

to the challenges of over-exploitation in the commons. Notably is Pigou 

(1920), who suggested that only the central authority has the capacity to 

formulate and enforce regulations in the commons.  

In contrast, Coase (1960) pointed out that the solutions to the commons 

dilemma as proposed by Pigou and Gordon above are pure theoretical con-

structions that can only work well in theory. He was of the opinion that the 

solutions suggested disregarded transaction costs
23

 that are present in all 

forms of governance. Thus, in Coaseôs view, any viable solution for manag-

ing the commons should be able to take into account the transaction costs 

involved. Indeed, with respect to LVF, transaction costs were one of the 

problems encountered in the top-down approach, because the state lacked the 

capacity to adequately monitor and enforce the fisheries regulations (part of 

the transaction costs) without involving the communities (TFP, 1997: 3.3.8 

p.13). 

Further to the above arguments, the case for privatization and central gov-

ernment control was strengthened by Hardin (1968) in his influential essay 

ñThe Tragedy of the Commonsò. In his thesis, Hardin arrived at the same 

conclusion and suggested that to avert the tragedy; the commons should 

either be privatized or placed under central government (Hardin, 1968:314). 

Hardinôs thesis justified the continued control of the formerly communally 

owned commons by states- especially in the context of the commons in Af-

rica.  

                                                      
21 Quoted in Topp, N-H. 2008) 
22 Warming defines open access as a form of property regime where the entry of users is 
unlimited  
23 North (1990:28) defines transaction costs as ñthe costs of defining, protecting, and enforc-
ing property rightsò. 
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Within the context of Tanzania, the post-colonial state inherited colonial 

political structures based on centralized control and exploitation. The state 

maintained the heavily centralized political and economic institutions, be-

cause of socialist ideologies, which favoured stateôs direction of the econ-

omy and ownership of valuable resources (covered in chapter 7). The LVF 

was part of this process whose ownership was transferred from the tradi-

tional fishing structures and institutions by the colonial regime to the state 

and remained so up to 1997 when co-management was adopted. 

As a response to Hardinôs article, studies started to emerge during the 

1980s and 1990s that challenged the governance of the commons through 

state control (especially studies by Wade, 1988; Ostrom, 1990; Baland and 

Platteau, 1996). These various authors argued that the instituted top-down 

regime was leading to the degradation of the commons. They objected to the 

presumption that common property regime implies a ñtragedyò. Basing on 

numerous studies of user-managed commons, they concluded that users 

themselves had successfully managed their CPR, sometimes for centuries, 

through designed rules and enforcement mechanisms that had enabled them 

to sustain tolerable outcomes. Furthermore, they pointed out that govern-

mentally imposed restrictions are counterproductive as central authorities 

lack knowledge of local conditions (transaction costs) and have often insuf-

ficient legitimacy. Indeed, Ostrom (cf. 1990:8-10) points out many cases in 

which central government intervention has created more chaos than order.  

The major result of these studies is that they created a new space for the 

re-emergence of the community approach to the governance of the com-

mons. The findings were further enhanced by the new thinking that was 

gaining momentum at the international level regarding the governance of 

CPR. This new thinking- driven by neo-liberal ideals of decentralization, 

participation, and accountability- put emphasis on scaling up the role of 

communities in natural resources management and the rolling back of the 

state. The central argument within this new thinking was that where the state 

alone has failed to bring about positive results, local participation could con-

tribute to greater efficiency, better and more cost-effective natural resources 

management (Ribot, 2002). Similar ideas were echoed at the Earth Summit 

in 1992 in Rio (Agenda 21, 1992)
24

 and then ten years later at the Johannes-

burg Summit in 2002. At both summits, the consensus was that the crises 

facing the planet were interlocking and needed the active participation of all 

sectors of society. 

With respect to fisheries, The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), 

a United Nations specialized agency in charge of the global fisheries, was 

                                                      
24 Agenda 21 is a program run by the United Nations (UN) related to sustainable develop-
ment. It is a comprehensive blueprint of action to be taken globally, nationally and locally by 
organizations of the UN, governments, and major groups in every area in which humans 
impact on the environment. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sustainable_development
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sustainable_development
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Natural_environment
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already in 1985 sending out alarms regarding global overfishing.
25

 FAO 

argued that the prevailing top-down management system was ineffective at 

sustainably managing fish resources; instead, it was leading to their degrada-

tion. Consequently, co-management was put forward as a compromise be-

tween the weaknesses of pure state regulation and of pure community-based 

governance in small-scale fisheries. Co-management was fervently promoted 

because it was showing positive result where it was being implemented at 

the time.
26

 As a result, and with the help of the international donor commu-

nity, co-management was adopted in many small-scale fisheries throughout 

sub-Saharan Africa during the 1990s (FAO, 1999). It is within this context 

that co-management was adopted in the Lake Victoria fishery in 1997. Hav-

ing reviewed the path to co-management in Lake Victoria, the study presents 

a brief overview of the specific problems that led to the adoption of co-

management in the fishery. 

1.1.2 A case for co -management in the LVF -  overview   

The fishery was under central government control until 1997 when the 

state introduced co-management after realizing that it could not successfully 

manage the fishery using the top down approach. The problems in the LVF 

have their roots in the changes that took place in the fishery over the last five 

decades and continue to unravel today (see chapter 2). Within these 

changes,
27

 the fishery was transformed from a multi-species fishery of about 

250 species to a three-species fishery dominated by the Nile perch. The 

changes in the dynamics of the lake as a result of this manipulation coupled 

with the emergence of the Nile perch and its subsequent change into an ex-

port fishery, generated social and economic problems that were deemed be-

yond the state or communitiesô management capacity (see Bagachwa, et al.; 

1992, cf. Cowx et al, 2003; Kulindwa, 2001).  

These problems were also partly attributed to the proliferation of the fish 

processing industries around the lake that provided a profitable market for 

the abundant Nile perch. While initially, the majority of fishermen benefited 

from these changes in the fishery, the changes induced a scramble for the 

fish and the marginalization of artisanal fishermen
28

which in the long run 

resulted in the widespread use of illegal fishing gear by many who could not 

                                                      
25 Statistics from a 1994 FAO World Fisheries Report indicated that one-quarter of the global 
fish stocks were overfished beyond sustainable levels and half were fully exploited with no 
potential for increased production. FAO argued that the prevailing state-led top-down fishe-
ries management system was ineffective at sustainably managing fish resources; instead was 
leading to their degradation. 
26 For example, in the Norwegian Lofoten fishery see Jentoft (1989) 
27 marked by the introduction of the Nile perch by the British colonial administration in the 
1950s 
28 The Tanzania Fisheries Act 2003 defines artisanal fishing as traditional small-scale fishing 
using simple fishing gear  
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access the fishery legally (cf. Cowx, 2003). Thus the change in the structure 

of the fishery and the export of the Nile perch are considered to have bene-

fited some and negatively affected many fishermen who were dependent on 

it for livelihood. FAO (1999:32) declared that the twin problems of illegal 

fishing and poverty are the major threats to the sustainability of the fish re-

sources in Lake Victoria.  

Because of the above wider processes outlined in section 1.1.1, and the 

specific problems indicated in this section, Tanzania adopted co-

management as a management approach in the LVF in the Tanzanian part of 

the lake. This was achieved through the repeal of the 1970 Fisheries Act and 

the formulation of the 1997 Tanzania fisheries policy (TFP), which states in 

part:  

ñExisting planned national policies for conservation, management and devel-
opment of natural resources faceé. problemsééThus, the present (fisher-
ies) policy and strategy statement addresses these problems. The (policy) 
statement focuses on the promotion of sustainable exploitation, utilization 
and marketing of fish resources to provide food, income é..ò

29
  

 

The adoption and implementation of co-management in the LVF presumed 

to create an environment in which communities of resource users could be 

empowered to participate in the ñplanning, development, and management of 

fish resources through their relevant institutions.ò
30

 This was expected to 

lead to sustainable resource use and reduction in poverty.
31

 It is through the 

persistence of illegal fishing and poverty that the relevance of co-

management is queried.  

Having outlined the case for co-management in the LVF, the study now 

turns to a brief overview of the Tanzania fisheries policy that undergirds the 

implementation of co-management in the LVF (full discussion in chapter 7). 

I regard this as important because the 1997 fisheries policy is the foundation 

on which co-management is built and the point around which the study re-

volves. From this point of view, it is useful from the outset to understand 

how co-management is articulated in the TFP (1997).  

1.1.3 Co -management within  the 1997 TFP 32 

The TFP was developed in 1997 to reflect- among other things- the new 

reforms that were adopted towards the management of the countryôs small-

scale fisheries. Particularly, it reflects a shift from a state-led top-down ap-

proach towards a co-management approach that involves other stakeholders 

including the fishing communities. The TFP largely is driven by the neo-

                                                      
29 TFP (1997:p.1) 
30 See TFP, 1997, section 3.3.8 p. 14 
31 See TFP, 1997, section 2.4 p.5 
32 Referred to as ñNational Fisheries Sector Policy and Strategy Statementò 
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liberal ideals. Section 2.3 p.4 states in part: ñéé.the private sector, the 

community, non-governmental organizations and other non-state actors have 

a useful role to playé.ò The key here is that the state stepped back from 

being the only actor (my emphasis) in the management of the fishery to in-

volving other non-state actors. This is in line with the neo-liberal ideals dis-

cussed in section 1.1 of this chapter.  

Furthermore, the overall aim of the policy, which is: ñto regulate, protect, 

promote, conserve, develop, and sustainably exploit and utilize fish and 

other fishery products to provide food, employment, income, and earn for-

eign exchange through export of fishò (section 3.3.1 on page 8) is part of the 

discourse within the broader goals defined in the sustainability and devel-

opment discourses (Our Common Future, 1982). By providing for the adop-

tion and implementation of co-management in Lake Victoria, TFP also rec-

ognizes and acknowledges the limitations of the state to manage the fishery 

and promotes the participation of fishing communities, particularly in the 

areas of monitoring and surveillance where the state lacks the financial- and 

work-force capacity to implement the policyôs aims (cf. TFP, 1997: 1). The 

main purpose of involving fishing communities (see sect. 3.3.8: p 13), as 

well as other actors in the management of the fishery is the belief that fish-

ermen live near the resource and therefore possess local knowledge of the 

resource: ñthey possess diverse experience, expertise, and capacityéé 

relevant to the fisheries sector. Therefore, their full potential have to be 

tapped, enabled, and strengthened in support of the efforts to achieve the 

sector objectivesò(TFP, 1997: Sect. 2.3 p.4). This is in line with the impor-

tance of local knowledge/institutions and fishing practices, that co-

management expects to draw on in its implementation at community level. 

Gender in fishing is also another important issue addressed in TFP. The 

policy proposes, in part to ñéencourage gender equity at all levels of fisher-

ies developmentò (Section 3.3.10:p. 15). Poverty alleviation is specifically 

addressed in section 2.4:p.5 in the policy. The state also recognizes the fact 

that under co-management arrangements, the state is expected to provide the 

necessary legal environment in which the different actors- from the state to 

the community level- can freely interact. This is provided for in the Tanzania 

Fisheries Act of 2003. The other relevant sections will be cited in the course 

of the study analysis. In the next section, the research problem is defined in 

the light of what has been discussed above. 

1.2 Problem definition within  the context 
approach  

The understanding and implementation of co-management with respect to 

African small-scale fisheries is guided by the neo-liberal ideals, narrowly 

defined to include devolution, participation, empowerment, and accountabil-

ity. These are from the good governance perspective. From the sustainability 
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and development aspect, they include conservation, sustainability and devel-

opment. Nevertheless, in spite of having these guiding principles spelt out, 

studies show that from region to region and indeed, within regions, co-

management is defined and understood differently (Jentoft, 2003, Wilson, 

2003). This means that it is shaped and perceived in various ways. This is 

borne out of the fact that co-management is implemented in a variety of eco-

logical, economic, social and policy contexts which shape the profile of its 

specific manifestations (Murphree and Taylor, 2009:105). Furthermore, the 

authors point out that these contexts involve a myriad number of challenges 

or constraints, which cannot be captured in one or just a handful of studies 

(ibid: 19). This implies that, each co-management program is context and 

content specific and no two are identical. This fact points to the danger of 

over-generalizing co-management experiences and findings. In addition, 

evidence shows that in co-management projects, there are losers and winners 

(cf. Jentoft, 2003). Common to these cases is the fact that a trajectory of 

failure or success is not uniform, but rather varies.  

My study of the challenges to co-management performance in the LVF is 

not by any account a new venture. However, if I may borrow from the above 

arguments, no two empirical studies can be the same in terms of focus, con-

tent, and context. This means that each study of the same phenomenon 

makes a contribution unique to that particular study. Furthermore, challenges 

are not static because the world is not static. Frequent changes that are taking 

place in and outside the fishery generate new challenges and opportunities 

that call for renewed studies to address them as they emerge. This means that 

this study acknowledges and builds on existing studies to explore challenges 

to co-management performance, but from a different perspective, as will be 

explained in section 1.2.1.  

Starting from the above premise, co-management performance in the LVF 

is generating pessimism rather than optimism regarding its efficacy in the 

fishery. This position, I believe, points to the need to take a closer look at the 

dynamics of co-management in the LVF. This need is pertinent because co-

management is still regarded as the only viable model for managing small-

scale fisheries. For example, because of the size of Lake Victoria (69,000 sq 

km), and the magnitude of the problems involved, Cowx (2005: 22) suggests 

that co-management arrangements are so far the most appropriate options for 

managing the lake. This observation is in line with the policy aims for adopt-

ing co-management in Lake Victoria. At a more general level, Jentoft, (cf. 

2003:10), who is considered to be one of the leading scholars on co-

management, stresses that co-management holds promise when it is com-

pared to other management systemsò
33

. Others have argued that in a global-

ized world where local systems are linked to global processes; neither the 

state nor the communities can successfully manage CPRs individually (Pi-

                                                      
33 Other management options include state regulation, privatization or community-based 
management  
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erre and Peters, 2000; Pinkerton, 1989; FAO, 2006; cf. Armitage, 2008). 

Thus, the general observation in these few examples points to the fact that 

the relevance of co-management in Lake Victoria cannot be overempha-

sized.  

I agree with the authors (for example, cf. Jentoft, 2003; cf. Berkes, 2009) 

who suggest that in the absence of other alternatives, focus should be on 

exploring the means of how to make co-management work in any particular 

setting. In particular, Jentoft and McCay (2003:11) argue that:  

 

ñWe should not shy away from advocacy of the co-management model, as 
long as it is firmly rooted in empirical research. Importantly, we should not 
see ourselves as experts with curing medicine, but as contributors to the co-
management processé.ò 

 

It is within such argument that the study argues for co-management in the 

LVF.  

Questioning the efficacy of co-management in the LVF is not unique to 

Lake Victoria. Experience shows that in practice, many efforts aimed at in-

creasing local participation can be contested, and frequently proven difficult 

to realize (Rondinelli, 1993; Fergusson, 1990). In fisheries, evidence 

abounds that shows co-management arrangements do not necessarily ensure 

the empowerment of local communities or/and resource sustainability in the 

context of African small-scale fisheries (see cf. Wilson et al. 2003; Béné and 

Neiland, 2006). The fear is that co-management performance in the LVF can 

be hastily judged in the light of these failed cases and overlook the lessons 

that exist in those that have succeeded. This emphasizes the point made ear-

lier that each case merits attention and is to be measured by its own yard-

stick. Thus, understanding the challenges to the performance of co-

management in Lake Victoria is an effort to contribute to the understanding 

of how co-management works. 

Some may argue that a decade or so of co-management in the LVF maybe 

a too short a period in which to raise these issues. Arguments concerning 

time frame in project evaluation are not unfounded. Their roots can be traced 

in the literature on social learning and adaptation in environmental manage-

ment (Pah-Wostl and Hare 2004; Keen and Mahanty, 2006; Armitage et al., 

2008). In this literature, emphasis is on the fact that environmental manage-

ment is not a search for optimal solutions- such as poverty reduction or re-

source sustainability- but an ongoing learning process. For example, Berkes 

(2008) in relation to co-management- emphasizes the fact that co-

management is a learning process and that it is evolving into adaptive co-

management. In this case, I argue that choice of time is contextual and de-

pendent on the issues addressed and the particular focus.  

Long (2001) notes that in certain instances, time frame considerations 

may serve certain ends. For example, he points out that policy-makers and/or 
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project implementers warm to such arguments especially when projects are 

externally funded. In these instances, the fear is that scrutiny of project per-

formance sometimes draws unnecessary attention to the weaknesses in the 

implementation process, which may in turn affect project funding. Under 

this scenario, implementers may prefer that the project remains on a perma-

nent learning path. With respect to this study, time is important but of little 

consequence. The focus is on the context or environment in which co-

management in the LVF is implemented and the study specifically examines 

the potential challenges and opportunities within this environment that may 

be shaping the performance of co-management in this particular fishery, and 

hence itôs learning process. Further discussion of the context is presented in 

1.2.1 below.  

The myriad of fisheries contexts in which co-management is implemented 

in Africa also yields myriads of reasons for the poor performance in many of 

these fisheries. For example, Hara and Nielsen (2003:82) observe that gov-

ernments in general perceive co-management as an alternative strategy to 

pursue the same old conservation measures by co-opting users into the proc-

esses without relinquishing decision-making powers.
 34

 The absence of will 

to devolve power is the problem identified. Gehab and Crean (2000) point 

out that total dependency on fishing in Lake Victoria was one of the key 

drivers of fish over-exploitation. The problem here is lack of employment 

outside the fishing sector. Jul-Larsen et al (2003) conclude that the open 

access (my emphasis) in many Southern Africa small-scale fisheries was a 

major problem. The main problem here is the unlimited entry of users hold-

ing fishing licenses. Again, in Lake Victoria, Cowx et al. (2003) and Hara 

(2001) observe that the state retains the power to decide on how the fishery 

should be managed.  

Allison and Badjeck, (2004) particularly points out that the open access 

conditions in Lake Victoria pose management problems. This is the problem 

of managing access. Donda (2001) notes that lack of the communitiesô ca-

pacity to participate in fisheries management is one of the major constraints 

to co-management performance in Malawi. Abraham and Platteau (2000) 

observe that in some cases elite capture is a problem where customary au-

thority is still strong. This is the case of recentralizing devolved power at the 

local level. The following elements have been identified as contributing to 

the poor performance of co-management: 

 
 Devolution of power 

 Lack of employment outside the fishery sector 

 Unlimited access  

 Access management 

 Local institutional capacity  

 Elite capture  

                                                      
34

 See also Lele, 2000; Gelcich et al. 2006; Nayak and Berkes, 2008 
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These findings are not exhaustive. The important observation in these find-

ings is that they are common to almost all small-scale fisheries in Africa 

where co-management is implemented- including the LVF. With due respect 

to these findings, they still do not tell the whole story- especially the context 

in which they arise. In other words, they remain at the descriptive level. For 

example, Béné and Neiland (2004:43) note from the 162 co-management 

cases in Africa they reviewed, that many of the findings remain descriptive 

and prescriptive. In using the context approach, not only does one manage to 

uncover the factors and processes involved in the implementation of co-

management, but also the context in which they arise. From this perspective, 

one can judge co-management performance based on what it can do or not 

do basing on the context in which it is implemented. 

1.2.1 The context approach  

The context approach to studying co-management in Lake Victoria is not a 

new approach. The inconsistence in attaining its stated objectives has led 

even the co-management adherents to acknowledge that co-management is 

not a panacea; and that it may not work in all settings. The following quote 

by Jentoft (2003:10) underscores this point:  

ñWe are not living in an ideal world, and we should not expect that co-
management would bring us there. Neither should co-management be criti-
cized for this. Undoubtedly, co-management holds promises, but just as de-
mocracy has its shortcomings, so does co-management. As democracy can be 
improved, co-management can also be improved by addressing its concrete 
problems in real situations. Co-management is a way forward, despite its 
risks and problems.ò  

 

In this quote, the importance of context is made clear. By suggesting that co-

management can be improved by addressing its concrete problems in real 

situations, Jentoft, is indicating that co-management should not only be 

viewed from the abstract, but in concrete terms as well. He further points out 

that in many instances, the problems that arise in the implementation of co-

management are not inherent to the co-management model, but are caused 

by its context specific designs that can also be altered and improved. Thus, 

understanding the context in which the model is implemented not only has a 

bearing but also provides an understanding of the performance and outcomes 

of co-management (ibid). Carlsson and Berkes (2005:65) point out that the 

other way of understanding co-management is to acknowledge the fact that 

the state and the communities have many faces. In this regard, context analy-

sis provides the opportunity to explore these faces. Murphree and Taylor 

(2009:105) suggest that the poor understanding of a context in which a de-

velopment project is implemented may lead to wrong conclusions regarding 

its performance.  
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All the above suggestions attach priority to context and bring it to the fore 

from where it was marginalized in favour of the model-oriented approach 

mentioned above. Noteworthy here is the fact that although these authors 

bring out the importance of context in the understanding of co-management 

performance, the exact context to be addressed is not automatically given. 

This provides for different perspectives to emerge from which the question 

of context in co-management can be addressed. Writing from the Tanzania 

political scene perspective, Hyden (2005:9) provides the different ways in 

which context can be analyzed: in terms of political regimes, in terms of 

institutional settings, or in terms of major actors and arenas. He concludes 

that the choice of context to be analyzed largely depends on the phenomenon 

under study. It is from this perspective that I draw insights to formulate a 

context that embraces three interrelated dimensions: the local level institu-

tional dimension, the political process dimension; and the problems/goals 

(poverty and illegal fishing) dimension.  

 

The local level institutional dimension  

From the institutional setting context, Hyden (2005:6) observes that:  

ñA study of development policy in Tanzania cannot effectively externalize 
historical and cultural variables without causing serious distortions in what is 
important and matters when it comes to policy implementation and out-
comes.ò 

 

Here Hyden emphasizes the embeddedness of the society in its cultural and 

historical contexts and that any policy implementation should take this into 

serious consideration. Particularly, Jentoft cautions against dogmatism when 

it comes to the implementation of co-management (cf. Jentoft, 2003:10), and 

suggests that social, cultural, and ecological settings should be appreciated. 

Other authors have gone far and suggested that the implementation of co-

management presents continuity from the past because it rests largely on the 

existence of traditional fishing communities and their institutions (Jentoft 

and Kristoffersen, 1989; Jentoft, McCay & Wilson 1998). In line with these 

observations, TFP recognizes the importance of local context and acknowl-

edges the fact that the lack of understanding of the local context in which co-

management is implemented is as one of the major constraints facing the 

fisheries sector (cf. TFP, 1997:2.2).  

In line with the above reflections, before the establishment of co-

management in the LVF, a survey was taken to establish the existence of 

traditional fishing communities and their institutions and practices that can 

support the implementation of co-management in the Tanzania part of Lake 

Victoria (SEDOWAG, 2000). Results from this survey confirmed that such 

communities exist among the Haya, Luo, Sukuma, Kerewe and Jita societies. 

However, it was only in the Luo, Sukuma, Kerewe and Jita societies that 
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traditional institutions and practices were explored (see Onyango, 2004; 

Geheb, 1997). The traditional fishing institutions and practices within the 

Haya fishing communities (my study area) were not explored. This implies 

that co-management in this area is implemented in a local context whose 

historical dynamics are not properly understood. This is true because the 

TFP (1997 section 2.2 p.3), points out that the ñscanty information on the 

traditional/local knowledge of fisheries resources is one of the long-term 

problems facing the sector.ò  

Onyango (2005:130) in his study of poverty in the Tanzania part of Lake 

Victoria suggests, ñeffort should be devoted to understanding the society in 

which the fishery is operating; the communitiesô contradictions; and poten-

tial synergies for a successful implementation of co-managementò. This 

points to the fact that the local context in which co-management is imple-

mented in many areas largely remains unproblematized. 

  

The political process dimension  

Co-management, regardless of the form it takes, remains a political process 

Pomeroy (2003:259). Central to the idea of a politicized co-management is a 

recognition that its problems (where they arise) cannot be understood by just 

focusing on the local level. They need to be scaled up and analyzed from the 

political and economic contexts within which they arise. This point is under-

scored by Mahfuzuddin et al. (2006:20):  

 

ñTo be able to develop effective policies, fisheries management should be 
understood as first and foremost political processes in which people are mak-
ing decisions about how to relate to resources, and secondarily as the techni-
cal process that produces the information on which decisions should be 
based. Politics is not a problem for management; management is politicsò 

 

Shafqat (1999: 12) defines political process in natural resources management 

as a process that involves power relations between various actors and stake-

holders. He points out that a political process does not only influence agenda 

building, policy formulation, implementation, and evaluation, but deals with 

the allocation of resources as well. Thus, to describe the problems of poverty 

and illegal fishing is simultaneously to consider the political and economic 

processes that generate and exacerbate these problems. Therefore, to over-

look this dimension when analyzing the challenges to co-management in the 

LVF is to omit the role played by different actors (from the international 

organizations to the fisher) in shaping its outcomes. As it will be explained 

in chapter 5, decentralization in co-management is criticized for masking the 

role of the state, the actors involved, and the power relations at different 

levels in the implementation process (Béné and Neiland, 2006). For exam-

ple, the TFP (1997, Annex 1 p.19) lists the actors involved in the implemen-
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tation of co-management and their positions; however, the dynamics be-

tween them and their possible implications on the performance of co-

management are not so apparent. The political processes involved in the 

implementation of co-management are only viewed from policy statements. 

However, how they are translated at any particular local level is a contextual 

and place specific issue. Different localities are impacted differently depend-

ing on their historical and cultural specifics. The political process links up 

the local level to the international and national levels in which it is naturally.  

 

The problems/ goals dimension  

Development projects are generally goal-oriented. However, in the case of 

co-management and other donor-funded projects, the goals are defined 

within the international development discourse- and indeed policy goals in 

many cases reflect what donors think should be funded (Fergusson, 1990). 

Examining co-management experiences in Africa, Hara and Nielsen 

(2003:84) concluded that the failure of co-management to achieve its in-

tended goals or solve the problems it was adopted for, is partly because goals 

and the problems are in many cases defined and driven by donors. Adams et 

al. (2002) observe that the general assumption in natural resources manage-

ment is that the problems to be solved and goals to be attained are so self-

evident that there is no need to analyze the context in which they are embed-

ded. The authors argue that this situation arises because most common pool 

resources management situations do not operate in isolation, but within a 

wider context of international and public policy where goals and problems 

are predefined for financing and implementation. (ibid: 8). From this per-

spective, the Tanzania fisheries policy of 1997 that undergirds co-

management in Lake Victoria is not operating in seclusion; it is couched 

within the wider international development policy, with its commitment to 

the objectives of economic, social, and ecological sustainability. For exam-

ple, co-management in Lake Victoria is donor-funded partly through the 

integrated fisheries management program (IFMP) (LVFO, 2006). The main 

donors are the European Commission, World Bank, NORAD, SIDA, 

USAID, ADB, FAO and IUCN. The main of objectives of IFMP are stated 

below:  

 

ñThe main objective of the project (IFMP) is to contribute to sustainable 
growth, resource use, and development in Lake Victoria. The assistance is in 
line with the European Commission policy terms of providing assistance to 
reduce poverty and stimulate growth in the East African Partner States.ò

 35
 

 

                                                      
35 IFMP Report available at the LVFO official website www.l vfo.org  accessed, September 
2007  

http://www.lvfo.org/
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From this perspective, the goals for co-management are in line with donorsô 

expectations regardless of the reality on the ground. In the case of Tanzania, 

the policyôs main objectives for adopting co-management fall under the um-

brella of sustainability, which encompasses poverty and illegal fishing. It 

specifically, states that: ñthus, the development efforts in the fisheries sector 

have to consider the valid objective to eradicate /alleviate povertyò (section 

2.4: p.5). Thus, the problems to be addressed within the co-management 

framework were already implicitly formulated from above, rather than 

emerging from the bottom where they are better understood. In other words, 

the context in which they arise is assumed away. The controversies sur-

rounding the co-management model in Lake Victoria are about its perform-

ance in relation to these goals for which it was adopted. Applying a context- 

approach, I draw attention to the context in which these problems (poverty 

and illegal fishing) are embedded. As already mentioned above, these prob-

lem are not neutral, but have a context in which they are embedded which 

the context approach attempts to address in this study.  

1.3  The research objectives and questions  

In light of the above arguments, this study is about the governance chal-

lenges in the Lake Victoria fisheries focusing on the challenges to the co-

management model. The main objective of this study is to explore and un-

derstand how the context in which co-management is implemented is a chal-

lenge to its performance in the LVF. The context is defined from three inter-

related dimensions: the local dimension, the political process dimension and 

the problems dimension. The study addresses the following main research 

question: ñHow and in what way is the context in which co-management is 

implemented a constraint to its performance in Lake Victoria? To answer 

this question four interrelated research questions are investigated: 

 

(1) From the local/traditional institutions and practices 
dimension  

How and why are the local/traditional institutions a challenge to co-

management performance in the study area?  Culture never dies- but evolves 

and adapts. The local/traditional institutions are investigated and analyzed 

from the historical perspective in the study area. The aim is to understand 

how the traditional/local fishing institutions and practices worked through 

generations; how they have evolved over time; and what are their signifi-

cance - if any- to co-management performance in the study area. This im-

plies tracing these institutions from the pre- colonial society (-1886) through 

and up to the end of the colonial period (1886-1961). Within the pre-colonial 

period, the study explores how fishing was traditionally organized, the prac-

tices involved and the institutional setting. The second part addresses the 



 

34 
 

colonial period, focusing on how the period affected these institutions and 

practices and how they evolved and adapted or failed to adapt. This is an 

attempt to uncover their significance to co-management in the study area. 

 

(2) The political dimension  

How and why is the political process of implementing co-management shap-

ing its performance in the study area? Social changes did not end with the 

colonial period. Investigating the political processes links up the changes 

that were set in motion by the colonial period to the postcolonial state. This 

links up the local context to the broader international and national context in 

which co-management is implemented. Examining the political process as a 

context in which co-management is embedded also implies investigating the 

role of different actors involved in the implementation process including the 

state. Within these actors, their relative position is examined, the power be-

tween and within them is investigated, the resources (financial, political and 

social) they access to be able to exercise power and how they influence the 

implementation of co-management at the local level are investigated. The 

relevance of co-management in Lake Victoria is its ability to provide space 

in which different actors can interact, articulate and address the problems of 

the governance of the LVF. Thus, the next question investigates the chal-

lenges to this objective. 

 

(3) The problems dimension  -  poverty  

How and why the context in which poverty is embedded a constraint on the 

performance of co-management in the study area? This question is ad-

dressed through exploring the processes that are considered to shape poverty 

in the study area. The aim is to understand how these processes are shaping 

the capacity of co-management to provide space in which to address these 

problems.  This question is linked to the next question where ïamong other 

things- the relationship between poverty and illegal fishing is also explored. 

 

(4) Illegal fishing dimension  

How and why is the context in which illegal fishing is embedded shaping co-

management performance in the study area? This question explores the dy-

namics behind illegal fishing as a context in which it is embedded and the 

challenge posed by this context to co-management in the study area. 
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1.4 Delimiting the study  

1.4.1 Scale  

Although co-management is implemented in all the fishing communities lake 

wide, this study only covers the Tanzanian part of the lake. Still, it is not 

feasible, in such a time and size-constrained study, to cover the whole of the 

Tanzania side of the lake. In this regard, I chose two fishing communities 

and two fishing villages located on the western part of the lake in Bukoba 

Rural district of Kagera Region Tanzania (refer to chapter2). The justifica-

tion for this choice is covered in chapter 3. However, it is important to point 

out that definitely, a broader geographical coverage of the fishing communi-

ties would have revealed broader findings, but then the findings would have 

lacked the necessary depth. In this regard, a focused study on carefully cho-

sen communities provides findings based on a deeper analysis of the phe-

nomenon under study. It is from this perspective that I opted for deeper 

analysis over broader geographical coverage. If I may add, this approach 

does not minimize the relevance of the findings to communities outside the 

study area. The findings serve as an indicative of the kind of challenges that 

co-management is facing in the LVF. Furthermore, a multi-level analysis 

adopted in this study (see chapter 4) provides for this endeavour.  

1.4.2. Social vs. ecological investigation  

There are many challenges to the performance of co-management in the 

study area and no one study can capture them all. One can only contribute. 

My study is a socio-economic study that is addressing the challenges to the 

enhanced performance of co-management in the LVF. It is therefore outside 

the scope of this study to address the scientific aspects of the ecology of the 

lake and the fish stocks. The scientific data provided in this study is secon-

dary data and care is taken to provide the relevant sources. There are three 

dominant species in Lake Victoria: the Nile perch, the dagaa and the Nile 

tilapia. The focus of this study is on the Nile perch while the other species 

are referred to whenever it is necessary to do so. I chose the Nile perch fish-

ery because it embodies the main factors that are relevant to this study. For 

example, the fishery is unique in a sense that it is not indigenous to the lake, 

it is a global fishery, and it is threatened by overfishing. 

1.4.3 The historical analysis  

The study is not about the history of the study area or its chiefdoms. This 

history is well covered by many historians. This part only provides a context 

and its importance comes from the fact that it is not feasible to analyze and 

understand how fishing was organized and the institutions involved as well 
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as their subsequent evolution outside this history. My study is only about 

how fishing was organized historically within the broader history of Bukoba. 

The period covered is from the pre-colonial period up to today  

1.4.4 General comments  

The study does not claim to address all the challenges or constraints to the 

performance of co-management in the study area- let alone in the whole of 

Lake Victoria. Rather, I have focused on the issues that are of interest to the 

current debate on co-management and which are of relevance to the LVF. 

The outcome of this study should be taken as a contribution to the under-

standing of the governance challenges in the LVF. Similarly, poverty and 

illegal fishing are complex phenomena and their dynamics are not easy to 

capture in one approach in one study. What the findings and lessons can do 

is to open up avenues for further inquiries. Noteworthy here is the fact that 

there are several types of illegal fishing in Lake Victoria; this study has fo-

cused only on beach seining.  

1.5 The Limitations of the  study  

Access to some fishing communities was difficult because of their remote-

ness and lack of reliable water transport. This fact had a bearing on the 

choice of the study area. 

Fisheries data is notoriously inconsistent and this fact has been brought up 

in the various FAO reports on fisheries. Where fish data is used care has 

been taken to minimize inconsistencies through crosschecking with the Lake 

Victoria Fisheries Organization (LVFO) and the Food and Agriculture Or-

ganization (FAO) databases, which are considered reliable. The more prob-

lematic area was fish data in the studied fishing communities. Although 

BMUs are supposed to keep records of all fish landed and sold, I did not find 

any and if I did, they were too poorly kept to be of any use. Some of the data 

provided by the department of fisheries come from the fish processing 

plants, thus making its reliability questionable.  

Access to data and information in the fish processing plants was another 

problem encountered in the field. Despite having a permit from the depart-

ment of fisheries and the regional office, camera, pen, and paper were not 

allowed on the plantsô premises and permission to interview line workers 

was not granted. Only trusted Tanzania officials (gatekeepers of the man-

agement) were allowed to sit for interview. There is a culture of secrecy at 

these plants. It is for this reason that the study has limited information con-

cerning fish processing plants.  
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1. 6 The Study Outline  

The study is divided into two parts.  

 

Part I provides the background information to the study and incorporates 

five chapters.  

Chapter 1 covers the introduction to the problem, the problem definition, 

objectives of the study and the research questions. The delimitation and limi-

tation of the study is also covered.  

Chapter 2 is about the study area and is divided into two sections: Section 1 

is the description of the study area. Section 2 provides data on Lake Victoria, 

its fish, and the history of the socio-economic and ecological problems that 

are posing governance challenges in the LVF.  

Chapter 3 is the methodology chapter and covers epistemological and onto-

logical context; the study strategy, the choice of study area; the research 

process; and the various methods used in collecting data. 

Chapter 4 Presents the theories adopted for this study. Although the study 

draws on different strands of literature, it is mainly supported by the actor-

oriented approach; the agency theory; the entitlement approach, and the the-

ory of the state with specific reference to natural resources. The different 

theories complement each other and guide the analysis of the phenomenon 

under study.  

Chapter 5 is the literature review of the main concepts and terms that define 

the co-management model and its implementation. 

 

Part II covers the empirical findings and discussions and is divided into four 

chapters. 

Chapter 6 presents the traditional/local fishing institutions and practice in 

the study area from the pre-colonial period and the ways in which they were 

impacted by the social changes that took place as a result of the two colonial 

periods (German period from 1886-1918 and the British period from 1918 to 

1961). 

Chapter 7 addresses the political and economic context in which co-

management is being implemented. The chapter traces the political and eco-

nomic development of the state of Tanzania from independence up to the 
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adoption and implementation of co-management in Lake Victoria. The aim 

is to show the impact of these developments on the implementation of co-

management in the Tanzania part of Lake Victoria, and in the study area in 

particular 

Chapter 8 Analyzes the context in which poverty in the study area is em-

bedded and brings to the fore the complex processes that generate and sus-

tain poverty, and the challenges they pose for the successful implementation 

of co-management. 

Chapter 9 is about the context in which illegal fishing arises and flourishes. 

Like poverty, the study exposes the drivers of illegal fishing in the study area 

and counters the myth that poverty drives illegal fishing and vice versa 

Chapter 10 presents the summary and the conclusions  

Summary  

In this chapter, I have introduced the study. The background to the problem 

has been presented within the CPR literature. The aim was to trace how co-

management came to be a compromise between the pure state and the pure 

community approach to the governance of CPRs and the problems it is en-

countering in the specific case of the LVF. I also explained the justification 

for studying the governance challenges in the LVF. A brief summary of the 

Tanzania fisheries policy is presented to provide a reader with the overview 

of the aims. However, full discussion is in chapter 6.  

The ecological and social problems that led to the adoption of co-

management in Lake Victoria are presented in brief, as they are further cov-

ered in chapter 2. The aim was to provide the context in which to define the 

research problem. In the problem definition, studies on co-management were 

used as a platform and the gaps in the studies that I shall attempt to address 

were highlighted. I have stated the main objectives of the study and the re-

search questions that will lead to the attainment of these objectives. The 

questions are generated from the contexts that form the backbone of this 

study. I then presented what I am studying and what I am not in the delimita-

tion section. Finally, the limitation of the study was presented 
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Chapter  2 ï Study Area  

2.1 Introduction  

This chapter presents the study area, the lake, and a brief history of the Lake 

Victoria fisheries. The study area is made up of four localities: Igabiro fish-

ing community, Kaagya Village, Kaarwazi and Ibosa Village. The relation-

ship between the fishing communities and the villages is explained in the 

chapter. The study area is located in Bukoba Rural district in Kagera region 

Tanzania. The political and economic development of Tanzania since inde-

pendence is presented in chapter 7. In this chapter, Tanzania is only intro-

duced briefly. The study area is a small part of Bukoba rural district; thus, 

the physical and socio-economic description of Bukoba rural district should 

be taken to include the study area. The historical description of Bukoba rural 

district is found in chapter 6. In this chapter the physical features are pre-

sented, the people, political organization of the area, the fishing communities 

and their location on the shore of Lake Victoria is indicated. The Political 

structure of Tanzania designates the level from the district to the community 

level as the Local level ïwhich is where the study area is located. The central 

government structure ends at the regional level, as it will be shown in this 

chapter and chapter7.  

The Lake Victoria fishery is defined as the lake, the fish, the fishermen 

and the activities related to fishing (Tanzania Fisheries Act, 2003). In chap-

ter one, the study briefly touched on the reasons behind the adoption of co-

management in Lake Victoria. In this chapter, the physical feature of the 

lake is described together with the structure of the fish stocks, how they have 

evolved over time, and the social and ecological impacts of these changes. 

These changes are reviewed in light of the manipulation of the Lakeôs sys-

tem that started during the colonial period.  
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2.2 Tanzania   

 

 

 

Figure 2.1 Map of Tanzania 

Tanzania was formed by the union of Tanganyika and Zanzibar in 1964. 

Tanganyika became known as Tanzania Mainland and Zanzibar remained 

known as Zanzibar. Tanzania mainland became independent in 1961 after 

more than fifty years of colonial rule. Tanzania Mainland has an area of 945, 

000 square kilometres and Zanzibar is 1,658 square kilometres. The com-

mercial capital is Dar es salaam (see figure 2.1) and the administrative capi-

tal is Dodoma. The country shares borders with Kenya, Uganda, Rwanda, 

Burundi, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Malawi, Zambia, and Mozam-

bique. The Mainland is made up of 21 regions of which Kagera where the 

study area is located is one of them. Population distribution in Tanzania is 

extremely uneven. Density varies among arid regions, the Mainland's well-

watered highlands, and Zanzibar. The climate varies from tropical to arid to 

temperate. The physical features include coastal plains, the central plateau 

and the main lakes of Victoria, Tanganyika, and Nyasa. About half of the 

country is forest. Mount Kilimanjaro is 5,895 m high and is the highest 
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mountain in Africa. Agriculture constitutes the most important sector of the 

economy, providing about 27% of GDP and 80% of employment. Cash 

crops include coffee, tea, cotton, cashews, sisal, cloves, and pyrethrum, 

which account for the vast majority of export earnings. Current population in 

Tanzania stands at around 41million people and the majority of the people 

are found in rural areas. The population consists of more than 120 ethnic 

groups. Tanzania is a multi-party state and Kiswahili is the national lan-

guage. 

2.3 Kagera Region  

 

 

 

Figure 2.2: Kagera Region on the shore of Lake Victoria (source: GoT) Bottom: 
physical features  
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Kagera region is flanked by Lake Victoria to the east, Uganda to the North 

and Rwanda and Burundi to the west. Kigoma, Mwanza and Shinyanga re-

gions in the south of Tanzania, border Kagera region. The regional and ad-

ministrative center, Bukoba town is located in the North at the mouth of the 

Kanoni River, on the shore of Lake Victoria. It is believed that Emin Pasha 

the first German administrator of Bukoba gave the name to the town. The 

name is related to the fishermen of the Bukoba clan (mainly from Bugabo) 

that resided around the landing site who flocked the area at the time of the 

first German visit (Tibazarwa, 1994). Since then the town and the hinterland 

share the common name Bukoba. Formerly the area was also known as Bu-

haya (ibid). 

Kagera region is divided into three physical features (fig 2.2): the coastal 

plateau on the shores of Lake Victoria, the central valley, and the Karagwe 

plateau. It is in the coastal plateau that the fishing communities are located. 

The coastal plateau averages 1219.2 m to 1828.8 m above sea-level and rises 

almost perpendicularly to the lake shore on the east. The central valley sepa-

rates the coastal and the Karagwe plateaus and has lower rainfall (800-1000 

mm per annum) and is mainly marshy with limited agricultural activities. 

The Karagwe highlands are the extension of the Rwanda and Ankole moun-

tain ranges. The Karagwe plateau stands on average at a height of 1219.2 m -

1524 m above sea level. Kagera River is the main river flowing into Lake 

Victoria. The sources of the river are traced in the Democratic Republic of 

Congo (DRC), Burundi, Rwanda, and Uganda, before it crosses the central 

valley in the northern part of the Kagera Region. It is joined by Mwisa and 

Ngono rivers, before flowing into Lake Victoria. The Mwisa river drains the 

Burigi while the Ngono River drains the Ikimba basins, respectively (see 

figure 2.2). 
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2.4 Bukoba Rural district  

 

 

Figure 2.3: Bukoba rural district in Kagera region on the shore of LV 

 

The study area covers two fishing communities (Igabiro and Kaarwazi) and 

two fishing villages (Kaagya and Ibosa) in which the two fishing communi-

ties are administratively located. The study area lies on the western shore of 

Lake Victoria in Bukoba rural district, in Kagera Region situated in the west 

corner of Tanzania (figure 2.3). Bukoba Rural district is one of the five dis-

tricts of Kagera region.
36

. Bukoba district is about 1,000 km north-west of 

Dar es Salaam, the commercial capital city of Tanzania
37

 and lies between 

latitude 1Á 6ǋ and 1Á 4ǋ south of the Equator and 31Á 16ǋ east of the Green-

wich line. It is approximately 1100 meters above sea level, linked to the rest 

of the country mainly by steamer services across the lake, by road and by 

air.
38

  

Records at the meteorology office in Bukoba, describe Bukoba to have 

mild temperatures averaging 20°C. Although the variations from month to 

month are insignificant, there is considerable difference between the dayôs 

and nightôs maxima and minima from noon to midnight. July tends to be the 

driest and the coolest month of the year. Weather pattern is generally stable 

with rainfall well- distributed throughout all the seasons with the heaviest 

                                                      
36 Other districts include: Karagwe, Muleba, Biharamulo and Ngara 
37 The administrative capital is Dodoma 
38 Topographically, Tanzania is divided into three zones: the coastal belt including Zanzibar, 
the central plateau, which includes the central highlands and the rift valley, and the western 
highlands, where Kagera region and Bukoba rural district is situated. 



 

44 
 

precipitation occurring in March/April and October/November, averaging 

2032 mm a year. The ecology of Bukoba is largely determined by the rain-

fall, which is well-above average for Tanzania. Typically, the area is ever-

green with thick forests on the hilltops and valleys and tall grass on the 

slopes. Due extensive forest clearing for cultivation, homestead construction 

and firewood for domestic use, most of the forest cover has vanished.
39

 As a 

result, the overall topology is now dominated by banana/coffee farms, inter-

spersed with grassland. Except for planted tree lots, the natural forests re-

main in small isolated foci in some valleys and marshlands.  

 

2.5  The people of Bukoba  

A village in Bukoba is made up of stretches of individually owned farm-

steads consisting of banana plantations, averaging 0.5 hectares, inter-planted 

with coffee trees, yam, beans and vegetables and a homestead.  

 

 

 

Figure 2.4: A typical Homestead in Rural Bukoba (above) and a farmer picking 
coffee berries (below). 

                                                      
39 Personal interview, Regional Agricultural Officer, Bukoba, July 2005 
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The resulting scene is that of banana farms (ebibanja) dotted with dwelling 

houses, which gives this area its unique economic and ecological characteris-

tics. Banana cultivation is central to the economic and social activities of the 

inhabitants of the region. A household is ranked high or low according to the 

quality of its banana plantation (Mutembei, 1993). Social organization and 

most of the economic activities are centred on banana production and coffee 

growing. Land is mainly allocated to these two purposes. During the pre-

colonial and colonial periods, agriculture was based on a feudal system, 

which was abolished after independence. The fishery sector, which is the 

focus of this study played a major role before the colonial era (chapter 6), 

and was- and still is- an important distinct industry in this area, especially for 

communities living along the lakeshore.  

The people from Bukoba are known as Bahaya. The local language is Lu-

haya that has been preserved in print and its grammar has been studied 

mainly due to the efforts of the missionaries (ibid: 10). The age-old wisdom 

of Haya culture is to be found in the proverbs, which constitutes a whole 

treasury of oral traditions.
40

 Proverbs form a bigger part of daily communica-

tion because it is assumed that every proverb is known by all and will re-

spond to it (Sundkler, 1980:3). This tradition will become apparent in chap-

ter 6. The people in Bukoba never formed a single ethnic group under one 

ruler in the pre-colonial times. They were divided into small kingdoms 

(chapter 6).  

Bukoba rural district has a total population of about 400,000
41

 and occu-

pies about 50 sq km. therefore being one of the most densely populated dis-

tricts in Tanzania, at 80 persons/ha against the national average of about 25 

persons/hectare. Because of the numerous fishing villages that dotted the 

Lake Victoria shoreline, at one time Buhaya, as Bukoba is known locally, 

was referred to as the fishing villages on the shoreline of Lake Victoria (La 

Fontaine and Richards, 1959:177). The literature available shows that the 

communities along the shoreline of Lake Victoria practiced a mixed econ-

omy over the past hundred years or so (Schmidt, 1997). This consisted of an 

iron industry, fishing, hunting, grazing and agriculture. As it will be noted, 

successive social and political changes in Bukoba, have led to the extinction 

or near extinction of many aspects of this traditional mixed economy.  

Weiss (2003) notes that industrial development before the colonial era ral-

lied around the manufacture of agriculture implements such as hoes, sickles 

and other similar items such as diggers (ebihosho) and the production of 

tools such as spears, arrows, and machetes. There was also copper industry 

producing ornaments, principally rings worn by men and women (emilinga 

and enyelele). Woodwork, especially boat building and pottery were also 

important. Being located on the main slave caravan route from Rwanda, 

                                                      
40 Known as emigani in Luhaya 
41

 The Tanzania 2002 Census  available at www.tanzania.org.tz    

http://www.tanzania.org.tz/
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Burundi, Ankole, and Buganda, Bukoba had its own share of the slave trade 

(Oliver, 1952). 
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2.6  The Political Administration of the Study 
Area  

Figure 2.5 is the political administration structure in which the fishing vil-

lages and communities are located. The structure also defines the local level 

which begins at the district and ends at the level of the fishing communities.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.5: The local-level organization structure 

The local government administration structure is covered in chapter 7.This 

section provides only a brief summary of the structure and responsibilities in 

relation to the study area. Figure 2.4 above shows how the local level is po-

litically structured. The arrows show how information is supposed to flow 

between the different levels. In theory, information is supposed to flow from 

the top to the bottom and from the bottom up. However, and as it will be 

demonstrated later, in practice there is little information flowing from the 

bottom up. At the level of the communities, it is a top down process and 

hence the arrows in one direction. In 1982, the Government of Tanzania 

introduced the Local Government (District Authorities) Act (GoT, 1982). 

This Act established local government as a representative system, and still 

constitutes the main legal basis for local government in Tanzania. The Act 

recognizes the district council as the focal level of local government in Tan-

zania but also provides for councils at ward level and village levels and vil-

lage assemblies (GoT, 1982).
42

 Bukoba rural district is under the district 

council headed by the district executive director (DED). Under the 1999 

                                                      
42 The 1999 Local Government Reforms increased the autonomy of local government on 
behalf of the regional administration (Mniwasa and Shauri, 2001) 
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local government reforms, DED is senior civil servant under the ministry for 

local government. Administratively he/she is accountable to the Prime Min-

isterôs Office. Under the 1982 legislation, the district council (District Au-

thority) Act No. 7 of 1982, the district council has authority to make by-

laws. It also has specific functions relevant to the protection and manage-

ment of the environment in DEDôs jurisdiction. In this regard, the fishing 

communities and the fishermanôs organizations- the beach management units 

(BMUs), are under the district authority jurisdiction. Together with the dis-

trict councillors, the district authority is also empowered to review and has 

the right to overrun any by-law passed by the village committees. However, 

the final say on whether a by-law should or should not be passed remains 

with the minister for local government. In many cases, it is observed that 

these by-laws are rarely endorsed and when they are, they are outdated.  

Mniwasa and Shauri (2001), point out that the process is long and cumber-

some. 

The Bukoba Rural district is divided into six administrative wards. Under 

the district is a division. The divisions have no locally elected councils, only 

government officers. As already mentioned, Bugabo is one of the divisions 

in Bukoba Rural district. Below the division is a ward. A ward is a political 

unit made up of several villages, depending on the size of the area. Each 

ward is represented by an elected councillor at the district council level. In 

addition, five women councillors are elected to each district council to repre-

sent women (GoT, 1982). There are 11 councillors representing six wards in 

Bukoba Rural district (six male and five women ward councillors). Council-

lors are expected to be people with wisdom accumulated through age and 

local experience rather than those with administrative expertise. Political 

observers comment that the district councillors, representing one ward each, 

have had very little to discuss as the administrative and political guidelines 

from above prevents them having decision-making power. Especially in the 

case of major budget lines of health and education, the central government 

earmarks the money allocations for specific purposes. Many commentators 

regard the district councillors as a rubber-stamp at the end of a decision-

making process (Semboja and Therkildsen, 1994).  

Their position is exacerbated by the fact that they are placed between two 

forces: they are supposed to support their constituents but at the same time, 

they have to fulfil the demands of their employer, the local district authority 

who pays their salary. In other words, they get their mandate from the elec-

torates, but they are accountable to their employer- the district authority 

(ibid). Each ward has a development committee (WDC) responsible for de-

velopment activities in the respective ward. These committees decide on the 

budget of each village as presented by the village chairperson. The secretary 

of the committee is a ward executive officer (WEO) who is responsible for 

the implementation of the programs at village level. Extension officers- in-

cluding the fisheries extension officers- play an advisory role to the commit-
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tee. However, development budget is hardly given priority at the district 

level. Thekildsen (1994) observe that a large part of the district budget goes 

to cover recurrent expenditure for the elite at the top (transport, housing, 

entertainment). The lack of voice in matters of budget allocation by the 

Councillors leaves the village very little to work with in terms of develop-

ment.  

The village councils comprises all residents of a village who are eighteen 

years of age or above, and is ñthe supreme authority on all matters of general 

policy making in relation to affairs of the village as suchò (GoT, 1982). The 

Village Land Act of 1999 establishes that the village council has the author-

ity to make and implement its own bylaws for the better management of 

village land within its jurisdiction. However, bylaws formulated at the vil-

lage level, requires the approval of the village assembly as well as the dis-

trict council through the ward residents (GoT, 1999; 1982). Under the Local 

Government (District Authority) Act No. 7 of 1982, the village is empow-

ered to form village development committees. Furthermore, villages are 

divided into sub-village units. Each unit is represented in the village council. 

The councillors, the WEO, and the village chairperson (VC) are elected by 

their constituents but their salaries are paid by the district office of the local 

government. The heads of the village development committees are unpaid 

officers, including the BMU chairperson.  

Noteworthy is the fact that, Chama Cha Mapinduzi (CCM), the ruling 

party, used to be a fully integrated part of the local government system. Now 

the party has structures parallel to local government. However, party repre-

sentatives are in reality members of the district council. The ten-cell system, 

which organizes every 10 households, is still functioning and efficient at 

organizing villages in the study area. Within this governance structure, 

Kaagya is a village within Kaagya ward as is Ibosa. In other words, the study 

areas (Kaagya and Ibosa) are two of the villages that make up Kaagya ward. 

As already mentioned, a division is made up several wards, and Kaagya 

ward is part of the above mentioned Bugabo division. Igabiro fishing com-

munity is equivalent to a sub-village of Kaagya village and the BMU is one 

the village development committees, headed by the BMU chairperson. Its 

main responsibility is the implementation of fisheries management through 

co-management.  

The structure above is applicable to the decentralization process in co-

management. The implementation of co-management calls for the devolution 

of power and responsibility from the centre to the lowest unit, which is the 

village in this case. The question raised is how this structure is affecting the 

devolution of power to the local level in relation to what power relations 

exist at every level, the type of power evolved, to whom and to what impli-

cations. These questions are addressed in Chapter 7. Hyden (2005) observes 

that Tanzania portrays a picture of downward accountability of its political 

units, but in practice, vertical accountability is practiced informally at all 
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levels. He further observes that there is typically a marked discrepancy be-

tween what official documents say and what happens on the ground.  

2.7  The fishing communi ties  

 

Figure 2.6 The fishing communities on the shore of Lake Victoria in Bukoba rural 
district  

 

 

Fig 2.7 Mental map of the fishing communities and villages 

Igabiro, which means ña place for sacrificesò and Kaarwazi are geographi-

cally isolated fishing communities located on the shore of Lake Victoria. As 

it will be elaborated in chapter 6, these communities used to be traditional 

fishing camps in the pre-colonial era up to the appearance of the Nile perch 

when they were restructured into fishing communities. Equally, the fishing 


















































































































































































































































































































































































































































