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Fishers’ Rights ARE Human Rights! This is the message that resonated through 
plenary on the penultimate day of the 4SSF Conference, articulated extremely 
skillfully by the keynote speakers.  In her address on Securing Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights of Fishworkers and Fishing Communities, Chandrika 
Sharma echoed the demands of the Civil Society pre-conference processes when 
she urged that fishing rights need to be seen as indivisible from broader human 
rights.  Following on from this recognition comes the call to States to realize that 
the adoption and implementation of this approach to the life and livelihoods of 
fishing communities and indigenous peoples is an obligation, not a matter of 
choice. It necessitates a fundamental re-casting of our understanding of rights-
based approaches to fisheries management and the introduction of new 
benchmarks by which we must evaluate our interventions, whether these are those 
of the state, of non-governmental organizations or community-based institutions 
themselves.  
 
In his presentation entitled Human rights based approach to sustainable 
development of small-scale fishers, Eddie Allison suggested that this 
responsibility rests heavily on us when he reminded us that we are all guilty of 
contributing to the failure to address poverty in fishing communities if we do not 
hold our governments accountable. “Fixing fishing with property rights does not 
work”, he argued, and we have to find more effective ways of preventing over-
exploitation whilst supporting livelihoods and contributing to poverty reduction 
and food security.  A human rights approach provides such a means towards 
guiding investment and development actions in order to secure sustainable small-
scale fisheries.  However, unless we address fishing communities’ marginalization 
and vulnerability they will not be able to make claims on these rights. Emphasizing 
that this approach was a moral and legal obligation, Allison presented several good 
reasons why a human rights approach to fisheries management also makes good 
sense. Most significantly, if fishing communities’ human rights entitlements are 
addressed, they will be able to demand and secure good governance, and in turn, 
claim access to rights, resources and the markets upon which their livelihoods and 
food security depend.  According to Sharma, this will then enable them to secure 
their freedom, well-being and human dignity.  
 
Steinar Pedersen, speaking on the coastal Sami people’s struggles in Norway, 
highlighted very poignantly the economic, social and cultural significance of their 
native seascapes for the Sami and their dependence on, access to and use of, coastal 
resources for their life and livelihoods.  The recognition by the Coastal Fishery 
Commission of Norway in 2008 that international law concerning minorities and 
indigenous peoples, as well as historical dependence on marine resources must be 
affirmed in fisheries law and management policies, raises hope. Similar recognition, 
in other countries could meet the aspirations of small-scale fishing communities as 
so passionately articulated by many delegates at the conference, that their fishing 
rights be recognized as human rights.   

More Inside 
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Reflections on 4SSF 
By Arthur Bull 
 
As we head home we’re all going to be reflecting on our 
experience in Bangkok over these past seven days—seven 
days of intensive discussion, debate, consensus-building and 
just plain hard work.  These insights and lessons learned 
will probably be as diverse and varied as our group itself, 
and certainly impossible to sum up on this last day of the 
conference. It may be useful though to at least recount the 
sequence of events up to now. 
 
For most of us this started with the process of listening to 
the voices of small-scale and indigenous fishers and 
gathering them into common positions. This included: 
� Five workshops on four continents over a three year 
   period 
� The development of the WFFP statement which brought 
together statements from many of its member countries 

� the results of the civil society workshop itself. 
 
Bringing together all these expressions of hopes, fears, 
aspirations and struggles of small-scale and indigenous 
fishers from around the world was no easy task. And no 
matter what anyone says, by the end of the Civil Society 
preparatory workshop, I’d have to say that this group of 
people probably know more about consensus-building than 
any group I’ve ever come across. By the time we read the 
statement on Monday afternoon we felt we had achieved 
something of historical importance for small-scale and 
indigenous fisher people. 
 
Many of us went into the FAO conference with a high sense 
of achievement and expectation. For many this quickly 
changed into anger and frustration when we learned that 
there would be little or no opportunity to present the 
results of all our work—four-minute slot on a panel on 
regional issues. Several people—notably Sherry Pictou, 
Tony Charles and Thomas Kocherry—strongly voiced the 
concerns of the group, demanding a better process. 
 
As a result, a delegation for the Civil Society workshop met 
with Rolf Willmann and worked out a solution that 
included a presentation of the statement by a panel of three 
participants from the WFFP, facilitated by Naseegh Jaffer, 
co-chair of the WFFP.  
 
Undoubtedly, there will be many and various outcomes and 
lessons learned from the 4SSF conference, but perhaps one 
of the most important lessons is that the civil society group 
was able to resolve this situation in a way that made 
possible an authentic dialogue. Our challenge now is to 
continue this dialogue on into the future, especially as we 
move towards the Committee on Fisheries (COFI) meeting 
in February 2009. 

 

Gender Monitor: Navigating in the 
malestream 
By Nalini Nayak, Cornelie Quist and Jackie Sunde 
 
As we near the end of the conference, is it time to 
undertake a gender audit? The idea of not having a 
separate discussion group on ‘gender issues’ was good 
as gender is meant to be a cross-cutting theme in all the 
mainstream discussions and not an isolated one. So did 
it succeed in finding a space in the mainstream 
discussion? Well, very minimally as an analytical 
category although there was a great deal of reference to 
the representation of women as speakers and in a few 
discussion groups that focused specifically on women. 
There were certainly areas that continued to be 
considered purely male domains like fishing access 
rights, sustainable technologies, ecolabels, marine 
protected areas and international trade as if only men 
have rights to the resources, as if women don’t process 
fish and need appropriate technologies, as if women are 
not in the market, and need to find access to sell their 
products, or as if women have no role in fisheries 
management and conservation.  So it was very 
frustrating when moderators had narrow and gender 
neutral frameworks in which discussions had to take 
place or when the methodologies of the discussion 
groups were paternalistic and centralized.   
 
There was a lot of talk about women and their 
problems but little analysis of why women are in a 
disadvantaged position, their lack of power and the 
systemic causes of this and hence discussions tended to 
come up with very simplistic solutions. To our dismay, 
as in all other arenas where women are struggling to 
make interventions in the development paradigm, the 
language and ideas women have developed have been 
appropriated and distorted by the male stream.  Most 
striking being the appropriation of language about 
resilience, participation and empowerment. 
 
However, there were certainly some men who seemed 
to have engaged with the issues and  contributed very 
meaningfully to convincing other men about the need 
to think in a more gender sensitive way. We appreciate 
that the effort was made to see that there was greater 
participation of women in the main workshop.  The 
civil society workshop that preceded this event helped 
women to voice their concerns and as a result the 
statement that came from this civil society workshop 
raised these issues in a more in-depth and integrated 
manner.   This, in turn, enabled women to participate 
more meaningfully in the main conference. We must 
acknowledge the efforts made by the Thai participants, 
both at the civil society workshop and at the official 
workshop who demonstrated their sincere and genuine 
concern for women and the efforts that they make to 
strengthen their roles and spaces in the fisheries.   
    (Contd., pg 4) 
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Panglima Laot  
M. Adli Abdullah, General Secretary, Panglima 
Laot, Aceh, Indonesia, talks to Harini Kumar 
 
Panglima Laot is a unique system of management, which 
is both an institution and an individual, elected to 
represent the fishing community. It is a very resilient 
system that has been in existence for many generations, 
with the ability to bounce back strongly after adversity.  
 
In Aceh the sea belongs to the community, not 
individuals. The norms of Panglima Laot guide us in 
fishing sustainably and giving back to the community 
what the sea gives to us. For instance, after a fishing 
trip, we give some of our fish to widows and disabled 
people who have no means of living. This is part of our 
customary law. We have a customary court, also known 
as the adat court, where issues are resolved by the 
elected elders of the community, who congregate and 
take decisions based on the knowledge about the law 
and the social respect it commands within the fishing 
community. The skippers (pawangs) usually form the 
Panglima Laot. They are men who have a good 
understanding of our customary law. The crew or the 
fishers (nelayan) do not have a problem with this as 
there is respect for one another in the community.  
 
We are such a strong, self-sufficient community that 
the government is forced to respect us. We created the 
fisheries legislation which has become a part of the 
Aceh Constitution since 11 November 2006 after the 
peace agreement between Indonesia and Aceh, where 
the Indonesian Parliament passed a new law on the 
government of Aceh. 
 
In Aceh, very few women go to sea and the fishers are 
mostly men. However, women play important roles in 
post-harvest fisheries, drying and smoking fish, selling 
and trading. The women mostly control the money. 
Also, women are highly respected in our community; it 
is part of the culture of the people of Aceh.  
 
Everyone from our community should follow and 
respect the common law. Nobody has individual rights; 
there are collective community rights to the marine 
resources and land. Therefore, conflicts arise only from 
external forces when fishers from other countries fish 
in our seas.  
 
I think the future will be a big challenge for Panglima 
Laot because there are many outsiders who want to 
exploit our resources; they do not respect our culture. 
In five months time, we hope to create a new 
legislation on regulation and management of resources 
that recognizes customary law, so that all people 
respect and have the obligation to protect it.  
 

Who are Small-scale fishers? 
By Paul Molyneaux 
 
Thomas Kocherry began his vocation working with fishworkers and 
fish harvesters on the coast of  Kerala, India, in the mid 1970’s, 
and has since become a well known, and often controversial, figure 
in the artisanal fisheries movement of India and around the world. 
He has been instrumental in the formation of several important 
fishworker organizations, including the National fishworkers’ 
Forum of India (NFF), the World Forum of Fish Harvesters and 
Fishworkers (WFF), and the World Forum for Fisher Peoples 
(WFFP). One thing is certain about Tom: he cares deeply about 
fishing people, particularly those of developing countries. So Tom, 
what do you think about the conference? 
I will tell you, this is a great achievement of small-scale 
organizations coming together and interacting with each 
other. But we have a big problem. Who are the small-
scale fishers? People from Iceland, America, India, 
Pakistan, Africa, all call themselves small-scale fishers. It’s 
confusing. In my opinion there are certain characteristics 
that define small-scale fisheries: they are usually beach 
based, or in small harbours; they are owner-operators, 
and the people depend on fishing for their subsistence 
and livelihood.  A big problem is that small-scale fisheries 
in Norway and Iceland, and the North, are often highly 
commercial and industrialized, and they are giving us, a 
solution to our problems, that we should modernize. This 
is ridiculous! Ten million fishers we have in India. If they 
all modernized it would be chaos. And who is going to 
invest in modernizing ten million fishers. This will only 
lead to consolidation as we have seen elsewhere. That’s 
no solution at all, it’s the problem. 
 
So here we all are, all the NGOs, WFFP included, and we 
are talking about lots of ideas: the human rights 
approach, and socialism, when human rights are being 
violated all over the world and socialism is in total 
collapse. We have had many meetings like this; in some 
we have said we will reduce hunger, and yet hunger only 
increases. We have said we will reduce carbon dioxide 
emission, and still it increases. How can we achieve our 
human rights? How can we achieve socialism? What are 
we talking about without reference to how to achieve it? 
Of course we NGO’s will go home from this conference 
and we will survive, but what about those who are hungry 
right now and are waiting for some solutions, how will 
we help them. This is what I am waiting for from this 
conference. Without real solutions it is just a ritual. My 
one hope is that there is still a day left and that in that 
time we will talk about how to actually achieve our goals, 
how to implement human rights. People are asking me 
for solutions, but I say no, let us discuss this together.  
 
So, for instance, I would offer that the “right to food,” be changed to 
“right to local food.” 
Yes, that’s right. In India, in the mid-1930’s people 
realized there was money to be made growing indigo. 
Suddenly everyone was planting indigo instead of rice. 
What was the result? A famine that left 20 million people 
dead. 
                                               (Contd. pg. 4) 
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Who are small-scale fishers? (Contd.,) 
I might also suggest we move immediately to owner-operatorS in 
fisheries and processing, that is if you own a boat you must be on it 
when it is fishing, if you own a processing plant you must be there 
participating. Eliminating absentee ownership will eliminate the 
numerous exploitation problems associated with it.  
Yes, that’s what I am talking about, solutions. Let us 
demand that fisheries be confined to owner-operators, 
worldwide, and work to make this happen. Let us come 
up with ideas and act. 

 
Life after 4SSF 
By Naseegh Jaffer 
 
So here we are on the last day of 4SSF. We’ve come full 
circle. We started with our civil society preparatory 
workshop on 11 October and went straight into the FAO 
global conference. And as WFFP, and fishery civil society, 
we have reached the last day of the conference in a good 
and hopeful position. But it did not come comfortably. 
 
From the start it appeared that the 4SSF agenda was 
tightly structured with the key speakers coming from the 
academia. Many of the break away group discussions 
were straight-jacketed (at least the ones I was in) and did not 
leave any room for engagement and debate. The only 
‘voice’ we heard was that of the moderator who read out 
the abbreviated sentences that we had to delicately write 
on a small piece of square paper, while making sure that 
we do not soil the fancy table covers. I feared that this 
was another way of stopping small-scale fisher 
organizations from presenting and arguing their needs 
and views. But I am convinced that no conspiracy theory 
is necessary in this instance. 
 
That Rolf Willmann agreed to give WFFP time to present 
and argue in support of the “consensus” statement 
reached at the preparatory workshop is a feather in his 
cap and an acknowledgement that civil society and indeed 
small-scale fishers’ representatives do have a voice that 
should be heard. It also avoided the possibility of 
increased friction. The very conclusion of the consensus 
position reached by all civil society organizations, 
amongst members and non-members of WFFP, is in itself 
a positive achievement.  
 
Fishing communities across the globe have differing 
realities and experiences. Often these realities take the 
form of contradicting perceptions and ideas in other 
countries and amongst various groups in society. But this 
time, we reached a position that everyone agreed to and 
were ready to support. 
 

Earlier, I argued that fishers’ rights and human rights 
are indivisible. This is also argued in the “consensus” 
statement. That no one at the conference challenged 
this view is highly encouraging. Likewise the view that 
small-scale fishing rights should not be a tradable 
commodity (through ITQs etc) was also not challenged. 
This is highly encouraging. It gives us hope. 
 
What remains though is the development of an 
international regime that will promote and protect the 
interests of small-scale fishing communities. This has 
not yet been achieved.  Our collective focus must now 
shift to the next COFI meeting. We must prepare 
recommendations that urge our national governments 
to implement all existing international provisions that 
protect the human rights of people. Then COFI and the 
UN must develop a new and additional international 
regime that specifically speaks to the needs and rights 
of small-scale fisher communities. Such a regime must 
be implemented alongside other management systems, 
like the ecosystems approach. In this manner we 
protect all forms of life—environmental life and 
human life. 
 
4SSF is the beginning of another long road ahead. But 
for the sake of ‘life’, we must act with urgency. 

 
Gender Monitor (contd., from pg 2) 
Many of the presentations were very good, most 
notably, those focusing on the indivisibility of human 
rights from fishing rights and the proposal that 
enforcing human rights is the best way to sustain the 
small-scale fisheries.  Whilst we support this approach, 
it is critical to argue the social justice imperative of this 
position rather than to argue that this approach makes 
economic ‘cents’.   With the commitment that we see 
being made by the organizers towards sustaining the 
small-scale fisheries, we hope that the challenges that a 
more nurturing and gender-just approach contributes 
will be high on any future agenda.   

 

 

Bye bye, See you again! 

Daily RightsRightsRightsRights thanks all its readers and contributors 
for their support to the newsletter. This is the last 
print version of the newsletter. Next week we will 
bring out an electronic version of the newsletter, with 
people’s reflections on the conference. Please do 
send in your contributions for this. Thanks 
specifically to the French, Spanish and Thai readers, 
contributors and co-ordinators of the newsletter. 


