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Small Scale Fisheries Guidelines - Introduction 
 

About 75% of the earth’s surface is water, which holds resources on which depends the 
livelihood of millions – that of our fishers and their families. FAO defines fishing as ‘the capture of 
aquatic organisms in marine, coastal and inland areas’ and estimates that 820 million people 
depend on this, along with aquaculture, for food, nutrition and income. FAO (2014) from the 
technology point of view defines small-scale fisheries as ‘tends to imply the use of a relatively 
small size gear and vessel. The term has sometimes the added connotation of low levels of 
technology and capital investment per fisher although that may not always be the case’.  

However small scale fisheries generally connotes traditional fisheries which FAO (2013) 
defines as that ‘involving fishing households (as opposed to commercial companies), using 
relatively small amount of capital and energy, relatively small fishing vessels (if any), making 
short fishing trips, close to shore, mainly for local consumption’.  

 
The traditional fishers were generally considered to be resource poor, with primitive 

implements or low levels of technology and the fishing activity undertaken for sustaining 
nutrition and incomes of fisher households, and so are small-scale. Small scale fisheries is also 
contextual and depends on the countries and cultures that they belong to and so may take many 
different forms (Staples e. al., 2004). It not only includes harvest of fish, but also includes post 
harvest activities, marketing, and ancillary activities. These are rooted in t  
It is estimated that about 90 percent of all people directly dependent on capture fisheries work in 
the small-scale fisheries sector and is thus a major contributor to employment, income, household 
sustainability and nutritional security. And about half of these workers are women.  
 

While the arguments on what exactly what should be the definition continues, a 
significant happening was the development of a first ever international instrument exclusively for 
small scale fisheries, the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in 
the Context of Food Security and Poverty Eradication or VGSSF or simply the SSF Guidelines in 
2014 (http://www.fao.org/3/a-i4356en.pdf). The guidelines is dedicated to  Chandrika Sharma, 
’who worked tirelessly for the betterment of the lives of fish workers all over the world and who 
contributed invaluably to the formulation of these Guidelines’. The guidelines were developed 
through a participatory and consultative process involving all stakeholders and took into 
consideration all relevant international instruments including the Technical Guidelines for 
Responsible Fisheries No. 10 “Increasing the Contribution of Small-Scale Fisheries to Poverty 
Alleviation and Food Security”.  
https://igssf.icsf.net/images/SSF%20India%20workshop/COPYRIGHT/ICSF%20english.pdf. 
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“Small-scale fisheries can be broadly characterized as a 
dynamic and evolving sub-sector of fisheries employing 
labour-intensive harvesting, processing and distribution 
technologies to exploit marine and inland water fishery 
resources. The activities of this sub-sector, conducted full-time 
or part-time, or just seasonally, are often targeted on supplying 
fish and fishery products to local and domestic markets, and for 
subsistence consumption. …... While typically men are engaged 
in fishing and women in fish processing and marketing, women 
are also known to engage in near shore harvesting activities and 
men are known to engage in fish marketing and distribution. 
Other ancillary activities such as net-making, boat-building, 
engine repair and maintenance, etc. can provide additional 
fishery-related employment and income opportunities in marine 
and inland fishing communities. 
Small-scale fisheries operate at widely differing organizational 
levels ranging from self-employed single operators through 
informal micro-enterprises to formal sector businesses. This 
sub-sector, therefore, is not homogenous within and across 
countries and regions and attention to this fact is warranted 
when formulating strategies and policies for enhancing its 
contribution to food security and poverty alleviation.” 
http://www.fao.org/3/ae534e/ae534e02.htm 
 
 

The guidelines 
recognizes full-time, part time 
and seasonal fishers, for 
providing for their 
households and communities 
as well as working for 
commercial fishing and 
processing, and are basically 
rooted in local communities, 
Thus in the Indian (and other 
countries/ regions) context 
the small scale fishers would 
mean those who belong to 
traditional fishing 
communities along the coast 
and on the mainland along 
inland water bodies, where 
the men are engaged in 
harvest and women in other 
activities like processing, 
marketing and gleaning from 
inshore waters. They are also 
the fishers who are becoming increasingly marginalized due to the rapid changes taking place in 
the sector making them highly vulnerable. The SSF guidelines are specifically in the context of 
food security and poverty eradication. The access of fishers to the resources is thus of prime 
importance as only this will ensure that the tenets are secured. Small scale fishrs are 
characterized by low incomes, poor access to markets and other social service, lack of alternative 
livelihoods, adverse impacts of climate change and low adaptive capabilities etc..  
 
Small Scale Fisheries Guidelines – Objectives, Principles and provisions 
 

The objectives of the guidelines are ‘to ensure that small scale fisheries will among others 
enhance global food security; to promote its contribution to the economic and social future of the 
planet; to contribute to improve the socioeconomic situation of fish workers; and to achieve 
sustainable use of fishery resources’. And these objectives should be achieved ‘through the 
promotion of a human rights-based approach, by empowering small-scale fishing communities, 
including both men and women’. Small scale fishers must be able ‘to participate in decision-
making processes, and to assume responsibilities for sustainable use of fishery resources, and 
placing emphasis on the needs of developing countries and for the benefit of vulnerable and 
marginalized groups’. 

Acknowledging the diversity of the small scale fisheries, the scope is a voluntary guideline 
with a global scope with a focus on developing countries; covering all fishery-related activities in 
the marine and inland aquatic waters. The Guidelines should be interpreted and applied in 
accordance with national legal systems and institutions. 
 
 
 



137 
 

ICAR Winter School:  Responsible Fishing:  Recent Advances in Resource and Energy Conservation 
21 November – 11 December 2019, ICAR-CIFT, Kochi 

The guiding principles of the SSF guidelines are the following: 
 

1. human rights and dignity 

2. respect of cultures 

3. non-discrimination 

4. gender equality and equity 

5. equity and equality 

6. consultation and participation 

7. rule of law 

8. transparency 

9. accountability 

10. economic, social and environmental sustainability 

11. holistic and integrated approaches 

12. social responsibility 

13. feasibility and social and economic viability 

 
The specifics include Governance of Tenure in Small-Scale Fisheries and Resource 

Management, the proposition of which is that small scale fishers need to have secure tenure 
rights to the resources, recognising the need for responsible and sustainable fisheries. This could 
include granting preferential access to resources, resolution of disputes over tenure rights, 
effective remedial measures, including during natural and man made disasters which are 
increasingly affecting the coasts. It also mentions that ‘all discrimination against women in tenure 
practices should be eliminated’. 
 

Under Sustainable Resource Management ‘measures should be implemented for long-
term conservation and sustainable use of fisheries resources and due recognition given to the 
requirements and opportunities of small-scale fsheries’. Small-scale fisheries should also be in 
tune to the efforts towards sustainable resource management, which the State has to proactively 
support, including creating a proper monitoring, control and surveillance (MCS) systems 
applicable and suitable for small-scale fisheries, which the SSF should support. Co-management 
should be promoted not only in harvest but in pre- and post-harvest activities. ‘States should 
involve the communities in the design, planning and implementation of management measures, 
ensuring equitable participation of women and other vulnerable groups’. 
 

In the section on Social Development, Employment and Decent Work , investment of  
States in health, education, literacy, digital inclusion and other technical skills is emphasized 
along with adequate social-security schemes for all workers along the value chain. Savings, credit 
and insurance, with emphasis on inclusion and access of women to these services is important. 
States should promote decent work for all and recognize the right of small scale fishers to an 
adequate standard of living. Migration and issues related to the same should be addressed, safety 
and occupational health and children’s well being and education should be ensured.  
 
  Value Chains, Post-Harvest and Trade is another area covered by the SSFG. It recognizes 
the central role played by post-harvest activities in small scale fisheries, with women playing a 
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Part 2; Section 5.14 All parties should 
recognize that rights and responsibilities 
come together; tenure rights are balanced 
by duties, and support the long-term 
conservation and sustainable use of 
resources and the maintenance of the 
ecological foundation for food production. 
Small-scale fisheries should utilize fishing 
practices that minimize harm to the 
aquatic environment and associated 
species and support the sustainability of 
the resource.  

crucial role. Appropriate investments in infrastructure, organization and capacity building are 
central to this. Traditional forms of association should also be recognized. Trade should not 
adversely affect small scale fishers and States should promote equitable and non-discriminatory 
trade and access to timely and accurate market and trade information for stakeholders in the 
small-scale fisheries value chain should be enabled by the State. 
 

SSFG is the first ever international fisheries instrument to talk of gender equality. It calls 
for gender mainstreaming in all development strategies. ‘Specific measures to address 
discrimination against women should be adopted’. Mechanisms must be evolved to assess the 
impact of legislation, policies and actions for improving women’s status and achieving gender 
equality. Better technologies of importance appropriate to women’s work should be developed.  
 

Recognizing that climate change and disasters  are happening and will be a major 
challenge, planning  for adaptation, mitigation and aid, is included provided. Accountability fixing 
in case of man-made disasters in highlighted.  
 

Part 3 of the SSFG deals with Ensuring an enabling environment and supporting 
implementation. Policy coherence , Institutional Co-Ordination and Collaboration  is 
emphasized and measures to ensure the harmonization of policies that affect the health of marine 
and inland water bodies and ecosystems done. States should also promote local governance 
structures that contribute to effective management of small-scale fisheries. Information, 
Research and Communication should be used for ensuring transparency, prevent corruption 
and hold decision makers accountable. Platforms and networks at all levels must be used to 
promote the flow and exchange of information. Research in small scale fisheries must be 
undertaken to generate data that is necessary for policy making. Capacity Development is a 
major point so that small scale fishers can participate in decision-making and benefit from market 
opportunities. Knowledge and skills should be developed to support sustainable development 
and successful co-management arrangements. 
  

States and all other parties are encouraged to implement the SSF Guidelines with support 
from United Nations and its specialized Agencies. The importance of monitoring systems should 
be recognized. Legitimate representatives of small-scale fshing communities should be involved 
both in the development and application of implementation strategies for the Guidelines and in 
their monitoring.  
 
Small Scale Fisheries Guidelines – Indian Perspective vis-à-vis resource and energy 
conservation 
 

Responsible fisheries and sustainable 
development is a major focus (Part 2, Section 5) 
of the SSFG, under which Governance of Tenure 
in Small-Scale Fisheries and Resource 
Management and Sustainable Resource 
Management are sub-sections. The main 
emphasis is resource conservation, through 
sustainable resource management.  Long-term 
conservation is stressed with due recognition to 
small scale fisheries is stressed. There is need for 
involving small-scale fishing communities, 
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including women, vulnerable and marginalized groups, in the design, planning and 
implementation of management measures, including protected areas. Co-management and 
dispute settlement through participatory approaches are given importance. 
 

Fishing communities in India exhibit a lot of diversity with respect to caste and 
community groupings, and they have distinct social structures. These can govern fishing and non-
fishing activities and can include conflict resolution and resource use regulation. According to the 
CMFRI Census 2010, there are 3,288 marine fishing villages and 1,511 marine fish landing centres 
in 9 maritime states and 2 union territories. The total marine fisher population was about 4 
million comprising in 864,550 families. Nearly 61% of the fishermen families were under BPL 
category. About 38% marine fishers were engaged in active fishing with 85% of them having full 
time engagement. About 63.6% of the fishers were engaged in fishing and allied activities.  
 

In the context of the SSF guidelines, in India mainly the artisanal and traditional fishing 
sectors fall under the category of small scale fishers. As mentioned above, there is wide diversity 
in methods of fishing, crafts and gear used and in the people involved in fishing. The craft and 
gear are relatively smaller in size and less capital intensive (though we have examples of capital 
intensive craft-gear combination as well, like the inboard ring seiners). The traditional fishers 
have a deep understanding of the waters where they fish in and still follow the wind, currents and 
use the colour of the waters to identify fish shoals and fishing grounds. Much of the fishing is 
carried out in near shore waters. Marketing is locally governed, though with increasing sizes of 
certain types of crafts the first level of marketing has shifted to harbours. The common feature, 
however, is that the communities are disadvantaged and resource poor.  
 

Implementation of the guidelines should be preceded by raising awareness on the 
guidelines. There are measures already in place in legislation protecting the rights of traditional 
fishers. For instance the Kerala Marine Fishing Regulation Act specifically prohibits other fishing 
vessels from passing through areas where traditional fishers have their nets or tackles. Both The 
Orissa Marine Fishing Regulation Act, 1981and The Gujarat Fisheries Act 2003 mention under 
Regulation of Fishing in Specified Areas, ‘the need to protect the interest of different sections of 
persons engaged in fishing, particularly of those engaged in fishing by use of traditional fishing 
craft such as catamaran, country craft or canoes’. However, there is increasing conflict between 
traditional and other fisheries which needs to be managed, mainly because the small scale sector 
is vulnerable and sometimes voiceless. That decisions in fisheries must be based on participatory 
principle taking into account all sectors is an underlying message in the guideline. 
 

From the point of view of resource and energy conservation the artisanal sector has a 
clear advantage in it that their crafts and gear are not energy intensive (with a few exceptions) 
and the running costs and fuel expenses are lower than that of mechanized crafts. The traditional 
artisanal fisheries reliance on exogenous energy is relatively smaller and there are still instances 
of using wind energy (using sails) or purely animate energy for fishing (like in catamarans). 
Motorization of traditional crafts has led to using fossil fuels for propulsion. The number and 
capacities of engines used is also increasing with increasing craft and gear sizes which needs to be 
regulated as this increase has made fishing uneconomical (Edwin and Hridayanathan, 1997).  
 

Traditional fishery that uses several passive gears like hook and line are resource 
friendly. At the other end of the spectrum is the wanton destructive practices like like poisoning 
and dynamiting, which are however slowly waning with strict regulatory measures in place in 
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several Marine Fisheries Regulation Acts. Similarly the use of small meshes and increase in effort 
has almost wiped out the hilsa fishery in West Bengal with government forced to bring in 
regulations (http://www.uniindia.com/...). The weakening of traditional systems of governance 
has been one reason for the rise in such practices. There were systems like the Oor panchayats of 
Tamil Nadu (Thamizoli and Prabhakar, 2009) and Kadakkodi of Kerala (Paul, 2005) which 
governed the social, cultural and economic activities of fishing communities. Co-management 
initiatives like that of an eco-system based approach in the yellow clam fishery of Ashtamudi 
(Mohamed and Malayileth, 2013), the Cherai Poyil system of co-management of lagoon fisheries 
in Kerala (Thomson and Gray, 2009), and the already existing traditional measures like the prawn 
fishing in Pulicat lake (http://cmsdata.iucn.org/..) etc. are examples where resource conservation 
has been  a central focus along with improving the livelihoods of the fishers involved in the 
fishery. This has been more effective in the small scale fisheries sector, mainly as a response to 
fall in catches and increase in operational expenses. This is particularly important in small scale 
sector as by its very nature the fishing is closely linked to household food and nutritional security, 
though in several states artisanal fishing has traditionally met the demands of consumers in 
inland areas (Kocherry and Achary, 1989).  
 
 
Conclusion 
 

Recognizing that the small scale fishers are a vulnerable group and considering that the 
small scale fisheries are largely resource and energy friendly, the SSF guidelines are a first step in 
bringing to the fore the importance of small scale fishing communities and the role it plays in 
ensuring livelihoods. Sustainability, gender equality, a human rights based approach and several 
other fundamental principles are rooted in the SSF Guidelines. Capacity building at grassroots 
level on the provisions in the guidelines, followed by participatory policy evolution is essential to 
make the SSFG effective.  
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