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The National and Global Alliances of Fishworkers

Some of the most successful global alliances to defend local livelihoods are those of traditional and other commercial fishworkers committed to sustainable fisheries. For decades now, millions have suffered as a result of the intensive and extensive trawling of the planet’s oceans and the unsustainable harvesting of fish from its lakes and rivers. More than 120 million people throughout the world are estimated to depend on fish,

the largest wild food harvest, for all or a part of their incomes (FAO URL). In India alone, over 10 million fishworkers are directly involved in small-scale and artisanal fisheries. The supportive and indirect employment is several times that number of other workers. The mobilisation is even more dramatic as the oceans are largely beyond national jurisdictions and their open access, intensive exploitation and weak regulation make them a classic case of the ‘tragedy of the commons’. 


One of the pioneering efforts in India is that of the Kerala Swathanthra Matsya Thozhilali Federation (KSMTF, Kerala Independent Fish Workers Federation). Formed in 1982, the Federation was the culmination of over five years of fishworkers’ unionisation in Kerala. What is remarkable about the Federation is that it organised and inspired path-breaking struggles to defend the rights of small-scale and artisanal fishworkers. It has faced the wrath of the State on numerous occasions but has now become a political force that no political party can ignore. It was the KSMTF that alongwith the All Goa Fish Workers’ Union and the Tamilnadu Fish Workers’ Union provided the foundation for the National Fishworkers Forum (NFF). Today it has members from the nine coastan states. Many are unique in one other aspect – their role in informing and influencing formal political processes. They have allied with the organised political parties across the political spectrum, making it difficult for any party to disregard the issues that concern them. It is the strength of their alliances and the sustained and strategic engagement with the State and central governments as well as a wide section of political parties – and their formative role in the building of transnational alliances – that have given the movement important visibility and political efficacy.


Inspired by the Indian mobilisations and those of other national networks, fishworkers from around the world came together in November 1997 in New Delhi and formed the World Forum of Fish Harvesters and Fishworkers (WFF). Belonging to movements, organisations, cooperatives and federations from 23 countries, the participants represented artisanal, traditional and small- and medium-scale fishworkers along with others of their craft and onshore who belonged to networks that have their own vessels.  Also included were indigenous and tribal peoples for whom fish harvesting is an integral part of their cultural identity. The associations ranged from the National Fishworkers Forum in India to the Pacific Coast Federation of Fishermen’s Associations (PCFFA) and Chile’s National Confederation of Artisanal Fishworkers. Less than two years later, they met in the US for the first time, giving US fishworkers the first opportunity to meet with fellow fishworkers from all over the world. 


The initial idea for the WFF had emerged from discussions between representatives of national fishworkers’ organisations and a growing concern that a proposed FAO Symposium on World Food Security to be held in Quebec City in October 1995 made little mention of the livelihoods of fishworkers. Two of the main coalitions in this discussion were India’s NFF and the Canadian Council of Professional Fish Harvesters. The meeting issued a statement which explicitly stated their concerns:

We, the representatives of small-scale fish harvesters from North America, South America, Africa, and Asia, express deep concern over the reckless plunder of the seas by the large industrialised fleets of the World, leading to a substantial depletion of fish stocks and endangering the food security for millions of people…. The depletion of marine fish stocks is due to the worldwide industrial fleet of 25,000 vessels which are creating nutritional problems for millions of people as well as other problems for small scale fish harvesters who have a long term social, cultural and economic dependence on fish resources and are being squeezed out of existence.
(Canadian Council of Professional Fish Harvesters 1995)
The issue that eventually led to the creation of the WFF was the growing depletion of the world’s fish stocks as a result of the policies of governments and private corporations seeking to maximise production and profit, in the process creating crippling vulnerability in their lives. It was also critically important that the alliance was rooted in national struggles dating many decades back. Over four years, the WFF’s concerns and mobilisation encompassed issues as wide-ranging as aquaculture, industrial and agricultural pollution and habitat destruction. 


Just four of 17 objectives of the WFF reflect the complete divergence of these organisations and national federations from the principles of corporate trawling whose primary purpose is to maximise productivity and profit. The commercial fleets that trawl the oceans, and the governments that support them, have become increasingly aware of the severity of the diminution of fish stocks, but the rapaciousness continues to the point where there are critically low (or even absent) populations of fish left in large swathes of the oceans. In inland rivers several species have disappeared, and numerous rivers now host no fish populations at all. The objectives also underscore the contrast between the commitment of the national fishworkers to regeneration, sustainability and responsibility to future generations and the commercial fleets practice of an increasingly intensive extraction with little or no concern for regeneration or sustainability.

The four objectives are as follows:

1. Protect, defend and strengthen the communities that depend on the fishery for their livelihoods. 

4. Create an understanding of the resource as a common heritage of humanity to ensure, through sustainable fishing practices, conservation and regeneration of the marine and inland resources and ecosystems, that is passed on to future generations. 

5. Protect fishing communities, fish resources and fish habitats, such as mangroves, from both land-based and sea-based threats – including displacement by tourism, pollution (especially the use of the sea as a dumping ground for toxic waste), destructive industrial aquaculture, overfishing and destructive fishing practices.

11. Play a monitoring role to ensure compliance by states and transnational corporations with relevant international agreements; oppose any trade agreements that threaten the livelihoods of fishermen. (WFF URL)
The diversity of the fishworkers’ mobilisation is a testament to the multiplicity of threats to their livelihoods and the scale of the challenge that they face to confront and reverse the rapacious corporatisation of fish: from the resistance by fishing communities and environmental groups in Russia to proposed oil drilling by Exxon and Royal Dutch Shell, to the protests by national fishworker organisations against State repression and substantial mobilisation to oppose the privatisation of coastlines, rivers and lakes.

In 2001 the WFF split primarily because of the differences between small-scale and artisanal fishworkers and those whose primary activity was not fishing but trading. Though not complete, the split was also along North–South lines. The overwhelmingly Southern movements and organisations created the World Forum of Fisherpeople.  Despite these differences, the two alliances, along with others, have succeeded in not only highlighting the multiple levels of violations of their rights but also the urgent need to protect and sustain the health, sanctity and sustainability of the world’s water regimes.


The other important initiative, which predates the WFF, is the International Collective in Support of Fishworkers (ICSF). The ICSF is a solidarity and support network primarily engaged with fishworkers’ movements in the South striving to establish equitable, gender-just, self-reliant and sustainable fisheries. Active since 1984, it has worked closely with fishworkers’ initiatives in the small-scale, artisanal sector. It came into being in Rome at a parallel people’s conference held as a popular response to the FAO-organised International Conference of Fishworkers and their Supporters (ICFWS). The organisations and individuals who came together for the parallel meeting felt that the FAO was more concerned about commercial, industrial and scientific aspects of fisheries than with the plight of the millions of small and artisanal communities whose identities and livelihoods were integrally linked to their subsistence fishing economy.  The ICSF has committed itself to not only monitor the state of lives, livelihoods and living conditions of fishworkers and to intervene with policy makers but to also facilitate the strengthening of the small-scale fisheries sector. 


These global and national mobilisations have been yielding important results. Not only have national policies been changing in support of traditional, artisanal and small-scale fishworkers but global efforts have also been stepped up. There is also a growing recognition on the part of the UN of the need to review national and international fishery policies that favour intensive industrial fishing and the export orientation of what is  harvested, as it is now clear that these practices directly threaten local and national food security.
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