
 
 

University of Birmingham

A gendered analysis of fisherfolk migration on Lake
Victoria, East Africa
Nunan, Fiona

DOI:
10.1080/14725843.2021.1937046

License:
Creative Commons: Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs (CC BY-NC-ND)

Document Version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Citation for published version (Harvard):
Nunan, F 2021, 'A gendered analysis of fisherfolk migration on Lake Victoria, East Africa', African Identities, vol.
19, no. 3, pp. 342-358. https://doi.org/10.1080/14725843.2021.1937046

Link to publication on Research at Birmingham portal

General rights
Unless a licence is specified above, all rights (including copyright and moral rights) in this document are retained by the authors and/or the
copyright holders. The express permission of the copyright holder must be obtained for any use of this material other than for purposes
permitted by law.

•Users may freely distribute the URL that is used to identify this publication.
•Users may download and/or print one copy of the publication from the University of Birmingham research portal for the purpose of private
study or non-commercial research.
•User may use extracts from the document in line with the concept of ‘fair dealing’ under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 (?)
•Users may not further distribute the material nor use it for the purposes of commercial gain.

Where a licence is displayed above, please note the terms and conditions of the licence govern your use of this document.

When citing, please reference the published version.
Take down policy
While the University of Birmingham exercises care and attention in making items available there are rare occasions when an item has been
uploaded in error or has been deemed to be commercially or otherwise sensitive.

If you believe that this is the case for this document, please contact UBIRA@lists.bham.ac.uk providing details and we will remove access to
the work immediately and investigate.

Download date: 24. Apr. 2024

https://doi.org/10.1080/14725843.2021.1937046
https://doi.org/10.1080/14725843.2021.1937046
https://birmingham.elsevierpure.com/en/publications/fc3b84ca-36ba-4239-a793-eb20e44dadbb


Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=cafi20

African Identities

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/cafi20

A gendered analysis of fisherfolk migration on
Lake Victoria, East Africa

Fiona Nunan

To cite this article: Fiona Nunan (2021): A gendered analysis of fisherfolk migration on Lake
Victoria, East Africa, African Identities, DOI: 10.1080/14725843.2021.1937046

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/14725843.2021.1937046

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group.

Published online: 22 Jul 2021.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 58

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=cafi20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/cafi20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/14725843.2021.1937046
https://doi.org/10.1080/14725843.2021.1937046
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=cafi20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=cafi20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/14725843.2021.1937046
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/14725843.2021.1937046
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14725843.2021.1937046&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-07-22
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14725843.2021.1937046&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-07-22


ARTICLE

A gendered analysis of fisherfolk migration on Lake Victoria, 
East Africa
Fiona Nunan

International Development Department, University of Birmingham, Birmingham, UK

ABSTRACT
Little evidence is available on the gendered dimensions of fish-
erfolk migration beyond the view that it is mainly male fishers 
who migrate. This article investigates how the gendered experi-
ence of fisherfolk migration influences societal change in the 
fishing communities of Lake Victoria, East Africa. It draws on 
primary data from several studies, supplemented by secondary 
sources, to report on the gendered experience of fisherfolk 
migration and implications of this for fishing households and 
communities. Lake Victoria is bordered by three countries, 
Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda, and about 50% of boat crew 
move between landing sites over the course of a year. 
Movement into and around the fisheries over time has led to 
a situation of dynamic social norms and practices, abandoning 
more traditional norms such as those associated with women’s 
domestic rather than economic roles and contributing to the 
practice of transactional sex for access to fish. Fishing commu-
nities are also affected by changing population size, as limited 
provision of public services and development is attributed to 
local government perceptions of fluctuations in population 
resulting from the migration of male fishers.
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1. Introduction

Fisherfolk in many parts of the world are reported to move within and between water 
bodies in search of better fish catches and prices, away from their main fishing site for 
months at a time. The ability to move fishing activities is possible in many contexts 
because fishing grounds often operate as open access and governance controlling access 
and use rights is absent or weak (Njock & Westlund, 2010; Wanyonyi, Wamukota, Mesaki 
et al., 2016). Such movement is facilitated by social networks and capital, with friends, 
relations and associates assisting migrating fishers to gain physical access to fisheries as 
well as to housing in new locations, and enabling acceptance of the migrants within 
established communities. Fishing communities are affected by the departure and arrival 
of fisherfolk, as the population size and composition changes and the arrival of new-
comers may alter social norms and relations. This suggests that gendered relations and 
norms will be affected by and will influence both the movement of fisherfolk and how 
such movement affects fishing communities. Whilst there is evidence of a range of 
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impacts resulting from fisherfolk migration (Njock & Westlund, 2010; Wanyonyi, 
Wamukota, Tuda et al., 2016), there is limited discussion on how migration in fisheries 
results in societal change, including from a gendered perspective. The focus of this article 
is to address this gap, investigating how the gendered experience of fisherfolk migration 
influences societal change in the fishing communities of Lake Victoria, East Africa.

Lake Victoria was chosen as a case study as its fisheries are extremely important 
for the three countries that border the lake, Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda. Lake 
Victoria is the second largest freshwater body in the world and three main commer-
cial fisheries are associated with the lake: Nile perch, Lates niloticus, Nile tilapia, 
Oreochromis niloticus, and the smaller, sardine-like cyprinids known as dagaa, 
Rastrineobola argentea. Most of the Nile perch is bought by fish agents on behalf 
of fish processing factories, with fresh and frozen fillets and other products being 
exported, principally to Europe. The Nile perch industry boomed in the 1990s, 
following the introduction of Nile perch into the lake in the 1950s, leading to the 
establishment of processing plants and reducing access to Nile perch for local 
processors, many of whom were women (Abila & Jansen, 1997). The lake fisheries 

Women fishmonger weighting Nile Perch
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are estimated to employ 800,000, around 200,000 of whom are male fishers, 
a category including both boat owners and boat crew, or labourers, (LVFO, 2015) 
and around 50% of the boat crew move between fish landing sites, motivated by 
higher fish catches and prices elsewhere and to avoid bad weather conditions 
(Nunan, 2010). Migration of fisherfolk is highly gendered, as are the fishing commu-
nities, with gendered relations and norms influencing occupation, practices and 
livelihood outcomes.

The article draws on data collected from several studies and from published literature. 
The studies drawn on are: a lakewide qualitative study conducted in 2007 on the effects of 
migration of fisherfolk for the structures and practice of fisheries co-management and 
livelihoods, reported on in Nunan (2010) and Nunan et al. (2012); a large-scale survey 
conducted in 2008 under the remit of the Implementation of a Fisheries Management 
Plan project of the Lake Victoria Fisheries Organisation (LVFO), to generate baseline socio- 
economic information for the project; and, mixed-methods research conducted in 2015 in 
the three countries at 18 landing sites in total that generated data on the personal 
networks of fisherfolk and on their occupational experience, reported on in Nunan et al. 
(2018) and Nunan and Cepić (2020).

2. Gender and migration in fisheries

Migration can take many forms, characterised in particular by duration and destination. It 
may be permanent, temporary, seasonal, circular, international, national or local, short- 
term or long-term (Njock & Westlund, 2010). The form and duration of migration influ-
ences the nature and extent of influence that migration has on societal change in both the 
communities left behind and in the destination communities. Of particular relevance to 
the nature and extent of societal change associated with fisherfolk migration is the 
gendered dimension of migration. Fisherfolk migration has tended to be discussed in 
terms of the experience of ‘fishers’ or ‘fishermen’ (Duffy-Tumasz, 2012; Wanyonyi, 
Wamukota, Mesaki et al., 2016; Wanyonyi, Wamukota, Tuda et al., 2016). Where women 
are discussed, it has been observed that women are less likely to migrate than men and, 
when they do, it is either associated with their involvement in fish trade or because they 
are accompanying their husbands (Njock & Westlund, 2010). As Weeratunge et al. (2010, 
p. 410) observe, ‘for fishing/aquaculture communities, the gendered patterns of migration 
are still relatively unknown’.

Many fishers, or fishermen, are reported to regularly migrate in search of better 
fish catches and prices for fish (Marquette et al., 2002; Randall, 2005; Wanyonyi, 
Wamukota, Tuda et al., 2016), though over time, migration may become a way of life 
(Wanyonyi, Wamukota, Mesaki et al., 2016). There are often regular patterns of 
movement and regular, or repeated, routes and destinations. This suggests that 
receiving communities expect to receive an influx and departure of fisherfolk. 
There is mixed evidence in the literature on fisherfolk migration, however, on how 
migrants are received in fishing communities. Njock and Westlund (2010) observe 
that experience in West Africa suggests that integration into coastal communities is 
not always easy and that payment of a ‘symbolic tithe’ to temporarily settle may be 
required. Difficulties in integration result from competition for jobs and fish and 
there being different languages, norms and traditions, and these difficulties may 
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contribute to constraints in accessing services such as education and health care 
(Njock & Westlund, 2010). Wanyonyi, Wamukota, Tuda et al. (2016) also found 
evidence of conflict and lack of integration being associated with fisher migration 
in Zanzibar. Despite evidence of difficulties in integration, Njock and Westlund (2010) 
also found in West and Central Africa that new relationships are formed between 
men and women as a result of migration, with cohabitation and frequent change of 
partners, as well as polygamy being associated with migration.

As well as influencing practices and conditions in the receiving location, the migration 
of fisherfolk has consequences for those they leave behind. Njock and Westlund (2010) 
found that money sent home by male fishers who have migrated is often invested in small 
businesses by their wives. Wanyonyi, Wamukota, Tuda et al. (2016) found in their research 
in Zanzibar that migration was associated with increased income and savings, with 
benefits for the wider communities as well as households. The financial benefits asso-
ciated with fisherfolk migration can therefore be experienced in the originating commu-
nities as well as in the destination communities.

Negative effects on households and communities left behind have also been recorded 
in relation to the migration of fishermen. These include an increased burden of work on 
the family left behind (Wanyonyi, Wamukota, Tuda et al., 2016) and disruption to family 
life (Bennett, 2005). A significant challenge affecting fishing communities associated with 
migration is high levels of HIV/AIDS in fishing communities (Allison & Seeley, 2004; 
Kissling et al., 2005; Weeratunge et al., 2010). High levels of HIV/AIDS prevalence are 
described as being associated with ‘mobility and absence from home, cash income and 
a masculine subculture that encourages hard-drinking and casual sexual encounters’ 
(Allison & Seeley, 2004, p. 220). Allison and Seeley (2004) caution against generalising 
about all fishing communities and not investigating and addressing other, or related, 
causes, such as the lack of savings facilities at the landing sites and lack of access to 
alternative employment or income generating sources. High levels of HIV/AIDS preva-
lence have also been related to the practice of ‘fish-for-sex’, where women are reported to 
engage in sexual relationships with male fishers to gain and maintain access to fish (Béné 
& Merten, 2008; MacPherson et al., 2012).

Transactional sex has been frequently observed within fisheries and linked to migra-
tory behaviour (Béné & Merten, 2008; Fiorella et al., 2015; Kissling et al., 2005). Fiorella 
et al. (2019, p. 1809) consider several explanations for the perceived higher rate of 
observations of transactional sex in fisheries as: ‘(1) transactional sexual relationships 
may be under-reported or subject to observer bias in settings where HIV prevalence is 
high, (2) transactional sex may be an overstatement of ordinary relationships or (3) 
fishing economies may uniquely motivate transactional sex’. Considering each in turn, 
Fiorella et al. (2019) offer caution in interpreting relationships and reported prevalence, 
observing that context matters and translation between languages and cultures must 
be carried out with care. They do, however, also observe that the ‘distinct hierarchical 
gender dynamic’ (2019, p. 1809) of fishing economies, where men tend to be, though 
not exclusively, the harvesters, and women the processors, enables this transactional 
relationship.

The nature of fisherfolk migration and its influence on societal change therefore has 
multiple gender dimensions. The very practice of migration is perceived to be gendered, 
with men more likely to move than women, and implications are gendered in terms of 
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who is affected, how and how they respond. Gender has been defined as ‘the full 
ensemble of norms, values, customs and practices by which the biological difference 
between the male and female of the human species is transformed and exaggerated into 
a very much wider social difference’ (Kabeer, 1999, p. 4). This social difference generates 
gender relations, a form of social relations which are ‘constituted through the rules, norms 
and practice by which resources are allocated, tasks and responsibilities assigned, value is 
given and power is mobilised’ (Kabeer, 1999, p. 12).

Taking a social relational perspective to the analysis of gender relations is therefore 
critical in studying the influence of fisherfolk migration on societal change. Such 
a perspective recognises the constraints of social norms on men and women (Locke 
et al., 2017), particularly on women given gender inequalities associated with social 
norms and relations, resulting in women having less capability to act as they would 
wish (Lawless et al., 2019).

Social norms shape opportunities and constraints that men and women face, with 
differences in experience and implications resulting from a range of social factors, including 
gender, age and ethnicity. Social norms are understood to be rules of behaviour ‘such that 

Women drying fish while taking care of kids
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individuals prefer to conform to it on condition that they believe that (a) most people in their 
reference network conform to it (empirical expectation), and (b) most people in their reference 
network believe they ought to conform to it (normative expectation)’ (Bicchieri, 2017, p. 35, 
original italics). Boudet et al. (2013) observe that gender norms are particularly unchanging, 
ascribing this to such norms being widely held, frequently practised, representing the 
interests of those with power and because they are associated with biases linked to genders 
making conforming more likely.

From this review of literature, it can be concluded that fisherfolk migration is a highly 
gendered phenomenon, with gender norms and relations shaping who migrates, the 
relations between male fishers and women fish processors in hierarchical fishing econo-
mies and consequences for fishing communities.

3. Lake Victoria fisheries

Fishing on Lake Victoria is ‘artisanal’ in that the boats are locally made and are operated by 
a small number of crew; however, there is increasing use of outboard engines, enabling 
greater reach of boats. In 2014, almost 70,000 vessels were recorded to be operating on the 
lake, with around 30% of these propelled by outboard engines, compared to 10% in 2000 
(LVFO, 2015). There are a number of subsidiary occupations at the landing sites, such as boat 
makers, net repairers and gear sellers, that form part of the fisheries sector and communities. 
LVFO (2015) recorded just over 200,000 fishers (boat crew and boat owners) on the lake, 
with around 70% being boat crew (LVFO, n.d.). Under 1% of these fishers are women, 
demonstrating the clear male dominance of the catch sector. Almost all boat crew are male, 
with just a few women owning boats.

There are around 1,500 landing sites around Lake Victoria. These landing sites vary in 
population and degree of permanency. On the Tanzanian shore of the Lake, some boat 
owners set up ‘fishing camps’ independent of, or sometimes close to, villages, made up of 
fishers who move together, whilst other landing sites may be more akin to a village or be 
permanently associated with a village. Landing sites vary between very small, temporary 
settlements (Beuving, 2010) to more established, larger and permanent settlements with 
facilities such as bars, primary schools and health clinics.

From the late 1990s, everyone working within fisheries at the beach level was 
required to register with a Beach Management Unit (BMU), a community-based 
organisation formed under the national department of fisheries to work with the 
government in managing the fisheries. BMUs were formed at landing sites with at 
least 30 boats, with some BMUs including more than one landing site. Each BMU 
consists of all those registered to operate within fisheries at that beach, who meet as 
a BMU Assembly periodically, and an elected committee, with national regulations 
setting out the required composition of the committee. One of the responsibilities of 
BMUs is to issue letters to those fishers wishing to move to another landing site for 
a period of time and to receive those letters from incoming fishers. This enables 
fishers to be formally ‘vetted’ and welcomed at a receiving landing site and this 
practice therefore facilitates fisherfolk migration.

Fishers tend to go out on fishing trips on average five times a week on single-day 
trips, with two days off for rest (LVFO, 2008). Boat crew were generally paid each 
fishing trip as a proportion of the value of the catch. This meant that income was 
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variable, but regular, and crew had a reputation within the fishing communities of 
being willing to spend, knowing that they will be out on the lake again very soon, 
gaining more income.

4. Experience and implications of fisherfolk migration on Lake Victoria

The experience and implications of fisherfolk migration for fishing communities are 
explored within the three areas identified from the literature review: gendered migration 
of fisherfolk; gendered relations within fishing communities; and, impacts on family life 
and on communities resulting from fisherfolk migration.

4.1 Gendered migration of fisherfolk

The gendered division of labour within Lake Victoria fisheries is reflected in who 
migrates between landing sites and for how long. Around 50% of boat crew interviewed 
in the 2007 study reported to move between landing sites, usually spending 3 to 
4 months away from their permanent landing site (Nunan, 2010). Far fewer women 
reported to move between landing sites, with around 9% reporting to do so in 
a quantitative survey carried out in 2008, working on two to three beaches a year 
(LVFO, 2008). Women who do move either move with their husbands or as a trader to 
buy fish. In Kenya, data showed that the average of 50% of boat crew moving between 
landing sites was almost consistent for fishers targeting different species, with 43% of 
Nile perch fishers moving, 44% of those targeting Tilapia and 57% targeting dagaa 
(Lwenya et al., 2008).

Boat crew may either move with the boat owner they have been working for or 
may move to another site and seek employment once they get there. Having 
contacts or being known because they have stayed there before is helpful to gaining 
employment and being accepted by the receiving community. No barriers to gaining 
employment for migrants were cited in any of the studies based on being a migrant; 
opportunities were dependent on demand for crew, in turn at least in part depen-
dent on fish catches. In the fieldwork carried out in 2015, it was widely confirmed 
that incoming fishers present themselves with a letter to the BMU Chair, registering 
their gears as well as themselves. The importance of this practice is reflected in an 
observation by one boat owner that ‘once migrant fishers registered their gears to 
BMUs and found to be legal, we interact very well with them’ (interview with Boat 
Owner, Tanzania, 2015). The practice was further elaborated on by a boat owner in 
Uganda who explained

When a new migrant comes he is asked to introduce himself, he is asked where he is 
coming from and show his documents to the relevant authorities. If he is a fisherman he 
reports to BMU, asked where he comes from, asked for the necessary documents and 
the method of fishing he is using. He is then allowed to fish. (Interview with Boat Owner, 
Uganda, 2015)

Women do not generally move from one landing site to another, largely due to 
domestic responsibilities and keeping children in school, but also because of other 
social norms. Some women were not keen on their husbands moving to another 
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landing site as they were aware of the potential for them to become involved with 
other women and perhaps marrying another wife (Lwenya et al., 2008). Camlin et al. 
(2013, 2014) report on a study investigating the mobility and migration of women 
fish traders and found that there are a number of patterns of mobility of women 
involving short stays, for example, between the landing site and village for farming 
and where their families stay, or between the landing site and urban centres or other 
fish markets. They found that migration to the landing sites, that is women moving 
into fisheries, often resulted from separation, divorce, death of their partner or 
domestic violence.

Z. Kwena et al. (2020) found in their research in Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda that 
women make circular trips between fish landing sites on Lake Victoria to buy and sell 
fish, and also visit families and their villages away from the lake. The size of the 
fishing business influenced the distance travelled and the amount of time away, with 
those operating on a larger scale travelling further and being away for longer than 
those with a medium-sized business. This corresponds with Medard et al.’s (2019) 
findings from research on Lake Victoria in Tanzania, where women fish traders from 
the Democratic Republic of Congo were engaged in larger scale trade of sun-dried 
and salted Nile perch (known as kayabo), moving considerable distances, supported 
and protected by a network of businessmen and male fish traders. In contrast, local 
Tanzanian women fish traders dealt with smaller quantities of fish and travelled less 
distance.

Whilst the main driver for migration appeared to be the search for better fish catches 
and prices, boat crew also reported that working at other landing sites enabled them to 
gain experience within their occupation (Luomba, 2007b; Lwenya et al., 2008; Odongkara 
& Ntambi, 2007). This can help them secure employment, as boat owners are keen to 
employ skilled, experienced boat crew (Nunan et al., 2018).

Tanzanian fishermen in a sailing boat paying out a fishing net into the water
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4.2 Gendered relations within fisheries

The gendered nature of fisherfolk migration reflects the gendered division of labour 
within the fisheries of Lake Victoria and as found in many other fisheries. The lakewide 
survey in 2008 included stratified samples of boat crew, boat owners, women and male 
fish traders. Around 90% of the 609 women in the sample were fish processors, fish traders 
or carried out both activities, and 5% were boat owners (LVFO, 2008). The final 5% were 
engaged in other occupations, mainly petty trading in goods other than fish. Men were 
also involved in fish trading, as local traders, buying fish directly from boat owners, as 
traders buying fish from local traders to take to markets beyond the landing site and as 
fish agents, buying Nile perch on behalf of fish processing plants. Other studies found that 
around 97% of fish agents are men (Luomba, 2007a; Lwenya et al., 2007). Women also 
generated income by cooking and renting out rooms at the landing sites, a particularly 
important service for migrant fishers (Z. Kwena et al., 2020). In the Dagaa fishing camps in 
Tanzania, many of the women who were working as cooks were either widowed or 
divorced (Medard, 2015).

Such gendered division of labour is reflected in access to fish being often dependent 
on the female processors/traders engaging in sexual relations with fishers. Having 
money to buy fish is often not sufficient, as observed by Fiorella et al. (2015, p. 326) 
respondents in their survey in Kenya confirmed that ‘a sexual relationship with 
a fisherman is often necessary to be allowed to make the purchase’. In her more 
ethnographic study in Tanzania, Medard (2015, p. 152) observed that ‘women off- 
loaders are expected to offer sex to men in the Dagaa fishery, but that there is no 
shame in it: it is just part of a woman’s life and there is no need to hide it’. The need to 
engage in sexual relations with fishers stems from there being competition for fish due 
to reduced stocks and high demand, and close relationships between mainly male fish 
agents and boat owners, with good quality and correct size Nile perch sold to fish 
agents in exchange for access to credit to buy gears and repair boats rather than local, 
mainly female, traders (Pearson et al., 2013).

Fishing on the lake is viewed as a dangerous, risky occupation, with much concern 
amongst fishers about the potential to drown in stormy weather (Kobusingye et al., 2016). 
Despite this view of fishing, boat crew are still willing to go out onto the lake, often 
without a life jacket or being able to swim (Kobusingye et al., 2016). This risk-taking 
attitude reflects masculine identity associated with fishing, reinforced by frequent inter-
action with fellow male boat crew, as the personal networks of boat crew have been 
shown to comprise mainly of fellow boat crew and some boat owners, with few women 
(Nunan et al., 2018). Such networks can be very helpful, facilitating the movement of 
fishers and traders. Boat crew share information on catches and prices with other crew 
they meet on the lake and traders share information through trading relationships 
(Nunan, 2010).

Gendered relations and norms pervade fisheries on the lake in terms of occupation and 
practices. Access to fish by female fish processors and traders is reported to be often 
dependent on transactional sexual relationships, being linked to migration of fishers away 
from their families and permanent landing site and consequently to high levels of HIV/ 
AIDS (Z. Kwena et al., 2020; Z. A. Kwena et al., 2019).
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4.3 Impacts on households and communities

Fisherfolk migration is associated with societal change in the fishing communities in 
a number of ways, particularly associated with changing and diverse social norms 
associated with people moving into and between fish landing sites. At some locations, 
social norms are relatively unchanging, associated with ongoing dominance of one 
ethnicity and cultural identity. Shared kinship has been associated with enabling fisher 
migration (Nunan, 2010) and facilitates shared norms. However, there are also many 
landing sites that have a mix of people from many ethnic groups, with greater potential 
to challenge social norms and practices and create new or hybrid norms and practices. 
Norms and practices are exchanged and influenced through the movement of fisherfolk 
between landing sites, as fisherfolk bring with them their beliefs and ways of doing 
things that may influence people at the landing site to which they have moved (Nunan 
et al., 2015).

The reported behaviour of many boat crew is cited as evidence of changing social and 
cultural norms. Boat crew are reported to be inclined to spend income regularly, exacer-
bated by a lack of facilities to save money, opportunities for high alcohol consumption, 
presence of commercial sex workers at many landing sites and the practice of transac-
tional sex (Sileo et al., 2016). Alcohol use is said to be prevalent at many landing sites, 
creating health and social problems, though is an important source of livelihood for 
women. Reasons cited for relatively high levels of alcohol use have been given as 
awareness of the danger of potential drowning when fishing and fluctuating income 
resulting from fluctuating catches (Sileo et al., 2016). Regular spending of daily cash 
income, alcohol consumption and transactional sex are cited as evidence that fisheries 
communities are places where cultural norms have been left behind and new norms and 
practices taken up (Camlin et al., 2014).

Changes in social norms can present people with opportunities that they may other-
wise be denied. Landing sites offer people who have experienced problems in gaining 
a livelihood and being settled elsewhere the chance to generate income (Pearson et al., 
2013). The potential for daily income associated with daily fish catches and availability of 
cash has encouraged influx of single, divorced and widowed women to the landing sites. 
Such women, through their independent economic enterprises such as petty trading and 
cooking for migrant fishers, challenge social norms and practices by not conforming to 
gendered domestic roles (Z. Kwena et al., 2020; Pearson et al., 2013). In a similar vein, 
reported abandonment of social norms has also been attributed to high levels of con-
sumption of locally brewed alcohol (Pearson et al., 2013).

Migration between fish landing sites presents both means of reducing and increasing 
the livelihood vulnerability of fisherfolk households and communities. Nunan (2010) sug-
gests that boat crew and women exchange sources of vulnerability and risk through 
migration, from vulnerability due to fluctuating fish stocks, catches and income to vulner-
ability due to unprotected sex with multiple partners and exposure to HIV/AIDS. For boat 
crew, their precarious employment with no formal contracts are linked to fish catches. If 
catches reduce, the number of boat trips per week may reduce and their income, which is 
catch dependent, will reduce. Whilst improved income then is a motivation for moving, 
additional costs are incurred, such as renting a room and buying food.
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‘Fish-for-sex’ transactions on Lake Victoria have been strongly linked to the practice of 
movement of fishers between fish landing sites (Camlin et al., 2013, 2014; Fiorella et al., 
2015; Medard, 2015; Z. A. Kwena et al., 2019; Z. Kwena et al., 2020) and to the prevalence 
of HIV, which is reported to be higher in fishing communities than elsewhere in East 
African countries, with implications for the health of communities and caring responsi-
bilities. Opio et al. (2013) recorded a rate of 22% amongst fishing communities on Lake 
Victoria in Uganda, a rate three times that of the wider population as found in the 2011 
Uganda AIDS Indicators Survey. Kamali et al. (2016), however, estimated that the HIV 
incidence rate within the fishing communities studied in Uganda was 11 times higher 
than in adjacent rural, non-fishing, population. Chang et al. (2016) also found a similar 
situation in Rakai, in Uganda, where HIV in Africa was first detected, where the fishing 
communities had a higher prevalence of HIV/AIDS and of higher levels of risky behaviour 
than the trading and farming communities also studied. Evidence from research in 
Uganda has linked high prevalence of HIV/AIDS within in the fishing communities of 
Lake Victoria to unprotected sex with different partners, including with commercial sex 
workers, and to high levels of alcohol use (Sileo et al., 2016; Tumwesigye et al., 2012).

Transactional sex reflects and influences power relations between men and women, 
manifested in other aspects of social relations within the communities. Camlin et al. (2013) 
confirmed that women who engage in fish-for-sex in Kenya on Lake Victoria were con-
sidered to have had no choice, given competition amongst traders, by their study respon-
dents, but many women involved in this practice reflected on the independence it had 
brought them by providing access to fish and hence income. This suggests that the power 
dynamics may be complex and multifaceted, reflecting a diversity of experiences in gender 
relations. Initiatives have been taken, however, to combat the practice through women 
owning boats, such as the ‘No fish for sex program’ in Nduru Beach, Kenya, though the 
impact of the programme was challenged in 2020 by floods in the region which destroyed 
the boats (NPR, 2020). This example suggests a desire by women to have more agency and 
greater direct benefit from the fisheries, as well as avoid transactional sex.

Fishing communities are also impacted by the migration of fisherfolk by the perceived 
temporary nature of settlements and fluctuating population levels. The migration studies of 
2007 reported significant variations in population sizes at the sampled landing sites at 
different points in a year (Luomba, 2007b; Lwenya et al., 2008; Odongkara & Ntambi, 2007), 
making planning and service delivery challenging. It was further reported by Nunan (2010) 
that the fluctuation in population at landing sites was used as a reason by governments to do 
little to extend services to landing sites. Examples of the poor service provision at landing sites 
are shown in the lack of access to potable drinking water, with around 14% of landing sites 
having potable water in 2014, not many more than the 12% in 2008, and 39% of landing sites 
were accessed via an all-weather road, compared to 32% in 2008 (LVFO, 2015). The number of 
landing sites with a health clinic improved however, from 36% in 2008 to 46% in 2014 (LVFO, 
2015), though these are likely to be privately owned rather than provided by government.

Although fishing communities are affected by changing social norms and fluctuating 
population, there appear to be good relations between permanent and migratory fisherfolk. 
Research carried out at 18 landing sites around the lake in 2015 asked respondents about 
relations between permanent residents at the landing sites and migrants. Respondents 
were overwhelmingly positive about migrant fisherfolk, stating, for example, that ‘there are 
no differences with people from elsewhere and people of this area. We just operate as team’ 
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(interview with Boat Crew, Kenya, 2015) and ‘we interact very well; we are the one telling the 
migrant fishers where to fish’ (interview with Boat Crew, Tanzania, 2015). This acceptance 
was at least in part explained by the observation that these respondents too move between 
beaches, ‘this work we have to work together and not have boundaries because even us we 
sometimes land at other beaches’ (interview with Boat Crew, Kenya, 2015) and ‘even some 
of our colleagues go to places from where these in-migrants come from so we can’t mistreat 
them’ (interview with Boat Crew, Uganda, 2015). However, one boat owner observed that 
migrant fishers tend to keep to themselves, explaining that ‘those who migrate to this 
landing beach tend to stay together, do their own things together, they take care of 
themselves. This is what fishers do when they go to distant places away from home’ 
(interview with Boat Owner, Tanzania, 2015). Such quotes suggest then that whilst there 
is acceptance of migrating fisherfolk, there is not necessarily considerable integration.

For boat crew and boat owners who preferred not to move between landing sites, they 
saw benefits from staying at the landing site as being able to combine their income 
generation from fishing with other activities, particularly farming, and were able to oversee 
any investment they may have such as house construction and farming, as well as support 
their families. Access to credit was felt to be harder when moving to a new landing site, as 
credit is often provided by a fish agent or trader to boat owners and by boat owners to crew. 
Such provision of credit facilitates loyalty in trading and labour relations and may be harder 
to maintain when fishers move to another landing site, even more so if crew move to 
employment by another boat owner. Mobile phone use is high in fisheries, with the majority 
of landing sites having mobile phone coverage (LVFO, 2015). As well as using mobile 
phones to discuss where fish catches and prices are higher with their contacts, migrant 
fishers use their phones to keep in touch with families, meaning that they can stay away for 
longer at times (LVFO, 2008).

Tanzanian fishermen hauling the ring net
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5. Conclusion

This investigation into the gendered experience of fisherfolk migration and its influence 
on societal change in the fishing communities of Lake Victoria has demonstrated that 
such influence is manifested in challenges to social norms and relations, the implications 
of changing social norms and in perceptions of changing population at landing sites.

There was evidence of both continuing and dynamic social norms associated with 
fisherfolk migration. Stable social norms and practices enable those resident at fish 
landing sites to welcome and work with migrant fisherfolk, recognising the income they 
bring through fish catches. However, migration has also challenged social norms and 
practices. This is manifested in several ways. Firstly, incoming male fishers increase the 
generation of daily cash income, attracting women involved in fish trade, cooking for 
fishers, petty trading and commercial sex. Women moving to the fish landing sites for 
economic enterprises were frequently described as being single, widowed and divorced, 
attracted by the opportunity to generate income independently and quickly. The pre-
sence and economic behaviour of women migrating to the landing sites challenges 
gender norms and relations. Secondly, the increased generation of cash on a daily basis 
was associated with increased consumption of alcohol and commercial and transactional 
sex, challenging social norms on acceptable behaviour. Finally, migration itself challenges 
social norms through the formation of new relationships between men and women to 
facilitate economic relations, which at times involved the formation of new relationships 
or transactional sex.

The conditions within fishing communities of high levels of migration, daily cash 
income and people from different cultural backgrounds, potentially away from close 
family, enable people to challenge and even reject social norms of behaviour. 
Challenging and rejecting social norms suggests that there is shared belief that others 
in a reference network (Bicchieri, 2017) will also not conform. However, there is no strong 
evidence that gender norms had significantly altered, despite the economic indepen-
dence of some women, supporting Boudet et al.’s (2013) findings that gender norms are 
particularly unchanging, attributed to the power that men hold and want to maintain and 
the ingrained biases associated with expected behaviour of men and women.

The influence of gender norms and the ‘distinct hierarchical gender dynamic’ of fish-
eries (Fiorella et al., 2019, p. 1809) is manifest in the reported prevalence and ongoing 
practice of transactional sex, or ‘fish-for-sex’, reflecting how gender norms place con-
straints on both men and women (Locke et al., 2017) and gender inequalities can limit the 
agency of women (Lawless et al., 2019). Such transactional sex was consistently linked to 
the migration of male fishers, as well as changing social norms linked to cash income and 
alcohol consumption, and to the reported high rates of HIV/AIDS within fishing commu-
nities, relative to other communities. This suggests that societal change associated with 
fisherfolk migration could carry a high cost.

Such a high cost associated with relatively high levels of HIV/AIDS is exacerbated by the 
poor provision of public services to fish landing sites. Such limited provision of public 
services, including of health care, was also attributed to migration, with changing popula-
tion size and composition cited as a reason for not providing landing sites with adequate 
services.
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Fisherfolk migration is evidently a strongly gendered dynamic and has implications for 
social norms and practices that in turn have implications for fishing communities. These 
implications can be experienced positively in terms of increased cash available and 
livelihood opportunities, but also as more challenging in terms of expectations for 
transactional sex and associated implications for health and wellbeing.

The findings demonstrate how ingrained gender norms are within fisheries but that 
other social norms concerning behaviour have been challenged. They suggest that 
interventions that aim to support the health and wellbeing of fisherfolk must appreciate 
the strength of gender norms and the dynamism of social norms resulting from fisherfolk 
movement and regular cash income.
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