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I n t ro d u c t i o n
A g reeing on a plan for the co-management of Lake Vi c t o-
r i a ’s fisheries is one goal of the Lake Victoria Fisheries
R e s e a rch Project (LVFRP). The Project took the view that (a)
local fishing communities might already have institutions
that could be useful for managing the fishery and (b) that
these institutions could potentially influence any imposed
regulations in unanticipated directions. For this reason, a
d o u b l e - l a y e red long-term programme was developed, first
to monitor communities in order to identify institutions
useful to management and how these institutions altere d
e x t e rnal regulation, and, second, to assess the extent to
which communities were able to monitor themselves and
the re s o u rces on which they re l i e d .

Four communities were selected: Nkombe in Uganda,
Obenge in Kenya, and Mwasonge and Ihale in Ta n z a n i a .
P a rt i c i p a t o ry baseline studies identified the various commu-
nity-based organisations operating at each beach and initi-
ated relationships with the four communities. The next step
in this process was the initiation of part i c i p a t o ry monitoring
systems with each community. This paper re p o rts how this
was done at Nkombe beach in Uganda, and how the
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p rocess was then replicated at the other three landing sites.
The problems faced, the solutions tried, the monitoring indi-
cators agreed, the replication of the process, and lessons
l e a rned are all outlined. 

B a c k g round 
Lake Victoria is a massive inland water, larger in size than
Burundi. It is shared by Kenya, Tanzania, and Uganda and
s u p p o rts Africa’s largest inland fishery. In 1995, over
400,000 tonnes of fish were landed. Most of this bulk
comprised the introduced pre d a t o r, Lates niloticus ( N i l e
perch), the small endemic sardine, Rastrineobola argentea
(‘dagaa’) and the introduced O re o c h romis niloticus ( N i l e
tilapia). Although Kenya, Tanzania, and Uganda each have
their own fisheries department, they are under-funded and
under-staffed. The lake is not, for practical purposes, regu-
lated.

A d d ressing this is the objective of the EDF (Euro p e a n
Development Fund)-funded Lake Victoria Fisheries Researc h
P roject (LVFRP), the second phase of which began in 1997
and ended in December 2002. The project worked hand in
hand with the fisheries re s e a rch institutes of Kenya (KMFRI),

Tanzania (TAFIRI), and Uganda (FIRRI). It concentrated on two
a reas of re s e a rch: stock assessment and socio-economics.
The latter was carried out by socio-economists working
under the umbrella of the Socio-economic Data Wo r k i n g
G roup (SEDAWOG), here re f e rred to as ‘the team’.

In the past, much of the socio-economic work on Lake
Victoria has been restricted to quantitative data collection.
While valuable, this yields data in which little of the very
dynamic nature of fishing on the lake, and fisheries manage-
ment in general, is captured. To overcome this, the pro j e c t
invested in developing the part i c i p a t o ry re s e a rch skills of the
p a rticipating institutes. An initial workshop was held in
Mbita, Kenya, in March 2000, followed by part i c i p a t o ry
baseline studies with the four beaches, and a second train-
ing workshop designed to start up the part i c i p a t o ry moni-
toring pro c e s s .

Beginning the participatory monitoring pro c e s s :
m i s u n d e rstandings and erro rs 
The first steps of this process were successful and the team
was pleased with the relationships developed with the beach
communities and with the results of the part i c i p a t o ry base-
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line studies. However, a number of difficulties were experi-
enced in the course of a two-day visit to the Ugandan beach,
Nkombe, during which the team had intended to start up a
p a rt i c i p a t o ry monitoring system. 

At Nkombe, the most immediate difficulties faced
stemmed from the size of the team, which comprised 20
i n t e rnational members of SEDAWOG. Previous meetings
with the community had involved only three of the Ugandan
S E D AWOG members, all of whom spoke Lusoga (the local
language). It came as a surprise to the villagers to be
c o n f ronted by the entire team. The alienation was pro b a b l y
compounded by the fact that the team could be clearly iden-
tified as outsiders to the village, local area, and to Uganda.

The international composition of the team was unset-
tling for a community that had had little contact with the
outside world. In fact, the team was the first group of
re s e a rchers ever to visit Nkombe. During a later, and more
relaxed exchange of views, the villagers commented that
hearing strange languages being spoken and seeing thre e
E u ropeans helped fuel suspicion about the team’s ‘re a l ’
intentions. Members of the community were convinced that
the team had come to make a reconnaissance before acquir-
ing the village land and evicting inhabitants. This ru m o u r
a rose because several village members had been evicted
f rom land bordering a nearby forest re s e rve, and the Fore s t ry
D e p a rtment team that had evicted them included a Euro-
pean. More o v e r, the village map drawn during the baseline
study was viewed by some in the community as evidence of
the team’s hidden (land grabbing) agenda. The team later
d i s c o v e red that tensions caused by internal power stru g g l e s
and disputes over, amongst other things, the use of illegal
fishing methods/gears had contributed to the community’s
suspicions of these outsiders. The misunderstanding over the
map (and its ‘land-grabbing’ connotation) caused some
villagers to re t reat to their homes and not take part in the
meeting groups. 

Early on the second day of the visit, the team re a l i s e d
t h e re needed to be a significant change in their appro a c h
to the community. The team convened an ‘emerg e n c y
meeting’ with the beach leader, designed to discuss how the
team could improve their approach to the community. One
key problem that emerged was the one-way flow of infor-
mation from the community to the team. Several options
w e re discussed and it was agreed that the team should host
a one-day workshop for a delegation from Nkombe at the
Ugandan Fisheries Resources Research Institute, FIRRI. This
would provide the community with an opportunity to learn
about FIRRI and the LVFRP project. This would then be
followed by a full meeting with the wider Nkombe commu-

nity during which the Nkombe delegation could give their
assessment of the work which the SEDAWOG team wanted
to achieve. The Nkombe workshop was arranged for the
following Monday and the wider community meeting for
the following We d n e s d a y. 

The Nkombe meetings 
Workshop for delegates
Early on Monday, a car was sent to Nkombe to collect their
chosen re p resentatives. In addition to explaining the goals
of the wider project, the team’s objectives for the workshop
w e re to ensure that the Nkombe delegation could re t u rn to
their community and explain the team’s intentions, and to
allay fears that we had a hidden agenda. 

The car re t u rned to FIRRI, and several members of the
re s e a rch team gathered outside to greet the Nkombe dele-
gation. The group was then shown into the confere n c e
room, and introductions were made. The community had
sent seven re p resentatives, which included the beach leader,
re p resentatives from the local council, and most import a n t l y
(as it later turned out), two community elders.

The day started with a guided tour of the FIRRI aquar-
ium and the offices of the Lake Victoria Fisheries Org a n i s a-
tion (LVFO). Next, a presentation describing the fish stock
assessment component of the LVFRP was made. Pre s e n t a-
tions on the part i c i p a t o ry baseline studies conducted at the
Kenyan and Tanzanian beaches were also made. 

That afternoon, the discussion turned to the pro b l e m s
the Nkombe fishing community faced and to meaningful
indicators of the well-being of the fishery. The very fact that
the discussion took place suggested that the re p re s e n t a t i v e s
w e re sufficiently confident that the team was not about to
steal their land. A sign of this was the openness of the
discussion, with community members readily admitting the
w i d e s p read use of illegal fishing gear and techniques, clearly
re a s s u red that SEDAWOG had no power nor desire to
punish this. 

T h e re was much debate about the well-being of the
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fisheries. One of the elders said, ‘In the past we would fill
a boat with three nets,’ and a younger fishermen said that
n o w, ‘It takes up to 100 nets, to fill a boat’. One issue which
a rose was how the community should re p o rt their fish
catches. The Landing Management Committee (LMC) was
unwilling to give out details of fish sizes but said they would
be willing to provide information on the total weight of
their monthly catch. 

At the end of the afternoon, the workshop had agre e d
on a list of indicators, those suggested by the Nkombe dele-
gation and those suggested by the team, to be discussed
with the wider community (see Box 1). It was also agre e d
that monitoring would be based initially on bi-monthly visits
to Nkombe by the FIRRI team, and bi-monthly visits to FIRRI
by Nkombe re s i d e n t s .

After the Monday workshop, the mood was high on all
sides. The Nkombe delegation chatted excitedly about what
they had learned at FIRRI all the way home. Senior FIRRI staff
w e re thrilled to have hosted a ‘real’ fishing community and
the SEDAWOG team believed the part i c i p a t o ry monitoring
p rocess had significantly moved forw a rd .

Community meeting
The Nkombe delegation provided feedback to the wider
community at a meeting outside the village church two days
l a t e r. This was held under a large tree, and was attended by
a round 100 villagers. At the centre of the circle were two
chairs, one of which was taken by the secre t a ry of the local
council and the other by an elderly blind man.

After a prayer, the beach leader started the meeting. He
distributed photographs taken during their visit to FIRRI and
asked the Nkombe delegation to explain what they had
l e a rned at FIRRI. Each one stood in turn and made a short
p resentation while the photographs circulated through the
c rowd. The re p resentatives were emphatic that the team’s

intentions were not to take their land, and that all they had
seen at FIRRI related to fish and water. The suggestion then
came that the re p resentatives had been bribed, and this was
discussed at some length. It was finally resolved when the
beach leader reminded the gathering that two of its elders
had accompanied the group to FIRRI and had they been
bribed, they would surely not lie. The discussions under the
t ree were, at times, surprisingly frank, with the beach leader
and the local Fish Guard (a Fisheries Department re p re s e n-
tative) both being accused of using illegal gear, and the
elderly blind man in the chair being pointed out by a local
administrator as the person who was creating fear in the
community (being blind and speaking no English re n d e re d
his accuser safe).

The SEDAWOG team then outlined their vision of part i c-
i p a t o ry monitoring to the community as a whole and
explained the various indicators that had been discussed
with the Nkombe delegation the previous Monday. 

The indicators discussed at the workshop on Monday
w e re proposed to the wider community. After some
debate, the meeting agreed to monitor four of these indi-
cators (Box 2).

Applying lessons from Nkombe 
After leaving Uganda, the Kenyan and Tanzanian socio-
economic teams re t u rned home and established similar
monitoring programmes. In Kenya, KMFRI re s e a rchers devel-
oped a remarkable rapport with the Obenge community. It
was claimed that the frequent contact and the exchange
visits between the landing and the re s e a rchers yielded tangi-
ble management results. The villagers felt that they were
finally being listened to and that someone in the ‘outside
world’ genuinely cared about their problems and successes.
As a direct result of this contact, the Obenge beach commu-
nity implemented a series of regulations, including the
banning of nets below five-inch mesh size (the govern m e n t -
stipulated minimum). 

In Tanzania, the outcomes at Ihale and Mwasonge
beaches were not as spectacular as they had been at
Obenge, but nonetheless were very successful. The same

• Monthly catch weight totals to be provided from the LMC records.
• A monthly report on any new events in the community and, i n

p a r t i c u l a r, on whether there had been any changes to the bye-laws
of the LMC.

• Good working relationships between the different organisations
working in the fishery.

• Numbers of immigrant fishers registered by the LMC each month.

B ox 2: A g reed indicators for monitoring the fishery at
Nkombe beach

Indicators proposed by the Nkombe delegation were:
• Monthly catch weight totals 
• A monthly report on any new events in the community
• Good working relationships between different organisations 
• Numbers of immigrant fishers 

The indicators proposed by the SEDAWOG team were:
• Gear types used
• Number of boats licensed
• Socio-economic status of the fishing community
• Number of gear thefts and their outcomes
• Registration and identification of immigrant fishers
• Amendments to LMC bye-laws
• List of organisations operating at the beach

B ox 1: Monitoring the fishery at Nkombe beach
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f o rmat of exchange visits by the beaches to TA F I R I ’s re g i o n a l
c e n t re in Mwanza, and re t u rn visits by the TAFIRI socio-
economic team, forged high levels of trust between the
communities and the re s e a rchers. With trust as the basis of
the re s e a rch relationship, the quality of the data obtained
noticeably improved with each visit. At the same time, the
communities used these visits to exploit what they saw as
the more ‘worldly’ and educated knowledge of the
re s e a rchers, seeking advice about all manner of issues and
p roblems. This excellent relationship was, perhaps, the re s u l t
of strong community-government relationships developed
during the u j a m a a years. 

In Uganda, a country whose history has been beset by
civil strife, the relationship between the FIRRI re s e a rc h e r s
and Nkombe ebbed and f lowed. At each visi t , the
researchers had to remind participants of the study objec-
tives, and reassure them that FIRRI’s intentions were not to
grab land. Slowly, successes began to be seen. During a visit
to FIRRI’s headquarters in Jinja, village re p re s e n t a t i v e s
explained that they had taken action to ban two types of

fishing techniques, which they perceived to be destructive
to the fishery. When probed for reasons why they had done
this, they replied that their frequent contact with FIRRI
re s e a rchers had emboldened them, and that their discus-
sions with the team had taught them they could have some
control over their own futures, and that the lake was theirs
to look after.

In December 2002, the LVFRP ended. Talk of a follow-up
and implementation phase may well bear fruit, but the inter-
ruptions in visits may prove very damaging to the re l a t i o n-
ships developed between the re s e a rch institutes and the
landing sites concern e d .

C o n c l u s i o n s
The team learnt a number of lessons from their experiences
with the communities: 
• P a rticipation re q u i res a two-way flow of inform a t i o n .

Knowing about the SEDAWOG team and being assure d
that they would continue to learn more about the team
m a t t e red a great deal to the communities.

The SEDAWOG team
discussing the Lake
Victoria fisheries with
a Kenyan fishing
community 
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• P a rt i c i p a t o ry monitoring is a slow process. Trust has to be
worked at: it was not sufficient that the team mere l y
explained the study objectives or where they came fro m .
The visual impact of actually seeing the re s e a rch institutes,
and experiencing very visual presentations of LVFRP activ-
ities, was an important step in this pro c e s s .

• Nothing goes to plan: if there was a single reason for the
success of the exercise, it was that the re s e a rch team was

v e ry flexible and very patient. 
• Context is crucial. The historical problem of eviction fro m

the neighbouring forest re s e rve at Nkombe generated fear
that we were there to steal people’s land, which had an
i m p o rtant influence on the process. In Ta n z a n i a ,
c o n v e r s e l y, communities were far less suspicious because
they were used to being visited by government re p re s e n-
t a t i v e s .
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