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ABSTRACT 

There exist constant resource-use struggles in the small-scale coastal fisheries of Kenya including 

Shimoni. Positivistic ecological and economic studies ignore the complex and multi-scalar socio-

political nature of these struggles. Such studies inadequately reduce the cause of the struggles to 

competition for scarce fisheries, policy failure and stubbornness of artisanal fishers. This study, by 

following a political ecology approach, argues that struggles in small-scale coastal fisheries of 

Shimoni are influenced by unequal power relations that transform the existing socio-political 

relations of fisher groups. Additionally, the study argues that fluid identity politics can be used by 

small-scale artisanal fishers to challenge the unequal power relations. Particular focus is on ring net 

and spear gun fishing, Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) and Co-management ς Beach Management 

Unit (BMU).       

Key words: Resource-use struggles, political ecology, power relations, identity politics, small-scale 

coastal fisheries, Ring net, Spear gun, MPAs,  Co-management, BMU, Kenya, Shimoni,     
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INTRODUCTION 

I am drawn to this small but vital field of resource-use struggles in small-scale coastal fisheries out of 

my previous NGO work in coastal Kenya. During my work with small-scale coastal fishers in Kenya, I 

often witnessed struggles in form of violence in places such as Kipini and Malindi in the north coast 

ŀƴŘ ƘƻǎǘƛƭŜ ǘŀƭƪǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ŦƛǎƘŜǊǎΩ ǎŜƳƛƴŀǊǎ and meetings that either I attended or organized 

or both. Large number of struggles were (and still are) related to fishers access to fishing grounds, 

ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ΨŘŜǎǘǊǳŎǘƛǾŜ ŦƛǎƘƛƴƎ ƎŜŀǊǎΩ ŀƴŘ aŀǊƛƴŜ tǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘ !reas (MPAs). Recently, discomfort with the 

co-management arrangement through Beach Management Units (BMUs) has added to the list of 

ŎƻƴǘŜǎǘŜŘ ΨǘƘƛƴƎǎΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻŀǎǘŀƭ ŦƛǎƘŜǊƛŜǎΦ During my involvement in the NGO work, it was common 

to hear coastal fishers being described by fellow NGO workers as stubborn and non-responsive to 

change. Not least, their fishing activities were and are continuously described by researchers and 

conservation NGOs as unsustainable, not only in so far as the integrity of the ecosystem is concerned 

but also to the extent that they support their economic wellbeing (Samoilys et al., 2011). 

Nonetheless, radical attempts have been made by the Government of Kenya (GoK) in order to 

promote growth and influence change in the coastal fisheries including but not limited to 

introduction of semi-commercial ring nets with the aim of increasing the capacity of the artisanal 

fishers to venture in the fisheries beyond the reef flats. The hope has been and still is that artisanal 

fishers would find semi-commercial ring net fishing lucrative and abandon their artisanal gears which 

are deemed by researchers as harmful to the fish breeding grounds. Disappointingly, artisanal fishers 

are still here with us and a fierce struggle is evident between them and ring net fishers.  

Since the 1970s, a preservationist ideology has invaded coastal fisheries not only in Kenya but also 

other areas of the world. The ideology maintains that the creation of marine protected areas (MPAs) 

is promising in so far as conserving the coastal ecosystems is concerned. More ambitious works 

(including Francis et al., 2000 and Muthiga, 2009) have even shown how artisanal fishers could 

exploit the positive externalities of MPAs. Such works point towards the increased fish population in 

the MPAs which can be harvested by fishers in fishing grounds close-by or adjacent to MPAs. In 

Kenya, research has pointed towards the benefit of Watamu, Malindi, Mombasa and Kisite/Mpunguti 

marine protected areas (Muthiga, 2009). Even with such persuasions concerning the benefits of 

MPAs to artisanal fishers, ŦƛǎƘŜǊΩǎ resistance to the existence and expansion of MPAs shows no signs 

of ceasing. Most recently, East Africa Wildlife Society (EAWS), a conservation NGO, has proposed the 

MPA-related idea of Community Conserved Areas. This concept, though sounding friendlier and 

coated with words that camouflage the complexity of coastal fisheries (such as community), has 

generated as much struggles as its stencil ςMPAs, especially in Shimoni. 
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Misreading coastal fishers to be one homogenous group that should share fisheries management 

responsibilities with the government in what is known to be, though unrealistically, a bottom-up 

approach Beach Management Unit (BMU) framework is another move that is opening another 

chapter of struggles. Having been tried in Lake Victoria, the BMU framework is now being promoted 

by the government and many conservation NGOs as a primary means of managing coastal fisheries. 

Like the radical steps that aimed at ŎŀǘŀǇǳƭǘƛƴƎ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ƛƴ YŜƴȅŀΩǎ Ŏƻŀǎǘŀƭ ŦƛǎƘŜǊƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ 

of the artisanal fishers and MPAs that aimed at saving the coastal fisheries from degradation and 

increasing tourism, the BMU framework oversimplifies coastal fisheries by overlooking the inherent 

socio-political processes. Rather, its conception and practice is infested with illusions of power 

sharing and participatory decision making arrangements. Rather than sharing the unrealistically 

reified power, BMU is fast emerging as a pƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ CƛǎƘŜǊƛŜǎ 5epartment can 

easily exert its control on fishers activities and NGOs can reach to their target groups. However, the 

framework is facing either reluctance or resistance from fishers making it another battlefield in the 

coastal fisheries of Kenya.      

In spite of these struggles, many ecological and economic studies in coastal fisheries of Kenya, by 

following positivistic paradigms, relate the struggles to competition about declining fisheries stocks. 

McClanahan, Obura and their colleagues have devoted their efforts in showing how the declines in 

the coastal fish populations lead to shrinking catches (McClanahan et al., 2005;2008; Obura, 2001; 

Obura et al., 2002). Studies such as Homer-Dixon (1999) observe that declining natural resources 

trigger competition, which may lead to segregation amongst resource users, hence causing conflicts. 

I agree that understanding the ecological processes of coastal fisheries and their economic impacts is 

important. However I reject the suggestion that ecological and economic analysis alone are adequate 

to tell us the situation of conflicts in coastal fisheries. Although the cause-effect relationship between 

fisheries decline and competition is stating the obvious, there is very little to learn from it about the 

processes and nature of the ensuing struggles. Unfortunately, many fisheries management 

instruments rely heavily on such positivistic studies even though they overlook the socio-political 

processes that fisheries struggles are embedded in. In order to effectively manage fisheries and 

adequately understand the inherent struggles we need to go beyond quantification of fisheries 

problems and understand the complex and multi-scalar socio-political context of the fisheries. It 

follows therefore, that we can no longer afford to take for granted the socio-political processes, or 

even treat as supplementary studies that dig deeper into these processes in small-scale coastal 

fisheries because they are as important as the ecological and economic aspects.  

I find political ecology, though wider, a relevant field of engagement in order to understand the 

constant struggles in small-scale coastal fisheries of Shimoni. By applying the wider field of political 
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ecology, I acknowledge that these struggles are happening in a politicized environment where power 

is exercised in a unbalanced manner to transform the social relations of fisheries. Thus, in this thesis I 

argue that the struggles in the small-scale coastal fisheries of Shimoni cannot be simplified as 

scarcity-caused but are rather influenced by the transformation that occurs in the social relations to 

fisheries. My entry point is the way in which the social actors in the small-scale fisheries of Shimoni 

socially relate to the fisheries in terms of access, ownership and knowledge production. I argue that 

the multiplicity and complexity of these actors and their social actions such as ring net fishing, 

prohibition of spear gun fishing, marine protected areas and BMU produce power fields with unequal 

power relations. Because these power fields act to exercise control over the way in which actors 

relate with costal fisheries for livelihoods, this confluence produces a zone of constant contestation 

(Peluso and Watts, 2001). I use this to respond to the question: How are the struggles in the small-

scale coastal fisheries of Shimoni influenced by unequal power relations regarding access, use and 

control of fisheries? In these unequal power relations, I contend with Bryant (1997) that the weak 

ǿƛƭƭ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǎƻƳŜƘƻǿ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǘƘŜ ΨǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭΩΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ŀ ǿƛŘŜ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊe describing 

ǘƘŜ ΨǿŜŀǇƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŀƪΩ ǘƘŀǘ various resource users can employ to challenge unequal power 

relations surrounding the appropriation of the resources in question. In this study, I argue that 

ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀŘŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ǇŀƴƻǇƭȅ ƻŦ ΨǿŜŀǇƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŀƪΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƘƛŘŘŜƴ 

ǘǊŀƴǎŎǊƛǇǘǎΩ (Scott, 1985;1990). The fluidity of  identity politics helps in understanding socio-political 

processes as dynamic. This way, I view social identities not as fixed structures and completed projects 

but rather as a continuous process of making, unmaking and remaking of their social boundaries and 

meanings. Additionally, using social identities is devoid of the simplistic dichotomies created by 

political ecologists such as Bryant (1998;1997) who view resource use struggles in relation to distinct 

grassroots against encroaching hegemonies. Hence, the second question this study is: How do small-

scale artisanal coastal fishers in Shimoni [re]create and use identity politics to challenge the unequal 

power relations that influence fisheries struggles?   

In chapter one I give ŀ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ YŜƴȅŀΩǎ Ŏƻŀǎǘŀƭ ŦƛǎƘŜǊƛŜǎ in relation to 

the existing struggles. I highlight the discouraging results of taking for granted, by both research and 

policy, the complexity and multiplicity of the social organisation around and about fisheries. I show 

this oversight in specific areas such as regulations on fishing gears, establishment of MPAs and co-

management (BMUs). The main point in chapter one is that the socio-political aspects around 

ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜǎ ƛƴ YŜƴȅŀΩǎ Ŏƻŀǎǘŀƭ ŦƛǎƘŜǊƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǳƴŘŜǊ-researched because their complex and multi-scalar 

nature cannot be studied using the dominant positivistic ecological and economic methods. 

Consequently, these struggles are myopically understood and intervention mechanisms tend to 

achieve disappointing outcomes. Chapter two of this study proposes a political ecology approach to 

help bring to focus the complex socio-political nature of the struggles in the coastal fisheries. I use 
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the concept of power relations and knowledge processes to argue that the struggles are embedded 

in the socio-political processes of coastal fisheries. L ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ŀǎ ŀ ΨǿŜŀǇƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

ǿŜŀƪΩ ƻǊ Ψhidden transcriptΩ (Scott, 1985;1990) [re]created and used by artisanal small-scale fishers. I 

furthermore discuss the methodology followed including selection of cases, research units, 

respondents and methods of data collection and analysis. Chapters three, four and five give the 

details from fieldwork concerning struggles around and about ring net fishing, spear gun fishing and 

management instruments (MPAs and BMU) respectively. In chapter 6, I discuss my findings using the 

intellectual traditions of political ecology. I do so by responding to the two questions set for this 

study. Finally I present my conclusions and recommendation for further research.    
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CHAPTER 1 

1.0. w9/9b¢ 59±9[hta9b¢{ Lb Y9b¸!Ω{ {a![[-SCALE COASTAL FISHERIES 

1.1. Characteristics of the small-scale coastal fisheries  

1.1.1. Social organisation of the fishers 

The developments in global fish production both from capture fisheries and aquaculture has well 

been documented by FAO for decades. While FAO (2002) reports that 15% of the total animal protein 

global consumption comes from fisheries, even higher proportions have been recorded in developing 

countries and coastal regions. It is not surprising that Hoorweg et al. (2009) report that more than 

90% of the world fishers belongs to the small-scale sector. In Sub-Sahara Africa, small-scale fishers 

exploit the coastal fisheries and Kenya is no exception. Much of the documented uncertainties facing 

the small-scale fishers often include risks at sea, unequal power relations to middlemen and owners 

of the fishing vessels and underrepresentation in the national politics (Hoorweg et al., 2009). Yet 

equally important are the least documented impacts of management strategies and regulations, not 

to mention competition from mushrooming middle-level commercial fishing.  

Small-scale coastal fisheries in Kenya exhibit complex and dynamic characteristics. Fishers often 

enter into some kind of contracts to form fishing crew and also large groups to increase their catch, 

deal with safety and other risks at sea and to defend their interests in a wider spectrum of power 

forces in local fisheries. Their payments are hard to discern and can be in form of daily wages and fish 

catch which is distributed depending on labour effort and capital. Crew composition may consist of 

kinsmen, non-kinsmen and friends (Hoorweg et al., 2009). Some fishers enter fishing at childhood by 

accompanying their parents and finally break to join other crews. Likewise, ownership of fishing 

vessels in the small-scale sector may follow different patterns. They can be owned individually, 

communally or by well-off individuals. 

Coastal fishers of Kenya are differentiated based on fishing gears used and ethnicity and are thus 

affected in different ways by the changing fisheries (McClanahan, et al., 2008). Fishers are also 

differentiated in terms of skills and knowledge about the characteristics of fisheries. Indeed because 

of open access to fisheries, fishers are faced with competition not only in the markets but also in the 

fishing grounds. Hoorweg et al. (2009) notes that small-scale fishers address the competition in a 

number of ways including using their skills and their knowledge about the sea which they hardly 

share with their competitors.  
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1.1.2. The missing link in the fisheries struggles  

YŜƴȅŀΩǎ Ŏƻŀǎǘŀƭ ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƳŀƭƭ-scale fishers depend on for their livelihoods are widely 

described in many studies to be under threat. There are recorded declines in fish catch in the coastal 

fisheries despite the increased per capita effort at sea by the fishers (McClanahan et at., 2008; 

McClanahan and Mwangi, 2004). Strategies that aim at the management of coastal fisheries have 

been proposed by the government and conservation NGOs with strong focus of controlling 

destructive fishersΩ activities. Disappointingly, the management strategies have failed in a number of 

ways, most notably to meet their objectives of improving the socio-economic conditions of small-

scale coastal artisanal fishers. Cinner et al. (2010) attribute this state of affairs to the argument that 

the management schemes often override the existing complexity and multiplicity of the coastal 

fisheries, which also include social relations such as access, ownership and control. There are 

situations where the fishers themselves have rejected the management schemes, especially for the 

reasons that their interests are not addressed (Alidina, 2005). For example, the proposal to establish 

marine protected areas is often seen by fishers as a scheme that blocks their access to what they call 

their fishing grounds. In other cases fishers have smelled unfairness and lack of respect in the 

manner in which those management plans are either conceived or implemented, especially when 

adequate and transparent consultation is not done beforehand. Not least, small-scale artisanal 

fishers often view the introduction of middle-scale commercial fishing within the coastal fisheries to 

be enhancing unfair competition, not only at the fishing grounds but also at the market. It is 

unsurprising though unfortunate that most interventions only consider the in-depth studies into 

social-political settings of coastal fisheries as supplementary elements (Visser, 2004), perhaps 

because of their complexity and multiplicity. Yet the primary concern of the interventions is to 

change the flow of action within these social relations to coastal fisheries. Accordingly, it cannot be 

overemphasized that such interventions that seek to transform the social relations of the small-scale 

coastal fisheries have met constant resistance whether physically or symbolically. Cinner and 

colleagues have emphasized the need to understand the complex socio-economic conditions of the 

small-ǎŎŀƭŜ ŦƛǎƘŜǊǎ ƛƴ YŜƴȅŀΩǎ Ŏƻŀǎǘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ǘo adapt the management styles to their local 

context (Cinner et al., 2010). Unfortunately and most likely because of their positivistic approach, 

their study has also omitted the socio-political processes that take place at the local beaches and 

fishing villages. 
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1.2. Experiences with coastal fisheries management instruments in Kenya               

¢ƻ ŘŀǘŜΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ōȅ ǘƘŜ YŜƴȅŀΩǎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ bDhǎ ǘƻ 

manage the coastal fisheries. Three instruments are relevant for the purpose of this study namely: 

fisheries regulations, marine protected areas and co-management ςBMUs. 

1.2.1. Fisheries regulations and coastal fishing methods   

 The Fisheries Act cap. 378 of the Laws of Kenya of 1989 (revised 1991) remains one of the legal 

instruments used by the government to govern coastal fisheries in Kenya. It contains prohibitions 

that regulate fishing in specific fishing grounds, use of specific fishing gears deemed destructive and 

licensing fishers to provide rights of access to fisheries. According to the Act, the Fisheries 

Department is the institution that is responsible for fisheries management and development in 

Kenya. By enforcing this law, the Fisheries Department has placed a restriction on some of the fishing 

gears it considers destructive to coastal fisheries, namely spear guns, beach seines and recently ring 

nets. Despite these restrictions, many studies, including but not limited to Alidina (2005) and this 

research (see chapter 4), have reported increased use of spear guns especially in the south coast. A 

spear gun is easy to make from locally available materials and the knowledge of making it is passed 

from older fishers to younger ones. Although Okeyo (2010) observes that many spear gun fishers do 

not use boats, this study (Chapter 4) finds more organized spear gun fishers forming crew groups and 

using the boats of  their patrons right before the eyes of fisheries officers.  

Although currently the use of beach seine is rare, personal observation shows that they are still in 

use in somŜ ŀǊŜŀǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ aŀƧƻǊŜƴƛ ŀƴŘ Yƛōǳȅǳƴƛ ƛƴ YŜƴȅŀΩǎ ǎƻǳǘƘ ŎƻŀǎǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ōŜŀŎƘ ǎŜƛƴŜs has 

raised more debates than spear guns for reasons that could be linked to their magnitude of 

destruction to other local fishing gears (McClanahan and Mangi, 2001). In some areas in coastal 

Kenya, in the recent past, local fishers have engaged in violent struggles to contest their use as 

Gleasel (2000) observes. Despite ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ ǿŀǊƴƛƴƎǎΣ YŜƴȅŀΩǎ CƛǎƘŜǊƛŜǎ 5epartment did not put a 

ban on the use of the gear until 2001 (Signa et al., 2008, unpublished). Elsewhere, in Ghana, Kraan 

(2009) documents the conflicts around beach seines in its socio-political sense. The ring net is 

another fishing gear that has been targeted by the subsidiary legislation of the Fisheries Act. Like the 

beach seine, the ring net is a foreign gear that was introduced from Tanzania. The gear is deemed 

destructive when used in the coastal fisheries and is continuing to generate much contestation in the 

YŜƴȅŀΩǎ Ŏƻŀǎǘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǾƛƻƭŜƴǘ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘǎΣ ƴŀƳŜ-calling and stereotyping (see chapter 3 of this study). 

The use of ring nets has persisted even after its ban had been placed by the Fisheries Department. 

Studies such as Alidina (2005) blame the weaker capacities of the Fisheries Department for the lack 

of enforcement of these laws that prohibit destructive fishing gears. More detailed and gear specific 

studies like Signa et al., (2008, unpublished) have revealed even more thought provoking and eye 
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opening challenges to such gear prohibitions. They point towards mixed perceptions that fishing 

communities themselves harbour concerning restrictions on the use of such gears. For example, they 

note that fishing communities often have feelings of losing livelihoods and forced poverty when the 

use of the gears is banned. They furthermore note that even though a number of NGOs in the coast 

including WWF, Pact-Kenya and Eco-Ethics International, have proposed initiatives like gear exchange 

projects, the results cannot be celebrated that much due to failure to understand socio-political 

processes of the fishers that influence their mixed perceptions. Gunawan and Visser (2012:5, 

forthcoming) furthermore, remind us that many projects targeting  coastal fisheries development fail 

ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ΨƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻŀǎǘŀƭ ƭƛǾŜƭƛƘƻƻŘǎ ŀnd their 

ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΩ. It goes without saying that fisheries regulations are often met with reluctance 

from the fishers, which is a symptom of struggles. It therefore becomes not only interesting but also 

important to study the socio-political processes that embody these struggles in reference to the 

fisheries regulations.  

1.2.2. CƛǎƘŜǊǎΩ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ƳŀǊƛƴŜ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘ ŀǊŜŀǎ όat!ǎύ 

The use of marine protected areas as both a conservation and a management measure for coastal 

fisheries is not unique or new in Kenya. Marine parks started to be established in Kenya since the 

1970s in areas such as Malindi, Watamu and Kisite with a recent one established in 1991 in Mombasa 

(Cinner et al., 2010). In Kenya, the management of the marine protected areas squarely remains with 

the Kenya Wildlife Service (KWS) as outlined in the Wildlife (Conservation and Management) Act cap. 

376 of the laws of Kenya amended in 1989. With this law, KWS restrict fishing activities in the 

protected areas, for example, prohibiting fishing activities in the marine parks and allowing only 

some activities in the marine reserves. The use of beach seines, spear guns and ring nets is highly 

prohibited in the protected areas. Apart from controlling fisheries extraction, the parks are also 

created to promote tourism industry in the coast. In fact , McClanahan and colleagues contend that 

MPAs are often created after intense pressure on the government by tourism oriented businesses 

(McClanahan et al., 2005). While tourism activities in MPAs have been vibrant, and their ecological 

benefits known (Francis et al., 2002; Muthiga, 2009), MPAs have widely remained a contested issue 

among the coastal fishers. Above all, the objective of MPAs to improve the social well being of the 

coastal fishers still remains generally unmet. Cinner et al. (2010) attribute this state of affairs to 

failure of MPA planners and managers to understand the complex socio-economic conditions and 

relationships that characterize coastal fisheries.  

There have been numerous conflicts over establishment of MPAs amongst different resource users 

including fishers, fish dealers, beach traders, tour operators and also hoteliers as noted by  

McClanahan et al. (2005). It cannot be overemphasized that these resource users have different 
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interests making them to have mixed perceptions of the MPAs. Failure to engage in genuine 

consultation prior to the establishment of the parks is overwhelmingly pointed out as the source of 

the conflicts and management problems of MPAs (McClanahan et al., 2005; Okeyo, 2010). Following 

this argument, it can be construed that the establishment of MPAs creates a public division where 

local resource users lose or win depending on their livelihood interests. Overlooking such realities, by 

primarily depending on ecological and economic studies, make us lose sight of local politics 

concerning allocation of benefits and loss created by MPAs. For example, Alidina (2004) recalls how 

fishers in the Diani-Chale area on the south coast successfully resisted the establishment of an MPA 

in that area which has since created bitter suspicion between fishers and KWS even in other areas of 

the coast. Furthermore, Cinner et al. (2010:1) note that Ψώƛǘϐ is becoming increasingly clear that 

managing fisheries is as much about understanding people as it is about understanding ecological 

ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎΩ. This is also consistent with Gunawan and Visser (2012, forthcoming) in resonating the 

argument that the objectives of establishing MPAs should go beyond improving governance and 

biophysical factors to enhancing socio-economic well being of the local fishing communities which 

include their cultural and historical experiences, knowledge, values and belief systems.      

1.2.3. Fisheries co-management and local struggles   

Co-management is an institutional management approach that aims to involve the resource users, in 

this study fish workers, and those with direct interest in coastal fisheries in the management. As I 

pre-empted in the introduction, co-management is preoccupied with the illusions of power sharing  

between resource users and managers (Pomeroy and Rivera-Guieb, 2006). In a co-management 

framework fish workers are seen as both resource users and managers able to make access rules and 

enforce the rules for mutual benefit. The rhetoric of power sharing dissolves when, in practice, the 

access rules made by resource users are required to be consistent with already designed legal 

framework and elitist dogmas. Moreover, the participation utopia of co-management blossoms into 

a real buffoon when the BMU gets infested with influential individuals in the village as observed by 

this study (see chapter 5)           

In Kenya, fisheries co-management was adopted to replace the decades long top-down approach to 

management . Although debates to adopt a co-ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƛƴ YŜƴȅŀΩǎ ŦƛǎƘŜǊƛŜǎ ōŜƎǳƴ ƛƴ 

the 1990s, it was not until after 2000 that a pilot implementation was embraced in Lake Victoria 

ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ .ŜŀŎƘ aŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ¦ƴƛǘ ό.a¦ύΦ .a¦ǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƪŜΩǎ 

fisheries to respond to the fisheries management challenges amongst Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania. 

Upon the perceived success of the pilot program, the BMU framework was entrenched into the 

fisheries laws of the Republic of Kenya in the 2007 through the legal notice No. 402 of the Fisheries 
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Act cap. 378 (GoK, 2007). Currently, BMU remains the primary framework through which the 

government manages YŜƴȅŀΩǎ ǎƳŀƭƭ-scale fisheries.  

Since 2007, there has been an increased effort to popularize BMU in coastal fisheries in order to 

ensure partnerships between government, local fishing communities and other stakeholders. BMUs 

according to the regulations are given exclusive rights to manage fisheries resources at respective 

landing sites. They are expected to draw by-laws which are in tandem with the Act and use it to weed 

out illegal fishiƴƎΣ ƘŜƭǇ ǿƛǘƘ ƭƛŎŜƴǎƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŦƛǎƘŜǊǎΣ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŦƛǎƘŜǊǎΩ ǿŜƭƭōŜƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 

reduce conflicts (Cinner et al., 2009). Whether or not this has worked out could be early to predict, 

but the point of focus in this study is that the BMU framework has been widely contested in the 

Kenyan coast. Borrowing from the observations of Alidina (2005), most of the fishers are still 

suspicious of management processes, such as BMU, where KWS is considered a stakeholder. 

Additionally, co-management is packaged in a manner that envisions fishers making individual 

choices within the regulatory framework such that it sparks up a sense of belonging and consequent 

responsibility (Jentoft et al., 1998). Nonetheless, individual choices are also embedded in social 

relations of the fishers such as culture and varied livelihoods interests. These are aspects of life that 

fishers value highly, that they may not exchange for routine management. In other areas, Lake 

Mweru-Luapula in Zambia for example, Wilson et al. (2003) document that co-management has 

provided opportunities for commercial fishers at the expense of artisanal fishers. Thus differentiated 

interests, historical experiences with regulatory regimes, and unequal power relations may lead to 

ǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ƛƴ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ΨǿŜŀǇƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŀƪΩ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŦǊƻƳ ŦƛǎƘŜǊǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ 

that co-management practitioners take for granted.  

1.3. Research problem 

If the small-scale fishers are to be understood as differentiated as they truly are, then analyzing the 

political struggles which are a manifestation of their varied interests becomes central. Many actors 

such as NGOs have programs promoting the sustainable management ƻŦ YŜƴȅŀΩǎ Ŏƻŀǎǘŀƭ ŦƛǎƘŜǊƛŜǎ 

using the pragmatic approaches such as the fishing gear exchange, marine protected areas and co-

management. Although they have some socio-economic surveys to rely on, for example Wanyonyi et 

al. (2008, unpublished), they unfortunately draw inadequate conclusions that the struggles over 

coastal fisheries revolves around competition for dwindling or scarce fishing grounds. This myopic 

ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΣ ōȅ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ŦƛǎƘŜǊƛŜǎΩ ǎŎŀǊŎƛǘȅ ŀǎ ŀ ǇǊŜŎǳǊǎƻǊ ǘƻ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜǎΣ ƻǾŜǊƭƻƻƪ ǘƘŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛng that 

the struggles are responses to the unequal power relations that characterize the social-political 

patterning around and about coastal fisheries (Peluso and Watts, 2001). Consequently, in this study, I 

respond to this analytic inadequacy posed by the cause-effect positivistic studies. In order to fill this 

gap, I engage political ecology to explain the process and nature of the struggles in coastal fisheries 
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of Shimoni. By taking a close analysis of the transformation of the social relations to fisheries, I hope 

to explain that existing struggles in coastal fisheries of Shimoni are embedded in the complex and 

multi-scalar socio-political processes of small-scale coastal fish workers. Hence fishers resist certain 

coastal fisheries regulations and management strategies, fisheries development schemes and 

conservation efforts because these processes seek to transform the history of fisheries as a way of 

life. Even more important, rather than dub their actions as non-cooperative, divisive, lacking skills, 

deviant and backward, this study helps to view those actions as tools for maneuvering their 

livelihood space. Additionally, such analysis brings to light how the so-called participatory 

intervention processes in the coastal fisheries play a role in enhancing these actions that they not 

only look down upon but also seek to fight. 

!Ǝŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪŘǊƻǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ YŜƴȅŀΩǎ Ŏƻŀǎǘŀƭ ŦƛǎƘŜǊƛŜǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊΣ ƛǘ  ƛǎ ƴƻǘ 

surprising that coastal fishing communities have been treated as problematic, unresponsive to 

progress and used to poor conditions.  No wonder Okeyo (2010, unpublished) highlights that one of 

the challenges facing artisanal fishers is unfriendly treatment by fisheries officers and conservation 

elites. Since the contestation amongst the differentiated fishers and between them and the 

legislative framework is livelihood based (Signa et al., 2008; Glaesel, 2000), it is therefore useful to 

explore what tools these fishers use to defend their livelihoods. As earlier mentioned, political 

ecology studies like Bryant (1998;1997) tend to, though unrealistically, dichotomize the socio-

political environment of resource use struggles. Their unfortunate dichotomization assumes an 

ŀƎƎǊŜƎŀǘŜŘ ƎǊŀǎǎǊƻƻǘǎ ǳǎƛƴƎ ΨǿŜŀǇƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŀƪΩ ǘƻ ǊŜǎƛǎǘ ŀƴ ŜƴƎǳƭŦƛƴƎ hegemony. I am puzzled by 

the analytic shortsightedness that such unfair simplification of resource users obviously presents. By 

using identity politics as a tool for struggle, I hope to not only show how small-scale fishers in 

Shimoni [re]create and use social identities to challenge unequal power relations, locally defined 

injustices and defend their access to fisheries but also how such struggles extend beyond simple 

dichotomies.  
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CHAPTER 2 

2.0. THEORETICAL APPROACH AND KEY CONCEPTS 

2.1. Political ecology perspective  

In this study, I apply political ecology to understand the longstanding struggles in coastal fisheries of 

Kenya, with specific reference to Shimoni. In doing so, I contend that coastal fisheries, as a natural 

resource, is an arena for socio-political conflicts and struggles in so far as claims of entitlements, 

ownership and control are concerned. Like Peluso and Watts (2001), my point of departure in 

understanding the struggles and conflicts in relation to coastal fisheries in Shimoni is not in the 

decline or scarcity of the reef fisheries, but in the social relations that relevant actors have with 

fisheries. By social relations I refer to the manner in which coastal fisheries are variedly appraised 

including regimes of appropriation, social organisation and disorganisation of ownership, 

entitlements and control (Peluso and Watts, 2001). I use the term ΨactorsΩ in this case to refer to the 

differentiated resource users (fish workers), government institutions (Fisheries Department, KMFRI 

and KWS), and conservation organisations who use individual agency, organisational strengths and 

knowledgeability to influence the social relations (Long, 2001). The continuous encounters that exist 

among changing regimes of appropriation and claims of access and ownership amidst diverse 

interests of actors result into a complex socio-political and economic collage depicted by struggles. 

Bryant and Bailey (1997) emphasize that it is when this web of socio-political and economic 

encounters (which are normally taken for granted) are understood that we can address 

environmental conflicts.  

Coastal fisheries by and large still remain under the open access regimes of appropriation. However 

there are distinct ways in which resource-use access have developed in a historical perspective. 

Rights of access can be allocated in a state control manner and enshrined in what Scott (1990;1985) 

Ŏŀƭƭǎ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎ ǘǊŀƴǎŎǊƛǇǘǎΩΦ By acknowledging access as a problematic term, I define it by expanding the 

definition given by Ribot and Peluso (2ллоΥмроύ ŀǎ ΨǘƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ 

which in this study is fisheries. ¦ƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜǎŜ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎ ǘǊŀƴǎŎǊƛǇǘǎΩΣ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ Ƴŀȅ ǇǊŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǊǳƭŜǎ 

that control access to natural resources in a manner that puts at risk the livelihoods (including their 

cultural assets) of the resource users in totality or in part. On the other hand access, ownership and 

control of fisheries can also be organized through alternative forms such as socio-cultural regimes. In 

such regimes, for example, resource users may claim access and ownership by virtue of their 

historical linkages to the socio-cultural setting. This way, the access, ownership and control is 

governed by cultural beliefs which furthermore determine the expected way of doing things, in 

particular establishing rights of access and control, in specific places.  
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¢ƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜǎΩ 

livelihoods by affecting their access, ownership and control, eventually leading to struggles and 

conflicts. Thus, it is not always obvious that conflicts and struggles over these resources are rooted in 

the logic of scarcity of the resources. On the contrary I see resource-use conflicts as embedded in the 

social relations of production among the actors with regards to the resource in question- fisheries for 

this study. Accordingly, from a political ecology point of view, I contend with Peluso and Watts (2001) 

in arguing that conflicts and struggles over natural resources are seen to be derived in the way in 

which social actors like the state, resources users and NGOs attain access to and control over natural 

resources. They also see the environment (also including the social relations to the natural resources) 

as an arena where occurs constant contestation over claims and entitlements to natural resources, 

assets and recognition. This revolves around how the different actors organize and disorganize the 

appropriation of natural resources through the application of labour in a socio-historical perspective. 

The struggles and conflicts around and about the natural resources in question is not therefore a 

function of resource scarcity but rather of the transformations that occur in the social relations about 

the resource. Be that as it may, the socio-historical transformation of these resources may create 

ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǎƻƳŜ ŀŎǘƻǊǎΩ ƭƛǾŜƭƛƘƻƻŘǎ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ό.Ǌȅŀƴǘ ŀƴŘ .ŀƛƭŜȅΣ 

1997). Such opportunities and constraints may be viewed in relation to the linkages of culture, power 

and access to sources of livelihoods (Peluso and Watts, 2001).  

Conventional studies, as Bryant and Bailey (1997) and Hartmann (2001) criticize, focus on 

environmental conflicts and struggles as a product of scarcity and policy failures. They argue that to 

the extent that these conventional studies succeed or fail, they automatically but unrealistically 

reduce these conflicts and struggles to technical problems requiring technical solutions (Li, 2007). 

Although many studies have also looked at the struggles and conflicts as embedded in social ς

political and economic aura around the natural resources as remarked by Bryant (1997) and Peluso 

and Watts (2001), in political ecology the emphasis has been, for a long time, on terrestrial 

ecosystems. No wonder Visser (2004) observes that social science studies are characterized by a 

heavy bias towards land-ōŀǎŜŘ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΦ 9ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ YŜƴȅŀΩǎ Ŏƻŀǎtal fisheries, conflicts among 

fishers and between fishers and government institutions are still studied from the perspective of 

competition for depleted resources. Unsurprisingly, Bryant (1998) concludes that political ecology 

should widen its focus to study other environmental problems in addition to land-based ones. 

In using the intellectual traditions of political ecology to understand the livelihood-based struggles in 

the coastal fisheries of Shimoni, I share the argument that these struggles are a manifestation of 

political processes (Bryant, 1997) regarding entitlements and control amidst differentiated actors 

(Peluso and Watts, 2001). Nevertheless, contrary to Bryant (1998;1997), I do not simplify the 
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conflicts to be only occurring between grassroots and hegemonic systems, rather, I magnify the 

social field to also focus on the struggles among the grassroots themselves. This study, in general, 

adds to an already existing body of political ecology literature that see natural resource use conflicts 

as a manifestation of socio-political processes that transform relations of resource users and the 

environment producing power inequalities.  

2.1.1. Power and struggles over natural resources      

In order to apply the concept of power relations in this study, I set off from the work of Eric Wolf ; 

ΨCŀŎƛƴƎ ǇƻǿŜǊΥ ƻƭŘ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘǎΣ ƴŜǿ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΩ (Wolf, 1990). I am ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ²ƻƭŦΩǎ 

conceptualization of power and its operations in organising fields of action of social actors. I hope not 

to lose my intent of visualizing coastal fisheries in Shimoni as an arena of both physical and symbolic 

struggles as a result of the encounters of socio-political relations regarding the access and control of 

fisheries. Wolf conceptualizes power as organisational power and structural power. Although closely 

related, he sees organisational power in the manner in which some social actors can exercise control 

over the activities of other actors in the setting where their interaction take place. Wolf advances to 

explain that we can succeed to understand this type of power by exploring the tools that some actors 

can use to manipulate the activities of others in the settings that they construct their existence. Yet 

Wolf also sees power in its structural sense. By this he refers to the way in which some actors can 

control the very setting that others operate in. While borrowing ŦǊƻƳ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ ƎƻǾŜǊnmentality, 

Wolf moves forward his explanation of power to cover the actions that control the factors of 

ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǎǳŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ΨŦƛŜƭŘǎ ƻŦ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΩ ƻŦ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀŎǘƻǊǎ όмффлΥ рутύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǘȅǇŜ 

of power leads to the definition of behavior and practices of social actors in terms of their 

possibilities and impossibilities or even legality and illegality as incorporated in legal instruments, 

customs and conventions (Ribot and Peluso, 2003). Additionally, especially in natural resource use, 

destruction and degradation of the resource in question by some actors can hinder others from 

benefiting from the resource.     

Peluso and Watts (2001:28) present a schematic way to understand the nature and dynamics of 

environmental violence. In their schematic explanation, the field of social power is characterized by 

governmentality and social forces. They would therefore concur with Wolf (1990) that structural 

power influences production in the sense that it organises and disorganises social relations of 

production. Social relations of production are concerned with the way in which social actors attach 

claims of access, ownership and control of the resources (Peluso and Watts, 2001). Consequently, I 

use power in its structural sense to understand how its operations in Shimoni lead to organisation 

and disorganisation of the social relations around fisheries. In so doing, I for example ask myself: 
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How do practices such as establishing marine protected areas, commercial ring net fishing and 

notions of illegal fishing transform the access, ownership and control of coastal fisheries in Shimoni?  

In this research I argue that power imbalances in relations to social organisation of coastal fisheries, 

that is, the organisation and disorganisation of the access, ownership and control of the fisheries, 

create contentions among actors involved in the fields of power. Like Wolf (1990), I think of 

organisation in this case as a process rather than a finished product. For example, I delve into how 

fisheries and wildlife laws create patterns within which fishers can or cannot access fisheries using 

some fishing methods and in specific areas such as the marine protected areas. Seen from this 

perspective, the exercise of power can be construed to be organisingΣ ƻǊ Ǉǳǘ ƛƴ bǳƛƧǘŜƴΩǎ ǿƻǊŘǎ 

ΨƻǊŘŜǊƛƴƎΩ όbǳƛƧǘŜƴΣ нллоύ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƻŦ ŦƛǎƘŜǊǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎΣ ǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻŦ Ŏƻŀǎǘŀƭ 

fisheries. Hence following Wolf (1990), power in its relational form can be deciphered as an 

organising process that affects the way in which resources are allocated and controlled by affecting 

the social practices of people. This is consistent with Bryant (1997) in arguing that the exercise of 

power is seen in the way in which it organises and disorganises the manner in which people relate to 

ǘƘŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛǾŜƭƛƘƻƻŘǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇƭŜƴƛǘǳŘŜ ƻŦ .ȅǊŀƴǘΩǎ ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŜƴŎƻƳǇŀǎǎŜǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻŦ 

access to environmental resources through regulations or acts of monopoly, conservation practices 

and distribution of environmental problems, for example degradation of coastal fisheries by ring net 

fishing. To best explain what organising processes means in this study, I invoke the work of Long 

(2001), Ψ5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ {ƻŎƛƻƭƻƎȅΥ ŀŎǘƻǊ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΩ. Long (2001:241) defines organising processes as 

Ψŀ ǿƛŘŜ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ 

ƛƴ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŘƻƳŀƛƴǎΩΦ ¸Ŝǘ ŀǎ bǳƛƧǘŜƴ όнллоύ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎŜ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŘƻŜǎ 

not only organize practices as Wolf (1990) suggests, but it also organizes ideas which might be 

expressed though knowledge. Indeed knowledge and power are interwoven social processes as Long  

(2001) would argue. Although I agree with Nuijten (2003) that organising processes also include ideas 

which Peluso and Watts (2001) call a discursive field, I fear that her overemphasis on operation of 

power on ideas runs the risk of creating a disjuncture between ideas and practices. Every idea, as 

Wolf (1990) so eloquently remarks, is judged by its fruitfulness and is manifested in practices. 

Unfortunately, Nuijten (2003) apparently misses on the possible continuum between ideas and 

practices.  

According to Wolf (1990), the exercise of power to organise the flow of action, also influenced by 

ideas, is never devoid of contention. Power imbalances in relation to natural resource use always 

create counteraction in order to defend livelihoods. Long (2001:241) defines livelihoods in terms of 

ΨǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ōȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ǎǘǊƛǾŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŀ ƭƛǾƛƴƎΣ ƳŜŜǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛon 

necessities, cope with adversities and uncertainties, engage with new opportunities, protect existing 
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ƻǊ ǇǳǊǎǳŜ ƴŜǿ ƭƛŦŜǎǘȅƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŦǳƭŦƛƭƭ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƻōƭƛƎŀǘƛƻƴΩΦ I therefore see 

livelihoods to entail social organisation about the way in which individuals and groups appraise 

natural resources such as coastal fisheries. Organising these practices and their ideation through the 

exercise of power implies a challenge on livelihood interests of some individuals and groups. Yet 

Nuijten (2003) argues that in this process of organising ƻǊ ΨǇŀǘǘŜǊƴƛƴƎΩΣ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘΣ the 

conscience of social actors is not impaired. In other words social actors are conscious that they are 

being structured by structures into structures (Giddens, 1987) that may work to their advantage or 

disadvantage. Those who face an advantage will exercise power in support while those who face a 

disadvantage will exercise power to transform the process in their favour. 

 The cooperation and competition of the fields of power over the social relations to production 

create a confluence embodied with struggles or conflicts. Indeed, Peluso and Watts (2001:29) rightly 

argue that the confluence between the expressions of social relations to production (political 

economy) and the social fields of power yields to both symbolic and physical contention. This is why 

political ecology views the environment ς(fisheries in this study) as an arena where struggles and 

conflicts between actors are often the case (Peluso and Watts, 2001; Zimmerer and Basset, 2003). 

Long (2001:242) provides a very inclusive definition of an arena, which I adopt in this study, as 

ΨǎǇŀŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƻƴǘŜǎǘǎ ƻǾŜǊ ƛǎǎǳŜǎΣ ŎƭŀƛƳǎΣ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΣ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΣ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘŀƪŜ 

ǇƭŀŎŜΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ itself contains elements of the social relations of production which is an 

important aspect of livelihoods which the organising processes of power fields compete to pattern 

leading to struggles. Peluso and Watts (2001), identify that resultant struggles of such a confluence 

can be both physical and symbolic depending on the tools used. I am nonetheless interested in the 

symbolic struggles by taking the example of identity politics as tools of struggle in unbalanced power 

fields that organize or disorganize fishers social relations to coastal fisheries.                      

2.1.2. Power, knowledge and natural resource use struggles  

As Long (2001) would argue, the working of power is interwoven with the knowledge processes. He 

uses this worldview to explain the knowledgeability and capability of social actors in the actor-

oriented approach which is applicable in political ecology (Glaesel, 2000) including this study. In this 

study, I use the knowledge concept to show that in organising the social relations of production in 

the force fields, knowledge is used to inform decisions and actions of actors. As Long (2001:242) 

ŜƭƻǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ Ǉǳǘǎ ƛǘΣ ΨƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎes constitute the ways in which actors come to grips with the 

world around them cognitively, emotionally and organisationŀƭƭȅΩΦ IŜ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

actors may understand their surrounding through their own and othersΩ experiences and that the 

authority and authenticity of knowledge thus varies. Not least, Long explains the inextricable 

entwinement of knowledge and power through a vivid description of knowledge encounters where 
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some actors struggle to enroll others in their understanding of the world around them. It is from this 

intellectual persuasion that I see knowledge processes to be influential in the working of power in 

that it is very instrumental in organising the direction of livelihood actions by variably informing the 

decisions that transform social relations of labour.  

Bryant (1997) visualizes the exercise of power through discursive means. In so doing he explains that 

ǇƻǿŜǊ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭΩ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƘŜ ƴƻƴ-material 

environment in form of ideas. It cannot be forgotten that Schmink and Wood assert that ideas have 

ƴƻ ƛƴƴƻŎŜƴŎŜ ōǳǘ Ψeither reinforce or challenge existing social and economic arrangementsΩ (Schmink 

and Wood, in Bryant, 1997:12). Like power, knowledge is embedded in everyday practices and is 

relational (Long, 2001). Knowledge is built within socio-political processes taking place in the 

environment where people construct their livelihood spaces. Political ecologists like Bryant, have 

linked knowledge to the operation of power in what he calls the social construction of environmental 

problems (Bryant, 1998). To the extent that they succeed, they show that knowledge is engaged in 

the identifying, defining and prioritizing environmental problems and solutions. However, Long 

(2001) argues that knowledge varies according to the different ways in which social actors create 

meaning of the world around them. Yet knowledge influences the behaviour of actors by informing 

their practices including, not least, the social relations to production. Differentiated knowledge 

processes are thus often at struggle where some ŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ compliance or 

tolerance (Ibid:2001) with their worldview especially regarding use of natural resources depicting the 

working of power in the force fields. Moreover, Bryant (1998) argues that the production of 

knowledge and its consequent use to resolve problems of natural resource degradation is intrinsically 

linked to power relations. The concept of knowledge, its processes and representation become 

significant in this study especially in seeing, for example, how the preservationist knowledge 

prioritizes conservation that leads to MPAs and CCAs hence rendering fishing activities impossible 

and tourism possible. Fish in the MPAs and CCAs thus becomes good to watch but not good to eat 

which is contrary to the knowledge processes of artisanal fishers in which fish is central to their diet.  

How is the knowledge representation of wapemba1 used by artisanal fishers to build alliance? How is 

ǘƘŜ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŀǊ Ǝǳƴ ŦƛǎƘŜǊǎ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ƛƴ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨǇƻƻǊΩ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ 

engage with in the field forces? My point here is; just as knowledge construction in Shimoni has 

produced discourses like coral reef conservation and resultant MPAs, co-management and BMU 

                                                           
1
 Wapemba ς ƛǎ ŀ {ǿŀƘƛƭƛ ǿƻǊŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ΨǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŦǊƻƳ tŜƳōŀΩΦ tŜƳōŀ ƛǎ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ƛǎƭŀƴŘ ƛƴ 

Tanzania which forms part of the semi-autonomous Zanzibar. Previously, the term was used by coastal fishers 

in Kenya to refer to foreign fishers from Tanzania (Glaesel, 2000 and chapter 3) Presently, Wapemba, is used by 

local fishers in Shimoni to refer to those fishers using fishing gears that they do not approve of, especially ring 

nets.  
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framework, and food security leading to ring net use, so have counterworks been produced in form 

of identities- wapemba, wenyeji2Σ ΨǇƻƻǊΩΣ Ψ.a¦Ω and the fluid ΨǳǎΩ and ΨǘƘŜƳΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŜǊ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ 

construction is represented in a ΨǇǳōƭƛŎ ǘǊŀƴǎŎǊƛǇǘΩ ό.ǊȅŀƴǘΣ мффуύ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊ ƛǎ ŜƳōŜŘŘŜŘ ƛƴ 

ŦƛǎƘŜǊǎΩ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǳǎŜŘ ŀǎ {ŎƻǘǘΩǎ ΨƘƛŘŘŜƴ ǘǊŀƴǎŎǊƛǇǘǎΩ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǳƴŜǉǳŀƭ ǇƻǿŜǊ 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǳōƭƛŎ ǘǊŀƴǎŎǊƛǇǘǎΩ (Scott, 1990;1985).        

2.1.3. Identity, power and natural resource use struggles    

In reading many works of political ecologists, social identities are often unfortunately and 

ǳƴǊŜŀƭƛǎǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǎǳōǎǳƳŜŘ ƛƴ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛȊŜŘ ŘƛŎƘƻǘƻƳƛŜǎ ƻŦ ΨǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ŀŎǘƻǊǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǇƻǿŜǊƭŜǎǎ ŀŎǘƻǊǎΩΦ 

Works such as Glaesel (2000) argue in favour of the fact that in a politicized environment poor 

grassroots often bear the brunt of marginalization. Furthermore, Bryant  (1997;1998) contends that 

access and control of natural resources is often characterized by constant contestation between 

formal rules and hidden understandings among the user groups. I agree that building identities 

around conceptǎ ƭƛƪŜ ƎǊŀǎǎǊƻƻǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǎǳŎŎŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ΨǘƘŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜΩ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŜŜƪ ǘƻ 

respond to the unequal power relations in the access, use and control of natural resources (Elmhirst, 

1999). However, I argue that by viewing identity using the lenses of grassroots struggles against a 

hegemonic control only, we run the analytic risk of losing the complexity and multiplicity of 

politicized environments (Bryant, 1997) and the different patterning of the social relations of 

production. Little-Siebold (2001) expresses that such dichotomies may suppress the visibility of 

aspects of identity including socio-economic status, economic activity, conceptualization of race, 

culture gender and generational difference. In view of the fact that grassroots actors are 

differentiated along some or all of these aspects, I argue that their creation of identities alongside 

these aspects can lead to: Firstly, unequal power relations amongst the grassroots actors themselves 

in such a way that their actions may variably affect the access of each other to natural resources 

about which they build their livelihoods. Secondly, these identities help them to address unequal 

power relations concerning access to resources between them and the political and economic elites. 

I ask myself for example how equating the wapemba identity to fishers using ring nets and the 

resultant stigma of the identity not only mobilizes local artisanal fishers against them as outsiders but 

also increases their unacceptability within the social sphere of Shimoni. Also, how is it that spear gun 

ŦƛǎƘŜǊǎ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ŀǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƴŦŜǊƛƻǊ ŀǊŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜƭȅ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ΨǇƻƻǊΩ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ŀ ƭŜƎŀƭ 

force, through a camouflaging process, that aims to eliminate their method of fishing.    

Moreover, I distance myself from naïve conceptualization of social identities as completed projects 

which are fixed to places or groups of people. Conversely, I conceptualize social identities as being 

                                                           
2
 Wenyeji- is a Swahili word literally meaning Ψpeople belonging to a place and way of lifeΩ. It is used in Shimoni 

to refer to local fishers and those using fishing gears accepted by local fishers (see Chapter 3)  
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fluid as the boundaries of the social processes that [re]produce them keep shifting (Little-Siebold, 

2001 and Gupta and Ferguson, 1992). Identities are built around some commonly shared societal 

values or interests. It can also not be overemphasized that societies are constantly changing 

depending on new relations among the actors in it, their knowledge processes and the vicissitudes of 

natural resources. Identities are thus socially constructed labels based on some shared interests. In 

socio-political struggles identity creation constantly call for alliance formation leading to public 

division which are manifested in the concepts of social inclusion/exclusion.  

2.1.4. Identity politics and social inclusion/exclusion             

Lƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǿƻǊƭŘΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳlt to talk of inclusion/exclusion without prefixing the word -

social- to them. However, much debate occurs around social exclusion rather than inclusion. Social 

exclusion is a concept defined in different ways depending on the context and socio-political 

purposes (Silver, 1994). Furthermore, the concept is rather a contested and can be traced back to 

some Weberian and Durkheimian thinking. Burchardt et al (2002a), for example, ǊŜŎŀƭƭ aŀȄ ²ŜōŜǊΩǎ 

ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀ ΨŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƭƻǎǳǊŜΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘŜǇƛŎǘǎ Ψŀƴ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ƻŦ ƻƴŜ ƎǊƻǳǇ ǘƻ ǎŜŎǳǊŜ 

for itself a privileged position at the expense of some other groups through a process of 

ǎǳōƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΩΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ²ŜōŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ŜȄŎƭǳŘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ƻŦ 

people may exclude themselves by choice, in which case I see his framing of exclusion around 

ΨǎǳōƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΩ ŀǎ theoretically skewed. Emile Durkheim, according to Tarket (2009:6) emphasized 

ǘƘŀǘ ΨŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ŀǎ ŀ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƭƻǎǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

destruction of social fabrics ς ŀ ŘŜŦƛŎƛŜƴŎȅ ƛƴ ǎƻƭƛŘŀǊƛǘȅΩΦ This implies that actors are re-grouped into 

social assemblages whose social boundaries are defined by the differentiated interests hence leading 

to insider-outsider politics.    

In light of social identity creation in relation to natural resource use, it is relevant to visualize how 

access of social actors is either disenfranchised or enhanced through stigmatization or stereotypes. 

Identities may be made visible through stereotypes which bolster social boundaries resulting to 

ΨƻǘƘŜǊƴŜǎǎΩ ƻŦ ŀ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΦ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǎƘƛŦǘƛƴƎ ŘŜǇŜƴŘƛng on the changing 

interests of the actors, they succeed to lock some actors from exercise their access, use and control 

of natural resources and decision-making processes. 

2.2. Objective of the study  

The objective of this study is to investigate how unequal power relations in access, ownership and 

use of coastal fisheries Shimoni lead to constant struggles and how small-scale fishers use identity 

politics as tools of struggle. In so doing, this study shows that the ever present contestations among 

fishers and between them and government/environmental NGOs concerning access to fishing 

grounds and management are a manifestation of struggles over locally defined injustices and power 
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relations which revolve around notions of entitlements, ownership and control of fisheries ςsocial 

relations of production (see Peluso and Watts, 2001). This study in wider perspective adds, on one 

part, to the existing body of literature in arguing that understanding the complex socio-political 

realities of coastal fisheries is as important as their biophysical factors. Thus it provides rich 

information that helps fisheries management practitioners in Shimoni in seeing how their 

intervention can shape and be shaped by these socio-political conditions that they most often take 

for granted. On the other hand and more specifically, this study adds to the long list of ǘƘŜ ΨǿŜŀǇƻƴǎ 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŀƪΩ ό{ŎƻǘǘΣ мфурύ ōȅ ŀǊƎǳƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƛǎƘŜrs use politics of identity as weapons of struggle for 

their livelihoods. Two questions are consequently central to this study namely:  

2.3. Research Questions  

1. How are the existing struggles over small-scale costal fisheries of Shimoni influenced by 

unequal power relations in access, ownership and control of fisheries?  

2. How do small-scale artisanal fishers in Shimoni [re]create and use identity politics to 

challenge these unequal power relations?   

2.4. Study area 

2.4.1. Justification of the study area 

The selected area of this study is Shimoni village. However, by following the practices of fishers, the 

study expanded to cover the Shimoni Co-management Area as defined in the Shimoni BMU by-laws 

approved by the Director of Fisheries. A co-management area is the area under the jurisdiction of a 

BMU as implied in the BMU regulation (GoK, 2007). The Shimoni co-management area therefore 

includes fish landing sites such as Bati, Mwazaro, Kiwambali, Anzwani, Shimoni, Changai and Mkuyuni 

and their fishing grounds. Fieldwork was done in all the landing sites with emphasis on Shimoni fish 

landing site and in fishing grounds such as Nyuli and Mpunguti. The choice of this study area was 

influenced by three reasons namely: pragmatic reasons relating to relative ease of access and 

previous work; the proximity to Kisite/Mpunguti MPAs and its suitability to study resource use 

conflicts; and its popularity to fishers increases the potential for diversity of fishers.     

2.4.2. Geographical description of Shimoni Village  

Shimoni Village is located about 75 Km south of Mombasa city (see map in Annex 1). 

Administratively, Shimoni is located in the Pongwe/Kidimu location, Msambweni division in the 

county of Kwale. The human population of Shimoni village is estimated at 4,690 of which 2,077 are 

male and 1,982 are females (personal communications with the area chief and Shimoni BMU 

secretary). Majority of the residents of Shimoni belong to the Digo and the WaVumba (from Wasini) 
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and Shirazi/Kifundi (from Mkwiro) tribes (Emerton and Tassema, 2001 and personal communication). 

Shimoni is connected to the main road (Lungalunga road) from Mombasa to Kenya/Tanzania border 

by a 15Km dirt road (see annex 1). There are basic social amenities in Shimoni including one 

government dispensary, post office, police post, Shimoni primary and secondary schools, Matunda 

Bora Academy and a night club ς Wayside . Bore holes remain the primary source of water for 

domestic use. The area has electricity supply from the main national grid. Being a tourist destination, 

there are a number of tourist hotels nearby. Shimoni also acts as a small port of entry into Kenya 

from Tanzania and therefore houses local customs and immigration offices. There is a navy base 

some 3Km from the Shimoni shopping center. Not least, Shimoni houses the Kwale  county 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ Fisheries Department offices and Kenya Wildlife Service (KWS) office for 

Kisite/Mpunguti MPA.      

ά{ƘƛƳƻƴƛέ ƛǎ ŀ {ǿŀƘƛƭƛ ǿƻǊŘ ŘŜƴƻǘƛƴƎ άƛƴǎƛŘŜ ŀ ƘƻƭŜέΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŘŜǊƛǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ 

series of caves located on its coast formed as a result of coastal coral reef erosion many years ago. 

Shimoni is home to a number of historical sites such as Shimoni slave caves, the former colonial 

residential house, the former colonial office, the former prison and cemetery, all of which have been 

turned to tourists attraction icons. The Indian ocean is a key source of livelihoods to the residents of 

Shimoni village. It provides rich fisheries for fish workers and their households and also touristic 

activities such as snorkeling, diving, and sport fishing, to mention but a few. There is a major fish 

market known as soko la samaki which is managed by the Shimoni Beach Management Unit (BMU). 

The soko la samaki is situated right in front of the harbour where fish is offloaded from the vessels. 

Nearby is the Shimoni shopping center where several residents have various business ventures 

ranging from restaurants, with fish being the main dish, to small-scale retailers. Shimoni is 

predominantly a Moslem village and thus a large mosque is located close to the shopping centre. 

There are churches used by few Christians who are mainly migrants from upcountry and coastal 

Mijikenda tribes.  

2.4.3. Economic activities in Shimoni 

Fishing is the main economic activity in Shimoni. Fishing is predominantly carried out at an artisanal 

scale using traditional fishing gears and vessels. The main traditional fishing gears used include 

hooks, hand lines, basket traps or malema (Fig. 3), fence trap or uzio (Fig. 5), spear gun or mdeti (Fig. 

7) and gill net or jarife (Fig. 4). Commercial ring nets are also used in the area, despite the fact that 

the government has recently banned its use. The fishing vessels mostly used include dug-out canoes 

or midau (Annex 2a), sail boats or ngalawa (Annex 2b) and engine boats. According to the Fisheries 

5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŦǊŀƳŜ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ƻŦ нллуΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ нпн ŦƛǎƘƛƴƎ ǾŜǎǎŜƭǎ ƛƴ {ƘƛƳƻƴƛ ōŜŀŎƘ, out of 

which 98 are dugout canoes, 4 are engine boats and 140 are sail boats (Table 1). Fishing is mainly 
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done within the inshore areas, lagoons and reefs. The main fishing areas in Shimoni include, among 

others, Nyuli, Mpunguti, Mwamba Mkuu, and Ramabazo. The peak season for fishing known as 

Kaskazi (North East Monsoon) is between the months of August and March during when the sea is 

calm. In Kusi ς South East Monsoon (April to August), the sea is very rough and fishing in Shimoni is at 

in lowest. By 2008, there were at least 939 fishers in Shimoni. This makes Shimoni the second largest 

fishing area in the entire south coast after Vanga (Table 1). However, out of the 939 fishers, less than 

half -361 fishers- are members of Shimoni BMU. Apart from fishing, tourism activities give some 

income to the residents of Shimoni. Tourists are mainly attracted to Kisite/Mpunguti MPA (Fig. 11), 

the slave caves and a few other historical sites mentioned already. Very few households undertake 

subsistence farming while other people are engaged in trade.             

Tabel 1: Distribution of fishing vessels in Kwale district: Source Fisheries Department Frame Survey, 2008 

2.4.4. Historical background of Shimoni              

There are many stories that are told behind the origin of Shimoni village. Fousi Kambombo and 

others document that one of the accounts of the history of Shimoni holds that it was first inhabited 

ōȅ άǘƘŜ aƛƧƛƪŜƴŘŀǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƴǘŜǊƭŀƴŘ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ {ƘƛǊŀȊƛǎέ ŦǊƻƳ tŜǊǎƛŀ (Kambombo et al., 

2003:10). They further document that the area became prominent in the 16thcentury as an 

agricultural and fishing port. According to them, Shimoni, in the 16th century and before, attracted 

foreign traders from Europe and India to buy valued goods such as gold, cowry shells, ivory and 

slaves. Oral accounts explain that slave merchants would anchor their dhows in Wasini Island and 

then come to Shimoni to take the slave captives. However, the first inhabitants of Shimoni were led 

to this place while hiding from constant attacks by the Arabs- the Wasur (Lumumba in Kambombo et 

al., 2003:10). As the forced migrants were escaping up north they established a hideout which they 

called Kaoni ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ άƘŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǎŜŜƛƴƎέ (Ibid:2003). This is attributed to the fact that the 

Wasur could not see them possibly due to the caves where they could hide in. Though there is much 

Landing 

beach  

Dug-out 

canoe 

Engine 

boat  

Sail 

boat  

Total 

vessels  

No. of 

fishers  

No. of landing 

beaches  

Vanga  16  16  49  80  1177  2 

Majoreni  10  12  16  38  142  2 

Shimoni  98  4 140  242  939  11  

Msambweni  53  20  271  344  843  14  

Diani  11  15  27  53  257  4 

Total  188  67  503  757  3358  33  
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interaction between the different groups of people in Shimoni, there are two dominant tribes ς the 

Digo and the Vumba/Fundi. The Digo are mainly from the hinterland while the Vumba/Fundi are 

mainly associated with Wasini island and the Shirazi of Mkwiro. It is not very easy to tell who belongs  

to which tribe or sub-tribe because of continuous interaction and intermarriage. Many people from 

Wasini and Mkwiro have small businesses and families in Shimoni. Additionally, the area has also 

attracted foreign fishers from Pemba since early 1960s. Oral accounts confirm that the people from 

tŜƳōŀ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ {ƘƛƳƻƴƛ ƛƴ ƭŀǊƎŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ½ŀƴȊƛōŀǊΩǎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ƻǾŜǊthrown by the 

Tanzanian government at the time of independence (see case study 5).       

2.5. Methodology  

2.5.1. Study design  

I adopted a case study design. The choice of the design is influenced by the focus on providing a thick 

description rather than generalization of the socio-political processes that influence the coastal 

fisheries struggles in Shimoni. The description of the three cases (see 2.5.2. below) is based on the 

contemporary situation in their real life context (Yin 1994; de Vaus 2001). Small-scale fishers were 

studied in different settings, including but not limited to their meeting places after work, eating 

places, training workshops, fish market and two fishing grounds (Nyuli and Mpunguti). This study has 

used a qualitative paradigm producing qualitative data (de Vaus 2001; Hammersley and Atkinson 

2007; Green and Nicki 2009).  However, descriptive  quantitative data is used in areas such as fish 

catch to support the qualitative description.   

2.5.2. Selection of cases  

I selected the cases based on the existing struggles that I had experienced before. These included 

ring net fishing, spear gun fishing and fisheries management instruments namely; Kisite/Mpunguti 

MPAs and BMUs. The proposed CCA at Nyuli emerged to be relevant when I was undertaking 

fieldwork. 

2.5.3. Research unit and selection of respondents  

My research unit in this study are the functional groups that fish workers belong to, namely those 

that can be indentified on the basis of fishing methods or gears and fish dealing. To select fishers 

respondents according to their functional groups, this study with the help of the BMU chairman and 

secretary identified the different fishing methods/gears used in Shimoni. Fishers were first grouped 

into local and non-local, then as ring netters, spear gunners, gill netters, fish trap users, and hooks 

and lines users. Fish traders were classified as dealers and mongers (including mama karangas). To 

identify respondents from each functional group to be interviewed this study took two steps. First, 

the BMU secretary recommended fishers and fish dealers of interest. Second, the research followed 

a snow-balling process where fishers interviewed would recommend other fishers of interest. Where 
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fishers belonged to multiple groups, the study considered what functional group the fishers 

prioritized. To select the fish dealers and mongers, the study conveniently relied on the 

recommendation of the BMU secretary. Selecting key informants was purely done on a purposive 

basis. This study considered the fisheries assistant for Pongwe/Kidimu location, the fisheries officer 

for Msambweni division, fish statistics officer for KMFRI at Shimoni project coordinator for East Africa 

Wildlife Society (EAWS), officials of CORDIO-EA and Eco-Ethics International. Table 2 gives an outline 

of the selection criteria. 

Tabel 2: Respondent selection criteria 

Criteria  No. 
interviews  

Remark  

1. Fishers  

a. Fish traps (basket and fence traps) 15 Respondents shifted a lot fishing methods  

b. Spear gun  5  

c. Hooks and Lines  5  

d. Ring net 2  

e. Gill net  2  

2. Foreign fishers    

f. From Tanzania 3 2 ring netter and gillnet   

g. From Msambweni  5 Use spear gun  

3. Fish traders  

a. Fish dealers  5 2 women and 3 men  

b. Fish mongers  1 Woman  

4. Key informants    

a. Fisheries assistant  1 Pongwe/Kidimu location  

b. Fisheries officer  1 Msambweni division  

c. KMFRI 1 Fish landing statistics collection  

d. NGOs  3 EAWS, CORDIO-EA, Eco-Ethics  

e. KWS 1 To get information about the MPAs 

    

2.5.4. Data collection methods  

Primary data were collected through guided oral interviews and Focused Group Discussion (FGDs) in 

order to generate in-depth information specific to Shimoni and phenomena of focus. 12 in-depth 

interviews lasting at least one hour were conducted with key informants, and each fishers from 

across the functional groups. Several short and ad hoc interviews were also conducted especially 

with fishers and fish dealers. 3 ethnographic interviews were conducted with one spear gun fisher 

and 2 basket trap fishers. This allowed several visits to them on different occasions. 3 FDGs were 

conducted for the entire fieldwork. Participant observation was key in getting the experience of 

some the topics that emerged in oral interviews. These were done in form of excursions to Mpunguti 

and Nuyli fishing grounds and Mwazaro where the ring net boats are anchored. Participation in 

meetings and workshops organized by EAWS also aided data collection.  Documented information 
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from BMU office were reviewed including some minutes of their meetings, their BMU by-laws, draft 

management plan for Shimoni village, maps and list of BMU members. Raw data of fish catch from 

KMFRI officers at the fish landing sites were acquired and used to get information about fishing 

grounds, fish landings across gears and fishing grounds. Semi processed data on fish production since 

2005 for Shimoni were accessed from fisheries office Shimoni. Also a frame survey for 2008, showing 

number of fishers and fishing vessels in Shimoni, was acquired from the fisheries office of Shimoni. I 

used triangulations across data collection methods and sources to validate information from the 

fishers and fish dealers.    

2.5.5. Data recording and analysis     

Raw data was recorded in a digital voice recorder. This data was later transcribed in English and 

Kiswahili. Where respondents did not permit the use of the voice recorder, sketch notes were taken 

and recorded as field notes. These field notes were immediately transcribed mostly in the evening 

after fieldwork. Pictures were taken wherever and whenever granted permission by the respondents. 

It is important to note that most of the respondents declined photography on their practices. Field 

data were analyzed through the thematic content analysis (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007; Green 

and Thorogood, 2009). The themes represented the selected cases guided by research questions. The 

content of my field notes were sieved and given codes regarding their relationships to the cases, 

concepts, and research questions. 

2.6. Ethical implications  

Respondents consent was sought before interviews and use of the digital voice recording device. No 

covert recording was therefore attempted except during the field excursion on ring net fishing where 

the BMU secretary introduced me as his assistant. The confidentiality of the respondents especially 

fishers and fish dealers is important in this study. Therefore I have used synonyms instead of real 

names to hide the identities of respondents. Initially, most fishers identified me with the NGO ςEco-

Ethics-  that I worked for before and this posed risks to my fieldwork and genuine answers to my 

questions. However, by showing the proof that the study was purely academic and had nothing to do 

with Eco-Ethics, I mitigated such risks.  

2.7. Time frame     

The study was done in a total of six and half months including one month for proposal development , 

three months for fieldwork and two months for thesis writing. The detailed time plan for the study is 

shown in annex 4.                                              
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CHAPTER 3 

3.0. FROM RING NET FISHERS TO Ψ²!t9a.!Ω IDENTITY 

In this chapter, I describe the processes that lead to the struggles between artisanal fishers and the 

semi-commercial ring net fishers. I show how the confluence between artisanal fishing and ring net 

fishing produces unequal power relations. I advance to describe how the creation of insider-outsider 

politics between artisanal fishers and ring net fishing in Shimoni lead to the social construction of 

wenyeji and wapemba identities. The chapter describes how these social identities are created and 

used by the local artisanal fishers in order to address unequal power relations, regarding access to 

fisheries, that exist between them and the ring net fishers. I narrow down to show how by building 

an alliance around wenyeji -ΨƭƻŎŀƭǎΩ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΣ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǊǘƛǎŀƴŀƭ ŦƛǎƘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŘŜŦŜƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

livelihood spaces against the ring net fishers labeled wapemba- non-locals. I furthermore show how 

in the wake of the identity creation, the label wapemba is stigmatized and stereotyped with negative 

connotations that bolster its boundaries from the rather ex-cathedra ΨǿŜƴȅŜƧƛΩ identity.  

3.1. What is ring net and how does it look like? 

The ring net is one of the most contested fishing gears amongst fishers specifically in Shimoni and 

coastal Kenya in general. This fishing  gear is made up of long continuous stretches of nets joined 

together and measuring between 200 to 300m long. Its depth can reach up to about 30m. It is some 

kind of purse seine net used to encircle schools of fish and is suitable for use in the deeper waters 

beyond the reef flat normally between 2 to 4Km from the shoreline. The net is used with motorized 

boats that take, depending on the size,  between 20- 40 fishing crew members together with oxygen 

cans for diving into the water to check if it touches or gets stuck in the coral rocks. The crew is led by 

a captain who is experienced in ring net fishing. The captain reserves some authority to make 

decisions concerning the operation of the crew including the division of labour and wages. The 

captain is often not younger than the crew and accorded some respect based on his skills at sea, 

authority to adjudicate crew claims and ability to talk to fisheries officials. In case of any encounter 

with the fisheries officials or the marine police, it is the captain who is responsible for negotiating 

their release. The ring net targets diverse species of Pelagic fishes (fish species that largely dwell near 

the surface of the sea water). It requires up to about 1.5 million Kenya Shillings (about 15,000 Euros) 

to set up its full operation.  

The fishing method requires a lot of skills at sea. Fishers must have the knowledge of sighting a 

school of fish beforehand. This is normally done in two ways: one, the fishers, normally the more 

skilled captain and a few others, pay attention to large grouping of birds preying on fish in the sea. 

Whenever these birds are seen flocking a particular area of the vast sea, then there will be a high 
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likelihood of a school of fish in the area. The uncertainty can be eliminated by carefully looking at 

how the birds dive into and out of the water with fish on their beaks. The crew would therefore 

identify the direction to which the school of fish is moving by keenly observing the direction to which 

the birds are flying. The captain will swiftly direct the boat in an angle that makes it possible to 

encircle the fish. Second, fishers are also able to identify the fish in the water by diving into the water 

using oxygen cans. One needs to be skilled in diving to do this successfully. This practice is always 

done if they are not sure of the evidence given by flocks of birds flying a little higher in the sky. By 

swimming and utilizing their self-celebrated eyesight in the water, the fishers are able to see the 

direction of the school of fish and inform the captain appropriately for the casting of the net. In 

either cases, once the school of fish has been identified, the crew skillfully cast the net in a manner 

that they encircle the school of fish, purse the net to close the bottom and finally haul the fish into 

the boat (Okeyo, 2010).  

 

Figure 1: Picture of ring net loaded in a boat. Source; Okeyo (2010) 

3.2. IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ǊƛƴƎ ƴŜǘ ŦƛǎƘƛƴƎ ƛƴ YŜƴȅŀΩǎ Ŏƻŀǎǘŀƭ ŦƛǎƘŜǊƛŜǎ          

Ring nets have been in use in YŜƴȅŀΩǎ Ŏƻŀǎǘŀƭ ŦƛǎƘŜǊƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘǿƻ ŘŜŎŀŘŜǎΦ hǊŀƭ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ 

fishers in Shimoni, fisheries officers and BMU officials show that the use of the gear entered Kenya 

through Vanga from Tanzania. Vanga is a fish landing site in the far south of Kenya bordering 

Tanzania. Brodaly speaking, the ring net is owned by Tanzanians although some Kenyans have also 

taken into the venture. According to a report compiled by a task force set up in January 2005 by the 

Ministry of Livestock and Fisheries Development (now Ministry of Fisheries Development), ring net 
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ŦƛǎƘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ƛƴ YŜƴȅŀΩǎ Ŏƻŀǎǘŀƭ ŦƛǎƘŜǊƛŜǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ōŜƛƴƎ ǎŀƴŎǘƛƻƴŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ όRing 

net taskforce, 2005, unpublished). The government was motivated by the capacity of ring nets to 

increase fish production which could contribute to increased food security and employment in coast 

region. Indeed, rural areas in the coast province are some of the poorest in Kenya (Hoorweg et al., 

2009). The 2005 ring net task force report further notes that another reason for introducing the use 

of the fishing gear was to provide an alternative for the local fishers to venture into the deeper 

waters beyond the reef flat. This would not only enable the fishers to exploit the underutilized 

fisheries in the deeper territorial waters but also reduce the deleterious pressure that artisanal 

fishers continue to exert on the reef fisheries. By 2005, there were a total of 14 ring net vessels 

operating in the entire coast from Vanga in the south to NgΩombeni in the north (Ring net taskforce, 

2005, unpublished).   

The report acknowledges that the use of ring nets has resulted into many conflicts between and 

among different groups of local fishers whose livelihoods the intervention was supposed to improve. 

Two reasons are given behind this contestation ς failure to consult the local stakeholders and failure 

to undertake an assessment of the potential ecological impacts of the gear and set in place 

monitoring schemes taking into account weaker capacity of the Fisheries Department.   

3.3. Contesting ring net fishing in Shimoni 

In Shimoni, there were at least 3 ring nets which had been actively operating before the government 

suspended its use early in 2011. Two of them are owned by Tanzanians and most of the crew are also 

from Tanzania. However, there are some crew members who are from the local fishing communities 

such as Mwazaro, Msambweni and others from Mijikenda tribes. The ring net boats are currently 

anchored in Mwazaro (Fig. 2) which is hidden from the main center of Shimoni beach.  
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Figure 2: Picture of a ring net boat at Mwazaro creek: Photo by R. Kiaka. November, 2011 

The use of ring nets has faced a lot of opposition on the one hand and support on the other. Anti-ring 

net groups consist of small-scale fishers and conservation NGOs like EAWS who argue that ring nets 

are used in places with depths of less than 20m, thereby destroying coastal fisheries. Such fishing 

grounds include Nyuli, Waga, Mwamba Mkuu, Mpunguti and Wasini Chanel. These areas are the 

main fishing grounds of the small-scale fishers. Furthermore, complaints about the use of ring nets 

from these user groups have yielded many arguments. Small-scale artisanal fishers see themselves as 

victims of the destructive nature of the use of ring nets ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ΨƎǊŜŜŘΩ ƻŦ ǘhe ring net 

owners. These small-scale fishers use fishing gears such as basket traps (malema Fig. 3), gillnets 

(Jarife Fig. 4), fence trap (Uzio Fig. 5), spear gun (bunduki or mideti Fig. 6), hooks and lines (ndoana 

and mishipi).                                          

                                         
    

 
 

      
              

 

Figure 4: Picture of gillnet (Jarife): Photo by R. 

Kiaka, Shimoni, December, 2011 

Figure 3: Picture of basket trap (malema): 

Photo by R. Kiaka, Shimoni, November,  2012 
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Figure 5: Picture of a fence trap in Shimoni. Photo by R. Kiaka, November, 2011 

 

To the small-scale fishers, the use of ring nets in what they call their fishing grounds denies them 

their access to sufficient fish catch by destroying their fishing grounds. Artisanal fishers in Shimoni 

have various reasons for which they disallow ring net fishing in their fishing areas. First, ring net is 

occasionally and blatantly used within the fishing grounds that artisanal fishers in Shimoni perceive 

to belong to them. Ideally, the ring net is designed for use in the waters whose depth is not less than 

20m and especially off the reef flat. The ring net also should target pelagic fish which is not the target 

for the fishers using basket traps. However, many artisanal fishers, especially those using the basket 

traps, argue that ring nets also collect some demersal fish species such as Rabbit fish (Tafi) which is 

often the main target for basket traps. Narratives from an interview held with one of the fishers 

using basket and fence traps at Anzwani landing site within Shimoni explains: 

Ψo̧u know these people from the BMU and fisheries [department] often think that we are 

stupid complainants. Look at my age, young man [referring to interviewer while pointing at 

his grey hair], I am not interested in telling lies. We see these mabepari3  [referring to ring net 

fishers] fishing in the areas where we fish. We see them in Nyuli, they fish in Mpunguti and 

wŀƳōŀȊƻΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŦƛǎƘ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ !ƭƭŀƘ {ǳōƘŀƴŀ ǿŀ ǘŀΩŀƭŀ4 gave us. We have been 

fishing in these areas since we were young. Now they want to take over because they have 

money to buy a ring net. 5ƻƴΩǘ ōŜ ŎƘŜŀǘŜŘΦ LŦ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ƭȅƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜƴ ƭŜǘ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƴƎ ƴŜǘǘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

                                                           
3
 Mabepari (plural) is a Swahili word that can literary translate to monopolists. The term is often used in a 

negative sense to denote oppression, unfairness and unwanted. The use of the term by the respondent implied 

that the ring net users would like to take over their fishing space and monopolize fishing in an unfair terms.     

4
 Allah Subhana wa taΩŀla ς may Allah be glorified and exalted  
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officers explain to you why ring net also catch Changu5, Tafi6 and red snapper. These are reef 

fish, not fish of the deeper watersΦΩ [Basket trap fisher in Anzwani, Shimoni: November 30, 

2011]      

These oral narratives are consistent with the findings of the task force established by the ministry in 

2005. The tŀǎƪǎ ŦƻǊŎŜΩǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ, although ring net target pelagic migratory fish species such 

as kawakawa, trevallies, queenfish, threadfins, pompanos, barracudas, kingfish, tunas, sardines and 

many others, studies in Gazi and Vanga revealed that they also target reef associated demersals. The 

report further notes that Ψ[d]emersal reef species landed by ring nets include surgeonfish, snappers, 

rabbit fish, emperors, parrotfish and half beaks. These are the dominant species landed by other 

artisanal fishermen using traps, handlines, gillnets and spear ƎǳƴǎΩ όRing net taskforce, 2005, 

unpublished). To the local artisanal fishers, the use of ring nets in reef fisheries poses an unfair 

competition in the fishing grounds that they strongly believe belong to them. They lay their claim of 

ownership on these fisheries from three main perspectives; one, the fisheries is God-given to them to 

support their livelihoods, and whoever is hindering them from accessing it even by posing unfair 

competition is not acting in justice. Two, they have cultural ties with these fishing grounds since their 

ancestors fished the same waters. Furthermore, they have been fishing the same waters for many 

years since they were children. To them fishing is central to their livelihood and they strongly believe 

that whoever is denying their access to these fishing grounds is challenging their long history of 

existence as a people. Three, they attach territorial claims on these fishing grounds. They live by the 

fishing grounds and set and leave their fishing gears in these places and therefore it is unfair to them 

to be displaced from their fishing grounds by migrant fishers such as ring netters. The ring net fishers 

on the other hand do not entirely disagree with such claims. From their oral accounts, it was evident 

that ring nets are sometimes used in the reef fisheries for the reason that they notice a school of fish 

on their way to the offshore fishing grounds. Moreover, they admit that they may have demersal reef 

fish species in their landing as a by-catch and during kusi7. An interview with a ring net captain in 

Changai landing site explains; 

Ψȩs we are supposed to fish in the deeper waters of 20m and more. But let me tell you. Every 

fisherman leaves his house because he is going to look for fish. Every fisher does that. We do 

that also. If we see some fish in the shallow waters on our way to our fishing grounds should 

                                                           
5
 Changu- Swahili name for Scavengers   

6
 Tafi ς Swahili name for rabbit fish  

7
 Kusi ς a season during which the strong South East Monsoon winds are blowing. During this season, normally 

between April and August, the sea is very rough and fishing is rarely done with small boats outside the reef flat 

for fear of safety of low catch.   
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we leave it because of the law? Should we? it is about struggling to provide for your family. In 

fact we use such fish for our food in the sea. Also when we catch Tafi and snapper it is not 

intended.Ω [ring net captain, Changai, December, 12]   

The second reason why small-scale artisanal fishers resist ring net fishing is linked to the destructive 

nature of ring net especially when used in the reef fisheries. Ring nets, when used within the reef 

fisheries, destroy the fish habitats by breaking the corals and catching undersize fish which may be 

juveniles. This is also the concern of environmental groups such as East Africa Wildlife Society 

(EAWS). Most artisanal fishers consider this act unfair because the natural regeneration of their 

fisheries is compromised. Most of them remember with nostalgia how in the 1970s and the 1980s it 

was very easy for them to fish. The effort at sea was less while the catch was impressive and 

adequate for both domestic food supply and local market. They describe their current catch per 

effort as too low and less beneficial to them. Although they also admit that many ecological changes 

might have taken place within their fisheries, they overwhelmingly link the state of affairs to ring net 

fishing and beach seining. Since beach seining is presently a rare practice in Shimoni compared to 

ring net fishing, it is almost off their minds and missing in their everyday talk. In the 1990s, ring net 

was heavily used in Vanga and Gazi (Ring net taskforce, 2005, unpublished). However, the artisanal 

fishers in Shimoni especially the malema fishers claim that the ring netters having exhausted the 

Vanga fishing grounds, have lately moved to destroy their grounds in Shimoni. These claims were 

evident in one of the Focus Group Discussions held with artisanal fishers in Changai as below; 

Ψ[Ŝǘ ƳŜ ǘŜƭƭ ȅƻǳ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊ [referring to interviewer] and my fellow people. And I speak the truth 

before Allah subhana wa taΩŀla. These ring netters from Vanga and Pemba have finished all 

the fish in their fishing grounds. I ask you people, why should these ring net users come all the 

way to here, passing through Vanga and using gasoline all thŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ƘŜǊŜΚ ²Ƙȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘŜȅ 

fish from those other places? It is because they have exhausted all the fish there. Now they 

want to turn us to poor people by destroying our fishing grounds.Ω [Basket trap fisher, 

Changai-Shimoni, December 5, 2011] 

The task force on ring net fishing reports on some of the worrying aspects of ring net fishing, which 

ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘƛǎŀƴŀƭ ŦƛǎƘŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎΦ hŦ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ мп ǊƛƴƎ ƴŜǘǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜǊŜ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ 

by the task force, only two met the minimum requirement of mesh sizes of 2 inches. Additionally, 

during fieldwork in the Mwazaro area, I observed a ring net whose mesh size was less than 2 inches, 

although it was being repaired by the captain. Mwazaro is a constituent beach of Shimoni BMU. This 

indicated a higher likelihood of ring nets catching undersize fish. The task force report notes 

ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ Ψώt]here was also evidence at Vanga of a ring net constructed with mosquito nettingΩ 

(Ring net taskforce, 2005:11, unpublished). These are the practices that artisanal fishers of Shimoni 
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ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ŀǎ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘŜ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ ΨƪŜŜǇ ǘƘŜƳ ǇƻƻǊΩ by the ring netters who they refer to as 

ΨƳƻƴƻǇƻƭƛǎǘǎ- wabepariΩΦ  

Indeed, the effects of ring net fishing on marine ecosystem generate more politics than can be seen 

in other issues. The contestation built around this phenomenon indicate how knowledge can be used 

in different ways to influence decisions. According to some research from KMFRI and Fisheries 

Department ring nets have no significant negative effects to the marine environment provided it is 

done outside the reef flat in water depths of not less than 20m (Munga et al., 2010). Oral accounts 

from fisheries officer in Shimoni also indicate that the ring net has the potential of increasing fish 

production and hence the income of the fishing communities. However, due to the inadequate 

capacity of the Fisheries Department to monitor the use of ring net, it was banned. A section of the 

small scale fishers, conservation groups such as EAWS insists that ring nets are destructive to the fish 

breeding grounds. Narratives from an elderly small scale artisanal fisher in his 50s additionally 

indicate the wealth of knowledge that they have to justify the destructive nature ring nets: 

ΨL ǿƛƭƭ ƎƛǾŜ ŀ ǎǘƻǊȅ ŦƛǊǎǘΦ ¸ƻǳ ǎŜŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Řŀȅǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƛƴ the 80s and 90s before the ring net was 

introduced, the fish traps were landing  fish that could fill 3 lories here in Shimoni. There was 

a cold store here in Shimoni. There were tons of fish. You see in Nyuli there were fish like 

mkundaji8, puju9. Write Řƻǿƴ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŦƛǎƘ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǎƻ Ƴŀƴȅ 

that we could get up to 50-60kgs. But now we cannot even get one kilo since the ring nets 

were introduced. Even tafi10 was in plenty and one fisherman could get up to 40kgs but now 

only 3kgsΦΩ [basket trap and long line fisher, Anzwani-Shimoni, January 6, 2011]    

¢ƘƛǊŘƭȅΣ ŀǊǘƛǎŀƴŀƭ ŦƛǎƘŜǊǎ ƛƴ {ƘƛƳƻƴƛ ŀŎŎǳǎŜ ǊƛƴƎ ƴŜǘ ŦƛǎƘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƭƭ ΨƛƴŘŜŎŜƴǘ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ 

is evident from the claim that ring net fishers destroy their fishing gears such as basket traps, set nets 

and long lines. Narratives from fishers using set nets, basket traps and long lines contend that they 

have had cases of destroyed gears by the ring netters especially when they are pursing. Oral accounts 

from one fisher using set gillnets explains: 

Ψo̧u know these boys [referring to ring net fishers] are very disrespectful. Sometimes we want 

to curse them but how can I say a curse on my child. You see my son [referring to interviewer] 

there is a time I went to check on my net at least expecting some fish in it. I was shocked to 

find it nowhere. Only some pieces attached to the buoyant. Those ill-behaved children 

                                                           
8
 Mkundaji ς Swahili name for goat fish  

9
 Puju ς Swahili name for Unicorn fish 

10
 See footnote 4 
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[referring to ring net fishers] ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƭƭ ŦƛǎƘŜǊǎ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅŜŘ ƛǘΧ L ƭƻǎǘ Ƴȅ ŎŀǘŎƘΣ Ƴȅ ŦƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ 

ƳƻƴŜȅ ǘƻ ōǳȅ ǎǳƎŀǊΦΩ [set gillnet fisher, Shimoni fish Banda, December 6, 2011]          

There are records of cases of destroyed fishing gears such as gillnets and basket traps in the Shimoni 

BMU office. Such cases are difficult to arbiter as there can be no proof that the destruction was done 

by ring net crews. The small scale artisanal fishers however, often see malice with the BMU officials 

accusing them of taking bribes from the ring net users and failing to defend the fishers who form the 

BMU. Ring net fishers are also seen by some artisanal fishers of Shimoni as ill-behaved in the manner 

in which they use their money from the catch. It is said amongst a section of these artisanal fishers 

that when the young fishers in ring net vessels get their rather more money, they spend it on reckless 

life including luring wives of other men and young school girls to extramarital and premarital sexual 

affairs respectively. In such a society with deep-seated belief in Islamic faith, extramarital and 

premarital sex are highly condemned. There is indeed a well known pub cum night club in the 

furthest end as you enter Shimoni. It is known as Wayside and owned by an employee of Kenya 

Revenue Authority, Shimoni office. There are a number of non-moslems in Shimoni who were initially 

targeted by the club but during fieldwork, I visited the club several times in the night and the number 

of moslems known to me were more than the number of known non-moslems. This politicizes the 

use of religious teachings by small-scale artisanal fishers to further exclude ring fishers. In Islam, 

consumption of alcohol is prohibited. Not many fishers go to Wayside. This club becomes an 

important element of analysis because many artisanal fishers refer to it as the place for leisure 

activities for young ring net fishers. They recollect that during the time when the ring net is operating 

Wayside would be booming with business.       

Counterstatements from some ring net fishers refute such claims vehemently. In their eyes, the 

artisanal fishers are creating a big issue without proper reason. They see themselves not being 

ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŦƛǎƘŜǊǎ ōǳǘ ŀǎ ΨǊƛƴƎ ƴŜǘ ŦƛǎƘŜǊǎΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻƴƴƻǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŘŜǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ 

and improper behavior. In an interview, one of the ring net captains in Mwazaro narrates:  

ΨYou know, there is a time I listened to BBC radio in Kiswahili. There was a program where a 

certain woman was giving her complaints about ring net fishing. She shocked me. She said 

that the ring net not only finishes fish in the sea but also that ring net users ask for sex from 

the women before they can be allowed to buy the fish. Although I have heard of such things 

from Kilifi11, it cannot be true about ring net users. These are the things that when the 

fisheries [department] and other NGOs hear they fight ring net.Ω [Ring net captain, Mwazaro, 

November, 2011] 

                                                           
11

 Kilifi ς is one of the districts in coast province. It is located on the north coast.  
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Although a number of fishers and fish dealers contended with the practice of sexual misconduct, they 

maintain that it is not unique to ring net fishing. Rather, they blame such behaviors on evil spirits that 

accompany money going by religious teaching and superstition which characterize Shimoni.   

Lately, ring netters have been accused of bribing the fisheries officials and the marine police. Indeed 

by law, ring net is an illegal fishing gear since 2001. According to the Fisheries Act Legal Gazette 

Notice No. 7565 Paragraph (g) of November 9, 2001 ring netting as a seining method, is prohibited in 

YŜƴȅŀΩǎ waters. ThŜ !Ŏǘ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ǎŜƛƴƛƴƎ ŀǎ Ψthe use of a net to enclose an area of water and 

subsequently drawing the net ŀǎƘƻǊŜ ƻǊ ǘƻ ŀ ǾŜǎǎŜƭΩ (Ring net taskforce, 2005:19, unpublished). 

Analysis of the ring net task force in 2005 found no amendments on these sections of the law or any 

subsidiary legislation that might change the interpretation (Ring net taskforce, 2005). The implication 

of the regulation is well known to the local fishers. They have a copy of the regulation in the BMU 

office. In addition, a few of them have attended many seminars organized by environmental NGOs 

and Fisheries Department where they have been introduced to aspects of the Act. In fact, fishers talk 

quite authoritatively about the letter of the law when it comes to prohibitions on ring net and beach 

seining. They use these to question why and how Fisheries Department has been able to allow ring 

net fishing while it is explicitly prohibited by the law. Most of them draw to one conclusion ς the use 

of bribes to maneuver the contours of law and power. Their concerns over the allegation of bribing is 

even enhanced given that two years after a ban on ring nets was imposed some ring netters continue 

to operate. During fieldwork, I saw two ring net boats in Mwazaro. One ring net was undergoing 

repair as if to prepare for fishing activities. The other one was sighted in the water as described in 

case study 1. According to the artisanal fishers in Shimoni, ring net fishing is a practice which is 

characterized by use of money to administer injustice to them while enriching ring net owners, some 

fisheries officials and BMU officials.  

The forth reason why the use of ring net is contested by other fishers is because of the impacts on 

the market. Ring net in good times lands more fish than artisanal fishing gears and the fish price per 

kilo goes down. Shimoni is relatively a larger fish landing site with two main fish dealers connected to 

the external markets in Mombasa (Transafrica and Crustaceans Ltd.). There are two women dealers, 

a number of men dealers and several other small fish mongers known as mama karangas12. Most of 

these dealers and mama karangas have their own fishers who supply them with fish in a fisher-

dealer relationship. This relationship is built on social capital where the dealer provides support such 

as unsecured credits, handouts and repair of gears and vessels. The fishers pay back by selling their 

catch to a particular fish dealer who provides them with such support. In very good times when a ring 

                                                           
12

 Mama karangas ς ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅ ƳŜŀƴǎ ΨǿƻƳŜƴ ǿƘƻ ŦǊȅΩΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿƘƻ ōǳȅ ŦƛǎƘ ƛƴ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǉǳŀƴǘƛǘƛŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ 

fishers or other dealers for resale. They get the name from the way they prepare the fish by deep frying.  
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net lands more fish, the captain can declare a given portion (locally known as posho or kitoweo) to be 

given for free to some members of the village, especially women. No wonder a good number of the 

non-fishers in Shimoni village are disappointed with the ban on ring net fishing. When the members 

of the village get fish for free, the artisanal fishers get unhappy because they lose market or their 

dealers lower the prices. To ring net fishers this is the main reason why the artisanal fishers complain 

and they refer to it as mere jealousy associated with competition. One ring net fisher in Mwazaro 

explained with lots of eloquence and pride: 

  Ψ¸ƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ [touching his moustache to show pride], we land more fish in the good times and 

we are able to supply fish to dealers and fish mongers adequately. During this time they lose 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ǎŜƭƭΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊƛŎŜ ŀƭǎƻ ƎƻŜǎ ŘƻǿƴΧΦ .ǳǘ ǿŜ ŀƭǎƻ ƘŜƭǇ ōȅ Ǝiving free 

ŦƛǎƘ ǘƻ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ŀƭǎƻ ŜŀǘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǇƭŜŀǎŀƴǘ ǘƻ DƻŘ !ƭƳƛƎƘǘȅΦ !ƭǎƻ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ 

the progress of their own peopleΦΩ [ring net fisher, Mwazaro, November 28, 2011].     

The last reason for contesting the use of ring nets concerns the origin of the use of the ring net itself. 

The ring net, as mentioned earlier, is widely believed to have originated from Tanzania especially 

from Pemba, Unguja and Mafia (the islands forming Zanzibar). Although there are some Kenyans 

working as crew in the ring nets, most members of the crew are from Tanzania. The majority of the 

local fishers have not mastered the fishing style which demands for some skills at sea. Local fishers 

consider the fishing grounds in Shimoni as theirs, and so the entry of foreigners who increase 

competition is not accepted comfortably. It is interesting to note that the majority of the natives of 

Shimoni consider themselves Waswahili and many of them are Moslems.  

Similarly, people from Pemba and Zanzibar are Waswahili and Moslems. There could hardly be 

cultural differences between the Waswahili of Kenya and Tanzania. Waswahili in Shimoni see these 

fishing grounds in terms of their livelihood places. The issue gets more deep-rooted when the local 

fishers claim that they cannot fiǎƘ ǎƻ ŦǊŜŜƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¢ŀƴȊŀƴƛŀΩǎ waters as the ring netters do in Kenya. 

Most Kenyan fishers complain that when fishers from Vanga cross the border ǘƻ ŦƛǎƘ ƛƴ ¢ŀƴȊŀƴƛŀΩǎ 

waters, they are arrested for being in Tanzania illegally. Previously, most foreign fishers in the 

YŜƴȅŀΩǎ Ŏƻŀǎǘ ǿŜǊŜ referred to as wapemba. 
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CASE STUDY 1 

An encounter with ring net fishers  on 28
th

 November 2011 at Mwazaro and Bati landing grounds 

On that Monday morning I visited Mzee wƛǎƘŀŘΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ L ǿŀƭƪŜŘ ƛƴ ǎƛƴŎŜ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ƛƴ ƻffice but the door was wide open. Mr 

Rishad Iki Hamisi is the secretary to the Shimoni BMU. Before I could feel comfortable on the seat, he dashed in, his face full of anxiety 

and mind appeared scattered. He summoned some lady into the office with an authoritarian voice. They talked in deep coastal Swahili 

accent and soon he released the lady promising to act on her case as soon as he would be back. He then turned to me with the same 

voice of authority and asked me how he could be of help to me. I explained that I wanted his help to identify more fishers to interview 

as we had agreed. He then received a call and talked to someone known as Toli- later I learned that Toli is the chairman of Mwazaro 

village whose fish workers belong to Shimoni BMU. Mzee Rishad proceeded to talk on phone in a voice of discomfort with Toli. He 

ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴŜŘ ǿƘȅ ¢ƻƭƛ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ΨƘƛǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ŦƛǎƘƛƴƎ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǊƛƴƎ ƴŜǘ ȅŜǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊƛƭȅ ǎǘƻǇǇŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴƛǎǘǊȅΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊƎued bitterly 

with Toli seeming remorseful.  Rishad authoritatively concluded by saying in mixture of Kifundi and Swahili άL ŀƳ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀǊǊŜǎǘ ȅƻǳǊ 

people and take them to police and finally to court ŀƴŘ L ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ǎŎŀǊŜŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜέ.  

He then told me about his problem with ring netters and his personal problem. Then he asked me which fishers I wanted to interview 

that day. I said hurriedly, ΨƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ring nettersΩ and immediately he told me to follow him. We went to fisheries department office 

where he left a note saying he is going to investigate on a ring net issue in Mwazaro. We then jumped on a motorbike and departed 

for Mwazaro. On reaching Mwazaro, we found some fishers coming out of the sea. He immediately asked for their passport and 

fishing license. They exchanged words with one of the fishers aggravating his apparently harsh mood. I was scared of getting into the 

ΨŎǊƻǎǎŦƛǊŜΩ ƻŦ ōƛǘǘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΦ IŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ƳŜ ǘƻ ŀ ǊƛƴƎ ƴŜǘ ŎŀǇǘŀƛƴ ǿƘƻ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘ and he proceeded to the sea to 

look out for other ring netters.  

After about an hour and fifteen minutes, Mzee Rishad returned and asked whether or not I had completed my interview. We left 

immediately on foot to Bati landing ground also belonging to Shimoni BMU. From the sea I could see a group of about 30 bare-chest 

young men jumping from a boat and singing songs as if to enjoy their youth. I asked Rishad who they were and he coldly responded 

ΨǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŦƛǎƘŜǊǎΣ ŎŀƴΩǘ ȅƻǳ ǎŜŜΚΩΦ Some remained in the boat and the rest came ashore. We met them and Rishad exchanged Islamic 

greetingǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƳΣ Ψa salaam aleikum!Ω. The fishers appeared in high spirits. Rishad then asked them if they had their passports 

authorized for movemŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ YŜƴȅŀ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴǘƭȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜŘΣ ΨȅŜǎ ōƻǎǎΩΦ L ƪŜǇǘ ŀǎƪƛƴƎ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ Ƙƻǿ ƘŜ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ 

were foreigners. Later in an interview with them, I confirmed that they were indeed from Tanzania (Tanga and Pemba).  

Rishad cleared his throat and remarked in a polite voice, άL ŀƎǊŜŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ is seeking to earn a living in 

accordance with the order of Allah ǎǳōƘŀƴŀ ǿŀ ǘŀΩŀƭŀέ IŜ ǇǊƻŎŜŜŘŜŘΣ ά¸ƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀŎƛƻǳǎ ŀƴŘ Ƴƻǎǘ ƳŜǊŎƛŦǳƭ !ƭƭŀƘ has allowed us 

to move everywhere we want in order earn a living, right? But let us not forget that there is also the law of the country established by 

the government. So it is the law of the country that denies us of this divine right and we must respect it. So my sons who I love so 

much, who shall take care of me in old age and who work so hard to feed their wives and children, I want to ask you to keep off going 

to the sea with your ring net. We are all moslems and we deserve to earn a living but now the government has said no. So please go 

home, eat and rest till when the government will say yes, which is coming soon. I will talk to your captain. So let me not see you again 

in the sea otherwise I will take you all to the ǇƻƭƛŎŜέΦ L ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ƘŜŀǊ wƛǎƘŀŘ talk about what their BMU by laws say about ring net 

fishing. The crew left happily singing songs of Maulidi ς Islamic songs of praise to Allah.  

He then sent for the Captain who was still in the boat. Upon reaching, Rishad called for a prayer which was given by an old man who 

had joined together with the chairman of community policing for Bati and Mwazaro villages. He then introduced himself ǇǊƻǳŘƭȅΣ Ψaȅ 

name is Rishad Iki Hamisi. I was born in Bodo-Shirazi so I am a son of this soil. By the Grace of Allah ǎǳōƘŀƴŀ ǿŀ ǘŀΩŀƭŀ, I am the 

secretary of Shimoni BMUΩΦ IŜ ōƻŀǎǘŜŘ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƳƻǊŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘŀǘƛǾŜƭȅΣ ΨL ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǘƻ ŀǊǊŜǎǘ ȅƻǳ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƪŜ ȅƻǳ to court if 

you donΩǘ ƻōŜȅ ŦƛǎƘŜǊƛŜǎ ƭŀǿǎΩ. He introduced me as his officer which I was not comfortable with anyway. I accepted this because I 

wanted to do covert observation. He then asked if the captain and his people had authorized passports and got a positive response. 

They exchange bitter words with the captain who appeared calm but strong. The captain said that he was authorized by Toli to go to 

the sea because he could not reach the chairman and Fisheries Department. He however maintained that they were not going fishing. 

When asked whether or not he talked on phone to the owner of the ring net who is a Kenyan, he ƎŀǾŜ ŀƴ ŜƳǇƘŀǘƛŎ ΨȅŜǎΩ ŀƴǎǿŜǊΦ 

Rishad immediately called the chairman of Shimoni BMU and to my surprise pleaded for mercy on their behalf saying that the fishers 

were not set for fishing but to give kind of a cultural sacrifice to spirits of the sea. He then warned them not to take the boat to the sea 

and that they should all report to BMUs office with their passports the following day and that the owner of the ring net will pay for the 

all the cost he had incurred. Indeed, I saw the ring net captain leaping into the BMU office with Rishad the following day in the 

morning.         
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3.4. When ΨǿŀǇŜƳōŀΩ becomes an identity for ring net fishers in Shimoni   

aƛƎǊŀƴǘ ŦƛǎƘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴ ƛƴ YŜƴȅŀΩǎ Ŏƻŀǎǘŀƭ ǿŀǘŜǊǎΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀ ƭƻƴƎǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘǊaditional 

practice of local artisanal fishers to move from their homelands to other places in access of other 

productive fishing grounds for months. This process is known in the local language as kwenda-ago 

(see Fulanda et al., 2009). It is a process that helps fishers to deal with socio-economic challenges of 

their society such as reduced fish catch and the desire to save income for a purpose.  

The term wapemba literally refers to people from Pemba. Historically, the wapemba started coming 

to Kenya in the colonial period  when the Waswahili of the Kenyan coast had trade ties with Pemba. 

In these trade ties young men from Pemba were invited to provide discounted labour costs, 

especially in the fishing industry, although those using illegal gears were not encouraged to come but 

only tolerated (Glaesel, 2000). As Tanzania gained its independence in 1964 and subsequent 

overthrow of the Pemba ςZanzibar government, large numbers of wapemba moved to settle semi-

permanently in KenyaΩǎ coastal areas (ibid:332 see also case study 5). Glaesel traces the genesis of 

the tensions between Kenyan coastal fishing communities and the wapemba to be related to this 

forced displacement. He notes that beginning the 1970s, Kenyans begun to accuse wapemba of 

ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦƛǎƘŜǊƛŜǎ ōȅ ΨƘŀǊǾŜǎǘƛƴƎ ƧǳǾŜƴƛƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅƛƴƎ ώŦƛǎƘϐ ƘŀōƛǘŀǘΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

livelihoods (Glaesel, 2000:332). In a focus group discussion that aimed at reconstructing the roots of 

wapemba some migrant fishers from Zanzibar, while accepting that majority of the fishers of the 

banned ring nets and beach seines were Tanzanians, they maintained that the issue was too over 

generalized due to jealousy. There accounts are consistent with Glaesel (2000) and Fulanda et al. 

(2009), that wapemba consider themselves more skillful in fishing and land more fish than the less 

skillful locals (wenyeji in Swahili). Personal observations during fieldwork showed that most 

wapemba fishers used gillnets. Figure 8 shows that gillnets are the most productive gear in Shimoni 

indicating a possible higher fish landings by wapemba. Additionally, an oral interview with one of the 

leaders of the Shimoni BMU emphasized that wapemba land more fish than the wenyeji:     

Ψ¢hey [wapemba] are also using the same gears in addition to ring net. But wenyeji  operate 

in crews of 3 in smaller canoes with 4 basket traps while the wapemba operate a crews of 4 in 

a canoe with 20 traps. The migrants have also taken fishing as their business/employment 

while for the locals fishing seems like a hobby. This makes the migrants to land more fish than 

the localsΦΩ [A BMU leader, Shimoni shopping center,  November 30, 2011]    

However, the term wapemba has been linked, by local fishers, to the use of ring nets and beach 

seinesΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ŘŜǎǘǊǳŎǘƛǾŜ ŦƛǎƘƛƴƎ ƎŜŀǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŜ ƻŦΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 

wapemba and the use of these destructive fishing gears is due to the fact that the use of the gears 

originated from Tanzania. In general fishers from Tanzania were initially referred to as wapemba. 
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This coincided with the fact that most fishers using ring nets are Tanzanians who are considered to 

be fishing unfairly from fishing grounds that local fisher consider theirs. Oral accounts from a spear 

gun fisher explains this point:       

 Ψ²apemba are not concerned at all with our welfare. They use ring nets and beach seines 

which catch immature fish and destroy fish breeding grounds. They have finished all the fish 

in their country.Ω [Spear gun fisher, Shimoni Old-Jetty, December 10, 2011]       

Glaesel (2000) and oral accounts confirm that increased use of seine nets including ring nets and 

beach seines led to the increased demand of labour. Thus young men from traditional non-fishing 

communities are recruited into these fishing fleets belonging to wapemba, which further enhances 

struggle over livelihood space and exercise of authority. Consequently, wapemba as a term has 

increasingly been stigmatized by the local artisanal fishers to create the meaning of any fisher using 

ŦƛǎƘƛƴƎ ƎŜŀǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘΦ ¢ƻ ōŜ ŀ mpemba (singular), in the eyes of local artisanal fishers, 

means to be a ring net fisher, whether Tanzanian or Kenyan. It is thus not surprising to hear fishers 

referring to Kenyans working as crew in the ring net fleets as wapemba while the fishers from Pemba 

using gillnets and handƭƛƴŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ōȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŀƳŜǎ ƻǊ ŀǎ ΨƎǳŜǎǘ ŦƛǎƘŜǊǎΩΦ hǊŀƭ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ 

interviews contend with Glaesel (2000) that wapemba has become a very negative social label in 

{ƘƛƳƻƴƛ ŀƴŘ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ YŜƴȅŀΩǎ ŎƻŀǎǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ WǳƳŀ όƴŀƳŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƘƛŘŜ identity), in case study 2, 

gives a clear picture of the social image of the wapemba: 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Case study 2  

WǳƳŀΩǎ ƻǊŘŜŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ ǿŀǇŜƳōŀ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ 

bŀǊǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŘƻƴŜ ŀǘ !ōŘǳƭΩǎ ǊŜǎǘaurant- Shimoni, January 5, 2012) 

 

Juma is a about 26 years old. He is married to his second wife and has 4 children. He was born in Lungalunga, Msambweni division 

not more than 50km from Shimoni. He is a confessing and practicing Muslim. Besides having madrasa education he went to 

school until class eight in Jommo Kenyatta primary school in Msambweni. Due to financial constraints he could not proceed to 

secondary school. Instead he joined his cousin in Likoni, Mombasa to help in a small grocery shop. After marrying his first wife 

Mwanahawa (name used to hide identity) who hails from Shimoni, he quit his job at the grocery shop to live with his wife in 

Shimoni and take to selling homemade juice.  

In 2008, he heard about how young men from other areas were making good money in ring net fishing fleets. The stories told of 

fleets belonging to Tanzanians which were changing lives of young men although it was also scary to hear that they often 

sacrificed part of crew to evil spirits to help them catch more fish. Juma had never been a fisherman but he was easily convinced 

by his friends that the Tanzanians were training people in ring net fishing. Because he was tired of struggling with life, Juma 

moved to Vanga and was lucky to join one of the ring net fleets. He recalls with nostalgia how they would catch huge tonnage and 

make lots of money. He bought new clothes including a Savco jeans, Barcelona T-ǎƘƛǊǘ ŀƴŘ ŀƴ LǎƭŀƳƛŎ ǊƻōŜΦ άL ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ƭƛƪŜ ŀƴ al 

HajjέΣ WǳƳŀ ōƻŀǎǘǎ. After some months Juma came back to Shimoni and was surprised that his wife was living with her parents. He 

ƘŀŘ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ƘŜǊ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ aƻǘƻǊƻƭŀ ƳƻōƛƭŜ ǇƘƻƴŜ ŀǎ ŀ ƎƛŦǘΦ aǿŀƴŀƘǿŀΩǎ ŦŀǊǘƘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŦƛǎƘŜǊƳŀƴ ƛƴ {ƘƛƳƻƴƛ ǳǎƛƴƎ malema. 

Word had reached Shimoni village that their son-in-law had joined the group that is out to destroy the livelihoods of their people. 

²ƘŜƴ ƘŜ ŀǘǘŜƴŘŜŘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǎƘŜǊ ŦƻƭƪǎΩ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎǎ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŘŜƴƛŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǘŀƭƪ ōŜƛƴƎ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ŀ ǎǇȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

wapemba. In addition it was  rumored that he had come to look for someone to offer as a sacrifice including the wife. The wife 

soon asked for talaka (divorce) leaving Juma with no wife. He later married Mwanasiti (name used to hide identity). Juma is 

currently a crew in a Tanzanian gillnet fleet.         
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3.5. Social exclusion of the ΨǿŀǇŜƳōŀΩ and inclusion of the ΨǿŜƴȅŜƧƛΩ 

Although local small-scale artisanal fishers belong to different functional groups regarding the 

methods of fishing, while facing the challenge of ring net, they coalesce round a socially constructed 

concept of wenyeji. Wenyeji is Swahili word that literally means Ψbelonging to a specific place and 

way of lifeΩ. This concept is constructed by the small scale artisanal fishers to show their sense of 

belonging to Shimoni and subsequent rights to access the fisheries resources in Shimoni. Any group 

that supports the plight of the wenyeji in defending their livelihoods are welcomed in their discursive 

realm. For example, fishers from Tanzania who use gears acceptable to local artisanal fishers are 

accepted in their social gathering and joint fishing activities even though they are regarded as guest 

fishers. They are hardly referred to as wapemba as would be in the past. On the other hand, the term 

Wapemba which once upon a time meant people from Pemba in specific and foreign fishers from 

Tanzania in general is now used to refer to those using destructive gears not acceptable to local 

artisanal fishers, especially ring nets and beach seines. One Kenyan ring net fisher observed angrily 

during  interviews: 

Ψ!lso, you know, ring net was introduced from Tanzania and originally was owned by people from 

Tanzania. But not now. We have locals owning ring net now. But they still spread rumors that 

wapemōŀ ŀǊŜ ŦƛƴƛǎƘƛƴƎ ŦƛǎƘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŀΦΦΩ [ring net fisher, Mwazaro, November 28, 2011]  

The wenyeji-wapemba relationship creates the insider-outsider politics in Shimoni and is 

Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳƻǳǎƭȅ ōŜƛƴƎ ŜƳōŜŘŘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŀǎ WǳƳŀΩǎ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǊŜǾŜŀƭǎ ƛƴ ŎŀǎŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ нΦ 

The insiders who are the wenyeji ςfishers from Shimoni consider the fisheries resources in Shimoni to 

be belonging to them and thus they do have the responsibility of protecting it from outsiders who 

are the wapemba. This way the insiders create a social feeling that they belong to one social 

assemblage with one interest of protecting their livelihood from exploitation by the outsiders. Added 

to the fact that they are mostly small-scale compared to ring netters, they form an alliance that is 

able to challenge the use of ring nets in what they perceive as their territory. Interestingly, the 

wenyeji ςwapemba identities are not built based on ethnic differences. There has been continuous 

interactions between Wadigo, Wakifundi and the Wapemba including through intermarriage, so that 

kinship is shared. Furthermore, apart from the fact that most of them are moslems, they also speak a 

common language ςSwahili. However, it is the difference in the territorial livelihood spaces that is 

mobilized as value around which alliances are formed. To magnify the seriousness of their claim, 

artisanal fishers exploit the negative connotation that the ethnicity -wapemba -had in the past. 

Furthermore, any local fisher who joins ring net fishing with the intention of earning a living is viewed 

as an enemy of the prosperity of the local small scale fishers and stereotyped as mpemba (singular).  
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The stigma of the term wapemba has also infiltrated the local decision making forum in Shimoni. For 

example, regarding their participation in the BMU activities, wapemba rarely contribute to 

negotiations on key decisions. Oral accounts indicate how one of the wapemba was shut down 

during a discussion on the proposed enclosure on the basis that a mpemba- ŘŜƴƻǘƛƴƎ ŀ ΨŦƻǊŜƛƎƴŜǊΩ- 

could not decide on local matters. On a separate meeting a young man who was once a crew 

member in a ring net fleet was booed by supporters of marine enclosures when he rose to oppose 

the plan. He was denied participation in the process because he was a mpemba ς denoting one using 

destructive gears. He narrates with genuine concerns: 

Ψ!ǎ ŀ ƳǇŜƳōŀ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ Řƻ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƘŜǊŜ ŦǊŜŜƭȅΦ ¢Ƙey will always sit while chewing miraa- 

kaht ς and gossip about you even if they know you were born in Wasini, Shimoni or Chwaka. I 

am a Swahili but I was denied chance to talk because I was in the ring net crew. Here ring net 

fishing and mpemba are one thing, you know like you and your wife.Ω [Ring net fisher, 

Changai-Shimoni, January 7, 2012] 

However, narratives from some respondents especially BMU, government and NGO officials indicate 

that the term wapemba also denotes a positive identity. Wapemba land more fish than the local 

fishers, which is attributed to their good fishing skills and entrepreneurial spirit. They also own better 

resources like bigger sail boats, dress more smartly and rent better houses than the local fishers. This 

is something that even the wapemba ςdenoting fishers from Pemba ςthemselves are proud of and 

they use their wapemba identity to negotiate their existence. Because they land more fish and 

contribute significantly to fish production in Shimoni, they can easily reach to government officials 

and BMU officials to discuss their issues thereby disregarding BMU assemblies and village elders. 

Generally speaking, it is the need to defend livelihood space that makes local fishers to evoke 

solidarity and contest any action that supports ring net fishing in the Shimoni by labeling them 

wapemba. Consequently, the wenyeji and wapemba have emerged as powerful identities about 

which alliances are formed to create and defend livelihood spaces.  

3.6. Conclusion  

The struggles about ring net fishing in Shimoni results from the contribution of different actors 

ƴŀƳŜƭȅΥ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ CƛǎƘŜǊƛŜǎ 5epartment, fisheries researchers, conservation NGOs and the 

BMU, the ring net fishers and the small-scale artisanal fishers. All these actors exercise different 

degrees of power in order to influence the decisions concerning ring net  fishing. Additionally, In 

order to reinforce their power to influence decisions and actions, they rely on diverse bodies of 

ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǊƛƴƎ ƴŜǘ ŦƛǎƘƛƴƎ ƛƴ YŜƴȅŀΩǎ Ŏƻŀǎǘŀƭ ŦƛǎƘŜǊƛŜǎ ǿŀǎ 

informed by a body of knowledge whose shopping list comprise of enhancement of food security, 

employment creation and reef fisheries conservation. The broader goal of the government pointed 
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towards promoting growth in the coastal fisheries by introducing commercial and semi-industrial 

fishing method (ring nets) to replace the subsistence artisanal fishing methods. The underlying 

assumption, though unrealistic, is that the artisanal fishers would see the commercial benefits of ring 

net fishing and abandon their artisanal fishing methods to provide labour in ring net fishing fleets. 

The unrealistic sense of this assumption is explicit in the manner in which it assumes the relationship 

that artisanal fishers have with the fisheries.  

First, it overlooks the way in which artisanal fishers perceive the fishing grounds and beaches of 

Shimoni as places connected to their culture. The local (in its analytical sense) artisanal fishers in 

Shimoni, mostly the Waswahili (wadigo, wavumba and washirazi), view the fisheries of Shimoni to be 

belonging to them following their historical experiences. Their access to the fishing grounds is 

consequently linked to their claim of ownership which is inscribed in their culture and religious 

teachings. Territorial claim is also evident in the way the fishers leave their fishing gears such as 

malema and uzio in the fishing grounds for longer duration, also observed by Bavinck (2005) 

elsewhere. To allow the ring net fishers from Tanzania and Vanga to access and control the fishing 

grounds and market implies loss of ownership of their fisheries to foreigners. Second, the loss of 

control and ownership of the fisheries by the artisanal fishers is enhanced by the destructive nature 

of ring nets on both the reef fish habitats and the artisanal fishing gears (Ring net taskforce, 2005). 

The evidence provided in this chapter points towards the uncertainty of the production of the 

artisanal fisheries in operation of ring nets. This elicits the arguments of unequal distribution of the 

effects of fisheries degradation (Bryant, 1998;1997). While the ring net fishers have the technological 

and financial capacity to go beyond the reef fisheries, the artisanal fishers are limited to their fishing 

grounds. Evidence show that ring net fishing entered Kenya through Vanga and has moved 

ƴƻǊǘƘǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƻ aŀƭƛƴŘƛΣ bƎΩƻƳōŜƴƛ ŀƴŘ YƛǇƛƴƛ όwƛƴƎ ƴŜǘ ǘŀǎƪŦƻǊŎŜΣ нллр; Munga et al., 2010). 

Although most conservation NGOs stress on the destruction of the reef fisheries rather than the 

effects on the artisanal fishers. Third, ring net introduces a different regime of exploitation where 

fishers are expected to reduce their subsistence fishing practices and join a commercial regime. The 

effects on the local market affects the fisher-dealer relationship existing in Shimoni. From the 

forgoing it is important to see the formation of the struggles about ring net fishing Shimoni as 

embedded in transformation of territorial claims, ownership and unequal distribution of effects of 

fisheries degradation (Peluso and Watts, 2001).  

Territorial claims of the fisheries of Shimoni lead to the production of Wapemba and Wenyeji 

identities. The creation and use of these identities explain that the struggle over ring net fishing is 

linked to territorial control and clashing regimes of appropriation, rather fisheries scarcity. The 

coining of the wenyeji identity and the resultant alliance building around the identity show how local 
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artisanal fishers assert their cultural ownership claim on the fishing grounds and the local beaches. 

The use of the wapemba identity keeps shifting depending on the context of the defense of 

territorial claims. Its use previously aimed at excluding foreign fishers from Tanzania from access to 

fisheries. However, in its present form, the wapemba identity is used by the local artisanal fishers to 

defend their territorial claim of fisheries against ring net fishers. The social boundaries of both 

wapemba and wenyeji identities have been widened to include fishing methods used as can be seen 

in the example of the foreign gillnet fishers who are not referred to as wapemba.              
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CHAPTER 4 

4.0. {t9!w D¦b CL{I9wa9b !b5 ¢I9 ΨthhwΩ L59b¢L¢¸  

This chapter describes the identity politics that exist in the struggles that characterize spear gun 

ŦƛǎƘƛƴƎ ƛƴ {ƘƛƳƻƴƛΦ L ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƭŀōŜƭƛƴƎ ǎǇŜŀǊ Ǝǳƴ ŦƛǎƘŜǊǎ ΨǇƻƻǊΩ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ 

use the label to maneuver the contours of power that seek to eliminate their fishing practice. Rather 

than see the label -ΨǇƻƻǊΩ- as a vice that they should fight, this chapter shows how spear gun fishers 

in Shimoni use it as a tool to influence tolerance and sympathy to their advantage even though the 

use of the fishing gear is illegal.     

4.1. Spear gun fishing ς how is it done? 

Spear gun (locally known as mdeti or bunduki) is a fishing gear that is locally made using a wooden or 

metal tube shaft with steel harpoon powered by rubber/liner tube strips (see figure 6 and 7). Fishers 

of spear gun swim in order to see the desired fish to strike. However, they have to use a sail or 

motorized boat to reach their fishing grounds. They mostly fish from shallow coral reefs and largely 

target coral demersal species. The fishing method is faced with uncertainties since the fisher has to 

sight the fish and then aim to shoot with the spear head. Additionally, these fishers are faced with 

conditions that threaten their safety at sea, especially in terms of strong undercurrents and during 

high tides when the sea is rough with poor visibility.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Drawing of a spear gun. Source Okeyo (2010)              Figure 7: Picture of Spear gun. Photo by C. Obota 

 

 






























































































