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Policy brief

Inland capture fisheries
in a development context
More research and capacity building is urgently needed on inland capture fisheries in low-income
countries. This policy brief addresses reflections and recommendations for further measures.
Global catches and associated benefits
Ninety-five per cent of the world's inland fisheries catch
originates from developing countries and 43 per cent
comes from LIFDCs (1). Catches are concentrated in
the tropical and subtropical latitudes of the world (Figure 1)
from freshwater and brackish environments. These inland
fisheries deliver quality nutrition to some of the world’s
most vulnerable populations (2) in a manner that is both
accessible and affordable and these nutritional and food
security benefits are an integral part of the agricultural
landscape of these countries (3).

KEY MESSAGES
• Inland capture fisheries is crucial to food
security and micronutrient needs of human
populations in many low income countries.
• Small-scaler fisheries, including artisanal
and subsistence fishers, is the major group
utilizing inland waters in low income
countries.
• Major effects on the resource include
environmental changes, degradation
and loss of freshwater ecosystems.
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• Overall, there is a lack of reliable data
on inland fish stocks and fisheries and
more research and capacity building is
urgently needed.

The contribution of women to inland fisheries is overlooked, especially as the main utilizers (fishers) of certain wetland types.

Inland fisheries invisible
In contrast to marine fish stocks and fisheries, there
is no specific Sustainable Development Goal, SDG
(4), that monitors inland fish stocks and fisheries (5).
There are however clear links to SDG 2, 6 and 15 and
the Aichi Target 6 that underscores that all fish stocks
should be managed and harvested sustainably, legally
and applying ecosystem based approaches (6).
The omission of inland fisheries from the SDGs
illustrates how their value has yet to be recognized
and underlines the need to raise their importance
in policy discussions and decisions (5).

Threats to inland fish biodiversity and habitats
The 20,235 inland fish species (7), fifty-five percent
of all fish species, rely on freshwater habitats for their
survival but almost one-third of freshwater biodiversity
face extinction. The major external threats to inland
fisheries are environmental changes and degradation
and loss of freshwater ecosystems (8) as well as loss of
access to them. Destructive and unsustainable fishing
practices further threaten inland fisheries (9) and in
many cases are individual species overexploited. Climate change will further intensify these effects in inland
waters through increased water temperatures, decreased
dissolved oxygen levels, and the increased toxicity of
pollutants (10). These changes could affect the quality of
fish habitat, lead to exacerbated or offset eutrophication,
more pronounced and stronger stratification resulting
in altered food webs and habitat availability and quality.
There are hence clear conflicts and synergies between

the different SDGs that links to inland fisheries (e.g. 6,
and 15). However, more data and research is needed to
understand the full effect on inland fish and fisheries (11).
Availability of data
The available body of scientific data and information on
inland fish stocks and fisheries in developing countries
are low (12), hence hindering the implementation of an
ecosystem approach to fisheries (13). Similarly scientific
data on the economic value from the variety of fisheries
that make up the sector are missing (14). There are several studies that highlight that reported catches in these
countries is an underestimate; e.g. through estimation of
theoretical yields (15), correlation with water productivity (16), food consumption studies (17) or through the
contribution form a certain sector, small scale-fisheries
(18). There is still a need for more biological assessments
and correctly value inland fisheries (19).

Inland fisheries and livelihoods
Inland capture fisheries provide food for nearly a billion
people, are important in the livelihoods of millions
of households worldwide, and provide income and
employment to over 60 million people worldwide,
many amongst the poorest and most vulnerable rural
populations (3), including artisanal and household fishers.
Figure 1, below. Countries with high per capita availability of fish from freshwater capture fisheries, highlighting low-income food deficit countries and
landlocked countries. (FAO 2018)

Inland capture fisheries is crucial to food security and micronutrient needs of human populations in many low income countries.

"... fifty-five
percent of all fish
species, rely on freshwater habitats for their
survival but almost onethird of freshwater
biodiversity face
extinction."

In general, the contribution of women to fisheries is
overlooked and although starting to be realized (e.g.
women’s contribution to fisheries value chain and fish
marketing), the role of women as fishers has yet to be
recognized and accepted (20). In inland fisheries women
could be the main utilizers of certain wetlands types
(floodplains, ponds, swamps and nearshore fisheries in
lakes and dams).
Conclusion
In conclusion, there is a need for more research on
fish stocks and fisheries in inland waters especially
in countries where the sector is a major contributor
to food security and nutritional needs of the population.
Capacity building efforts on environmental monitoring
and assessment of inland fish stocks and fisheries in
developing countries is crucial to minimize conflicts
and maximize synergies between SDGs, and hence
successfully deliver on Agenda 2030.
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Road side fish market in Zambia's Zambezi River Valley.

Small-scale fisheries, including artisanal and subsistence fishers, is the major group utilizing inland waters in low income countries
and main contributors to local fisheries value chains.
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