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The International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) was founded in 1975 to develop 
policy solutions for sustainably meeting the food needs of the developing world. Research, 
capacity strengthening, and policy communications at IFPRI concentrate on achieving economic 
growth and poverty reduction in low-income countries, improving food and nutrition security of 
poor people, and managing the natural resource base that supports agriculture. IFPRI 
researchers work closely with national counterparts and collaborate to strengthen research 
capacity in developing countries. IFPRI also strengthens the link between research and 
policymaking through its regional networks. It communicates the results of its research to 
influence policymaking and raise public awareness about food security, poverty, and natural 
resource issues. 
 
The IFPRI Eastern Africa Food Policy Network seeks to reduce poverty and improve food 
security in East Africa by generating policy-relevant information through collaborative 
research activities, improving the dissemination and use of such information, and 
strengthening local capacity to undertake and communicate policy research. The Network 
covers Ethiopia, Kenya, Malawi, Mozambique, Tanzania, and Uganda. 
 
The IFPRI Eastern Africa Food Policy Network Report series addresses policy problems 
related to food security in Eastern Africa. The reports are intended to be timely working 
documents of policy relevance to stakeholders in the region. The series includes research output 
from Network members supported by the Network’s competitive grants program. The views 
expressed in these reports are those of the authors and not necessarily those of IFPRI or its 
supporting organizations. 
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appropriate citation and credit. For permission to use materials, you may contact the Network 
office: w.omamo@cgiar.org 
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ABSTRACT 
 
Widespread and dire poverty has made managing natural resources a great challenge, 
particularly in developing countries. In recent years changing management from a top-
down to a bottom-up approach has been seen as a panacea to arresting depletion of 
natural resources. Thus participatory fisheries management (PFM) was introduced to curb 
the decline of a chambo (tilapine) fishery in the southern part of Lake Malawi and Lake 
Malombe in Malawi, Africa, in 1993. In this approach, grass-roots institutions known as 
Beach Village Committees (BVC) were instituted and provided for in the Malawi 
Fisheries Policy. The BVCs were formed to be community partners in co-management. 
Despite the operation of PFM for about a decade, however, the chambo fishery continued 
to decline at worrying rates. This study was conducted to investigate the key reasons for 
the decline and to make policy recommendations for revitalizing of the fishery. 
 In addition to a literature search, a field study was conducted with various chambo 
user groups, including consumers, traders, gear owners, crew members, and communities 
around fishing areas. A random sample of 73 chambo consumers from 22 districts of 
Malawi and 2 districts of Zambia were involved in a sensory evaluation and also 
responded to a structured questionnaire at Bunda College of Agriculture. In September 
2002, a total of 137 traders, 74 gear owners, 104 crew members, and 163 members of 
Beach Village Committees (BVCs) or other community institutions (Health Committees, 
Forestry Committees, etc.) from riparian communities of the southeast arm of Lake 
Malawi and Lake Malombe in Mangochi District were interviewed, either singly or in 
focus group discussions (FGDs). 

The study has shown that the decline of the Chambo fishery can be attributed to a 
multiplicity of factors, including failure to enforce management regulations. Other factors 
include high numbers of entrants into fishing, possibly because of the highly priced 
chambo; poverty; destruction of breeding grounds; siltation; and weather changes.  

Although the government’s recent policy review to attach property rights to the 
fishery to control overfishing is commendable, this study proposes orienting policy 
toward promoting the formation of co-management units that are endogenous within the 
communities, to enhance empowerment and instill a sense of ownership and 
responsibility in the BVCs. At the same time, alternative income-generating activities 
should be provided to crew members, who are indeed poor and are indirect owners of the 
gears, so that fewer people enter the fishery. Furthermore, policy should ensure that 
conflicts between large-scale commercial operators and small-scale fishers are resolved, 
that undisturbed lakeshore areas are protected, and that corruption is minimized. Finally, 
a recent policy review recommending support for aquaculture to increase the chambo 
supply and reduce its price, while reducing interest in and reliance on chambo from the 
lakes, is highly commendable.  
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Is Failure to Enforce Management Regulations Really the Cause of the 

Decline of Chambo Fishery? A Policy Agenda 
 
1.0 INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 Background 
 
Fisheries resources make a significant contribution to the economy of Malawi. In this 
country with high protein-related nutritional problems, about 70 percent of animal protein 
comes from fish. An estimated 70,000 households depend on the fishing industry as a 
major source of their livelihoods. The fisheries sector directly employs about 3,000 
artisans, a good proportion of whom are female fish processors, and the collapse of the 
fishing industry will negatively impact these people.  

The major proportion of fish is supplied from Lake Malawi through capture 
fisheries. More than 600 fish species are caught in Lake Malawi. Most them are endemic 
to the lake and are not found anywhere else in the world. The preference for certain 
species over others can be shown by the catching effort devoted to certain fisheries. For 
example, Oreochromis spp., locally known as chambo, is said to command higher prices 
at the market than other species and therefore encourages more entrants into the chambo 
fishery (Turner 1996). It is also stated that the yield of chambo from the southern part of 
Lake Malawi and Lake Malombe has declined by almost 94 percent, from approximately 
10,000 tons in the early 1980s to about 600 tons in the 1990s. 

Whereas the increase in catching effort due to preferential consumer demand for 
chambo is one possible reason for the decline of the chambo, other studies point to the 
failure to enforce management regulations as the major reason (GOM 1993). These 
reasons remain speculative, and unless real root causes, constraints, and threats are 
identified and opportunities for addressing these problems well spelt out, it is unlikely 
that the problem of diminishing chambo fishery will be arrested. Consequently, there are 
fears that by 2020 the chambo stocks will be completely extinct in Lake Malawi and 
Lake Malombe. 

In an attempt to address the problem of declining fishes, the Government of 
Malawi introduced various interventions. The major one was the Participatory Fisheries 
Management (PFM) Program, which aimed to improve the fishery through community 
enforcement of fishery management regulations. This program was introduced in 1993 
after the implementation of the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP)/Food 
and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) Chambo Fisheries Project 
(1988–92), whose findings suggested that the major cause for the chambo decline was 
government’s failure to enforce management regulations. The enforcement program was 
said to be top-down (from government to community) and lacked community 
participation. The PFM Program, which placed communities at the center, was seen to be 
the panacea to stock recovery.  
After about a decade of PFM, the chambo fishery did not appear to be recovering. On the 
contrary, the fishery was still declining. Recent literature (GOM 2003) shows that total 
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fish landings declined from about 65,000 metric tons1 a year in the 1970s and 1980s to 
50,000 tons a year in the late 1990s. The decline in fish catches has led to a decline in the 
contribution of fish to human protein intake of more than 50 percent, from a peak intake 
of 70 percent of total animal protein during the 1970s. Of all the species, the chambo 
fishery has exhibited the single most significant decline. From the 1980s to 2000, there 
was a total production loss of about 8,000–9,000 tons per year, equivalent to a US$15 
million loss in revenue to the industry, at current market prices. 

The dietary and economic contributions of the chambo fishery to the nation are 
significant. In view of this situation, it behooves scientists to conduct studies that can 
form the basis for policy review and strategic planning to arrest the decline of the fishery. 
This study was carried out to establish the main cause of the chambo decline with the 
view of making recommendations on the relevant policies. 

 
1.2 Objectives and organization of this study  
 
Given the decline in the chambo fishery, the following questions arose: Was failure to 
regulate management regulations, the premise on which the PFMP was formulated, 
indeed the main reason for the chambo decline? Could there be other principal causes for 
the decline that needed policy intervention?  

The overall objective of this study is to identify the causes of the decline of the 
chambo fishery so that appropriate policy steps can be taken. Specifically, the study was 
undertaken to identify principal issues associated with the decline of the chambo fishery, 
to characterize the various user groups and their activities in order to come up with 
reasons for the chambo decline, and thereafter to make appropriate recommendations for 
the management of the chambo fishery. The hypothesis of the study is that failure to 
enforce regulations on the exploitation of fishery was not the major cause of the decline 
in chambo fishery.  

The report starts with a literature review that describes past efforts to manage the 
fishery through community participation and its problems. The following sections 
address methodology, results, discussion, and conclusions and policy implications.  
 

1 Hereafter all tons mentioned in this report are metric tons.  
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2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
The PFMP on Lakes Malawi and Malombe arose out of the chambo fishery crisis (FAO 
1993). Catches had declined from about 8,300 tons in 1982 to less than 100 tons in 1994, 
representing a considerable income loss to fishers. The total catch value had fallen from 
about MK36 million in 1982 to about MK8.4 million in 1990 (Wilson 1993). This 
collapse of the chambo fishery was attributed to indiscriminate capture of juveniles by 
fine-meshed seine nets, as reported by the FAO/UNDP-funded Chambo Research Project, 
implemented from 1988 to 1992 in the southeast arm of Lake Malawi, the Upper Shire 
River, and Lake Malombe (GOM/UNDP/FAO 1995). The main reason given at the time 
for the proliferation of the undermeshed nets was the government’s difficulty in enforcing 
management regulations. The top-down management style was said to have failed. An 
alternative management style was therefore needed, and PFM was introduced.   

PFM is a management approach in which users participate in formulating policy 
and managing fisheries. It proposes a dynamic relationship and division of authority and 
responsibilities between government and local communities. Community participation is 
enhanced through the establishment of Beach Village Committees (BVCs) comprising 
fishing communities who work with fisheries extension staff at a local level (GOM 
1993).  

In theory, under PFM, the government and the user community share knowledge 
about the fishery, which leads to review of regulations, enforcement, and observation of 
regulations, resulting in improved catches (Figure 1). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1: Concept of participatory approach 
Source: NARMAP 2002. 
 

Sharing of knowledge 

Reviewing of 
regulations 

Enforcement 

Observation of 
regulations 

Improved catches 
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Implementation of PFM on Lake Malombe and the Upper Shire River, and to a lesser 
extent on the southeast arm of Lake Malawi, involved a large number of external 
collaborators, including numerous international agencies (the German Agency for 
Technical Cooperation [GTZ] and Department for International Development (DFID), 
among others), and many internal government collaborators (including various ministries, 
the commercial Bank of Malawi, the Malawi Rural Finance Company, the Malawi 
Broadcasting Corporation, and others). By 1999, however, most of these collaborators 
had been phased out of the program, leaving only the GTZ to support it. 
 
The major coordinating linkages in the PFMP were the Beach Village Committees 
(BVCs), the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environmental Affairs through the 
Community Liaison Unit (CLU), and the Fisheries Department. Over time the linkages 
have undergone enormous metamorphosis. Lower down on the chain of command, 
however, the newly formed Lake Malombe and Upper Shire River Fishermen’s 
Association was created to act as an umbrella body for all BVCs and also as a link 
between the BVCs and the proposed Fisheries Board.  
 
Some successes were reported from the PFM program, such as community participation 
in formulating new fisheries regulations as follows: 

− an increased minimum mesh size of ¾ inch for nkacha and kambuzi seines was 
agreed to, and fishers’ adoption rate of ¾-inch mesh increased from 17 percent in 
1994 to 60 percent in 1995 and to 85 percent in 1996; 

− a minimum mesh size of 3 inches was adopted for chambo seines and gill nets; 
– a maximum head line length of 250 meters was adopted for nkacha, 500 meters 
for kambuzi and 1,000 meters for chambo nets; and 
− a three-month closed season was adopted for fishing. 

 
The proposed gear regulations were published as amendments to the Fisheries Act in the 
Malawi Gazette Supplement on June 28, 1996. 
 
Nevertheless, evaluation studies including Donda (2001) have indicated numerous 
shortfalls in the PFMP. Further assessment in Hara, Donda, and Njaya (2002) focused on 
conflicts between the local leaders and the BVCs, limited sanctions imposed by the BVCs 
on illegal fishers, failure by the Fisheries Department to meet its expected obligations 
such as revenue sharing, and corruption among the BVCs and local leaders. Thus, in the 
Malawi’s Department of Fisheries Strategy (2002–07) community participation is 
supposed to be enhanced.  
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3.0 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 

3.1 Study approach  

The study was implemented through a series of critical steps. Initially a desk study 
involving stakeholders was undertaken to determine and redefine research questions and 
topical issues. This was followed by field studies on various chambo user groups (Figure 
2). 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 2: General approach to this study 
3.2 Desk study 
 
The desk study involved collecting secondary data and synthesizing reports mainly from 
the Fisheries Department and the Department of Environmental Affairs (Lilongwe and 
Mangochi). Chambo fish prices from 1992 were obtained from MALDECO. 
Observations were also made on ecological issues that influence the fisheries sector. 
 
3.3 Field study 
 
The field studies were conducted with various chambo user groups, including consumers, 
traders, gear owners, crewmembers, and communities around fishing areas. Therefore, a 
multipronged approach, including qualitative and quantitative methods of data collection, 
was employed.  
 
The random sample consisted of 73 chambo consumers from 22 districts of Malawi and 2 
districts of Zambia (Appendix A) who had responded to an advertisement. These 

Desk study/stakeholders 
involvement 

Refining research 
questions and 
methodology 

Field study 

Analysis of results 

Policy recommendations 
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consumers completed structured questionnaires and participated in an untrained sensory 
investigation at Bunda College of Agriculture, University of Malawi, to determine their 
consumption habits and preferences regarding chambo and other species from Lake 
Malawi—Rhamphochromis spp. (ncheni) and Bagrus meridionalis (kampango). Fillets of 
chambo, whole ncheni, and kampango were purchased from MALDECO Fisheries Ltd. 
The ncheni was filleted at the cafeteria. The fillets were prepared using three cooking 
methods: roasting, frying, and boiling. Boiled samples were smoked before being boiled. 
Members of the sensory panel came from the Bunda College community. The panelists 
(consumers) were asked to determine the most preferred species and sat for a sensory 
evaluation (refer to Photo C) to choose the fish samples they would prefer to eat. 
Parameters evaluated included appearance, using visual perception; aroma and smell, 
using nose; taste, juiciness, and tenderness, using mouth feel; and acceptability, using a 
hedonic scale.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3: Map of southeast arm of Lake Malawi, Upper Shire River, and Lake 
Malombe, showing some BVC sites 
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This study was undertaken to determine whether it was a myth that chambo was the 
tastiest fish. If other species proved to be equally tasty, then a possibility existed for 
marketing species other than chambo. This would reduce the demand for chambo and 
save it from overfishing. 
 
A total of 137 fish traders (103 males and 24 females) along the beaches of the southeast 
arm of Lake Malawi and Lake Malombe were randomly sampled and responded to 
structured questionnaires in September 2002. Because of the mobility of fish traders, no 
meaningful stratification of sampling program could be made. 
 
Again, owing to mobility, 72 gear owners and 104 crew members randomly sampled 
along the beaches stated above responded to structured questionnaires during the same 
period. 

 
Table 1: Number and gender of individuals that were interviewed either singly or in 
focus group discussions 

Date Area Lake 

BVC members 
Members of other 

institutions 

Male Female Male Female 
19/09/02 Mtenje Lake Malombe (W) 3 1 6 2 

19/09/02 Mtanga Lake Malombe (W) 7 3 3 2 

19/09/02 Chiwaula Lake Malombe (W) 5 2 2 1 

19/09/02 Chizumbi Lake Malombe (W) 4 5 5 3 

20/09/02 Likulungwa Lake Malombe (E) 7 3 6 2 
20/09/02 Sili Lake Malombe (E) 6 4 6 4 
20/09/02 Ng’ombe SEA Lake Malawi (E) 9 1 2 2 

20/09/02 Kadango SEA Lake Malawi (E) 10 0 4 2 

21/09/02 Nkali/ Chipoka SEA Lake Malawi (W) 4 1 4 9 

21/09/02 Kela/ Makawa SEA Lake Malawi (W) 6 3 4 2 

  TOTAL 61 23 42 29 
 
Through focus group discussions, qualitative data were collected from 10 randomly 
selected sites or beaches along the shores of Lake Malombe and the southeast arm of 
Lake Malawi. The sites included Chizumbi, Mtanga, Ntenje, Chimwala, Likulungwa, and 
Sili along Lake Malombe and Kadango, Ng’ombe, Nkali, and Kela/Makawa on the 
southeast arm of Lake Malawi (Figure 3). These communities included those belonging 
to community institutions. Focus group discussions (FDGs) for people belonging to 
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BVCs were conducted separately from FDGs for other institutions so that they could 
provide an independent perspective on BVCs and the chambo fishery. Other institutions 
included health and natural resources institutions. A total of 163 people (107 men and 56 
women) were interviewed (Table 1).  
 
Guidelines were used to help interviewers keep track of the discussion. Flip charts, 
pencils, and markers were used to help people explain their ideas when verbal 
communication was difficult. Using these materials, people were able to illustrate 
historical trends such as changes in shoreline vegetation and fish catches. 
 
3.4 Data analysis 
 
Quantitative data were analyzed used Statistical Package for Social Scientists (SPSS), 
Version 7, software package, where descriptive statistics were used to characterize fish 
consumers, fishing communities, and traders. In FDGs, answers were coded for key 
questions and noted for each BVC or group and summarized in table form.  
 
4.0 RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS 
 
4.1 Possible reasons for the decline of the chambo fishery 
From the desk and field studies, several reasons came up as possible reasons for the cause 
of the chambo fishery decline, including an increase in the number of entrants into the 
fishery, noncompliance with fisheries regulations (such as use of illegal gear), poverty, 
preferential demand for chambo, destruction of breeding grounds, environmental 
degradation causing siltation, and weather changes (Figure 4). 
 
4.1.1 Increase in number of entrants into the fishery 
An increase in the number of fishers and fishing gears had been reported as one of the 
fundamental reasons for the decline of the chambo fishery (EAD 2000). These sentiments 
were corroborated by findings in this study, where 64 percent of the gear owners 
attributed the decline to the proliferation of fishers and fishing gears on the lakes (Table 
2). A good proportion of the respondents (18 percent) mentioned changes in weather as 
the causative factor. 
 
Table 2: Reasons for decline of chambo catches given by gear owners from Lakes    
               Malawi and Malombe 
 

 Reason for chambo decline Frequency Percentage 
Increased number of fishing gears 61 64 
Weather change 18 19 
Use of lamps and engines   3 3 
Use of illegal gears   5 5 
Just nature   9 9 
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Similarly, in the FGDs with all the BVCs (Table 3) and members of other institutions 
(Appendix B), the high number of fishers was mentioned as an important reason for the 
chambo decline. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 4: Possible causes of the decline of the chambo fishery 
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Table 3: Reasons for the decline of chambo fishery as given by members of the 
Beach Village Committees 

                                                                       
Reasons given for 
fish decline 

BVC 
Lake Malombe Lake Malawi 

Chiwa
ula Mtenje 

Ntan
ga 

Chizu
mbi Silli 

Likulun
gwa Kadango 

Ng’om
be Nkali 

Kera/ 
Maka
wa 

Too many fishers 
 
 

* * * * * * * * * * 

Poverty (land 
cannot give 
enough food) 
 

* * * * * * * * * * 

Use of illegal 
gears 
 

* * * * * * * * * * 

Failure of 
government to 
control 
manufacturing of 
undermeshed 
gears 

    * *     

Note: * indicates where the reason was mentioned during a focus group discussion. 
 
The numbers of fishing gears in Lakes Malawi and Malombe is said to have doubled 
since 1995 (GOM 1993). There is no limit to the number of licenses issued, and the 
fishery is “open access”—that is, free to all entrants. 
 
 
4.1.2 Noncompliance with fisheries regulations (such as use of illegal gears) 
 
PFM was principally introduced because it was perceived that fishers could not comply 
with fisheries regulations, like bans on the use of illegal gears and fishing during closed 
seasons. Interestingly, in this study, only a few gear owners (5 percent) attributed the 
chambo decline to use of illegal gears (Table 2), whereas all the BVCs noted this as a 
problem (Table 3). The fact that there is still noncompliance with the fisheries regulations 
even after introduction of PFM means that the BVCs may not have been effective. When 
asked why people did not comply with fisheries regulations, the majority of the gear 
owners interviewed (40 percent) gave poverty as the reason (Table 4).   
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 Table 4: Reasons given by the gear owners for not complying with fisheries 

regulations  
 

Reasons for not complying with fisheries regulations Frequency Percentage 
Poverty 48 46 
Negligence 16 15 
Lack of knowledge of importance of regulations 13 13 
People are just troublesome 7 7 
Reasons not known 7 7 
Most people do comply 6 6 
Nobody goes against regulations 4 4 
Corruption 2 2 
People do not advise each other 1 1 
 
4.1.2 Poverty 
 
Gear owners and members of BVCs gave poverty as a reason why people failed to 
comply with management regulations and why more went into fishing: “land can’t give 
enough food!” (Tables 3 and 4). Similarly, GOM (2003) observed that owing to poverty 
and limited economic opportunities elsewhere, crop failure, and drought, more and more 
people, enticed by rising fish prices, entered the fishery as an alternative income-
generating activity. Perhaps this explains why when asked about possible ways to curb 
overfishing, BVC members suggested offering loans to start other businesses (Table 5).  
 
 
Another question then arose: who are the poor who need loans to start alternative income-
generating activities? Why did past efforts to introduce income-generating activities not 
help reduce entry into the fishery? Further investigation showed that both gear owners 
and crew members depended heavily on fishing for their livelihoods (Figures 5 and 6). 
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Table 5: Responses given by various Beach Village Committees on how to curb the 
problem of overfishing  
 

Suggested solutions to the problem of 
overfishing 

BVCs along Lake Malombe 
BVCs along Lake 

Malawi 
CHW MTE NTA CHZ SL LK KD NG NK KE 

Have government help people get loans * * * * * * * * * * 
Eliminate fishing during closed season * * * * * * * * * * 
Eliminate corruption * * * * * * * * * * 
Give nets to owners so they do not use 
undermeshed nets  

 * * *       

Limit the number of fishers operating in the 
area 

   *       

Introduce irrigation     *      
Introduce fish farming *      * * * * 
Introduce closed season for MALDECO            
Increase cooperation and unity among 
institutions  

* * * * * * *  * * 

Extend closed season to 2–3 years     * *   *  
Toughen enforcement on regulations; seize 
all chambo fished in closed season 

 * *   * *  * * 

Have frequent BVC meetings   *  *   * * * 
Train BVC members * * * * * * * * * * 
Dump old cars in the lake to create 
sanctuaries 

        *  

Note: CHW = Chiwaula; NTA = Ntanga; CHZ = Chizumbi; LK = Likulungwa; KD = Kadango; NG = 
Ng’ombe; NK = Nkali; KE = Kera/Makawa. 
 
 

Fishing 
113/92%

Farming
6/5%

Other
4/3%

Figure 5: Major source of livelihood for gear owners 
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2/2%

Fishing 
112/98%

 
 
 
Figure 6: Major source of livelihood for crew members  
 
The results also showed that whereas both gear owners and crew members stated that 
fishing was their source of livelihood, gear owners had much higher incomes than crew 
members. The income obtained from various gears in Table 6 is shared between gear 
owners and crew members, with each of the latter getting about 10 percent of the income.  
 
Table 6: Incomes from various gears in Lakes Malawi and Malombe 
 

Gear type 

Average quantity of fish caught Average income (MK/gear/day) 

Lake Malawi n Lake Malombe n 
Lake 

Malawi n 
Lake 

Malombe n 
Chilimira 50 tins + 2 dozen 35   12,284 30   
Nkacha 38 tin + 2.8 dozen 7 32 tins + 1.4 dozen 31 8,559 30 1,510 30 
Gill nets 6.2 tins+ 11 dozen 28 5.8 tins + 13 dozen 21 1,575 30 893 30 
Kandwindwi 20 tins + 3 dozen 2   7,500 30   
Seine nets 20 dozen 1       
Chikokweza 18 tins + 10 dozen 2       
Note: Incomes presented took into account fixed and variable costs. MK = Malawi kwacha. At the time of 
the study, approximately MK70 = US$1. n is sample size 

 
 
Gear owners hire crew members and pay them based on the catch. Usually the whole 
crew is paid half the income from the day’s catch, which is shared among them. The 
number of crew members depends on gear type. A single person would operate a gill net, 
whereas chilimira and nkacha may employ up to 8 persons. Chilimira are open seine nets, 
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usually 30–40 meters long and 10–15 meters wide. After the day’s fishing the crew 
members are entitled to a proportional wage and a limited amount of fish for relish. They 
are supposed to get their wages after the catch is sold (see Photo B). For example, if the 
gear owner is paid MK1,510 (that is, the average income for nkacha in Lake Malombe) 
and there are 7 members in the crew, each one gets only MK108 (about US$1.5 for the 
day) whereas the gear owner gets about US$11 for the day.  
 
 
4.1.4 Habitat destruction and environmental degradation 
 
A number of reports suggest that habitat degradation is one important factor responsible 
for chambo decline. Degradation could result either from destructive fishing practices, 
such as use of seine nets, or from development of resorts and cottages along the beaches 
(Njaya and Chimatiro 1999).  
 
Removal of submerged aquatic vegetation beds in shallow areas exposes juvenile chambo 
to predation (GOM 2003). All these reports are anecdotal, but during the study the 
fishermen noted that relatively higher catches were obtained along the eastern bank of the 
southeast arm of Lake Malawi, where vegetation was still intact along the shoreline. 
 
 
 
4.1.5 Siltation 
 
Siltation is said to affect the breeding of chambo (EAD 2000), but no quantitative studies 
have been made to relate siltation to the decline in chambo fishery. Siltation is much 
more prevalent in the catchments area of Lake Malombe. 
 
4.1.6 Weather changes  
 
Nineteen percent of the gear owners that were interviewed (Table 2) attributed the 
decline in chambo fishery to changes in weather. While no studies have been conducted 
to determine the weather effects on a fishery, the combined effects of increasing 
temperatures and decreased wind speed have been said to stabilize the waters of Lake 
Tanganyika and reduced the water mixing. This is said to diminish productivity in Lake 
Tanganyika, resulting in fish yields about 30 percent lower (Plisnier 1997). There is a 
need to study the effects of weather and climatic changes on the chambo fishery.  
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4.1.7 High demand for chambo 
 
Chambo is said to be more popular, and therefore to command higher prices at the 
market, than other species. This situation is said to encourage more entrants into the 
chambo fishery (Turner 1996). The higher market prices were confirmed with data 
obtained from MALDECO, the main fishing and marketing company. The prices of all 
other species were lower than that of chambo except for usipa (Engraucypris sardella), 
which had the same price a few times (Figure 9). 

Figure 9: Differences in prices (as a percentage) between fresh chambo and other 
species at MALDECO (1992–2001) 
Note: A negative price difference means a lower price than that of chambo. 
 
 
These results were confirmed by interviews with fish traders, the majority of whom 
mentioned that chambo fetched higher prices than any other species (Figure 10). 
 
 

-200

-150

-100

-50

0

50

100

06/01/92 25/5/1994 10/01/94 01/01/95 02/12/95 19/2/1998 09/01/98 11/08/99 06/10/01

Time

%
 P

ric
e 

di
ffe

re
nc

e 
w

ith
 c

ha
m

bo

kampango big ncheni

chisawasawa ndunduma

usipa

 15 



 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

Cha
mbo

Nch
en

i
Utak

a

Kam
bu

zi
Usip

a

Mlam
ba

Mba
ba

Kam
pa

ng
o

Mak
um

ba

Mate
mba

Species

N
o 

of
 r

es
po

nd
en

ts

 
Figure 10: Number of respondents who mentioned that a particular species fetched 

the highest prices at market 
 
The reason for the preference for chambo is not the taste of chambo. In a study of 
consumers, while the majority of the respondents stated that they did prefer chambo to 
other species (Figure 11), the majority preferred the appearance (93 percent), aroma (77 
percent), tenderness (60 percent), juiciness (68 percent), and taste (65 percent) of fried 
ncheni (Rhamphochromis spp.) (Table 7).  
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Utaka;4/6% Kampango; 
1/2%

Ncheni; 5/8%

Usipa; 11/17%

Chambo; 
44/68%

 
Figure 11: Percentage of the respondents who ranked a particular species as the 
most preferred species 
 
 
Table 7: Percentage of respondents who indicated appearance, aroma, tenderness, 
juiciness, and taste of various fish samples as first choice  
 

Sample 

Percentage of respondents who ranked fish sample as first choice based 
on: 

Appearance Aroma Tenderness Juiciness Taste 
Fried chambo 75 54 48 55 52 
Roasted chambo 67 50 44 60 62 
Smoked chamboa 33 33 45 68 30 
Fried ncheni 93 77 60 68 65 
Roasted ncheni 55 54 66 62 56 
Smoked nchenia 25 15 45 55 18 
Fried kampango 74 48 36 43 48 
Roasted kampango 62 65 47 59 58 
Smoked 
kampangoa 

43 38 78 44 53 

Note: N ranged between 40 and 71. 
aSamples were smoked, then boiled. 
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4.2 Why PFM may not have worked  
 
While PFM was seen as a panacea that would arrest the demise of the chambo through 
increased enforcement of regulations through the BVCs, PFM did not deliver the goods. 
The literature and the field study suggest several possible reasons. 
 
4.2.1 Lack of property rights 
 
Reports from the Malawi Fisheries Department suggest that the 10 years of PFM failed to 
halt the demise of the chambo because the BVCs were not empowered by legal status and 
had neither legal rights nor the ability to enforce regulations. It is argued that the fishers 
should be given effective property rights so they can own and protect exclusive zones of 
Lake Malawi and Lake Malombe (GOM 2003).  
 
 
4.2.2 Exogenous origins of PFM 
 
Contrary to the premise on which PFM was established, fishers and communities 
generally perceived the BVCs as institutions of the state that worked on behalf of the 
state. In some cases BVC members expected to be given incentives, such as allowances, 
by the Fisheries Department during meetings (Table 5). This situation is unlike that in 
Lake Chiuta, where PFM has successfully achieved its goals because the need for the 
formation of the enforcement committee was endogenous (Njaya 2002). 
 
 
4.2.3 Lack of attention to social issues 
 
Tied to the fact that the BVCs are perceived as exogenous is the failure to take account of 
social relationships within the society when the BVCs were introduced. Given the lack of 
an in-depth understanding of local sociodynamics, the institution of BVCs in Lake 
Malombe has led to a power struggle between village headmen (local leaders) and BVCs 
(Hara, Donda, and Njaya 2002). Moreover, the Fisheries Department, village leaders, and 
fishing community pull the BVCs in different directions. As noted by Hara, Donda, and 
Njaya (2002), the BVCs were not occupying a power vacuum, and some of the roles and 
functions of BVCs infringed on the powers, authority, and economic privileges of the 
traditional leaders such as village headmen. Consequently, migrant fisher folk must now 
seek permission and pay mawe (informal taxes) to both the village headman and 
members of the BVCs.  
 
 
4.2.4 Organizational structure 
 
When the BVCs were initially formed little thought was given to the organizational 
structure. There was low representation of the fishing industry (gear owners, marketers, 
etc.). As a result, the BVCs lack direction and are unable to agree on management 
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objectives and strategies (Allison and Mvula 2002). In addition, poor representation by 
the fishers means that the members of BVCs do not appreciate the problems and needs of 
the fishers.  
 
4.2.5 Lack of understanding of the roles of the BVCs 
 
There is a lack of understanding of the roles of the BVCs. According to Fisheries 
Department, BVCs were originally envisaged as strong, independent bodies that could 
eventually assume delegated management responsibilities from the government. Their 
roles were to: 

♦ act as intermediaries between the Department of Fisheries (DoF) and fisher 
communities; 

♦ assist DoF in licensing gears; 
♦ enforce fishing regulations such as minimum mesh sizes and closed seasons; 
♦ participate in the formulation of fishing regulations; 
♦ check formality of transfer of fishers; 
♦ formulate and implement informal fishing regulations for fishers at the 

beaches; 
♦ advise and tell people about the future of the fishery; and 
♦ conduct meetings with fishers to tell them about fishing regulations. 

 
Results from the study suggest, however, that BVC members believed that they worked 
for the Fisheries Department and therefore needed to be paid. Miting’i yo popanda 
posayina! (No meeting without signing for an allowance!), one member of the BVC 
complained during the interviews.  
 
 
5.0 CONCLUSIONS AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS 
 
This study has established that the chambo decline has many causes apart from the failure 
to enforce management regulations. Following the decline of the fishery, the Fisheries 
Department formulated a Chambo Restoration Strategic Plan, in which it is stated that a 
review of policies is needed to: 
1.   establish the legal status of BVCs, enabling them to enforce the law in co-

management with DoF, and institutionalise the administrative structure of District 
Assemblies and local authorities (i.e., Area Management Committees); 

2.   under the Lands Act, assign exclusive fishing zones to BVCs and Area Management 
Committees, as well as the right to limit entry of additional fishers; 

3.   establish protected areas and sanctuaries, and confer upon communities the right to 
protect areas in line with approved Area Management Plans; 

4.   encourage private sector and foreign investment in aquaculture, and provide fiscal 
incentives to investors for research to pioneer new production systems for chambo; 
and 

5.   establish a code of conduct in line with FAO Regulations for Responsible 
Aquaculture, to regulate the fisheries and aquaculture sector in Malawi, especially to 
control introductions and convey rights for cage farming. 
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While the suggested policy reviews in (1) and (2) above aim at empowering BVCs and 
increasing ownership of the resources to limit additional fishers, they fall short of 
addressing the causes of the fishery decline. For example, clarifying the legal status of 
BVCs may not assist in enforcing the law. This enforcement role of BVCs would entail 
providing resources for BVCs, a step that was perhaps not the intention of co-
management. Similarly, providing exclusive zones as a way to limiting entry into may 
not be a solution where people do not abide by the law. Instead, the following steps are 
suggested: 
  
5.1 Increase ownership of BVC and the PFM program  
 
This and previous studies have shown that BVCs are exogenous to the system. They 
appear to be imposed, and power struggles do exist. Empowering these institutions, 
therefore, may not help. Careful study is needed to understand power relations and to 
determine how BVCs or similar institutions can become owned by the communities. The 
findings of this study can be incorporated into a policy review. The communities must 
see the need for the intervention. All efforts to bestow user rights upon the BVCs are 
bound to fail if such a perception is not achieved. 
 
5.2 Provide targeted income-generating activities 
 
There will be no headway in solving the problem of increasing entry into the fishery if 
poverty issues are not tackled. Past efforts to provide income-generating activities to gear 
owners proved futile because the target was wrong. There is hardly a substitute activity 
that could provide as much income to gear owners as fishing. Targeting crew members, 
however, may reduce entry into the fishery. One typical case noted during the study was 
a chilimira owner who had hung up his fishing gear because his crew members got jobs 
with a road construction company in the area. 
 
In some cases, licenses are used to limit entry into the fishery. Where enforcement is 
limited, however, licenses do not work. For example, people on Lake Malawi, though not 
allowed to use nkacha, used their relations from Lake Malombe to get licenses and 
operated nkacha on Lake Malawi waters. 
 
 
5.3 Regulate the construction of resorts and cottages on the eastern arm of Lake 
Malawi 
 
While reports on the negative effects of cottages and resorts are anecdotal, no policy has 
ever mentioned ways to restore destroyed habitat or prevent further degradation in areas 
that are still intact. The reeds and vegetation along the shores of the eastern part of the 
southeast arm of Lake Malawi are a refuge breeding area for the remaining chambo, 
according to fishermen. A policy requiring intensive environmental impact assessments 
before construction of resorts would put in place measures to mitigate the removal of 
reeds and vegetation. Until recently, the area was impassable owing to poor road 
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conditions, but a new tarmac road has made it accessible. Interviews with one chief 
(Chief Ng’ombe) indicated that interested investors had already been to the area to 
consider possible resort and cottage buildings. 
 
5.4 Make a deliberate attempt to market species other than chambo 
 
The popularity of chambo may not be related to its taste, tenderness, and juiciness 
compared with other species such as ncheni. While favorable sensory and taste ratings do 
not directly translate to the purchase, consumption, or market success of a particular 
product (Garber, Hyatt, and Starr 2003), with proper marketing strategies other species 
can replace chambo as “the species” for Malawi, thereby reducing demand for and 
fishing pressure on chambo. 
 
 
5.5 Harmonize small-scale and large-scale commercial operators  
 
All the BVCs along Lake Malawi indirectly blamed MALDECO fisheries as the culprit 
behind the overfishing of chambo and proposed that the company should also have a 
closed season. (    ). In some cases community members believe they are being unfairly 
told not to fish, as they are “small” and can therefore do no harm to the fishery. As long 
as this perception continues, there is little that the communities would change. Their 
attitude is, “If we do not go fishing, MALDECO will finish the stocks.”  
 
5.6 Curb corruption  
 
Corruption was mentioned by people in all the BVCs as a problem. This corruption 
affects Fisheries Department staff to BVC leaders. Strategies should be put in place to 
curb corruption. If corruption remains rampant, empowering BVCs with legal status will 
be worthless. 
 
5.7 Support aquaculture activities  
 
The policy review suggested in (4) is highly encouraged here. It is apparent that chambo 
prices continue to escalate in the face of its limited supply. This means that any marginal 
increase in the cost of additional fishing gear may easily be compensated for by high 
price of chambo. One can thus make profits even if the number of fishing gears increases 
to a point where the fishery becomes almost extinct. Increasing the supply of chambo 
through other means, such as aquaculture, may be one solution to the problem. Recently, 
it was reported that MALDECO Fisheries conducted trials to culture chambo in cages, 
and anecdotal reports stated that growth of chambo was high in cages. An enabling policy 
for large-scale and small-scale aquaculture operators along Lake Malawi and Lake 
Malombe may ensure high supply of chambo and reduced prices for chambo that may 
translate into reduced entry into the fishery.  
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APPENDIXES 
 
Appendix A: Districts of origin of respondents in the sensory panel 
 
District Number of respondents Percentage (%) 
Lilongwe                        7 10 
Mulanje  3 4 
Mzimba  9 12 
Dowa  5 7 
Chiradzulu  2 3 
Likoma                          2 3 
Chipata, Zambia  2 3 
Mchinji                          1 1 
Dedza  1 1 
Balaka  1 1 
Nkhatabay  1 1 
Nsanje  5 7 
Mchinji  1 1 
Blantyre  2 3 
Mangochi  1 1 
Kasungu  2 3 
Thyolo  3 4 
Zomba  6 8 
Rumphi  5 7 
Chitipa  4 5 
Ntcheu  5 7 
Karonga  4 5 
Nchelenge, Zambia  1 1 
Total 73 100 
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Appendix B: Results from Focus group discussions (FGDs) of members of Beach 
Village Committees (BVCs) 

 
              Different places where BVC members were interviewed 

Questions and 
responses 

Chiwaula Mtenje Ntanga Chizumbi Silli Likulungwa Kadango Ng’ombe Nkali Kera/ 
Makawa 

What do you 
think is the 
status of 
fishery in 
your area? 

                    

Declining X X X X X X X X X X 
Static                     
Fluctuating                     
Which fish 
species is 
declining 
most 

                    

Chambo X X X X X X X X X X 
Kampango         X X   X     

Ntchla X X X X X X X X X X 
Mpasa             X X X   
Utaka                     
Sawasawa             X X X X 
Kambuzi                     
What are the 
reasons for 
the fish 
decline? 
 

                    

Poverty – 
land can’t give 
enough food 

X X X X X X         

Too many 
fishers 

X X X X X X X X X X 

Use of illegal 
gears 

X X X X X X X X X X 

Failure of 
government 
to control 
manufacturing 
of under 
meshed gears  

        X X       X 
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              Different places where BVC members were interviewed 
Questions and 
responses 

Chiwaula Mtenje Ntanga Chizumbi Silli Likulungwa Kadango Ng’ombe Nkali Kera/ 
Makawa 

 
How can we 
solve this 
problem? 

                    

Government 
to assist 
people to get 
loans 

X X X X X X X X X X 

No one 
should fish 
during closed 
season 

X X X X X X X X X X 

No 
corruption 

X X X X X X X X X X 

Nets given to 
owners 
should not 
have under 
meshed bunt 

  X X X             

Limit the 
number of 
fishers 
operating in 
the area 

      X             

Introduction 
of irrigation 

        X           

Introduction 
of fish 
farming 

X                   

MALDECO 
to have closed 
season 

            X X X X 

Need to co-
operate and 
institutions to 
be united 

X x x X x x X   X X 

Extend closed 
season to 2 – 
3 years 

        X X     X   

Tough 
enforcement 
on 
regulations- 
seize all 
chambo  in 

  X X     X X   X X 
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              Different places where BVC members were interviewed 
Questions and 
responses 

Chiwaula Mtenje Ntanga Chizumbi Silli Likulungwa Kadango Ng’ombe Nkali Kera/ 
Makawa 

closed season 

Frequent 
BVC meetings 

    X   X     X X X 

Training of 
BVC 

X X X X X X X X X X 

Old cars to be 
damped in the 
lake to create 
sanctuaries 

                X   

 
What are 
your roles as 
BVC 
members? 

                    

Patrolling 
along the 
beaches 

            X X X 

Confiscation 
of nets and 
taking 
offenders to 
village 
headman 

              

 

X   

Conducting 
awareness 
meetings 

              
 

X X 

Checking if 
fishers are 
fishing during 
closed season 

X X X X X X X 

 

    

To support 
fisheries in 
fish 
conservation  

    X       X 

 

    

Checking 
under meshed 
Chambo 

            X 
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              Different places where BVC members were interviewed 
Questions and 
responses 

Chiwaula Mtenje Ntanga Chizumbi Silli Likulungwa Kadango Ng’ombe Nkali Kera/ 
Makawa 

What 
problems do 
you face in 
BVCs? 

                    

Lack of 
resources for 
patrolling 

X X X X X X X X X X 

No incentives 
e. g uniforms, 
identity cards, 
kangachepe (a 
small token 
e.g. 
allowance) 

X           X       

Insults from 
fishers 

                X   

Lack of  
cooperation 
among 
members 

      X     X   X   

Lack of 
training 

X     X         X   

Some of the 
members are 
corrupt  

            X   X   

How can 
these 
problems be 
solved? 

                    

BVC 
members 
should be 
trained 

X X X X X X X X X X 

BVCs should 
be given 
resources for 
proper 
patrolling 

    X X X X X   X X 

They should 
be given 
incentives e.g. 
uniforms, 
identity cards 
etc. 

X X X X X X X       
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              Different places where BVC members were interviewed 
Questions and 
responses 

Chiwaula Mtenje Ntanga Chizumbi Silli Likulungwa Kadango Ng’ombe Nkali Kera/ 
Makawa 

They should 
be given 
allowances 
during 
meetings 

        X   X       

Why do 
people use 
illegal gears? 

                    

Poverty X X X X X X X X X X 
Hunger X X X X X X X X X X 
Decline of 
chambo 

        X X         

High demand 
of fish 

                    

 29 



 

 
E. Kaunda 
Aquaculture and Fisheries Science Department 
Faculty of Environmental Sciences, Bunda College 
University of Malawi 
 
D. Maliro 
Rural Development Department 
Faculty of Agriculture 
Bunda College, University of Malawi 
 
M. Mphepo 
Rural Development Department 
Faculty of Agriculture 
Bunda College, University of Malawi 
 
S. Khaila  
Agricultural Policy Research Unit (APRU) 
Bunda College, University of Malawi 
 
L. Kamanga 
Animal Science Department 
Faculty of Agriculture 
Bunda College, University of Malawi 
 
L. Y. Phiri 
Aquaculture and Fisheries Science Department 
Faculty of Environmental Sciences, Bunda College 
University of Malawi 
 
J. Valeta 
Ecological Research and Outreach (ECO-RET) Initiative Ltd. 
Lilongwe, Malawi  
 

 
 
 

 30 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

For more information, contact: 
Dr. Steven Were Omamo 

IFPRI Eastern Africa Food Policy Network coordinator 
 

IFPRI Eastern Africa Food Policy Network 
International Food Policy Research Institute - Uganda 

18 K.A.R. Drive 
P. O. Box 28565 

Kampala, Uganda 
Tel: 256-41-234613 
Fax: 256-41-234614 

E-mail: w.omamo@cgiar.org 
www.ifpri.org 

 

 31 


	IFPRI Eastern Africa Food Policy Network
	Network Report 12
	November 2004
	IFPRI Eastern Africa Food Policy Network


	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
	TABLE OF CONTENTS
	Is Failure to Enforce Management Regulations Really the Cause of the Decline of Chambo Fishery? A Policy Agenda
	1.0 INTRODUCTION
	1.1 Background
	1.2 Objectives and organization of this study
	3.1 Study approach
	3.2 Desk study
	3.3 Field study
	3.4 Data analysis

	4.0 RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS
	4.1 Possible reasons for the decline of the chambo fishery
	4.1.1 Increase in number of entrants into the fishery
	4.1.2 Noncompliance with fisheries regulations (such as use of illegal gears)
	4.1.2 Poverty
	4.1.4 Habitat destruction and environmental degradation
	4.1.5 Siltation
	4.1.6 Weather changes

	4.2 Why PFM may not have worked
	4.2.1 Lack of property rights
	4.2.2 Exogenous origins of PFM
	4.2.3 Lack of attention to social issues
	4.2.4 Organizational structure
	4.2.5 Lack of understanding of the roles of the BVCs


	5.0 CONCLUSIONS AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS
	5.1 Increase ownership of BVC and the PFM program
	5.2 Provide targeted income-generating activities
	5.3 Regulate the construction of resorts and cottages on the eastern arm of Lake Malawi
	5.4 Make a deliberate attempt to market species other than chambo
	5.5 Harmonize small-scale and large-scale commercial operators
	5.6 Curb corruption
	5.7 Support aquaculture activities

	REFERENCES
	APPENDIXES

