Global affirmation on World Fisher Peoples Day (November 21): Voices of
women are not supplementary but foundational in sustaining aquatic life,
community economies and ecological knowledge systems.

By Aishwarya Bajpai

Across the world, women participate in fishing in ways that are deeply rooted in culture,
livelihood, and environment. Melanie Brown’s [~
life began where the river meets the tide. She
was only ten when her mother decided it was
time for her to join the family on the Naknek
River in Bristol Bay, Alaska — a place where
generations of women have fished, worked,
and held their communities together. “It was
exhausting,” she recalled with a soft laugh.

Fishing, for Melanie, was never just a job. It was an inheritance — a rhythm of life shaped by
tides, salmon runs, and the steady hands of her mother and sister who managed most of the
work along the shore. She began by pulling dinghies, loading fish, and plunging waist-deep
into cold water to help pick salmon from the gill nets. As she grew older, she moved from the
beach to the skiff, the small aluminium boat that became her workplace, her refuge, and
sometimes her greatest test.

Set-net fishing — introduced by Native families in the 1920s — has long been a women-led
practice in Alaska. Melanie, is one of its quiet torchbearers. “Set-net fishing is a family-
oriented practice and is often led by women,” she explains. Her work shows how the act of
fishing is not just labour, but an inheritance, a way of living that blends livelihood, culture,
and care for nature.

Masnuah comes from a long line of fisherfolk in the
Demak district, Central Java, Indonesia. “I was born
into a fisher family — my father, mother, and even my
uncles were all fishers,” she recalls. “When I opened
the back door as a child, I could already see the sea.”
From a young age, she helped her mother collect
jellyfish and fish, learning the rhythms of the tides and
the labour that sustained her community. But poverty
and social stigma shaped her childhood. She could
only complete elementary school. “At that time, people
thought fisherfolk didn’t need higher education. We were made to feel unimportant,” she
says.

These early experiences — of poverty, invisibility, and gender-based violence — eventually
defined her activism. Her journey from a young coastal girl to a leader has been rooted in a
deep desire to reclaim dignity for fisherwomen. “I want to change how society and the state
see fisherwomen.”

In Indonesia, women are central to coastal life, though often unrecognised by policy. Their
labour stretches across the entire fisheries chain — going to sea with their husbands,



gathering shellfish, drying and salting fish, mending nets, and selling catch in local markets.
Yet this work remains invisible in official records. This led her to found Puspita Bahari in
2005 — meaning “Flowers of the Sea.” As she explains, “We chose that name because
fisherwomen are like flowers that nurture the ocean and their communities.” Through this
organisation, she began organising women across the coast, building solidarity and political
voice. Masnuah’s story, like that of thousands of Indonesian fisherwomen, shows how
women sustain the fisheries sector every day — and why recognising their rights is essential
for both gender justice and coastal resilience.

Janet Cletus, Secretary of the Thiruvananthapuram District Committee and senior leader of
the Kerala Swatantra Matsyathozhilali Federation (KSMTF) and President of the
Theeradesha Mahila Vedi (TMV) stands today as one of the strongest voices of India’s
fisherwomen. Her story — from selling fish on Kerala’s coast to organising the India
Fisherwomen Assembly in 2024 and representing Indian women at the World Forum of
Fisher Peoples (WFFP) General Assembly in Brasilia — is a testament to how ordinary
women have fought their way into leadership.

Born into a traditional fishing
household, Janet’s life has always been
shaped by the sea. Her father went for
# fishing; her mother sold fish in the
W market. She stepped into the role of a
fish vendor to support her family,
joining thousands of women across
° Kerala whose labour sustains the
P fisheries economy but rarely appears in
public discourse or policy. “It wasn’t
¢ by choice,” she says, “but by necessity.”

I e A For the last three decades, Janet’s days

. B S have followed a demanding rhythm
familiar to fisherwomen across India. She travels to coastal landing centres before dawn,
sourcing fish through competitive auctions, then sells it in markets until the afternoon, only
to return home to care for her children and manage the household. This strenuous cycle,
repeated year after year, reflects the invisible backbone of India’s fisheries sector — the
women who sell, process, transport, and stabilise the industry.

Janet’s own experience of marginalisation deepened her political consciousness and fuelled
her leadership within KSMTF. Her activism reflects a larger reality across India: from Kerala
to Gujarat to West Bengal, fisherwomen are organising, demanding recognition, secure
market spaces, fair access to fish, and protection from state policies that increasingly
prioritise tourism, ports, and coastal development over traditional fishing communities.

The Role of Women in Global Fisheries

Women catch about 3 million tonnes of seafood every year, worth $5.6 billion, making up
12% of all small-scale fisheries catch worldwide. Their presence is especially strong in Asia,
Africa, and Oceania, where around 2 million women are directly engaged in fishing. Globally,
women carry out 90% of all fish processing, according to the FAO.




Yet despite this enormous contribution, much of their labour remains invisible in official
statistics, policies, and decision-making.

Although women are present on boats and in fishing crews, they are most heavily involved in
the pre-harvest stages — tasks that remain invisible in most fisheries statistics.

Women mend nets, prepare and maintain gear, and handle the tools that make fishing
possible. They also gather bait — a skill that reveals their deep ecological knowledge. They
collect earthworms and bloodworms by hand or with simple tools from gardens, compost
pits, and sandy flats. They trap or net small fish like mullet and sardines from shallow
waters, streams, and rivers. On sandbars, they pump out yabbies and pink nippers at low
tide, and in coastal shallows, they gather prawns and shrimp with cast nets. In Latin
America, women collect algae and trade shrimp. Across the Pacific Islands, they glean reefs
and collect shells for income. On South Korea’s Jeju Island, the Haenyeo — women
freedivers — continue a tradition of harvesting subtidal species.

Their work extends beyond the species they collect. Women are also caretakers of
ecosystems. They protect and nurture mangroves — vital nurseries for fish and crabs — often
wading knee-deep into the water to tend to them. Janet Cletus notes that women participate
in mangrove restoration and coastal clean-ups in large numbers, blending traditional
knowledge with newer conservation practices.

Once the catch arrives on land, women take over much of the labour that keeps fisheries
running. They sort fish, and play central roles in fish processing. Their work includes
cleaning, gutting, drying, smoking, salting, and packaging fish — often using traditional
preservation techniques passed down through generations. Many also make pickles and
other value-added products that support household income.

Women dominate fish marketing in several regions. They manage market stalls, trade fish
door-to-door, and run small retail operations. Some lead cooperatives, advocacy groups, and
community organisations that promote sustainable fishing practices. In Asia, from India to
China, women drive processing and aquaculture. In Europe as well, they form a major share
of the processing workforce.

Women are increasingly present in fisheries research, conservation programmes, and
monitoring activities, often working with NGOs or government agencies. Some have become
entrepreneurs, running fish farms, processing units, or seafood-related businesses. In North
America, women work in processing plants and are also increasingly moving into scientific
and managerial jobs.

Beyond labour, they also carry the cultural and social fabric of coastal communities. As
caregivers, teachers, and custodians of traditional knowledge, women ensure that fishing
practices, recipes, and ecological wisdom move from one generation to the next.

Generations of Sustainability: Women Protecting the Sea

Sustainability, though now a widely discussed global concept, has roots far deeper than
conferences and policy documents. Long before the term gained international recognition at
events such as the United Nations’ Stockholm Conference on the Human Environment,
communities across the world had been living it through everyday practices — often out of




necessity, often out of respect for the environment that sustained them. For generations,
women in fishing communities have embodied this ethic, passing down practices that
maintain ecological balance and safeguard livelihoods, even when sustainability as a formal
idea did not exist.

Janet Cletus explains, “We go early in the morning, before the sun rises... that is when the
sea is calm,” reflecting an understanding of low-impact fishing that respects natural
rhythms. She adds, “I use the same small nets and traps my mother used. We don’t use the
big machines,” showing how traditional, non-mechanized gear prevents seabed damage and
minimizes bycatch. Janet also stresses resource efficiency: “If we see the small ones, we leave
them. They need time to grow,” and she notes how women “buy only a small amount of fish...
take what they can carry... avoid wastage because unsold fish means huge losses.” These
practices have been passed down through generations, embedding ecological stewardship in
daily life.

Across the globe, Melanie Brown a Coordinating Committee member of the World Forum of
Fisher Peoples, practices sustainability both in daily work and advocacy. “Fishing is seasonal
— our salmon runs last just a few months. During the rest of the year, I work in conservation
and advocacy. My journey into this began with the fight against the proposed Pebble Mine —
a massive open-pit mine that threatened the headwaters of Bristol Bay’s river systems.

The mine could devastate one of the world’s most productive wild salmon ecosystems,” she
says, respecting natural cycles. That campaign opened doors for broader conservation work.
She now works with organizations focused on transboundary rivers shared between Alaska
and British Columbia, where industrial activities threaten shared watersheds. This
demonstrates how protecting ecosystems preserves livelihoods and cultural traditions for
Indigenous communities.



In Indonesia, Masnuah emphasizes long-term ecological thinking: “She wanted her
grandchildren to see how beautiful the sea is, so they can also catch fish. Maybe what they do
will not be seen now, but )/ ‘

in 20 or 30 years... they
will still struggle to save
their sea. As anything
damaging the sea will
damage their life.”
Through mangrove
restoration, eco-tourism,
and the creation of
mangrove-based products,
women in Puspita Bahari
actively protect coastal
ecosystems. Masnuah
says, “We plant and care
for mangroves ourselves,”
she says. “One
fisherwoman even
donated 1,000 mangrove
seeds to another sinking
village.”

Together, Janet, Masnuah, and Melanie show that sustainability is not a new concept
imposed by global policy. Generations of women have intuitively balanced human survival
with ecological care, creating practices that the world now recognizes as essential for the
planet’s future.

Global Fishing Policies vs. Ground Realities: What Fisherwomen Are Warning
the World

As the world races to meet ambitious environmental goals, global fishing policies have never
been more elaborate. The 30x30 conservation target under the Kunming—Montreal Global
Biodiversity Framework aims to protect 30% of the world’s oceans by 2030. Instruments like
UNCLOS, the UN Fish Stocks Agreement, FAO’s Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries,
and the Port State Measures Agreement outline how nations should manage marine
resources responsibly. Newer tools like the WTO Agreement on Fisheries Subsidies and the
High Seas Treaty promise to curb overfishing, harmful subsidies, and regulate marine
biodiversity in the high seas. Together, these frameworks form a sweeping vision of
sustainable oceans — science-driven, precautionary, and legally robust.

But on the ground, fisherwomen across the world tell a different story — one of
disconnection, dispossession, and exclusion. Their experiences expose how global
sustainability frameworks, when poorly implemented, fail to protect the very communities
that have practised ecological stewardship long before the word “sustainability” existed.

While global policies speak of conservation and responsible use, Masnuah describes a reality
shaped not by sustainability frameworks but by destructive “national strategic projects” —



dredging, reclamation, and industrial zones that tear apart coastal ecosystems. She calls it
plainly, “Our main demand is to stop the so-called ‘national strategic projects’ and extractive
developments that destroy marine life.” Even mangrove restoration — central to the 30x30
agenda — becomes hollow when done without communities. She says, “They plant
mangroves only to show results, but they don’t maintain them.” She also points to companies
causing ecological damage and later funding mangrove planting as Corporate Social
Responsibility (CSR) is a mockery.

Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) are at the heart of 30x30 and the High Seas Treaty. On
paper, they are tools for rebuilding fish stocks and conserving biodiversity. But Melanie
Brown sees how MPAs, when imposed without consultation, can reproduce colonial patterns.
She says, “Too often, MPAs become another form of exclusion — a new boundary drawn over
waters our ancestors have fished for thousands of years.” She explains how industrial fishing
— supposedly regulated under global agreements — has already devastated Indigenous
subsistence practices in Alaska. MPAs added on top of this, without Indigenous governance,
feel like a continuation of historical displacement.

Global frameworks speak about equity and community rights, but Janet Cletus describes
stark, persistent invisibility. She notes that women’s work — vending, net mending,
gathering bait, mangrove restoration — remains unrecorded and unrecognized. There are no
ID cards, no welfare benefits, no subsidies, no pension and no acknowledgement in fisheries
statistics. This invisibility directly contradicts FAO’s global principles on gender equality in
fisheries. Janet explains that women follow ecological rhythms without state help. She says
“During some months we don’t go... that is the time they breed.” But unlike state-imposed
bans on fishing seasons, their traditional no-fishing practices receive no compensation, no
relief, no support. She also describes their dependence on specific fishing zones, “We women
have our own places...” Yet these zones have no legal protection, leaving them vulnerable to
trawlers, ports, and tourism. At the market level too, “sustainability” collapses into
privatisation. In Thiruvananthapuram, daily seat fees, toilet charges, and harassment by
local authorities create barriers that global policy frameworks never acknowledge.

Even though women contribute significantly to fisheries, their work is unrecorded,
unsupported, and undervalued — directly contradicting global gender commitments.

The demands this World Fisher Peoples Day

As the world marked International Fisher Women’s Day on November 5, fisherwomen
across continents reclaimed space in a sector that has long sidelined them. Initiated in India
and now recognized globally through the World Forum of Fisher Peoples (WFFP), the day
unites women’s struggles against the injustices affecting their lives.

This year, their voices converge around a core demand that the World Fisher Peoples Day
(November 21) acknowledges the role of women as a central role in sustaining the ecology,
fisheries economies, and coastal communities

“Women have upheld sustainability long before it became a global agenda,” many leaders
remind us, yet Fisher Peoples Day continues to be framed largely through markets and
resource management, not through the people — especially women — whose labour and care
keep marine ecosystems alive.



From India to United States to Indonesia, fisherwomen are making their demands
unmistakably clear. In Kerala, Janet Cletus and the KSMTF have laid out a ten-point charter
demanding land rights for coastal families losing homes to erosion; safe drinking water in
areas facing saltwater intrusion; compensation for women vendors during storm-related
fishing halts; recognition of traditional fishing rights; increased financial support for
children’s education and marriages; government jobs for families of fishers killed in
accidents linked to unscientific coastal construction; and rehabilitation for those affected by
mega-projects such as Vizhinjam port. “These are not requests — these are our rights,” Janet
asserts. For her, the fight is also about identity and dignity: “We are not just the wives or
mothers of fishers — we are workers, leaders, and protectors of the sea.”

Thousands of miles away in Alaska, Melanie echoes the sentiment. Her leadership extends
far beyond her fishing site; she has served as an at-large board member of the United
Fishermen of Alaska, shaping policy debates and pushing for fairer representation. “Women
bring a lot of balance to leadership,” she says. “We fish, we organize, we manage finances —
we're good at seeing the bigger picture.” While men may spend more time at sea, she adds,
“women are the ones who hold the threads together — from home to harbour.” Her words
reflect a global truth: women’s labour sustains every link in the fisheries chain, but their
rights and leadership remain undervalued.

In Indonesia, Masnuah, secretary of the Sisterhood of Indonesian Fisherwomen (PPNI) carries
the same conviction. She speaks with pride about the global movement she helped build: “I'm
very happy to be part of the WFFP, where we first declared International Fisher Women’s
Day.” For her, the day is a powerful reminder that fisherwomen’s existence, labour, and
leadership must be recognized at every level of governance. “This international movement
validates us and reminds states of their obligations — locally, nationally, and globally,” she
says. With a smile, she offers a message to women everywhere: “We, fisherwomen, can
handle any situation. We adapt, we survive, and we keep the seas alive.”

Together, their voices form a singular argument: sustainable fisheries cannot exist without
the recognition, rights, and leadership of the women who have held these communities
together for generations.

Across continents and cultures, fisherwomen show that sustainability is not a distant policy
goal — it is a lived practice, rooted in their labour, knowledge, and everyday care for the sea.
Their stories from India, Alaska, and Java reveal a shared truth: global frameworks may
outline the future of oceans, but it is women on the shorelines who safeguard that future in
real time. As governments race to meet climate, biodiversity, and ocean targets, they must
begin by recognizing the people who already embody these principles. Recognition is not
symbolic — it is the foundation for just policies, protected rights, and equitable decision-
making. This World Fisher Peoples Day, listening to fisherwomen is not just a gesture of
inclusion; it is the only path to building truly sustainable and resilient coastal worlds.

This article is a result of a series of interviews done of three women leaders from the World
Forum of Fisher Peoples from three different parts of the globe- Melanie Brown from
Alaska, Masnuah from Central Java, Indonesia and Janet Cletus from Kerala, India.



