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Introduction 

 
 

Women and men in aquatic food systems often have different roles and responsibilities. For 

example, women are more likely to be “gatherers” who collect shellfish from the shore, 

while men are more likely to be “fishers” who go out to sea. Women are also more likely to 

work in post-harvest roles like processing, trading, marketing, finances, and logistics. This 

division of labour is real, but fisheries are also seen as fundamentally male because of 

social expectations, biases, and a lack of data that account for women. A lot of women’s 

work also happens in homes rather than in public markets, which can make their roles even 

less visible. As a result, men in fishing communities are often seen as providers, while 

women are seen as home caretakers or even “fisher wives.” Systemic barriers also make it 

difficult for women to fully participate in aquatic food systems. In homes, markets, and 

meetings, women often have less power to make their own decisions. They also have less 

access to resources like money, information, opportunities, support systems, equipment, 

and land. This can be made worse by gendered norms and social expectations, especially 

when women face discrimination or violence. In many cultures, women are also expected to 

spend a lot of time on household duties on top of their paid jobs, meaning they end up with 

very heavy workloads. They can also get left behind when technology improves.2,6 Women 

are often excluded from fisheries management, too: either entirely, or through an inability to 

participate fully. 

 

Climate change makes all these inequalities even worse. As a result, women can be more 

severely impacted by climate shocks than men, facing increased workloads, decreased 

access to resources, and limited decision making power. They experience greater health and 

safety risks, income gaps, and food insecurity, and have more trouble recovering after 



climate shocks. All of these issues are worse for women who live with intersectional 

inequalities in areas like age, class, ethnicity, nationality, disability, and sexuality. 

 

Despite these challenges, women work at all levels of fisheries. However, their 

achievements often get overlooked, and they receive weak social, financial, and policy 

support. This harms women and their communities by impacting livelihoods, social justice, 

health, and ecology. Change is therefore needed so that women can be empowered, 

systemic barriers can be challenged, and women’s roles can become more 

official. To meet these goals, Aqua Ecology can be used to support women, their 

communities, and their natural environments. 

 

Aqua Ecology is a grassroots framework that combines ecological sustainability, social 

justice, and food sovereignty in aquatic food systems. It empowers communities to take 

leadership, strengthen their local economies, defend traditional knowledge, and practice 

sustainable fishing. Recognising and supporting women is an important part of this 

framework. 

 

 

Impacts of gender inequalities 

 
 

Livelihoods 

 
 

Women in fisheries are more likely than men to have jobs that are unpaid or poorly paid. 

This leads to lower incomes and higher rates of poverty among women, made worse when 

industrial fishing displaces them into even lower-paying jobs. This affects women and their 

communities, as women are less able to use their earnings to invest in local economies. 

Women’s exclusion from fisheries management further reinforces these inequalities. 
 

 

Social Justice 

 

 

Aquatic food systems often see low achievements in women’s empowerment and gender 

equality, especially for women living with intersecting inequalities. 

 



 

Health 

 
 

Women suffer more than men from malnutrition and food insecurity, which can impact their 

health and further limit their wages, learning potential, and life opportunities. When women 

are malnourished, the nutrition, growth, learning, and earning capacity of their children can 

also be harmed for generations. Health impacts are made worse by climate change and 

intersectional inequalities. 
 

 

Ecology 

 
 

In many communities, women have specialized knowledge and skills that make food 

systems, households, and communities more resilient to climate change.  As such, excluding 

women from aquatic food systems can lead to worse ecological outcomes.  

 

 

Case Studies 

 

 
Rural women’s groups in Kurunegala, Sri Lanka 

 

 

In rural Kurunegala district, Sri Lanka, several groups of women have come together to save 

money so that members can access loans when they are in need. These groups empower 

women to increase their access to resources, build strong networks, and develop new skills 

while supporting their communities. On top of saving money, many of these groups also 

practice entrepreneurship and income diversification as part of their empowerment. They 

farm rice, organize fundraisers, make and sell crafts, run small businesses, and distribute 

humanitarian aid to their neighbours. These groups are examples of how women living 

within food systems can become empowered to increase their capacity, agency, and access 

to resources while supporting their communities. 

 

 

 

 



 

Heiltsuk women leaders in British Colombia, Canada 

 
 

In 2015, there was a crisis in British Columbia, Canada, when Pacific herring almost ran out 

due to industrial fishing. In response, women from the Heiltsuk First Nation community led 

grassroots efforts that motivated people to work together and pressured the Canadian 

government to co-manage fisheries with Indigenous communities. To boost their credibility, 

Heiltsuk women reclaimed their traditional roles as leaders, mothers, caretakers, teachers, 

and healers. This made it clear that they were not just defending fish, but the wellbeing of 

their children, future generations, ecosystems, and culture.   Women led protests and 

negotiations, playing important roles in communication, planning, fundraising, networking, 

and youth engagement. This case shows the importance of women’s agency and leadership 

for just and sustainable aquatic food systems. 

 

 

Recommendations 

 
 

Women’s empowerment 
 

 

Efforts should be made to increase women’s capacity, agency, and access to resources. 

Recommendations include: 

 

● Investing in education to support girls studying science and technology. 

● Strengthening access to vocational colleges, mentorship and internship programs. 

● Encouraging colleges to develop supports and quotas for women. 

● Developing and formalising women’s fisheries groups. 

● Improving women’s financial access. 

● Training and supporting women entrepreneurs. 

● Developing banking products for women, and helping them to access credit. 

● Increasing women’s access to equipment. 

● Balancing empowerment efforts with the realities of gendered household duties to avoid 

increasing women’s workloads to unsustainable levels. 

 
 

 



Gender transformative change 

 
 

“Gender transformative change” means challenging the root causes of gender inequalities, 

like norms, roles, perceptions, biases, and policies. Recommendations include: 

 

● Leading discussions that challenge gender norms. 

● Working with women and men to develop positive norms. 

● Introducing infrastructure to make household duties easier. 

● Using women-positive language and images in communication materials to increase 

women’s visibility. 

● Introducing these approaches with technological innovations so that communities can 

associate gender equality with improved technical outcomes.  

 
 

 

Women in fisheries governance 

 
 

Recommendations at the government level include: 

 

● Building capacity among stakeholders to consider gender when developing policies and 

choosing which projects to fund. 

● Developing or updating strong gender equality policies in relevant ministries. 

● Mainstreaming gender into all other policies and programs. 

● Encouraging national governments to implement gender equality laws. 
 

 

Recommendations at the fisheries level include: 

 

● Actively involving women in decision making processes at all levels. 

● Ensuring women in leadership positions are able to fully participate in their roles.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



 

Data collection and further research 

 

 

Women may account for half of the fisheries workforce, but most data don’t include them, 

so it is difficult to measure and understand their roles and impacts. Recommendations 

include: 

 

● Collecting and analysing sex-disaggregated data. 

● Researching the how gender equality, women’s empowerment, fisheries, food security, 

and climate change affect each other. 

● Studying the environmental impacts of women’s inclusion in fisheries management. 

● Researching masculinity, men’s engagement, and men’s vulnerabilities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Women are less valued, recognized, and paid in fisheries because of structural inequalities 

and biases. This harms women, their communities, and the environment. By using an aqua 

ecological approach that combines sustainability, social justice, and food sovereignty, these 

harms can be minimized. Women in fisheries must be empowered and supported, systemic 

barriers must be challenged, and their roles must be studied. By fully including and 

supporting women in fisheries, livelihoods, health, equality, and ecology can be improved for 

all. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



References 
 

1. Bryan E, Alvi M, Huyer S, Ringler C. Addressing gender inequalities and strengthening 

women’s agency to create more climate-resilient and sustainable food systems. Global Food 

Security [Internet]. 2024 Mar [cited 2026 Apr 28];40:100731. Available from: 

https://linkinghub.elsevier.com/retrieve/pii/S2211912423000615 

2. Thomas AC. Gender Equality and Food Systems - a Knowledge Review [Internet]. 

European Union; 2025. Available from: 

https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC140233/JRC140233_01.pdf 

3. Lentisco A, Lee RU. A Review of Women’s Access to Fish in Small-Scale Fisheries 

[Internet]. Rome: Food and Agriculture Organizaiton of the United Nations; 2015. Available 

from: https://openknowledge.fao.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/4ac5726f-5ff4-4a25-

bb1dd51b8a27e49b/content 

4. Adam R, Lam RD, Lozano Lazo DP, McDougall C, Rajaratnam S, Ouko K, et al. Using a 

sustainable food systems framework to examine gender equality and women’s 

empowerment in aquatic food systems. Front Sustain Food Syst [Internet]. 2024 Aug 29 

[cited 2026 Apr 28];8:1327798. Available from: 

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fsufs.2024.1327798/full 

5. Adam R, Amani A, Kuijpers R, Danielsen K, Smits E, Kruijssen F, et al. Climate-resilient 

aquatic food systems require transformative change to address gender and intersectional 

inequalities. Ahmed F, editor. PLOS Clim [Internet]. 2024 July 16 [cited 2026 Apr 

28];3(7):e0000309. Available from: https://dx.plos.org/10.1371/journal.pclm.0000309 

6. Pravalprukskul P, Resurreccion B. Gender in coastal and marine resource management: A 

literature review [Internet]. Stockholm Environment Institute; 2018. Available from: 

www.mangrovesforthefuture.org/assets/Repository/Documents/MFF-SEAFDEC-Gender-

in-coastalmarine-resources-Literature-review.pdf 

7. Chambon M, Miñarro S, Alvarez Fernandez S, Porcher V, Reyes-Garcia V, Tonalli Drouet 

H, et al. A synthesis of women’s participation in small-scale fisheries management: why 

women’s voices matter. Rev Fish Biol Fisheries [Internet]. 2024 Mar [cited 2026 Apr 

28];34(1):43–63. Available from: https://link.springer.com/10.1007/s11160-023-09806-2 

8. Chambon M, Wambiji N, Wandiga JN, Reyes-Garcia V, Ziveri P. “Men don’t feel 

comfortable with successful female leaders”: exploring participatory exclusion in 

community-based fisheries management, South Coast of Kenya. Maritime Studies 

[Internet]. 2025 Mar [cited 2026 Apr 28];24(1):3. Available from: 

https://link.springer.com/10.1007/s40152-024-00390-0 



9. Ingale P, Yadav H, Ravi D. Self-help groups (SHGS) in South Asia: A comparative 

overview of India, Nepal, and Sri Lanka - Successes, challenges and the way forward. In: I. 

Tamil Nadu, India: Shanlax Publications; 2025. Available from: 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Pallavi_Ingale/publication/393899545_SELFHELP_ 

GROUPS_SHGS_IN_SOUTH_ASIA_A_COMPARATIVE_OVERVIEW_OF_INDIA_NEP 

AL_AND_SRI_LANKA__SUCCESSES_CHALLENGES_AND_THE_WAY_FORWARD/links/687f

6f941a77b36b5b048659 

/SELF-HELP-GROUPS-SHGS-IN-SOUTH-ASIA-A-COMPARATIVE-OVERVIEW-OF-

INDIANEPAL-AND-SRI-LANKA-SUCCESSES-CHALLENGES-AND-THE-WAYFORWARD. 

pdf?origin=publication_detail&_tp=eyJjb250ZXh0Ijp7ImZpcnN0UGFnZSI6InB1Ymxp 

Y2F0aW9uIiwicGFnZSI6InB1YmxpY2F0aW9uRG93bmxvYWQiLCJwcmV2aW91c1BhZ2UiOiw 

dWJsaWNhdGlvbiJ9fQ 

10. Harper S, Salomon AK, Newell D, Waterfall PH, Brown K, Harris LM, et al. Indigenous 

women respond to fisheries conflict and catalyze change in governance on Canada’s Pacific 

Coast. Maritime Studies [Internet]. 2018 Oct [cited 2026 Apr 29];17(2):189–98. Available 

from: http://link.springer.com/10.1007/s40152-018-0101-0 

11. FAO. Joint Programme on Gender Transformative Approaches for Food Security and 

Nutrition [Internet]. Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations. Available 

from: https://www.fao.org/joint-programme-gender-transformative-

approaches/overview/gendertransformative- approaches/en 


