
Philippines

Empowering participation 

The Community-based Coastal Resource Management 
Festival was a time to celebrate, reflect and ponder over strategies

The Community-based Coastal
Resources Management (CBCRM)
Festival was held between 2 and 4

June 2003 in Subic Bay, Zambales,
Philippines. About 150 CBCRM
practitioners, implementers, researchers
and advocates from coastal communities,
non-governmental organizations (NGOs),
academic and research institutions,
development organizations and
government agencies in the Philippines
and selected countries in East Asia,
Europe and North America participated.
The Festival critically analyzed the
multifaceted achievements of CBCRM,
while celebrating its gains, so as to learn
lessons that will guide CBCRM practice
into the future.

There was much to celebrate at the
Festival, despite the fact that several
fishers have been killed, while others
remain in prison for conscientiously
safeguarding their marine resources and
apprehending illegal fishers.

The CBCRM movement could not have
achieved this level of commitment but for
a long and persistent process of
interaction and collaboration among the
coastal communities, NGOs, academics,
scientists and funding agencies.

“Our involvement in CBCRM has not only
changed our perspective about our
fishery but it has continued to develop
our views on the whole,” said Pedro
Valparaiso at a creative panel discussion
at the start of the festival. 

“It was we women who moved first,”
added Patricia Panaligan, chairperson of
a local people’s organization (PO). “We
decided to establish the fish sanctuaries
and our men backed us up, assisting in
demarcating it with buoys and
bamboos.”

From the manner in which these fisherfolk
spoke out at the festival, it was quite
obvious that they were not only capable
but also committed to the concept of
CBCRM. This seemed to be the result of a
dual process that has emerged as the crux
of CBCRM, namely, a painstaking process
of capacity-building of POs through very
creative and genuine participatory rural
appraisal (PRA), the motto being
“participation that empowers, with equity
as the guiding principal”.

This process that commenced in the
Philippines more than a decade ago as an
NGO initiative of partnership with coastal
communities to build local, democratic
organizations to conserve resources for
sustainable livelihoods, gained legitimacy
with the enactment of the new Fisheries
Code in 1998. The Code delineated 15 km
of the inshore waters as municipal waters,
beyond which the ‘commercial’ fishers
could operate. This Code also made
mandatory the creation of Fisheries and
Aquatic Resource Management Councils
(FARMCs) at the local municipal level,
based on the principles of
co-management. The local governments
could thereby enact suitable ordinances to
apply the Code. But, as we all know, mere
enactment of ordinances, even when they
are very progressive, do not make them
automatically applicable, unless there are
active POs at the base. Sensing a top-down
and manipulative approach, several of the
earlier operative CBCRM groups were
reluctant to get integrated into this initial
process.

Budget allocation
While the dominant trend of the
discussion during the Festival was that the
POs should engage the government and
the mainstream CBCRM process so that
budget allotments could be made to carry
the process ahead, one could not but be
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impressed by the reports of the POs on
how they collectively made their
management plans, demarcated their
sanctuaries, engaged in the regeneration
of the mangroves, apprehended illegal
fishers, developed paralegal skills, and
created systems to sustain their efforts
through contributing a percentage of their
incomes for the labour of the fish wardens.

The CBCRM groups that create their
own constitutions take on the
responsibility of not only

conserving the resources but also
developing ways of transforming these
efforts into means of livelihood. Several of
them launch better fish marketing
networks, make value-added products,
diversify income generation and even
create co-operatives and credit
mechanisms for their members. In fact, an
external evaluation conducted of the
Oxfam-supported efforts notes how
overburdened these POs are, taking on the
responsibility of conserving, nurturing
and policing the fish habitats as also the
livelihood alternatives in the
communities, even as most of the
members of the POs struggle to make ends
meet in their households.

Coming from India, which has a long
contiguous coastline, I could not but
appreciate how the geophysical formation
of this island nation of the Philippines
lends itself to such a programme of
micro-ecosystem management. In a way,

the cultural context of the Philippines,
which is far less hierarchical than in India,
is more cohesive and defining, and the
community does not seem to be as
complex as it is in India. Certainly, there
could be no absence of conflicting
interests, but, I guess, the groups that were
present at the Festival came from areas
where the chief conflicts arose mainly
between the legal and illegal fishers, and
not with other contenders for the coastal
resource. 

The CBCRM movement also struck me as
being a very feminist concept in fisheries,
where life and livelihood are put centre
stage, and caring and nurture become the
responsibility of men as well in the public
domain. 

Similar strides have to be made in the
private domain, although I did meet a
couple of women who said they felt very
supported by their husbands who now
also take responsibility in household
chores as they are required to be out in the
community handling their
responsibilities.

Reviewing challenges
True to the spirit of learning fostered at the
Festival, there was also time for critical
assessment and reviewing the challenges
for the future. One of these was the need
to widen the concept of management
beyond the micro-ecosystem, which now
focuses mainly on habitat conservation, to
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creating alliances with other resource
users in the watershed. 

Several warnings were flagged
regarding:

• the implications of communities
demanding tenurial rights that
will deny use by others;

• the ability of the POs to remain
democratic so that
‘empowerment’ does not result in
domination;

• the need to continue to strengthen
support mechanisms as the NGOs
withdraw and the POs come of age;

• establishing sustainable
mechanisms within the POs that
are transparent and accountable; 

• creating an enabling policy
environment so that the processes
of co-management remain
democratic; 

• transforming the gains into
tangible livelihood inputs; and

• further addressing the threats of
globalization vis-à-vis markets
and other terrestrial rights. 

The challenge is to remain eternally
vigilant.

It was indeed striking to hear people echo
that CBCRM is not merely a management
strategy but a way of life. Committed as
they are to a process, it is also a challenge
to the NGOs to practise what they preach
to the POs, thereby making resource
management a way of life and fostering
communities of practice wherever they
are. For the seven or so POs that
collaborated in organizing the Festival,
this is not a distant dream as they
successfully managed to transcend
differences among themselves and
generate a creative atmosphere with
tremendous energy.

This Festival was the third in a series of
such celebrations, a way of collaborative
learning, storytelling and documenting.
In the words of Elmer Ferrer et al, “This
process of learning and the relationships

between people that are established as a
result of this process, generates social
energy that advances and sustains the
CBCRM process. Social energy becomes
manifest when individuals and groups
work together to achieve common
aspirations.”
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This report has been filed by Nalini
Nayak (tvm_nalinin@sancharnet.in),
a Member of ICSF

28 SAMUDRA JULY 2003



Tuna fisheries

Cashing in on tuna

A pioneer’s “social accountability” programme has developed a new
generation of entrepreneurs in the Philippine tuna handline industry

The Philippines is a net exporter of
fish, both in terms of value and
volume. At the forefront of the

fisheries export industry is tuna. The
Philippines tuna industry is ranked
second in the production of canned tuna
and seventh in fresh/frozen tuna
worldwide. Tuna exports crossed US$150
mn in 2004, and tuna accounts over
200,000 tonnes of fish protein in the
domestic market.

The tuna industry in the southern
Mindanao region has an annual value of
about US$250 mn. Ninety per cent of the
fishing and ancillary companies are
based in General Santos City. The average
daily landing is 1,000 tonnes. The tuna
industry employs around 100,000 fishers
and fishworkers. 

With a fleet of 2,500 traditional handline
fishing boats, the tuna handline sector is
one of the biggest employers of the city.
The 30,000-40,000 handline fishermen
support a total of 200,000 family
members. Tuna handline fishers land an
estimated 30,000 tonnes of tuna annually,
earning US$ 80 mn. 

Each tuna handline fishing boat has a
gross tonnage of 15-60 tonnes. The boats
operate in the fishing grounds of
Mindanao Sea, Sulu Sea, Moro Gulf and
Tawi-Tawi islands and in international
waters. Fishing operations can last as
long as 25-45 days, depending on the
distance of the fishing ground. 

The sector still employs the traditional
passive fishing gear of single
hook-and-line, making it labour-
intensive. Each fishing boat, depending
upon the size, can accommodate 10 to 23
crew. Starting operational expenses per
trip can be as high as PhP100,000-250,000
(US$2,000-5,000), besides the cost of the

fishing boat of around PhP2.5-3.5 mn
(US$50,000-70,000).

The tuna handline sector supports the
fresh-tuna export and processing industry
of the city. The catch is mostly composed
of high-value large and matured
yellowfin tuna and marlins. They, in turn,
are exported as fresh/chilled whole round
sashimi-grade yellowfin tuna (for the
United States and Japanese markets),
frozen smoked sashimi-grade yellowfin
tuna (for Europe and US), vacuum-packed
frozen sashimi (Japan) and other
value-added products such as tuna
sausage, tuna hotdogs, tuna nuggets, and
tuna cold cuts. The latter is intended for
US, Europe, Japan and the Islamic country
markets. The finished steak and sashimi
blocks bring in annually more than PhP2.5
bn (US$50 mn) to the tuna processing
industry.

The key players in the tuna handline
fishing operation are the fisher-crew or
pasaheros, operators, boatowners and
financiers. At the lowest rung are the
fisher-crews. Practically all of them are
undereducated if not uneducated. Most
are migrants from other provinces, who
have no prospects of landing formal jobs
because of lack of credentials.

Pasaheros usually earn through the sharing
system. The share of the fisher is
equivalent to 20-25 per cent of the actual
gross sale of the captured tuna. The
income would vary from season to season
due to the uncertainty of weather
conditions. 

Old and weak
The majority will remain crew until they
are too old and weak to fish. They can at
best aspire to become fishing boat
operators. Fishing boat operators act as
master fishermen and boat captains. They
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usually rise to the rank after years of
experience and efficiency as fisher-crew.
Only a few of these operators are able to
save enough to start their own fishing
businesses as owners.

Boatowners, on the other hand, are
generally under the mercy of
financiers since the capital

requirements for each fishing expedition
are extremely high. As with the other
sectors of fisheries, financiers usually
control the selling price and market of the
catch. This kind of relationship
disempowers the fishing boatowners. 

In the early 1970s, fresh from college,
Roger Lim, Sr. was recruited for the
Development Academy of the
Philippines-Medium and Small Scale
Industries Co-ordinated Action Program
(DAPMASICAP). After his stint, Lim started
his own handline fishing operations.
Handline fishing of large tuna was then in
the early stage, making Lim one of the
pioneers. As his business venture grew,
after two or three years, Lim or “Manong”
Roger, as most of his employees, friends
and associates call him—“Manong” is a
Visayan-Filipino term of respect and
endearment, meaning “elder”—started
giving out handline fishing boats to
qualified fishermen of his company as a
sort of “social accountability” programme
to let his fisher-employees realize their
dream of becoming fishing entrepreneurs
themselves. 

Lim distributes handline-fishing boats to
deserving fishermen-operators, without
investigating the personal background of
his fisher-crews and fishermen-operators,
most of whom are from Mindanao and the
Visayas islands. These operators rose
from the ranks of fisher-crews. Most of the
fishermen-operators were the same crew
who developed their efficiency and
fishing skills through their long
experience in tuna handline fishing
operations. Based on their fishing records
and their inter-personal relations with
other fisher-crews, they would get
elevated to fishermen-operators.
Interpersonal relationship skills are very
important for the management of tuna
fishing boats since there are 15-20 fishers
as crew under each fisherman-operator. 

Lim’s handline fishing boat distribution is
not a dole-out programme. Beneficiaries
under the “pay-when-able” scheme
would slowly pay back the cost of fishing
boat, without interest. This allows funds
to be ploughed back for the distribution of
additional fishing boats. Performance is
the basis for promoting operators to
owners of handline fishing boats. 

Entrepreneurs
Besides the enterprise to catch and earn
more, operators must show that they can
manage their fisher-crews in each fishing
expedition. By owning the boats, the
fishermen-operators become
entrepreneurs and industrial partners in
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Lim’s company, GenSan Aqua Traders.
As industrial partners, they provide the
effort and the tuna for the company’s
processing and export ventures. 

Lim also supports owners who want to
grow their fishing fleet. Under this
programme, Lim reserves the option to
buy back the fishing unit if ever
mismanagement occurs. He would
compensate for the owner’s contribution
and hand over the fishing unit to another
beneficiary. Lim believes that some
owners have limitations. “Some can

manage three fishing boats well, but if
another one is added, they would have a
hard time,” he says. 

Lim has also tried to make his fisher-crews
socially responsible citizens. In the late
1990s, he started requiring his industrial
partners to pay one per cent of their gross
income as tax to the local and national
governments. As a result, what was once
considered an informal sector became one
of the prime movers of the city’s economy.
Unknown to many, these handline
fishermen are the ones who made General
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 The Case of Francisco Herda

Francisco Herda could not believe that he was
one of the winners of the first Karagatan
Awards (literally, “Fishermen and Ocean”
Awards) of General Santos City. The
Karagatan Awards recognize the handline
fishers who helped the city’s tuna industry grow
to what it is today. The common characteristic
among all the ten awardees was that, as
beneficiaries of Lim’s programme, they all rose
to become fishing boatowners from being mere
fisher-crews of handline fishing.

Herda never dreamt of becoming a fisherman
or an entrepreneur. In 1977, he migrated to
General Santos City from the neighbouring
province to try to get work with a multinational
company. However, due to lack of education
and contacts, he failed in his efforts. He
managed as a construction worker but found
the take-home pay inadequate. He also tried
his luck as a bira-bira  (a small-time trader who
“pulls” baskets of fish from the boats to the
markets) in the old fish-landing site for two
years. In the early 1980s, he was earning
PhP70-120 (US$1.4-2.4) per day doing this
work. He entered into Lim’s employment as a
fisher-crew in the late 1980s, encouraged by
the experience of his brothers-in-law who were
earning well as fisher-crew on tuna handline
boats.

Herda rose to the rank of operator in 1992. Lim
entrusted him with the responsibilities of both
captain and master fisherman on the handline
fishing boat. After four years, Lim registered the
fishing boat in Herda’s name. 

“I could not believe it. We did not even sign any
agreement for the transfer of ownership,”
Herda recounts. It took three fishing
expeditions before he realized that he was now

the owner of the fishing boat under his
command. “No time frame for repayment was
asked of me. It’s ‘pay when able’.” 

The first boat was fully paid for in two years.
Even before completing the repayment, Herda
requested for another boat. And the rest is
history.  The 11 boats that he now owns
employ around 230 fisher-crews, supporting
over 700 dependents. Most of these are
neighbours who cannot find any work. Herda’s
children have already earned college degrees.
The family is now financially stable, a stark
contrast to when they were still starting out in
the tuna business.  

Herda considers the “social accountability”
programme of Roger Lim, Sr. as manna from
heaven. “ I put together this fleet with not even
a single peso and without any collateral.
Without this programme, I might have still been
a fisher-crew,” he says. “There is no chance
that I would have grown as well since the
fishing business entails such large capital
outlays.”

In the past, Herda used to be out at sea most
of the time. But after owning two fishing boats,
he started staying on shore to manage them.
This gave him more time for his family and his
community. At present, he is the chairperson of
Purok Bayanihan. Herda has also given one
handline fishing boat each to his brother and
brother-in-law.

Following Lim’s advice of concentrating on
human resources, Herda has focused more on
the management needs of his fishermen crew
and their families. It helps a lot that he knows
both sides of the labour process—what it is like
to be a fisher-crew and a boat operator.
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Santos City the tuna capital of the
Philippines.

As financier, Lim provides for the
operational expenses of his
industrial partners such as diesel,

ice, food provisions for the crew, repairs,
maintenance and marketing of the tuna
produce. He also functions as a sort of
informal social welfare officer for his
industrial partners and their crew.
Fisher-crews run to him during times of
dire need, for medication, hospitalization,
children’s education or household
emergencies. Advances for these are, in
turn, deducted from the share of the
fisher-crew or operators. There is no
established term for the repayment for
these cash advances. Lim says he always
tries to ensure that his partners have
sufficient take-home income.

Under Lim’s programme, the boatowners
and operators can decide whom to sell
their catch to. The owner/operator
oversees the selling of the catch, so as to
ensure transparency of sale and the best
price for the tuna.

Unfortunately, Lim’s programme has
remained largely undocumented and
low-profile. Though many changes in
in-house policies, rules and regulations
were made in the course of the
programme’s implementation, most
remain as Lim’s personal learning and
insights. This is worrisome, since it

hampers replication of the programme by
other interested parties.

In a span of 20 years, the programme has
been able to develop over 120 fisher-crews
into entrepreneurs. These beneficiaries
were able to improve their socioeconomic
and political status in the community.
From being unknown and marginalized,
some went on to become leaders in their
own communities. All the beneficiaries
were able to send their children to school,
ensuring a more certain future and
helping break the cycle of poverty in their
families.

The new entrepreneurs, in turn, employ
hundreds of fisher-crew, like the fishing
boatowner in Purok Bayanihan,
Calumpang, who was able to employ
more than 200, mostly the unemployed
from the neighborhood.  (A purok is a
political-physical division of a village or
barangay, with its own chairperson and set of
councillors.) 

Thus, by developing new Filipino
fishing-entrepreneurs and generating jobs
at the grass roots, Lim’s programme
brings hope to the economically
marginalized and uneducated fishing
communities. 
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This article is by Cristopher Rey
Diaz Cadiz (casco@pldtdsl.net),
Publications and Information
Specialist of the Centre for
Advancement and Strengthening
of Community Property Rights, Inc.
(CASCO), a fisheries NGO based in
General Santos City, Philippines
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Tuna industry

Tonnes of tuna

Tuna fishing is a longstanding livelihood activity among Filipino 
fishers but, as catches increase, sustainability measures are called for

Situated in a region that boasts great
marine biodiversity and one of the
most abundant tuna resources, it is

not surprising that the Philippines ranked
11th in world fisheries production in 2001
and was the fourth-largest producer of
tuna and tuna-like species in the world in
2003, according to the FAO Statistical
Database (FAOSTAT) of the Food and
Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations (FAO). 

Tuna fishing is a longstanding livelihood
activity among Filipino fishers, especially
in the southern Philippine provinces. In
2003, the Philippines ranked second in
tuna production in the western central
Pacific region, accounting for 22 per cent
of the total catch.   Although tuna
resources are distributed throughout
Philippine waters, the major production
areas are the (i) Moro Gulf/Celebes Sea,
(ii) Sulu Sea and (iii) South China Sea. In
addition, Filipino fishers are also known
to exploit tuna fishing grounds outside the
Philippines, such as in Indonesia, Papua
New Guinea and the Solomon Islands.

General Santos City is the country’s tuna
capital. Its reputation started to gain
prominence in the 1970s due to its
proximity to traditional tuna fishing
grounds. The establishment of processing
and canning corporations as well as
post-harvest facilities like ice plants
backed up the rapidly expanding tuna
industry. The government supported the
industry with the construction of an
airport in 1991 and the General Santos
City Fish Port Complex (GSCFPC) in 1998.

The boom in Philippine tuna production
is generally attributed to the successful
use of the fish-aggregating device (FAD)
locally known as payao, which greatly
reduced the time spent for searching and
catching tuna. Production accelerated

rapidly from 2002, primarily from the
output of the commercial fishers.
However, the official estimate of the tuna
catch for the previous years does not
reflect the productivity of Philippine
waters.  This is because producers and
canneries landed their catches in private
ports and under-reported the catch to
reduce taxes. Also, tuna caught outside
Philippine waters were being reported as
caught inside the Philippines. More recent
data are expected to be more reliable for
fishery-management purposes,
particularly with the more extensive use
of the GSCFPC. 

The major tuna species are skipjack,
yellowfin, bigeye, eastern little and
frigate.  Oceanic tuna (skipjack, yellowfin,
bigeye, northern bluefin and albacore) are
predominant in deep waters beyond the
continental shelf, and are part of the
regional stocks of the western central
Pacific Ocean.  Skipjack, yellowfin and
bigeye tuna spawn extensively in
Philippine waters, with juvenile tuna
making up a high percentage of the
standing biomass of all species. Neritic
tuna (eastern little, frigate, bullet and
longtail) are abundant in inshore waters.

The major tuna producers in Philippine
waters are handliners and purse-seiners.
A moratorium on the issuance of
additional licences for commercial fishing
vessels (purse-seiners, tuna ringnets and
longliners) was passed in 2004 in order to
abate overfishing. No other foreign-flag
vessel is allowed to fish in Philippine
waters, but foreign vessels have been
regularly apprehended for illegal fishing.

International market
The primary producer of the high-priced
Class A or sashimi-grade tuna destined for
the international market are the
small-scale handliners found all over the
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country. The adult yellowfin, skipjack
and bigeye tuna are the common species
caught by handline fishing.  

The tuna boom in General Santos
City has attracted poor fishers
from different provinces in

southern and central Philippines to seek
their fortune in tuna handlining.
Depleted waters adjacent to the
Philippines have pushed handliners to
fish outside local waters. Handliners are
not required to report where their catches
are caught since they are not part of the
bilateral fishing agreements with other
countries. No reliable estimates can be
made regarding catches outside the
Philippines but it is generally accepted
that more than half of the landed catch of
large tuna from municipal fishers come
from beyond Philippine waters. 

There are two types of handline fishers,
the palaran (catcher of flatfishes) and the
pamariles (catcher of yellowfin tuna). The
palaran handliner is confined to the
municipal waters (that is, within 15 km of
the shore), while the pamariles fishers can
venture to distant waters that are even
beyond the Philippine exclusive
economic zone (EEZ).  The palaran uses a
simple vessel with outriggers to catch a
wide variety of fish in the municipal
waters. Due to the small size of the vessel,
only a limited amount of ice is carried on
board. This usually results in lower

quality of landed tuna that is not suitable
for the export market. 

Among the several issues faced by the
palaran are:

• the declining catch in municipal
waters due to overharvesting,
destructive fishing practices (like
cyanide and dynamite fishing),
water pollution, and the
degradation of coastal ecosystems
(mangrove forests, corals,
seagrass) due to various
development initiatives (like
fishpond and resort construction);

• theft of engines by ‘seajackers’;
and 

• lack of capital to invest in more
efficient gear and/or payaos.

The pamariles specifically target adult tuna
intended for the export market. Their
fishing craft comprise a mother boat,
usually of 15 gross tonnes (GT) size, that
carries several auxiliary boats on its
outriggers. The mother boat transports the
auxiliary boats to the payaos, where they
scout for tuna. The payaos are usually
owned by purse-seiners but handliners
are sometimes allowed by the
purse-seiners to harvest fish in their payaos
as long as they respect the priority use
rights of the purse-seiners and do not cut
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Table 1. Estimated Tuna Fleet Structure

Type Tonnage Estimated Number Fishing Grounds

Handline Bancas Up to 60 GT 3,000 Philippines, Indonesia,
Palau, high seas,
Papua New Guinea

Purse-seiners

1. Small purse-seine <250 GT 110 Philippines, Indonesia

2. Large purse-seine
and super-seiners

>250 GT 54 Papua New Guinea, In-
donesia, high seas

Tuna  Ringnet > 100 GT 100 Mostly Philippine
waters

Long liners

1. Domestic 14 Mostly Philippine
waters

2. Distant-water 25 Pacific, Indian and At-
lantic ocean

Source: Barut & Garvilles, 2005
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the anchor line. The mother boats are
usually equipped with radio sets,
compasses and a global positioning
system (GPS), and can carry up to 6-18
tonnes of ice. Depending on the size, the
pumpboat can carry a crew of eight to 20.

The favourite fishing grounds of the
pamariles are in the Moro Gulf, the
Mindanao Sea and the waters

surrounding Davao and the islands of
Tawi-Tawi. Due to the declining catch, the
bigger handline vessels scour the
international waters (off Indonesia,
Australia, Papua New Guinea and Fiji) for
tuna, despite the looming threat of
apprehension and detention for poaching.
(In 2002, a bilateral fishing agreement for
Philippine fishing vessels to access
Indonesian fishing grounds was reached
with the Republic of Indonesia, which will
last until 2011.)

The players in the pamariles fishery
include fishers, financiers, brokers,
boatowners and pumpboat operators. A
common sharing system between these
players is lilima wherein the fisher gets 20
per cent of the actual gross sale of
captured tuna for every fishing
expedition.

The issues faced by the pamariles include: 

• safety at sea; 

• threat of arrests by foreign
authorities for poaching; 

• rising operating expenses,
specifically for fuel; 

• stagnation in fish prices; 

• entry of cheap imported and
smuggled tuna products that
unfairly compete with the local
catch; 

• stiff European Union (EU)
standards, which are considered
impractical for handline
pumpboats and limit their entry
into the EU market;

• absence of representation in the
National Tuna Industry Council;
and 

• classification of handliners as
commercial fishers, thus
subjecting them to higher fees and
excluding them from enjoying the
use rights reserved for traditional
fishers.

Cannery grade
Canners in General Santos largely depend
on purse-seine fishers for their raw supply
of tuna. Purse-seining is a fleet-based
operation that occurs in the open sea for
six months to a year. Sixty per cent of the
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purse-seine catch is cannery-grade
quality meant for processing, 35 per cent
are delivered to the outside domestic
markets, and the remaining 5 per cent are
consumed locally. It is estimated that the
purse-seine sector provides jobs to at least
15,000 people in General Santos City.

As handliners target adult
yellowfin in the deeper column of
the water, the purse-seiners (and

ringnets) gather mainly juvenile tuna
(mostly yellowfin and skipjack) that
aggregate near the surface of the water.
Studies have shown that more than 90 per
cent of the catch of commercial fishers in
southern Mindanao is under 12 months of
age. This smaller-sized tuna catch is
unsuitable for export in the
fresh/frozen/chilled form. Tuna that
weigh heavier than 300 grams go to the
canneries, while the rest are sold to the
domestic market. 

The issues associated with purse-seiners
include:

• access to foreign fishing grounds;

• rising operating costs; 

• increasing overfishing with the
use of fine-mesh nets; and

• overproduction that threatens
resource sustainability and
depresses fish prices. 

The total output from 16 tuna canneries in
2003 was 10.5 mn cases, equivalent to
250,000 tonnes of raw product (mainly
oceanic tuna).  Over 90 per cent of such
output is destined for the export market.
Favourable trade arrangements are
pushing tuna canneries to develop new
product lines (like pouch packs). Outside
the Philippines, there are two canneries in
Bitung, Indonesia, and one in Madang,
Papua New Guinea, which are
Filipino-owned. The canneries in
Indonesia process an estimated 20,000
tonnes per year, while the canneries in
Papua New Guinea process 30,000 tonnes
annually.

Close to 8,000 people work in the tuna
canning industry of General Santos City.
Most cannery workers are hired by
canning firms through workers’
co-operatives. The terms of employment
are based on contracts that are
continuously renewed on the basis of
performance and the labour needs of the
canning corporations. Workers consider
the canning plants as the best employers
in the city in terms of job tenure and
remuneration. Nonetheless, the turnover
rate of employees is considerable due to
the tiring and long hours of work.  

Some of the issues identified by the
stakeholders in the canning industry are:

• high price of raw materials due to
the decline in the purse-seine catch
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and expanded taxes;   

• tariff and non-tariff barriers of the
major export markets (EU and the
United States); and 

• weak promotion or branding of
Philippine products. 

The Philippines’ tuna industry
contributes significantly to the
country’s international trade, both

as an export and import commodity. The
top export tuna commodity is canned
tuna, which earned US$111.8 mn in 2003.
Fresh/chilled and frozen tuna products
reached US$44.7 mn in exports in 2003. For
these products, the US is the market local
exporters prefer over Japan because of
more stable prices and more lenient
standards. 

The major issue affecting the processing
sector is the saturation of the US market.
After the EU ban on smoked/frozen
products from Asian countries, the US
market suddenly became flooded with
processed imports from the Philippines,
Indonesia, Thailand and Vietnam,
triggering the drop in prices. 

Canned tuna, mainly from Thailand and
the Philippines, used to face a crippling 24
per cent tariff in the EU, compared to the 0
per cent tariff for products from the
Andean countries.  Through a long
negotiation process, the EU offered a
compromise of 12 per cent tariff on a quota
of 25,000 tonnes, to be shared by Southeast
Asian countries in 2003. This allowed the
Philippine tuna canneries to recover and
increase operations. 

In terms of import, fresh/chilled/frozen
tuna intended for the canneries figure
amongst the top three fishery product
imports of the Philippines. Local
producers have long protested the entry of
imported tuna because it depresses local
prices. However, the strong export
demand for canned tuna, the relatively
low price of imported tuna and the need
for a stable supply to keep the canneries
operational at profitable levels led to the
continued import of tuna.  The continuous
growth of tuna landings, based on official
figures, suggests that tuna stocks are still
being harvested below the maximum
sustainable yield (MSY). The 2003 stock

assessment reports of the Scientific
Co-ordinating Group of the Preparatory
Conference of the Commission for the
Conservation of Highly Migratory Fish
Stocks in the Western and Central Pacific
Ocean (WCPFC) revealed that tuna stock in
the region have not been fully exploited.
Skipjack is not being overfished and the
stock is not in an overfished state.
Yellowfin tuna are not being overfished
but the stock is nearing full exploitation,
especially in the equatorial region. 

Bigeye tuna findings are inconsistent with
previous studies but the conclusion is that
overfishing is occurring but the stock is
not yet overfished.  However, the
imminent collapse of Philippine tuna
fisheries has been predicted because of the
increasing catches and the widespread use
of payao. 

The Philippines is a signatory to the
United Nations Agreement on Straddling
Fish Stocks and Highly Migratory Fish
Stocks (UNFSA) and is a member of the
WCPFC, the Indian Ocean Tuna
Commission (IOTC) and the International
Commission for the Conservation of
Atlantic Tunas (ICCAT).

Faced with a myriad of resource-use,
management and trade problems, and the
need to commit to regional management
regimes, the tuna industry in 1999
organized itself by creating the South
Cotabato, Sultan Kudarat, Sarangani, and
General Santos Federation of Fishing
Associations and Allied Industries
(SFFAAI).  The federation aimed to unite
the diverse sub-sectors of the tuna
industry; serve as a forum to discuss
problems and how to resolve them; and
represent the tuna industry in lobbying
for policy reforms and other concerns that
affect it. A national confederation soon
followed.  

Fishing agreements
In 2000, the government created a
National Tuna Industry Council (NTIC) to
formulate a strategic action plan for the
industry; review and recommend policies
affecting bilateral and multilateral fishing
agreements, and trade relations;
recommend projects and programmes for
the benefit of the industry; co-ordinate
with private and public entities affected
by the action plan; and establish an
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integrative and intersectoral mechanism
for collaboration. The NTIC has
representatives from the different sectors
of the tuna industry.  However, the
handliners are in uproar since their
representative is closely associated with
purse-seiners and not the handliners.
Among other measures, the National
Tuna Management Plan proposed MSY
and TAC for different species based on
2002 catch estimates. 

The sustainability of tuna
production continues to be a
heated debate, in the context of the

lack of reliable time-series data for tuna
production.  It is expected that enhanced
fish-landing facilities and the WCPFC
would improve collection of data and
allow for more substantial analysis in
determining the tuna stock.

Soaring fuel prices and the expanded
value-added tax (EVAT) have pushed up
expenses, while revenues have failed to
increase proportionally. This is further
aggravated by the currently strong
Philippine peso currency, which
eventually depresses the value of US
dollar revenues. Fuel subsidies have been
proposed but the suggestion has been
criticized as a solution that will only
further aggravate the problem. 

The push for sustaining livelihoods and
greater access to foreign markets must be
harmonized with the limits to the

allowable catch for different producers,
and there should be no substantial
increase in TAC from current catch
estimates.  With the additional
production projected to come from
foreign fishing vessels in the expansion
work in GSCFPC, the adverse impact on
local producers and consumers would
have to addressed.

The tuna industry contributes positively
to the economy of southern Mindanao
through the economic benefits associated
with international trade, and the
employment created by the production,
processing and marketing of tuna.  On the
other hand, with frigate tuna being one of
the cheapest fish products available to the
Filipino people, sustainability measures
must be put in place since this commodity
is not included among the species being
managed under a TAC regime. 

The large volumes of tuna imported for
canneries do not automatically translate
into enhanced food security through
availability of more affordable food. This
is because more than 90 per cent of the
production of the canneries is re-exported.

Detrimental role
On the contrary, the export of tuna
products may have a more significant
detrimental role in terms of availability of
food. It is critical that all sectors participate
in the formulation of policies at the
national and regional levels so as to
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incorporate sectoral issues and concerns.
Also, representatives need to well
appreciate the potential decline in tuna
stocks and the need to contribute to the
management of stocks.  
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Life after Yolanda
The Philippines government’s proposal for a 40-m no-dwelling zone, 
in the wake of Typhoon Yolanda, should be participatory and consultative

...the rights of the internally displaced—such as 
non-discrimination, the right to an adequate standard 
of living, and access to basic shelter and housing—should 
be protected.

This article is by Dinna Lacsamana-
Umengan (dinnaumengan@yahoo.
com), Deputy Executive Director, Tambuyog 
Development Centre, Quezon City, Philippines 

DISASTER MANAGEMENT

Philippines

The damage to life and property 
in the Philippines caused by 
Typhoon Yolanda (international 

code name: Haiyan) is unimaginable, 
amounting to billions of pesos, not 
counting the incalculable trauma 
that befell survivors. For the fisheries 
sector, this has meant the loss of 
fishing boats that are the foundation 
of livelihoods, the loss of daily catch 
that feeds people, the destruction 
of homes that provide shelter, and 
the loss of family members. On the 
national level, it has resulted in a major 
economic setback.

Philippine President Benigno 
Aquino III publicly pronounced in 

December last year a 40-m no-build 
zone policy in coastal areas from 
the highest tidemark. This was the 
administration’s response to the 
devastating impacts brought about by 
storm surges generated by the super 
typhoon Yolanda. 

The declaration of the 40-m 
no-build zone is supposed to 
prevent people from going back to 
their houses, which lie in danger areas. 
In early 2014, Secretary Panfilo Lacson, 
the appointed Presidential Assistant 
in the Office of the Presidential 
Assistant for Rehabilitation and 
Recovery (OPARR), announced that 
the no-build zone shall be changed 
into no-dwelling zone to protect 
tourism-related structures located 
within the 40-m zone. In March this 

year, the no-dwelling zone were 
further categorized by OPARR into 
‘safe’ and ‘unsafe’ zone to protect 
livelihood-related structures. 

The Department of Environment 
and Natural Resources (DENR) and the 
Department of the Interior and Local 
Government (DILG) were tasked by the 
President to formulate an Executive 
Order on the no-dwelling zone, which 
should address the said immediate 
issues. 

The long-term and strategic 
solution to this issue is the passage of 
a national land-use policy. While the 
policy guideline is not yet in place, the 
rights of the internally displaced—such 
as non-discrimination, the right to an 
adequate standard of living, and access 
to basic shelter and housing—should 
be protected.

Several civil society groups in 
the Philippines, led by the non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) 
for Fisheries Reform, the Save the 
Fisheries Now Network, the Campaign 
for Land Use Policy Now, Alternative 
Lawyering Group, Asian NGO Coalition 
on Rural Development and Agrarian 
Reform, and OXFAM, conducted 
consultations and discussions with 
local government units (LGUs) and 
formulated the following principles in 
drafting guidelines for such a policy.

Science-based policy
The policy should be science-based 
and area-specific. Science should 
inform the policy. A thorough study 
should be conducted to generate 
information such as, but not limited 
to, high-risks areas vulnerable to 
geological hazards like tsunamis, 
storm surges and sea-level rise, 
among others. Updated maps should 
be made available and put to use 



APRIL  2014

13

Survivors of Typhoon Yolanda in the Philippines have very 
little option but to return and rebuild in their original locations

FELICITY  MCCULLUM / TAMBUYOG DEVELOPMENT CENTRE

in determining the safe and unsafe 
zone.

The adaptive capacity of the area 
and the community must be taken into 
account. This will help lessen chances 
of displacement.

Local knowledge should be 
tapped into, particularly on changing  
coastlines, to show that coastal 
integrity is highly vulnerable in 
areas with constantly changing 
coastlines. Substrate type, elevation 
and wave breakers are factors that 
need to be considered.

An ecosystem-based rehabilitation 
approach is required in the no-dwelling 
zone policy. Policymaking should 
be participatory in nature. Multi-
sectoral, indigenous and community-
based processes of assessments, 
consultations, monitoring and 
continued education campaigns 
should be conducted, which are rights-
based, needs-based and gender-fair.

In coastal areas, Fisheries and 
Aquatic Resources Management 
Councils (FARMCs) ought to be 
consulted on any proposed area 
utilization and/or management, 
either temporary or permanent, to 
ensure community participation in 
the decision-making process and to 
allow community members to identify 
possible impacts to the fisheries 
sector and other stakeholders. In 
indigenous communities, free, prior 
and informed consent from tribal 
councils/councils of elders should be 
secured.

The no-dwelling zone policy 
should recognize and respect existing 
legal and customary tenurial rights. 
In the implementation of the policy, 
property rights should be protected. 
The policy should be inclusive, taking 
into account its impact on sectors 
and stakeholders. 

The policy should not be a 
standalone policy. Review and 
harmonization of the no-dwelling 
zone to existing policies should be 
done. The policy should form part of 
the comprehensive land-use plans 
(CLUPs). 

CLUPs are consistent with the State 
policy on provision for a rational, 
holistic and fair allocation, utilization, 
management and development of the 

country’s land resources to ensure 
their optimum use, consistent with 
the principles of social justice and 
sustainable development. 

The policy should recognize 
the integrity of the shoreline. It is 
recommended that the following 
shoreline management principles be 
taken into account:

non-disposition or alienation of • 
shore lands and natural resources;
regulation of private lands and • 
property located on the margins of 
the coast to ensure public safety, 
and to protect the shoreline from 
the deleterious natural processes in 
the coastline environment, such as, 
but not limited to, coastal erosion, 
storm surges and sea-level rise;
equal and equitable public access • 
to, and from, the foreshore and 
adjacent beaches and shore lands;
strict observance and enforcement • 
of legal restrictions on 
construction of structures along 
the shore, particularly the setback 
requirements mandated by law; 
and
undeveloped coastal frontage to • 
be considered as highly valuable 
areas on account of their aesthetic 
appeal, naturally protective 
characteristics, support for 
livelihoods of coastal communities, 
environmental benefits, public 
utility and recreational use.

D I S A S T E R  M A N A G E M E N T
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Access to foreshore areas, 
especially for livelihood, should be 
secured. Access to the foreshore areas 
that are traditionally used by artisanal 
fisherfolk as docking sites, for fish and 
seaweed drying, as gleaning areas, 
fish-landing sites, small wet markets 
and fish gear storage areas, among 
others, should be given priority. 
Preferential use of these areas by 
municipal fisherfolk as guaranteed 

under the 1987 Philippine Constitution 
and the Philippine Fisheries Code of 
1998, should be recognized. 

Areas bordering the no-dwelling 
zone should, likewise, be identified 
on their best uses consistent with the 
law, and be ecologically viable, 
economically feasible, socially 
acceptable, culturally appropriate 
and be compatible with adjacent 
uses. Particularly in foreshore areas, 
extractive industries should not 
be allowed as these affect coastal 
integrity. 

The policy should address 
institutional relationships to prevent 
overlapping of functions. A co-
ordinated effort between the National 
Disaster Risk Reduction Management 
Council (NDRRMC), OPARR and 
other relevant national government 
agencies is necessary to ensure:

the conduct of comprehensive • 
post-Yolanda assessments with the 
active participation of different 
stakeholders, including local 
communities, local governments 
and civil society organizations;
integration of recovery and • 
restoration plan into the NDRRM 
Plan, consistent with the NDRRM 
framework; and
assistance for • LGUs in developing 
and/or reviewing their plans and 
frameworks, including CLUPs, Local 
Climate Change Action Plan (LCCAP), 
Local Disaster Risk Reduction 
Management Plan, Integrated 

Coastal Resources Management 
Plan, Ancestral Domain Sustainable 
Development Protection Plan 
(ADSDPP) among  others.
The roles and responsibilities 

of government agencies should be 
clarified. DENR, in co-ordination with 
relevant government agencies, shall 
map out the no-build zone areas. 
DILG, on the other hand, shall 
provide support to the LGUs in the 
implementation of the guidelines. The 
LGUs shall implement the guidelines, 
incorporating them into their 
comprehensive land-use plans, CRM 
plans, DRRM Plan and LCCAP, among 
others. 

The following are the relevant 
government agencies and their 
functions in relation to the no-dwelling 
zone policy:

DENR• : generation of maps on 
no-dwelling zone, geo-hazards, 
resources (mangroves and beach 
forests, coral reefs, seagrass beds), 
mangrove and beach reforestation 
areas, and cadastral maps (alienable 
and disposable lands, government 
lands, titled lands);
DILG• : technical support for 
formulation of CLUPs, provision of 
guidelines on the implementation of 
no-dwelling zone, and capacitating 
LGUs on matters relating to the 
implementation of the guidelines;
LGU• s: formulation and issuance of 
ordinances on no-dwelling zone, 
identification of resettlement sites, 
implementation of the no-dwelling 
zone policy, DRRM Plan, ICM Plan 
and CLUPs, engaging stakeholders 
in assessment, planning and 
monitoring;
Department of Social Welfare • 
and Development: provision of 
livelihood opportunities for 
affected families/communities, 
basic social services;
Department of Public Works and • 
Highways:  construction of road 
networks;
Department of Agriculture:  • 
construction of post-harvest 
facilities;
NDRRMC• : overseeing formulation of 
local DRRM Plan;
Department of Science and • 
Technology: conduct of scientific 

Particularly in foreshore areas, extractive industries 
should not be allowed as these affect coastal integrity. 
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research and generation of climate 
maps that are needed in planning;
OPARR• : co-ordination among 
government agencies in relation to 
reconstruction and rehabilitation; 
and
National Commission on Indigenous • 
Peoples:  ensuring the protection of 
the rights of indigenous peoples.
The National Land Use Act 

(NLUA) should be passed in the 16th 
Congress. The NLUA should govern 
the determination of resource use in 
terms of four critical policy themes: 
protection, production, settlement and 
infrastructure.                                            

D I S A S T E R  M A N A G E M E N T

www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/
Housing/Advisory_Yolanda.pdf
Human Rights Advisory : 
Standards on Housing, Land and 
Property Rights of Populations 
affected by Typhoon Yolanda

bitsinbits.wordpress.com/2014/03/15/
understanding-parrs-no-no-build-zone-
policy-good-bad-or-what-and-who-will-
have-the-fi nal-say/
Understanding PARR’s 
“No-build Zone” Policy: Good, 
Bad, or What and Who Will Have 
the Final Say?

www.gov.ph/2014/03/14/parr-no-
build-zone-policy-not-recommended-in-
yolanda-affected-areas/
PARR: “No-build Zone” Policy 
not Recommended in Yolanda-
affected Areas

For more

FELICITY  MCCULLUM / TAMBUYOG DEVELOPMENT CENTRE

The community members of Barrangay Calugcog have come together 
to rebuild their lives and livelihoods in the wake of Typhoon Yolanda
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The primary goal of the  
International Labour  
Organization (ILO) is to promote 

“opportunities for men and women 
to obtain decent and productive  
work in conditions of freedom,  
equity, social security and human 
dignity”. Its mandate covers all 
categories of workers such as wage 
and salaried workers, self-employed, 
informal workers in the formal 
economy like fishermen, and other 
types of workers who ILO affirms  
as having basic rights to obtain  
decent work. 

In the Philippines, the tuna 
handline fishery is regarded as one 
of the most important commercial 

tuna fisheries, given its social benefits 
and contribution to the economy 
of southern Philippines. However, 
based on the preliminary assessment 
of the tuna handline fishery in the  
Philippines, the significance of this 
sector is increasingly threatened 
by a number of globalization issues 
like environmental degradation, 
poor information on the fishery, 
and inadequate management and 
regulatory systems, which impact 
negatively and create new challenges 
for the regulations of work of tuna 
handline fishermen. 

The numerous challenges 
confronting the tuna handline fishery 
prompted this study to focus on the 
human dimension, particularly in 
terms of the labour and employment 

aspects where decent-work issues 
covering rights at work, employment 
opportunities, social protection 
and social dialogue are taken into 
consideration. While much attention 
has been given to the economic 
importance of the tuna handline 
fishery, little attention has been 
paid to the working conditions of  
fishermen. Hence, this study aims 
to assess the working conditions of 
commercial tuna handline fishermen 
on board fishing vessels, to determine 
how decent the work is.

This study focuses on commercial 
tuna handline fishermen on board 
small-scale (3.1 to 20 gross registered 
tonnage, GRT) and medium-scale  
(21.1 to 150 GRT) fishing vessels in 
General Santos City, which is known 
as the ‘tuna capital’ of the country.  
The majority of the population 
is engaged in the fishery, using  
traditional fishing methods like 
handline fishing. 

Primary data collection was 
conducted using semi-structured 
questionnaires that were employed 
to solicit information among the 182 
commercial tuna handline fishermen 
selected. Of the 182 fishermen,  
111 were from the medium-scale and  
71 were from small-scale tuna  
handline fishing vessels. Interviews  
with boat operators and key  
respondents from various concerned 
agencies were also conducted for 
supplemental information.

Indicators
This study employed a set of 
determinants and indicators per pillar  
of decent work, which were largely  
based on the conventions and  
regulations embodied in the ILO Work 
in Fishing Convention (2007) and on 
other studies. Since the Convention 

Tuna Fishers

Philippines

Pillars of  Decent Work
A study on decent work of tuna handline fishermen in  
the Philippines calls for policy interventions to ensure their rights

This article is by Brenalyn A. Peji 
(beyan_peji@yahoo.com), Chief Labor 
and Employment Officer, Officer-In-Charge 
and Deputy Executive Director, Institute for 
Labor Studies, Department of Labour and 
Employment, Government of the Philippines, 
Philippines

While much attention has been given to the economic 
importance of the tuna handline fishery, little attention 
has been paid to the working conditions of fishermen.
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was specifically tailored to reflect the 
particular characteristics of work and 
the situations that fishermen face in 
their working lives, this study adopted 
the five general areas of concern that  
were stipulated in the ILO WFC (2007). 
The five general areas of concern, 
which were treated as determinants  
in this study, were categorized 
according to the four pillars of decent 
work with corresponding indicators. 
For rights at work, this study looked 
at two determinants, namely,  
(1) minimum work requirements, 
of which the indicators include age, 
availability of medical certificate, 
and availability of crew list; and 
(2) conditions of services that were 
measured using the indicators of  
hours of rest, availability of work 
agreements, and payment of  
fishermen. With respect to the 
employment pillar, this study made 
a reference to two determinants 
that included (1) career and skills 
development, with three indicators, 
namely, access to training, education 
level and years of fishing experience; 
and (2) opportunities for work 
that were measured using three 
indicators that included access to 
credit facilities, access to fishing-
related information, and status or 
nature of employment. In terms of the 
social protection pillar, attention was 
given to three determinants, namely,  
(1) accommodation and food that 
was measured using the indicator of 
availability of living quarters, food 
and water; (2) occupational safety 
and health, with three selected 
indicators, including availability of 
protective gears, access to medicine, 
and access to trained medical staff 
on board; and (3) social security that 
was measured using the indicator of 
coverage under mandatory social-
security schemes. Finally, in relation 
to the social dialogue pillar, this study 
looked at two determinants, namely, 
(1) dialogue, with the indicator of 
access to a grievance machinery; and 
(2) voice and representation, with  
the indicator of membership in 
fishermen’s associations. 

To determine the overall level 
of decent work of tuna handline 
fishermen, a decent work index was 

constructed. Construction of the index 
adopted the shortfall or gap approach 
where the gaps of the fishermen 
respondents’ scores, relative to the 
desired target for the indicators used, 
were measured against specified 
minimum and maximum values for 
each of the indicators. Expressed in 
index point, it is similar to the Human 
Development Index (HDI), where the 
perfect score is 100. The equation is 
given by the formula:

IS = (real score – minimum 
X/100 score) 

maximum – minimum score)

After deriving the score for each 
indicator, the overall labour index was 
computed as the sum of the average of 
the pillars scores. 

The highest possible score that an 
individual tuna handline fishermen  
can get is 100. Hence, the resulting 
scores pertaining to the fishermen’s 
decent work index were categorized 
into five levels to represent the level 
of decent work. Those percentage 
points below 50, which is said to be 
of acceptable level, were categorized 
either very low (0-25) or low (26-49), 
while those that are close to the 
maximum score were categorized 
either high, 66 or very high (81-100). 
The medium level is set for those  
scores within the range of 50-65.

Simple parameters
For analyzing the data, this 
study employed simple statistical  
parameters such as means and  
standard deviation. For further 
analysis and to know if there are 
significant differences between small- 
and medium-scale tuna handline 
fishermen in terms of socioeconomic 
characteristics and level of decent 
work, the t-test was used. Moreover,  
as the literature suggests, the four  
pillars of decent work influence  
each other in myriad of ways.  

The five general areas of concern, which were treated as 
determinants in this study, were categorized according to 
the four pillars of decent work...
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Hence, correlation analysis was  
likewise done to determine the 
relationship that exists between, and 
among, the four pillars of decent work. 

On average, a household  of 
handline fishermen constitutes about 
six persons, headed by a middle-aged 
adult with a low level of education 
(elementary), and relies heavily on  
the low earnings of fishermen, since  
the nature of their pay is based on a 
‘sharing system’, wherein the typical 
earnings call for 20 per cent of the  
profit to be shared among the  
fishermen. Given the nature of 
the sharing system, the fishermen  
surveyed indicated that they never 
receive a fixed amount of pay and 
thus often receive a meagre amount 
that is insufficient to finance their 
basic needs. The survey indicated that 
regardless of vessel type, the surveyed 
tuna handline fishermen have no 
statistically significant differences in 
terms of socioeconomic character.

The survey results indicated 
that the conditions of work of tuna  
handline fishermen were fairly 
vulnerable to decent-work challenges, 
yet are still insufficient to realize the  
full potential of the fishermen, as 
indicated by the scores for each of  
the indicators used. It may be 
noted that tuna handline fishermen 
scored relatively high in most of the  
indicators. However, it can also 
be observed that for both small- 
and medium-scale tuna handline  
fishermen, eight indicators posted a 
score below 50 per cent, which was 
said to be of at least an acceptable  
level. These eight indicators included 
medical examination, provision 
of a work agreement, payment of  
fishermen, training, educational 
attainment, social-security coverage, 
access to dialogue mechanism, and 
membership to associations.

The conditions of work are being 
influenced by the work relations 
between fishermen and financiers, 
and the long-standing practices that 
exist in the tuna handline fishery. 
The relationship between fishermen  
and financiers, who also act as 
boatowners and boat operators, 
has remained feudal in many ways, 
wherein the financier exercises much 

control over the fishing operation. 
Moreover, the relationship is based 
on loyalty and trust, and the practice 
of returning a favour is very much in 
place. Traditionally practised sharing 
systems and the very informal work 
arrangement, which is merely based 
on verbal agreement, still persist in the 
tuna handline fishery. Further, it can 
be inferred that rights at work affect 
all aspects of work. For instance, as 
a result of the lack of a formal work 
agreement or contract, it is difficult 
for fishermen to negotiate any terms 
of work, including their payment 
or earnings, or to advocate for  
themselves when payment practices 
are considered unfair. Consequently, 
due to their low earnings, participation 
in social-security schemes is on a 
voluntary basis.

Another notable observation is 
the difference in the percentage point 
between the small- and medium-
scale tuna handline fishermen, as 
far as the indicator on access to 
grievance machinery is concerned.  
The difference may be attributed to 
the idea of kinship. In a small-scale 
handline fishing vessel, the majority 
of the fishermen indicated that  
it was easier for them to raise their 
concerns since a crew was more 
than a company of workers, and the  
crew members are usually related in 
many ways. 

Social relations
In small-scale handline fishing vessels, 
a crew may consist of father and son, 
brothers, or a mixture of close or  
more distant kin. On this note, the 
many-sided social relations mitigate 
conflicts on board. On the other 
hand, crew members of medium-scale 
handline fishing vessels indicated that 
they hesitated making complaints 
about their working conditions due 
to the fear that it might exacerbate  
or further worsen their current 
working conditions. They indicated 
fear of being blacklisted or barred  
from future employment.

Based on the 19 indicators, this 
study revealed that the overall decent 
work level of both small- and medium-
scale tuna handline fishermen fall  
at a medium level, since they score  
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62.9 (SD=7.9) and 62.6 (SD=11.9) 
points, respectively. This is attributed  
to the medium-level scores in the 
majority of the pillars of decent work.

It may be noted that among the 
four pillars of decent work, the social-
protection pillar falls at a high level 
since the tuna handline fishermen 
scored relatively high, except for the 
social-security coverage, where a large 
percentage of them are not covered 
under any of the social-security  
schemes like SSS and PAG-IBIG, 
which can protect fishermen and 
their beneficiaries in conditions of 
disability, sickness, old age, death 
and contingencies resulting in loss of 
income and other financial resources.

The medium-scale tuna handline 
fishermen scored low with respect to 
social dialogue since their scores for 
the indicators of access to dialogue 
mechanisms and membership in 
fishermen’s associations posted a 
percentage point below 50. In relation 
to the access to dialogue mechanism, 
most of the medium-scale tuna  
handline fishermen fear that making 
complaints about their working 
conditions may further worsen 
their current working condition. In 
terms of membership to fishermen’s 
associations, unlike other occupations 
in the Philippines, fishermen have  
never been organized into unions due  
to the offshore nature of fishing, 
whereby their often precarious 
employment status and lack of 
higher education preclude them from  
asserting their rights to organize 
themselves into unions.

Further, the result of the  
statistical test indicates that there 
is no significant difference between 
the small- and medium-scale tuna 
handline fishery with respect to the 
four pillars of decent work. This 
is fairly understandable since the 
surveyed fishermen have relatively the 
same socioeconomic characteristics 
and are exposed to the same social 
conditions with respect to work 
relations and practices that exist in  
the tuna handline fishery. 

As the literature suggests, the four 
pillars of decent work influence one 
another in many ways. Hence, for  
further analysis, the interdependencies 

of the four pillars were examined. 
Correlation test results showed 
that for both small- and medium-
scale tuna handline fishermen, all 
the pillars of decent work were 
positively and significantly correlated 
with one another. This implies that 
the four pillars of decent work are 
mutually reinforcing and equally 
significant for the achievement of 
the overall decent-work index for  
the tuna handline fishermen.

This study reveals that the  
conditions of work for tuna handline 
fishermen are influenced by 
various factors like socioeconomic 
characteristics, long-standing practices 
that exist in the tuna handline fishery, 
particularly the ‘sharing system’ 
for fishermen’s pay, and the very 
informal arrangements that exist 
in the sector, largely controlled by 
the financier, which have greatly 
influenced the working conditions  
of the tuna handline fishermen.

Although the overall decent-work 
index of tuna handline fishermen 
falls at a medium level, the sector 
cannot remain complacent for much 
remains to be done in order to reach 
its full potential in ensuring that tuna  
handline fishermen are accorded the 
necessary decent-work conditions 
while on board fishing vessels. 

Understanding the nature of work 
of tuna handline fishermen and the 
factors that either enhance or inhibit 
their level of decent work are crucial 
inputs in formulating and managing 
more appropriate and effective 
policy interventions. Interventions 
being currently undertaken for the 
continued development of the tuna 
handline fishery must not undermine 
the human dimension of it, and 
particular attention must be paid on 
how to ensure the rights, safety and  
protection of fishermen. To improve  
the working conditions of tuna  
handline fishermen, no single pillar  
of decent work should be left out.        
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Clear and Present Danger
Despite good policies and programmes, the Philippines struggles with illegal,  
destructive and  unsustainable practices and use of  coastal  resources and fisheries

...gender issues and gender-based discriminations hamper 
the attainment of inclusive and sustainable development 
and poverty reduction.

Coastal resources in the 
Philippines are severely 
depleted. Over the past 

century, mangrove forests have lost 
three-fourths of their cover and are  
currently facing a deforestation rate  
of 2,000 to 3,000 ha per year. In a study 
in 1996 by White and De Leon (see the 
For more box below), it was revealed 
that only 140,000 ha of mangrove 
forests remain out of 450,000 ha.  
Based on a report by the Philippines’ 
Bureau of Fisheries and Aquatic 
Resources (BFAR), only four per cent 
of coral reefs remain in excellent  
condition (more than 75 per cent 
coral cover), 28 per cent in good 

condition (50-75 per cent cover), and 
the remaining range from poor to  
fair conditions, due mainly to 
sedimentation and blast fishing in 
nearshore areas. According to a study 
conducted by Forbes and Santos in 
2004, only 978 sq km of seagrass  
beds remain out of the more than 
10,000 sq km in 98 surveyed sites.

In an earlier study, it was revealed 
that all major fishing bays in the 
Philippines are heavily exploited. The 
National Stock Assessment Program 
of BFAR indicates that two-thirds of 
the 12 major fishing grounds in the 
Philippines are overfished. Worse,  
75 per cent of  the total of fishing  
grounds in the Philippines show 
indications of overfishing. Despite 
good policies and programmes to 
curb the degradation of resources, 

illegal, destructive and unsustainable 
practices and use of coastal resources 
and fisheries abound. 

Marine capture fisheries in the 
Philippines is mainly categorized into 
two types: commercial and municipal 
fishing. Municipal fisherfolk are  
those who use boats measuring under 
3 gross tonnage (GT) and include  
those in shell gleaning, fry gathering, 
fish vending and fish processing. 
Municipal fishing is for subsistence 
or local small markets and generally 
employ traditional fishing techniques. 
It is stipulated in the fisheries and  
local government codes that the 
municipal fisherfolk have preferential 
use rights over municipal waters 
which cover the fishing grounds  
15 km seaward from the shoreline, 
including freshwater lakes and rivers 
within the territorial boundaries of 
a municipality. Commercial fishers 
are defined as those who use fishing 
vessels of 3 GT and above, which 
are further categorized into small,  
medium and large commercial fishing 
vessels. Commercial fishers are 
generally allowed to fish anywhere 
in the country’s territorial waters,  
except inside the municipal waters. 
Despite the clear policy of the 
preferential use of municipal waters  
by municipal fishers, commercial 
fishing vessels frequently encroach 
inside municipal waters, which is 
practically the rule than the exception, 
largely because of corruption, low 
enforcement capacity and low political 
will of the authorities concerned.

Open access
As a result of the lack of 
implementation of the rules in the 
use of coastal resources, the situation  
can be characterized as largely  
‘de facto open-access’—a state 

This article is by Dinna Lacsamana-
Umengan (dinnaumengan@yahoo.com), 
Executive Director, Tambuyog Development 
Center, Quezon City, Philippines

SSF

Philippines



JANUARY 2018

51

where access to coastal resources 
is unrestricted or  free-for-all, and 
those who have the capital, political 
influence and technology are the  
ones to mainly rake in the benefits 
streaming from fisheries, without 
accountability for whatever happens 
to the resource base. Institutions  
mandated to enforce fisheries laws  
and implement management 
programmes are weak. Fishing 
communities are also weak and  
largely unorganized to claim and  
assert their preferential rights over 
municipal waters.

In 2016, the Philippine Fisheries 
Code was amended. The Philippine 
government instituted policies to 
control illegal, unreported and 
unregulated (IUU) fishing. In 2014, 
the European Union (EU), in its 
fight against IUU fishing, warned 
the Philippines with a ‘yellow card’  
about the risk of being identified as a 
non-co-operating country. Countries 
in the list are banned from trading 
in fisheries products with the EU. 
Countries can be removed from the  
list once they have proven that 
concrete measures have been taken 
to improve the situation. The yellow 
card is a threat to the market access 
of Philippines’ fisheries products to 
European markets, which currently 
absorb 40 per cent of the exports of  
the country’s tuna products.

The EU yellow card prompted the 
Philippines government to amend  
its Fisheries Code in 2015, which 
was finally approved in 2016. The 
amendments are more focused on 
commercial fishing and impose 
stricter rules and higher penalties 
for commercial fishing that violates 
the laws of the Philippines, including  
the rules of Regional Fisheries 
Management Organizations to which 
the Philippines is a signatory, like 
the Western Central Pacific Fisheries 
Commission (WCPFC). A satellite-based 
vessel monitoring system (VMS) is  
also required for medium- and large-
scale commercial fishing vessels.

The amendment requires  
municipal fisherfolk to regularly  
report their fish catches. Failure to 
do so will lead to penalties and fines 
and/or community service. The  

government seems to have  realized  
the importance of data collection on  
the catch and effort of municipal 
fisheries. Nation-wide campaign 
programmes on municipal fisherfolk 
and boat registration have been 
implemented  since 2013. The 
amendment is expected to bring 
about major changes in fisheries 
law enforcement in the country, but  
to what depth and breadth remains to 
be seen.

Based on recent statistics, an 
estimated 1.8 mn fisherfolk in the 
country are engaged in municipal 
fishing. The average incidence of 
poverty reported in the fisherfolk  
sector was 39.2 per cent in 2012. This 
means that four out of 10 Filipino 
households of small-scale fisherfolk—
or over 700,000 fisherfolk households 
(with an average of five members  
per household)—are below the  
poverty threshold.

Municipal fisherfolk are generally 
characterized by low-income 
households. Many of them have only 
high-school education. Many lack  
land-based assets and do not have 
security of tenure of their settlement 
areas, situated mostly within the 
nearshore areas. Most fishing 
households  have poor access to  
water, health, education, housing, 
credit, and other welfare services.  
Given this situation, many fishing 
households are dependent on loan 

Tambuyog Development Center

Fishers in Saranggani Province in Mindanao, Philippines. The municipal fisheries production 
system can be described as highly fragmented, with average catches of 5 kg per fishing trip
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sharks and fish traders for financing  
of their everyday subsistence from 
fishing ventures, for basic food 
consumption, for the school needs 
of children, and for emergency 
needs  during the lean seasons. In 
return, fishers are obligated to sell 
their catches for much lower value to 
trader-financers, who also impose high  
interest rates on debts.  

The municipal fisheries  production 
system can be described as highly 
fragmented, with individualized fish-
harvesting methods, usually operated 
by one to three personnel, with 
average catches of 5 kg per fishing 
trip. This is true as well for processing 
and marketing fish-based products. 
Municipal fishers are vulnerable to 
settle for the fast buck, a situation  
that is being exploited by the more 
enterprising traders who consolidate 
the catches into volumes required 
to cover  the logistics for the nearest 
market centres. This fragmentation 
makes it difficult to organize the 
fisherfolk—not only for enforcement 
against illegal fishing or claims  
for areas, but even for collective 
economic activities. 

The marginalization of women in 
the fisheries sector may be attributed  
to the cultural notion of fishing as 
being a ‘man’s work’; women are 
not considered as ‘fishers’. Even as 
the pre- and post-harvest activities 
are the domains of women, their 
participation has been considered as 
merely supplementary to that of men 
and an extension of their reproductive 
roles in ensuring the survival of their  
fishing households. In the frame 
of market-oriented fisheries  
development, women’s involvement 
is almost always not considered 
in the estimate of gross domestic 
product (GDP) and do not figure in 
the calculations of market valuation,  
which, in effect, undervalues 
women’s labour and socioeconomic 
contribution.

The non-recognition of women  
as equally important stakeholders 
and the lack of valuation of their 
contribution to the fishing industry 
throw up various gender issues, 
particularly in unequal access of  
women to control over, participate 

in, and benefit from, resource 
management and development.  
The following issues must be addressed 
to accelerate gender equality: lack 
of sex-disaggregated statistical 
information and gender analysis 
useful for policy and programme 
development; discriminatory fisheries 
registration and licensing system; 
lack of comprehensive and integrative 
programme and budget allocation  
for women fishers; and limited 
involvement of women in the 
formulation/planning and 
implementation of fisheries policies 
and programmes at all levels.

These issues are closely linked 
to other issues faced by women 
that hinder the realization of their 
equal rights to development, such as  
resource depletion, coastal habitat 
degradation, weak fishery law 
enforcement, lack of access to basic 
social services, non-utilization of 
the gender and development (GAD) 
budget for improving women fishers’  
welfare, and the prevalence of  
violence against women and children 
in coastal areas.

It should be noted that gender  
issues and gender-based  
discriminations hamper the  
attainment of inclusive and sustainable 
development and poverty reduction. 
It is, therefore, imperative to take 
into consideration the gender 
dimension of vulnerability to impacts 
of climate change, poverty and  
underdevelopment in the fisheries 
sector to realize inclusive and 
sustainable growth, poverty  
alleviation and resilience. Identifying 
the gender issues and concerns 
embedded in the complex problems  
of the fisheries sector through an 
in-depth analysis will lead to the 
development of more gender-
responsive programmes and policies 
that will help facilitate and accelerate 
the attainment of a more inclusive  
and sustainable development in 
the sector. Women’s equal rights to 
development should be recognized 
and promoted in order to reduce, and 
eventually close, the existing gender 
gap between men and women.

The Philippines government, being 
the primary duty-bearer, is committed 
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to promoting and protecting women’s 
human rights towards the achievement 
of substantive gender equality 
through the eradication of gender-
based discrimination, as stated in 
the Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women (CEDAW). 

This commitment is translated in 
the enactment, in 2008, of the Republic 
Act (RA) 9710, otherwise known as 
the Magna Carta of Women, which 
paved the way for the stronger legal 
foundations of women’s claims over 
their rights. The passage of the Magna 
Carta was a result of persistent lobbying 
and advocacy of civil society groups 
and women’s rights advocacy groups, 
including Tambuyog. It is an important 
legislative milestone that clearly defines 
women in the marginalized sector and 
provides for a comprehensive legal 
framework for human rights in these 
sectors. The Magna Carta of Women 
likewise promotes GAD and gender 
mainstreaming as a development 
framework and strategy. It also 
guarantees specific sectoral provisions 
for the rights and empowerment of 
marginalized women. In addition, the 
law provides for the implementation 
of Temporary Special Measures 
(TSMs) in order to accelerate women’s 
empowerment and gender equality.

Specifically, women in the fisheries 
sector have finally been distinguished 
by the law as it recognizes the existing 
marginalization that they have been 
experiencing, particularly in resource 
management and governance as a 
result of some form of gender-based 
discrimination. 

With these policies, women fishers 
are guaranteed specific rights and 
entitlements, such as equal rights 
to utilize, manage, develop and 
benefit from fisheries and aquatic 
resources, and equal opportunities for 
empowerment and participation in 
resource management, governance and 
other relevant economic activities.

While there may have been 
developments on the recognition of 
women, much still remains to be done  
in terms of translating progressive 
policies to actual practice and 
implementation. In general, especially 
at the grassroots level, conscientisation 

on the valuable roles, contributions  
and rights of women fishers is 
necessary. The level of awareness on  
the importance and rights of 
women fishers themselves needs to  
be increased. 

Apart from being poor,  municipal 
fisherfolk have now to contend with 
increased vulnerability to the impacts 
of climate change. The Philippines is 
one of the countries most susceptible 
to increased vulnerability to climate-
change impacts, which have already 
been evident  with typhoons Pablo  
and Sendong claiming high numbers  
of lives and properties in areas not 
usually visited by such extreme  
weather events. Experts have said that 

Women workers in a Blue swimming crab meat processing station in Bantayan, Cebu, 
Philippines. Women’s equal rights to development should be recognized and promoted

Tambuyog Development Center
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had there not been massive loss of 
mangrove forests in the Philippines—
which serve as a buffer against strong 
winds and waves—the  devastation 
that these typhoons wrought would 
have been less severe.

The clear and present danger 
to small fishers and their resources 
are the human-induced activities 
that degrade coastal resources and 
endanger food security, human 

security and the livelihoods of millions 
of people in coastal communities.  
The already vulnerable small-scale 
fishers, especially women and  
children, who are struggling for 
their survival, face more risks and  
dangers from natural and human-
induced hazards. 

Impacts of climate change on 
the fisheries sector could further 
exacerbate the existing dire condition 
of the fisheries resources and poor 
coastal communities. At the same 
time, the impacts of climate change 
are often worsened by the social 
and environmental costs of human 
activities. In the case of the small-
scale fishers, these are the very old,  
yet present, issues of unsustainable 
fishing practices, overfishing and 
habitat degradation, inequitable  
access to, and control over, resources, 
resource use and users’ conflicts, 
neoliberal fisheries trade policies, 
inadequate and ineffective resource-
management regimes, and the  
gender gap in fisheries, among many 
other issues.

With the impacts of climate  
change, the already poor become  
poorer and the already vulnerable 
become more vulnerable, thereby 
exacerbating the development gap  
and perpetrating social injustice. 
This, on the other hand, provides 
the imperative to fight even harder  
for justice, equity, equality and 
sustainable development.

Tambuyog and its network of  
non-governmental organization (NGO) 
fisheries-management practitioners 
advocate for coastal adaptation, 
which is tantamount to addressing 
the long-standing plight of the small-
scale fisherfolk and the fisheries 
industry in general, which have 
witnessed increased vulnerabilities. 
Tambuyog believes that addressing 
these concerns will contribute to 
reducing vulnerabilities and in  
building resilience of coastal 
communities from climate-change 
impacts.

Anchored in a rights-based 
framework, coastal adaptation is an 
obligation of the state, while it is a right 
of the small-scale fishers and coastal 
communities. Just like any other 
basic right, it is not optional but must 
be guaranteed to the people and is 
interrelated to the other human rights 
of small-scale fishers. Responding to 
climate-change adaptation means 
responding to other socioeconomic, 
political and developmental issues  
of the fisheries sector and vice versa.

The fishing-ground-based manage-
ment is within the Ecosystem-based 
Fisheries Management Approach 
or framework, which focuses 
on the sustainable management 
of fisheries and critical habitats  
(namely, mangroves, seagrass beds  
and coral reefs).

On more concrete terms, 
practitioners of sustainable fisheries 
management among NGOs work 
towards the sustainability of a 
more healthy mangrove system by  
facilitating the establishment of a 
community-managed mangrove 
nursery, where appropriate, both  
as a management intervention and  
as a livelihood enterprise. In other 
areas—if and whenever feasible— 
these groups also facilitate the 
establishment of marine protected  
areas (MPAs). To ensure their 
sustainability and tenure, the 
interventions include lobbying for 
the issuance of a community-based 
management policy instrument for 
the management of critical habitats 
and fisheries resources in the overall 
fisheries ordinances of partner 
local government units (LGUs), with 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

The Fisheries Code provides for the participation of 
small-scale fishers both in national and local fisheries 
governance through FARMCs.

P h i l i p p i n e s



JANUARY 2018

55

preference to organized fishers in 
the localities as ‘resources managers’  
or development partners.

Under the existing Philippines 
Fisheries Code as amended, fisheries 
management has been decentralized 
from the central government to the 
LGUs, which are now empowered 
to manage both their coastal and  
fisheries resources within the  
municipal waters, including the 
regulation of commercial fishing  
within the said areas. BFAR, at the 
national level, is in charge of the 
overall sustainable development of 
the fisheries industry to include all 
the subsectors, such as the municipal 
fisheries, commercial fisheries, 
aquaculture and post-harvest sectors. 
BFAR provides extension service in 
terms of technology and capacity-
building support to the LGUs and 
small-scale fishers in the management 
of municipal waters. It also plays a 
big role in providing law-enforcement 
assistance, especially on issues of 
commercial fishers’ intrusion, since it 
has the expertise and resources.

While the LGUs are mandated to 
implement fisheries policies at the 
local level through the enactment of 
local fisheries ordinances, many of  
the coastal LGUs, it should be noted, 
do not have the technical and financial 
capacities to do so. In most cases, 
they seek assistance from BFAR in 
the implementation of key fisheries 
programmes and projects such as 
the establishment of fish-landing 
centres and post-harvest facilities  
and equipment, and even for  
provision of fishing paraphernalia 
to small-scale fishers. With technical 
support from BFAR, LGUs also  
initiate inter-LGU collaborations 
in promoting issues such as the  
sustainable management and 
development of common fishing 
grounds, through establishment of 
closed seasons, unified patrolling 
system, and so on.

The Fisheries Code also provides  
for the participation of small-scale 
fishers both in national and local 
fisheries governance through the 
Fisheries and Aquatic Resource 
Management Councils (FARMCs).  
There are also other participatory 

bodies like the Artisanal Fisherfolk 
Sectoral Council at the National  
Anti-Poverty Commission and the 
Philippines Council for Agriculture 
and Fisheries at the Department of 
Agriculture. These platforms are 
already institutionalized and can be 
maximized by organized fisherfolk 
groups in advancing their rights  
and development agenda and in 
influencing the government to cater  
to their needs and concerns.

Access to programmes and projects 
of national and local governments  
can also be secured by ensuring 
inclusive fisheries registration. 
However, the main issue, most of 
the time, is patronage politics, which 
is where the need is felt for strong  
and collective action by organized 
fisherfolk groups.

The Co-operative Development 
Authority plays a big role in the 
registration and accreditation of 
fisherfolk co-operatives. It can  
provide technical and capacity- 
building support to newly organized 
fisherfolk co-operatives. The 
Department of Environment and 
Natural Resources focuses on 
the implementation of policies 
and regulations, and issuance of 
permits pertaining to utilization and 
management of coastal resources  
such as mangroves, foreshore areas  
and water resources, among others.  
The Department of Trade and 
Industry can provide technical and 
capacity-building assistance on 
prospective enterprise development 
of organized fisherfolk in terms of 
product development, packaging 
and marketing. The Department of 
Labour and Employment registers  
and accredits organized groups of 
fishers as informal workers.

Besides directly increasing the  
level of awareness and capacities of 
partner fishers in claiming their rights 
through development interventions, 
sustainable fisheries management 
practitioners among NGOs in the 
Philippines employ the basic principles 
of the rights-based approach. They 
ensure that the fisherfolk and 
coastal communities are partners in 
decisionmaking in every step of the 
development process.                              

http://www.tambuyog.org/about-us/ 
Tambuyog Development Center

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/
etudes/STUD/2014/529069/IPOL_
STU(2014)529069_EN.pdf 
Study  on Illegal, Unreported, 
Unregulated Fishing: Sanctions  in  
the EU

http://ilsdole.gov.ph/gap-analysis-of-
ilo-convention-188-work-in-fishing-
convention-2007/ 
Gap Analysis of ILO Convention 
188, Work in Fishing Convention, 
2007—Philippines

https://www.researchgate.net/
publication/227642982_Bioeconomics_
of_the_Philippine_small_pelagics_fishery 
Bioeconomics of the Philippine 
small pelagics fishery

https://www.worldfishcenter.org/content/
philippine-small-pelagic-fisheries-and-
their-management 
Philippine small pelagic fisheries 
and their management

For more
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Being Worker-friendly
The plight of fishworkers on board vessels engaged in commercial fishing operations calls for 
regulating their conditions of work and providing protection benefits 

The Philippines
Fishing Crew

This article is by Dinna L. Umengan  
(dinnaumengan@yahoo.com ), Executive 
Director, Tambuyog Development Center, 
Philippines

Concern over the conditions of 
fishworkers on board commercial 
fishing vessels was thrown into 

high relief in the Philippines in 2018. 
This was during a series of consultations 
that sought out small-scale fishers 
and fishworkers on the Voluntary 
Guidelines for Securing Sustainable 
Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context of 
Food Security and Poverty Eradication 
(SSF Guidelines). Fishworkers who 

are employed or made to work in such 
vessels venturing into distant waters 
are prone to abuse in view of the 
distance and the physical impossibility 
of monitoring their activities while 
at sea. It is estimated that about 250 
million people are employed in the 
global seafood industry; a majority of 
them come from developing countries. 
In 2016 a widespread occurrence 
was reported of forced labour in 47 
countries, including the Philippines. 

Forced labour refers to all work 
or service exacted from any person 
under the menace of any penalty—
and for which the said person has not 
offered himself or herself voluntarily. 
Thus, forced labour has the element 
of involuntariness on the part of the 
victim, under pain of penalty, to him or 
her to perform an involuntary service. 

The International Labour 
Organization (ILO) lays down indicators 
of involuntariness. They include 
recruitment linked to debt, deception 
about the nature of the work, and 
induced indebtedness, among others. 

It is estimated that about 260 million people are 
employed in the global seafood industry; a majority of 
them come from developing countries.

Forms of penalty, on the other hand, 
may be in the form of withholding of 
wages, confiscation of travel or identity 
documents, and physical violence, 
among others.

The Expanded Anti-Trafficking 
Act of 1992 in the Philippines defines 
forced labour as the extraction of work 
or services from any person by means 
of enticement, violence, intimidation 
or threat, use of force or coercion, 
including deprivation of freedom, 
abuse of authority or moral ascendancy, 
debt bondage or deception, including 
any work or service extracted from any 
person under the menace of penalty. 

Forced labour becomes Trafficking 
in Person (TIP) or a mode of 
committing TIP when all elements 
of forced labour are present and 
there is internal movement or cross-
border migration. In the context of 
commercial fishing, this may happen 
when a person is recruited to work as a 
crew member on a commercial fishing 
vessel but through machinations and 
misrepresentation of the recruiter, the 
victim ends up working under abusive 
labour conditions. 

Labour exploitation
A study on the supply chain of tuna 
in the Philippines identified the 
presence of indicators of forced labour 
and factors that increased workers’ 
vulnerability to labour exploitation. 
The study highlighted the plight of 
fishworkers both in capture fisheries—
using handlines and purse-seines—
and in the processing industry. It 
showed that these workers face 
exploitative conditions such as induced 
indebtedness; lack of contracts or 
written agreements on the conditions 
of work; lack of a grievance redressal 
mechanism and blacklisting in case 
they complain about their situation; 

mailto:dinnaumengan@yahoo.com
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Tambuyog Development Center

Harvest from small boat (ringnet) being hauled by fishworkers in Mulanay municipality, Province of Quezon in Luzon island, The Philippines. 
There is a need to organize fishworkers on board fishing vessels, particularly those who are working on small and medium commercial boats.

deception about the legality of a 
particular voyage, leaving them with 
no opportunity to give their consent; 
and/or hazardous work and low 
earnings due to lack of transparency 
on the part of the financier’s process of 
determining the earnings. Workers in 
the purse-seine fishing also experience 
under-payment of wages and isolation 
due to longer fishing trips, compared to 
handliners. 

Department Order 156-16 was 
issued by virtue of the rule-making 
power of the Secretary of Labour under 
the Labour Code of the Philippines. 
It is a big step in the right direction in 
regulating the conditions of work of 
fishworkers and in providing protection 
and benefits to them. Implementation 
of the new law needs to be monitored. 

Statistics for 2016 from the Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO) indicated that the Asian 

region contributed the largest number 
of fishers and fish farmers compared to 
other regions of the world, with a total 
of 87 per cent people employed in the 
sector. This includes those engaged in 
various fishery sub-sectors, either part-
time or full-time, and regardless of their 
scales of engagement. In recognition of 
the importance of fishers and workers 
in the fisheries sectors, the Southeast 
Asian countries have been confronted 
with pressing concerns on the need 
to combat illegal, unreported and 
unregulated (IUU) fishing associated 
with labour-related issues, as well as on 
the status of people engaged in fishing 
and related activities in the region.

The increasing demand for workers 
in the fisheries sectors to serve the needs 
of international trade in Southeast Asia 
resulted in large numbers of migrant 
workers getting on board to seek 
work opportunities in other countries, 



60

SAMUDRA Report No. 84

T h e  P h i l i p p i n e s

and also large groups of workforce 
moving from one country to another. 
Those countries that employ these 
workers, therefore, need to pay serious 
attention to addressing the issues and 
concerns in fisheries labour, especially 
the allegations that these workers 
receive low wages; have inadequate 
or no social security; are unskilled in 
relation to fishing operations; receive 
inadequate training before working 
on board fishing vessels; are unaware 
of the requirements for safety at sea; 
possess fake or no legal documents; are 
subjected to forced labour, child labour 
and human trafficking; experience 
poor working conditions and unfair 
treatment by employers; and that some 
fishing vessels do not comply with sea-
safety requirements. 

On November 16, 2017, the ILO Work 
in Fishing Convention (C188) came 
into force. It sets the basic standards of 
decent work in the fishing industry and 
provides effective protection to about 
38 million people who work in the 
sector. It is intended to prevent, among 
others, all unacceptable forms of labour 
for fishers, such as human trafficking, 
forced labour and other abuses. This 
landmark convention underwent 
a tedious process of negotiations, 
dialogues and consultations among, 
States, employers, operators and civil 
society organizations (CSOs), including 
a number of fishers’ organizations. 

Though the Philippines has yet 
to ratify the C188, the Department of 
Labour and Employment (DOLE) issued 
the Department Order No. 156-16 
Series of 2016; this came into force on 
July 1, 2016. It provides the rules and 
regulations governing the working and 
living conditions of fishers on board 
fishing vessels engaged in commercial 
fishing operations. 

Preventive measures against TIP 
in the fisheries context is addressed 
by DO 156-16, albeit limited to 
fishworkers on board commercial 
fishing vessels with Philippine registry 
operating within or outside Philippine 
territorial waters. It is aligned with 
ILO C188 in providing protection 
to fishers, including fishworkers. It 
provides the normative regulations 
and standards on Estimated Energy 
Requirement (EER), compensation and 

benefits, occupational and maritime 
safety, grievance mechanisms and 
post-employment benefits such as 
repatriation, among others. 

These provisions are intended to 
reduce—if not eliminate—exploitative 
labour practices that tend to increase 
the vulnerabilities of fishworkers 
while on a fishing voyage. The 
Department Order is still in its infancy; 
its implementation has yet to make 
a dent on the improvement of the 
working conditions of fishworkers. 
Owners of handline fishing vessels 
and the fishers in the tuna-rich area 
of General Santos City put forward a 
proposal to the Department of Labour 
and Employment (DOLE) during the 
Tuna Handline Summit held in 2018 to 
further study the possibility of another 
similar policy issuance that would 
reflect more of their context and apply 
flexibilities as they have a smaller scale 
of operations unlike the handline boats 
that are vertically integrated in the 
supply chain and are owned by big 
fishing companies. 

When Thailand ratified C188 in 
2018, it became the first Asian country 
to do so. With the current problems 
besetting fishworkers and the lack 
of coordination among agencies, it is 
high time for the Philippines to work 
towards C188 ratification. It might be 
worth looking at how to make use of its 
flexibility clauses and negotiate with 
both companies and workers. 

Compliance to these standards by 
members states are, however, subject 
to certain flexibilities. This is to bridge 
the gap in terms of implementation 
and compliance by member states 
on account of the diversity in fishing 
operations, capacity and infrastructure 
available to member countries 
in complying with the rules and 
regulations of the convention. It is 
also intended to facilitate widespread 
ratification by member states. 

Three modes 
There are three modes of flexibilities 
provided under ILO Convention 
188: One, exclusion possibility. A 
member state may seek exclusion from 
complying with certain provisions 
of the convention after consultation 
by the competent authority with 
the representative organizations of 
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employers and workers concerned, and, 
in particular, with the representative 
organizations of fishing vessel 
owners and fishers. This exclusion 
covers only inland fishing vessels or 
limited categories of fishers or fishing 
vessels. An example cited by ILO is the 
progressive implementation of certain 
requirements, such as the written 
work agreements between the fishers 
and fishing vessel owners or their 
representatives, while still requiring 
small vessels to carry basic first aid kits 
and to meet many other requirements 
of the Convention. 

Two, progressive implementation. 
Where it is not immediately possible 
for a member state to implement all 
of the measures provided for in this 
convention, owing to special problems 
of a substantial nature in the light of 
insufficiently developed infrastructure 
or institutions, the country may, in 
accordance with a plan drawn up in a 
consultation, choose to progressively 
implement all or some of the following 
measures: 
•	 Require fishers to work on 

board a fishing vessel without a valid 
medical certificate attesting to fitness 
to perform their duties. 

•	 Require fishers to work on 
board a fishing vessel without a valid 
medical certificate with respect to 
vessels remaining at sea for more than 
three days.
•	 Require every fishing vessel to 

submit a crew list to authorized persons 
ashore prior to departure of the vessel, 
or communicate it ashore immediately 
after departure of the vessel. 
•	 Execute a written contract 

between the fisher and fishing vessel 
owner or the latter’s authorized 
representative or produce any evidence 
of contractual or similar arrangements 
where fishers are not employed or 
engaged by the fishing vessel owner, 
which provides for decent work and 
living conditions on board the vessel.
•	 Conduct risk evaluation in 

relation to fishing, as appropriate, with 
the participation of fishers or their 
representatives.
•	 Provide fishers with protection 

for work-related sickness, injury or 
death, and ensure a system for fishing 
vessel owners’ liability; or provide 
for compulsory insurance, workers’ 
compensation or other schemes in 
accordance with national laws and 
regulations. 

Nesto Diego/Tambuyog Development Center

Tuna handline fishers getting ready to go out to sea in Mindoro Occidental, The Philippines. A study on the supply chain of tuna in the 
Philippines identified the presence of indicators of forced labour and factors that increased workers’ vulnerability to labour exploitation
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This flexibility does not apply to 
certain fishing vessels on account of 
their size, length and distance of voyage 
at sea, and their port state control. 

Three, substantial equivalence. 
Member states may provide alternative 
measures in complying with certain 
standards on manning a fishing vessel 
for safe navigation and control, rest 
periods of fishers, and compensatory 
periods of rest, provided that the 
safety and health of the fishers are 
not jeopardized. Likewise, a member 
state not in a position to implement the 
provisions found in Annex III on Fishing 
Vessel Accommodation may, after 
consultation, adopt provisions in its 
laws and regulations or other measures 
which are substantially equivalent but 
subject to certain limitations: 
•	 Responsibilities of fishing 

vessel owners: A fishing vessel owner 
means the owner of the fishing vessel 

or any other organization or person, 
such as the manager, agent or bare-
boat charterer, who has assumed the 
responsibility for the operation of 
the vessel from the owner and who, 
on assuming such responsibility, has 
agreed to take over, in so far as it 
applies to vessels remaining at sea for 
more than three days. 
•	 Medical care, health protection 

and social security: Article 10 does 
not apply to fishing vessels which are, 
one, 24 metres or longer in length; 
two, remain at sea for more than seven 
days; or three, normally navigate at a 
distance exceeding 200 nautical miles 
from the coastline of the flag state or 
navigate beyond the outer edge of its 
continental shelf, whichever distance 
from the coastline is greater; or four, 
are subject to port-state control as 
provided for in Article 43 of the 
Convention, except where port-state 
control arises through a situation of 
force majeure. 

The integration of a human rights-
based approach in the development 
planning for the fisheries sector must be 
explored. This can pull out fishworkers 
from invisibility, not only in terms of 
target beneficiaries of the programmes 
and projects of the local and national 
governments but also as claimholders 
for the specific remedies they need 
as potential or actual victims of TIP. 
The Bureau of Fisheries and Aquatic 
Resources (BFAR), for instance, as the 
primary agency under the Department 
of Agriculture that regulates 
commercial fishing, can include 
compliance with labour standards by 
commercial fishing vessel operators 
as a ground for the cancellation or 
non-renewal of licences. It can also 
require fishworkers to undergo human-
resources (HR) education awareness 
training before issuing their licence 
as a fishworker, similar to the Pre-
employment Orientation Seminar 
(PEOS) or the Pre-Departure Orientation 
Seminar (PDOS) being carried out by 
the Philippine Overseas Employment 
Administration (POEA). This can be done 
in partnership with the Commission 
on Human Rights and DOLE. The HR 
education and awareness raising may 
provide impetus for fishworkers to 
organize as an association bound by the 
desire to protect both their individual 
and collective rights. 

Urgent need
There is an urgent need to organize 
fishworkers on board fishing vessels, 
particularly those who are working on 
small and medium commercial boats. 
Workers on board large commercial 
vessels have long been organized into 
trade unions. In General Santos City, 
owners of smaller boats who operate 
domestically are more organized, 
compared to their fishworkers. The 
voice of these workers are being heard 
through the boat owners and operators. 
Women and community members can 
be organized as support groups and 
advocates to push for expanded labour 
and social protection of workers and 
their families. Actions could start from 
increasing the community awareness 
on laws that protect their rights and 
promote their welfare, and conducting 
more in-depth socio-economic studies 

Women and community members can be organized as 
support groups and advocates to push for expanded 
labour and social protection of workers and their families.
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that capture the nuances of the scale 
and operations of small- and medium-
scale boats. 

Further study on the nature of 
indebtedness among fishworkers 
should be conducted to better 
understand the nature in which they 
become victims or are exposed to the 
dangers of debt bondage and forced 
labour. This can be correlated with 
the nature of sharing of income and 
expenses as practised by the different 
types of commercial fishing operations. 

Policies on environment protection 
and conservation should integrate 
social and labour protection of fishers 
and workers. The long-standing global 
problem of decent work deficit in 
fishing, such as unprotected work, 
human trafficking and slave labour, is 
also tied up with the global problem of 
IUU fishing and trans-shipment at sea. 
Thus, policy reforms in environment 
protection and conservation of national 
and global fisheries should integrate 
social and labour protection of fishers. 
Other international non-binding 
instruments relevant to fishing would 
be helpful in developing international 
norms founded on providing decent 
work to fishers through advocacy and 
engagement, which must be observed 
at the national and international level. 
Eventually, this will help broaden the 
adoption of ILO C188 and create ripples 
that will comprehensively address the 
labour abuse and exploitation in the 
fishing industry. 

Certification or ecolabelling of 
fishery products is a market-based 
trade measure to bring about improved 
fisheries management in response to 
the overexploitation and depletion of 
global fish stocks. Certification refers to 
the procedure “by which a third party 
gives written or equivalent assurance 
that a product, process or service 
conforms to specified requirements. 
Ecolabelling schemes entitle a fishery 
product to bear a distinctive logo or 
statement which certifies that the 
fish has been harvested in compliance 
with conservation and sustainability 
standards. The logo or statement 
is intended to make provision for 
informed decisions of purchasers 
whose choice can be relied upon to 
promote and stimulate the sustainable 

use of fishery resources”, according 
to the United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP). 

According to a UNEP study, the 
improvement in fisheries management 
through certification could have 
a positive outcome not only for 
the environment but it could also 
significantly address the problem of 
poverty and food security by ensuring 
the sustainability of the fish stocks, 
particularly in developing countries, 
where small-scale fisheries provide a 
staple livelihood. 

Certification is a tool for norm 
development and enforcement of 
standards that have proven to be 
effective in drawing the support of 
end-users and consumers. Thus, these 
market-based initiatives are potential 
tools to improve and change the 
behaviour of corporate and private 
players in the fishing industry in terms 
of addressing the labour conditions of 
fishers. 

Recently, the Marine Stewardship 
Council (MSC) has announced an 
overhaul of its certification process 
which includes a new requirement that 
MSC-certified fisheries declare they are 
free from forced labour and child labour. 
In the southern Philippine island of 
Mindanao, an NGO is partnering with 
an association of fishers to push for the 
labelling of tuna products as “worker-
friendly”, instead of using the usual 
“environment-friendly” label. 	  

Seeing slavery in seafood supply 
chain
http://advances.sciencemag.org/content/
advances/4/7/e1701833.full.pdf
Research on Indicators of Forced 
Labor in the Philippines Tuna Sector 
https://www.verite.org/wp-content/
uploads/2016/11/Research-on-Indicators-
of-Forced-Labor-in-the-Philippines-Tuna-
Sector__9.16.pdf
Social Responsibility in the Global 
Seafood Industry: Background and 
Resources.
http://www.fishwise.org/traceability/
Social_Responsibility_White_Paper
https://www.fishwise.org/traceability/
social-responsibility-white-paper, accessed 
20 July 2018  
United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP), Certification 
and Sustainable Fisheries, 2009. 
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/
handle/20.500.11822/23019/
Certification_Sustainable_Fisheries.
pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y accessed 
28 August 2018

For more
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Fishy Tourism
Coastal communities cannot transition from fishing to tourism when land tenure rights are 
weak. An example 

Philippines
Land Rights

This article by Michael Fabinyi (Michael.
Fabinyi@uts.edu.au) and Hannah Taylor 
of the University of Technology Sydney, is 
based on Fabinyi, M. 2019. ‘The role of land 
tenure in livelihood transitions from fishing 
to tourism’. Maritime Studies early online 
view, available open-access at: https://link.
springer.com/article/10.1007/s40152-019-
00145-2

In the Philippines, the growth 
of tourism has coincided with 
widespread declines in the fishing 

industry, causing a host of challenges 
as coastal communities negotiate this 
change. At the heart of this transition is 
land tenure; it determines the outcome 
of this transition. 

The recent increase in coastal 
tourism has been greeted with 
general support from various bodies 
and organizations. The government 
considers the industry an important 
aspect of economic growth, while 

conservationist groups have welcomed 
what is considered to be a sustainable 
alternative to fishing for coastal 
communities. Meanwhile, widespread 
overfishing and environmental 
degradation has led to a decline in 
profitability for fisheries. Restrictive 
government regulations have been 
introduced to combat these issues, 
which have caused further barriers for 
fisherfolk. As a result, many coastal 
residents who previously relied on 
fishing have now moved to tourism. 

A key example can be seen in 
Esperanza, a small village in the 
municipality of Coron, Palawan 
province. Fishing has historically been 
one of the area’s major economic 
activities, partly due to the fertile 
marine grounds surrounding Coron. 
However, a push from government 
bodies and a series of national 
media campaigns resulted in a rapid 
expansion of tourism from the late 

...widespread overfishing and environmental degradation 
has led to a decline in profitability for fisheries

2000s. By 2018, the number of annual 
arrivals had grown from well under 
10,000 in the 2000s to nearly 200,000. 

This has transformed the livelihoods 
of the locals. Boats that were previously 
used for fishing have either been sold 
or converted into tourist boats, while 
many fishers have now moved to the 
more profitable and less physically 
taxing jobs in the tourism industry. 

While the benefits of tourism as 
a sustainable and lucrative form of 
income have been noted, there are 
concerns that the locals do not receive 
many of the profits from the industry. A 
key factor is land tenure.

The Philippines land tenure laws 
are complex and often contradictory, 
meaning that their interpretation 
is variable. In Esperanza, a wealthy 
family based in Coron is trying to 
claim ownership of the coastal land; 
it is trying to evict the residents from 
the area in order to construct tourism 
development projects. While the legal 
battle is ongoing, it has caused several 
complications for residents. There has 
been a ban on developing new cement 
structures, preventing locals from 
building tourist accommodation, or 
even their own housing. Some even 
claim that they were unable to access 
housing materials provided as aid for 
Typhoon Haiyan. These prohibitions 
will continue to exist while the legal 
battle is ongoing. 

Considerable anxiety
The constant threat of relocation has also 
caused considerable anxiety, particularly 
among those who fear that they will 
lose their livelihood. A fearful resident 
explained: “We have done our best here, 
but if we are moved, I don’t know what 
will happen. Sometimes I lie in bed 
thinking about all the bad things that 
could happen. So we just pray to God.” 

mailto:Michael.Fabinyi@uts.edu.au
mailto:Michael.Fabinyi@uts.edu.au
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40152
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40152
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Residents show their eviction notices.  The weak legal basis for the eviction notices, coupled with the comments of officials, suggest that this 
was an attempt to ‘clean up’ the area in  preparation for tourism

Bureau of Fisheries and Aquatic 
Resources, The Philippines
https://www.bfar.da.gov.ph/

The role of land tenure in livelihood 
transitions from fishing to tourism
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/
s40152-019-00145-2

The Intensification of Fishing and 
the Rise of Tourism: Competing 
Coastal Livelihoods in the 
Calamianes Islands, The Philippines
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/
s10745-010-9329-z

For more

This has not been the only instance 
of tensions surrounding coastal land 
tenure. In 2018, President Duterte’s 
closure of Boracay caused increased 
attention to other tourism hotspots, 
including Coron. In May, 75 businesses 
and households in Coron received a 
‘Notice to Vacate’ from the Department 
of Environmental and Natural 
Resources (DENR). The legal reasons for 
these evictions were that the structures 
were located in a ‘timberland’ area, 
which is outlawed by the Revised 
Forestry Code of the Philippines (1975). 
This was strange, as there was little 
evidence that the location had been 
treated as a ‘timberland’ zone in recent 
times. Indeed, the DENR itself had 
previously approved Environmental 
Compliance Certificates in the area. 
Meanwhile, officials suggested that the 
human waste and rubbish produced 
by residents was a risk to Coron and 
that the area needed to be cleaned for 
tourism purposes. 

The weak legal basis for the eviction 
notices, coupled with the comments 
of officials, suggest that this was 
an attempt to ‘clean up’ the area in 
preparation for tourism. However, the 
notices led to anxiety for the residents, 
particularly for fishers who feared 
losing their livelihood as a result. This 
highlights how the rapid growth of 
the tourism industry can come at the 
expense of local residents, assisted by 
weak land rights.

While the residents of both 
Esperanza and Coron have not yet 
been evicted, both cases show how 
conflicting laws and policies can end up 
with negative impacts for fishers. The 
rise in tourism has increased pressure on 
coastal land tenure, leaving the locals to 
face various barriers preventing them 
from taking advantage of the resulting 
profits. The consequences resulting 
from the fishing-tourism transition 
would be greatly improved by stronger 
land rights for coastal residents. 	  

https://www.bfar.da.gov.ph
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40152
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40152
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10745
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10745
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A Roadmap for Recovery 
The reforms needed by small-scale fishers in the Philippines pivot around the role of the 
municipal administration in handling fisheries development and the welfare of fisherfolk

The Philippines
Social Development

To improve the social-development policies for  
small-scale fishers requires medium- and long-term action 
from the government, besides the need to improve the 
implementation of existing policies.

This article is by Dinna L. Umengan 
(dinnaumengan@yahoo.com), Executive 
Director, and Mario Maderazo 
(memaderazo2012@gmail.com), Policy and 
Legal Consultant, Tambuyog Development 
Center, Philippines

Fishing in the Philippines is crucially 
dependent on small-scale fisheries 
as a sector that is anchored in local 

communities that have historic links to 
adjacent fishery resources, traditions 
and values. Fishing includes activities 
that range from capture fishing and 
processing to vending and mending 
nets, among others. The actors are 
fishers in municipal and inland capture 
fishing, fishworkers in both aquaculture 
production and as crew in commercial 
fishing vessels, and also women in fish 
processing. 

Social-development policies in 
support of fishers have strong legal 
foundations, with defined institutional 
support at the national and local 
levels. However, much improvement is 
needed for their implementation and 
translation to concrete economic gains 
and social protection. Despite laws on 
social protection and poverty alleviation 
(specifically targeting the artisanal 
fisherfolk, among other groups), 
fisherfolk have the highest poverty 
incidence at 40 per cent, compared to 
the national average of 26.3 per cent. 
They lack adequate access to basic social 
services like health and education. 
Small-scale fishing is highly fragmented 
owing to the lack of organization. 
This also limits the capacity of small-
scale fishers to access social-safety 
nets, formal financial services and 
investment opportunities to help their 
livelihoods grow. The fragmentation in 
production is also accompanied by use 
of less efficient production technology, 
resulting in lower income opportunities. 

A broad range of laws, policies, rules 
and regulations, under the authority of 
various levels of government, control 
small-scale fishing in the Philippines. 
These have legal foundations in the 
1987 Philippine Constitution through 
the express provisions on state policies, 
social justice and human rights. They 
have permeated the subsequent special 

laws on fisheries through the Fisheries 
Code (as amended by the 2014 Republic 
Act 10654). They have shifted the state 
policy from a production-focused 
orientation towards a policy direction 
geared at sustainable fisheries 
management, poverty alleviation and 
food security. 

This legislation reflects the 
sectoral approach to fisheries 
management by categorizing fishing 
activity into municipal, commercial 
and aquaculture. It defines, among 
others, the access rights, privileges, 
and participation in policymaking 
of the three sectors mentioned 
above. The Bureau of Fisheries and 
Aquatic Resources (BFAR), under 
the Department of Agriculture, is the 
lead agency for the implementation 
of the Fisheries Code and other 

fishery-related rules and regulations. 
The preferential rights to municipal 
fisherfolk for the use of municipal 
waters, granted by the law, however, 
are under the jurisdiction of the local 
government units (LGUs). 

The law does not deal with the rights 
of fishworkers and women, except for 
their representation both at the local 
and national level in the policymaking 
body, the Fisheries Aquatic Resources 
Management Council. Their rights 
and benefits in relation to social 
development are provided for in other 
special laws. 

Environmental laws
Primarily being a resource-based 
occupation, the fisheries sector 

mailto:dinnaumengan@yahoo.com
mailto:memaderazo2012@gmail.com
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Fishing village, Sagnay, Camarines Sur in Bicol Region, The Philippines. Small-scale fishing is highly fragmented owing to the lack of organization, 
which limits the capacity of fishers to access social-safety nets, and formal financial services

is also covered by a number of 
environment-related laws and policies 
on the protection, management and 
conservation of the fisheries and 
aquatic resources. Protection of these 
resources means the stability of source 
for food and livelihood of the small-
scale fishers. 

The autonomy given to LGUs under 
the Local Government Code of 1991 
made the delivery of basic social services 
accessible to local communities and led 
to the decentralized enforcement of 
national environmental laws as well 
as local ordinances adopted by local 
legislative councils.

The Philippine government’s 
commitment to the achievement 
of the 17 Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) is reflected in the 
Philippine Development Plan 2040, 
called ‘Ambisyon 2040’. It envisions 
the transformation of the country 
into a middle-class society. Initial 
commitment in fisheries involves 
programmes dwelling on the 
management and sustainable use of 
fisheries and aquatic resources. 

The national government 
responded to the economic and social 
disruption arising from the COVID-19 
pandemic by enacting a law enabling 
it to undertake urgent steps, such as 
imposition of quarantine measures, 
taking over of private establishments 
as may be necessary, realignment of 

the approved national budget, and 
provision of financial support, health 
subsidies and loan packages, among 
others. Administrative and logistical 
challenges marred the timely and 
adequate delivery of the social and 
economic support to those who needed 
them, including small-scale fishers. 
Experts have called the imposition of 
restrictions militaristic, not based on 
science; it was even challenged for 
being discriminatory. 

Despite the restrictions and 
preventive measures of the government 
to contain the pandemic, deaths and 
infections remain one of the highest 
in the Southeast Asian region. To 
improve the social-development 
policies for small-scale fishers requires 
medium- and long-term action from 
the government, besides the need to 
improve the implementation of existing 
policies. Integration of the human-
rights-based approach to existing 
sustainable fisheries management 
should be the overarching framework 
to ensure that the state programmes 
and projects are inclusive, securing a 
dignified life for small-scale fishers—
both men and women—even in 
times of crisis like the pandemic’s 
socioeconomic disruption. 

Poverty alleviation
The impact of the Community-Based 
Monitoring System (CBMS) on sector-
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specific poverty-alleviation measures 
is yet to be realized, given the infancy 
of its implementation. CBMS is an 
evidence-based tool for programming, 
monitoring and evaluation of economic 
and social-protection measures to 
address the multifaceted dimension 
of poverty and sector-specific 
interventions. Its institutionalization 
should be matched with effective 
capacity building for LGUs, in terms of 
developing their comprehensive local 
development plans, and developing 
implementers from the national 
government with respect to prioritizing 
development plans for the poorest 
of the poor, including the Philippine 
government’s commitment to the 
achievement of the 17 SDGs as reflected 
in its own plans. 

The rights and remedies for small-
scale fishers are spelled out by a number 
of national policies and specific laws to 
operationalize them. For instance, the 
1987 Constitution grants subsistence 
fishermen preferential use of the state-
owned communal marine and fishing 
resources, both inland and offshore, 
supported with appropriate technology 
and research, adequate financial, 
production, and marketing assistance, 
and other services. 

The Fisheries Code of 1998 (as 
amended by Republic Act 10654) 
includes poverty alleviation in the 
fisheries sector among its aims; it grants 
municipal fisherfolk preferential access 
to municipal waters, accompanied 
by a number of support services to 
production, research, and participation 
in policymaking for the management 
and conservation of fisheries and 
aquatic resources. 

The Local Government Code of 
1991 grants preferential treatment to 
the organizations or co-operatives of 
marginal fisherfolk with respect to 
access and user rights to a number of 
fishery resources within the jurisdiction 
of the LGUs. 

Under the 2019 Republic Act 11291, 
called ‘Magna Carta for the Poor’, 
small-scale fisheries is among the 
sectors given the right to demand 
poverty-alleviation schemes from the 
government. The state is committed 
to the progressive realization of the 
following five rights: right to food, 
right to decent work, right to housing, 
right to relevant education, and right to 
highest attainable standard of health. 

These statutory rights have 
mediated ameliorative changes in the 
quality of life of small-scale fishers. 
The enjoyment of their rights and 
privileges with respect to access to 
fishery resources are also dependent 
on the conditions of fishery and aquatic 
resources and, ultimately, determines 
the quality of their life. This is not lost in 
the sector-specific intervention under 
the 1997 Social Reform and Poverty 
Alleviation Act (Republic Act No 8425), 
wherein the legislated programme for 
artisanal fisherfok is the management 
and conservation of fishery and aquatic 
resources. 

This should be nuanced by resolving 
the conflict in the use of municipal 
waters and by securing the tenurial 
rights of municipal fisherfolk. Among 
other concerns, their access to municipal 
waters is constantly challenged by the 
intrusion of commercial fishers and the 
unmitigated impacts of aquaculture on 
municipal capture fishing. These have 
remained unresolved and have yet to 
be effectively mediated by the LGUs 
and the national government. Thus, 
effective monitoring of regulatory 
standards, law enforcement and 
active prosecution of violations also 
determine the enjoyment by fishers of 
their collective and individual rights 
over the fragile and finite fishery and 
aquatic resources. 

The governance and institutional 
arrangement in the fisheries sector 
also affects the management and 
conservation of fishery and aquatic 
resources. The Department of 
Agriculture administers it, with BFAR 
as the policy and implementing agency 
on fisheries-related concerns. Under 
this set-up, the fisheries sector has to 
compete with the other sub-sectors 
in agriculture in terms of budgeting 
and policy implementation. Lumping 
fisheries with the agricultural sector 
tends to tie the management of fisheries 
to production-focused interventions.

Rights and remedies 
The sector is composed of the 
municipal, commercial and aquaculture 
components. Though intended as 
a codification of all fisheries laws 
and policies, the Fisheries Code (as 
amended by Republic Act 10654) 
fails to cover the specific concerns of 
fishworkers and the women engaged 
in fisheries. For determining fishers’ 
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rights and remedies, the process relies 
on an executive issuance DAO 156-16 
(with respect to rights of fishworkers) 
and the ‘Magna Carta of Women’ (for 
a broad human-rights-based approach 
on the rights of women working in 
agriculture), among others. 

Besides the usual problem of 
implementation of existing laws and 
policies, the sectoral approach in 
fisheries governance should integrate 
the human-rights-based approach 
in development planning. Framing 
sustainable fisheries management and 
governance based on human rights 
will provide an inclusive approach. 
It will make other groups within the 
fisheries sector visible subjects of 
development planning. It will also 
enable policymakers to target the 
nuances and specificity of the needs 
and problems of sub-groups within 

the sector, notably fishworkers and 
women. Sustainability of fisheries will 
move beyond increasing production 
and environmental management and 
protection of the fisheries; it can be 
geared towards investing in fishers—
both women and men—so they can lead 
a dignified life even in times of crisis 
like the social and economic disruption 
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Desired course of action
A list of recommendations to help 
fishers—and the fisheries sector 
as a whole—has emerged from the 
experiences and learnings of NGOs in 
partnership with fishing communities 
during the COVID-19 pandemic and 
from past natural disasters. This will 
facilitate a recovery from the social and 
economic impacts of the pandemic, 
strengthening the resilience of the 
sector through institutional reforms 
and sustainable development:
1. Strengthen local fish production 

systems by, (i), organizing 
and strengthening fisherfolk 
associations, savings clubs and 
co-operatives to serve as local 

consolidators; (ii), by assisting 
LGUs to establish and develop local 
new markets for fish products; and, 
(iii), by shortening the supply chain 
by directly linking producers with 
the market (for example, with local 
restaurants, food establishments, 
groceries, cafeterias and canteens 
of schools, hospitals and offices, and 
feeding programmes). 

2. 	Establish a Department of Fisheries 
and Aquatic Resources (DFAR) to 
upgrade the Agency’s capacity and 
resources to ensure timely response 
to the needs of the industry and to 
develop and implement new ways 
of ensuring food security based on 
local fish-production systems. 

3. 	Conduct a national assessment on 
the impact of COVID-19 on local 
fishers by BFAR, in collaboration 
with LGUs, partner NGOs and 
fisherfolk organizations (to quantify, 
for example, the loss in income and 
livelihood and the status of national 
and local fish stocks). Data from 
said assessment can be used to 
develop appropriate support and 
assistance to affected communities, 
enhancing existing conservation 
measures (for example, expansion 
of marine protected areas or MPAs, 
or regulation of fishing efforts to 
catch the ‘right’ fish sizes).

4.  Establish a comprehensive Social 
Protection Package for Fisherfolk, 
consisting of: (i), health insurance; 
(ii), health support package (such 
as face masks, cleansing alcohol and 
vitamins); and (iii) subsidy.

5.	 Continued implementation of 
fisherfolk registration and updating 
of the registry of fishers, boats and 
gears to: (i), identify fishing vessels 
and gears to be allowed during 
quarantine lockdowns; (ii), reduce 
illegal, unreported and unregulated 
(IUU) fishing by regulating fishers, 
boats and gears; and, (iii), help 
identify qualified beneficiaries for 
assistance and relief distribution. 

6.	 Encourage LGUs (through their 20 
per cent development funds) and 
the BFAR to establish fish-processing 
plants and community fish-landing 
centres with ice-making machines, 
cold storage facilities and freezers. 

7.	 Absorb fishers displaced by, say, 
social-distancing requirements or 
gear and boat regulations, in the 
newly established community fish-

…the sectoral approach in fisheries governance 
should integrate the human-rights-based approach in 
development planning.
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landing centres, ice plants and fish-
processing plants. 

8.	 Recruit fisherfolk communities 
in food-for-work programmes 
for coastal clean-ups and MPA 
maintenance and protection. 

9. 	Strengthen fishery law enforcement 
through the installation and 
utilization of Vessel Monitoring 
Mechanisms (VMM) and Visible 
Infrared Imaging Radiometer Suites 

(VIIRS) for Bantay-Dagat volunteers, 
fish wardens and other fishery law 
enforcement units. 

10. Enact House Bill No 5023, titled ‘An 
Act Granting Benefits and Incentives 
to Accredited Bantay-Dagat and for 
other Purposes’. This will not only 
strengthen and ensure continued 
enforcement of fishery laws but 
also provide additional income 
for Bantay-Dagat volunteer fish 
wardens.

Making the Fisheries Code work
In relation to the implementation 
of the Fisheries Code and other 
social-protection measures needed 
by small-scale fishers, the following 
recommendations will strengthen 
government programmes and policies: 
1.	 Support programme for CFLC: 

Section 153 of the Fisheries Code 
provides for infrastructure support 
for municipal fisherfolk, including 
the establishment of Community 
Fish Landing Centres (CFLCs). This 
will help improve the social and 
economic situation of the small-
scale fishers. The FARMCs can 
be a platform for monitoring 
these centres. NGOs can assist in 
capacitybuilding on coastal resource 
management and social enterprise 
development. Municipal fishers 
should be given full recognition 
of their roles at all levels of CFLC 
implementation. Memorandums of 
Agreement should specify roles of 
beneficiaries in the implementation 
and operation of CFLCs. 

2.	 Social insurance for municipal 
fishers: Development of social-
protection programmes should go 
beyond addressing short-term needs. 
To make them transformative, they 
have to address the survival needs of 
fishing households by giving them 
access to sources of sustainable 
livelihood and steady incomes. 
Having sustainable livelihoods and 

incomes necessitates the access and 
control over productive resources 
by the small-scale fishers as well as 
their control in the management 
of the natural coastal resources. 
Numerous coastal municipalities 
are practicing Community-
Based Management of MPAs and 
Community-Based Coastal Resource 
Management (CBCRM). Focusing 
on these prerequisites would 
contribute in poverty reduction in 
the long term, paving the way to 
address social inequality. 

3.	 Implement guidelines on fisherfolk 
settlement area: Most of the 
fisherfolk families just settled are 
now occupying lands with little 
or no documentation to secure 
their residence. These are public 
lands and form part of the salvage 
or easement zones. The fishing 
families are not the only ones 
facing the threat of displacement 
and relocation. Those settling in 
coastal lands beyond the salvage or 
easement zones are also facing these 
threats. Many of these settlers had 
been residing in their communities 
for years—some for generations—
without any guarantee of tenure. 

Some are even paying taxes for their 
land. There have been instances 
of private claimants securing title 
over public coastal lands, with some 
resorting to land grab.

4.	 Adopt the archipelagic principle: 
The delineation/delimitation of 
municipal waters for municipalities 
and cities with offshore islands 
is long overdue. For consistency 
and congruence to national and 
international legal frameworks, it 
is but logical that the archipelagic 
principle be used in defining 
municipal waters, particularly 
in municipalities with offshore 
islands. The National Mapping and 
Resource Information Authority 
recommended this also, and it is 
duly mandated by the Fisheries 

Adopt the archipelagic principle: The delineation/
delimitation of municipal waters for municipalities
and cities with offshore islands is long overdue.
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Code. This will ensure LGUs are able 
to manage clearly defined areas of 
municipal waters, enact effective 
conservation and management 
measures, impose revenue measures 
and regulations, and exercise 
enforcement and control functions 
over resource-use activities within 
their respective municipal waters. 
This is more attuned to promote 
the local and fiscal autonomy of the 
LGUs. 

5.	 Implementation of DOLE DO 156-
16: Preventive measures against 
labour-related issues of fishworkers 
on board Commercial Fishing 
Vessels (CFVs) with Philippine 
registry are addressed by DO 156-16. 
It is aligned with ILO Convention 
C188 in protecting fishworkers. It 
provides the normative regulations 
and standards on employee-

employer relations, compensation 
and benefits, occupational safety 
and maritime safety, grievance 
mechanism and post-employment 
benefits such as repatriation, among 
others. 

6.	 Promote coastal resilience 
programmes: Systems to address 
socioeconomic and environmental 
risks in fisheries production are being 
developed and installed. However, 
climate change and natural disasters 
pose serious threats that undermine 
such efforts. Responding to these 
challenges means that the impacts 
of climate change and disasters 
on coastal and near-shore fishery 
resources are taken into account 
in coastal resource management 
to ensure the maintenance of 
coastal or marine biodiversity. 
It also requires recognizing the 
importance of coastal areas, since 
a large population of Filipinos live 
in coastal communities, depending 
on the coastal resources for their 
food and livelihood. So far, an 
assessment of the risks to the 
impacts of climate change and 

disasters specific to coastal areas 
and communities, together with the 
appropriate mitigating and adaptive 
measures, has yet to be made 
seriously in government policies and 
programmes. 

7.	 Social protection and recovery 
from the pandemic’s impact: The 
COVID-19 pandemic has subjected 
the fisheries industry to several 
challenges and difficulties that have 
greatly affected the productivity 
and well-being of its communities. 
The imposition of a nation-wide 
community quarantine, as a 
means of controlling the spread of 
contamination by the COVID-19 
virus, effectively shut down the 
fishing industry, as the physical 
movement of people was limited. 
The shut down of other sectors 
and facilities upon which the 
fishing industry relies—transport, 
ice plants, wet markets, fish-
landing centres, suppliers of 
fishing equipment—also greatly 
hampered fishing activities and 
productivity. There is a need for 
social-protection measures to 
prevent fishers and workers from 
experiencing the socioeconomic 
impacts of the pandemic.	  

Fishy Tourism
https://www.icsf.net/images/samudra/pdf/
english/issue_84/4488_art_Sam_84_
art07_Philippines_Michael_Fabinyi.pdf

Being Worker-friendly
https://www.icsf.net/images/samudra/pdf/
english/issue_84/4496_art_Sam_84_
art15_The%20Philippines_Dinna%20
L.%20Umengan.pdf

Clear and Present Danger
https://www.icsf.net/images/samudra/pdf/
english/issue_78/4337_art_Samudra%20
Report%20No%2078%20Clear%20
and%20Present%20Danger%20by%20
Dinna%20Lacsamana-Umengan.pdf

Life after Yolanda
https://www.icsf.net/images/samudra/pdf/
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art03.pdf

Pillars of Decent Work
https://www.icsf.net/images/samudra/pdf/
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For more

The shut down of other sectors and facilities upon which 
the fishing industry relies also greatly hampered fishing 
activities and productivity.
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Rendering Visibility 
The lived experiences of women fisherfolk in the Philippines during the COVID-19 pandemic 
reveal how invisible they remain in policies and programmes

Despite the significant size of 
the fishing industry in the 
Philippines and the fact that 

fish is a huge part of Filipino diets, 
fisherfolk remain among the poorest 
in the country. This is particularly so 
for small-scale fisherfolk and those 
concentrated in municipal waters. In a 
newly released survey by the Philippine 
Statistical Authority (PSA) measuring 
the incidence of poverty among 10 of 
the 14 basic sectors in 2018, fisherfolk 
were second only to farmers. (The 
Philippines Social Reform and Poverty 
Alleviation Act defines ‘basic sectors’ as 
disadvantaged or marginalized groups, 
including farmers, fisherfolk, women, 
children, persons with disabilities, self-
employed and unpaid family workers, 
and individuals residing in rural and 
urban areas.) Poverty incidence among 
farmers is at 31.4 per cent, while for 
fisherfolk it is 26.2; these sectors also 
posted the highest poverty incidence 
in 2015, at 40.8 (farmers), and 36.9 
(fisherfolk) per cent. Fisherfolk and 
coastal communities are faced with 
a number of social and economic 
challenges as a result of poverty and 
the unsustainable development of the 
fisheries sector.

Women fisherfolk: Invisible, 
under-valued, under-represented
In a sector that is already considered 
poor, women fisherfolk are among the 
poorest—largely because of roles and 
contributions that are not recognized 
or are undervalued; the lack of access 
to modes of production and resources; 
and their multiple burdens, at home, in 
the community and also as small-scale 
fisherfolk.

As fishing has been largely a male 
occupation, the prevalent notion is that 
only men go fishing in their boats and 
women are not involved in fishing. In 
practice, however, women go out to sea 

This article is by Krissi Shaffina Twyla 
Rubin (gewhrc.chr@gmail.com), Officer-
in-Charge, Centers for Gender Equality & 
Women’s Human Rights, Commission on 
Human Rights, Republic of the Philippines

Philippines 
COVID-19

Women participate in activities before, during and after 
the fish capture.

to fish and are involved in shellfish and 
fry gathering/gleaning, spear fishing 
in rivers, and reef fishing using scoop 
nets, traps and fish baskets. Women 
participate in activities before, during 
and after the fish capture. They are part 
of small-scale fisheries in municipal 
waters, and some are also employed 
in commercial fishing vessels, mostly 
in post-harvest processing. However, 
participation of women before and 
after fish capture has been given 
little importance, leading to the near 
invisibility of women as important 
contributors to this sector.

The under-representation of 
women fishworkers in data and policy 
is attributed to this gendered division 
of labour predominant in fishing 
communities. Women’s contributions 
are often seen as extensions of their 
care work, usually done in private, 
and consequently, undervalued. This 
leads to to a vicious cycle where lack of 
data gives rise to gender-blind decision 
making, which, in turn, translates into 
inadequate policies and programmes. 
Starved of resources, women’s work is 
undervalued, and therefore likely to be 
further discounted. 

Social protection
Women fisherfolk in the Philippines 
continue to be disenfranchised in terms 
of access to benefits, social protection 
and participation in policymaking. 
(These issues were raised in a training 
programme of gender focal points, 
sponsored by the Commission on 

mailto:gewhrc.chr@gmail.com
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Human Rights, in February 2020.) 
Many women are poor and resort to 
migration for better opportunities. They 
also face various forms of gender-based 
violence, including incest, statutory 
rape, trafficking and prostitution, and 
discrimination in access to resources 
and services on a daily basis. 

This marginalization of Filipino 
women fisherfolk is rooted in 
various factors. These include the 
prioritization of commercial fishing 
and coastal reclamation projects over 
the protection of small-scale fisherfolk; 
the problematic implementation of the 
Fisheries Code; climate change and 
degradation of the environment; the 
absence of a gender lens in fisheries 
policies and programmes; and the 
persistent ‘machismo’ in the sector.

Women fisherfolk under the 
Magna Carta of Women
In the Philippines, efforts have been 
undertaken to recognize and value the 
role of women fisherfolk. Under the 
Magna Carta of Women (RA 9710), 
fisherfolk are included in the list of 
marginalized sectors. The law defines 
fisherfolk as those: 

“directly or indirectly engaged in 
taking, culturing, or processing fishery 
or aquatic resources. These include, 
but are not limited to, women engaged 
in fishing in municipal waters, coastal 
and marine areas, women workers in 
commercial fishing and aquaculture, 
vendors and processors of fish and 
coastal products, and subsistence 
producers such as shell-gatherers, 
managers, and producers of mangrove 
resources, and other related produce.”

The definition provided by the 
Magna Carta of Women (MCW) is 
important as it covers women’s various 
roles in fishing, including pre- and 
post-harvest work. It sought to address 
the invisibility of women in the sector. 
The law further enumerated the rights 
of women fisherfolk, particularly in 
relation to equal access to productive 
resources (Section 20). 

Marginalization
However, despite the provisions of the 
MCW, many issues remain. Accounts 
of continuing marginalization persist; 
there are still accounts of limited access 
to resources as well as cases of gender-
based violence. Much remains to be 

COMMISSION ON HUMAN RIGHTS OF THE PHILIPPINES

Women fishworkers in Calintaan, Matnog municipality in Sorsogon province. COVID-19 poses several challenges to women fishworkers’ 
livelihoods, due to supply chain disruptions and the closure of processing operations and markets

https://www.officialgazette.gov.ph/2009/08/14/republic-act-no-9710/
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done to fulfill the promise of the MCW, 
more so in the context of the COVID-19 
pandemic.

COVID-19 and women fisherfolk
Like many of the marginalized sectors, 
women fisherfolk are among the worst 
hit by the economic impacts of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. With a substantial 
number of fisherfolk already below the 
poverty line, suffering from reduced 
catch, and constrained by restrictive 
government policies and the absence of 
support, the economic havoc brought 
about by the pandemic has increased 
the vulnerability of the community, 
especially women. 

Globally, it has been reported that 
small fishing boats, fish markets, and 
women workers are among those worst 
affected by the pandemic’s economic 
impact on fisheries. As commercial 
fishing reportedly fell by 6.5 per cent in 
2020, small boats were mostly restricted 
to port, with their markets uncertain. 
This has largely affected women who 
make up at least half of the labour force 
in fisheries and fish farms. Challenges 
included restricted market access, 
due to supply chain disruptions, and 
the closure of processing operations 
and markets, where many women are 
engaged.

In the Philippines, small-scale food 
producers like farmers and fisherfolk 
have been severely affected by the 
pandemic. In a webinar organized by 
Greenpeace Philippines and others 
in May 2020, fisherfolk described 
the difficulties they faced during the 
lockdown, including food insecurity, 
and loss of income and productivity 
brought about by limited mobility, 
closure of markets, prohibition on 
fishing, closure of ice plants and long 
checkpoint queues resulting in fish 
spoilage. In continuing to leave their 
home to fish, to find markets or areas 
to barter their catch, women fisherfolk 
run the risk not only of infection but also 
of arrest. One woman from Pangisda 
in Bataan reported how a fisherfolk 
member was arrested by the Bantay 
Dagat (marine and coastal patrol) for 
going out to fish during the ‘enhanced 
community quarantine’ (ECQ) and how 
her money, meant for food, was spent 
on bail.

These are but initial stories. With 
the pandemic control measures 
stretching into the year, there are many 
othe stories from the ground on the 
impact on fisherfolk, especially women. 

Gathering stories on the ground
To gather more stories, the Commission 
on Human Rights of the Philippines, 
through its Gender Equality and 
Women’s Human Rights Center and 
16 regional offices, conducted sectoral 
monitoring of women fisherfolk. 
The Commission’s regional offices 
undertook key informant interviews 
and/or focus group discussions aimed 
at highlighting issues faced by women, 
namely, the roles they play in the 
sector, their participation and access to 
resources, their experiences of gender-
based violence, and the impact of the 
pandemic. 

The initial results reveal that 
traditional gender roles in fishing 
communities persist. While there are 
exceptional cases where women go 
out to fish alone, husbands usually 
insist that women stay at home and 

take care of the children, or they 
privilege men’s capability as fisherfolk. 
Women continue to be relegated 
to reproductive or care work; their 
contributions to the sector are mainly 
focused on post-harvest activities, 
including sorting of catch, allocating 
for household consumption, fish 
processing, marketing and sale.

Domain of men
On recognition of their work, 
women’s responses reveal that despite 
recognition under the Magna Carta of 
Women, the term ‘fisherfolk’ remains 
associated with ‘capture fishing’ and 
the domain of men. In one region, 
for instance, 53 per cent of women 
interviewed by the Commission do 
not consider themselves as fisherfolk, 
and 83 per cent are not on the list of 

Women continue to be relegated to reproductive or care 
work; their contributions to the sector are mainly focused 
on post-harvest activities...

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/jun/08/small-boats-women-workers-hardest-hit-covid-19-fisheries-impact
https://globalfishingwatch.org/data/global-fisheries-during-covid-19/
https://www.greenpeace.org/philippines/story/9589/webinar-report-farmers-fisherfolk-limited-aid-logistical-challenges-covid19/
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the Bureau of Fisheries and Aquatic 
Resources (BFAR) of the Department of 
Agriculture. While there are women 
fisherfolk organizations, these are few 
and far between, compared to male-
dominated organizations. Women who 
were interviewed also revealed that 
some of them participate in meetings 
of these organizations, but mostly to 
represent their husbands, with very 
limited decision-making powers. 
Women are thus marginalized not 
only by government agencies, but also 
within fisherfolk organizations. 

The monitoring also provided 
insight into the women’s level of 
awareness of their rights under the 
Magna Carta of Women and other laws, 
and of the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic on them. Responses from 
the women reveal that many of them 
were not familiar with the provisions 
of the MCW. There were women 
who did not consider themselves as 
fisherfolk despite clearly falling within 
the definition under the MCW. Many 
also admitted to being unaware of 
government programmes targeting 
fisherfolk during the pandemic. This 
highlights persistent gaps in the 

implementation of the MCW and 
the need to ramp up information 
campaigns and service delivery in 
fishing communities. 

On the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic, the responses of women 
highlight the adverse effects, such 
as food insecurity, loss of income, 
multiple burdens and heightened 
anxiety. Women shared how the 
lockdown resulted in reduced incomes 
and difficulties in accessing markets. 
One senior-citizen fish vendor from 
Talisay, Cebu, said, “I cannot easily 
sell my product. Most of our previous 
customers do not have money.” This was 
echoed by women in another region, 
who complained that their income 
was affected by the strict community 
quarantine. They were unable to eat 
regularly. 

Welfare schemes
Women’s registration as fisherfolk 
with the BFAR determines their access 
to available government relief and 
welfare schemes. Those who were not 
registered or were not members of any 
fisherfolk organizations said that they 
were unable to access government 

COMMISSION ON HUMAN RIGHTS OF THE PHILIPPINES

A focus group discussion with women fisherfolk in Talisay, Cebu province. While there are women fisherfolk organizations, these are few and 
far between, compared to male dominated organizations
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support. In some instances, there was 
confusion about which programmes 
they could access and which were 
accessible only through their husbands, 
who were often registered.

While very few women shared 
accounts of gender-based violence 
during the pandemic, many described 
different forms of violence—including 
intimate partner violence, trafficking 
and rape—in their communities in the 
past. Some of these continued during 
the pandemic. These accounts reveal 
that the violence is not only rooted in 
gender inequality and male dominance, 
but also in poverty and food insecurity. 
One woman in Cebu said, “One time 
when my husband came home from 
fishing, he asked me for food. We did 
not have a good dinner because we had 
no money. I showed him the bowl of 
vegetable soup and he asked me to heat 
it. When it was done, he poured the 
boiling soup on my face. It was painful 
and I got burns.” In another instance, 
one respondent said that some women 
in her community had to resort to sex 
work to buy food. In another account, 
a husband was reported to have beaten 
his wife because he had no income to 
feed his children. These anecdotes from 
the women affirm the continuing threat 
of violence against women, before and 
during the pandemic.

From policy to practice 
The monitoring conducted by the 
Commission provides snapshots of 
experiences, instead of a comprehensive 
research overview. They come from 
the 100-130 women fisherfolk who 
agreed to be interviewed in the 16 
regional offices of the Commission. 
They cannot speak for all women 
fisherfolk in the country, but the lived 
experiences provide us an insight into 
the often invisible situation of women 
in fishing communities. It is clear for 
us in the Commission that we need to 
do more to fulfill the promise of non-
discriminaton under the Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination Against Women 
(CEDAW), and under the Magna Carta 
of Women. There is a need to move 
from policies—the de jure protection 
and entitlements under the law—to 
actual changes felt in the everyday 

lives of women fisherfolk, their de facto 
enjoyment of rights. 

Some of the key recommendations 
forwarded by women fisherfolk 
themselves include the following: 
Recognize and render visible women 
fisherfolk in all fishing communities. 
This means ensuring women’s 
meaningful participation in fisherfolk 
organizations, their recognition as 
fisherfolk distinct from their husbands 
and sons in government databases, and 
developing organizations dedicated to 
supporting women in the sector. 

Support for women fisherfolk—in 
the form of financial and livelihood 
assistance, low-interest loans and 
gender-sensitive fishing equipment—
was also recommended.

Women also require enhanced 
mechanisms for protection against 
violence, such as strengthening the 
capacity of women, their organizations 
and of the Barangay Violence Against 
Women (VAW) desks in fishing 
communities. 

Recognizing rights
Lastly, the COVID-19 pandemic has 
highlighted the importance of women’s 
access to information on risk prevention, 
support services, medical services 
and to remedies in cases of violence. 
It is crucial to ensure availability and 
accessibility of life-saving information 
for marginalized communities, 
including women fisherfolk. If we are 
to address the long-term impacts of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, we have to focus 
on the most marginalized and work 
towards recognizing their needs and 
the fulfillment of their rights. 	  

Towards gender-equitable small-
scale fisheries governance and 
development - A handbook
https://www.fao.org/documents/card/
en/c/fee037d6-944f-4d65-89ba-
b438c7d41834/

A Roadmap for Recovery
https://www.icsf.net/images/samudra/pdf/
english/issue_85/4526_art_Sam_85_
art21_Philippines_DinnaL.Umengan.pdf

Women in Fisheries in Asia: 
1978–2016
https://www.icsf.net/images/yemaya/pdf/
english/issue_51/2216_art_yem51_e_
art07a.pdf

For more

https://www.fao.org/documents/card/en/c/fee037d6-944f-4d65-89ba-b438c7d41834/
https://www.fao.org/documents/card/en/c/fee037d6-944f-4d65-89ba-b438c7d41834/
https://www.icsf.net/images/samudra/pdf/english/issue_85/4526_art_Sam_85_art21_Philippines_DinnaL.Umengan.pdf

https://www.icsf.net/images/samudra/pdf/english/issue_85/4526_art_Sam_85_art21_Philippines_DinnaL.Umengan.pdf

https://www.icsf.net/images/samudra/pdf/english/issue_85/4526_art_Sam_85_art21_Philippines_DinnaL.Umengan.pdf

https://www.icsf.net/images/yemaya/pdf/english/issue_51/2216_art_yem51_e_art07a.pdf
https://www.icsf.net/images/yemaya/pdf/english/issue_51/2216_art_yem51_e_art07a.pdf
https://www.icsf.net/images/yemaya/pdf/english/issue_51/2216_art_yem51_e_art07a.pdf
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Warding the Sea
A study into the various tenure instruments for small-scale fishing communities in the Philippines 
shows how rights, responsibilities and remedies are enforced and mediated by the State

The Philippines
TENURE RIGHTS 

This article is by Dinna Lacsamana-
Umengan (dinnaumengan@yahoo.com), 
Executive Director, Tambuyog Development 
Center, Philippines, Eusebio Jacinto 
(erjac767@gmail.com), and Mario 
Maderazo (memaderazo2012@gmail.com), 
Member of the Philippine Bar, Philippines

Tenure rights in Philippines 
fisheries provide the legal 
framework for sustainable 

coastal and marine resource use and 
management. Recognizing tenure 
instruments allows for the allocation 
of specific coastal resources like fishing 
areas to individuals or communities, 
preventing overfishing and ensuring 
sustainable resource use. A deeper 
look into the various tenure rights of 

small-scale fishing communities within 
the municipal waters and coastal 
resources in two coastal municipalities 
in the Philippines was conducted by the 
Tambuyog Development Center and 
the International Collective in Support 
of Fishworkers (ICSF). 

The study examined the various 
instruments of tenure available for 
small-scale fishers and the benefits 
derived from their access and control 
over municipal waters and coastal 
resources. Covering two sites in the 
Philippines, it investigated how the 
rights, responsibilities and remedies of 
the municipal fisherfolk are enforced 
and mediated by the State through the 
local government units (LGUs), provide 
them preferential access and control 
over the 15-km municipal waters. The 
study provides a contextual analysis 
of how five key instruments tenure are 
implemented at the local levels. They 
are: 
1)	 Fisherfolk registration; 
2) 	 Municipal waters zoning; 
3) 	 Community-based law enforcement; 

The study suggests that fishers still need capacity building 
in organizational and institutional skills

4) 	 Marine protected areas; and
5) 	 Special permits, licences and 

grants. 

The researchers also studied 
how these instruments of tenure are 
reinforced by the local government 
code, which emphasizes local 
autonomy, as well as how special laws 
and policies are applicable to coastal 
areas. The study defined the critical 
responsibilities of the fisherfolk to 
enjoy the cash and non-cash benefits 
of these tenure instruments, foremost 
of which is the registration of both 
fisherfolk and their craft/gear. 

Among the support mechanisms 
that further strengthen tenure 
instruments are local policy bodies 
such as the Fisheries and Aquatic 
Resources Management Councils 
(FARMCs), Fisheries Management Areas 
(FMAs), community-based coastal 
resources management (CBCRM) 
programmes, and civil society projects 
along the coasts. The key challenges to 
sustaining coastal tenure among small-
scale fishers are the limited technical 
and financial resources of fisher groups 
at the forefront of implementing tenure 
instruments on the ground, and the 
ageing population of fishers. The 
study suggests that fishers still need 
capacity building in organizational and 
institutional skills. 

Opportunities in further elevating 
the discourse on fisheries tenure were 
also analysed in the study, which 
recommend enhancing collaboration 
among government agencies, non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) 

and other stakeholders in handling 
development programmes and 
projects that strengthen existing 
tenure instruments at the local levels. 
The various tenure instruments 
that support and promote tenure in 
fisheries of the fisherfolk are formally 

mailto:dinnaumengan@yahoo.com
mailto:erjac767@gmail.com
mailto:memaderazo2012@gmail.com
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Fishers of Alabat Island preparing the fishing gear, Lamon Bay, The Philippines. The individual as well as community rights, responsibilities and 
remedies available to fisherfolk in terms of fisheries access and tenure need to be clearly defined and established

codified in the municipal Fisheries 
Code. 

1.	 Recognition depends on 
registration

	 Fisherfolk registration is the 
operative mechanism for individual 
tenure of fisherfolk within 
municipal waters. The preferential 
treatment accorded is the formal 
recognition of the tenure of 
municipal fisherfolk in marine and 
inland capture fisheries provided in 
the constitution and the Fisheries 
Code. However, the Fisheries Code 
specifically requires individual 
registration of fisherfolk for them 
to be able to utilize all fishery-
related activities within municipal 
waters. This is reiterated in the local 
ordinances in the two case study 
sites, namely, in the municipalities 
of Calatagan and Agdangan. 

	   Such registration functions as 
a basis for both national and local 
governments in providing social 
services like health and livelihood 
support, especially in times of 
emergencies and calamities. Thus, 
the fisherfolk registration formally 

secures the tenure of municipal 
fisherfolk in municipal waters 
while also establishing their legal 
identity as rights holders entitled 
to protection and services from 
the State. It effectively addresses 
the invisibility of the sector in 
development programming by the 
State. 

2. 	 The link with conservation 
	 Tenure instruments granted by the 

LGUs to fisherfolk associations or 
co-operatives in capture fisheries 
promote the conservation of fishery 
and aquatic resources. This is clearly 
demonstrated by the outcome 
of the management of marine 
protected areas (MPAs) by fisherfolk 
co-operatives or associations. 
Through an ordinance, a fisherfolk 
organization that manages a 
specific ecosystem component, for 
example, a coral reef or a mangrove 
forest, is bound by the rules on 
access and use rights over specific 
zones within the MPA. It is given 
specific responsibilities related 
to the protection, conservation 
and monitoring of the particular 
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marine or fishery resource. In 
turn, the fisherfolk secure their 
tenure in a specific area within 
the municipal waters and are 
given decision-making powers in 
the allocation of benefits derived 
from their management efforts. 
The recognition bestowed by the 
national government to the LGU 
and fisherfolk organizations of 
Calatagan in managing their MPAs, 
for instance, is proof of the effective 
management by the fisherfolk 
organizations concerned. 

3. 	 Securing economic benefits 
	 Scaling up the economic benefits 

derived from the tenure instruments 
for the use of fishery and aquatic 
resources requires support from 
the State and even non-State actors 
like local businesses or enterprises. 
The use and access rights granted 
by the various tenure instruments 
to municipal fisherfolk depend on 
how the rules of access are enforced 
and their rights protected from 
other users such as commercial 
fishers and those engaged in 
various forms of illegal, unreported 
and unregulated (IUU) fishing. 

	   Likewise, the conversion of such 
entitlements to concrete monetary 
and even non-monetary benefits 
for the municipal fisherfolk 
requires support from the LGU, such 
as capital that the LGU can provide 
only on a limited scale. Most of the 
support given to them is in terms of 
training in capacity-building and 
helping them organize into formal 
associations. 

	   Tenure instruments alone, 
though, are not enough. Without 
production or post-harvest facilities 
to add value to the catch or improve 
facilities—like in the case of eco-
tourism activities in zones allowed 
within a protected area—fisherfolk 
will struggle to enhance and 
sustain the streams of economic 
benefits derived from such tenure 
instruments. 

4. 	 Organizational capacity
	 An organized community is a key 

element to capture the benefits 
from tenure in fisheries. Both 
Calatagan and Agdangan share 

the historical involvement of 
civil society organizations in 
organizing the coastal communities 
and in engaging with the local 
government. Members of the 
organization managing the MPAs, 
for instance, are former members 
or leaders of peoples’ organizations 
that were supported by NGOs in 
terms of capacity-building and 
organizational management, 
among other activities, or even 
academic institutions that 
provide extension work in coastal 
communities. Their organizational 
skills or experiences in advocacy 
in community issues enable them 
to carry on the responsibilities as 
managers or grantees of tenure 
instruments. 

5.	 Law enforcement 
	 The institution of the Bantay-dagat 

(BD or sea warden) has assumed an 
important role in the enforcement 
of the tenure of fisherfolk within 
municipal waters. Coastal and 
fishery law enforcement is the 
primary responsibility of the local 
police under the supervision of the 
mayor or the local chief executive. 
However, the BD, through technical, 
legal and financial support 
from their respective Municipal 
Agriculture Offices under the LGUs 
and even from NGOs, have assumed 
a greater role in fishery law 
enforcement. Membership in the BD, 
usually voluntary, draws from the 
coastal communities or barangays. 
Their rootedness in the dynamics 
of the community appear to be an 
advantage or an incentive for an 
involved participation in ensuring 
compliance of the members with 
the community rules on access 
to fishery and marine resources. 
Among the challenges faced by 
the BD are ageing membership and 
limited financial and technical 
support. 

6. 	 Local policy influences
	 As a consultative body on any 

fishery-related project or local 
policy, the FARMC has influenced 
the allocation of resources and 
rights within municipal waters. 
The adoption of local ordinances 
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granting effective tenure to 
municipal fisherfolk is fleshed 
out and tailored to benefit the 
sector. The FARMC is adequately 
supported by the LGUs in Calatagan 
and Agdangan. But, as in the case 
of the BD, the sustainability of the 
organization and the challenge 
of succession by younger leaders 
remain an issue. 

7. 	 Secure tenure and local 
autonomy

	 The local autonomy granted to 
the LGUs provided policy space for 
the adoption of local ordinances 
that cater to the grant of secured 
tenure for municipal fisherfolk. The 
jurisdiction over municipal waters 
to the LGU matched with the State 
policy on preferential treatment 
of municipal fisherfolk, who are 
guaranteed a secured tenure. Under 
the framework of delegated police 
powers, the LGUs in Calatagan and 
Agdangan can adopt ordinances 
granting tenure over specific 
fishery and marine resources. 
Part and parcel of such power is 
the authority to raise revenues, 
which is the basis for the collection 
of environment user fees or the 
imposition of fines as a penalty for 
violation of the ordinance. 

Specific policy recommendations for 
Calatagan
1.	 As indicated in the 10-year fishery 

development plan of the LGU of 
Calatagan, the registration and 
renewal procedure should be 
prioritized in terms of improving 
the reach and ease of processing 
the registration of fisherfolk, and 
their gear and fishing vessels. 

2.	 Other sectors, such as resort owners 
and small businesses that derive 
benefits from the management 
and protection of MPAs in providing 
support to volunteer Bantay-Dagat 
and members of the FARMC, should 
be brought under appropriate 
regulations of the LGU to specify 
how such support could be tapped 
and distributed equitably to the 
target members and officers of the 
sea warden and the FARMC. 

3.	 Considering that the law itself is 
the basis for various tenure rights, 

its effective implementation is 
linked to the sustainability of the 
tenure of municipal fisherfolk over 
the fishery resources. Compliance 
with the law is also a function of 
effective communication with the 
public. 
Tenure instruments provide 

fisherfolk the State’s guarantee to 
access fisheries resources. However, 
to be able to derive full benefits from 
such access another set of skills and 
capacities is needed. Tenure then 
provides just the first—but crucial—
step for small-scale fishers to benefit 
from fisheries resources. A whole 
range of programme support should 
be provided to fishers to build up their 
capacity to manage not only coastal 
resources but also institutions and 
organizations. 

Collaborative partnerships among 
government agencies, NGOs and 
other coastal stakeholders need to 
look at developing programmes that 
strengthen existing tenure instruments 
at the local levels. Foremost among 
them is institutionalizing programme 
support for local policy formulation 
and enforcement bodies such as the BD 
and the FARMC in the form of technical 
and financial enhancement that 
strengthens their operations. 

Scaling up the discourse on 
fisheries tenure needs to further 
investigate the economic viability of 
tenure instruments. The individual 
as well as community rights, 
responsibilities and remedies available 
to fisherfolk in terms of fisheries 
access and tenure need to be clearly 
defined and established. Engaging 
individuals and groups in enforcing 
tenure rights need to highlight clear 
benefits to ensure sustainability. Thus, 
the policy discourse on fisheries tenure 
should also look at the economic side 
particularly the benefits of tenure 
arrangements to fishers as well as the 
cost of their enforcement. Moreover, 
the discourse must factor in the role 
of youth in ensuring that the hard-
earned recognition of small-scale 
fishers’ tenure over fisheries resources 
is sustained in the future. 	  

Asserting Rights, Defining 
Responsibilities: Perspectives from 
Small-scale Fishing Communities on 
Coastal and Fisheries Management 
in Philippines
https://www.icsf.net/wp-content/
uploads/2007/09/930.ICSF118.pdf

Asserting Rights, Defining 
Responsibilities: Perspectives from 
Small-scale Fishing Communities on 
Coastal and Fisheries Management 
in Asia - Workshop and Symposium 
proceedings, 3-8 May 2007, Siem 
Reap, Cambodia	
https://www.icsf.net/wp-content/
uploads/2007/09/930.ICSF116.pdf

Social Development and Sustainable 
Fisheries: Philippines	
https://www.icsf.net/wp-content/
uploads/2023/06/930.ICSF241_Social_
Development_Philippines.pdf

MEL4SSF Piloting Philippines: 
Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning 
Framework in support of the 
implementation of the Voluntary 
Guidelines for Securing Sustainable 
Small-scale Fisheries in the Context 
of Food Security and Poverty 
Eradication
https://www.icsf.net/wp-content/
uploads/2023/04/930.ICSF237_
Philippines_Pilot_study.pdf

A Roadmap for Recovery	
https://www.icsf.net/wp-content/
uploads/2021/10/4526_art_Sam_85_
art21_Philippines_DinnaL.Umengan.pdf

Fishy Tourism
https://www.icsf.net/wp-content/
uploads/2022/07/48.pdf

For more
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