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Figure 4.33: Reasons on the increase in operation cost
∗

Higher operating expenses is mainly due to the increase in the prices of fuel, motor oil 
and nets and the cost of boat maintenance (Figure 4.33). 

4.2.4 Fishing Income

Figure 4.34: Monthly net income of respondents 

∗ Involves multiple responses. 
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The major source of income for the majority of the respondents (73 per cent) was from 
fishing related activites while 27 per cent earned their income from other sectors. Figure 
4.34 shows that the monthly net income of the majority of the fisher folk was in the 
US$101 to US$150 bracket, while 30 per cent of them had a monthly income of US$151 
to US$200. Thus, it can be deduced that 73 per cent of the respondents have a monthly 
income of US$101-US$200.  

The fisher folk who participated in the FGD in Tanjung Dawai, Perak, indicated that their 
income was unpredictable, uncertain and low because their catch itself was unpredictable. 
The fishermen pointed out that they can be out in the sea for three days and yet return 
home empty handed or with minimum catch. The small catch was possibly due to the 
depletion in fish resources caused mainly by trawlers and big scale operators who had to 
increase their catch effort to maintain a level of production that ensured profits. Over 
exploitation/fishing has resulted in the degradation of landing quality (grade), thus 
lowering the income of fishing communities.115 Rough seas and frequent engine 
breakdowns are common reasons for fewer trips to sea, resulting in low monthly 
income.116

Figure 4.35: Monthly household net income of respondents
∗

The monthly household net income of 46 per cent of the respondents’ was in the US$101-
US$300 bracket, of which 10.1 per cent earned between US$101 and US$150, 16.5 per 
cent between US$151 and US$200, 8.3 per cent between US$ 201 and US$250, and 11 
per cent between US$251 and US$300 (Figure 4.35).  

115 Raja Mohammed Noordin. (1994). Status of the Fisheries Sector in Malaysia, paper presented at the 
National Seminar on the Contribution of the Maritime Sector to the National Economy, Maritime Institute 
of Malaysia, Kuala Lumpur. 
116 Siason et al., 2002, p. 209. 

∗ 48.6 per cent of respondents did not provide their net incomes and there were no responses for income 
bracket of US$1 to US$50.  
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Figure 4.36: Respondent’s net income from fishing per day 

The daily net income from fishing for 80 per cent of the respondents was less than US$25 
while 15 per cent earned a daily income of between US$26 and US$50 (Figure 4.36). 
During the FGD session in Tanjung Dawai, the fisher folk proposed ways to improve 
their income and make their catch more sustainable. They suggested that ICT tools should 
be introduced in the fishing industry as technology could assist the fisher folk track the 
movement of fishes in the sea. This would allow for larger fish catchments and more 
efficient use of time in the sea. In addition, the fisher folk indicated that the government 
should have enough stock of fish to regulate the fish price. The government should set up 
a national centre to inform fisher folk on the prices of fish locally and regionally. A price 
information centre could be a strategy to compete effectively in a competitive AFTA 
environment.

4.2.5 Prices and Markets

Table 4.10: Fish prices

Indian Mackerel Ray Chinese Silver Pomfret Price/kg 

1999

(USD) 

2004

(USD) 

1999

(USD) 

2004

(USD) 

1999

(USD) 

2004

(USD) 

Seashore 0.40 0.49 1.15 1.49 10.69 11.30 

Wholesale 0.67 0.77 1.8 2.08 12 12.54 

Retail 0.92 1.08 2.15 2.40 13.18 13.74 
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The top three fishes caught by the fisher folk in this study were Indian Mackerel (40 per 
cent), Ray (10 per cent) and Chinese Silver Pomfret (10 per cent). Table 4.10 shows the 
seashore, wholesale and retail prices of the three fishes. Although their prices have gone 
up over the last five years, the most significant price increase occurred at the retail sector. 
In 2004, there was a 120 per cent price difference between Indian Mackerel bought at the 
seashore and at retail outlets. In 1999, the difference in seashore and retail price was 
US$0.52.

The difference in seashore and retail prices for the Ray fish has decreased in 1999 and 
2004. In 1999, retailers were selling Ray fish at a mark up price of 87 per cent compared 
to seashore prices. In 2004, they were charging 61 per cent higher than the seashore price 
for the same fish. With more Malaysians becoming diet conscious, many prefer to grill 
fish and Ray is their choice item. It has a certain texture and aroma which Malaysians 
adore. The increase in the price of the Indian Mackerel was probably because the demand 
for this fish is higher than its supply. Malaysians are consuming this species because it is 
the cheapest among all fishes. The Chinese Silver Pomfret is consumed by high end 
consumers
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Figure 4.37: Reasons for seashore price increase
∗

∗ Involves multiple responses.  
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According to the respondents, many factors contributed to the increase in the seashore 
prices of these fishes. Among them were operations costs (64.80 per cent), shortage of 
fish in the market (54.9 per cent) and high demand during the festive seasons (34.10 per 
cent).  

Figure 4.38: Fish buyers 

Generally, the fisher folk interviewed for this research said they sold their catch to 
more than one buyer. Figure 4.38 shows that most buyers are traders, followed by 
moneylenders, wholesalers and consumers.  

 Figure 4.39: The fisher folk’s reasons to sell their catch to specific buyers
∗

Fisher folk sell their catch to these players for various reasons. Among them were they 
were offered high prices; they were forced to sell to traders, moneylenders and 
wholesalers due to existing debts; these players pay in cash; and these buyers provided 
marketing and other services (Figure 4.39). Bulk-buying and direct dealing with the fisher 
folk and the growth of the large wholesale trade has considerably reduced the role of 
small fish traders. With the construction of modern landing and marketing complexes and 
the introduction of fish auction, the functions performed by small fish traders and dealers 

∗ Involves multiple responses. 
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are being phased out. This development has displaced women fisher folk, who used to be 
the main players in fish trading and marketing. Currently, women fisher folk are not seen 
in fish landing complexes. Before the coming of middle men, the women fisher folk 
performed the task of cleaning the fishes and selling them to inland markets at a higher 
price compared to the seashore price. Although the fish was sold at a higher price in the 
market compared to the seashore price, the petty distribution and marketing functions 
undertaken by the women fish traders ensured low cost services for the fisher folk and 
affordable prices for consumers. 117

4.2.6 Problems of small-scale fisher folk

Figure 4.40: Major problems faced by small scale fisher folk 

Figure 4.40 indicates the problems faced by small-scale fisher folk. The major problem 
identified (18.3 per cent) was the drop in their catches over the years due to dwindling 
fishery resources. This reflects the commonly mentioned fact that inshore Malaysian 
waters have been fully exploited.118 Misguided infrastructural development, the clearing 
of swamps and the building of industries close to traditional fishing grounds have 
destroyed fish spawning areas and denied fishing communities’ easy access to rivers and 
seas. Other economic expansion activities have also contributed to the depletion of fish 
stock. Water pollution due to the excessive use of fertilisers, pesticides and weed killers 
has also affected fishery resources.119

117 Yahaya, J. (2001).Women in Small-Scale Fisheries in Malaysia. In William, M.J., M.C. Nandeesha, V.P. 
Corall, E.Tech and P.S. Choo (eds.), Proceedings of the International Symposium on Women in Asian 
Fisheries: Fifth Asian Fisheries Forum, Nov 13, 1998, Chiang Mai (Thailand): Asian Fisheries Society, p. 1 
118 Raja Mohammad Noordin, 1994, op. cit. 
119 Lim Teck Ghee (Undated). Conflict Over Natural Resources in Malaysia: The Struggle of Small Scale 
Fishermen. http://www.unu.edu/unupress/unupbooks/80a04e/80A04EOc.htm
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Over fishing is defined as catches that were exceeding the maximum sustainable yield of 
sea species. It has also led to depletion of resources, partly because of the increase in the 
number of trawler boats fishing in inshore waters. The illegal use of small-mesh nets has 
also resulted in a high proportion of the young marine-life being caught in the nets.120

The destruction of mangrove swamps has also contributed to dwindling fishery resources. 
The connection between mangroves and fisheries has been well documented. It is widely 
recognised that mangroves play an important role in sustaining the productivity of coastal 
fisheries.121 Tropical mangroves are the among the world’s most important ecosystems. 
Mangroves provide ideal nursery, breeding and feeding areas for many economically 
important species of fish and prawns. In fact, many fish and prawns are dependent on 
mangrove forests for the completion of their life-cycle, mostly during their juvenile stage. 
It is also believed that mangroves contribute a substantial amount of nutrients, enriching 
coastal areas. Mangrove forests thus have important ecological functions for near coastal 
and offshore fisheries.122 Unfortunately, Malaysia has lost 30 per cent of its mangroves to 
fish and shrimp ponds.123 Every acre of mangrove forest destroyed results in an estimated 
loss of 676 pounds of marine harvest.124 Mangroves swamps are disappearing mainly 
because of the expansion of aquaculture farms, construction of hotels, coastal highways, 
housing and commercial development.125

Indebtedness was the second major problem affecting fisher folk (15.6 per cent), followed 
by illegal use of trawl nets near the bay (14.7 per cent). The Fisheries Act specifies that 
trawl nets can only be used in waters beyond five nautical miles from the coast,126 i.e. for 
deep sea fishing by commercial operators. However, they have encroached into the 
fishing territories of the small-scale fisher folk and their trawl nets have swept all sea 
creatures and destroyed the seabed within five nautical miles from the shore because of a 
lack of enforcement by the authorities.  

The United Nations Population Fund (UNPF) has indicated that over two thirds of the 
world’s commercial marine fish stocks have been fully exploited, over-fished, depleted, 
or are slowly recovering. With a rising world population, the demand for fish supplies has 
increased tremendously. This has lead to a shift to large-scale harvest methods, with some 
operators using destructive fishing practices.127 The FGD discussions with fisher folk 
indicated that richer fishermen have always used big boats. They noted that the number of 
companies using big boats and hiring foreign workers has increased.  

120Ibid.
121 Sasekumar, A., Chong, V.C., Leh, M.U., and D’ruz, R. (1992). Mangrove as a habitat for fish and 
prawns, Hydrobiologia, 247: 195-207. 
122 United Nations Environment Programme East Asian Seas Regional Coordinating Unit. (1998). National 
Report of Malaysia on the Formulation of a Transboundary Diagnostic Analysis and Preliminary 
Framework of a Strategic Action Programme for the South China Sea, p. 36. 
123 Torell, Magnus, Salamanca, Albert M. (2001). Navigating the Institutional Landscape: Introduction and 
Overview. In Magnus Torell and Albert M Salamanca (eds.), Institutional Issues and Perspectives in the 

Management of Fisheries and Coastal Resources in Southeast Asia, Penang: ICLARM – The World Fish 
Centre, Stockholm: Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (Sida), p. 1.  
124Devinder Sharma. Tsunami, mangroves and the market economy, Third World Resurgence, No 173/174. 
125 Chee Yoke Heong. Powerful Mangroves, Third World Resurgence, No 173/174. 
126 K.Kuperan Visvwanathan, Nik Mustapha Raja Abdullah, Indah Susilowati, Ida M. Siason and Cynthia 
Ticao. Enforcement and Compliance with Fisheries Regulations in Malaysia, Indonesia and the Philippines. 
Proceedings of the International Workshop on Fisheries Co-management.  
127 Food and Water: Can We Meet Increasing Demand? United Nations Population Fund. 
http://www.worldhunger.org/articles/phn/unfparpt2001.htm
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According to the United Nations Environmental Protection Programme (UNEP), 
destructive fishing methods are a threat to marine life. They not only remove too much 
resource quickly, but they also damage the habitat essential to the growth, survival and 
reproduction of resources.128 Examples of these methods are trawling, muroami, bomb 
and cyanide fishing.129 Trawling has the same effect as the clearing of forest that 
threatened the biological diversity and economic sustainability. Trawling in shallow water 
tend to indiscriminately scoop young fish and destroy essential fish habitats like sea grass, 
mangrove and other sessile organism (e.g. sponges, tunicates and corals).130 These 
habitats are important as they stabilise shorelines by acting as effective buffer zones, 
reduce wave energy, export nutrients to nearby ecosystems, and provide nursery grounds 
for many marine organisms.131

The top three common problems faced by the fisher folk are high operation cost (54 per 

cent), no subsidy for fishing activities (44 per cent) and indebtedness (39 per cent).∗

128 Staff Training Materials for Management of Marine Protected Areas, edited by Richard Kenchington and 
Ch’ng Kim Looi. Regional Coordinating Unit East Asian Seas Action Plan. United Nations Environment 
Protection Program,1994.  
129 Zahaitun Mahani Zakariah. Destructive Fishing in Malaysia: The Need for Local Participation in 
Fisheries Management. 
http://www.mfrdmd.org.my/publications/Draft%20NPOA%20Shark%20Final%20February%20202205.pdf
130 Les Waitling and Elliot A.Norse. Disturbance of the Seabed by Mobile Fishing Gear: Comparison with 
Forest Clear Cutting, Conservation Biology, 12:1180-1197.  
http://www.iscea.or.id/seaspan/0199/MC0107ll.htm
131Costanza, R. et al. (1997). The value of the world’s ecosystem services and natural capital, Nature, 387: 
253-260. 
∗ Involves multiple responses. 
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4.2.7. Recommendations to overcome problems of small-scale fisher folk

Figure 4.41: Suggestions to overcome problems
∗

As for recommendations, the majority of the fisher folk (63.3 per cent) felt that domestic 
subsidies should be given to them. With the increase in operation costs, the fisher folk have 
gone deeper into debts. They believe subsidies will provide them a safety net and be an 
incentive for them to continue with their fishing activities and not venture into other sectors 
of the economy. Subsidies could also reduce the number of fisher folk facing debt problem. 
Most fisher folk (56 per cent) suggested that the government should strictly enforce the 
regulations in order to prevent illegal fishing activities. They also recommended that high 
priority should be given to the conservation and protection of coastal resources (28.4 per 
cent).  

Strong government intervention is also required in regulating relationships between the 
small inshore fisher folk and trawler fishermen. The fisher folks have requested for 
guaranteed fish prices (28.4 per cent) to overcome the problem of price fluctuation. With 
guaranteed fish prices, they would not be forced or be obligated to sell at a lower price to 
the wholesalers and money lenders in order to settle their debts.  

∗ Involves multiple responses. 
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4.2.8 The credit market and indebtedness among small-scale fisher folk

Others , 
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Private money 

lenders, 16.30%

Banks, 18.40%
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22.40%

Friends, 20.40%

Traders/Middle

men

53.1%

Figure 4.42: Incidence of Borrowing∗

Out of 109 fisher folks surveyed, 49 responded that they have debts where 53.1% of them 
borrow from traders/middlemen, 22.4% borrow from relatives, 20.4% borrow from 
friends and 18.4% borrow from banks/financial institutions.  

The fish industry in Malaysia has access to formal and informal sources of credit such as 
special agricultural credit scheme (SACS) and fund for food scheme (3F Scheme). The 
Malaysian Agricultural Bank administers both credit schemes. SACS was established in 
1986 and provides financial assistance to fishers for adoption of new technologies, 
embarking on projects on a commercial scale and for value-added activities downstream. 
The 3F Scheme is for increasing domestic food production and to enhance the process of 
substitution for food products132.

 Figure 4.43: Reasons for borrowing
∗

∗ Involves multiple responses 
132 Anonymous. Component 2 – Analyses of Policies, Institutions and Support Services: Institutions and 
Support Services of the Malaysian Fisheries Sector. Strategies and Options for Increasing and Sustaining 
Fisheries and Aquaculture Production to Benefit the Poor Households in Asia. Fish Supply and Demand in 
Asia: Progress Report 2002. 
http://www.worldfishcenter.org/demandsupply/inception_reportaug02/ir_aug02_apsis_issfs_malaysia.asp 
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As shown in Figure 4.43, the top reasons why the fisher folk borrow money are to buy 
boats and other fishing gears (44.9 per cent), capital for production (28.6 per cent), and  
for household expenses, children’s education and emergency/special events such as 
weddings and funerals (22.4 per cent).  

Figure 4.44: Ability to settle loan
∗

Sixty three per cent of the 49 respondents who had debts said they settled their loans 
within the stipulated loan agreement period. Majority of them (14.3 per cent) said could 
do so because they serviced their loans monthly, while another 12.2 per cent worked extra 
hard to pay back their loans. The fisher folk (37 per cent) who could not settle their loans 
within the stipulated time said their income was not guaranteed and their situation 
differed from time to time. Hence they service their loans whenever they could.  

23%

28%13%

23%
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Figure 4.45: Frequency of borrowing
∗

About 28 per cent of the respondents with debts said they borrowed two or three times in 
year, 23 per cent borrow six or more times a year and 23 per cent borrowed once a year 
(Figure 4.45). Thus, the majority of the fisher folk borrowed more then once a year.  

∗ Involves 49 respondents. 
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Figure 4.46: Reasons for taking more loans
∗

The majority of these fisher folk (71.4 per cent) have incurred more debts now compared 

to five years ago (1999).∗ The reasons cited for the debts are prices of good have gone up, 
household expenditure has increased and their incomes have dropped (Figure 4.46).  

4.2.9 State policies and programmes for agriculture and small-scale fisher folk

Yes

50%

No

50%

Figure 4.4: Adequate government support  

Figure 4.47 shows that the fisher folk were evenly divided over government support, 50 
per cent felt the government provided adequate assistance while the other 50 per cent said 
the support was inadequate.  

∗ Involves multiple responses 
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Table 4.11: Reasons fisher folks felt government provided adequate support
∗

REASONS ON ADEQUATE GOVERNMENT SUPPORT %

Price support 41.8 

Marketing support 30.9 

Special loans for fisher folk 49.1 

Appropriate fishery laws and programmes  20 

Training programmes 3.6 

Subsidy for fuel 3.6 

Subsidy for credit 3.6 

Subsidy for capital 5.5 

Subsidy for equipment 5.5 

Total 163.6 

The majority of the satisfied group of fisher folk (mostly from Kedah state) felt so 
because they are received special loans from the government (Table 4.11) .  

 Table 4.12: Reasons for inadequate support from the government
∗

REASONS WHY GOVERNMENT SUPPORT LIMITED %

Small scale fisher folk are considered inefficient producers  51.9 

Fisher folk do not have influence over government decisions  20.4 

Limited government budget   3.7 

Government favours big scale fishing/aquaculture farms  51.9 

Misallocation of budget  5.6 

Assume that fisher folk are rich   5.6 

Government provide more assistance to the farmers 1.9 

Don’t know 20.4 

Total 161.1 

The majority of the unsatisfied group felt that the government considered them as 
inefficient producers and favoured big scale fishing/aquaculture farms (Table 4.12). It is 
interesting to note that most of the unhappy fisher folk were in Perak, which is 
supposedly the largest fishing state in this country. Fifty eight per cent of the Perak fisher 
folk believed the government was not providing them the necessary support.  

∗ Involves multiple responses 
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Figure 4.47: Recommended support by small fisher folk 

The majority of the fisher folk (53 per cent) indicated that the government should provide 
subsidised credit (Figure 4.48). They also suggested that government should assist them 
in marketing their catches. They believed that if these recommendations were 
implemented, they would be able to sustain themselves in the long run and would not be 
phased out by the large-scale fishing players, whose practices were not sustainable.  

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

Recommended support

P
er

ce
n
ta

g
e

Provide Marketing support/ Assist
farmers in direct marketing 

Implement rural development
programs 

Appropriate Extension Services to
small scale fisher folks

Provide Post harvest facilities

Provide Subsidized insurance 

Provide Subsidized credit 

Guaranteed pricing

Price support

Fuel subsidy

Gears & Vessels subsidies

Housing

Stop the use of trawl nets near the
bay

Provide financial support without
obligation to pay back

Others



87

4.2.10 Respondents’ awareness on AFTA 

Majority of the respondents (71 per cent) were not aware of the ASEAN Free Trade Area 
(AFTA) agreement. The 29 per cent133 who were aware, received the information from 
three main sources: newspapers (56 per cent), television (53 per cent) and radio (31 per 

cent).∗ However, the majority of them (38 per cent) who heard/read about it had no idea 
of the benefits AFTA would bring, 34 per cent saw the word in the newspapers, while 16 
per cent of them said AFTA was related to free trade/globalisation and it would create 
more market for them to sell their produce.134 However, none of these fisher folk realised 
the negative effects of AFTA on them. 

4.2.11 Gender issues in fisheries

Like their counterparts in other developing countries, women working in the small-scale 
fisheries sector in Malaysia are usually not recognised as being economically active. 
Persistent poverty and deteriorating economic conditions have forced many women from 
rural households to work outside their homes and venture into various economic activities 
while continuing to perform their traditional household duties. It has been observed that 
Malaysian women work as long as 15 to 16 hours daily, carrying out household chores 
such as cooking, washing and cleaning, taking care of the children, working in the fields, 
either as unpaid family labour or as paid seasonal workers during peak seasons, and 
engaging in other income-generating or income-substituting activities. Women are no 
longer confined to their traditional gender roles as wives and mothers but are also wage 
earners for their families.135

Despite these changing roles, women in the rural sector still occupy a lower socio-
economic status than their male counterparts. Their freedom and chances of enjoying 
equal access to employment and educational opportunities are often hampered by 
religious, social and cultural constraints, besides the numerous household chores and 
responsibilities by which they are bound. It has been documented that women in rural 
communities have long been neglected by most development programmes. A few specific 
attempts have been made by the various government agencies, including the Fisheries 
Development Authority of Malaysia, to integrate women into rural development plans.136

A model for female employment which incorporates elements designed to integrate 
women into the rural development process was proposed not long ago. The central 
concern of this model is the creation of non-agricultural employment for rural women. 
For maximum impact, this model’s strategy should incorporate considerations such as 
locating the project in small towns and villages, creating small scale jobs outside the 
agricultural sector, labour intensive light industries, women should be drawn from their 
homes to a central work place, production cooperative should be organised and additional 
services and incentives should be offered. However, before determining which income 
generating projects are suitable and feasible, a study should be conducted on the current 
production activities carried out by women. This is because if the women are already 
engaged in subsistence activities, then they should be upgraded to income-earning 
employment. The new income generating project should also consider the dualistic roles 

133 Refers to 32 respondents. 
∗ Involves multiple responses 
134 Refers to 32 respondents. 
135 J.Yahaya, 2001, op. cit. 
136 Ibid., p. 100. 
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played by women. They should not be drawn out from their homes for long periods as 
they will be unable to perform their normal domestic tasks137.

Importantly, income generating programmes for women should not be carried out in 
isolation. They have to be integrated into other activities of rural development. Success in 
enhancing women’s economic participation in the small-scale fisheries sector depends 
very much on the political will and commitment of planners and policy makers. Without 
this will and commitment, the concern to enhance the economic participation of women 
in fisheries and to integrate them into development will remain a widely discussed issue.  

Women’s contribution to the fisheries sector is important. If their contribution is not 
recognised, it could lead to their exclusion as project beneficiaries, as well as deny them 
access to appropriate technology, extension services, and training, thus depriving them of 
the chance to achieve their full potential.  

4.2.12 Summary of Research Findings

The majority of the fisher folk are in the age group of 31-45 years and most of them 
possess primary education. The majority of the fisher folk are married and the homes they 
live in either belong to their husbands or parents. The house structures are permanent in 
nature, i.e. galvanized roof. Most of the houses are equipped with modern toilet facilities, 
i.e. flush type toilet. There are about four to seven members in each household and the 
majority of the fisher folk have between two an five children. The villages surveyed are 
equipped with water and electricity facilities. The primary roads in the villages are tarred.  

The majority of the fisher folk interviewed own outboard powered boats of less than 10 
tonnes. On an average, the size of vessel owned by these fisher folk is one tonne. The 
other fishing equipment acquired by the majority of respondents is drift/gill nets. Most 
fisher folk’s boats are owned by the husbands or others who do not carry out fishing 
activities. The majority of the fisher folk in Malaysia go out fishing on average between 
201 and 300 days and their annual catches are between 1,000 and 2,000 kg. 

According to these fisher folk, their current operating expenses have are higher compared 
to five years ago because of the increase in the prices of fuel, motor oil and nets. The cost 
of boat maintenance is also high. 

The majority of the fisher folk are dependent on the fishing sector to feed and clothe 
themselves and their families. Although the net income of most fisher folk fall into the 
bracket of US$101-US$150 and US$151-US$200, 9.2 per cent of them earn between 
US$51 and US$100, i.e. below the poverty line. Since the earning capacity of a small 
fisherman is insufficient to sustain himself or his family, he depends on other family 
members, i.e. wife and older children, to increase the household income. These family 
members work in factories, perform tailoring activities, and also make and sell delicacies. 
In spite of the additional income from other household members, 1.8 per cent of the fisher 
folk’s households still fall into the low income bracket.  

_____________________ 
137Dixon, R.B. 1978. Rural Women at Work – Strategies for Development in South Asia. John Hopkins 
University Press, Baltimore, MD. 
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Fisher folk are not reaping the fruits of their hard work compared to retailers. Although 
there has been an increase in seashore prices of the three most caught fishes (Indian 
Mackerel, Ray and Chinese Silver Pomfret) over the last five years, the rise is not as high 
as the prices set by the retail traders. High cost of operations coupled with shortage of 
fishes in the market cause the seashore prices to increase. Fish shortage during festive 
season also causes fish prices to increase. 

The majority of the fisher folks sell their harvest to more than one buyer, i.e. traders, 
followed by moneylenders and wholesalers. The reasons are they are offered high price 
for their fishes, they are forced due to existing debts with these buyers, they are paid in 
cash, and these buyers provide marketing and cleaning services. 

Traders and middlemen offer fisher folk loans to buy boat and fishing gears, pay for 
household expenses and to use as capital for production and for emergency purposes. In 
return, the fisher folk are required to sell their catches to these traders to subtract their 
debts. With low incomes coupled with high production and household expenses, fisher 
folk are always short on money. Thus, they borrow from traders, believing that their 
financial misery is permanent. The majority of the fisher folk stipulate that they can settle 
their loans within the agreed period by paying monthly installments. However, many 
were unable to settle their loans within the loan period because of the irregularities of 
their catches. The fisher folk tend to borrow more now compared to five years ago.  

The majority of the fisher folk believe that their catches are for local consumption. Their 
major problems are decrease in catches due to dwindling fishery resources, indebtedness 
and illegal use of trawl nets near the bay area. Besides being indebted, their other 
common problems are high operation costs and no subsidy for fishing activities.  

To overcome the problems, the fisher folk recommended that they be provided domestic 
subsidies, the government should enforce the regulations strictly to curb illegal fishing 
activities. The also said conservation and protection of the coastal resources should be 
emphasized and price should be set for selling fishes.  

On government support, the fisher folk are evenly divided in their opinion. The satisfied 
fisher folk feel that the government has provided them special loans. The other group felt 
that the government did not provide them the necessary support because it considered 
them as inefficient producers when compared to big scale fishing/aquaculture farms. The 
fisher folk said the government should provide subsidised credit, gear and vessel and 
marketing support. They also want the government to introduce guaranteed prices for 
their fishes. 

The majority of the fisher folk are not aware of AFTA. Those who are aware of AFTA, 
received the information from television, radio and newspapers. Nevertheless, they have 
no idea of the implications AFTA would have on them.  

4.2.13 Limitations of research

The fisheries research covered fisher folk with boat size of 10 tonnes and below. The 
sample areas and respondents covered by this research project were limited due to budget 
and time constraints.
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4.2.14 Conclusion and Recommendations

Fish is one of the main resources of the seas and oceans. In many developing countries, 
including Malaysia, fish is the main source of animal protein. Often it is the only source 
of animal protein for the poor. The total world harvest comes not only from thousands of 
large industrial vessels but also smaller fishing craft, a large proportion of which catch 
fish for direct consumption by local people. 

However, the small-scale fisher folk are not benefiting from the current multilateral 
trading regimes. Those that are benefiting are the export-import institutions dominated by 
accredited and authorised buyers including middlemen, traders and feed millers. The 
social, economic and environmental conditions of small-scale fisher folk have been 
compromised for the benefit of exporters and also deep-sea fishermen. Malaysia is 
steadily and increasingly becoming dependent on imports of fishery products to meet 
demand.

Deep-see fishing and over exploitation of fish resources are depleting fish stocks and 
damaging their habitats. Aquaculture on the other hand focuses on relatively high-value 
species, resource intensive production technologies and expensive operations which do 
not directly benefit the poorer fisher folk. The majority of poor fisher folk have very 
limited access to technologies, land and water resources, and capital. Hence they rarely 
benefit from improved technologies and increased production.138

Small-scale fishermen are often overlooked in fisheries development and management. 
This is possibly because development of fisheries policy, investment in research and 
regulatory efforts are focused primarily on commercial fishing activities and on species 
perceived to be important to men. Small-scale fisher folk are unable to compete with 
business as they are unable to break out of their structural difficulties and constraints. 
Hence, there is a great need for appropriate fishery policy, support and improved 
technologies to target the resource poor fisher folk in order to increase and sustain their 
production, income and consumption. 

Globalisation is supposed to have benefited hundreds of millions of people, but many 
have been made worse off. Effective food and agricultural policy and institutions are 
needed to complement and guide globalisation to achieve food security. An effective 
government is needed to facilitate privatisation and guide the transformation of the 
fisheries sector in a direction beneficial to the poor. 

However, the main challenge in uplifting the economic status of the small-scale fisher 
folk lies in their mind sets and attitudes. They should no longer be complacent but willing 
to learn and change their ways to attain economic success.  

138 World Fish Centre (2002). Strategies and Options for Increasing and Sustaining Fisheries and 
Aquaculture Production to Benefit Poor Households in Asia: Sustaining Fisheries and Aquaculture 
Production to Benefit Poor Households in Asia. 
http:///www.worldfishcenter.org/demandsupply/background.htm
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FAO statistics showed that 95 per cent of all fishers are in the developing countries, 
mostly small-scale fish folk. It was estimated that they produce about 30 million metric 
tonnes (MT) of fish per year, mostly for direct human consumption.139 In recent years, 
their precarious economic positions have worsened as a result of new threats. Today there 
is a real danger. Unless strong policies and measures are undertaken to counter the new 
and old threats, small-scale fisher folk will be left out of the mainstream of economic and 
social development, and become the poorest of the poor in this country. The new threats 
to small-scale fisher folk are due in large part to the adoption of the export-led growth 
policy by governments in the region which increased foreign and local capitalist 
investments in the 1970s, 1980s140 and 1990s. 

Policymakers should acknowledge and include small-scale fisher folk in their policies by 
granting them rights as resource users. Most of them depend on the trade as their main 
means of livelihood. Although there is no “one-size fits all” management approach 
suitable to all nations and fish stocks, strategies such as improving licensing and 
monitoring regimes, developing refined fishing gears, establishing marine protected areas 
that act as refuges for recovery of fish stocks, managing river basins as integrated units 
with water allocation to sustain river flows and the natural ecosystem functions and 
processes could clearly contribute to sustainable fishing practices.  

Development in coastal areas should be carried out with care and proper planning without 
harming the fishery resources of this country, i.e. mangroves swamps and forests. 
Although mangroves have been proven to act as natural buffers between the sea and coast 
and as a breakwater to check coastal erosion by waves, faulty economic policies have 
hastened their disappearance. Neo-liberal economic policies have pushed economic 
growth at the expense of human life. 

With the Fisheries Act 1985, Malaysia has a comprehensive legislation for protecting its 
fisheries resources from destructive fishing. Unfortunately, the difficulties in enforcement 
still exist because of the shortage of skilled personnel, logistic and financial resources. 
The data on the detection of fishing offences may not represent the actual level of 
destructive fishing activities. This was because most of the reports on the fishing offences 
were only made during joint-operations by various maritime agencies. This indicates that 
the effectiveness of the centralised fisheries management was highly dependent on the 
costly administrative and enforcement measures. As an alternative to overcome this 
problem, the government should encourage local participation in fisheries management 
on the basis of successful experiences in countries like Japan, Thailand, the Philippines 
and Indonesia.141 Local participation in fisheries management has many merits since it 
may minimise the administrative and enforcement costs, maximise the use of traditional 
knowledge and improve compliance. Also known as co-management, it has a dynamic 
relationship between the government and the community in sharing authority in fisheries 
management.142. Co-management encourages involvement of six groups of stakeholders, 

139 Anonymous. Global Fisheries Crisis for All, http://www.bername.com/bernama/v3/news.php?id=95892
(accessed on Sept 30, 2004).  
140 Lim Teck Ghee, op. cit. 
141Zahaitun Mahani Zakariah, Destructive Fishing In Malaysia: The Need for Local Participation in 
Fisheries Management, Maritime Institute of Malaysia. 
http://www.mfrdmd.org.my/publications/Draft%20NPOA%20Shark%20Final%20February%20202205.pdf
142Pomeroy, R. (1993). A research framework for coastal fisheries institutions. Naga ICLARM Quarterly 
16(1): 14-16 
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i.e. the government, media, non-governmental organisations, local community, private 
sector and academia.143

The empowerment of fisher folk in managing the fishery resources will make them feel 
committed and this will promote compliance. This participatory approach that has been 
carried out around the world has shown that when fisher folk were left to their own 
devices, they can regulate access and enforce rules for ensuring sustainable fisheries 
through community institutions.144

It is inevitable that bad feelings between trawler fishermen and traditional small-scale and 
inshore fishing communities could grow and take a violent turn. Hence, strong and timely 
government intervention in regulating relationships between inshore small-scale fisher 
folk and trawler fishermen is required. Although the Fisheries Act 1985 was brought upon 
to act on this issue, this problem has not been resolved. 

Specifically, Malaysia should take the following steps to protect its fisheries sector 
generally and the traditional fisher folk specifically from any adverse effects of full 
implementation of AFTA: 

 Establish a relief fund to assist in decreasing the amount of losses suffered by 
small-scale fisher folk due to natural disasters; 
Identify habitats for reproduction and nursery ground and these need to be 
protected from destruction and fishing activities; 
Improve and develop framework for establishing and coordinating effective 
consultation involving stakeholders in research, management and educational 
initiatives within and between states in the fisheries sector; 
Strengthen education and public awareness among fisher folk and people on 
importance of conservation of fisheries resources; 
Implement effective conservation and management strategies on fisheries 
resources; 
Promote sustainable management of fisheries and coastal resources via the
development of institutional arrangements that address the underlying problems 
besetting the country’s fisheries and coastal resources; 
Develop rational distribution of authority for monitoring planned management and 
integrated action for the benefit of the resources and those who depend on them; 
Fisheries training courses and skills development should not only focus on men 
fisher folk but also women fisher folk; 
Extensive and efficient programmes on educating the fisher folk about fisheries 
management needs should be intensified; 
Regulate conversion of mangroves for aquaculture and infrastructure purposes; 
Enhance enforcement and education; 
Collect data on fisheries resource productivity, demographics and availability; 

143 Ayut Nissapa, Awae Masae, Somsak Boromthanarat and Vichot Jungrungrot. (2001). Institutional and 
Policy Perspectives in the Management of Fisheries and Coastal Resources in Thailand., pp. 170-171. In 
Magnus Torell and Albert M Salamanca (eds.), op. cit. 
144 Zahaitun Mahani Zakariah, op. cit. 
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The Fisheries Act 1985 should be amended to include the following: 
• Restrict the catch volumes of fisher folk by setting total allowable 

catches and establishing technical measures to minimise the occurrence 
of discards; 

• Promote more selective fisheries by establishing technical measures 
related to mesh sizes, selectivity devices, closed areas and seasons, 
minimum fish landing sizes and limits of by catch; 

• Reduce fishing capacity to a level compatible with fishery resources; 
An effective and efficient marketing system needs to be developed hand in 
hand with the development of fisheries production in order to ensure that fresh 
produce are moved from producers to consumers at the lowest possible cost 
consistent with the provision of services that the producers and consumers 
demand;
To avoid risk caused by fish price fluctuation, it is necessary to set up large 
storage and processing facilities; 
Remove subsidies which are clearly shown to contribute to unsustainable 
fisheries practices, especially those encouraging expansion of fishing capacity 
for fully exploited resources (i.e. trawlers and big businesses). 

General Conclusion

This research has not been able to conclusively show the effects and impacts of AFTA 
on the rice and fisheries sectors. Since AFTA has yet to be implemented for the rice 
sector, the findings reported were actually based on economic and industry changes 
from WTO issues that had taken place in the rice sector over the years and not from 
AFTA.
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Chapter 5 

Conclusion 

In spite of its declining significance, the agriculture sector continues to play an 
important role in the economy and development of Malaysia. As the country 
industrialised, the structural changes in the economy have brought new issues and 
challenges to the rice production sector, namely acute labour shortage, limited 
availability of farming land, lack of capital, low income generation, middlemen 
domination of the market, increased cost of production, transnational corporations’ 
control of farm inputs, i.e. chemicals and fertilisers, limited support from the 
government, low influence of small producers over decision making, displacement of 
women farmers and intense competition in the global market arising from trade 
liberalisation.

Globalisation was supposed to have benefited hundreds of millions of people, but 
many are worse off. Effective food and agricultural policies and institutions are 
needed to complement and guide globalisation to achieve food security. An effective 
government is needed to facilitate privatisation and guide the transformation of the 
agricultural sector in a direction beneficial to the poor.  
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Organizational Members of Development of Human Resources in Rural Areas 

(DHRRA Malaysia) 

1) Community Development Centre Sg. Petani  
 Address : No 19, Jalan Susur Kanan  
 Badan Baru Lembah Permai 
 08100 Bedong 
 Kedah Darul Aman 
 Telephone No.: 04-459 0043 
 Fax no : 04-459 0043 
 Email : eraccspetani@yahoo.com.my 

2) Community Development Centre Slim River 
 Address : No 2546 Bandar Baru  
 35800 Slim River  
 Perak Darul Ridzuan 
 Telephone No.: 05-4520 142 
 Fax no: 05-4520 142 
 Email : eraccslimriver@yahoo.com.my 

3) Community Development Centre Dengkil 
 Address: No 12 Jalan Baiduri 7 
 Taman Baiduri 
 43800 Dengkil 
 Selangor Darul Ehsan 
 Telephone No.: 03-8768 0097 
 Fax no : 03-8768 0097 
 Email : eraccdengkil@yahoo.com.my 

4) Community Development Centre Bidor 
 Address :14/1 Jalan Persatuan 
 Taman Bidor Raya 
 35500 Bidor 
 Perak Darul Ridzuan 
 Telephone No.: 05-4348 095 
 Fax no: 05-4347 100 
 Email : eraccbidorprk@yahoo.com.my 

5) Community Development Centre Taiping 
 Address :No 9, Tingkat 1 
 Lorong M/B 10 Medan Bersatu 
 34000 Taiping  
 Perak Darul Ridzuan 
 Telephone No.: 05-8041 435 
 Fax no : 05-8041 435 
 Email : eracctaiping@yahoo.com.my 
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6) Community Development Centre Petaling Jaya 
 Address :No. 1, Lorong 22/44A 
 Seksyen 22 
 46300 Petaling Jaya 
 Selangor Darul Ehsan 
 Telephone No.: 03-7874 7680 
 Fax no : 03- 7874 7459 
 Email : eracons@streamyx.com 

7) Education and Research Association for Consumers, Malaysia 
 (Era Consumer, Malaysia) 
 Address : No. 24, Jalan SS1/22A, 
 47300 Petaling Jaya 
 Selangor Darul Ehsan 
 Telephone No.: 03-7876 4648/ 03-7877 4741 
 Fax no : 03-7873 0636 
 Email : eracons@tm.net.my 

8) Farmers Group Tanjung Karang , 
 Address :Parit 1, Ban 4 Sungai Sireh, 
 45500 Tanjung Karang 
 Selangor Darul Ehsan 

9) Farmers Group Semanggul Perak 
 Address :No 23, Kampung Matang Pasir 
 34400 Gunung Semanggul 
 Perak Darul Ridzuan 
 Telephone no: 05-890 4513 
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