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we see dip nets being used on the margins of 
paddy fields for fishing. Women in groups 
also travel to a neighbouring district and fish 
in paddy fields, ditches and other waterlogged 
areas. They go out in groups, fish for about 
five hours, and then proceed to the market to 
sell the catch. Groups comprising young and 
older women from local fisher communities in 
Raigad, Maharashtra, glean oysters, gastropods 
and crabs from inshore waters and creeks, using 
curved blades on a wooden handle. Women 
from Ramanathapuram in Tamil Nadu in South 
India, for decades have dived into the waters 
to harvest seaweed. Seaweed farming is in fact 
extensively carried out by women.

These are just some examples from among 
several thousands of women, engaged in fishing 
in India but who are not licenced fishers. Women 

are engaged in various activities in small-scale fish 
value chains; in the first place, their work needs 
to be recognised as fish work. Women’s work 
makes significant contributions to household 
incomes and nutritional security. Women are 
also a major workforce in fish harvesting across 
the country. Prevailing estimates of 33 per cent 
of women being part of the workforce therefore 
need realistic revision. The impact of different 
stressors is different on men and women; this 
needs to be recognised too. Gender should be 
central to policy development and all women in 
the sector should be recognised as fishworkers. 
A comprehensive census to generate on-the-
ground factual information on women and 
their contributions must be taken up.  
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Amplifying women’s voices: Margaret 
Nakato’s important work in organising 
women in small-scale f isheries in Uganda has 
received international recognition

By Sivaja Nair (icsf@
icsf.net), Programme 
Executive, ICSF, India 

Margaret Nakato, Executive Director 
of the Katosi Women Development 
Trust (KWDT), Uganda, was awarded 

the prestigious Margarita Lizárraga Medal for 
the biennium 2020-2021, at  the launch event of 
the International Year of Artisanal Fisheries and 
Aquaculture in November 2019. This medal is the 
latest among the many accolades she has received 
in recognition of her efforts in organising women 
in fishing communities. See the article ‘A well-
deserved award’ in this issue of Yemaya for the 
full text of Margaret Nakato’s  acceptance speech.

Margaret began to associate with the cause 
of women in fisheries after witnessing the 
catastrophic socio-economic changes brought 
about by the increased catch and export of Nile 
perch to Europe from  Katosi landing site, Uganda, 
in the mid-1990s. Soaring export rates and sharp 
declines in access to fisheries resources for the 
local fish vendors, especially women, resulted 
in the loss of their jobs. Margaret watched in 
helplessness as many of the powerful, proud and 
financially independent women in her family and 
community faced livelihood loss and fell into the 
trap of poverty. Looking for alternate sources that 
would bring income into the lives of these women, 
Margaret began to realise that their strength lay in 
organising themselves to sustain their living and 
to secure their rights to engage in fisheries. .  

Thus, in 1996, in collaboration with a group 
of women, Margaret formed Katosi Women 

Fishing Group, which subsequently became 
Katosi Women Development Trust, to coordinate 
the increasing organisation of women’s groups 
in the community. The Trust supports women, 
especially from isolated fishing communities, 
to strengthen engagement in fisheries and other 
economic activities through access to productive 
resources, knowledge and skills to improve on 
their lives.

Right from its inception, KWDT has 
been involved in multidimensional aspects of 
development, increasing access to basic social 
needs such as water and sanitation, knowledge 
and skill empowerment of women to make 
informed choices and secure livelihood, and 
tenure rights. Margaret has been collaborating 
with governments at local and national levels 
and with international agencies like the Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 
(FAO) in formulating and implementing gender-
just and sustainable policies influencing the 
lives of men and women in small-scale fisheries. 
Margaret believes that there is still a dearth of 
recognition of women’s needs – access to basic 
amenities, governance of natural resources and 
risk aversion mechanisms that would help them 
avoid cycles of deprivation. 

Margaret calls for direct investment and 
collaboration in support of women fishworkers 
on a broad spectrum of development issues to 
secure their roles in the sector. She believes that 
the way for inclusive development is through 
organised structures at national and international 
coalitions, and urges women to make their voices 
heard and fight for their space in the policy 
making sphere. 

Margaret holds a Master of Science degree in 
development management funded through the 
Commonwealth Foundation scholarship. She 
lives in Kampala with her family, including four 
children, and continues to champion the cause of 
small-scale fisheries.  
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