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The MPP has raised these concerns 
with the FAO in various meetings, urging 
improvements to make the Guidelines more 
practical and accessible. For the SSF Guidelines 
to have real impact, they need to be linked to 
Brazil’s Convention 169 and Decree 6040. 
These frameworks guarantee the right of 
traditional communities to free, prior, and 
informed consultation before any projects are 
implemented in their territories.

Currently, companies often manipulate 
consultations by speaking to only one person in 
a community, sometimes someone they’ve co-
opted. This practice ignores the collective voice 
and leads to territories being sold or exploited 
without true community consent.

Q: Since 2022, has the situation on the ground 
changed? Has the government made progress in 
recognizing, demarcating, and providing titles for 
fishing territories to guarantee the security and 
rights of fishing communities?

A: Unfortunately, not much has changed. The 
popular initiative bill is still under discussion 
in Congress, and even under President Lula’s 
progressive government, there has been little 
progress in demarcating territories.

We continue to fight for the recognition of 
fishing, Quilombola, and Indigenous territories, 
as well as settlement areas for family farming. 
However, the lack of action has left many 
communities vulnerable.

In particular, small-scale fishing territories 
are increasingly being exploited for shrimp 
farming and tilapia aquaculture. These industries 
have caused widespread environmental damage 
and undermined artisanal fishing practices. 
This exploitation violates the principles of 
artisanal fisheries and threatens the livelihoods 
of traditional fishing communities.

Q: What mechanisms, forums, and channels 
does the movement use to maintain dialogue with 
social movements and address their demands, 
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Fishing against odds
Fisherwomen of Lake Kivu f ight against social stigma and 
discrimination with Mama Cynthia at the helm

Mama Cynthia serves as the resilient 
leader of the fisherwomen at Bagira 

landing site, located on the eastern shores 
of Lake Kivu in South Kivu Province, DR 
Congo. For 25 years, she has worked as a 
fisher, braving the waters in a journey that 
began when her late husband, a fisherman 
who tragically died in an accident, taught her 
the ancestral fishing traditions of the Mashi 

people. This heritage now sustains her and 
her fourteen children, who depend entirely 
on her fishing endeavours for their livelihood.

However, Mama Cynthia faces immense 
challenges in her profession. In a society 
where fishing is traditionally deemed 
unsuitable for women, she defies customs 
that claim fish avoid the bait of menstruating 
women. These beliefs, combined with the 
male-dominated fishing communities and 
maritime authorities, subject her to social 
stigma and frequent harassment as she 
navigates the southern Lake Kivu basin.

Undeterred, Mama Cynthia takes to the 
lake at dawn, casting her nets alongside other 
fisherwomen affiliated with the Association 
for the Development of Illiterate Fishers of 
South Kivu. The group’s work is essential 

but fraught with obstacles. Equipment and 
pirogues must be rented per trip, and when 
financial resources are scarce, a portion of 
their catch is often exchanged to secure these 
vital tools. The continuity of Mama Cynthia’s 
fishing activities relies on her ability to afford 
or acquire nets and boats, an economic hurdle 
she confronts regularly.

The challenges extend beyond financial 
constraints. The region is plagued by severe 
insecurity, exacerbating the difficulties 
fisherwomen face. Gender-based violence, 
theft, and extrajudicial seizures of nets and 
equipment are common, both at landing sites 
and in fish markets. Additionally, fisherwomen 
often struggle to comply with stringent legal 
regulations regarding their gear, which can 
result in further penalties.

Despite these adversities, Mama Cynthia 
stands out as a figure of extraordinary 
courage. She has become a mentor, training 
other women at the landing site and 
encouraging them to take up fishing as a 
means to support their families. Alongside the 
Alliance pour la Vie, a nonprofit organization, 
she advocates for safer landing sites across 
the southern Lake Kivu basin, championing 
efforts to eliminate physical, economic, and 
psychological violence against women in the 
region.

Through her persistence and leadership, 
Mama Cynthia continues to inspire her 
community, proving that strength and 
resilience can challenge even the most deeply 
rooted barriers. 
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