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Abstract


Despite the immense fish biodiversity of Nigeria, there is a still a wide gap between supply and demand of fish, thus leading to high prices of fish products which makes them unaffordable to the common man. Of recent, though women are becoming increasingly involved in aquacultural practices especially homestead culture of African catfish clarias gariepinus	the sector (especially artisanal fisheries) is still male-dominated. The age-long traditional and marginal role of women as marketers and processors and financiers of fish need to change to direct fish producers for sustainable development in the sector. This paper highlights the factors affecting effective participation of women in direct fish production in Nigeria and calls for increased access to credits, inputs and land to potential women investors. Various constraints faced by women in fisheries livelihoods include restricted access to credit, inadequacy of education, dearth of infrastructural facilities, low participation in decision-making due to apathy for women in African setting, land tenure system, traditional beliefs and taboos, lack of access to information through extension services, poor cooperative society formations. The author emphasized the need for attitudinal changes in a patrilineal society like Nigeria by the men folks towards participation of women in the male-dominated profession like fisheries. Women should be regarded as equal partners in sustainable development of the fisheries sector. The author advocated culture fisheries for Nigerian women because of the less risky, less- laborious and more environment-friendly nature of fish farming. 






Introduction



Nigeria has a coastal line of 900km bordering the Gulf of Guinea and a continental shelf area of 7,934sq km. ln 1978, Nigeria declared a 200 nautical miles Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) which gave an area of 210, 900km2 over which she has propertial rights for the purpose of exploiting, conserving and managing her fisheries resources. Nigeria is one of the few countries that can boast of 230 billion cubic meters of water making it one of the richest countries for aquacultural development and fish marketing. Despite these rich and varied ichthyofauna resources of Nigeria, there is still a large shortfall between supply and demand for fish.

According to report from Federal Department of Fisheries (2010), the total fish production was estimated at 600,000 metric tonnes per annum while importation was estimated at about 700,000 tonnes. Projected demand for fish was about 2.6 million tonnes a shortfall of about 1.3 million tonnes.

Adesina [1] reported that unlocking the potentials of the fisheries value chain is crucial to diversification of the nation's economy through huge investment by the government. Wealth can be created by practicing aquaculture as a business rather than a developmental programme. It is capable of providing 5.5 million jobs by 2020 [2].

African women have long been associated with agriculture; they have the greatest female participation in agriculture of all regions in the World. Africa is considered the region of female farming per excellence [3]. About 85% of rural women are involved in production and handling of up to 80% of the food eaten by the families [4,5]. Akerele [6] asserts that Liberian women play a vital role in fish marketing and processing, distribution and as financiers using cooperative societies in most fishing communities. Women in Bangladesh supplement income by making nets and fish farming according to Agbontale & Eyo [7].

Odili et al. [3] reported the downplay ofthe importance ofwomen in Senegalese Fisheries industry as processors, distributors by the male fisher folks because of the latter higher level of education and access to credit. Williams (2006) also reported that majority of the female fisher folks are illiterates, hence their marginal contribution to fisheries. However, despite their pivotal role in food security, they have remained quite invisible and their roles under reported and documented. The major obstacles of African development cannot  be overcome without full participation of women. Any society that is seriously committed to raising the standard of living needs to consider women, not as marginal to development but as essential human resources according to [8]. Past government programs on women empowerment like’ Better Life for Rural Women in Nigeria’, Beijing Convention and ‘Action 26 of the Global Biodiversity Strategy International Union For The Conservation of Nature and Natural resources) attest to the importance of women as partners in progress [9].

However, the fact that there exists little information about women and their existing roles in the fisheries sector is something that cannot be denied in Nigeria, hence the need for this present study.


Roles of Women in Fisheries


Women are less involved in fish trawling at sea and even artisanal fisheries in lakes because of its inherent dangers, long period of fishing voyage and their dominant role in household activities [4]. Research findings have indicated that women have traditionally been occupied in pre and post- harvest processing of fish products, distribution and marketing of fish and other income- generating non fisheries activities [5,10]. Women perform the functions of auctioneers, retailers, fish vendors and dealers in export [8].


Feed Formulators


Nwabeze [11] reported that women are more involved in feed formulation and daily maintenance in homestead ponds. In Nigeria, a lot of women (most of whom are members of Lagos State Catfish Farmers Association and Fisheries Society of Nigeria) are involved in homestead fish rearing of African catfish (clarias gariepinus)[12].


Fish preservation, storage, marketing and packaging


Smoking in artisanal fisheries is predominantly done by women as confirmed by various workers apart from post-harvest ice storage, distribution, packaging and marketing [7,5].


Direct fishing


Williams (2006) reported the involvement of women in direct fishing using small scale fishing gears like pots, baskets, traps, fences, barriers and shelter, hooks and line. Bolarinwa [5] also reported the active involvement of On do State coastal waters in a catching fish. Women are also involved in oysters harvesting in the brackish water of Buguma in Niger Delta using paddled canoes.


Sorting and transportation


Fish are transported to market centres through open system using open carriers with or without artificial aeration [13].


Constraints Faced by Women


 These include the following


Low participation in decision making due to gender inequality:  In most patrilineal societies like Nigeria, women are only to be seen and not heard, they are therefore not usually consulted before taking decisions. Because of gender inequality in some communities in Nigeria, the efforts of women in fisheries are not recognized, no matter how hard they try because they are regarded as minorities. There is therefore a need for attitudinal changes.


Lack of basic education


This apathy towards women as equal partners in progress also contributed to the higher illiteracy level among female fisher folks [13,14]. The age-old belief that women are weaker and meant only for procreation and culinary function should stop in the new millennium.


Lack of land ownership



Nigeria being a patrilineal society unlike Ghana and Rwanda, rural women are often disadvantaged in terms of land accessibility. Only in very few States can women own land. The land tenure system does not favour women. Changing the land tenure system could greatly affect the status of women, thus making them to go into fish farming.


Dearth of social and infrastructural facilities


Presence of infrastructural facilities like power, municipal water, good roads, health centres in the rural fishing communities could stimulate rural income; reduce fishing efforts and subsequently sustainability and development [15,16].


Restricted access to credit


This is a major handicap to effective participation of women in fisheries. Generally fisheries is considered a ‘no go area’ by most formal agrilending institutions in Nigeria as confirmed by many workers [17,18], The low literacy level of women has always been a constraint to accessing funds from formalized sources. They have to depend on credit from friends and thrift to purchase fish inputs such as nets, boats, fertilizers, feeds etc at subsidized rates. Cooperative society formation was recommended to facilitate better access to inputs [19]. The bureaucratic bottlenecks like collateral securities have further aggravated the situation, hence the need to train the women.

Past workers have confirmed women as being better managers of funds than their male counterparts Women repay loans faster than their male counterparts (most of whom divert loans to ostentatious transactions [20-26].


Inadequate dissemination of information through extension services/change agents


Because of the usually bad terrain in the fishing communities, there is generally poor access to extensionists/change agents. The creeks are not accessible to most transportation means. Past workers like Wara et al. [26], Adeleke [3].



Conclusion


It is high time women are considered as equal partners in sustainable fisheries development in Nigeria. Women should never be seen as invincible but should be recognized as partners in progress towards sustainable fisheries development. They should be more involved In direct production especially In the area of culture fisheries which is more environment-friendly and less risky than capture fisheries. Women should be encouraged through introduction of specially designed programmes.

Fishing inputs should be made available to all irrespective of sex. They should be encouraged to form cooperative association that would facilitate cheaper and better access to credit and inputs at concessionary rates.

Policy makers should adopt the ‘Bottom-Up approach’ which is tailored at the needs of rural women/fisher folks. They should be consulted during policy formulation because they are the stake holders. There is a need for gender-sensitiveness in Nigeria's move to sustainable fisheries development

The government should create a condutive enabling environment such as provision of social amenities in the fishing communities. Despite their being the major contributor to the domestic fish output, the coastal communities lack basic infrastructural facilities like power, post- harvest storage structures, health centres, municipal waters and so on.
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