
After the tsunami disaster

Rehabilitating fisheries and 
coastal areas
The devastating
tsunami has shown in
a tragic way the great
vulnerability and
exposed nature of
coastal communities to
natural calamities. It
also has drawn global
attention to the poor
living conditions of
fishing communities
and the many threats
to the sustainable use
of fishery resources and
coastal ecosystems.
Post-tsunami
rehabilitation offers
the opportunity to
build back better,
improve and make
more secure the lives of
disadvantaged sections
of the population and
set fisheries and
coastal resource use on
a sustainable footing.
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Fishing and fish farming and related
upstream activities such as boat
building and netmaking and down-

stream activities, especially fish process-
ing, distribution and marketing are
among the most important economic ac-
tivities in the coastal areas of the tsuna-
mi-affected countries. These activities
are principally conducted by thousands
of independent small-scale producers,
processors, marketers and traders. Fish
processing and marketing are often dom-
inated by women. Depending on region
and opportunities, fishing is a part-time
or seasonal occupation and greatly inter-
linked with agricultural and other land-
based activities in the coastal zone.

Impact of the tsunami 

Fisheries and fishing communities were
among the most severely affected people
and economic sectors in the countries
impacted by the tsunami with a high death
toll, especially among women and children.
Several reasons account for this: Fishing
families typically reside close to the shore,
frequently on public land which not always
is in areas approved for buildings.

Housing is generally poor. Small-scale
fishing craft and gear, and engines are
kept on the beach or in the living quarters
and were lost or damaged. Fishery har-
bour infrastructure, fish processing facili-
ties and markets, aquaculture farms and
coastal access roads were also destroyed
or heavily damaged because of their
exposed location in the coastal zone. Over
100,000 fishing boats ranging from
wooden logcrafts (kattumarams and out-
rigger canoes) to large fishing trawlers
were lost or damaged in the affected
countries. In economic terms, the losses
incurred by fishers, fish farmers, and
parastatal and public agencies of the fish-
eries sector are estimated at US-Dollar
(USD) 650 million. A far greater amount
would result if the cost of rebuilding the
tens of thousands of destroyed fisherfolk
houses is included.

The destroyed bridge and
slammed fisherboats right

after the tsunami in a village
in the Indian Province

Tamil Nadu.
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Immediate response to
the disaster

In the aftermath of the disaster, the deliv-
ery of emergency food, drinking water,
shelter, and medical assistance were of
primary concern. This relief phase was
effective in ensuring that the immediate
survival needs were met, through a mix-
ture of local assistance in the immediate
aftermath and international assistance in
the first weeks after the disaster. Concur-
rent with the short-term relief, national
and international multi-agency missions
were fielded to assess the damages to
production assets, infrastructure and nat-
ural resources and the rehabilitation
needs of the affected people. The Food
and Agriculture Organisation of the Unit-
ed Nations (FAO) participated in, or con-
tributed indirectly to, these assessments
in the areas of fisheries, forestry and agri-
culture. Initial rapid assessments done
within the first few weeks of the disaster
were further refined through more
detailed studies undertaken several
months after the disaster. These often led
to upward revisions in the assessed dam-
age.
Efforts to repair and replace damaged or
destroyed fishing vessels and fishing gear
commenced fairly soon after the disaster.
Fishing was thought to be one of the eco-
nomic activities that could be kick-started
quickly thereby generating rapid income
for fishing communities. This was not to
be the case in many places. Fishermen
were reluctant to go fishing as their trust
in «mother sea» was profoundly under-
mined by the never-experienced  tsunami.
Fish could not get to markets because of
damages to road infrastructure, transport,
marketing and processing facilities and
lack of ice. There was also a decline in the
demand of fish, though temporarily,
because of ethical and health notions
related to the large number of victims
washed into the sea and missing. For rea-
sons of equity and solidarity, fishing com-
munities in India governed by traditional
panchayat societies decided to only
recommence fishing once all affected
fishers were able to do so. This took up to
six months in some communities.

Issues in the rehabilitation of
fisheries and aquaculture

Early on during the emergency, FAO drew
attention to the risk of re-institutionaliza-
tion factors of vulnerability and unsus-
tainability in fisheries and aquaculture
because of uncoordinated rehabilitation
measures. This concern was guided by the
fact that even prior to the tsunami,

belts to avert and mitigate the destructive
force of future natural catastrophes
including tropical storms and tidal waves.
These new policies soon met with resis-
tance as their full implications became
clear in a context where already large land
areas had been entirely lost to the sea or
became unusable for  residential and oth-
er purposes. The issue was one of owner-
ship and entitlements to land and the
scarcity of alternative sites in the coastal
areas to which people including fishing
families could be moved. A compounding
factor is the need for fishers to keep their
boats and other fishing equipment next to
the shore. If the new policies were to be
strictly implemented, other arrangements
would have to be made for their safe-keep-
ing such as specific lockable shelters for
engines, fishing gear and small craft.
Unresolved land issues continue to be the
greatest obstacle to the speedy resettle-
ment of families from temporary shelters
into permanent housing. Wherever possi-
ble, fishing families have a preference to
return to their former places of residence
or close vicinity. Depending on the specif-
ic configuration of shore land, altitudinal
mapping can help to identify safe elevated
localities within nearshore areas. Whatev-
er planning tools are used, there is clearly
the need to closely involve the communi-
ties. There is already sufficient evidence of
bad practices in decisions being taken
above the heads of those who are meant
to benefit from assistance (read more at
the International Collective in Support of
Fishworkers – ICSF – webpage on the Post-
tsunami Rehabilitation of Fishing Commu-
nities and Fisheries-based Livelihoods in
Indonesia – www.icsf.org).

marine fisheries of the affected countries
in South and Southeast Asia were already
heavily exploited and in many instances
overfished. In the absence of effective
access controls, fishing fleets had already
expanded beyond the reproductive capac-
ity of limited fishery resources and were
not commensurate with the objective of
rational resource use on ecological, eco-
nomic, and social grounds. In the same
vein, uncontrolled development of coastal
aquaculture led to resource use conflicts
and habitat degradation in the coastal
zone, water pollution and serious expo-
sure of aquafarms to disease outbreaks
causing severe production disruptions at
great economic loss.
Consequently and given the large number
of well-funded assistance agencies, many
of them with no or little experience and
expertise in fisheries and aquaculture, the
concern was foremost that fishing capaci-
ty would be rebuilt in excess of the pro-
ductive capacity of the fisheries resources,
that inappropriate and damaging fishing
gear and methods be introduced and that
good management practices not be
adopted in the rehabilitation of destroyed
and damaged aquaculture farms. The
Declaration on Fisheries and the Tsunami
adopted by the FAO Ministerial Meeting
on Fisheries, Rome, 12 March 2005,
expressed this concern and emphasized
the need for fisheries and aquaculture
rehabilitation to be in line with the princi-
ples of the Code of Conduct for Responsi-
ble Fisheries. It also expressed support for
FAO to play a leading role in advising and
supporting the international community
in matters relevant to sustainable fish-
eries and aquaculture rehabilitation and
the restoration of marine habitat
(ftp://ftp.fao.org/fi/DOCUMENT/ministe-
rial/2005/tsunami/declaration.pdf).

Issues in coastal zone
management

Within weeks of the disaster, govern-
ments of the severely affected countries
announced revisions of their policy with
regard to the use of nearshore coastal
areas for residential purposes: In future,
no residential buildings would be allowed
within several hundred meters of the low-
water mark, a policy that would prevent
tens of thousands of fishing families in
Indonesia, India and Sri Lanka to return to
their former villages. Further, as the
impact of the tsunami seemed to have
been less in areas protected by coastal
mangrove forests, many of them removed
during past decades to make space for
housing, industrial development and
aquaculture ponds, the policy also called
for the establishment of protective green

The oversupply of boats reached a
worrysome level. It also occurs that
boats are produced by unskilled
carpenters at very  low quality
standards.
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gear. This is because they will not be able
to sustain their catches and incomes as
fishery resources further dwindle.
It is for this reason, that FAO and con-
cerned governments and non-govern-
mental organizations promote the intro-
duction of efficient and effective fisheries
management regimes. FAO’s role is not to
prescribe how this should occur but to
provide expert assistance and support to
build management regimes that will suit
the particular circumstances of the coun-
try and concerned communities.
Experience suggests that in developing
countries, such as those most impacted by
the tsunami, a co-management arrange-
ment between different levels of govern-
ment and the resources users has the great-
est chance of succeeding. Within such
framework there is a considerable amount
of discretion to design the particular roles
and responsibilities of those involved. For
example, given the large number of fishers
and fishing communities involved, it is clear
that centralized command-control over
their fishing activities is often a practical
impossibility. It is the communities them-
selves that should assume more responsi-
bility to manage their coastal resources.
This task requires that they are sufficiently
organized to take and implement collective
decisions and that necessary support is pro-
vided by government to enable these activ-
ities to be carried out. Fortunately, in most
countries there already exist traditional
organizations and structures on which to
build upon. These can be strengthened and
adapted to take on additional functions.
The institutional arrangements and capaci-
ty of governments also need to be improved
in areas such as fishing vessel registration,
monitoring, control and surveillance, fishery
research and bioeconomic and socioeco-
nomic analyses.
Livelihoods in growing numbers of fishing
communities cannot continue to depend
primarily on limited fishery resources.
There is an urgent need to diversify
coastal economies into other gainful sec-
tors. Aquaculture is one of them, agricul-
ture and tourism are others. Still more
livelihood areas can be explored including
in processing and trade. Important is that
they can re-enforce economic linkages in
the coastal area and are developed in a
sustainable manner that protects the
integrity of coastal and nearshore ecosys-
tems. Integrated coastal area manage-
ment can help in this process and avoid or
mitigate resource use conflicts.

-----------------------------------------
Views expressed in this article are the author’s and do
not necessarily reflect those of the Food and Agricul-
ture Organisation of the United Nations. The author is
grateful for the valuable comments and suggestions
provided by Lahsen Ababouch, Michael Arbuckle and
Rudolf Hermes for improving an earlier draft.

tion around the effective use of resources
and common strategic planning within
and between sectors» (Tsunami Evalua-
tion Coalition, 2005. Initial Findings).
FAO has deployed considerable efforts to
assist governments in the development of
medium and long-term strategies for the
reconstruction and development of its
fisheries and aquaculture sectors, in par-
ticular for Indonesia and Sri Lanka. In
these countries, FAO also regularly con-
tributes to fisheries coordination and
planning meetings and assists govern-
ments in the monitoring of boat and gear
repair and replacements in relation to
assessed needs.
This has not prevented the oversupply of
boats to arise on a worrisome level, espe-
cially of small-scale coastal fishing craft.
The delivery of small fishing boats is ide-
ally suited for agencies to demonstrate to
their peers and donors commitment
towards assisting the livelihoods of poor
people. This created a large demand for
boat-builders and boat-building yards to
an extent that general carpenters and
others untrained in boatbuilding became
engaged in this work. The consequences
were the production of large numbers of
boats to very low and unsafe boat-build-
ing standards. This in spite of the fact that
guidelines for the construction of small
boats have become among the most fre-
quently visited sites on FAO’s homepage
(ftp://ftp.fao.org/FI/DOCUMENT/tsuna-
mis_05/indonesia/livelihoods/Boatbuild-
ingBookEnglish.pdf).
FAO responded by deploying naval archi-
tects and master boat-builders to advise
on improved boat-building designs and to
train local carpenters and boatbuilders to
acceptable safety standards. It also pro-
motes the use of alternative boat-build-
ing materials, where appropriate, to
lessen the demand of timber even though
wood for boat-building amounts to a
small fraction only of the overall timber
requirement for rehabilitation.

Securing sustainable
livelihoods through integrated
coastal fisheries management

One year after the tsunami, it can be safe-
ly predicted that fishing vessels will be
replaced in many places beyond their pre-
tsunami numbers. In case this greater
fishing capacity will be used in an unre-
stricted and uncontrolled manner, it will
add further pressure on fish stocks, many
of which are already in an alarming state.
The consequences for many fishers and
their families would also be dire in the
medium and long-term even though in
the short term they may cherish having
received a new boat, engine and fishing

The challenges of coordination
and planning

FAO’s engagement in tsunami relief and
rehabilitation is proceeding along several
lines of action: supply of physical inputs,
technical advice and training, and support
to coordination and planning. The Organi-
zation’s comparative advantages clearly
lie with its technical expertise, privileged
relationship with government ministries
and, not least, an explicit mandate to
assist governments in the coordination
and planning of rehabilitation within its
areas of competence. These functions no
other organization could be expected to
perform as well in its field of expertise
including fisheries and aquaculture. The
delivery of physical inputs, on the other
hand, is a particular challenging task for
an intergovernmental organization such
as FAO because of its procurement and
distribution procedures that seek to mini-
mize liability risks and ensure a high
standard of accountability. FAO does not
rule out this activity, however, for several
reasons including the fact that a signifi-
cant share of emergency project funding
is typically tied to the purchase of physical
inputs, the enormous scale of the recon-
struction needs, and the need to demon-
strate good technical standards such as in
boat-building or the procurement of
appropriate fishing gear.
Coordination and planning quickly be-
came an uphill task for governments due
to the large number of actors, the scale
and complexity of the disaster, and the
long-term civil conflict in two of the most
affected countries. The ready availability
of funding further compromised the nor-
mal incentives for co-ordination among
agencies. As observed in a recent evalua-
tion review: «This led to competition for
‘turf’ and ‘clients’ and to ‘vertical’ report-
ing to agency headquarters, which was
often at the expense of ‘lateral’ co-ordina-


