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Abstract
Aquaculture is perceived as masculine work in most regions despite several years of women’s involvement in the sector. Women participate in almost all activities 

of the aquaculture value chain such as pond construction, sorting of seeds, fertilization of ponds, making and mending of fi shing gears, fi sh harvesting, processing, value 
addition, transport, and marketing. The majority of women engage in aquaculture to earn income and food for the household. Women’s involvement in aquaculture has 
led to the creation of more job opportunities thus increasing income generation for rural women. Nevertheless, women face several challenges in aquaculture with the 
most critical one being limited access to income despite their heavy involvement. They also lack limited access to certifi ed seed, high cost of feeds, and collaterals to 
access credit. The promotion of aquaculture, gender equity, and empowerment of women and youths has been promoted through various initiatives including Sustainable 
Development Goals and Blue Economy. However, gender discrepancies are still high despite both gender playing fundamental roles in aquaculture development. Therefore, 
there is a need to promote gender equity as it will lead to recognition of their full potential towards increasing production, productivity, processing, trade, and economic 
growth.
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Introduction

Aquaculture contributes signifi cantly towards the 
achievement of Sustainable Development Goals (SDG), Blue 
Economy, and Kenya’s Vision 2030. However, social, economic, 
and cultural aspects strongly infl uence men’s and women’s 
participation in the sector over decades [1-4]. Unlike ancient 
times, the position of women in the community was only 
limited to household errands and their involvement in other 
family support activities was basically non-existent. This was 
due to illiteracy and delusion about women’s skills and men’s 
superiority. In spite of the progress and evolution in almost 
all the sectors, fi sheries is still regarded as a male-dominated 
industry [5-9] despite women playing a signifi cant role along 
the value chain [10,11]. Women participate in pond construction 
and management, fi shing, feed formulation, feeding and 

monitoring, data collection, record keeping, harvesting, value 
addition, processing, and marketing [12]. Globally, statistics 
show that women constitute half of the labor force [13] as 14% 
engage in the primary sector of fi sheries and aquaculture [14,15]. 
For instance, 80% of women market seafood in West African 
countries, 60% of women in India play a crucial role in fi sh 
processing factories, 80% constitute the workforce in Vietnam, 
and 60% form part of fi sh farmers in Bangladesh [16]. Further, 
women are highly involved in fi sheries-related activities along 
the Lake Victoria region. Past research indicates that women 
participating in fi shing activities are not recognized as ‘fi shers’ 
and show a high degree of discrimination as they participate in 
low-status, low-paid, and less-skilled jobs disqualifying them 
from receiving social benefi ts [15,17] The role of women goes 
downhill at a market level where they face price fl uctuations 
for their products due to sex for trade from male counterparts. 
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This, therefore, limits market opportunities to locations close 
to their homes. Further, they are not supported by legislation 
and policies for equality and lack equal access and benefi ts 
from resources, markets, technologies, and services [15]. 
Women work almost in all areas along the value chain but their 
opportunities are still not acknowledged and are unrewarded in 
aquaculture growth due to discrepancies in social, cultural, and 
economic circles [2,5,17,18]. 

Therefore, overcoming sociocultural norms that suppress 
women’s rights, privileges and opportunities promotes gender 
equity in all sectors by enabling women to have equal access 
to resources and opportunities just like men to increase yields 
and production [19]. Strategies and policies must ensure 
there is gender balance through the promotion of women 
and youth empowerment. According to Goal 5 of Agenda 
2030 for Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) promoting 
the achievement of gender equality and empowerment of all 
women and girls” through the integration of gender equality 
into fi sheries and aquaculture sector help in eradication of 
poverty and hunger, promote gender equality and empower 
women [20]. This will also help meet changes in market, 
policy, and strategy. This involves allowing equal participation 
in decision-making, ensuring adequate equipment, proper 
infrastructure to enable access to the markets, and provision 
of physical and capital resources to meet their needs and 
aspirations. Also the provision of training and formal education 
to improve profi tability and sustainability as well as provision 
of employment opportunities in fi sh processing industries 
aimed at supporting their enterprises, increasing income, and 
reducing marginalization [21,22].

Gender role in aquaculture 

Aquaculture is commonly perceived as masculine work but 
women also play a pivotal role in the sector’s development [5]. 
Despite various reports indicating aquaculture technologies are 
gender friendly; hatchery, production, transport, and service 
delivery are vastly skewed toward male counterparts [23]. 
Women’s labor is invisible and undervalued, most especially in 
their indirect roles in processing, value addition, and marketing 
[15]. They are often considered unremarkable extensions of 
their never-ending domestic and caregiving tasks. Further, 
there is a perception that men fi sh while women participate 
in processing and marketing since women are perceived 
as the physically weaker sex [24]. Despite the above norms, 
both males and females engage in aquaculture activities 
such as pond construction, sorting of seeds, fertilization of 
ponds, making and mending of fi shing gears, fi sh harvesting, 
processing, value addition, transport, and marketing [25-28]. 
Previous studies reported that women actively participate in 
the supply of aquaculture inputs [29,30]. Normally, men own 
more fi sh ponds and management operations compared to 
females [6]. Despite the determinations of various agencies to 
stimulate aquaculture and farming societies, gender disparity 
is still high although past studies reported that both genders 
play an important role in aquaculture [15,31].

Despite diffi culties of diverse magnitude for women’s 
engagement in aquaculture, there exists a huge potential to 

contribute signifi cantly to the sector. The majority of women 
engage in aquaculture to earn income and food for the household 
and community development in rural areas as well [32-35]. 
Women’s involvement in aquaculture has led to the creation of 
more job opportunities thus increasing income generation for 
rural women [25]. Past studies have reported a signifi cant 70% 
of direct benefi ciaries from aquaculture earnings are women. 
Thus, this is the most signifi cant benefi t that has resulted 
from the development of small-scale aquaculture in rural 
communities. Further, there has been a signifi cant increase in 
the socio-economic condition of women who are involved in 
aquaculture-related enterprises. This has changed women’s 
perspective in terms of gender roles, decision-making, 
management, and income-generation activities in the sector.

However, women face several challenges in aquaculture 
with the most critical one being limited access to income 
from the sector and enterprise development strategy despite 
their heavy involvement at the family level [1,3,6,19]. Further, 
limited access to certifi ed seed and the high cost of feeds is 
prohibiting women whose access to credit is low compared to 
men thus the overall effect on their productivity.

Despite several years of involvement in aquaculture, the 
majority of aquaculture value chain actors still lack access 
to credit [3]. Access to credit facilities results in substantial 
upgrading within the households thus infl uencing positively 
productivity and livelihoods. While men may use land title 
deeds as collateral for access to credit [36], culturally women 
are disadvantaged since the title deed in the family set-up is 
customarily under the man’s name. Also, women lack statutory 
rights and the patriarchal land ownership system favors men 
and this has been culturally preserved for many decades in 
most communities [10,37]. Therefore, women rely on family 
contributions and their own savings for fi nancial survival [31].

Gender roles in fi sh processing and marketing

Women constitute up to 85% of the workforce during 
fi sh processing and marketing aimed at reducing post-
harvest losses [5,15,13,23]. This is because marketing is less 
time-consuming thus women can easily multi-task between 
marketing and managing their households. Further, the 
actors in post-harvest management activities along the value 
chain constitute up to 58% of women [14]. This includes; 
descaling, gutting, drying, fi lleting, and preservation for later 
consumption. This helps them gain better earnings and it also 
makes fi sh accessible to distant markets in the interiors of the 
country [38]. Fish processing is divided into full processing 
and semi-processing. Women normally participate in semi-
processing since huge capital investment is needed for full 
processing. Depending on the marketing location, fi sh is either 
sold as whole, gutted, scaled and gutted, smoked, fried, sun-
dried, or grilled. Fresh fi sh, either whole or scaled and gutted 
may also be chilled during transportation to the market. The 
processing mainly preserves and improves the fl avor of the 
fi sh. There is a greater variety of fi sh products in the market 
than on the farms because fi sh is extremely perishable and 
thus requires high-level management. 
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Women, just like their counterparts play a key role in equal 
measure in the market [39]. They are majorly wholesale and 
retailing fi sh at the farm gate or the local or regional market. 
Gender involvement in processing and consumer taste of the 
fi sh product in the market is determined by the processing 
method. To gain the maximum market share of aquaculture 
fi sh and fi sh products, traders must take into account 
consumer preference [40]. This may vary from one location or 
region to another based on community structure and cultural 
orientation. Value addition signifi cantly increases the value of 
the aquaculture product and thus the economic empowerment 
of the traders. This nevertheless comes at a cost of the value 
addition capital, space, and equipment. Even though, the 
consumer market is still favoring small-scale women traders 
due to their traditional choice for chilled, fried, sundried, or 
smoked fi sh. However, modern climate-smart technologies 
[14] such as the smoking kiln increase the taste of fi sh and 
further, the value-added products such as sausages, balls, pies, 
burgers, and samosas are likely to increase to market base and 
thus increased incomes among the value chain women actors. 

Gender role in fi sh transportation

Major factors hindering women from competing with male 
counterparts in the same industry include poor transport 
networks, lack of proper shipping equipment, and access to 
credit facilities. The long distances to the inland markets from 
the farms coupled with poor transport infrastructure make 
it impossible for fi sh to reach the markets in a fresh state. 
Research indicated that women deal with small quantities of 
fresh fi sh only due to a lack of specialized fi sh cooling and 
transport system or fi nancial limitation to procure systems 
such as freezers and tracks fi tted with the cooling system. 
Small-scale traders trading on fresh fi sh prefer to trade at the 
local market where they deliver the procured aquaculture fi sh 
on foot. Any unsold fi sh is a value-added for the next market 
day. The role of women is evidently crucial in fi sh transport, 
processing, and marketing. In some cases, they are the sole 
distributors of fi sh, which means the aquaculture producer is 
dependent on the woman in converting the fi sh into money.

Conclusion

The fi ndings demonstrate that women are actively involved 
in various activities along the aquaculture value chain nodes and 
much of it is not well documented to inform their contribution 
to the nation’s GDP. Their participation contributes towards 
the blue economy, food security, improved nutrition, creation 
of employment opportunities, and income generation. 
Different industries have devoted themselves not to leaving 
anyone behind and thus it is fundamental to recognize human 
dignity as it is in the context of Agenda 2030. In the fi sheries 
and aquaculture sector, the voices of women need to be heard 
all over the world despite facing constraints over factors of 
production, control of income, and gender norms. Therefore, 
there is a need to grant everyone equal access to all factors 
of production, processing, and trading considering the need 
to overcome sociocultural norms that disadvantage women in 
society. This will lead to the realization of their full potential 
in aquaculture resulting in enhanced production, productivity, 
processing, trade, and economic growth.
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