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Abstract 

The Lower Mekong Basin (LMB) is diverse, with more than 70 ethnic groups 

who speak different languages and dialects and live in remote and marginal 

environments. Majority of the population are farmers who rely on fishing for 

food consumption and income. This research examines the dependence of these 

ethnic groups on fisheries and their participation in fisheries management. The 

variables that were investigated include: the dependence on fisheries by ethnic 

groupsin the LMB, the factors that influence income generation from fisheries, 

local participation in fisheries management, gender roles in fisheries management, 

and perceptions of the laws, regulations and management of fishery resources. 

An experimental design was developed to survey households in Laos and 

Cambodia to investigate these variables. The Cham minority in Cambodia and 

Phouthai people in Laos were selected as the experimental group, while the 

Khmer and LaoLoum majority in each respective countrywere selected as the 

control group. 

This research has found that: (1) fisheries remain a key source of income and 

daily food for ethnic groups in the LMB. Overall, Cham people catch more fish 

during high yield periods, however, LaoLoum and Phouthai people fish for the 

whole year; (2) the number of householders from each household engaged in 

fishing activities, the number of days spent fishing per annum, the volume of fish 
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caught, and the price of fish in dry season are the main factors that influence the 

income of fisher folk. Not many fisher folk catch fish in the wet season due to 

fishing restrictions. (3) In Laos, fisher folk actively participate in fisheries 

management. The availability of projects supported by NGOs or local 

government helps to increase community engagement, however, community 

fisheries (CFs) lack the requiredfinancial and human resources to sustain these 

activities. (4) Male and female fisher folk have an equal degree of participation in 

local fisheries management, with the exception voluntary work and membership 

of CFs, where male participation is stronger. (5) Fisher folk in Laos participate in 

fisheries management to a high degree, however, in Cambodia there is a low 

degree of participation, with poor awareness of local laws and regulations and 

dissatisfaction with fisheries management. It is concluded that participation in 

fisheries management may be enhanced through capacity building of CFs in 

managing technical tasks and mobilizing resources. 

Keywords: ethnic groups, fisheries management, local participation, gender roles, 

Lower Mekong Basin 

 

Introduction 

Majority of people in the Lower Mekong Basin (LMB) either directly or indirectly 

depend on fishing fordaily food consumption and supplemental income (MRC, 

2010). Accessible rivers, lakes, ponds, dikes, flooded forests, ditches and paddy 

fields are exploited for fishing, and fish is a major source of daily protein intake 

(MRC, 2010). For example, up to 80% of animal protein consumed in the LMB 

is supplied by aquatic animals (MRC, 2003). According to the latest estimate, the 

fishery yield of the LMBis between 1.3 and 2.7 million tons per year (Hortle and 

Bamrungrach 2015) with a first sale value of between US$3.9 and 7 billion per 

year (MRC, 2010). Unlike other large rivers of the world, which have simple 

dendritic tributary networks, the LMB is complex with sub-basins that havequite 

diverse patterns of drainage. Based on the commercialization of agriculture and 
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the consolidation of private land ownership, peasant societies in rural areas have 

become increasingly vulnerable to climate impacts on water resources (ICEM and 

DAI, 2013). Mirroring the largevariations in terrain and topography, the people 

of the LMB are also extremely diverse with more than 70 ethnic groups (MRC, 

2010) speaking many different languages and dialects and having a rich variety of 

histories, cultures, and customs. In the LMB, minority groups live in remote, 

marginal environments with limited access to health and education services 

(MRC, 2003).The majority of population practices subsistence agricultural 

activities (MRC, 2010). 

The literature reviewed regarding ethnic minorities in the LMB refers to many 

concerns such as: living standards, poverty and inequality (Cuonget al., 2015; van 

de Walle and Gunewardena, 2001; Giacchino-Baker, 2007; Imai at el., 2011); 

educational development and gender gaps (Baulchet al., 2007; Hean, 2004); health 

issues (Lyttleton and Sayanouso, 2011); the impact of social development (Clarke, 

2010); land use changes (Trincsiaet al., 2014) and biodiversity conservation and 

management (Triet, 2010). However, no studies have specifically focused on local 

participation in natural resource management, or in particular, fisheries 

management.  

In the 1980s, participation was a major theme both withinthe literature and 

development practice. Enhanced participation was seen as a way to foster 

emancipation and to empower the poor and theoppressed (Leal, 2007). 

Moreover, participation had been shown to increase community involvement in 

planning, decision-making and evaluation (Sharma and Deepak, 2001). According 

to the Mekong River Commission (MRC, 2005), participation in the LMB “is an 

ongoing process, with each step in the process increasing capacity, building trust 

and adding value”. Michener (1998) classified participation ranging from planner-

centered to people-centered approaches. The World Bank refers to participation 

as “a process through which stakeholders influence and share control over 

development initiatives and the decisions and resources which affect them” 

(World Bank, 1994). According to Helanderet al. (1989), local people have rights 

to engage in the planning and decision-making related to development programs 
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in their own communities. It has been shown that participatory processes are 

effective in influencing people-centered program outcomes and improving the 

personal capacity of the participants (Oakley, 1989). 

Importantly, participation is based on a political motivation where the involved 

stakeholders “are positioned towards each other through power relationships that 

are (to an extent) egalitarian” (Carpentier, 2012). Danielsenet al. (2009) argues 

that local participation alone cannot guarantee empowerment as it relies only on 

the local context and strategies employed when the activities are implemented. 

However, experiences in Latin America and Africa, where development 

practitioners have taken advantage of local facilitation to enhance the 

empowerment of communities and increase local autonomy, suggest that this 

may be more important as it engages local decision-making even if it does not 

agree with international natural resource management objectives (Constantino, 

2012).  

Moreover, local knowledge has been shown to play a very significant role in 

achieving improved livelihoods for fisher folk (Pramanik, 1993), while 

participation through the inclusion of this local knowledge can play a crucial role 

in the sustainable management of fishery resources (Santha, 2008). Martin (2001) 

suggests that the potential for community participation in the management of 

fishery resources is based on the establishment of local community-based 

organizations by fisher folk themselves. In addition, the success of these 

community fisheries (CFs) requires the participation of local communities in 

establishing rules, planning and making decisions (Pomeroy, 1995). While 

community-based activities were shown to be unable to replace the formal 

extensive management of natural resources, participatory approaches were shown 

to be more effective in achieving community development outcomes for more 

specific circumstances (Selman, 2003).  

A recent increase in the available literature on gendered roles in global fisheries 

refers to the under-estimated and under-valued role of women in the policy and 

management of fisheries, and how the growing significance of gender equality in 
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fisheries is linked to sustainable development and poverty reduction outcomes 

(Harper et al., 2013). A study by Resurrection (2006) suggests that women have 

been encouraged to participate in CFs management by the government and 

various other institutions, however, the actual social conditions and practices of 

fisher folk demonstrate that women are not actively involved in 

fisheriesmanagementas the complicated nature of the programs does not 

recognize gender and social inequalities. For example, a study of a fishing village 

of Ban Laem District, Thailand has shown that most women are involved in the 

three main roles typical of women in the developing world: motherhood, labor in 

production and community management. Furthermore, through these roles they 

participate in fisheries management and have demonstrated a high capacity for 

improving the governance of CFs (Thiammueanget al., 2013). 

This research adds value to the existing literature by examining the dependence 

on fisheries by ethnic minorities and their degree of participation in fisheries 

management by focusing on: (1) sources of income from fishery resources and 

dependence on this income; (2) factors that influence income from fishing 

activities; (3) local participation in fisheries management; (4) gender roles in 

fisheries management; and (5) perceptions of the laws, regulations and 

management of fishery resources. 

1. Study Areas and Methods 

The research conducted uses an experimental design to statistically investigate the 

degree of dependence on fisheries by ethnic minorities in the LMB for their 

livelihood and their participation in fisheries management.The Cham minority in 

Cambodia and the Phouthai people in Laos were selected as the experimental 

group, while Khmer and Lao Loum people were selected as control groups. In 

Cambodia, Khmer people are the majority ethnic group accounting for around 

90% of the national population. The Cham people are ethnic minority who have 

a religious affiliation with Islam. There are around 500,000 Cham people 

recorded as living in various parts of Cambodia, primarily in 9 different provinces 

(So, 2005). So (2010) suggests that most Cham people practice small-scale fishing 
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on rivers, especially the Mekong River and the TonleSap. Cham people, especially 

women, are considered to have the lowest degree of economic and political 

participation in Cambodia (So, 2005). In Laos, there are 49 ethnic groups who 

live mostly in remote localities (Lahiri and Chanthaphone, 2010). The Phouthai 

people are one of the eight ethnic subgroups and approximately 154,000 

Phouthai citizens are reported to live in Laos (IFAD, 2012). Majority of Phouthai 

people are Buddhists but several hundred are now Christians. The Phoutai 

people have been hard to identify because they have merged with other 

communities. In general, Phouthai people reside in large settlements and women 

are skilled at weaving (Ovesen, 2012). 

Table 2.1.Number of interviewed households Kampong Tralach district (in 

Cambodia) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This research was primarily quantitative, however, it was substantiated by 

qualitative information. A household survey was used to collect the quantitative 

data. Key informant interviews and focus group discussions were carried out to 

gather in-depth qualitative information. Kompong Chhnang province in 

Cambodia and Khammouane province in Laos were selected as the research 

locations due to number of Cham and Phouthai people in each province and 

No. Study 

Areas 

Population Sample 

Size 

% of 

popul

ation 

1 Cham 4,541 

households 

202 

households 

4.4% 

 

2 Khmer 14,343 

households 

202 

househo

lds 

1.4% 

3 Phoutha

i 

1,391househol

ds 

100   

househo

lds 

7.2% 

4 Lao 

Loum 

5,894househol

ds 

100 

househo

lds 

1.7% 

Total 604 households 
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their active involvement in fishing as a livelihood activity. A total sample size of 

604 households was selected for the survey comprising 404 fisher folk in 

Cambodia, based on Yamane’s simplified formula for proportions, to determine 

the sample size, assuming a 95% confidence level (Yamane’s (1967). Only 200 

households were recruited in Laos (half of what would be suggested by Yamane’s 

formula) due to budget constraints. In addition, group discussions were 

conducted in each country with several key informants including: the District 

Office of Agriculture and Forestry in Xebang Fai District, the Head of Had 

Khamheing Village, and the Vice-Head of Community Fisheries (in Laos); and 

the District Governor in Kampong Tralach District, the Head of the CF 

committee in AmpelTek commune, and a WorldFish representative (in 

Cambodia).  

For the data analysis, an analysis of variance and a t-test was carried out to test 

the significance of various fishing activities to the income of fisher folk for the 

two countries and four ethnic groups. Simultaneous multiple regression was also 

conducted to predict whether a range of ten attributes significantly contributed to 

daily household income from fishing activities. Chi-square tests were used to 

explore the association between local participation in fisheries management and 

the perspectives of fisher folk from each country or gender. Finally, a weighted 

average index (WAI) was applied to rate the degree of satisfaction in the laws, 

regulations, and management of fishery resources. 

2. Results and Discussions 

2.1. Sources of incomes from fisheries and their dependence for 

livelihoods 

During the group discussions, small-scale and subsistence fisher folk in both 

Laos and Cambodia claimed that they could catch fish for whole year despite 

being required to follow national laws and regulations. For example, under the 

Laos Fisheries Law (Article 38), fisher folk are not permitted to: use weapons, 

poisons, chemicals or electronic shock; to produce illegal fishing gear; or to catch 
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fish from protected areas and breeding areas (Fisheries Article 38, MoAF, 2009). 

In Cambodia, people can fish for the whole year without a license. Small-scale 

fisher folk are permitted to use gear such as cast nets, dip-nets, small gill-nets and 

traps. According to the Cambodian Fisheries Law (Article 109), the fishing 

season is officially open from the 1st of October until the 31st ofMay. During the 

closed season, small-scale fisher folk are still allowed to catch fish but mesh sizes 

smaller than 1.5 cm are prohibited. Some other regulationslimits the types of 

fishing gear that can be used and species that can be caught (MAFF, 2006).  

Comparatively, fisher folk in Laos (186 days per year) spend more days fishing 

than fisher folk from Cambodia (146 days per year). While Lao Loum and 

Phouthai people spend an equal amount of time (93 days) fishing in each season, 

fisher folk in Cambodia spend a lot of time fishing between November and 

January and much less at other times.Cham people are more active in fishing than 

the Khmer people (Table3.1). Fisher folk in Cambodia are known as some of the 

most productive in the world, with an average daily household fish catch (8.0kg) 

that is significantly higher than their counterparts in Laos (1.2kg) in the dry 

season. Among the four ethnic groups, Cham people produce the highest daily 

catch rates, with each household catching up to 9.4kg of fish per day. This is 

significantly higher than Khmer (6.6kg), Phouthai (1.3kg) and Lao Loum (1.1kg) 

people.  

Table 3.1.Fishing activities and income in the Laos and Cambodia, 2015 

Fishing 

seasons 

Laos Cambodia P-value 

 Lao 

Loum 

Phoutha

i 

Total Khm

er 

Cham Total  

 (n=100) (n=100) (n=200) (n=

202) 

(n=20

2) 

(n=40

4) 

(n=60

4) 

Dry season (November to April) 

Number of 

fishing day 

95.5 90.7 93.1 86.9 103.9 95.4**

* 

.405 
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Fish 

collected per 

day (kg) 

1.1 1.3 1.2 6.6 9.4 8.0*** .000**

* 

Price of fish 

per kg (usd) 

3.9 4.1 4.0** 0.9 0.9 0.9 .000**

* 

Household 

income per 

day 

4.4 5.2 4.8 3.9 5.3 4.6** .931 

Wet season 

(May to 

October) 

       

Number of 

fishing day 

5.5 89.8 93.7 37.1 64.7 50.9*** .000**

* 

Fish caught 

per day (kg) 

3.5 3.9 3.7 1.3 2.6 2.0*** .000**

* 

Price of fish 

per kg (usd) 

3.1 3.0 3.1 0.8 1.2 1.0* .000**

* 

Household 

income per 

day 

10.9 11.8 11.4*** 0.01 0.01 0.01 .000**

* 

 

In Cambodia, Cham people identify as fisher folk and fishing has been strongly 

linked to their lifestyle and income activities (Head of CF committee in 

AmpelTek commune, personal communication, March 2016). Lao Loum and 

Phouthai people share a similar daily catch rate per capita spread over the entire 

year. The fish catch in Laos (3.7kg) is significantly higher than their Cambodian 

counterparts in wet season, but also significantly lower in the dry season (2.0 kg). 

Larger fish catches are dependent upon the type of gear used, fishing areas and 

productive periods (WorldFish representative, personal communication, April 

2016). According to the group discussions, some fisherfolk in Cambodia paid 

bribes to government officers in order to using illegal gear and to enter banned 

fishing grounds. 
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2.2. Factors influencing incomes from fishing activities 

During group discussions with fisher folk in Cambodia and Laos, income from 

fishing was found to be influenced by: the distance to the wetlands, the number 

of household members involved in fishing, time spent engaging in agricultural 

activities and the season. However, the quantitative results suggest that a different 

combination of variables were significant in estimating income from fishing 

activities, with four out of the ten factors assessed significantly contributing to all 

income estimates (Table 3.2). Factors such as the price of fish per kg in the dry 

season, the number of days spent fishing in the dry season, the daily fish catch in 

the dry season and householder involvement in income generating activities were 

shown to significantly contribute to daily income from fishing activities. Some 

factors such as the price of fish per kg in the dry season, the number of days 

spent fishing in the dry season, the daily fish catch in the dry season and 

householder involvement in income generating activities were shown to 

significantly contribute to daily income from fishing activities; while other factors 

such as: the distance to the nearest wetland, the distance to the fishing ground, 

land size available for agriculture, the number of days spent fishing in wet season, 

the daily fish catch in the wet season and the price of fish per kg in the wet 

season had no significant influence on the prediction of income from fishing 

activities.  

The survey was conducted during the wet season so the distance to the nearest 

wetland and the distance to the fishing grounds was shown not to impact the 

yield of fish for the respondents as boats were used to access the fisheries. The 

amount of land respondents had access to for agricultural activities also did not 

affect fishing income as regardless of this variable, all villagers interviewed 

conducted fishing activities either part-time or full-time. Cultivating rice and 

fishing are a very important component of the livelihoods of people living along 

the Mekong River and the Tonle Sap (WorldFish representative, personal 

communication, April 2016).  
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Table 3.2.Key attributes contributing to household daily income from fishing 

activities 

Attributes B Standard 

error 

β X2 P-value 

Distance to 

nearest 

wetland 

.000 .000 .009 .344 0.731 

Distance to 

fishing 

ground 

4.72 .000 .013 .530 0.596 

Land size 

for 

agriculture 

-

5.620 

.000 -.024 -1.053 0.293 

Households’ 

involvement 

in incomes 

.345 .087 .086 3.968 0.000*** 

Day of 

fishing in 

dry season 

.028 .003 .235 9.973 0.000*** 

Daily fish 

collected in 

dry season 

.103 .011 .221 9.307 0.000*** 

Price of fish 

per kg in 

dry season 

1.981 .070 .844 28.472 0.000*** 

Day of 

fishing in 

wet season 

-.002 .002 -.037 -1.159 0.247 
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Daily fish 

collected  in 

wet season 

.043 .028 .040 1.542 0.124 

Price of fish 

per kg in 

wet season 

.021 .063 .010 .333 0.739 

 

 

Note: R2 =.735; F (10, 593) = 168.461, *p, .05; **p , .03; ***p = 0.000; 

significant betas are shown in bold. All 10 attributes were derived from a total 

sample size of 604 households. 

The income of fisherfolk was found to be largely influenced by time spent for 

fishing during the dry season but not in the wet season. During the dry season, 

fisherfolk spent more days fishing, caught more fish, and sold them at higher 

prices. As a result, the daily income of fisherfolk in the dry season was higher. 

The number of householders involved in fishing activities was also an important 

component of income. The more members of household involved, the higher the 

income obtained. In both counties, similar practices were observed while fishing. 

Fisher folk did not fish alone and generally went as a group of two or three 

family members. A larger group could assist with activities related to fishing such 

as rowing, collecting fish from the gear, and removing water from the boat 

(Fisher folk, Had Khamheing Village, personal communication, June, 2016).  

During the group discussions, other factors were also identified that helped to 

increase income from fishing such as the bribing of officials and the use of high-

tech fishing gear that provides electric shocks to fish. In both Laos and 

Cambodia, some fisher folk were found to use these illegal fishing practices. 

Several small-scale fisher folk admitted that they would not even catch enough 

fish for daily consumption if they adhered to the limits of the laws and 

regulations (Fisher folk, Kampong Tralach Commune, personal communication, 

January and March, 2016). To this end, it was rare to find examples of fishing 
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gear being used in the TonleSap Lake and Mekong River that met local laws and 

regulations. 

2.3. Local participation and gender issues in fishery management 

Chi-square tests was employed to determine if there were was a relationship 

between participating in fisheries management such as: engaging in voluntary 

work, raising concerns about fisheries issues, and active membership of CFs in 

relation to the country studied and the gender of  fisher folk. This analysis 

showed there was an association between the participation in fisheries 

management and the country studied; but not an association with gender (Table 

3.3). In Laos, 90% of fisher folk reported participation in events organized by 

local authorities to raise awareness about fisheries management and conservation 

but only 36.4% of fisher folk in Cambodia had. It was found that several 

awareness activities had been organized in Laos by the Department of 

Agriculture and Forestry, Nam Tuen2 Power Company, the Sustainable Forestry 

for Rural Development project and World Vision. These had been implemented 

to mitigate the impacts of hydropower development on fisheries. In Cambodia, 

there were only few local NGOs based in the study communities, including the 

Fisheries Action Coalition Team (FACT) and the Coalition of Cambodian 

Fishers who had implemented events like these, as well as a few Phnom Penh 

based organizations who had visited the communities on only a few occasions. 

These events were usually found to have equal gender representation. In 

Cambodia, Commune Councils (CCs) organize regular meetings to discuss 

community development activities related to fisheries with invitations offered to 

female and male participants equally. Similarly, male and female fisher folk in 

Laos were reported to have similar participation in discussions regarding the 

mitigation of impacts from the hydropower development projects (Fisher folk, 

Had Khamheing Village, personal communication, June2016). 
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Table 3.3.Association between local participation in fishery management and 

country perspectives and gender issues 

 

Attributes 

 

Country 

 

Gender 

 Laos Cambo

dia 

P-

value 

Male Femal

e 

P-value 

Participatio

n in events 

Yes 180 147 0.000*

** 

239 87 0.530 

 
No 20 257 

 
183 94 

 

 Total 200 404  422 181  

Volunteer 

work 

Yes 101 32 0.000*

** 

104 29 0.019** 

 
No 99 372 

 
318 152 

 

 Total 200 404  422 181  

Raising 

concerns 

Yes 66 46 0.000*

** 

89 22 0.009** 

 
No 134 358 

 
333 159 

 

 Total 200 404  422 181  

CF 

membershi

p 

Yes 165 69  184 50 0.000**

* 

 
No 35 335 0.000*

** 

238 131 
 

 Total 200 404  422 181  
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With encouragement from local government agencies, half of the fisher folk 

interviewed in Laos reported that they had engaged in voluntary work. The Nam 

Thuen 2 Dam project recruited volunteers to produce records about fishing 

activities such as the location of fishing sites, the species of fish caught, types of 

fishing gear used, and the volume of production (Head of Had Khamheing 

Village, personal communication, June, 2016). In contrast, voluntary work was 

not popular with fisher folk in Cambodia. NGOs or CCs only selected a few 

people in each village to lead others to organize volunteer activities. Peer 

educators or focal points were appointed to help NGOs gather people to attend 

meetings, to participate in events at provincial or national levels, or to lead other 

fisher folk in discussion (WorldFish representative, personal communication, 

April 2016).  

Female fisher folk were found to not be as active in participating fisheries 

management when compared to male fisher folk because of the physical nature 

of the work, heavy household responsibilities, and commitments to other 

community work. During group discussions in Cambodia, female fisher folk still 

believed that men produced better outcomes from work related to fisheries 

management than women. In addition, female fisher folk did not participate in 

night time patrols of the fishing grounds, struggle with offenders who were 

found to be fishing illegally or lead other fisher folk by facilitating discussions 

about fisheries management. 

Through the growth of NGO activities and decentralized local government in the 

last few decades, communities have started to organize events aimed at solving 

problems they face related to fisheries. The increased role of NGOs in both 

countries since the 1980s has gradually empowered fisher folk to participate in 

the management and conservation of fishery resources. Fisher folk were found to 

gather regularly through monthly or quarterly meetings and freely share their 

concerns about illegal fishing and overfishing. Yet, fisher folk representatives do 

not have enough capacity or competence to advocate for the strict enforcement 

of the current fishery laws and regulations.  
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Fewer female fisher folk in both countries dared to raise concerns about illegal 

fishing with local officials. Security issues were identified as a major barrier to 

women’s participation in fisheries management. In many cases, fisher folk in 

Cambodia did not want to participate in any meeting or discussion as they had 

been disappointed with the outcomes of previous meetings. Fisher folk had 

raised concerns and suggested that intervention was required from relevant 

officers, but nothing had changed as a result of their participation. Instead, fisher 

folk were worried about their security as some offenders were perceived to be 

supported by local officials (WorldFish representative, personal communication, 

April 2016). In Laos, fisher folk worked hard to raise the concerns they 

faceregarding fisheries management, however the negative impacts of Nham 

Thourn 2 dam on fisheries were highly visible. Fisher folk believed they were not 

able to raise concerns effectively because of their acceptance of compensation 

from the hydropower company (Fisher folk, Had Khamheing Village, personal 

communication, June, 2016). 

The majority of fisher folk (82.5%) in Laos were members of CFs, while only 

17.1% of fisher folk in Cambodia were members. At the same time, there were 

more male members of CFs than female members. In Laos, CFs had been 

formed in 2010 as part of an effort to mitigate the impacts of the Nam Thuen 2 

dam on fisheries. These particular CFs consisted of five committee members and 

covered in 6 villages. All fisher folk on Xebang Fai River who were members of 

the CFs were responsible for monitoring production rates, fishing gear and the 

species of fish caught. However, this was a funded project, which was completed 

in early 2016. The CFs had continued to function with only very limited funds 

from Nam Thuen 2 Dam project (Vice-Head of CFs, personal communication, 

June 2016).  

In Cambodia, CFs have been established in each commune of Kampong Tralach 

District with between 5 and 11 committee members. The FACT hadprovided 

them with training and a budget to organize meetings for the selection of the CF 

committees, but they were not provided with a budget for implementing the 

monitoring activities. The main activities of the CF committee members are to 
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organize regular meetings, to inform authorities of illegal fishing activities and to 

patrol fishing grounds. Theseare relatively limited in scope because of this. In 

most cases, the CF committee members work to support the activities of NGOs 

or provincial officers (Head of CF committee, Ampel Tekcommune, personal 

communication, March2016). 

2.4. Perception towards laws, regulations and management of fishery 

resources 

To analyze community perceptions of the existing legal framework, a WAI was 

applied to rate the degree of participation in campaigning and advocacy for 

fisheries management, conducting actions against illegal fishing, and patrolling 

illegal fishing activities. It was also used to rate the degree of satisfaction related 

to the awareness of the fisher regulations, the closed season for fisheries, fisher 

folk representation, female representation, consensus orientation and equal 

access to fishery resources (Table 3.4). Overall, fisher folk in Laos rated their 

degree of participation as ‘very high’ or ‘high’ and an awareness and satisfaction 

related to all attributes, however, fisher folk in Cambodia rated  their 

participation and satisfaction as either ‘low’, ‘moderate’ or ‘high’.  

In Laos, fisher folk were found to be well aware current legal frameworks and 

highly satisfied with the level of law enforcement. In contrast, the degree of 

awareness of laws and regulations related to fisheries management and the 

satisfaction with advocacy efforts, and consensus-oriented decisions remained 

low in Cambodia. Among the four ethnic groups, Phouthai people had the 

highest satisfaction in fisheries management, while Khmer people had the lowest. 

Comparatively, Lao Loum people had better awareness and higher satisfaction 

than Cham people in Cambodia. In Cambodia, NGOs play a critical role in 

providing training, facilitating community development activities, providing legal 

support and organizing advocacy campaigns. NGOs are viewed as useful agents 

for building the capacity of fisher folk to become involved in fisheries 

management and conservation through a participatory approach. However, there 
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was only few NGOs conducting this role in the study areas (WorldFish 

representative, personal communication, April 2016). 

During the group discussions, fisher folk agreed that all ethnic groups possess 

equal rights to access fishery resources and become involved in fisheries 

management and conservation. However, some fisherfolk choose not get 

involved in activities carried out by CFs, CCs, NGOs or government agencies 

because they are either busy with other own tasks, or feel their level of 

engagement is not useful. The availability of legal support and community-based 

services also helps to increase the awareness and participation of fisher folk in 

community development activities (District Governor, Kampong Tralach 

District, personal communication, January, 2016).  

In Laos, Phouthai people are more committed to learn and to become involved 

in fisheries management than Lao Loum people. Under the support of the Nam 

Thuen2 dam project, all fisher folk had been invited to participate in events 

organized by Provincial Department of Agriculture and Forestry in Khammuane 

Province and District Department of Agriculture and Forestry in Xebang Fai 

District. However, some Lao Loum people are not able to participate in these 

events due to their workload from rice farming. In this district, NGOs such as 

World Vision are also working to promote awareness of the legal frameworks 

related to their sustainable livelihoods.  

In Cambodia, Cham people rated their awareness of regulations such as the 

closed season for fisheries, women’s participation in fisheriesand satisfaction 

about access to fisheries management and crack downs on illegal fishing as a 

high. Cham people have a higher dependence on fishery resources, and they have 

been found to pay close attention to the laws and regulations of fisheries. There 

have also been occasional campaigns such as World Fisheries Day and World 

Environment Day where responsible people from government agencies have 

declared their political will and commitment to improving fisheries management. 

Thecoverageof NGOs like FACT, however, was found not to be widespread and 

their work is mainly achieved through focal points for awareness raising rather 
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than directly supporting activities.CCs were found to work with Provincial and 

District Fishery Officers to raise awareness about fishing rights, protected areas, 

legal fishing gear and closed seasons. 

In Laos, fisher folk, especially Phouthai people, are highly aware of the laws and 

regulations on fisheries management and closed seasons and highly satisfied with 

advocacy campaigns representing their concerns. Moreover, fisher folk rated a 

high degree of satisfaction towards their representation, women’s representation, 

consensus oriented processes, equal access to fisheries, crack downs on illegal 

fishing and patrolling of illegal fishing. Conversely, fisher folk in Cambodia, 

reported only a moderate knowledge of laws and regulations and a moderate 

satisfaction with advocacy campaigns and consensus oriented processes. They 

rated a high satisfactionfisheries officials at the provincial and district levels and 

NGOs staff informing fisher folk about important features of fishery laws and 

regulations, but this work was found to limited. Many fisher folk in Cambodia 

were found not understand the details of fisheries laws and regulations such 

aslegal fishing grounds, permitted fishing gear and protected areas. Fisher folk 

also did not understand their rights to access fisheries and their eligibility to 

participate in the management of the fishery resources. The current capacity of 

fisher folk to effectively advocate for their own needs is limited. Without local 

financial and human resources, fisher folk are not able to organize events or 

advocate for elimination of illegal activities to conserve common pool resources 

(WorldFish representative, personal communication, April 2016). 
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Table 3.4.Degree of satisfaction towards the laws, regulation and management of 

fishery resources 

 

 

Discussion  

Dependence on fish their livelihoods 

A study by Thim (2014) shows that people in the LMB are dependent on fishery 

resources and their livelihoods are, thus, vulnerable to changes to the 

Attributes             Laos                   P-value    Cambodia      P-value P-value 

      WAI OA WAI OA  

Awareness of 
regulations 

0.89 V
H 

0.96 V
H 

0.000  0.55 

*** 

M 0.56 M 0.43 0.000 

*** 

 Closed season 

information 

 

0.91 

 

V
H 

 0. 
97 

V
H 

0.000  0.72 

*** 

H 0.76 H 0.00 

5** 

0.000 

*** 

Advocacy 

campaigns 

 

0.81 

 

V
H 

0.86 V
H 

0.017  0.40 

** 

L 0.41 M 0.39 

5 

0.000 

*** 

Fisherfolk 

representation 

 

0.83 
V
H 

0.90 H 0.001  0.64 

** 
H 0.65 H 0.90 

6 

0.000 

*** 

Women’s 

representation 

 

0.59 
M 

M 

0.70 H 0.003  0.61 

** 

H 0.76 H 0.02 

7* 

0.000 

*** 

Consensus 

oriented 

0.82 
V
H 

0.94 M 0.000 0.56   

*** 

M 0.59 M 0.06 

 6 

0.000 

*** 

Equal access to 

fisheries 

 

0.94 
V
H 

0.96 H 0.022  0.86 

* 

H 0.71 H 0.01 

9** 

0.000 

*** 

Illegal fishing 

crack downs 

 

0.74 
H 0/80 H 0.055 0.75 

** 

H 0.79 H 0.01 

0** 

0.000 

*** 

Patrolling for 

illegal fishing 

0.65 
H 0.72 H 0.000 0.75 

*** 

H 0.77 H 0.112 0.000 

*** 
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management and condition of water resources. In particular, communities on the 

TonleSap Lake are categorized as ‘fisheries-dependent’ (Rabet al., 2005). It was 

found that fishing contributes a large share of household income, especially in 

Laos, and the daily household income from fish caught in rainy reason can be as 

high as $US11.4. In contrast, fisher folk in Cambodia did not earn enough 

income from fishing to meet their needsin the rainy season, where the household 

income was as low as $US 0.01per day. 

In the dry season, the average price of fish was as high as $US 4.80 per kilogram 

in Laos. Fisher folk could sell Puntioplites falcifer for $US 1.85 per kilo, as well 

as higher priced fish such as Micronema apogon, Hemibagrus filamentus and 

Wallagoattu for between $US 3.70 and $US 6.10 per kilogram. The availability of 

fish species was different from year to year, but Micronema apogon and 

Hemibagrus fitamentus were more available than other fish in 2016. In 

Cambodia, fish was much cheaper than compared to Laos, and the average price 

of fish sold in Cambodia was $US 0.90 per kilogram. Most of fish caught by 

fisher folk in Cambodia included Hemibagrus nemurus, Barbonymus altus and 

Wallago attu, with the expensive species with high market demand being 

Oxyeleotris marmorata.  

Lao Loum and Phouthai people are highly satisfied with their livelihoods as 

through a combination of their primary and secondary occupations they can 

sustain a good standard of living. Comparatively, fisher folk in Cambodia cannot 

maintain a good livelihood by fishing alone and alternative sources of income are 

very important for them. Cham people earned more than Khmer people from 

fishing. Cambodian fisher folk sell fish to traders who come to buy directly from 

homes. The price of fish sold to consumers directly is higher than the sale price 

to traders. In Laos, fishing provides a good income as fish are sold locally for 

consumption. However, the amount of fish sold to each consumer is limited to 

only 0.5 to 1 kilograms per household. With better prices and more days spent 

fishing, fisher folk in Laos were able to earn a higher income from fishing than 

those from Cambodia. Yet, villagers who do not catch fish in Laos may 

experience an insufficient protein intake from fish due to the higher price. 
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Cambodians, who consume 52.2 kg of fish per capita per year (Hortle, 2007) 

enjoy a higher percentage of protein intake from fish than Laotians, who 

consume 40 kg of fish per capita per year (MoAF, 2014). In rural Cambodia, 

people have good accessibility to fish at a reasonable price especially along the 

TonleSap Lake and the Mekong River. Overall, fish is becoming scarce in the 

Xebang Fai River due to shallow water levels. When fish is in short supply, the 

price is relatively high for non-fishing households. 

Fish catch and behaviors of fisher folk 

Comparatively, catch rates by fisher folk in Laos and Cambodia follow different 

patterns. In Laos, fisher folk catch fish for almost the entire year with the 

exception of August and September, however, fish is less available between April 

and July, and only in medium supply in February and March. Fisher folk have 

access to fish in the Xebang Fai River in all seasons, but fishing gear is restricted. 

They are allowed to use only a net and hook in wet season, especially in August 

and September. In contrast, fisher folk in Cambodia prefer to conduct fishing 

activities only during the high yield periods or in the evening after their work in 

the rice field. High yields of fish are obtained in October, November and 

December and January. For full-time fisher folk, the whole day is spent on the 

water to catch fish to take advantage of their large investment in fishing gear. 

During the group discussions, Cambodian fisher folk reported they could catch 

between 50 to 200 kilograms per day on some days in the period between 

November and January, whereas it may only be a few kilograms per day on usual 

days. Small-scale fisher folk have the capacity to catch fish in wet season, 

however not many Cambodian fisher folk do, especially Khmer people, due to 

restrictions on fishing gear and fishing areas. They potentially face arrest, being 

asking to pay bribes by government agencies and high costs for gasoline. It was 

found that fisher folk activities were not sustainable if fisher folk only used legal 

fishing gear due to the decline in fishery resources, high gasoline prices, and 

expensive gear. 
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In Laos, fisher folk prefer to catch fish close to their home, but fisher folk in 

Cambodia travel to productive fishing grounds even if they are far away. Fisher 

folk were found to prefer fishing both socially and productively before and after 

going to work in paddy fields. In general, fisher folk consider rice farming their 

primary job in rural Cambodia and Laos and they usually only become full-time 

fisher folk if they have no access to agricultural land. Among the four ethnic 

groups, the Cham people have the highest proportion of full-time fisher folk, as 

majority of them have settled near rivers or wetlands. In Laos, there were no full-

time fisher folk identified in the survey as all of them owned agricultural land. 

Both Lao Loum and Phouthai people were found to catch fish for their own 

consumption and sell only a small surplus to their neighbors. In Cambodia, fish 

represents a tradable product between fisher folk and traders, so the amount of 

fish caught is generally of a higher volume than those who fish in Laos. 

Limitations and constraints to participation in fishery management 

Besides fishing for livelihoods, fisher folk are also involved in fisheries 

management and conservation, particularly when they become aware that strict 

legal frameworks and enforcement makes their livelihoods sustainable. Among 

the four ethnics groups, Phouthai people possess the highest awareness, 

participation and satisfaction with laws and regulations, while Khmer people 

displayed the lowest degree. Comparatively, Lao Loum people have better 

awareness and higher satisfaction than Cham people. Moreover, both female and 

male representatives have barriers to becoming involved in voluntary work, 

raising concerns about fishery resources, and becoming member of the CFs. The 

engagement of fisher folk in these activities is closely associated with their 

willingness, commitment, and how dependent their livelihoods are attached to 

the fishery resources. In Laos, fisher folk have higher engagement in fisheries 

management because of the direct impacts from Nam Thuen 2 Dam project. 

Meanwhile, NGOs play a crucial role in raising awareness of the importance of 

natural resource management as well as building the capacity of locals to conduct 

community-led advocacy and fisheries management activities. In Cambodia, there 

were only a few NGOs carrying out these activities. NGOs primarily existed only 
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in communities where there are high risks and strong exploitation of natural 

resources. 

According to the literature, the participation of fisher folk in the LMB is open to 

all ethnic groups; but the degree of engagement with fisheries management varies 

based on dependence on fisheries, availability of community development 

activities to develop capacity in fisheries management and external support from 

local government and NGOs (Martin, 2001; Pramanik, 1993, Selam, 2003). 

However, when local participation is created by external institutions, 

communities are often unable to continue the initiatives due to a lack of financial 

and human resources. Outcomes of participatory activities to empower fisher 

folk through becoming involved with fisheries management are probably only 

successful when CBOs managed by fisher folk are established with sufficient 

human and financial resources to fulfill their tasks and responsibilities 

independently over the long-term. Moreover, participation for the purposes of 

improving fisheries management and sustainable livelihoods is likely to be 

improved through the capacity building of CBOs in managing technical fisheries 

management roles and mobilizing resources. Power in decision-making is 

automatically transferred to local communities when a CBO is able to conduct 

activities independently and sustainably. Local participation of fisher folk is a 

crucial element for the sustainable management of fishery resources. 

 

Conclusion 

This report presents insights into villager dependence on fisheries and 

observations about the degree of participation in fisheries management in the 

LMB. It can be concluded that: (1) income from fishing remains of 

supplementary importance for the livelihoods of fisher folk in these Laos and 

Cambodia. The Cham people in Cambodia have the highest dependence on 

fishery resources and Lao Loum and Phouthai people share a similar catch 

volume. Fisher folk in Laos have a higher income from fishing due to larger 
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number of fish caught in wet season and a higher price of fish. (2) The income of 

fisher folk is influenced by: the number of householders from each household 

engaged in fishing, the number of days spent fishing per year, the volume of fish 

caught per day and the price of fish in dry season. In Laos, fisher folk spend the 

entire year fishing, while fisher folk in Cambodia generally fish mainly during 

high yield periods. Some full-time fisher folk, especially Cham people, catch fish 

every day because they do not own any agricultural land. (3) Fisher folk in Laos 

are more active than those in Cambodia in participating in fisheries management. 

The availability of projects supported by NGOs and local governments is 

influential in mobilizing local involvement in the mitigation of impacts from 

Nam Thuen 2 hydropower dam in Laos. Laoloum and Phouthai people shared 

similar degree of participation, while the Cham people are more active than 

Khmer people due to their dependence on fishery resources. (4) There is 

nosignificant difference in gendered involvement in participating in fisheries 

management, but male fisher folk were found to be more active in voluntary 

work and becoming CF members. Some of the barriers faced by female fisher 

folk in becoming involved in fisheries management were heavy household 

responsibilities, the nature of the work and safety considerations. (5) Among the 

four ethnic groups, Phouthai people possessed the highest degree of awareness, 

participation and satisfaction in fisheries laws and regulations and Khmer people 

have the lowest degree. All fisher folk possess rights to participate in activities 

carried out by local government agencies and NGOs but some are busy with 

other tasks, or feel their engagement is unnecessary. 
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