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This chapter provides anoverviewof the impact of theCOVID-19pandemic on small-

scale fisheries in Bangladesh and the subsequent responses from the government to

support small-scale fisheries. Thefindings show that, similar to the global situation,

the COVID-19 pandemic has brought wide impacts on small-scale fisheries in

Bangladesh, affecting production, processing, distribution, market, food security

and nutrition. In response, some initiatives have been taken at the national and

local levels to minimize the effects on small-scale fisheries. The main responses

were online-based buy-and-sell programs, mobile fish-selling facilities, reduced

meal plans, money lending frommiddlemen, and alternative income-generating

options, such as vegetable farming andworking as day labourers in the agricultural

field. However, the responses have primarily focused on small to medium-term

recovery rather than long-term resilience. The study suggests strengthening the

adaptive capacity of small-scale fishing communities, especially in response to

crises like the COVID-19 pandemic, by promoting meaningful partnerships among

the fishing communities, researchers, and formal and informal institutions to

improve fisheries governance.

Introduction

In December 2019, the first case of the COVID-19 virus was reported in

China. Since then, the virus has spread rapidly throughout the world. On

March 11th, 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared the COVID-

19 outbreak a global pandemic (WHO, 2020). Although COVID-19 is a

global pandemic, challenges for small-scale fisheries are more pressing

in developing countries, where the majority of the world’s small-scale

fisheries operate than in developed countries, due to pre-existing stressors

and pressures. In Bangladesh, for instance, small-scale fisheries face a wide

range of social problems, including poverty, lack of livelihood options, weak

governance, and under-representation of local stakeholders in the decision-

making process (Islam, 2011). The COVID-19 pandemic has worsened their

conditions by disrupting the domestic and export market chains, thus posing

further threats to their income, food, and nutritional security (Islam et al.,

2021; Sunny et al., 2021). In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic has posed an
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additional challenge to governance, as it has caused changes in the market

structure of small-scale fisheries, affecting its governance (FAO, 2020).

Similar to other countries around the world, how the government and the

market institutions have responded to the COVID-19 pandemic, especially in

terms of support for small-scale fisheries, is not explicit.

This chapter aims to provide an overview of the impact of the COVID-19

pandemic on small-scale fisheries in Bangladesh, the government responses

to support small-scale fisheries, and the interactions that take place based on

the government’s responses. As a developing country where key small-scale

fisheries were affected by COVID-19, Bangladesh serves as a good illustration

of the small-scale fisheries governing needs and capacities during and after

the COVID-19 pandemic. Thus, the chapter will address two questions: (1)

What are the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on small-scale fisheries in

Bangladesh? (2) What initiatives have the governing actors taken to support

small-scale fisheries, and how do the communities react to the government’s

responses? Given the COVID-19 restrictions on in-person meetings and

fieldwork, the study relied on web-based data, such as newspapers, podcasts,

proceedings, andblogs. Additionally, informal virtual discussionswere carried

out with key informants about small-scale fisheries in the context of the

COVID-19 pandemic to supplement and validate the gathered web-based data.

Impact of COVID-19 on small-scale fisheries in

Bangladesh

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought wide impacts on small-scale fisheries in

Bangladesh, affecting production, processing, distribution, market, food se-

curity and nutrition. At the same time, sudden shocks, both in the production

and distribution sectors, have affected the governing system of small-scale

fisheries.
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Production

The pandemic has affected the production sector of small-scale fisheries in

Bangladesh, including the capture and culturefisheries. As presented in Figure

1, the inland andmarine capture fisheries production has been disrupted due

to the lockdowns, mobility restrictions, and lack of logistical support at the

beginning of lockdownmeasures, e.g., in March and April 2020 (Islam et al.,

2021). Given the situation, many fishers have reduced their fishing activities

for fear of being exposed to the virus and complying with the government

restrictions. At the same time, some fishers have tried to continue fishing,

making shorter trips for a subsistent living. The culture fisheries sector faces

similar situations. Those who could continue producing fish had to reduce

their operation due to the lack of fish seeds and the absence of buyers (Sunny

et al., 2021).

Distribution and supply

The transportation disruptions have made the situation more challenging. At

the beginning of the pandemic and during subsequent lockdown measures

in 2020, the transportation of fish and fisheries products from remote

areas to different domestic markets was reduced due to mobility restrictions

(WorldFish, 2020). Although the government later allowed the transportation

of agricultural and fisheries goods, the restrictions on public and private

transport have been one of the reasons for the absence of buyers in the

domestic markets (Figure 1). This has led to reduced demand for fish in the

domestic markets. In addition, the traders were unable to buy fish from rural

markets due to high transportation costs.

Fish processing and small-scale workers

Reduced fish production from capture and culture fisheries and distribution

problems have lowered the supply of rawmaterials to the processing industry.

The export markets for processed fish and fisheries products, such as fish
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fillets and steaks, breaded shrimp, canned fishery products, and fishmeal and

fish oils, have been closed due to international travel restrictions. As a result,

the fish processing industries in Bangladesh have been negatively affected

(WorldFish, 2020). The processing industries have reduced their hours of

operation and processing volume (Figure 1). Many shrimp and crab processing

industries have been shut down in some cases due to high processing costs

and low sales (Moni, 2020; Roy, 2020). Although the operations of processing

industries are predominantly large-scale, this sector’s workforce mainly

consists of small-scale workers, mostly women. Some of the processing

industries have sent their workers on unpaid leave, andmany women were

affected (Hodal, 2020).

Market

The transportation difficulties have reduced the amount of fish bought,

and the labour shortages demotivated traders in continuing their business.

Traders reduced their business operations due to reduced demand for fish in

domestic and international markets (Rosen, 2020). The domestic markets of

small-scale fisheries products in Bangladesh are mainly place-based, with

buyers and sellers gathering is a commonplace to buy and sell fish through a

bargaining process. The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent

mobility restrictions led to the limited presence of buyers in the markets, and

small-scale fishers hardly received fair prices for their products.

Food security and nutrition

Fish is the primary source of animal protein for the fishers and themajority of

the consumers in Bangladesh. Hence, limited access to markets and reduced

fishing activities has threatened the food and nutritional security of small-

scale fishers and their family members (CGIAR 2020) (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. The effect of COVID-19 on small-scale fisheries in Bangladesh. Source:

key informants.

Responses to the COVID-19 pandemic and interactions

In response to the pandemic, different governing actors have taken initiatives

to support the fisheries sector, including small-scale fisheries. These initia-

tives have taken place at the national and local levels and are summarized in

Table 1.

At the national level

The Ministry of Fisheries and Livestock (MoFL) and the Division of Information

and Communication Technology have launched an online fish buy-sell pro-

gram to help fishers find buyers. The MoFL has set up information booths

in different regions to help fishers and fish farmers. They have provided

helpline numbers for fishers andfish farmers to call if they face any difficulties

during the pandemic. They have also arrangedmobile fish-selling facilities

(i.e., selling fish in a van) in the cities to continue the fisheries supply chain.
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In addition, the Bangladesh government has launched food and monetary

support for poor rural people, including small-scale fishers. However, these

measures are insufficient to continue feeding people who have lost their

income during the lockdowns.

The Department of Fisheries (DoF) has disseminated updated information

regarding domestic and export markets to local fisheries offices. The DoF has

suggested that the government should not include the fisheries sector in the

lockdownmeasures. They have sent a letter to the government asking to keep

the supply chains functioning. In addition, they have kept communicating

with wholesalers and mobile fish sellers in Dhaka. The department has

organized a meeting with those groups and has noted the problems they have

been facing due to COVID-19.

Despite the effects of the pandemic, the Bangladesh Fisheries Research

Institute (BFRI) has kept producing fish seed under the COVID-19-related

guidelines and distributed it to local small-scale farmers in many regions at a

lower price. They have also provided helpline phone numbers for farmers to

contact, place their orders, or ask for help.

The Bangladesh Fisheries Development Corporation (BFDC) has collaborated

with the MoFL in the mobile fish-selling initiative. This corporation has

helped extend fish-selling services in Dhaka and other big cities through its

branch offices. In addition, they have used offices near fish lending centers to

manage fish buy-sell and helped fishers during the COVID-19 crisis.

At the local level

Fishing communities– inmany cases, fishing communities have reduced the

number of meals per day during the tough times of the COVID-19 pandemic,

especially during the period of March-April in 2020. Some small-scale fishers

and farmers have also started vegetable farming to fulfill their nutritional

needs. They have worked in agricultural fields as day labourers. Many fishers

have borrowedmoney from themiddlemen to buy necessary food and grocery

items. Small-scale fishers have continued fishing practices to avoid hunger

and poverty in many areas. Many fishers have utilized the unsold fish for
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consumption or dried the fish so they can sell it in the future, hoping to reach

a better price. A similar effect has been observed in aquaculture, where many

farmers temporarily stopped harvesting fish.

Middlemen or local traders – many of them have continued buying and

selling fish in the local markets, but only in a small amount. Some of them

discontinued their fish tradingwork and investedmoney in other sectors, such

as paddy culture. They have been trying to take loans from the bank as the

government declared a loan stream for themwith less interest (Dao, 2020).

However, it was not easy for them given that they needed to show different

legal documents, for instance, property ownership, whichmany of them do

not have. In some cases, middlemen have voluntarily helped small-scale

fishers by providing food and grocery items.

Fish processors– the processing industry has reduced the number of workers.

In some cases, they have sent their workers on forced leave (Roy, 2020). How-

ever, some processing industries have continued their activities following the

government guidelines, which have helped small-scale fisheries, especially

women, to continue the workflow.

Upazila (sub-district) and District fisheries offices– at the beginning of strict

lockdownmeasures in 2020, local fisheries officers monitored and restricted

fishing activities. They also disseminated up-to-date information about the

pandemic and restrictions to the small-scale fishers in rural areas.

Table 1. The governing responses by different actors and subsequent challenges

during the COVID-19 pandemic. Source: web-based data and key informants.
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Discussion

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought new challenges, such as lockdown

measures andmobility restrictions, especially for small-scale fisheries supply

chains. The pandemic has exacerbated the pre-existing social and economic

crises for small-scale fisheries in Bangladesh (Belton et al., 2021). The

closure of major domestic and international markets has put pressure on

the governing system. Since the governing actors were not prepared to tackle

such anunexpected crisis, responsivemeasures have been taken by all levels of

governing actors, from the local to the national. In the context of the markets

and trades, the government’s sudden lockdowns and mobility restrictions

have largely affected supply chains of fish and fisheries products, including

small-scale fisheries, increased social tensions, and threatened food and

9
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nutritional security. The responses have mostly focused on short to medium-

term recovery tominimize the effect of the pandemic (Table 1). Similar towhat

Belton et al. (2021) suggest, this study has found that the supply chain actors’

common reaction to the challenges brought on by the pandemic consists of

reducing production costs, making loans more available, seeking alternative

income opportunities, and reducing food consumption. In some cases, small-

scale fishers have involved their children and wives in income-generating

options (e.g., net mending and sewing clothes) to supplement the family

income. Béné (2020) considers that some of these coping strategies are likely

to undermine well-being and long-term resilience in fisheries due to their

short-term recovery focus. Ferrer et al. (2021) have suggested that long-

term adaptive measures can contribute to building specific and generalized

household resilience to the COVID-19 pandemic-related difficulties.

The lack of capacity and inadequate initiatives of the government to support

small-scale fisheries have further made small-scale fishers susceptible to

poverty and food and nutritional insecurity. Poverty is one of themain reasons

why small-scale fishers have violated both existing legislation (Islam et al.,

2017) and the COVID-19 pandemic-related lockdownmeasures andmobility

restrictions. Without proper alternatives, restrictions such as lockdowns or

gathering bans in marketplaces in Bangladesh have become a huge burden

for small-scale fishers in terms of food and nutritional security. Although

the government had a compensation plan for the imposed restrictions such

as food, grocery, and monetary support, distributing money and food to

vulnerable people has not been effective (WorldFish, 2020). As a result, the

rural poor often complained that they did not get what they were supposed to

receive. Moreover, these responses have not been viable options due to poor

implementation and effectiveness (Islam et al., 2021; Sunny et al., 2021).

Participation, accountability, coherence, and effectiveness are the hall-

marks of good fisheries governance (Pinkerton, 1989). The findings of the

study reveal that the existing governance structure of fisheries and their

market channels, including the small-scale fisheries in Bangladesh, especially

in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, are weak. Small-scale fishers

do not have opportunities for active participation in the decision-making
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process concerning the governance-related issues that affect their income

and livelihoods. Local traders are the dominant and powerful actors in the

supply chains, primarily at the local level. Mozumder et al. (2020) have

found that local traders are the power holders at the local level. They had

secure political connections and couldmanipulate law enforcement and policy

implementation through bribes and corruption. Overall, the study suggests

that the existing governance of small-scale fisheries is not well structured,

which requires changes andmodifications by understanding the dynamicity

of small-scale fisheries and fishing communities as well as the capacities of

the government. Although small-scale fishers are the most important actor

in fisheries supply chains, small-scale fishers’ fates have remained the same:

marginalized, underestimated, unrecognized, and often victimized.

Globally, fisherwomen involved in the supply chains have been more

affected by the COVID-19 pandemic thanmen (Roy, 2020; Belton et al., 2021;

Ferrer et al., 2021). Unfortunately, none of the responsive measures by the

Bangladesh government has specifically supported fisherwomen who have

lost their jobs due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore, the government

has not considered women’s perspectives in preparing COVID-19 related

responsive measures. The participation of women in the fishing and decision-

making processes has been compromised due to social, cultural and religious

barriers. Further, the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated the

existing vulnerabilities of small-scalefisheries andbrought onnewchallenges.

The small-scale fisheries issues related to COVID-19 are not highlighted by

the media or government, compared to other sectors, such as the readymade

garments industry. Similar to Salas et al. (2019), this study suggests

strengthening the adaptive capacity of small-scale fishing communities,

especially in response to crises like the COVID-19 pandemic, by promoting

cooperation among the community members, scientists, and formal and

informal institutions as a step towards improving fisheries governance.
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Conclusion and recommendations

Overall, the analysis of the COVID-19 pandemic situation of small-scale

fisheries in Bangladesh highlights how small-scale fisheries are not given

their desired recognition and space in the decision-making process, which

to some extent, threatens their income and livelihoods by disrupting the

supply chains. The government should pay more attention and provide direct

support to small-scale fisheries in facing future crises by offering subsidies,

increasingfishprices, and developing new local fishmarkets. The government

should also support alternative job creation for small-scale fishers, thus

lowering poverty in future crises similar to the COVID-19 pandemic. A

consultation process should be put in place between the government, fisheries

professionals, and supply chain stakeholders, including small-scale fisher-

men and women, to identify emerging problems in fisheries supply chains

and enhance capacities. A gender-inclusive governance structure should

be developed where both men and women can contribute to the decision-

making process. Furthermore, fisheries development plans and policies need

to address the fundamental social, economic, and environmental issues that

affect small-scale fishing communities and their livelihoods. The country

should pay attention to the power relation between small-scale fishers and

other supply chain actors. The government should also consider necessary

changes/restructuring in the supply chains and institutions involved so that

small-scale fisheries can hold out during such a crisis moment and keep

supporting food and nutritional security at the local as well as national levels.
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