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The coastal waters of West Africa are among the world’s richest fishing grounds ... 

for the time being. Droughts have ravaged the hinterland and as a result people have 

steadily moved towards the shores of Senegal and Mauritania. At the same time the

international fishing industry seems intent on exploiting West African waters to a greater 

and greater extent. Nicolien Zuijdgeest and photographer Bas Beentjes visited the region 

and found that the sustainability of fisheries is being seriously threatened.
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I
t’s late afternoon and the beach of
the Senegalese fishing village
Mbour is crowded with groups of
colourfully dressed women. Sitting

on blue, purple and red plastic buckets,
they scan the Atlantic Ocean expect-
antly. Amitjam, a 40-year-old fish-
monger with an open face, points out in
a book the fish species that she buys
regularly. ‘Fifteen years ago the white
grouper and sea bass were cheap. Nowa-
days these fish have become rare and ex-
pensive. Also, they have become smaller.
I have to sell more fish in order to get the
same amount of money as before.’

In the parking lot adjacent to the
beach refrigerated trucks from export
companies also wait, while young men
fill styrofoam boxes with ice.

By six o’clock a steady stream of
brightly painted fishing pirogues is
returning from the open sea. As the craft
hit the beach, the fishmongers dash
forward to fill their buckets. When hers
are full, Amitjam rushes to the market
and there advertises her fish in high-
pitched tones. Should a customer dare to

bid too low, Amitjam reacts most
indignantly … fishmongers are the same
the world over.

Sea bass, shrimp, sardine, mackerel,
tuna, shark, ray and cuttlefish… The list
of fish dwelling in the West African
coastal waters is long. A stroll with Papa
Samba Diouf through the fish market of
Mbour opens my eyes to sizes and types
of fish I had never imagined. Diouf,
dressed in traditional African garb and
with a pair of small round spectacles on
his nose, is director of the World Wide
Fund for Nature (WWF) office in Senegal
and knows the issues regarding fishing
in West Africa like no other.

He explains that the ocean off West
Africa is so rich in fish because year-
round trade winds push surface water
away from the coast and draw upwell-
ings of cold, nutrient-rich water to the
surface. When the rising cold water
meets the tropical sun, the perfect envir-
onment is created for photosynthesis 

– the foundation of a tremendously
productive food chain that supports an
incredible biodiversity. More than 700
fish species have been identified in these
waters, as have several species of dol-
phins and whales, five species of endan-
gered marine turtles and a colony of a
hundred monk seals – the largest
breeding colony of this species that still
exists anywhere on earth.

The pressure on the fish stocks of West
Africa is dramatic, says Diouf. ‘Due to
persistent drought, many Africans in the
interior can no longer make a living from
agriculture or cattle-breeding. They move
towards the coast in order to become
fishermen. Also, the fishing industry is
emptying the ocean at a fast pace.’

We watch Mbaye, a 35-year-old fisher-
man, returning from the day’s fishing,
his yellow raincoat still wet and shining.
As six colleagues help him push his boat
onto the beach, his bare feet disappear
into foamy wavelets swirling with fish
heads and intestines, seaweed and
plastic. Today Mbaye has caught two
enormous fish. He lifts up a white
grouper, well over a metre long, and is
greeted with cries of praise from the
women around the boat. Mbaye beams
with pride; the bigger the fish, the
greater his esteem.

He confirms what Diouf has just told
me. ‘We have to sail out further, and stay
out longer, to catch good fish.’ What’s
more, according to Mbaye, the fishing
pressure is causing more and more
accidents at sea. Industrial vessels fish
illegally in the zone designated for the
traditional fishermen and collisions
between the larger boats and the poorly-
lit pirogues occur every week. In turn,
the traditional fishermen regularly cast
their nets outside the 11-kilometre-wide
zone in the hope of catching bigger fish.
Often their nets are accidentally cut by
the unwieldy fishing boats, escalating
the tension.

I
n his office in the Senegalese capital
of Dakar, Ndiaga Gueye, the
president of the Department of Sea
Fisheries in the Ministry of Fishery,

explains that the industrial fisheries are
mainly interested in catching bottom
species such as white grouper and sea
bass. ‘These fish are expensive and very
popular in Western countries. They are
being caught in such enormous quanti-
ties that the juvenile fish don’t get the
chance to grow and develop properly.

‘Traditional fishermen,’ he goes on, ‘are
responsible for 80 per cent of the
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PREVIOUS SPREAD The cold, nutrient-
rich waters off West Africa are bounti-
ful, providing staple food for the
people of impoverished countries along
the coast. At Nouakchott, the capital of
Mauritania, the return of pirogues from
the day’s fishing is eagerly awaited.

OPPOSITE ABOVE Fishmongering is a
flourishing business for women who
buy from the fishermen on the beach
and then sell their purchases at the
local fish market.

OPPOSITE BELOW Pirogues piled high
on the beach at Mbour, Senegal, are
testament to the richness of the local
waters – and the reliance of traditional
fishermen on the sea’s harvest.

➥





of stocks. To help achieve this, WWF
shows Senegalese fishermen alternative
fishing methods; using a single line with
multiple hooks, for instance, is more
sustainable – and less destructive – than
using dynamite.

But, stresses WWF local director Diouf,
sustainable fishing methods can also be
harmful if they are taken to the extreme.
He tells us about the fishing village
Kayar, north of Dakar, where prices
plummeted in the 1990s because so
many fish were caught. Then, after the
devaluation of the local currency, the
fishermen decided to organise them-
selves and set up rules of conduct. ‘The
sea was split up into zones for different
fishing methods. During the months
when the fish were spawning, there was
an official fish-restriction in the areas
concerned. They also set up a catch limit
of 45 kilograms per pirogue and a
minimum price. These rules pushed the
prices upwards. Inspectors checked that
the rules were observed and imposed
fines on whoever broke them. They put
the money from the fines in a fund from
which the fishermen could claim when
their boats or nets had to be repaired.
The system worked so well that now
nobody is breaking the rules. As a
consequence the fund is empty.’

In response, WWF started a micro-
finance project in which each pirogue
owner contributes two euros a day to a
fund which makes loans to fishermen
needing money for repairs. At the same
time, the fund provides a guarantee of
income in bad times. ‘We are now
discussing implementing the system
with other fishing communities. All
fishermen are confronted daily with the
effects of over-fishing. Environmental
awareness is growing and most fisher-
men support protective measures. And
we are investing in fish-processing
facilities. This type of industry generates
a lot of jobs.’

WWF is also working at an inter-
national level to draw attention to the
consequences of over-fishing. The
organisation has urged the EU to review
its Common Fishery Policy and to take
further measures to ensure that the
fishing industry becomes sustainable.
Diouf comments that the fishery policy
is in opposition to the EU’s development
strategy. ‘European boats can fish at little
cost in Senegal because of EU grants
which subsidise the Union’s fishery
sector. Because of this, Senegalese
fishermen can’t export their fish to
Europe at the same cost price.’

S
enegal is not the only country
with the problem of over-fishing
and the depletion of fish stocks.
In conjunction with Mauritania,

The Gambia, Cape Verde Islands,
Guinea-Bissau and Guinea, it forms a
single eco-region with a coastline more
than 3 200 kilometres long, along which
many marine animals migrate at dif-
ferent times of the year. Banc d’Arguin, a
national park located in northern
Mauritania, is part of this eco-region.
The 19 425-square-kilometre reserve was
established in 1976, with the support of
WWF, to protect an area that is a safe
haven in winter for more than two
million European waders and spoonbills.
Its mud-flats and shallows also serve as a
giant nursery for fish.

Mauritanian coastal waters are so rich
in fish that the international fisheries
have been active in them for decades.
Conservationists fear that large-scale
fishing will damage the Banc d’Arguin’s
almost untouched ecosystem. ‘It is
forbidden for industrial fishermen to
catch fish in the area,’ says Sidi Ould
Kmach, the head of the radar station at
Mamghar, a village lying on the
southern extremity of the park’s coast.
Kmach, a robust man with sparkling
eyes, spends every day checking the
radar for illegal fishermen in the park.
Breaking the law and being caught
means paying a large fine. But Russian
and Asian fishing boats in particular
have little respect for the rules.
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annual catch in the country and go after
pelagic fish that swim far from the coast
in shoals. This is the fishery that prov-
ides the Senegalese with their daily work
and daily food.’

Gueye, a great strapping fellow,
explains with lively gestures that fishing
is Senegal’s most important source of
income and foreign exchange. In 2002
the Senegalese government signed a
fishing treaty with the European Union
(EU) that is worth 15-million annually.

Under pressure from the traditional
fishermen, however, the government did
not give the Europeans permission to
fish for pelagic species. To Gueye this
measure does not go far enough to win
the battle against over-fishing. 

‘Decades ago fishing was just a way to
make a living. Now it has become big
business. Every day, 60 000 fishermen go
to sea. Children don’t go to school any
more – they go fishing instead. This state
of affairs must change. Fifty per cent of
the yield from fishing agreements is
invested in developing the sector. And it
is imperative that it should be; we must
work on changing people’s mentality.’

I
n order to secure both food supplies
for humans and animals in West
Africa and their economic future,
there needs to be a healthy eco-

logical balance in nature. Sustainable
fishery, according to the WWF, is the
answer to over-fishing and the depletion
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‘DECADES AGO FISHING WAS JUST A 

way to make a living. Now it has become big business.

EVERY DAY, 60 000 FISHERMEN GO TO

sea. Children don’t go to school any more –

THEY GO FISHING INSTEAD’

�

PREVIOUS SPREAD Many hands help the
pirogue’s master beach his craft, a tricky
business in the heavy surf.

OPPOSITE Boys in Dakar, Senegal, bring
home the evening meal from the town’s
waterfront fish market.

BELOW Desert meets ocean. Droughts
in West Africa’s hinterland have driven
its population to seek sustenance in
offshore waters.



Park ranger Gallo tells me that fishing
in Banc d’Arguin can only be done from
non-motorised vessels. ‘Because of large-
scale fishing in the 1980s, the yellow
mullet is economically extinct. The local
fishermen used to fish primarily for this
species. Now they go after sharks,
because the Asian market pays a lot of
money for the fins. Even though Banc
d’Arguin is a shark nursery, the shark
stocks are now threatened.’

According to park staff, the national
park’s natural balance is being upset. The
numbers of spoonbills and herons are
growing – possibly the result of an
increase in small fish which, in turn, is
due to over-fishing. Also, there appear to
be more toxic algae. This can be linked
to the disappearace of Sardinella, an
algae-eating and much sought-after fish
species in Mauritania. The toxic algae
could have caused the unexpected
mortalities of monk seals in 1997 and
spoonbills in 2001.

The staff of Banc d’Arguin are doing
their best, but Mauritania is one of the
poorest countries in the world and its
government is more interested in
earning big money from international
fishing agreements than in environmen-
tal protection. The traditional fishermen
have no influence at all because they are
responsible for only 20 per cent of the
annual catches in Mauritania. The
fishing industry is mainly interested in
bottom species such as sea bass, cuttle-
fish and shrimps, stocks which, accord-
ing to scientists, are already heavily
over-fished. Unlike in Senegal, the
fishing industry has become an enemy
of the traditional sector, for whom
bottom species are also important.

The accusations levelled by conserva-
tionists that mega-trawlers are emptying
the ocean are well known to ship-
owners like Hans van den Brink. He is
president of The Group, the export
company of the Pelagic Freezer-Trawler
Association (PFA) in the Netherlands.
‘Our trawlers are among the largest in
the world. We catch fish, freeze them
and export them for human consump-
tion. Most of the ship is taken up by
warehousing facilities and freezing
compartments. Our boats stay at sea for
four to six weeks. According to the
agreement, there is no limit to the
amount we can catch, but in fact there
is. Currently we only catch as much as
we can freeze, and that is approximately
200 tons every 24 hours.

‘There are trawlers that catch 1 000
tons of fish every day. These ships are 10

times smaller than ours. Try and explain
that to a layman. We want to catch as
many fish as possible without damaging
the natural stocks. If we do not watch
what we’re doing, we could fish ourselves
out of business. In Europe, everything is
regulated by quotas based on scientific
research. In Mauritania, we have taken
the responsibility to set up quotas. When
we came to Mauritania in 1996 the
government estimated that one million
tons of fish could be caught without
damaging the stocks, but there were no
research data to substantiate this figure.’

Van den Brink goes on to explain,
‘Together with the Dutch State Institu-
tion of Fish Research and Mauritanian
colleagues, we conducted research on
pelagic fish stocks, which are the most
important for us. They are certainly not

threatened, but a change will come. At
the moment, all the West African coun-
tries are distributing licences without
consulting each other. This is seriously
wrong because we are all fishing for the
same shoals of Sardinella and they
migrate across borders. Therefore the
countries should work together to
research and control the fish stocks. In
2001 an international working group
was established to make a start with the
regional management plan.’

In the harbour of Nouakchott, the
capital of Mauritania, Mahmoud shrugs
his shoulders. He points at his fully
loaded boat. The industrial fishing boats
don’t cause him any problems. Nor does
he think it necessary for the government
to regulate business. The only thing that
annoys him is the fact that only a small
number of local fishermen are allowed
to fish in Banc d’Arguin. ‘There is plenty
of fish in Mauritania. God has taken care
of that.’

Nicolien Zuijdgeest works as an independent
journalist in the Netherlands for magazines
and major daily newspapers. She has
studied Arabic and specialises in writing
features from the Middle East and north-
western Africa.

55J U N E  2 0 0 3 F I S H I N G  O F F  W E S T  A F R I C A

‘WE WANT TO CATCH AS MANY FISH AS

possible without damaging the natural stocks.

IF WE DO NOT WATCH WHAT WE’RE

doing, we could f ish ourselves out of business’

� Too large for the bowl, this fish will
provide a good meal for the woman and
her guests at a small fishing village in
Mauritania’s Banc d’Arguin National
Park. Traditional fishing, from non-
motorised vessels, is still permitted in
the park, where mud-flats and shallows
serve as a nursery for fish species.

Read more about the continent’s fisher-
ies in Africa – Environment and Wildlife
Vol.6 No.1 and Vol.7 No.4, and in Africa
Geographic Vol.10 Nos.4 (May 2002), 
6 (July 2002) and 8 (September 2002).
Visit www.africa-geographic.com


