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Name
ABALOBI

Location
South Africa

Implementing organization
Abalobi ICT4FISHERIES NPO

Year launched
2015

Focus of intervention
Empower small-scale fishers in fisheries
management and strengthen value
chains with digital tools

Reach
275 fishers with a potential reach of over
30,000 fishers in South Africa alone
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Summary
In 2002 at the World Summit on Sustainable Development, small-scale fishers convened from around the
world as part of a global mobilization effort to obtain equal access to marine resources (MDT et al., 2014).
Two years later, these same fishers, with support from non-governmental organizations (NGOs), began to
petition the South African Government. Their efforts led to a new human rights-based policy, gazetted in
2012, and currently being implemented. The policy aims to recognize the small-scale fisheries sector and
provide legal recognition to this subgroup of fishers (South Africa, 2012).
While the policy, which required an amendment of the Marine Living Resources Act, is being implemented
in South Africa, many lower-income and historically marginalized communities are still not able to access
marine resources fully or derive the maximum benefits from any access they have (Saunders et al., 2016).
These groups are either unaware of their legal rights or remain excluded from market access because of
prevailing value chain power dynamics, their low reading proficiency and post-harvest technical skills.
Post-harvest refers to all activities after a fish is landed, from cleaning to preservation and marketing.
The ABALOBI programme, launched in South Africa in 2015, recognizes that inclusive technologies can
have positive implications for transforming the societal and economic inequality that is common among
historically underserved groups within South Africa.
ABALOBI1 is a suite of mobile apps co-designed by multiple South African stakeholders to be an
information management system for the small-scale fisheries sector. The service provides an open-source
platform to strengthen market participation of local fishers and to record catch data and promote fisheriesrelated data monitoring, resulting in transparent and traceable data relevant to the sector.
After a successful pilot between July 2015 and June 2017 in three different fisher communities, assessment
of a small-scale deployment in the Northern and Western Cape provinces, and now a growing user-base
across South Africa, the Minister of Fisheries has endorsed the platform – and supports its growth in the
country – to become the official catch management system for the small-scale fisheries sector. With an
emphasis on usability among low-literate and low-skilled fishers, ABALOBI has served as a catalyst for crosssector livelihood development among underserved communities in rural South Africa.

1 Abalobi bentlanzi is isiXhosa (one of South Africa’s eleven official
languages) for someone who fishes.

ABOUT THIS
CASE STUDY

Through the UNESCO-Pearson Initiative for Literacy: Improved Livelihoods
in a Digital World, this case study is part of a series highlighting how
inclusive digital solutions can help people with low skills or low literacy
levels use technology in ways that support skills development and,
ultimately, improve livelihoods – in contribution to achieving the
Sustainable Development Goal on education. For more information go to
en.unesco.org/themes/literacy-all/pearson-initiative.
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Why selected
The ABALOBI team has developed a suite of apps based on a holistic view of smallscale fishers’ activities, from ‘hook to cook’, and has foregrounded data as a key asset.
Through the use of the ABABLOBI suite the fishers generate data valuable for their
own increased productivity, visibility with authorities and management, as well as
for others in the value chain who use the data to track trends and operations. A
transparent approach to data collection and generation is taken by the ABALOBI
team, empowering fishers to have control over which data they choose to share
across the suite of apps, and with whom.

Key takeaways

1 / The ABALOBI suite is the outcome of extensive participatory and iterative design
to achieve a usable solution for fisheries management for relatively low-skilled, lowliterate fishers.

2 / The ABALOBI platform has evolved into a revenue-generating mechanism with the
goal of supporting annual operations and management of both the fisher cooperatives
who begin to use the platform and the non-profit organization (NPO) behind the
platform.

3 / ABALOBI is effectively transitioning into government policy as the official catch
management system for the small-scale fisheries sector.
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Context and project origins
Small-scale fisheries play an important role in food security, poverty eradication, equitable
development and sustainable resource utilization (FAO, 2015). The sector, including approximately
35.5 million small-scale fishers (Tietze, 2016), contributes two-thirds of the global market catch
for consumption (FAO, 2014), with an estimated 100 million additional people employed through
associated activities (FAO, 2018).
In South Africa, previous research estimates
that about 30,000 small-scale commercial and
subsistence fishers are dependent on inland
marine resources (MDT, 2010). Despite the
significant role this industry plays, small-scale
fisheries continue to be marginalized. While recent
advances in new legislation have attempted
to overturn previous inequities, the industry
struggles to allocate equal rights to historically
excluded groups across South Africa (Sowman
& Sunde, 2018; Sowman et al., 2014a). Central
to this issue is the fact that there is little or no
data capture of fishing activities, which limits
recognition of the contribution of the smallscale fisheries sector to food security and gross
domestic product. The relative invisibility of smallscale fisheries in national accounting systems
and poor participation in policy development,
coupled with high levels of poverty, exacerbates
the marginalization of small-scale fishers in the
political economy of many countries (Basurto et al.,
2017).
The Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable
Small-Scale Fisheries (FAO, 2015) note the need
to develop and implement a human rightsbased approach to fisheries governance and
development that gives prominence to the
principles of equity, sustainability, transparency
and accountability.

In South Africa, legal access to marine resources
was allocated through fishing permits issued along
three classifications: commercial, recreational
and subsistence. Small-scale fishers operate as
traditional fishers, and thus many never had legal
rights to fish marine resources prior to the 2012
Policy and amendment to the Act in 2015.
Dissatisfaction among these excluded fisher groups
led the South African government to adopt a more
inclusive policy, legally recognizing the small-scale
fishing sector for the first time. This ratified policy
takes a community-oriented, participatory and
adaptive approach to fisheries management, to
offset issues related to the inequity and exclusion
that are common across the sector.
In South Africa, the new Small-Scale Fisheries Policy
is the government’s attempt to enhance livelihoods
among previously marginalized fishers through
granting them formal fishing rights, and promoting
post-harvest value addition and gender equity in
leadership positions (Sowman et al., 2013). While
efforts to transform the previous inequalities within
the fishing industry are favourably acknowledged,
marginalized coastal communities continue to
struggle for equal access and rights to marine
resources as the policy implementation is slow
(Sowman et al., 2013).
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Designing with the user

ABALOBI supports improved management among
small-scale fishers by strengthening existing
community-based institutions and facilitating new
partnerships along the service chain, for example, by
connecting restaurants and NGOs through the suite
of apps (see the digital solution section). The digital
platform has also contributed to the governance
and accountability of the fisheries sector through
its integration into the Small-Scale Fisheries Policy.
For instance, the platform serves as a tool for fishers
or fisher cooperatives to report to the fisheries
authority based on their individual or collective
quota allocation. The likelihood that fishers will
use the platform has been strengthened through
a participatory co-design process, and a grassroots
advocacy movement by fishers using ABALOBI to
raise their voice in fisheries decision-making.
ABALOBI is continuously being developed with
a core group of fishers from two different fishing
communities, namely Lamberts Bay and Struisbaai.
Each new function, module or app is developed
in consultation with local stakeholders, tested, and
adapted as needed. Field-testing is done through
workshops facilitated by local fieldworkers, and
feedback is recorded through interviews and general

IT support logs integrated within the mobile
app (Figure 1). Despite this iterative approach
to participatory design, challenges remain with
regard to scale and digital access.

Scalability. Expansion within a narrow

geographic region is easier than scaling into
different socio-cultural regions of South Africa
because of the highly contextualized nature
of the co-design process. While certain core
functions could be relevant to other South
African and foreign contexts, there would
need to be a similar participatory design
process with local fisher associations in new
regions in order to cater for their specific
needs, user experiences and to try to foster a
sense of local ownership.

Access to digital content.

Across South Africa, roughly 60 per cent of
residents access the internet through their
mobile phones or other mobile devices
(SSA, 2016). However, the high costs of data
bundles are prohibitive for many users and
very few free or low-cost Wi-Fi access points
exist, so many people use their phones
sparingly when going online.
Figure 1. Constant feedback from local fishers informs
the iterative design of all ABALOBI features
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ABALOBI targets small-scale fishers – both men and
women – from South Africa’s coastal communities
along different stages of the service chain, from
harvest to post-harvest activities. Individuals in this
labour force sector in South Africa and elsewhere
are confronted with various barriers to poverty
alleviation and empowerment. Importantly, global
studies point to a need for an integrated fisheries
management ecosystem with improved fishing
technologies and operations in order to overcome
threats to the sustainability and economic viability of
the small-scale fisheries sector (Tietze, 2016). In South
Africa, studies on the socio-economic conditions of
small-scale fisher communities found low levels of
education and lack of access to formal employment
opportunities (Cardoso et al., 2005). Another study
involving a survey of fishing communities in the
country’s eastern coastal regions found that most
households earn less than US$300 per month
(Raemaekers et al., 2013).
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The ABALOBI team is putting considerable effort into
fine-tuning the user interface and user experience of
the mobile apps. Where possible, they maximize on
components that require minimal reading proficiency,
including the use of icons and checkboxes, finger
swipes and other intuitive features. However, these
more user-friendly features are not always the
lowest-cost option to incorporate, nor are they

straightforward to implement on an open-source
platform. One key design aspect the team had to
consider was the fact that South African fishers
work in cold waters and develop pronounced
calluses on their hands. The team took account of
this contextual information in choosing to move
to large checkboxes, drop-down arrows and other
clickable icons (Figure 2).

Figure 2. Screenshot of the ABALOBI FISHER logbook
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It is important for the ABALOBI platform that fishers
should first engage with more basic functions such
as the logbook, which they use to record catch data,
expenses and income. Users can see an overview of
their operations on a user-defined dashboard. While
many fishers want, from the outset, to use the more
advanced features such as the marketplace app (see
digital solution section below), they are encouraged

to develop basic proficiency through use and
continuous training. Specific training sessions
include use of the platform to log fishing inputs
and inventory. Further orientation involves training
them to interpret charts and tables, and to engage
with the facilities that encourage proper fish
handling and provide marketing support to help
boost their revenue.
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Another example of the participatory design process is the fisher analytics app. This
app is a dashboard of essential metrics used by fishers in an accessible and visual
format (see monitoring section below). Feedback on early versions and metrics on
usage collected through the system have allowed ABALOBI to fine-tune the app to
meet user needs and allocate extra resources to more in-depth co-design work.

Fine-tuning
visualizations
to fit user skills

A main activity during the user-design process was to draw up different
mock-ups of user journeys (Figure 3). Fishers would then be asked to
interpret them and then ABALOBI would enhance the visualisations
they were most comfortable with. As an example, pie charts were more
popular than bar charts among focus groups. To maintain the same level
of data use, ABALOBI decided to introduce data as a pie chart, but then
allow fishers to click on a specific portion of the chart to reveal more
detailed information (see Figure 5).

Figure 3. Early wireframes and user journeys through the marketplace app
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Example
The
digital
Position
solution

Small-scale fisheries markets in South Africa are generally localized, and based on informal sale and
barter operations, but certain species of line-caught fish (as well as lobster) are sold to outside markets
for distribution in urban centres or for export. In many fishing communities, small-scale fishers struggle
to access the more lucrative markets. Local markets also tend to favour the interests of the buyer, with
local fishers having little control over pricing. Given their mainly informal business model, very few
small-scale fishers have access to financial services such as credit, insurance and microfinance services.
Many small-scale fishers fail to realize their full
potential income because of the lack of efficiency
in the harvesting processes, poor handling,
preservation and processing practices, and
inequitable transactions with buyers. The ability of
the small-scale fishers to succeed within local value
chains depends on their empowerment within the
fisheries sector and relationships between fishers,
consumers, regulators and NGOs.
ABALOBI (Figure 4) was developed to provide an
integrated information management platform
to improve governance and management of
small-scale fisheries in South Africa in a time of
climate change. The platform comprises a backend
function and five interconnected apps which cover
the full spectrum of the fisheries value chain, core
governance processes and related development
opportunities.2

Figure 4.
The ABALOBI logo

ABALOBI FISHER. The platform’s core

app in which fishers submit catch data in a digital
logbook, which provides personalized operational
and financial analytics and enables them to
communicate with other fishers. The FISHER
app also provides navigational support, weather
predictions and emergency response features
through mobile phone and voicemail integration.
As part of the communication functionality,
fishers can link their logbook entries to QR short
codes or radio frequency identification (RFID)
for collaborative management through local
cooperatives. The FISHER app is provided in English
and Afrikaans, and freely available through the
Google Play store.

ABALOBI MONITOR. The MONITOR

app is used by fisheries authorities and NGOs to
improve catch monitoring through digital tracking,
a dynamic analytics dashboard, and an integrated
communications platform which links fishers,
monitors and fisheries managers.

ABALOBI MANAGER. The MANAGER
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app provides real-time, on-demand fishery data
generated through the FISHER and MONITOR
apps for fishers and oceanographers, and is
designed to promote co-management of smallscale fisheries resources and designated fishing
areas. Future iterations of the MANAGER app will
include a register of individual fishers, vessels and
cooperatives, along with information related to the
latest fishing regulations and notices.

2 To view the suite of apps see: abalobi.info/app-suite
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ABALOBI CO-OP. The CO-OP app

enables collective and transparent accounting for
all members of a cooperative, promoting more
equitable practices. The app facilitates inventory
tracking, which creates opportunities for women
and young people to engage in activities along
the fisheries value chain once the marine resources
are brought to shore. A key feature of this app is
that it allows stakeholders to log their post-harvest
contributions along the fisheries value chain,
which might previously have been overlooked
and unpaid. Future iterations of the CO-OP app
will include member management features, such
as cooperative dues and licensing renewals, and
digital banking and invoicing features to further
enhance cooperative activities.

ABALOBI MARKETPLACE. This
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app enables the processing and fair marketing of
fish and other marine resources with an ecological
and social ‘story‘ that is fully traceable along the
value chain from the time the fish is caught to the
time it arrives to market. The marketplace app also
maximizes interoperability with other tech-based
financial services3 and tools that can facilitate

accessible, transparent business development for
small-scale fishers. A key aspect of this component
of the platform is that the marketplace app allows
fisher groups to estimate the value of less common
marine species.

ABALOBI Database
Management System/
BACKEND. In addition to the suite of

apps currently available, ABALOBI has developed
a web-based portal as a database management
system intended for implementing partners
outside South Africa. The database supports datasharing permissions, validation codes for checking
inventory data, and other fisheries analytical tools.
The backend system complies with international
data security protocols and is capable of integrating
with other systems and data streams in the sector.4

3 In South Africa, ABALOBI has successfully integrated with SnapScan,
a mobile point-of-sale payment system.
4 ABALOBI is currently exploring integrations with Tally-O, mfisheries
and Weatherdock.
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While the mobile applications are available via the
South African Google Play store, the preferred mode of
dissemination is with the support of the ABALOBI field
workers. Field workers play a key role in introducing
fishers to the app, communicating the benefits of
the platform, and helping new fishers register and
download the apps from the Play store. This critical
link provides ongoing mentoring and troubleshooting
support on the ground and in the communities.
The ABALOBI team works closely with local initiatives
including the Cape Access Programme and the
World Wildlife Foundation-South Africa (WWF-SA).
The Cape Access Programme consists of e-centres
in rural villages where residents can access fisheries
services (such as local weather predictions, printing
identification papers and submitting application
forms), and enrol in digital literacy courses including
training on the use of tablets and computers. WWFSA runs fishery improvement projects in a UNESCO
Biosphere Reserve where the local fisher community
is using ABALOBI. The local field worker team play a
day-to-day support role, including providing access
to WiFi, testing phones, logbook training and data
engagement.
When fishers register for ABALOBI, they agree to
basic terms of use allowing the programme team to
track key metrics. However, the fishers’ data is never
shared with outside parties (for example, the fisheries
authority) without their prior consent. ABALOBI does
provide incentives for fishers to share certain aspects
of their data with other stakeholders, but fishers do
so on their own terms. A main reason for hesitation to

share their data such as preferred fishing spots and
other local knowledge is to avoid putting others
at a competitive advantage. However, many fisher
groups opt to share their data to communicate
about fisheries trends and potential areas of
concern in the industry. Other fishers use their data
to file for fishing permits or submit appeals.
Each user group has a different view into the
collected data, for example:
●● Fishers see their own data on their mobile
dashboard (which they can also share via
email and pdf).
●● If the fishers have allowed data sharing, local
fisher assistants, who can be fishers or NGO
partners, see aggregated data from all the
fishers in one particular location. Groups
meet to discuss topics such as key trends
and how to improve operations based on
the data.
●● The ABALOBI team sees all data, but 90 per
cent of it remains confidential. The team
uses the data to understand programmerelated trends, to fine-tune support
strategies or improve on-boarding processes,
for example.
●● The fisheries authority can only see data
from the MONITOR app. It owns this data
stream and uses the data for fisheries
management.
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Monitoring and evaluation strategy

The ABALOBI team identifies structural and
distributional inequalities as key features of the
South African economy that place small-scale fishing
communities in positions of poverty and food and
nutrition insecurity – despite living in a country
with considerable natural wealth (Saunders et al.,
2016; Sowman et al., 2014b). Visual representation
of key fisheries indicators in real time is at the heart
of the ABALOBI monitoring and evaluation strategy.
The cloud-based dashboard allows the team to
track usage metrics and issues in the field, such as
on-boarding, adoption rates and retention rates.
Key metrics were developed in collaboration with
different stakeholders, including the fishers, their

collectives, the fisheries authority and supporting
NGOs.
With the data analytics app integrated into the
database management system, ABALOBI can track
certain parameters for internal use by employing
data made available by individual fishers (Figure
5). The current analytic priority is on usage data
across each of the apps that comprise the ABALOBI
platform. The app data also helps illustrate the
fishers’ engagement with their own data analytics
and how this information helps with improving
individual fishing operations.
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Figure 5.
ABALOBI data
analytics
dashboard
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Every time day I go to sea, I capture
my data …. If you deduct [my
expenses] I have a salary of US$500
which I divide among my crew and
save up for the maintenance of my
boat. That is important for me, and if
I print that out, someone will believe
me that I have an income.

Example Position
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[ABALOBI] eliminates the paperwork,
the pen and paperwork every day. It
takes me less than five minutes to fill
in my data on the smartphone.
- David Soshola, small-scale fisherman,
Western Cape Province

ABALOBI was successfully piloted across South
Africa’s western coastline. To date, almost 275 fishers
are accessing the suite of apps for their daily fishing
management activities. Fishers who have been part
of the participatory design process, and other users
engaged with the platform, have reported increased
knowledge of the local fisheries value chain, an
improved ability to engage with the market from
a more informed position, and increased solidarity
and cohesion among the ABALOBI network of
stakeholders.
Several fishers from one community in particular
have begun to organize weekly meetings to discuss
challenges and opportunities as part of an expanding
user base of ABALOBI fishers. These fishers also form
part of a small cooperative, and have been able to
use the features of the apps to improve their balance
sheets and savings plans.
Many fishers have also used their recorded data as
evidence in rights appeal processes with the fisheries

RESULT

Improving gender inclusion
through digital literacy

authority. This value proposition has become
ABALOBI’s current core strength for sustained user
engagement, as fishers have realized that digitizing
their activities can bring about increased visibility and
legitimacy among the sector authorities.
A key metric ABALOBI has tracked is average time for
fishers to record their catches on the logbook. Results
indicate that time to fill in logbooks has decreased
over time due to improved efficiency in using the
app. As fishers become more confident in their
vocational and technical capacity, they also engage
with the local and regional fisher communities
through the group chat facility in the platform. The
ABABLOBI team has observed some fishers loading
more pictures and comments over time, indicating
a growing confidence in using the platform. Given
the breadth of small-scale fishers across the region,
ABALOBI has the potential to reach approximately
30,000 workers in South Africa, impacting about
100,000 families annually (MDT, 2010; ABALOBI, n.d.).

A fishers’ daughter in Struisbaai currently enrolled
in a computer literacy course hosted by ABALOBI
partners, the Cape ACCESS programme, has started
working with her father to develop a savings plan for
safer outboard engines using data from the ABALOBI
logbook and fishers’ transactions in the marketplace.
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Example Position
Sustainability
and future plans

ABALOBI started in Lamberts Bay and Struisbaai, Western Cape, through a pilot with a small group
of fishers. Based on the positive results the Minister of Fisheries endorsed the platform to become the
official catch management system for the implementation of the country’s Small Fisheries Policy.
Since 2015, the programme has expanded to seven other fisher communities.
ABALOBI is a social enterprise funded through
grants. In addition to grant funding, the non-profit
organization is developing a revenue-generating
business model based on subscriptions to the
marketplace platform or a transaction fee per
kilogram of fish sold in the marketplace. The plan
includes a tiered pricing structure for different types
of consumers, restaurants and retailers. ABALOBI
can also offer a range of services, including training
and capacity-building, catch data verification and
documentation, reconfiguration and hosting of
various ABALOBI technologies, and linked financial
services. As part of this plan ABALOBI will connect
fisher cooperatives with online banking services and
digital insurance plans to facilitate transactions with
retailers and upgrade fisher operations.
In line with the national policy, ABALOBI hopes
to reach all registered small-scale fishers in South
Africa, while the social venture has already started
exploring pilots in other countries and territories
such as Ireland, Seychelles, St Helena and Uganda.
In terms of software expansion, the ABALOBI
logbook will include updated features such as vessel
monitoring and linking the marketplace app with
digital financial services.

A core component of expansion activities is the
growth of skills among app users. An information
hub is being developed for digital media related
to local markets, fisheries management, financial
training and other capacity-building packages
that can be accessed through the ABALOBI suite
of apps.
Currently women account for half of the smallscale fisheries workforce, and they are heavily
involved in processing and commerce activities
around the world (FAO, 2016). Informed through
these initial deployment efforts, ABALOBI is
increasing its emphasis on gender equity in
the small-scale fisheries sector. For instance,
women engage with the platform to support
financial management aspects in local fishing
communities. Women are also involved in
the curation of marketplace listings as well as
adapting the tools to monetize value-added
activities traditionally conducted by women,
including some harvesting and preparation tasks.
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Examplelearned
Lessons
Positionand recommendations
Plan for sustainability. Co-design

Develop accessible data
visualizations. Building a minimum

is not an easy process, and requires significant
time and resource commitments. Creating a sense
of local ownership through co-design of the app
and programme is key in a contested space such
as fisheries. ABALOBI founded the NPO with the
fishers who own their own data and are part of
the co-design process. The fishers benefit from
the open source intellectual property of ABALOBI,
and drive the movement by contributing to the
organization’s governance structure.

viable product of the app in the form of a fisher
logbook encouraged fishers to connect with other
technologies within the ABALOBI suite of apps. To
build a complex ecosystem with many different
services, it is necessary to design a solution that
people will use every day, adding value to their daily
activities in an easy-to-understand way.

Know the local context.

Be aware of user needs and
the socio-political landscape.

It is important to be aware of stigmas when
embarking on user-centred design processes.
Stakeholders may be hesitant to share sensitive
information including their education attainment
and literacy. Sustainability is supported through
trust and genuine engagement with the users.

When engaging in a co-design process, race and
power dynamics are constantly at play. It is important
to build trust and confidence in the stakeholder
groups before discussing sensitive technical features
such as providing information for financial services.

© ABALOBI ICT4FISHERIES
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Contact information
ABALOBI is a social enterprise based in South Africa, which develops equitable, sustainable and climatesmart small-scale fisheries solutions.
www.abalobi.info

support@abalobi.info

abalobi.info

@abalobi_app
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