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The relationship between trade and gender is highly
contextual and country-specific, as the gender effects
of trade depend on the specificities of individual eco-
nomic sectors and countries. However, it is at times
possible to extrapolate some general patterns that are
likely to be found across countries. In general terms,
The Gambian case study points to three critical di-
mensions that should be taken into account when
promoting fish-export-oriented policies as a pro-poor
strategy: i) the existence of gender-specific patterns
in the processing and marketing of fresh and cured
fish products; ii) the resultant, gender-differentiated
impacts of a commercial, export-oriented strategy in
the fisheries sector; and iii) the need for trade policy
responses that are gender-specific and redistributive.

The fisheries sector is a critical entry point for pov-
erty alleviation in The Gambia. It provides a source of
revenue and foreign exchange earnings for the coun-
try; but also contributes importantly to food and liveli-
hood security, particularly for the poor. The sector is
the third largest food provider - after agriculture and
livestock - and plays a significant role from a nutritional
standpoint, being the main supplier of animal protein
in the diets of most Gambians. Fisheries and related
activities (processing and marketing) also provide in-
come to the poor: fish-related activities represent the
main source of income for coastal fishing communi-
ties, and are an important complement activity (and
safety net) for rural communities inland. In The Gam-
bia, the artisanal subsector employs between 25,000
and 30,000 people, while about 2,000 people work
in the industrial sub-sector. The livelihoods of an es-
timated 200,000 people are indirectly dependent on
fisheries and related activities. For women in particular,
fish processing and marketing provide an important
source of income and livelihood support: an estimated
80 percent of fish processors and 50 percent of small-
scale fish traders are women.

In the sector, men and women tend to produce rather
distinctive products, operate on different scales, and
serve different markets. This results in rather specific
gender-based trade patterns throughout the chain.
Women are the predominant dealers involved in the
domestic marketing of fresh and cured fish products;
while export of the frozen and smoked-dry products
is mainly carried out by men. The operations of the
women fish processors essentially involve small-scale

direct marketing on a daily basis, and low profit mar-
gins. Women typically buy a few trays of fresh fish from
large-scale mongers at land sites, and transport it to
various urban markets where the fish is retailed. The
operations of male fish processors and traders tend to
be more capital-intensive and on a larger scale: their
products are marketed to the inland and sub-regional
markets, where the profit margins are higher. Some
large-scale specialist fish dealers (usually men) export
the fish to Senegal - or to Ghana, Guinea Conakry,
Nigeria, etc. - in smoked or dried forms. Processing
factories also procure their fresh fish supply for export
to the EU from large-scale (men) fish suppliers.

This division of labour reflects deeply embedded so-
cial roles: in The Gambian context, women look after
the children, work on the family plot, tender small live-
stock, etc. and are less likely than men to be away
from home. However, it is also a consequence of gen-
der disparities in access to productive assets. Obser-
vations at selected landing sites, for example, have
evidenced women’s unequal access to community-
managed facilities: women tend to occupy units in
need of rehabilitation, for which they pay a rent with
virtually no service provided. As in other contexts, the
overall tendency seems to be that women tend to re-
ceive “diminished” assets, while sectors that attract
investment tend to “defeminise”.

The acknowledgement of these gender dimensions is
critical when designing policies geared towards up-
grading the fisheries sector in The Gambia. The ra-
tionale for gender-sensitive measures in this context
is twofold.

First, if the constraints affecting women'’s ability to carry
out their trade are not addressed, this may negatively
affect the overall prospects for sector development,
as women represent the majority of fish processors
and about half of fish traders. Improving the overall ef-
ficiency of operations will largely depend on ensuring
that women processors and traders - as well as men
- have sufficient access to quality supplies, upgraded
facilities, and credit and support services.

Second, given women’s crucial roles in the domestic
marketing chain, any efforts to reduce food insecu-
rity must take into consideration the constraints that
women face in their trade. It is important to note, in
this respect, that an expansion of the export-oriented
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fish-processing industry is likely to generate signifi-
cant employment opportunities for relatively unskilled
women downstream (factory processing), with posi-
tive effects in terms of poverty alleviation. However,
it may also unleash dynamics of social polarization
and exclusion upstream in the chain, with potentially
important food security implications. This is because
the expansion of an export-oriented fish industry may,
to some extent, accentuate the dual-nature structure
of the fisheries chain. In particular, it may incite some
diversion of resources from the domestic segment
(domestic marketing and distribution of fresh fish and
traditionally processed products) to the export-orient-
ed segment (particularly fresh and frozen fish products
serving the EU market). This could act to the detriment
of small-scale women operators, who mainly operate
in the domestic segment. More generally, the selec-
tive upgrading and segregation of the export-oriented
segment of the chain may accentuate social cleav-
ages between the relatively empowered and the rela-
tively disempowered; and between large-scale deal-
ers (involved in the export segment) and small-scale
traders (predominant in local marketing). Also, for
those fish species that serve both the export and do-
mestic markets, there may be some diversion of sup-
plies from the domestic to the export chain, with im-
portant food security implications. To effectively tackle
food security issues it is thus important to identify and
understand the dimensions and relevance of gender
issues and gender-based constraints, and take cor-
rective actions.

Hence, a call for trade policy responses that are not
only gender-specific (in that they respond to practical
gender needs of either sex), but also gender-redistrib-
utive (as they tend to create a more balanced relation-
ship between men and women in access to produc-
tive resources). Three important intervention areas are
outlined below.

A critical issue is the integration of gender considera-
tions into the design and implementation of fisheries
infrastructure projects. It is important, in particular, to
acknowledge and address gender-based constraints
throughout the planning, implementation and moni-
toring of projects aimed at the rehabilitation and ex-
pansion of facilities at fisheries landing sites and fish
domestic markets. The objective is to ensure that fa-
cilities used by women are upgraded, or that upgraded
facilities (including those that serve the export-orient-
ed segment of the chain) can be effectively accessed
by women, as well as men. Concrete measures may

include quotas, informal complaints procedure, etc.
Community mobilization in the identification and en-
forcement of suitable gender-redistributive measures
is critical in this context, as the whole process should
be endogenous, from within the community. Com-
munity leaders, in particular, should be mobilized to
support women’s access to resources. Prioritized in-
vestment should also continue to include facilities that
cater to small-scale operators (women) who serve the
domestic market, and not only facilities designated for
export. Strategic domestic-oriented facilities would in-
clude: ice plant and cold storage facilities to market
high quality fish products at main urban/inland mar-
kets; fish handling and processing equipment and im-
proved processing techniques in the domestic chain;
packaging material at landing sites; and dedicated,
well-equipped fish markets.

Parallel action should be taken to favour women'’s ac-
cess to resources (credit) and support services (train-
ing and extension, and marketing). As regards access
to credit, affirmative actions taken to redress power
imbalances may include a target percentage of cred-
it to be disbursed to women and dedicated lines of
credit for women operators. Training is needed in at
least three key areas: i) technical training in the han-
dling, processing, and marketing of fish and fish prod-
ucts (fresh and cured) with a view to improving food
security and quality; i) marketing (how to use market
information and establish business contracts and al-
liances); and iii) record-keeping and business plan
formulation (this will help micro-finance institutions to
assess credit-worthiness).

It is also important to explore niche markets for high-
value products that can generate income for women.
The potential for commercial and artisanal aquacul-
ture involving shrimps and oysters is high. Shrimps
offer significant potential for a product differentiation
strategy (antibiotic-free shrimp with unique character-
istics in terms of texture and size), with a focus on
high-value niche markets (e.g. gourmet restaurants
in Europe). Artisanal oyster farming, involving women
oyster harvesters, can expand the local oyster trade
and even encourage the development of the half-shell
trade to supply The Gambian tourist market. A differ-
ent niche of interest for potential development and ex-
pansion is that of traditional ethnic foods of value for
The Gambian Diaspora. Specifically, there is a poten-
tially important niche export market for smoked catfish
and other high-value fish species including shrimps,
barracuda, etc., to The Gambian Diaspora in Europe
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and America. The realization of women’s commercial
potential in these areas depends on enhancing their
access to credit and support services (training, ex-
tension and marketing). The strict implementation of
stringent sanitary and phytosanitary measures is also
critical, particularly if the focus is on high-value niche
markets. Equally important is the siting of operations,

which must be chosen taking into due account po-
tential environmental pollution. Finally, in order to ef-
fectively identify and tackle market access and market
entry barriers, it is key to set up strategic alliances in-
volving women operators, key public entities, and off-
takers (for example: traders, specialized wholesalers
and retailers in targeted export markets).






