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CO-MANAGEMENT: A TOOL FOR DELIVERING LEGAL, 
INCLUSIVE, AND SUSTAINABLE FISHERIES IN LIBERIA

Introduction
Small-scale fisheries in Liberia play a critical role in food security and the national economy. They 
offer an affordable source of protein for the population, including the poor and vulnerable living in 
communities along the country’s 570 km coastline1. According to the Food and Agriculture Organization 
of the United Nations (UN FAO), around 20% of animal protein consumed in Liberia comes from fish2. 
Over 33,000 people in Liberia, including 11,000 fishers3, are employed directly in small-scale fisheries. 
Small-scale fisheries provide a renewable opportunity to build income resilience in coastal communities 
and protect households that are currently faced with food insecurity. The sustainable management of 
Liberia’s small-scale fisheries is essential to ensuring that marine fisheries continue to provide food 
security opportunities and contribute to local and national economies. 

In Liberia, fisheries management is the sole responsibility of the government. In recent years, it has 
become clear that the government’s finite resources are unable to address all fisheries challenges in 
the country. New approaches are required to enhance community participation in the management 
process and complement interventions at the central government level4. The concept of collaborative 
management or co-management has been proven in various contexts to be cost-effective while 
guaranteeing community involvement in the management process5. It has gained acceptance among 
fisheries managers, development practitioners and government agencies as an effective alternative to 
the top-down approach to fisheries management.

Small-scale fishers in Robertsport pulling their net.
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Key successes in Liberia’s fisheries management
 
Post-war Liberia has made some remarkable progress towards achieving sustainable fisheries management 
despite the large-scale destruction of its fisheries during the civil war6. Key developments include:

•  Establishment of the National Fisheries and Aquaculture Authority (NaFAA) as the line agency 
responsible for the management of fisheries resources in Liberia7. Prior to this, the Ministry of 
Agriculture, through the Bureau of National Fisheries, managed the fisheries8.

•  Amendment and development of fisheries management laws, regulations and policies and strategies 
to manage the fisheries including the Fisheries and Aquaculture Management and Development Law 
of 20199,10,11.

•  Establishment of two Collaborative Management Associations (CMA) in Robertsport and in Bomi and 
Montserrado. Liberia recently refused to license six super-trawlers as part of efforts to deliver legal and 
sustainable fisheries12.

•  Establishment of a Fisheries Monitoring Centre (FMC) to combat illegal, unreported and unregulated 
(IUU) fishing. Through the monitoring centre and collaboration with the Liberian Coast Guard, NaFAA 
has arrested and fined trawlers fishing illegally in Liberia13. 

Robertsport Collaborative Management Association at a meeting.
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What is co-management and why co-management in 
small-scale fisheries?

 
Collaborative management or co-management can be defined as an arrangement between resource 
users (fishers) and resource managers (generally government agencies) to share fisheries management 
responsibilities and authority14,15. Co-management is built on the notion that resource users are most 
affected by management regulations and should therefore be involved in resource management16. This 
increases state legitimacy in fisheries governance through building inclusivity and a more transparent 
approach to fisheries management17.

Globally, rising populations and demand for fish exert increasing pressure on marine fisheries 
resources. IUU fishing adds to these challenges, depleting fish populations and further impoverishing 
marginalised coastal communities. In many countries, the classic top-down approach to fisheries 
management has proven inadequate to effectively address these issues, particularly in the context 
of remote coastal communities. Co-management has emerged as a response to these challenges, 
attracting global recognition as the most appropriate approach to managing the complexities of small-
scale fisheries. The concept is enshrined in the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-
scale Fisheries in the Context of Food Security and Poverty Eradication (SSF Guidelines) developed 
by UN FAO,18 aligning with and providing an opportunity to implement the core ideals of participation, 
representation, collaboration and coordination.

 

Figure 1: Key players in fisheries co-management19

Source: Premory and Berkes (1991) Two to Tango: the role of government in fisheries co-management
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Benefits and limitations of co-management20

 
When co-management is well-implemented, the potential benefits include: 

•  Promoting sustainable use of fisheries resources by improving stewardship of aquatic and coastal 
resources among fishing communities. When fishers are given a sense of ownership over the resource, 
it serves as a strong incentive for them to view the resource as a long-term asset rather than to 
discount future returns.

•  Reducing conflict and improving social cohesion through increased communication and promotion of 
understanding among stakeholders interacting with the resource. 

•  Encouraging a democratic and participatory fisheries management system. Different interests and 
stakeholders are brought together to provide a more comprehensive understanding of the resource.

•  Fostering transparency, accountability and an autonomous fisheries management system. Through 
involving fishers in management, they can take responsibility for a number of managerial functions.

•  Promoting the use of local ecological knowledge and expertise to complement scientific information 
for management.

•  Providing a more efficient management system that requires less to be spent on management 
administration and enforcement, in the long run, compared to centralised systems.

•  Promoting the development of localised solutions to local fisheries problems. Fishing communities 
can develop and administer management plans and regulatory measures that are more appropriate 
to local conditions. 

•  Addressing the issue of legitimacy and low compliance with fisheries management laws and 
regulations. Because the communities are involved in the preparation and implementation of 
co-management measures, a higher degree of legitimacy, compliance and acceptance of plans 
and regulations is often the outcome. Community members have more effective means (through 
local norms and taboos) to enforce behavioural standards than is possible with a top-down 
bureaucratic approach.

 
Co-management, like every system, is not perfect. There are limitations associated with its 
implementation that are worth considering:

• Political leaders may hijack the co-management process to achieve political ambition. 
•  Co-management is cost-intensive in the short run. At the start, it requires allocation of financial, time 

and human resources to ensure successful implementation. It may take between three and five years 
for a co-management system to be put in place.

•  It may not be suitable for all forms of fisheries and fishing communities. The local institutions 
and leadership, such as fishers’ groups, may not be available in some communities to initiate the 
establishment of co-management structures.

•  The risk and cost for individuals to participate in co-management and to change from one fisheries 
management system to another may be viewed as too high by some communities or may outweigh the 
projected benefit.

•  The needed political will (enabling environment and willingness of political leaders and government 
officials to devolve power) may not be available to support the implementation of co-management. 

•  Consensus-building by various actors in co-management may prolong the decision-making process 
and lead to compromised and weaker outcomes.

•  Resource dynamics such as fish and fisher migration patterns may be challenging to manage and limit 
the implementation of co-management. 

•  Changes in power dynamics (economic, political, and social) that accompany co-management may not 
be in the interest of key local actors thereby leading them to stall or sabotage the process.
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CASE STUDIES:

 
Box 1: Ghana’s multi-level co-management design
Ghana has a long-standing fishing history among its West African neighbours. 10% of Ghana’s 
population is estimated to depend directly or indirectly on its fisheries sector for their livelihoods21. 
The small-scale fisheries sector, with over 13,000 registered fishing canoes, makes up a major 
section of this teeming fisher population22. The small pelagic fishes like the sardinella, chub mackerel 
and the anchovy form the mainstay of the small-scale fishing industry23. 

However, in the last two decades, Ghana’s vibrant fisheries have shown signs of overexploitation 
and potential collapse24. The expansion of Ghana’s industrial fishing industry, the open access fishing 
regime in the small-scale fisheries, the proliferation of illegal fishing activities, and the top-down, 
centralised approach to fisheries management have led to a decline in fish landings and incomes of 
small-scale fishers25. 

In 2020, a new co-management policy was adopted to address the fisheries management crisis and 
initiate a shift away from the centralised fisheries management system26. Ghana has tried different 
formal and informal fisheries co-management approaches in the past, including the government-
supported Community-Based Fisheries Management Committees (CBFMC) in the 1990s27. The 
CBFMC was modelled on the traditional fisheries management system in part of Ghana’s Central 
Region headed by the Chief Fishermen28. This was replicated across over 300 landing sites 
but failed to achieve the management objective. The lessons from the CBFMC experience and 
pilot community-based fisheries management units established between 2017 and 2019 in the 
Western29,30 and Greater Accra31 Regions guided the development of the new co-management policy.

 
Figure 2: Large-scale co-management committee model32

Source: Ministry of Fisheries and Aquaculture Development (2002) Co-Management Policy for the Fisheries Sector
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Ghana’s co-management policy recognises the need to represent the various major fishery types 
through its different co-management levels, i.e., the Freshwater Fish Species Committee, the Small 
Pelagics Fish Committee, the Demersal Committee, the Small Pelagics Sub-Regional Committees, 
and the Small-Scale Community-Based Fishery Co-Management Units33, etc. The idea is for these 
committees to evolve with developments in the various fisheries, ensuring management measures are 
adaptive to emerging issues. The policy also provides room for the formation of a Scientific Technical 
Working Group to provide science-based recommendations to the management apex body, the 
Fisheries Commission. It also outlines multiple funding streams for the formation and maintenance of 
the co-management units. 

Figure 3: Small-scale Community-Based Fisheries Co-management units34

The policy provides a roadmap to transition from a centralised fisheries governance framework 
to a mixed approach that provides space for multiple stakeholders in the management of the 
fisheries resources. 

Source: Ministry of Fisheries and Aquaculture Development (2002) Co-Management Policy for the Fisheries Sector
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Box 2:  The Philippine Community-Based Coastal Resource 
Management (CB-CRM) programme

The Philippines, with a population of more than 93 million, is ranked as one of the world’s major fishing 
nations35. The main fishing industry is categorised into the marine capture fishery, inland capture 
fishery, and aquaculture. The marine capture fishery is further divided into the municipal or small-scale 
fisheries and commercial fisheries36. In 2020 the municipal fisheries or small-scale fisheries, which 
comprises of both marine and inland fisheries, accounted for 25% of the country’s fish production, 
which equates to over one million metric tonnes of fish37. The sector employs around two million fishers, 
representing 85% of the country’s fishing population and provides the main source of cheap animal 
protein for low-income groups in the Philippines38,39. 

The country’s demersal fisheries reached their maximum economic yield as early as the late 1960s, 
with later studies of the small pelagic fisheries also indicating overfishing40. A major policy shift began 
in the 1990s with the devolution of authority within existing national fisheries legislation, and the 
development of policies to embrace a decentralised and co-managed fishery41,42. The introduction of 
the Philippine Fisheries Code in 1998 consolidated all laws in the sector and made modifications or 
repealed existing statutes inconsistent with the code43. This set the stage for long-term sustainability, 
food security and implementation of co-management of the country’s fisheries.

Figure 4: Evolution of coastal management systems in the Philippines44

The role of fishers and other resource users in the planning and formulation of policies and 
programmes for the management, conservation, protection and sustainable development of fisheries 
and aquatic resources, was institutionalised in 2000 through a Fisheries Administrative Order45. 
This allowed the formation of Fisheries and Aquatic Resources Management Councils (FARMCs) at 
the national, provincial, and municipal levels. It also signalled the government’s legal commitment to 
inclusive fisheries management. 

Source: Department of Environment and Natural Resources, Bureau of Fisheries and Aquatic Resources of the Department of Agriculture, and Department 
of the Interior and Local Government (2001) Philippine Coastal Management Guidebook No.1: Coastal Management Orientation and Overview
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Figure 5: Key players in fisheries co-management in the Philippines46

 
Key measures put in place for fisheries management included47:

• Limited entry and effort reduction through registration and licensing.
• Gear restrictions, area closures and temporal restrictions.
• Enhancement of awareness and participation of stakeholders.
• Activities to reduce environmental impact.

Through these key measures put in place under the Community-Based Coastal Resource Management 
(CB-CRM), the Siete Picados Marine Park was established 2005 as one of the first community-
managed marine protection areas (MPAs)48. In 2008, 2010 and 2015 to 2017 evidence from fishers 
and research showed increased fish stick biomass in the park and elimination of illegal fishing such as 
cyanide and dynamite fishing49. Fishers have also been able to shift to part-time and full-time jobs in 
tourism associated with the MPA50. The co-management of the Danajon Bank MPA established in 1997 
also showed an increase in fish biomass between 2004 and 2007, and after 2013, improvements in 
people’s livelihoods through additional income from co-management initiatives51. 

These significant policy shifts by the Government of the Philippines have made the Community-Based 
Coastal Resource Management (CB-CRM) system a success and a model for devolution of authority 
for coastal resource management through the LGC52. 

Source: Department of Environment and Natural Resources, Bureau of Fisheries and Aquatic Resources of the Department of Agriculture, 
and Department of the Interior and Local Government (2001) Philippine Coastal Management Guidebook No.1: Coastal Management 
Orientation and Overview
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Fisheries co-management efforts in Liberia

NaFAA was created in 2017 to respond to emerging challenges in Liberia’s fisheries sector and the need 
for more effective fisheries management. NaFAA is responsible for managing fisheries and aquaculture 
activities in the country, promoting the conservation, management, and sustainable use of the fisheries, 
and developing and implementing plans, policies, and strategies within the fisheries sector. 

Creating a co-management system that can respond to emerging fisheries management challenges and 
be responsive to community-specific needs requires the creation of an enabling environment through the 
appropriate policy instruments. Indeed, the government of Liberia, through NaFAA, has recognised the 
need for co-management in its fisheries policies and provided an initial legal basis for its implementation, 
for example: 

•  The 2014 Fisheries and Aquaculture Policy and Strategy53 proposed the use of “co-management 
institutions for allocation and management of fishing rights, including adaptable participatory monitoring 
and enforcement mechanisms for management of the inshore fisheries”54  and provides “the legal 
framework to support the existence and operations of the locally based participatory management 
institutions, the declaration of co-management areas (TURFs), co-management agreements, and 
allocation and utilization of proceeds of fishing rights”55 as an intervention to address the challenges 
associated with top-down centralised fisheries management. 

•  The Fisheries and Aquaculture Management and Development Law of 2019 states that “Co-Management 
Fisheries Associations (“Associations”) may be established in accordance with this Act for [the] purpose of 
exercising rights and responsibilities within a designated area relating to information and decision-making 
for fisheries conservation, management and sustainable use”56.   

NaFAA has also taken steps to begin the implementation of fisheries co-management in the country, with 
the formation of Collaborative Management Associations (CMA) in selected communities. With the support 
of the World Bank and the Environmental Justice Foundation (EJF), respectively, NaFAA established 
the Robertsport CMA in 2012 and the Montserrado and Bomi CMA in 2019. The CMA is an association 
whereby fishing communities work in partnership with the government through a democratic, participatory 
and grassroots management structure to manage the fisheries resources sustainably. 

The establishment of CMAs has set the stage for more transparent and participatory governance 
of fisheries resources in Liberia and the wider implementation of fisheries co-management. The 
associations have been shown to encourage community-level effort in the fight against all forms of IUU 
fishing activities and to yield equitable economic gains for both women and men involved in small-scale 
fisheries. They have been able to reduce conflicts among fisherfolks and the practice of dynamite fishing in 
Robertsport. John Adam, the secretary of the Robertsport CMA, says:
 

“ My greatest achievement has been 
uniting communities (Kru and Fanti 
Town communities) that were at 
loggerheads/in conflict for a long period 
of time. With the help of the CMA, 
we now have these two communities 
working as a single unit.”

Canoes berth in Robertsport.
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Current challenges facing fisheries management and CMAs 

Despite the strides made towards achieving sustainable fisheries management in Liberia through the 
enactment of laws and regulations and the establishment of CMAs, there are some challenges that 
still need to be addressed. NaFAA and the CMAs are confronted with issues that mitigate against the 
realisation of sustainable fisheries management objectives, including: 

•  Non-compliance with the fisheries laws by fishers and low capacity of government to enforce the laws. 

•  Inadequate resources at both the national and local level to properly monitor and ensure accountability 
and grassroots participation in the fisheries sector.

• Low level of awareness of the fisheries laws and the role of CMAs among fishers.

• Issues of the legitimacy of CMAs in their respective communities.

• Inadequate funding for CMA operations.

• Low levels of CMA membership in communities.

• Limited authority/autonomy of CMAs to operate independently of NaFAA at the community level.

• Inadequate management and administrative capacity of CMAs to effectively operate.

•  Under representation of women in fisheries management decision making processes and within 
the CMA leadership.

Fishmonger in Buchanan.
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CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS:  
making co-management a cape-to-cape agenda
 
Co-management is a participatory management approach that provides a structure for equitable 
fisheries management through empowerment, rulemaking, conflict management, power-sharing, 
social learning, dialogue and communication, and development among fisheries stakeholders57. 
Co-management presents an opportunity to consolidate efforts and gains made by NaFAA towards 
sustainable and inclusive fisheries management and the eradication of IUU fishing. It provides an 
avenue for effective implementation of the SSF Guidelines which recognises small-scale fisheries 
as critical to food security in developing coastal countries and calls for the inclusion of fishers in the 
fisheries decision-making process. 

Implementation of a successful co-management regime in Liberia requires an enabling environment 
in the form of policy support and political will, and the allocation of adequate financial, time and 
human resources. However, there is no one-size fits all approach to co-management. To achieve 
sustainability and reduction of IUU fishing through co-management, we recommend the following:

•  Development and implementation of a national co-management policy to guide the 
formation of co-management institutions such as CMAs in coastal communities and inland 
fisheries in Liberia.

•  Development of a funding mechanism to sustain the operations and implementation of 
co-management processes and associations.

•  Increased education and awareness-raising programmes to promote co-management 
activities, fisheries laws, and regulations among fisheries stakeholders.

•  Recognition of existing community leadership structures and building the foundation of 
co-management associations on these structures to ensure legitimacy. 

•  Placing capacity building of co-management actors at the fore of the co-management 
process. Co-management is a continuous process designed to be adaptive and responsive 
to the dynamic and complex nature of small-scale fisheries. Stakeholders involved in the 
process would need their capacity to be built to respond to emerging issues. 

•  Regular monitoring and evaluation of co-management processes to ensure they are 
delivering on their management objectives and adaptions made where needed.  

•  Codification of local community norms and taboos that address resource management. 
Community norms and taboos can be used to effectively safeguard natural resources and 
can be layered into co-management regulations through their codification into district and 
national laws. 

This publication was produced with the financial support of the European Union. Its contents are the sole responsibility 
of the Environmental Justice Foundation (EJF) and do not necessarily reflect the views of the European Union.
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