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ABSTRACT : 

Community governance structures play a critical role in managing natural resources, particularly fisheries, where local participation can influence sustainability 

outcomes. In Lake Malawi, unsustainable fishing practices and weak enforcement of regulations have raised concerns about the long-term viability of fish stocks, 

prompting the need to assess the effectiveness of community-based governance. This study aimed to evaluate the role of community governance structures in 

participatory fisheries management, focusing on governance effectiveness, compliance with regulations, challenges faced, and the impact of community 

involvement on sustainability. A mixed research design was employed, involving a sample of 240 respondents selected through stratified random sampling across 

fishing communities in the Lake Malawi region. Data were collected using structured questionnaires and key informant interviews, achieving a response rate of 

100%. Quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, factor analysis, and correlation analysis, while qualitative data were thematically analyzed to 

complement the findings. The study revealed that Beach Village Committees (BVCs) are instrumental in promoting stakeholder participation, transparency, and 

regulatory oversight, but weak enforcement and resource limitations hinder their overall effectiveness. Compliance with fishing regulations was largely driven by 

economic needs and the threat of penalties, while community involvement positively influenced stewardship attitudes, though it did not directly translate into 

measurable ecological improvements. Key challenges identified included limited financial and logistical support, political interference, and high fishing pressure. 

Based on these findings, the study recommends strengthening enforcement capacity, providing capacity-building programs, integrating alternative livelihood 

initiatives, enhancing monitoring and evaluation, and securing sustainable funding for community governance. These measures aim to improve participatory 

fisheries management and support long-term sustainability in Lake Malawi. 
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1 Introduction 

Background of the Topic 

Globally, fisheries play a critical role in sustaining livelihoods and ensuring food security, with more than 500 million people depending directly or 

indirectly on fisheries and aquaculture (FAO, 2022). Small-scale fisheries account for over 90% of global capture fishers, emphasizing the importance of 

community-based participation in resource governance (World Bank, 2021). In Sub-Saharan Africa, fisheries support over 12 million people, contributing 

significantly to rural livelihoods, trade, and nutrition. 

Malawi, a landlocked country in Southern Africa, relies heavily on Lake Malawi, which contributes about 70% of its annual fish catch (Department of 

Fisheries, 2020). The lake sustains millions of people through fishing, trade, and processing, while also serving as an ecological hotspot of biodiversity. 

However, overfishing, weak enforcement of regulations, and limited community participation threaten the sustainability of the fishery sector (Njaya, 

2018). These challenges call for participatory approaches to natural resources management that involve local communities as co-managers and custodians 

of fisheries resources (Ostrom, 1990; Berkes, 2007). 

Importance and Purpose of the Study 

Community governance structures—such as Beach Village Committees (BVCs) and community fisheries management committees (CFMCs)—have been 

introduced in Malawi as part of participatory fisheries management (PFM). These structures provide mechanisms for regulating access, enforcing by-

laws, and promoting conservation (Chiwaula et al., 2020). The logic behind PFM is that local communities, who depend directly on fisheries for their 

livelihoods, are better positioned to design and enforce sustainable practices than centralized authorities (Pomeroy et al., 2004). 

While participatory models have demonstrated success in parts of Africa and Asia, results remain mixed in Malawi. For instance, some community-

driven initiatives have reduced illegal fishing and improved fish stocks, while others struggle with weak enforcement, limited resources, and low 
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participation (Hara, 2014). This study therefore examines how community governance structures contribute to sustainable fisheries management in Lake 

Malawi, highlighting their effectiveness, challenges, and implications for livelihoods. 

Objectives of the Research 

The article aims to assess the contribution of community governance structures to participatory fisheries management in Lake Malawi. Specifically, it 

seeks to: 

1. Evaluate the effectiveness of community-based governance structures in managing fisheries resources. 

2. Identify factors influencing fishers’ compliance with community-driven fisheries regulations. 

3. Examine challenges faced by governance structures in implementing sustainable fisheries management. 

4. Assess the impact of community participation on the long-term sustainability of fisheries resources. 

Scope of the Discussion 

The study focuses on participatory fisheries management initiatives in districts bordering Lake Malawi, such as Mangochi, Nkhotakota, and Salima. The 

analysis is limited to community governance structures and their role in fisheries sustainability, while broader issues such as international fisheries trade 

and climate change impacts are acknowledged but not examined in depth. The discussion is framed within theories of participatory natural resources 

management (PNRM) and common-pool resource governance (Ostrom, 1990; Cinner et al., 2009), providing insights applicable to both local 

policymakers and global debates on sustainable fisheries governance. 

2 Literature Review 

Overview of Previous Studies or Relevant Research 

The governance of natural resources, particularly fisheries, has been a subject of extensive scholarly inquiry over the last three decades. Much of this 

research has focused on whether participatory approaches can address the challenges of overexploitation, weak regulation, and livelihood insecurity that 

characterize small-scale fisheries. 

Globally, evidence suggests that community participation improves both compliance and sustainability outcomes. Berkes (2007) emphasized that 

community-based management legitimizes local institutions, thereby fostering trust and cooperation among fishers. Similarly, Pomeroy et al. (2004) 

demonstrated that participatory governance not only increases compliance with fisheries regulations but also reduces conflicts between stakeholders. In 

Indonesia, Cohen et al. (2017) applied a quasi-experimental design in 20 communities and found that co-managed fisheries improved fish catches by 18% 

and reduced illegal fishing by 35%, though they noted persistent funding challenges that limited monitoring capacity. 

Studies in Africa reveal a mixed picture. Njaya (2018) documented that Beach Village Committees (BVCs) in Malawi were effective in mobilizing 

communities and fostering awareness about sustainable practices. However, they were constrained by inadequate resources, conflicts with industrial 

fishing actors, and low enforcement capacity. Similarly, Hara (2014) observed that in Southern Africa, governance systems are often weakened by 

political interference, which erodes local authority and discourages community compliance. In Kenya, Cinner et al. (2009) found that compliance rates 

were highest in areas where rules reflected local realities and were perceived as fair, underscoring the importance of contextual legitimacy. 

Comparative studies across Sub-Saharan Africa highlight common themes such as the importance of funding, community legitimacy, and enforcement 

mechanisms. For example, Kolding et al. (2019) reported from Ghana and Senegal that while co-management frameworks enhanced fisher participation, 

sustainability outcomes were undermined by corruption and inadequate institutional support. Likewise, Gutierrez et al. (2020) found that in Mozambique, 

community-driven approaches reduced illegal fishing only when supported by external resources and legal recognition from the state. 

Taken together, these studies confirm the potential of community governance but also highlight persistent gaps in effectiveness, especially in resource-

constrained contexts. Specifically, while global and regional evidence demonstrates that participatory fisheries management can succeed under certain 

institutional and socio-economic conditions, little research has examined how governance structures function in the Lake Malawi context, where high 

dependence on fisheries and weak institutional support create unique challenges. Addressing this gap is crucial for understanding the long-term 

sustainability of Malawi’s fisheries sector. 

Theoretical Framework 

This study is anchored in the Common-Pool Resource (CPR) Theory, developed by Ostrom (1990), which provides a robust lens for analyzing 

community-based fisheries management. The theory challenges Hardin’s (1968) “Tragedy of the Commons,” which assumes that open-access resources 

will inevitably be overexploited because individuals act in self-interest. Ostrom (1990) demonstrated through cross-cultural case studies that communities 

can, under specific conditions, self-organize to manage shared resources sustainably. 

 

At the core of CPR theory are eight design principles that determine successful community governance: 

1. Clearly defined boundaries for resources and user groups. 

2. Rules adapted to local ecological and social conditions. 

3. Collective-choice arrangements that enable inclusive participation in rule-making. 

4. Monitoring systems operated by accountable members of the community. 

5. Graduated sanctions for rule violators. 
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6. Accessible conflict-resolution mechanisms. 

7. Recognition of the community’s rights to organize. 

8. Nested enterprises in larger governance systems. 

Applied to fisheries, CPR Theory explains how communities can develop locally appropriate rules, monitor compliance, and enforce sanctions, thereby 

preventing overfishing. For instance, studies from the Philippines, Indonesia, and Ghana have shown that when fishers participate in rule-making and 

enforcement, compliance improves and resource sustainability is enhanced (Pomeroy et al., 2004; Cohen et al., 2017; Kolding et al., 2019). Conversely, 

where external actors undermine local autonomy—through political interference, industrial competition, or weak financial support community governance 

systems tend to falter (Agrawal et al., 2022). 

In the Malawian context, Beach Village Committees (BVCs) embody CPR principles by setting localized rules, engaging fishers in monitoring, and 

sanctioning illegal fishing practices. However, their effectiveness varies. While some BVCs have improved compliance and resource stewardship, others 

lack resources, legitimacy, or autonomy to function effectively (Hara, 2014; Njaya, 2018). CPR Theory thus provides a useful framework to assess why 

some governance structures succeed while others fail, highlighting the institutional, social, and political conditions that determine outcomes. 

Relevance of the Framework 

The CPR framework is particularly relevant for this study because fisheries in Lake Malawi represent a classic case of a common-pool resource: they are 

rivalrous (one person’s use reduces availability for others) and difficult to exclude outsiders from exploiting. Without effective governance, the risk of 

overfishing and resource collapse is high. By applying CPR Theory, this study can evaluate how community governance structures—through rule-making, 

monitoring, and enforcement—contribute to resource sustainability and what institutional weaknesses hinder their effectiveness. 

3 Main Content / Discussion 

Explanation of Key Concepts 

Community Governance Structures 

Community governance structures refer to locally organized bodies such as Beach Village Committees (BVCs), fisheries associations, and traditional 

authorities that regulate the use of common natural resources (Hara, 2003). In the fisheries context, these bodies establish rules, monitor fishing activities, 

and mediate conflicts among fishers. 

Participatory Natural Resource Management (PNRM) 

PNRM is an approach where local communities are actively involved in the planning, decision-making, and implementation of resource management 

strategies (Pretty, 2003). Unlike top-down government interventions, participatory management enhances ownership, accountability, and compliance 

with conservation rules. 

Common-Pool Resources (CPRs) 

Fisheries are classic examples of CPRs—resources that are rivalrous (one person’s use reduces availability for others) but difficult to exclude users from 

(Ostrom, 1990). Without collective governance, CPRs are prone to overexploitation, a situation often referred to as the “Tragedy of the Commons” 

(Hardin, 1968). 

Sustainability in Fisheries 

Sustainability refers to maintaining fish stocks, biodiversity, and ecological balance while ensuring that fishing continues to provide livelihoods for 

present and future generations (FAO, 2020). Governance structures play a crucial role in balancing economic gains with ecological preservation. 

Analysis with Supporting Evidence 

Findings from this study reveal that community governance structures are indispensable in ensuring compliance with fisheries management rules. For 

instance, 65% of respondents agreed that BVCs are effective in managing local fisheries. This aligns with Ostrom’s (1990) Common-Pool Resource 

Theory, which posits that communities, when properly organized, can self-regulate resource use. 

The statistical analysis also demonstrated that community participation strongly correlated with compliance levels (r = 0.64, p < 0.01), while 

institutional strength had a significant positive effect on sustainability (β = 0.37, p < 0.05). These results provide empirical evidence that participatory 

approaches outperform purely centralized control mechanisms (Agrawal & Gibson, 1999). 

On the other hand, challenges such as political interference (58% reported its negative influence) and lack of financial support undermine governance 

effectiveness. This finding echoes Agrawal et al. (2022), who argued that even well-structured community institutions collapse when not supported by 

enabling policies and resources. 
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Case Studies, Examples, or Data 

Case of Lake Malawi 

In Lake Malawi, Beach Village Committees have been instrumental in enforcing closed fishing seasons. For example, in Nkhata Bay district, communities 

reported improved fish stocks following strict enforcement of seasonal bans by local committees. However, in Mangochi, weak enforcement and conflicts 

between traditional leaders and BVCs led to illegal fishing activities, illustrating the uneven success of governance across regions (Donda, 2017). 

Comparative Example from Tanzania 

Similar participatory fisheries management initiatives in Lake Victoria, Tanzania, have shown positive outcomes where governance structures are 

adequately supported. Jentoft et al. (2010) note that participatory committees reduced illegal fishing by 30% in villages where government and NGOs 

provided training and logistical support. 

Empirical Data from the Study 

• 72% of respondents indicated that community involvement improved compliance with fishing rules. 

• Regression analysis showed that community participation (β = 0.41, p < 0.01) was the strongest predictor of effective fisheries management. 

• Interview evidence confirmed that trust and collective decision-making enhanced cooperation and reduced conflict in fishing communities. 

4 Findings / Observations 

Key Insights from the Discussion 

The study revealed several important observations regarding the role of community governance structures in participatory fisheries management at Lake 

Malawi: 

1. Effectiveness of Community Structures 

Community governance institutions such as Beach Village Committees (BVCs) and local fisheries associations are central in enforcing fishing regulations. 

Their presence has improved compliance with closed seasons, gear restrictions, and licensing, although challenges of weak enforcement still persist. 

2. Community Participation and Ownership 

Fisherfolk expressed a sense of ownership in resource management when actively involved in decision-making. Participation was positively associated 

with adherence to sustainable fishing practices, suggesting that inclusiveness strengthens compliance. 

3. Challenges in Governance 

Despite their importance, governance structures face multiple challenges, including inadequate funding, political interference, lack of legal backing, and 

conflicts between traditional authorities and modern institutions. These challenges reduce the effectiveness of rules and monitoring systems. 

4. Link between Governance and Livelihoods 

Respondents reported that effective community governance structures not only conserve fish stocks but also improve livelihoods through stable incomes 

and food security. Conversely, weak governance contributes to declining catches and rising poverty. 

5. Trust and Collective Action 

Trust among community members emerged as a critical factor. Areas where social cohesion was high recorded stronger collective action in implementing 

management rules, supporting the CPR theory. 

Statistical Analysis and Results 

1. Descriptive Statistics 

o 65% of respondents agreed that BVCs are effective in managing fishing activities. 

o 72% reported that community participation has improved compliance with fishing rules. 

o However, 58% indicated that corruption and political interference undermine governance. 

2. Reliability Analysis (Cronbach’s Alpha) 

o Governance effectiveness scale recorded a Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.81, indicating strong internal consistency of the survey items. 

3. Factor Analysis (PCA) 

o Three major factors influencing fisheries governance were identified: 

▪ Institutional Strength (monitoring, rule enforcement, sanctions). 

▪ Community Participation (decision-making, inclusiveness). 

▪ External Challenges (political interference, lack of funding). 

o These factors explained 68% of the total variance in governance effectiveness. 
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4. Correlation Analysis 

o Community participation was positively correlated with compliance levels (r = 0.64, p < 0.01). 

o Institutional strength also showed a significant positive correlation with resource sustainability (r = 0.59, p < 0.01). 

5. Regression Analysis 

o Regression results showed that community participation (β = 0.41, p < 0.01) and institutional strength (β = 0.37, p < 0.05) were 

strong predictors of effective fisheries management. 

o External challenges had a significant negative effect (β = -0.29, p < 0.05) 

5 Conclusion and Recommendations 

Conclusion 

This study set out to assess the role of community governance structures in participatory natural resource management, with a specific focus on fisheries 

governance in Lake Malawi. The findings demonstrate that community institutions, particularly Beach Village Committees (BVCs), play an essential 

role in promoting transparency, inclusiveness, and local ownership in fisheries management. 

 

The research established four major insights: 

1. Effectiveness of Governance Structures – BVCs and similar committees are crucial in enforcing fishing regulations, but their impact is 

limited by weak enforcement capacity, inadequate resources, and dependence on external support. 

2. Compliance Factors – Compliance with fishing rules is influenced more by socio-economic realities (e.g., poverty and livelihood 

dependence) and enforcement mechanisms than by awareness alone. 

3. Challenges in Governance – Community structures face systemic challenges, including financial constraints, political interference, 

population pressure, and conflicts between traditional and modern governance systems. 

4. Community Involvement and Sustainability – Participation fosters stewardship, cooperation, and local accountability. However, sustainable 

ecological outcomes require complementary measures such as enforcement, institutional support, and alternative livelihoods. 

In conclusion, community governance structures provide a participatory framework for resource management, but their effectiveness in Lake Malawi 

depends heavily on financial, institutional, and political support. Without these, participatory management remains limited in achieving long-term 

sustainability. 

Recommendations 

Practical Actions 

• Strengthen enforcement capacity by providing patrol equipment, legal authority, and consistent sanctions to improve compliance. 

• Support alternative livelihoods such as aquaculture, fish processing, and small businesses to reduce dependence on unsustainable fishing. 

• Enhance institutional support by integrating BVC activities with government policies, NGOs, and donor-funded programs. 

• Mitigate political interference by protecting BVC autonomy and clarifying roles between traditional leaders and local governance bodies. 

• Promote awareness with incentives through education campaigns linked to tangible benefits like reduced fees or market access for compliant 

fishers. 

Suggestions for Future Research 

• Climate Change Impacts – Examine how changing weather patterns and water levels affect fish stocks and community resilience. 

• Gender and Youth Participation – Investigate barriers and opportunities for inclusivity in community governance. 

• Effectiveness of Alternative Livelihood Programs – Assess which interventions are most successful in reducing fishing pressure. 

• Long-Term Ecological Outcomes – Study how community-based governance affects fish stock recovery, biodiversity, and ecosystem health 

over time. 

• Technology in Fisheries Governance – Explore digital tools such as GPS tracking, mobile applications, and remote sensing for monitoring 

and enforcement. 
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