
https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/smallscale-fisher-migration-conflict-and-wellbeing(a53a13bd-bf2a-494e-873f-0e61b603ad8e).html
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Table 4.1 Fishing fleets operating in Sri Lankan marine fisheries 

Year  Deep-sea Coastal 

IMUL IDAY OFRP MTRB NTRB 
2000 1,430 1,170 8,690 1,205 15,100 
2001 1,572 993 8,744 640 15,200 
2002 1,614 1,112 9,033 776 15,600 
2003 1,530 1,486 11,020 618 15,040 
2004 1,581 1,493 11,559 674 14,208 
2005 1,328 1,164 11,010 1,660 14,150 
2006 2,394 907 13,860 1,842 15,714 
2007 2,460 1,060 15,200 1,680 15,632 
2008 2,809 1,940 14,747 3,179 15,906 
2009 2,934 958 17,193 2,126 17,268 
2010 3,346 1,177 18,770 2,680 19,190 
2011 3,872 1,120 22,890 2,960 21,646 
2012 4,080 890 23,160 2,340 21,904 
2013 4,111 802 23,134 2,514 20,866 
2014 4,447 876 23,982 2,720 20,584 
2015 4,218 719 24,028 1,872 17,813 
2016 3,996 786 24,282 1,839 17,853 
2017 4,196 868 24,394 2,185 16,035 

Source: MFARD 2018a 
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Photo 4.1 Fishing craft in small-scale fisheries 



Governance and Inclusive development, AISSR 

68 

 

 
 

Source: Author  
 
Outrigger canoe, theppam, and vallam are traditional small-scale fishing craft operating in the inshore area. 
OFRP boat fishers have the technical capacity to proceed further from the shore. Although a few beach 
seines are operating in Mannar, Negombo and Chilaw, my study focuses exclusively on OFRP boat fishers. 
The increasing number of fishing vessels (see Table 4.1), especially in coastal fisheries, indicates the 
soaring fishing pressure on marine resources. The income of individual fishers in small-scale fishing is 
determined according to a share system (Wickramasinghe 2010; Koralagama 2009; Acheson 1981). Figure 
4.1 presents the most common income sharing system in Negombo and Chilaw, which is also common in 
Southern Sri Lanka (Koralagama 2009).   
 

Figure 4.1 Income sharing in small-scale fisheries 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Koralagama 2009 

After deducting all operating expenses, the income is distributed among the owners of craft and gear, and 
those providing labour. If the boat owner also owns the gear, he can acquire 2/3 of the income. Yet, under 
such circumstances, he is also vulnerable because all risks, such as gear loss, boat repairs, fuel costs, and 
poor catch would rest on him whereas the crew can go with another boat owner at any time. Therefore, the 
owner usually allows the crew to bring their gear to keep them attached to a boat.  

 

Total catch  

Fuel, food and other fishing 
related operational cost 

1/3 
Boat owner 

1/3 
Crew 

1/3 
Craft / gear 

FRP boat (one-day boat) Beach seine 



http://www.met.gov.lk/
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Chilaw  
Stemming from the same origin and clans as Negombo fishers (KI#1), Negombo and Chilaw fishing 
communities have important common features. Notably, both fisher groups are Tamil speaking, Roman 
Catholic Sinhalese (Kurukulasuriya 1996). Compared to Negombo, the livelihood opportunities are limited 
in Chilaw due to the lack of industrial ventures. However, agriculture and fisheries are the main income 
sources for men and women (ibid.).   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Survey Department,Colombo 2017 
 
History of Negombo and Chilaw fishers 
Scholars record the arrival of fishers from South India in the 19th century, settling along the coastal belt up 
to Chilaw and Puttalam (Stirrat 1988). Although they call themselves Sinhalese, their South Indian origins 
are displayed by Hindu temples in two locations and the use of the Tamil language instead of Sinhala 
(participant observation). At some point in their history, these migrants converted from Hinduism to Roman 
Catholics due to their interaction with Portuguese, Dutch, and English traders and missionaries (Alexander 
1982; KI#1).  
 
Fishing was one of the prime sectors that integrated into the capitalist system in the 19th century and was 
accorded an important place in the political scenario of the country (Stirrat 1988: 20; Alexander 1982:95). 
Many of the early indigenous members of the capitalist class were from the major fishing caste, Karawa. 

Figure 4.2 Study site - Negombo and Chilaw 
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The fish processing industry too has a long history dating back to the Portuguese period in the 1500s (Peiris 
1949 in Stirrat 1988). Salted, dried, cured, jadi9, or pickled fish were distributed in the interior regions by 
Muslim traders and bartered for paddy and arecanut. Muslim fish traders dominated the Negombo fish 
market in the early 1800s with the authority to trade by paying several thousand LKR to the government 
(Percival 1803:88 in Stirrat 1988:21).   
 
In the 1960s, only around 30 percent of fishers in Negombo seem to have possessed their gear (De Silva 
1964: 21). However, today, those who own boats also have nets targeting specific fish species. The common 
practice is for fishers to equip themselves with different nets for different fish species such as sardinella, 
mackerel, big eye scade, and flying fish. Their fishing equipment was supplemented by gear donations 
during the post-tsunami rehabilitation period. A historical profile of fisheries in Negombo developed after 
speaking to migrant fisherwomen, is presented in Table 4.4. It is noted that the information derives from 
memory and may therefore, be inaccurate.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                             
9Jadi is a delicious food preparation made of whole fish, using a special technique of fish preservation.   
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interactions among fishers, fish merchants, fishing communities and state officials (Figure 5.1). The fishery 
is dynamic due to the seasonality, which causes migrant fishers to move up and down; locals switch between 
fishing and non-fishing activities.  
 
Mannar is an administrative district, also known as a fisheries district. It covers a large land area (1,996 
km2). Although it has a larger fishing population and a higher number of fishing households, fish production 
seems to have been lower than in the other two districts (see Table 4.3) in 2015. This might be due to the 
availability of fewer fishing craft. Most Mannar fishers are small-scale, employing OFRP boats, motorized 
traditional boats (vallam), and non-motorized traditional craft (theppam) with various gear combinations 
(see Photo 4.1). They also target the smaller fish varieties. The northwest monsoon period is the favourable 
fishing season. Savings, selling dried fish, confectionaries, poultry/goat keeping, and working as waged 
labourers are the means of living for the locals during the off-season (KI#2). Large scale poaching by Indian 
trawlers is reported by the locals as a regular occurrence (Section 1.4.2) around Pallimunai, Santhipuram, 
Jim Brown Nagar, Thalaimannar, SouthBar, and Silavathurai areas in Mannar (Figure 4.3) during the period 
of fieldwork, apparently depriving local fishers of a good catch. As a long-term effect, environmental 
sustainability may also have suffered (I# 8).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Source: Based on Soosai 2017 
 

Technology has become an important factor influencing the level and value of fish catch (Tuomi-Nikula 
1985, in Bavinck 1998 and Scholtens 2016). Different user groups in fishing communities are referred by 
the name of the technology they are using. 

Figure 4.3 Indian trawler encroachment routes 
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Source: Author  

4.3 Migration 
Fishers migrate as units (craft and crew), sometimes-including spouses, parents and children (Figure 4.6). 
There are two types of migration (see 2.3.1). Some families migrate to the North (or East) and settle for 
several years, and hence are referred to as permanent settlers (e.g. in Thalaimannar-pier and Silavathurai). 
Seasonal migration occurs when families/individuals move from one place to another only for a certain 
period in the year. They also settle in temporary huts to continue with their livelihoods. At the end of the 
period, they return to their houses. However, migration is not a mere journey from one place to another. 
Several documents are required by the District Fisheries Office in the host region to grant migration 
permission to the migrant fishers. Information on the permanent address of the fisher, boat registration 
number, engine capacity, gear type, migrating area, intended stay, mode of travel, and other documents 
should be provided to the District Fisheries Office in the home region with the stamped signatures of the 
President and the Secretary of the local fisheries cooperative societies (e.g. NFF). The approved application 
with the signature of the Additional Director of Fisheries in the home region is then hand delivered to the 
Additional Director of Fisheries in the host region by the migrant fisher. Fishers lacking permission cannot 
claim incentives provided by the government during their stay in the host region. 

4.3.1 Migration outflow from Negombo and Chilaw 
The fishing season for Negombo and Chilaw is from May to September (see 1.2.2). Hence, small-scale 
fishers in these places migrate mainly to Mannar in the north, and Uchchaweli, Trincomalee, and Batticoloa 
in the east coast (Figure 4.4) during the northeast monsoon season. Different migration patterns are recorded 
such as marriages, resettlements, internal displacements, and employment (Census and Statistics 2015). 
Although employment is ranked as the second most important reason for migration island-wide (ibid.), 
there is no one-dimensional reason for the seasonal migration of fishers. Identities are robustly plural (Sen 
2006: 19) and layered (Kraan 2009). The Negombo and Chilaw fishers are Sinhalese from birth, and their 
language and religion is identical to that of northern Tamils rather than southern fishers who are Sinhala 
speaking Buddhists. Linguistic identity and other cultural similarities influence settlements and mixing with 
local inhabitants (Odotei 2002: 2) similar to the migrant fishers in Negombo and Chilaw. Seasonal migrants 
live in temporary huts called wadi. These are built of sticks, and woven cajanus leaves for the stay of 

Photo 4.2 A ring seine at SouthBar 
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Source: Survey in Negombo and Chilaw, 2014 

4.3.3  Companions in migration 
Most fishers (38 percent) are accompanied only by crewmembers, leaving their spouse and children at home 
(Figure 4.6).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Survey in Negombo and Chilaw 2014 
 
Sometimes, the father migrates with his son as his crew labour for fishing or vice versa (28 percent). 
Fourteen percent go with the whole family when the children are not yet at schooling age or have left school. 
In 22 percent of the cases, the husband and wife migrate together, leaving their children with the grand 
parents, siblings, or relatives.  
 
Fishing is a hard job requiring a huge effort and physical engagement. Hence, meals are rarely prepared by 
fishers or crewmembers. Finding a crewmember or obtaining labour for other fishing operations (net 
mending, fixing hooks and lines, and fixing baits) is hardly possible without providing meals. This 

Figure 4.5 Age distribution of the small-scale migrant fishers (n=138) 
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Figure 4.6 The composition of migrant families (n=138) 
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Respect the tenure rights of the traditional, migrant, subsistence, and artisanal fishing 
communities to land, waters, and fish resources 
Ensure safe, healthy, and fair working conditions at sea, inland waters, and on land 
Promote investment in human resource development such as health, education, literacy, and 
digital inclusion in fishing communities 

C
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Work together with other local, national, regional, and international institutions. The policy has 
welcome multi-provincial organizations through joint arrangement among individual cooperatives 
under the NFF 
Inclusions of women and youth into the production process  

Increase job opportunities by value addition in fisheries (Art 4.1) through diversified, increased, and 
strengthened participation in value chain system. Establish strategic commercial partnerships and 
joint ventures with other sectors and networks for trading, value chain development, and market 
establishment. 
Provisions for social and health services, social functions, banking facilities, environment 
conservation, and disaster management services 
Well-functioning database on fishers, fishing methods, migration, and fishing gear need to be 
maintained 
Interactive participation in decision-making process and the governing system and inclusion of 
different ethnic groups, different communities, and religious groups from local level to the national 
level without discrimination (Art 15.1) 
Adopt environmental friendly production and processing methodologies (Article 14.1) 

Source: MFARD 2018b, 2016, 2013, 2010; National policy on cooperatives 2018 
 
These policy objectives are implemented by different policy bodies and through a variety of policy 
instruments. The Ministry of Fisheries and Aquatic Resources Development (MFARD) is the apex body 
formed by the central government to deal with fisheries-related matters. The Department of Fisheries and 
Aquatic Resources (DFAR), Ceylon Fisheries Corporation (CFC), Ceylon Fisheries Harbour Corporation, 
National Aquatic Resources Research and development Authority (NARA), National Aquaculture 
Development Authority (NAQDA), Coast Conservation Department (CCD), and Cey-Nor Foundation Ltd 
has been established under the purview of MFARD to carry out different services for the fisheries sector. 
The Navy is responsible for the protection and safeguarding of the coastal belt. CCD is responsible for 
coastal constructions and rehabilitations, thus wadi construction is under their authority. In addition, there 
are other government enforced rules and regulations (see Table 4.10). The cooperative policy has been 
enforced through the Department of Cooperatives. The main objectives of the cooperative policy are given 
below.  
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256). Based on the explanations provided in Wickramasinghe (2010) the following norms and non-codified 
working rules were observed among migrant fishers in the migration sites as well as in Negombo and 
Chilaw. 
 
Crewmember participation in pre- and post- harvest fishing operations  
Normally, the crew is paid for their labour input in fishing in the sea. However, they also engage in pre-
harvesting, net mending, and loading, post-harvesting, fish sorting and net cleaning. Although these are not 
codified, the crewmembers accomplish these tasks willingly to convey their trustworthiness and loyalty 
towards the boat owner that strengthens their relationships and job security.  
 
Reciprocity  
Anyone who supports in post-harvest activities such as pulling the craft, sorting, and net cleaning are offered 
some fish. When any fisher does not have a fish catch, he is offered some fish by the other fishers who have 
a good fish catch and vice versa. Hence, no fisher buys fish for their consumption but obtains some fish by 
helping other fishers.  
 
Evening fishing is restricted on certain days  
Evening fishing (known as sekkal fishing) is banned on full moon nights. Fishers believe that the egg 
bearing sardines come to the surface with the onset of moon light (kabba). Violators of this norm are 
punished by not being allowed to fish for three consecutive days by the NFF.  
 
Fishing is only allowed once a day  
Fishers in Negombo and Chilaw may only fish once a day even at their migration site. Nevertheless, local 
fishers in Mannar, who are members of PFCS often engage in multiple fishing trips. This is a non-codified 
working rule enforced by the NFF.  
 
Mutual respect  
Fishers think that other fishers are also struggling to live in the same way as they do. Thus, mutual respect 
is always valued. I noticed several fishing nets left on the beach. Boats and household furniture are left at 
the migratory site until migrant fishers return for the next season. They believe that all other fishers live 
with many difficulties. Thus, hurting others by stealing or sabotaging is considered a disgraceful act. 
Usually, neither the craft and gear on the beach, nor the nets set in the sea are stolen or damaged by other 
fishers. Fishers who do not follow these norms are excommunicated by their communities.  
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Source: Author -preliminary field visit in June 2014 
 
Fisher-trader relationship 
Fishers use existing networks and organizations for the continuation of migration (Overa 2001). Fisher-
trader tied relationships go back many centuries where Mannar traders advanced money for Negombo 
migrants even in 1897 on condition or on selling their fish to that particular trader (Stirrat 1988). Fish traders 
provide a purchaser for the catch, enhance economic security by facilitating access to credit, and are the 
first to notice if a boat fails to return from a fishing trip, as they are waiting for the harvest. However, the 
relationship can be exploitative due to the boat tying mechanism (i.e. the indebtedness of the fisher makes 
him sell the catch even at lower prices offered by the trader) (Amarasinghe 1989). Pre-arranged trade 
agreements between fishers and fish merchants establish a kind of mutual insurance by: a) safe-guarding 
each other from external threats (conflicts with locals); b) making each other powerful through payments 
(for the fisher) and guaranteed fish supply (for the trader); c) enabling the fisher to access some essential 
means of production (i.e. fuel) throughout the period and undisturbed consumption, thereby due to 
continued fishing practices even with borrowing; and d) ensuring profit for the trader in return.  
 
Fishing communities and CBOs in Sri Lanka have simple, self-enforcing, non-codified norms and rules 
that are generally practiced with zero transaction costs. Fisheries working rules enforced through the NFF 
are informal and less complex than state regulations (Wickramasinghe 2010:195). In contrast, state 
institutions often have more formal, complex, scientifically informed, and hierarchically codified rules, 
which are more difficult to implement (Wickramasinghe and Bavinck 2015).  

 

 

 

Photo 4.6 SouthBar during the off-season 




