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Wellbeing indicators

6.1 Introduction
This chapter explains how small-scale migrant fisheries communities, households, and individual women
and men, pursue wellbeing and what aspects and dimensions of wellbeing are critically important to them.
Three dimensional wellbeing approach- material, relational, and subjective wellbeing dimensions (Pouw
and McGregor 2014; Coulthard et al. 2011; White 2010)- is used to include both objective and subjective
aspects (see 2.4.2). As such, it answers the sub-question 4: How is wellbeing perceived and pursued by
migrant fishermen and women? Since wellbeing is about living well together, social, relational aspects as
well as (dis)satisfactions about wellbeing are taken into account, apart from material resources of wellbeing.
“Money is not everything” (I#4). Choice, power, health, security, and happiness cannot be translated or
exchanged directly with money (McGregor 2009). Similarly, achievements, relationships, satisfaction, and
other determinants of wellbeing cannot be interpreted in terms of money alone (McGregor and Sumner
2010). This chapter explores empirical data based on the survey in fieldwork Phase I and in-depth
interviews with male and female household members on context-specific wellbeing indicators among the
migrant fishing communities. The homogeneity of the two fishing communities at Negombo and Chilaw
made me consider them as one sample (see 4.2.2). The chapter opens with a brief description of the level
of education of the sample (n=138) in section 6.2. Next, migrant fisher relevant wellbeing indicators are
analysed in section 6.3, including wellbeing priorities and gender-specific indicators. Section 6.4 adds
wellbeing enhancing factors that end with the self-perceptions of migrants’ fishing livelihoods. Finally, the
chapter summarizes the key findings in the conclusion (see 6.5).
6.2 Education
First, the government policy on education, followed by an assessment of the education levels of the migrant
fishing communities is presented. These are helpful to draw conclusions on the improvement of
employment/fishing opportunities to pursue household and community wellbeing.
Access to education is a basic human right, as mentioned in the National Education Commission Act No.
19 of 1991 (MoE 2013). The national education policy is formulated by the National Education
Commission giving freedom to choose the medium of instruction either in Sinhalese or in Tamil. According
to Act No. 19, free education from the primary stage to the first-degree level is provided by the government.
The teacher-pupil ratio should stay at 1:17 to pay careful attention on each child. Welfare services including
free textbooks, free school uniforms once a year, a midday meal for schoolchildren in rural areas, free health
services such as dental treatment, scholarships, and subsidized transport facilities are provided for students,
with special attention to children with disabilities. The general education span is from 5 years to 18 years,
of which education from five to 14 years is compulsory. The government requires that all Sri Lankans
should study until at least Grade 10. Four different stages of education have been introduced by the
Government of Sri Lanka (GOSL): early childhood care and education, general education, tertiary and
university education, and vocational and technical education.
A higher rate of participation in education, a higher rate of literacy, and educational attainment in the
country are aimed through the above-mentioned welfare measures. Moreover, non-formal education (NFE)
has been introduced to cater for schoolchildren and adult groups in the country. The main NFE programmes
areas are:
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Functional literacy centers –these centers are established for non-school going children either not
enrolled in a school or dropped out prematurely from school due to socio-economic constraints.
Community learning centers –continued education opportunities are provided for different target
groups. The trainings are designed for unemployed youths and mothers that support incomegenerating activities.
Vocational training centers –these centers are established to provide vocational training to youths
to improve vocational skills.

6.2.1 Education in fishing communities
Literature shows that fishing communities have a lower literacy rate compared to other occupational groups
worldwide (Coulthard et al. 2014; George and Domi 2002). It was rare to find anyone who had never been
enrolled in school due to the free education system and the facilities rendered by the GOSL. Negombo has
135 Sinhala medium schools and 10 Tamil medium schools. In contrast, Chilaw has 133 and 12 respectively
(MoE 2013). The regulation enforced on compulsory schooling upto 16 years (Grade 10) has been
announced in public places such as fish markets, bus station, beach, and junctions to make people aware of
the government policy. Most fishers in the sample (Figure 6.1; 43%) are educated only upto the primary
level (up to Grade 5) and have ended up as fishers at 10 – 13 years. Almost 28 percent have only studied
up to Grade two, at either school or church to learn the basic Sinhala/Tamil alphabet and their names. About
27 percent had studied up to Grade 10 when the Ordinary Level (O/L) examination is held, which might
either be due to the free education system or the church-based education system upto 16 years. Only 2
percent has completed secondary school.
Figure 6.1 Education of the respondents (n=138)

Source: Phase I survey in Negombo and Chilaw 2014
The lack of job opportunities in other sectors, freedom of being the ‘boss’, and using fishing as a temporary
occupation while searching for a job in other sectors (quote below) are the factors for engaging in the
fisheries sector even after the Advanced Level (A/L) examination.
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“I studied up to A/L in Bio Science. Then, I joined the Browns Beach Hotel, Negombo as a
room assistant. The hotel closed for one and half years for renovation, which made me seek an
alternative. Being fishers for generations, I decided to do fishing temporarily. This is a hard job
without a reward; when the hotel re-opens I’ll be there”. (I#6)
Illiteracy in fishing communities makes it difficult for fishers to engage in decision making because (i) they
cannot read and understand official documents, (ii) they cannot write, emphasize or explain their problems
to relevant authorities, (iii) they have poor understanding of money management, (iv) they are not able to
guide their children towards a sound future, and (v) they engage in persistent quarrels due to
misunderstandings and/or the inability to be aware of certain incidents/situations (participant observation).
Illiteracy further becomes a reason for migration and migration hinders learning opportunities for fishing
communities. Thus, a vicious cycle is created (Figure 6.2).
6.2.2 The paradox of migration and education
Early school leavers are abundant in fishing communities as they accompany their fathers on fishing
(Coulthard 2008; George and Domi 2002), engage in anti-social activities (e.g. drugs, criminal activities,
prostitution) as parents are not available at home (migrated), and enter into early marriages. Seasonal
migration exacerbates absconding from school, affecting fishers’ and children’s perspectives on migration.
Fishers’ perspectives
The continuation of fisheries-based livelihoods is facilitated by seasonal migration with a greater impact
on household wellbeing (see 7.2). Seasonal migration is integral for the financial stability and continuation
of livelihoods, determining the earning capacities of both men and women that enable them to spend on
children’s education. However, limited alternatives due to the lack of space for dried fish processing, lack
of skills for other enterprises, highly competitive self-employment, and mushrooming hotels restrict
women’s mobility and economy (Women FGD#1: n=6).
Children’s perspectives
Families migrate even with children below five years but leave school-going children with grandparents or
relatives. The absence of motivation, encouragement, or support from parents leads children to leave school
by the time they are 10 to 13 years.

Example I
The people I wanted to interview live in a well-furnished house. At the time I visited, (around 10.30 am
on a Monday) I could see fully opened doors but nobody was in the vicinity. I could hear a Tamil song
playing in one of the rooms. After I called out for about two or three times, a young girl of 15 – 16 years
appeared with a facemask. A few cucumber slices were in her hands. Then an elderly woman also peeped
out and came to me. I explained the reason for my visit. In the meantime, the girl slipped back into the
room. The woman told me that her daughter (mother of the girl) migrated to Baththalangundu with
husband and she is taking care of this granddaughter who is at home. Further, she explained that the
granddaughter often tries to skip school (participant observation).
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Example II
“My parents migrated to Mannar leaving us with one of our Aunts who lives close by. We go to my
Aunt’s place only at night. In the morning, I have to cook and help my younger brother and sister to
get ready for school. Most of the time, I miss the school bus and can not attend school everyday. I
had to look after my siblings when they are sick. So, I could not learn properly. That made me stop
schooling at Grade 10 even without doing O/L” (I# 10).

The lack of proper custodians affects the environment within which these children grow up. They,
especially the girls, are often responsible for younger siblings, leaving them stressed out and exhausted.
Unprotected freedom can be utilized for idling with friends or relationships and elopements at a young age
reducing the interest in education. This leads to a vicious cycle of the lack of education, lack of
opportunities, and seeking to earn a living through migratory fishing (Figure 6.2).
Figure 6.2 Vicious circle of (effects of) seasonal migration on children’s education

Source: Author
The vicious cycle has to be broken for the social betterment of fishing communities. However, this is
challenging when achieving means in life and other wellbeing aspects are through migration. Remarkably,
the younger respondents (both male and female) in my sample were more concerned with children’s
education than the elders. The next section elaborates positive trends on education.
6.2.3 Positive trends
A negative correlation of 44 percent (Pearson Correlation significant at 0.01 levels) revealed an inverse
relationship between age and the level of education. Accordingly, the younger generation has acquired a
relatively higher education than elderly respondents and vice versa. Out of the present generation of parents,
64.4 percent said that they do not want to see their children become fishers (Figure 6.3). Some better-off
fisher families have sent their children to countries such as Australia, Japan, UK, and India to pursue higher
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education. Those who responded ‘yes’ to the question on children’s engagement in fishing in the future are
those whose child(ren) is/are already employed in the fisheries sector.

Figure 6.3 Perception of children's engagement in fishing (n=138)

Source: Phase I survey in Negombo and Chilaw, 2014
A notice of the GoSL stating that “A fine will be imposed on parents who do not send children to school”
has been displayed everywhere by the government (field observation). The Government also provides
incentives for education by means of free education, free textbooks, uniform clothes, and scholarships for
the poorest (see 6.2). The church also encourages this process. The field survey confirmed that the trend of
fishermen has changed where they migrate increasingly only with crew members (Figure 4.6) leaving their
children and wife at home. This trend supports the access of children to school education (KI#10 and 11).
A corroborative quote is given below.
“Last year, I migrated to SouthBar as usual with my parents. My wife did not accompany me
because of our schooling children. This time, I do not wish to migrate, as I have to take my
daughter to tuition classes. She sits for O/L examination this year. Both my wife and I need to
be dedicated to build a bright future for her”. (I# 46)
The importance of children’s education is also re-iterated as a wellbeing factor (household survey 2014).
Fishers see the necessity of getting an education to get a job in other sectors with prospects for social uplift.
The next section elaborates on fisher-relevant wellbeing indicators.
6.3 Migrant fisher relevant wellbeing indicators
Biedenweg and Colleagues (2016) have explored human wellbeing in the marine sector over six dimensions
such as physical health, psychological health, cultural, social, economic, and governance. They used these
to develop social attributes and indicators to inform a marine policy in the Pacific Northwest of the United
States. However, other literature on wellbeing in small-scale fisheries is lacking. To address this lacuna,
the next section explores material, relational, and subjective wellbeing indicators relevant to the fisheries
livelihood.
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6.3.1 Frequently mentioned wellbeing factors
The question ‘what are the most important things (animate, inanimate, a condition, or an idea) you need
for a better and happier life?’ was asked in the questionnaire survey to capture fisher relevant wellbeing
indicators. The three most important factors mentioned by each respondent were listed and ranked
according to the frequency, after some basic categorization. In Table 6.1, the male (n=76) and female (n=66)
respondents (see Table 3.2 for sampling procedure) are grouped together.
Table 6.1 Ranking of wellbeing factors of migrant fishers according to the frequency (n=142)
Rank
Factor
1
Financial stability
2
Sustainable fishing methods
3
Good relationship with family and relatives
4
Children's education
5
Reduce operational cost
6
Improve fishing
7
Peaceful environment for fishing
8
Harmony with other fishers - Locals
9
Religious activities
10
Alternative opportunities in fisheries
11
House
12
Fish selling mechanism
13
Mental satisfaction
14
Consumption - eat and drink
15
Accessibility to sea
16
Good relationship with own society
17
Acquire assets - non fishing
18
Go abroad
19
Raise respectable children
20
Good status in the society
21
Patient
22
Physical health
23
Love and caring
24
Quality fishing equipment
25
Good environment for living
Source: Phase I survey in Negombo and Chilaw 2014

Frequency
58
48
47
45
30
29
25
22
17
15
14
10
10
9
8
7
6
6
5
5
4
2
2
1
1

Table 6.1 depicts financial stability as the most important factor for a good life. Fish availability, operational
cost, and fish selling prices are key to financial stability. Fish prices are determined exogenously. The
choice of a buyer is based on individual preferences (at the home region), often embedded within long-term
relationships (on early days at migrating sites), and dominating middlemen (present situation at migrating
sites- see 5.2). Operational costs consist of fuel, boat engine repairs, fishing gear equipment repairing costs,
daily expenses for crew members for betel, food, snacks, and so on, and crew hiring costs (whereby the
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prices of fuel, boat, and engine are set by the State). Operational costs are inversely related to fish
availability, whereby the fisher has to spend more hours in the sea and sail a long distance when fish is less.
Furthermore, operational costs are adversely affected by conflicts and destructive fishing methods
employed by other fishers (e.g. Indian trawlers damage small-scale fishers’ nets, repel fish back to deepsea, and increase the turbidity of the water preventing fish movements in inshore waters). Destructive
fishing methods shorten the life span and productivity of the marine ecosystem with negative impacts on
fish availability and thus operational cost.
The second wellbeing factor, sustainable fishing methods, contribute to wellbeing because legally accepted
fishing methods (according to Fisheries Act of 1996 –Appendix IV) help to safeguard the fish recruitment,
protect fish/juvenile habitat, and do not harm others’ fishing gear and craft. Nevertheless, a number of
illegal fishing techniques are practiced in Mannar fisheries aimed at short-term gains and circumventing
the law (see 5.2.1.3). Damaged fishing gear due to illegal fishing techniques used by others would increase
the operational cost, further exacerbating the financial gains of conflict-affected fishers.
The third wellbeing factor is related to social capital, which is instrumental in sustaining the fishing
livelihood. Migrant fishing communities value relationships established with the family, relatives, and other
fishers in the community as labour relations, guardianships, reciprocity, and collective actions. Fishing is
an occupation that needs the support of others throughout the fishing operation. Moreover, households seek
guardianship for their children while they are migrating. Many of the fishers leave children with siblings,
elderly parents (see evidence I in section 6.2.2), or relatives (see evidence II in section 6.2.2 and section
6.3.4.2).
The fourth wellbeing factor is children’s education. Parents feel gratified if they can invest in the future
wellbeing of their children. The route of education is becoming a much-preferred option (see 6.2.3) and a
potential exit route from fishing, as the following quote illustrates.
“Why do we work this hard? We want to give a good education to our children. Fishing is not
a good job anymore. It is difficult and hardly profitable. One day, the sea would be empty. Our
children should not be fishers”. (I# 22)
The uncertainty and lack of profitability of small-scale fisheries clear from the above quote. However,
migrant fishers are still eager to improve their fishing occupation. The respondents mentioned this as the
sixth wellbeing factor. These findings are similar to the study on artisanal fishers in coastal Uruguay and
Southeastern Brazil (Trimble and Johnson 2013); the fishers are reluctant to see their children in fishing
due to hardships attached to the fishing livelihood without sufficient rewards. Yet, elder fishers do not
expect a transfer to another livelihood either. They rather wait for fisheries-related occupations such as fish
trading, net mending, and fish drying as adaptive strategies.
The frequency-based analysis ranks 25 factors. Next, the same wellbeing factors are evaluated through a
weighing system.
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6.3.2 Weights basis analysis
In this section, a simple weighing procedure was introduced to evaluate the explored wellbeing factors. The
underlying assumption in this procedure is to give a higher weight to factors mentioned first compared to
second or last. Given that, N is the total frequency of the wellbeing factor i, Ni1 is the frequency of the first
position, Ni2 is the frequency of the second position, and Ni3 is the frequency of the third position. The
weight of the corresponding wellbeing factor is given by the formula below.
Weight of wellbeing factor i = (Ni1* 3) + (Ni2 * 2) + (Ni3 * 1)

(E.6)

When the weighing procedure is followed, a slightly different ranking emerges, but the top wellbeing
factors stay the same (see Table 6.4). ‘Family relations’ swap second position with ‘sustainable fishing
methods’, whereas the importance of a ‘house’ is emphasized more after the weighing.
Table 6.2 Wellbeing factors of migrant fishers according to weights (n=142)
Rank
Wellbeing Factor
Weight
1
Financial stability
128
2
Good relationship with family and relatives
118
3
Sustainable fishing methods
90
4
Children's education
89
5
Reduce operational cost
62
6
Improve fishing
56
7
Peaceful environment for fishing
44
8
House
36
9
Harmony with other fishers - Locals
36
10
Alternative opportunities in fisheries
25
11
Consumption - eat and drink
21
12
Mental satisfaction
20
13
Religious activities
18
14
Access to sea
17
15
Good relationship with own society
16
16
Go abroad
14
17
Acquire assets - non fishing
12
18
Fish selling mechanism
12
19
Raise respectable children
10
20
Good status in the society
10
21
Patience
7
22
Love and care
5
23
Physical health
4
24
Quality fishing equipment
1
25
Good environment for living
1
Source: Phase I survey in Negombo and Chilaw 2014
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6.3.3 Wellbeing dimensions analysis
One of the focuses of this study is to analyse the fisher relevant wellbeing factors based on the three
dimensions of wellbeing: material, relational, and subjective. Here, I categorize the wellbeing factors
pertaining to the three dimensions (Table 6.3). Nearly 56 percent of the proposed wellbeing factors (14/25)
are material, 24 percent are relational, and the rest 20 percent for the subjective dimension (Table 6.3).
Table 6.3 Categorization into wellbeing dimensions
Material
Financial stability

Relational
Good relationship with family and
relatives
Good relationship with own society
Peaceful environment for fishing
Harmony with other fishers -Locals

Sustainable fishing methods
Reduce operational cost
House
Alternative opportunities in
Love and care
fisheries
Consumption - eat and drink
Good environment for living
Accessibility to sea
Acquire assets –non-fishing
Fish selling mechanism
Physical health
Quality fishing equipment
Childrens’ education
Improve fishing in future
Go abroad
Source: Phase I survey in Negombo and Chilaw 2014

Subjective
Patience
Good status in society
Raise respectable children
Mental satisfaction
Religious activities

6.3.3.1 Material dimension
Eight out of 14 wellbeing factors ascribed to the material dimension are all livelihood-specific factors, apart
from the more generic ones of housing, accumulation of assets, health, going abroad, and children’s
education. Fishers hardly ever leave the fisheries, but try to sustain themselves amidst declining fish stocks,
coping through seasonal migration despite reduced income, social conflicts, restrictions, and increasing
operational costs because their opportunity cost is zero (Bromley 2008). Thus, financial stability is
recognized as an important wellbeing factor. Illegal fishing methods applied by others hinder the catch
availability for some and increase the operational cost of fishing (see 6.3.1). This has negative effects on
the relational and subjective dimension of wellbeing, as it causes conflict and strives and mental stress.
Eventually, it deters the intra-and inter-community relationships at regional, national, and international
spheres (see 5.2.2). Lower operational costs enhance material wellbeing due to increased savings and
consumption opportunities. In terms of housing in the migrating site, the wadi does not have electricity or
water supply. Instead, a group of families collectively obtains electricity from a generator. The migrant
fishers are largely satisfied (Figure 6.4) with this arrangement because: “we do not have to pay any bill, do
not have a big area to clean, no fences, all the houses are next to each other that makes an open community
on the beach” (I# 22).
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Figure 6.4 Satisfaction with wadi housing at the migrating site (n=138)

Source: Phase I survey in Negombo and Chilaw 2014
Collectivism and inter-connectedness are welcome at the migrating site, which contrasts with permanent
houses with wall fences in the home region. Openness, togetherness, and simplicity are the attractions of
wadi life that link relational and subjective dimensions of wellbeing at the migrant community level. The
permanent housing in the home region is an important marker of individual/family wealth and social status.
In the hosting site, these social markers and status symbols appear to be less relevant but the salubrious,
warm, and social environment was highlighted.
The community sees fisheries-related alternative income-generating activities (e.g. dried fish processing)
as important wellbeing factors as these improve the household income (see 6.3.4.3). Roman Catholic fishers
in Negombo and Chilaw are perceived as more extravagant, consumption oriented, and Westernized (KI#1).
Thus, enhanced consumption (eating and drinking) is mentioned as a wellbeing factor. Fishermen spend
money on alcohol (see the quote in 7.2.2.2). Alcoholism is a big social issue within fishing communities
worldwide (Coulthard et al. 2014; UN Women 2014; Westway et al. 2007; Busby 1999). Although alcohol
consumption was reported as problematic, there are also women in Negombo and Chilaw who justify
alcohol consumption by their spouses as follows:
“Our husbands work hard. They fight with sea waves and the sea breeze. Sunday is the only
relaxing day for them. So what’s wrong if they got together and have some fun (jolly) with
friends?”(I#11)
A better access to the sea enhances the wellbeing, both of fishermen and their relatives since i) easy access
is a time-saver, which means a quicker return from the sea and more family time; ii) if access is nearby (the
shore), hired labour can be substituted for family labour; iii) as a result of i) and ii) family relationships can
be strengthened; iv) it can enhance the contribution of women for pre- and post-harvest activities (see
6.3.4.3); and v) fishers can trim-off up and down travel costs to the beach. The consequences of these factors
extend over relational and subjective dimensions by strengthening family relationships, mental satisfaction,
a sense of independence and freedom.
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The acquisition of non-fishing assets is another wellbeing factor. Wealth accumulation by means of jewelry
is a popular saving method due to the high liquidity of jewelry. Conversion of jewelry into money is much
easier at any pawning center in town, rather than mortgaging or leasing fixed assets, which requires much
documentation and collaterals. Moreover, jewelry is a mobile asset that can be taken on the migration
journey if need be. Lastly, prestige, pride, and wealth are associated with the gold jewelry that fisherwomen
wear during church functions and other social events.
Efficient fish selling mechanisms are another wellbeing factor. Migrant fishers encounter a number of
discrepancies at the migratory site due to dominating middlemen (see 5.2). Migrant fishers prefer to sell
their harvest to a trader with a good offer. However, the dominating Muslim middlemen (due to post-war
resettlement) who come to the migrating site during the morning hours ask for the harvest. If the migrant
fisher refuses to sell, that leads to an argument and subsequently a quarrel (FGDs Men#2,3,4; I#4,7).
Mostly, the prices offered by the middlemen are relatively low. The outside fish traders coming from
Anuradhapura, Vavuniya, Negombo, Chilaw, Jaffna, and other places have to purchase fresh fish through
these middlemen. Thus, direct selling is not possible.
Physical health is a pre-condition for fishing. Yet, health problems are commonly observed among
fisherfolk, such as back pain due to damaged limbs by hauling boats on to the beach and vision problems
due to extended sleepless nights and the sea breeze. Although physical health might also be considered a
subjective wellbeing factor, I grouped it under ‘material’ because of the direct links to the fishing
profession.
The poor quality of fishing equipment (e.g. netting material, low quality engine spare parts) increases the
cost of fishing. Frequent engine damage, and wear and tear reduce the number of fishing days and fishers’
income.
Fishing communities have perceived the importance of education for job opportunities in sectors other than
fishing. Hence, it has been stated as a wellbeing factor for migrant fishers. As explained in section 6.2.3,
the fishing families try to support their children’s education, even by sending them to other countries. The
hardships in fishing and poor income do not encourage fishers to pass on the fishing profession to their
children (see Figure 6.3). Thus, education is seen as a key avenue for job opportunities.
Although migrant fishers experience livelihood insecurity, conflicts, hardship, and unprofitability (see
6.4.3), most of them express ambitions to improve fishing as it is the known and inherent livelihood for
generations. However, some of the fishers dream of going abroad as a way out of debt and to ensure a better
future for their family (Armitage et al. 2012; Béné et al. 2011). This is illustrated by the following quote.
“Indian trawling makes fishing a loss making occupation. I sold all my nets, boat, and engine.
I am looking forward to going abroad. Fishing means staying poor forever. If we go abroad we
can save money, can have a good life at least for my children and family”. (I#31)
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6.3.3.2 Relational dimension
Factors listed under the relational wellbeing focus on the family and society. Migrant fishers value family
relationships as an important wellbeing factor mainly because the grandparents, siblings, and relatives
support their seasonal migration lifestyle. Grandparents act as guardians of children when parents are
migrating. Relatives are the fishermen’s preferred crew members. Pre-and post-harvesting activities are
also undertaken by relatives, especially by women at the migration sites.
Unity in the fishing family is stated as another wellbeing factor. Fishing is a community-centered livelihood,
which needs immense support for each step of the fishing operation. It also involves a way of life that is
collectively shared.
“Without a happy/united family, no one can live or do their job peacefully. The love to live is born
inside the home”. (I#14)
Social participation and primary relationships are fundamental in all households with a strong sense of
social cohesion in Sri Lankan fishing communities (Coulthard et al. 2014). Amiability with careful attention
to each other’s safety, information sharing, and reliance on good communication reduces possible hazards
and accidents at sea. Migrant fishers are careful not to break out in any arguments with the locals, which
would be detrimental to the migrating process. Avoidance (Said et al. 2009) seems to be the overarching
conflict mitigating strategy applied (see quote below).
“We know, we see who employs banned techniques. We know the owners of ring seine. But
we do not report, otherwise we cannot stay here. Although we know the destruction of banned
techniques; even if it affects our catch and income we do not quarrel with them because we do
not want to lose our fishing site” (I#7).
Two inferences can be drawn from the above statement. First, fishers value a peaceful, conflict-free
environment that preserves their relationships with the locals in the host site. In fact, the relational wellbeing
is highly appreciated. Second, migration has been pursued as an important event in their fishing livelihood
and they are willing to trade-off aspects of their material wellbeing for being able to continue fishing.
A good social environment to raise children is also considered as an important relational wellbeing factor.
Parents always admire well-mannered, religious, educated children who are a blessing to society. However,
this has become a challenge in Negombo and Chilaw due to drugs, prostitution, tourism, and illicit activities
that attract teenagers. The wellbeing of the household and society depends on the future of the fishing
community, which is based on the behaviour of the younger generation.
6.3.3.3 Subjective dimension
The subjective dimension of fisheries wellbeing comprises a range of different life satisfaction, socialcultural and mental wellbeing factors. Fishers assign a great value to religious activities, a good status in
the society, patience, and well-mannered and respectable children. Religious communities establish social
networks (social capital) strengthening relational wellbeing coupled with spirituality (Helliwell and Putnam
2004). The same behaviour has been reported by Rekawa small-scale fishers in Southern Sri Lanka with
dedicated involvement in religious activities in the temple, festivals, and other cultural celebrations (Sinhala
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and Tamil New Year) enabling social participation and gathering20 (Coulthard et al. 2014). Unlike Shiraho
small-scale migrant fishers in Okinawa, Japan (Sugimoto 2016), migrants in my study were allowed to
participate in religious rituals in the village church (at migratory site). In return, migrants help to
construct/renovate the church and other public places (e.g. pre-school buildings, primary school), which
are useful for residents. Dignity, self-esteem, and social respect are valued by fishermen and women alike;
these are valuable characteristics to gain a social position. Advancing the family to a good position in
society and ensuring a good future for children can improve the family status in the community, which
corresponds to the subjective wellbeing.
6.3.4 Gender related wellbeing factors
Gender sensitivity, gender equality, and gender empowerment have become part and parcel of feminism in
the social sciences (Mojola 2011). Gender analysis of wellbeing has a role to play in formulating genderaware and more inclusive fisheries policies (Kawarazuka et al. 2016; Thorpe et al. 2014; Overa 2011). The
next section evaluates gender related wellbeing factors including masculinity in fisheries, gendered social
capital, livelihood opportunities, vulnerability, and gender policy in Sri Lanka.
6.3.4.1 Masculinity in fisheries
Fish harvesting is not practiced by women in Negombo and Chilaw. Women are mostly engaged in preand post-harvesting related activities, such as fish sorting, net cleaning, net loading, arranging hooks and
lines, trading, dried fish processing, and so on. Exceptionally, a few beach seines are operated by
fisherwomen in Mangalaeliya in Chilaw on a rotational basis. Here, the entire beach seine-based activities,
including the laying of nets, hauling nets, sorting fish, and selling fish are accomplished by a group of
fisherwomen collectively (field observation), which is exceptional on Sri Lankan shores.
Although fishing is a male-dominated occupation, men and women participate in demonstrations, media
conferences, and attend meetings at organizations and associations (KI#7; women FGD#1: n=6) except at
NFF where only male memberships are accepted. The migrant fisherwomen in Negombo and Chilaw are
fearless in expressing opinion, courageous, and engaging. One reason is the comparatively higher education
level of women than men within fisheries communities in Sri Lanka. In general, women study up to Grade
five or a few more classes above until they get married around 13 – 15 years21. Boys attend school only up
to Grade 5 and then follow in the footsteps of their parents at 10 – 12 years. This is illustrated in Figure 6.5.

‘Wellfish’ project was implemented in Rekawa, Southern Sri Lanka targeting small-scale fishers who are confined
to different types of fishing gear. The author contributed to this research serving as the fieldwork co-ordinator and
conducting focus group discussions with two other field enumerators from 2011 to 2012.
21
However, the government has declared 18 years as the marriage age. Hence, child marriages are not common
these days (KI#1; I#18, 22, 48).
20
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Percentage of respondents

Figure 6.5 Education of men and women (n=138)
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Source: Phase I survey in Negombo and Chilaw 2014
A higher level of female participation (95%) in associations, parents’ meetings at school, micro financing
group meetings, meetings held in the church is characteristic of fisherwomen in these communities. They
attend and actively participate in these social activities on behalf of the family, whilst men are out for fishing
or are resting after fishing. Within social circles, they are thus involved in community decision making to
a certain extent. The hardship and intensity of the fisheries occupation results in men staying at home to
rest and women opting to attend social meetings other than at NFF.
6.3.4.2 Marriage ties
Marriages between fisher families are generally favoured within Negombo and Chilaw fishing
communities. The explanation is as follows:
“It is difficult to understand the life of a fisherman unless the wife is from a fishing family.
Since we know the ways of our father, how my mother lived with him, how we grew up in the
family, and their migration patterns, it is easier to adapt and bear the difficulties if from a fishing
family. Outsiders cannot even imagine this life; they will go back or take the husband out of
fishing” (I#8).
The customary terms of marriage differ for Negombo and Chilaw fishing communities from the rest of the
region. Negombo and Chilaw small-scale fishing communities practice a matrilineal system whereas the
rest of the region practices a patrilineal system. The family house is transferred to the married daughter as
a part of the dowry. It is a kind of mutual insurance for parents to be taken care of at old age, whilst helping
their daughter to manage the household. Such an arrangement can also discourage family violence,
protecting women from gender-based violence. Multiple household and care tasks are accomplished by
elderly women within such an arrangement. They invest their time and effort in cooking food for the family
and helping to raise their grandchildren. Family bonding and building a solid relationship with children and
grandchildren provide security to elderly people. The following quote illustrates this custom:
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“Grandparents who have schooling grandchildren dedicate their time for the children’s
education. They take them to school, and then to extra classes (tuition). Nobody wants to make
the children fishers or enter fisheries-related occupants. Those who have married sons migrate
to support them, cook for them, and earn something for her by dried fish processing while also
watching out for the son’s behaviour. This happens when the wife of the fisherman stays at
home, looking after kids. Those who have married daughters stay at home with grandchildren
letting daughter migrate with her husband. She looks after grandchildren as a mother so the
wife (daughter) can accompany her husband for cooking, dried fish processing, helping the
husband and securing money for household expenses” (KI#7).
6.3.4.3 Livelihood opportunities
Migration in the positive aspect is known to expand livelihood opportunities, including physical space,
offering an economic window of opportunity in the host environment, and socio-cultural diversity (Kraan
2009). From a gendered perspective, migrant fishing provides new livelihood opportunities for fisher wives
that would not have been there in the lean season back home.
Women’s economic activities (paid and unpaid) within the migrant fishing communities are multiple:
drying and cleaning nets, providing food and refreshment to other men who are repairing boats and nets,
disentangling fish, and sorting fish. Occasionally, net mending is also carried out by women that help to
save the wage paid out for hired labourers (about 9 USD per day). This unpaid work saves the household a
considerable amount of money without being acknowledged. Fish selling is an inherited livelihood for
fisher wives in Chilaw as they wait on the beach to receive the catch from their fisher husbands. Some
women work as fish retailers; as sedentary traders in the local fish markets or walking along the streets for
shorter distance carrying a head load of fish. However, the remote areas are accessed by male fish traders,
who often travel by foot, bicycle or motorcycles. In contrast, the Negombo fish market is managed by men,
who are either middlemen or retailers (not fishermen). Wives of Negombo fishers are primarily housewives
(only at the home region). The decision-making power on fish prices, selection of fish for cooking, financial
management is upon women in Chilaw but this is not the case for Negombo women. Migration renders
Negombo fisher wives with a certain authority due to easy access to the beach, involvement in pre- and
post-harvest activities, and contribution to the household economy through dried fish processing.
Dried fish processing on the beach (Photo 6.1), which is one of the prominent marine fisheries related
livelihoods with a regular income for women, has been restricted at their home region in Negombo and
Chilaw. Only few locations are available where access is transferred through a bidding process due to the
complaints of hoteliers (see 5.2.1.4). They want to keep the beaches clean for their guests. In contrast, dried
fish processing is a lucrative post-harvest operation at the migratory site.
“We do dried fish processing as an alternate income source. I can earn extra money to support
my family economy. At the end, we can save about 600000 LKR (4,400 USD). I am happy to
be there, we can buy jewelry after paying all the debts due to migration”. (I#22)
Other minor income generating activities, such as maldive fish processing, jadi making, sweet making,
cleaning services in nearby hotels (at home region), and petty trading at the fair are also practiced to
maintain the household income throughout the year. Important expences are children’s education fees
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(tution), the release of mortgaged jewelry, and savings at Sanasa22 Women’s association (women FGD#2:
n=7).
The literature on female traders further states that sometimes women are owners of boats and fishing gear
(Zhao et al. 2014; Bennett 2005; Overa 1993). This is also true with Negombo and Chilaw fishing
households. The ownership of the boat (mostly for the second boat) is sometimes with fisherwomen mainly
due to the purpose of boat registration, because some men may be reluctant to visit the regional fisheries
office for frequent documentation and other administrative matters. Women’s ownership for the second
boat is sometimes used as a strategy to hide the wealth from state records.
6.3.4.4 Gender related vulnerability
The position of a migrant fisherwoman depends on the social position of the spouse and her position in the
household and society (Overa 1993). However, upholding this position in two different locations (the home
and host setting), due to migration, is challenging. An acceptable status in the family and society is crucial
for women’s wellbeing, which they try to achieve by paying respect to each other. The stress and pressure
on fisher families is high, due to insecurity and hardship, limited alternatives, conflicts, and restrictions on
migration. Such stresses have led to domestic conflict, men turning to alcoholism, malnutrition of household
members, inability to facilitate a good education for children, and heavy debt (KI#7,9; I#18,40). Many of
these shocks are absorbed by women who mortgage their jewelry and other precious materials, and
economies in the household to cope with food shortages willingly sacrificing their portion for children
and/or their husbands. Communal rotating credit schemes (Seettu) are practiced by women on a daily,
weekly, or monthly basis with guaranteed money (or commodities) in case of emergency.

22

A local, rural based co-operative society.
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Photo 6.1 Dried fish processing in Silavathurai

(a) Degutting and cleaning of small fish varieties

(b) Drying of small fish varieties

(c) Degutting and cleaning of large fish varieties

(e) Salting of large fish varieties

(d) Fish salting

(f) Drying of large fish varieties
Source: Author
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6.3.4.5 Gender-related wellbeing
Having extensively examined the contribution of both men and women, gender specific wellbeing factors
are needed to enable better inclusive development policies. The prioritized wellbeing items by men and
women are presented with weighted means (Table 6.4).
Table 6.4 Prioritized wellbeing items by men and women (n=142)

Material

Good relationship with family and
relatives
Peaceful environment for fishing
Good relationship with own
society
Harmony with other fishers

Subjective

Financial stability
Sustainable fishing methods
Reduced operational cost
Improve fishing
House
Childrens’ Education
Consumption - eat and drink
Accessibility to sea
Go abroad

Relational

Wellbeing Factor (Men)

Good future for Children
Mental satisfaction
Engage in religious activities

Weighted
mean
0.83
0.78
0.49
0.46
0.29
0.24
0.21
0.16
0.15
0.82
0.38

Wellbeing Factor (Women)
Financial stability
Sustainable fishing methods
Access to sea
Reduced operational cost
Alternative opportunities in fisheries
Childrens’ Education
House

Good relationship with family and
relatives
Peaceful environment for fishing

Weighted
mean
1.00
0.43
0.40
0.37
0.33
0.32
0.20

0.88
0.27

0.17
0.16
0.27
0.16
0.07

Good future for Children
Engage in religious activities
Build respectable children
Mental satisfaction

0.48
0.25
0.15
0.12

Source: Author
Although, similarity can be noted between men and women, certain meaningful differences in weighted
mean values are identified. Financial stability has been ranked as the most important wellbeing factor for
both men and women. Yet, women value financial stability more than men do, as a foundation for relational
and subjective wellbeing. By being the stitches of social fabric, women play an important role in community
cohesion and interactions. A poor economic position with huge debts leads to social exclusion. Lack of
dignity, prestige, impoverishment, and social status hinder women from active participation and
engagement in social activities and leads to social exclusion and self-exclusion (KI#9; Altaf 2019). Further,
financial instability brings negative consequences on children’s education and their future. Relationships
within the family and relatives were remarked as the second important factor with higher mean value, 0.88
and 0.82 respectively. Easy access to the sea is the third material wellbeing factor for women, demonstrating
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their willingness to migrate. It was the seventh for men. Fisher women realize the value of complementary
alternative livelihood activities, over and beyond fisheries because they are worried about the future.
Fishermen value life’s enjoyments such as spending on food and drinks. Both, men and women wish to
improve fishing as their main livelihood. Women seem slightly more attached to the church in finding
religious fulfillment compared to men. Women also tend to prioritize their children’s future through a good
education more than men; at this point, they also seem to be wearier than men about a future perspective in
fisheries for their children. The women stated job insecurity and the lack of protection from illicit social
activities as ill-being factors for women. This study reveals good relations with neighbours, religious
devotion, and income as the most attractive wellbeing factors for fishermen.
The nature of gendered relationships is interdependent based on the relational and subjective wellbeing
(Kawarazuka et al. 2016; Klasen 2007). The basic needs of women in the migratory site have not always
been paid attention to. For example, fisherwomen in SouthBar do not have proper toilet facilities, but share
the adjacent woods with men. Sometimes, fishermen force their wives to migrate with them to prepare their
meals, whilst leaving their children with grandparents (I#28,41). Being mothers, who care about their
children’s education and wellbeing, the wives may be reluctant to migrate. Yet, they may have to follow
their husbands. At the same time, women may also be reluctant to let their husbands migrate alone, as it
could be a potential threat to the unity of the family. Some fishermen have two families; one in the home
region and one in the migrating site23.
6.3.4.6 Gender related policies
The policy framework and National Action Plan has been developed by the Ministry of Women and Child
Affairs (MWCA) targeting zero tolerance of Sexual and Gender-Based Violence (SGBV) in June, 2016.
An environment free from violence and harassment for women and children was the focus of this policy.
Thereby, prohibition of sex-based discrimination (Article 12 (2); Article 12 (3)) with equality before the
law and equal protection of the law was declared by the Ministry of Women and Child Affairs (MWCA).
A few national level documents have been compiled to address gender-based issues, namely; prevention of
domestic violence Act No. 34 of 2005, population and reproductive health policy, national health policy,
national family policy, national policy on youth, and national action plan for the protection and promotion
of human rights and guidelines for a code on sexual harassments. International instruments on the
prohibition of sex discrimination such as the UN Convention on the Elimination of all forms of
discrimination against women (CEDAW) 1979 and the UN Declaration on the Elimination of violence
against women (DEVAW)1993 and a few others are also referenced in formulating the new policy against
SGBV (2016). However, the recent gender based policy document, SGBV, is referred to in this thesis for
gender based policy analysis (MWCA 2016).
In the document, gender equality and equity is addressed by a three-pronged approach of prevention,
intervention, and policy advocacy to combat and address SGBV. SGBV has been accepted as a violence of
human rights and the unequal power relations between women and men with special attention to
discriminating social and cultural norms. Economic support for self-employment, skills building, access to
credit, and financial services are proposed for victims of SGBV. Action plans have been made over a vast
23

This kind of information does not emerge easily during interviews. Rapport building and confidential discussions
helped to unravel this through strategic questioning (I#5; 22).
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area including disaster management, economic development and employment, education, empowerment
and prevention, foreign employment for women and men, health, and justice (MWCA 2016). All these
policy measures, action plans, and strategies are designed for the survivors of the SGBV and hardly referred
to women and men in general.
6.4 Wellbeing and supportiveness
6.4.1 Fishing as an insecure job
Small-scale fisheries in Sri Lanka are a form of self-employment without many securities or guarantees.
Income from fisheries also fluctuates; one day the catch may be good, the next day there may be nothing.
Migrant fishers have to compensate for temporal losses by mortgaging their boats and engines, fishing gear,
and jewelry. However, the subsequent effects extend towards subjective and relational aspects due to the
loss of social status, mental freedom, self-esteem, and trust in social life with detrimental impacts on family
and the relational wellbeing. Some even aspire to go abroad to regain the lost wellbeing status (see quote
in 6.3.3.3: I#31).
Most migrant fishermen and women (81 out of 138) have a negative perception of their job security (Figure
6.6). Many parents, especially mothers, advise the younger generation not to continue in small-scale
fisheries as an occupation (Figure 6.3). What keeps fisherfolk enthusiastic about the occupation, despite the
many insecurities, is the high sense of self-actualization and autonomy, which goes with the profession (see
7.2.3.1).
Figure 6.6 Perceptions on job security (n=138)

Source: Phase I survey in Negombo and Chilaw 2014
6.4.2 Job satisfaction
Job (in)security coincides with job (dis)satisfaction, which is a key determinant of wellbeing (e.g. see
Pollnac et al. 2006). Job satisfaction is related to criteria on: 1) social-psychological needs (physical fatigue
of the job, healthy job environment and time away from home); 2) self-actualization (adventure of the job,
challenges of the job, opportunity to be own boss); 3) basic needs (actual earnings, predictability of
earnings, job safety) (Pollnac et al. 2015); 4) inter-personal relationships (family and community) (Smith
and Clay 2010; Pollnac et al. 2006); and 5) longevity (Pollnac et al. 2006). Further, the complexity of small134
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scale fisheries and fishing communities, frequently changing management mechanisms, increasing fishing
population and efforts, stock depletion, and resource-based conflicts may negatively influence job
satisfaction (Seara et al. 2017). The migratory fishing community in northwestern Sri Lanka iteratively
mentioned their grievances toward Indian trawling and illegal fishing activities (see 5.2), which is
responsible for 99 percent of their dissatisfaction (Figure 6.7). This finding confirms that the quality of the
fishery affects life satisfaction because fishing is their way of life (Coulthard 2012; Brookfield et al. 2005;
Van Ginkel 2001).
Figure 6.7 Job dis/satisfaction (n=138)

Source: Phase I survey in Negombo and Chilaw 2014
6.4.3 Perception on fishing society
The social capital enveloping all networks, community cohesion, family, and friendship (Kawachi and
Berkman 2000) is a primary determinant of human wellbeing (Rath and Harter 2010). The working
environment of community-dependent occupations such as fisheries is enabled or disabled by social capital,
(Amarasinghe 2011). The perceptions of fishing and related social issues at the migrating site (both men
and women) are presented in Table 6.5.
Table 6.5 Fishers’ perception on fishing and society (n=138)
Parameter
Mean*
Support from the migrating community
4.57
National security
2.79
Life satisfaction
2.66
Ethnic health
2.62
Job security
1.99
Social relationships with locals
1.59
Fishing as a livelihood
1.21
Five point Likert scale (1 – very dissatisfied; 5 – very satisfied)
Source: Phase I survey in Negombo and Chilaw, 2014
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St. Deviation
0.785
1.129
1.228
1.081
1.178
0.732
0.433
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Photo 6.2 Community support –boat pulling

Source: Author
The general perception of fishing is that people are highly dissatisfied with the lowest mean value (1.21),
which is also generalizable by the lowest standard deviation of 0.433. Multiple conflicts, especially Indian
trawling and illegal fishing techniques used by local fishers, have exacerbated the earning capacity of
migrant fisherfolk (see 5.2) and have made them financially vulnerable. Job security is threatened by
escalating social conflicts in the migratory communities, poor harvest, gear losses, and marine resource
destruction. As a result, some migrant fishers are looking forward to alternative jobs such as foreign jobs
(external migration) and renting out vehicles. Dissatisfaction with the social conditions in the host
community (mean value=1.59) confirms poor interactions with local actors and institutions (see 5.2).
However, the belief in God in the Roman Catholic religion has taught them to be satisfied with what they
already have (I#4,7,16; see 4.4.1.3). This had made them indifferent to the criteria of life satisfaction (mean
2.66). A higher satisfaction level with respect to community cohesion has been demonstrated by the
migratory fishers (within their fishing community) with a mean value of 4.57. Migratory fishers are not
satisfied with the degree of ethnic cohesion with and between the Tamil and Muslim local population subgroups (5.2).
6.4.4 Formal and informal institutions
As described in Chapter 4, migratory fishers interact with a number of formal and informal institutions (see
4.4). Despite the fact that the prime objective of different institutions (both formal and informal) is different
based on the vision and mission of each, still, these institutions affect the three dimensions of wellbeing in
varied ways, as these institutions play different roles and cause different interactions in the migrant fisher
livelihoods (Table 6.6).
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Table 6.6 Migrant fishers’ wellbeing influenced by institutions

Church

Migratory
Fishing
community

Sri Vimukthi Fisheries
Organization of National
Fisheries Solidarity movement

National Fisheries
Federation (NFF)

CCD

State
(MFARD)

Institu
tion

Material wellbeing

Relational wellbeing

Subjective wellbeing

Provides
fuel
vouchers/gear
subsidies/ register craft and gear/
life insurance/life jackets

Regulates unsustainable fishing
techniques; mediate into
fisheries conflicts; establishes
fisheries associations and
cooperatives
Culture of tolerance

Permits migration; provides
security at the sea through the
coast guard

Summons meetings to discuss
fishers’ issues; letters are
granted to apply permission for
migration; intervenes in
fisheries conflict; imposes rules
and regulations for the resource
sustainability

Supports children’s education
(pre-school, seminars for school
children); provides interest free
loans for pilgrims; facilitates
church functions

Intervene to settle fisheries
disputes at national and
international level; represent
fishing community at
international forums, propose
policy reforms, summons
meetings and discussions with
fisher groups; mediate to
women affairs especially when
their husbands got arrested at
international waters; form small
groups for financial matters and
information distribution
Intervenes to solve fisheries
disputes at the migratory sites;
enhances community harmony;
entitles to implement rules and
regulations enforced by NFF;
encourages collective actions
Promotes social networking and
cultural celebrations to keep the
village unity; enhances equality

Leadership training
programmes; organize press
conferences and media
conferences with fishers;
training at national and
international workshops;
women empowerment
programmes; self-employment
training

Allows wadi building along the
coastal belt
Acts as an agent of utility bill
payments (electricity and water) –
fishers do not need to go to the
town for these tasks; provide fuel
and boat for rescue operations;
lends boats for 3 days when the
fisher’s boat is damaged or out of
order; maintains deposits and
facilitates borrowings; assists
members to procure fishing vessels
and gear
Raise voice on fisheries related
issues such as fuel price increase,
coastal land grabbing,
environment/ lagoon sustainability,
garbage dumping, pollution, land
filling, and deforestation in
mangroves; micro financing;
awareness programmes on current
matters, development plan, and
global trends

Supplies water and fuel; organizes
electricity generators; facilitates
wadi constructions; helps to get
proper living conditions such as
toilet facilities
Donations for poor households;
educates at Sunday school

Source: Fieldwork Phase I and II
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Do not force to remove wadi
when they leave the place

Facilitates church functions;
regular feasts

Conducts religious activities;
spiritual values; problem
solving; tribunal function;
intervenes on issues at state level
(against increased fuel cost; land
grabbing; illegal fishing)
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6.5 Conclusion
The chapter answers the fourth sub-question: How is wellbeing perceived and pursued by migrant fishermen
and women? The wellbeing factors were analysed based on their reported frequency and weights. Despite
the factors had been ranked with a slight difference in each of these two methods, the latter became the
most realistic method as it deemed the importance and the position of the factor in the analysis. However,
the sequence of the most important wellbeing factors for both men and women did not change. Those
include financial stability, relationships with family and society, sustainable fishing methods, children’s
education, lower operational cost, improvement of fishing, and a peaceful environment for fishing. The
categorization into the three dimensions of wellbeing showed that 14 out of the 25 listed wellbeing factors
are material, six are relational, and five are subjective. The material wellbeing factors are directly related
to the fishing livelihood, whereas the relational wellbeing factors emphasize the need for social cohesion
and collaboration in the fishing community. The subjective wellbeing factors are more generic, but resonate
with the religious culture of fishing communities and the desire for a conflict-free way of life. From a
gender-aware perspective, there is both unity and difference concerning the wellbeing priorities. Men tend
to put more emphasis on the material wellbeing. Women tend to put more emphasis on their children’s
education (as a strategy out of fisheries) and alternative income activities undertaken by them as a way to
smoothen irregular household income from fisheries. However, migration creates a vicious circle on
children’s education due to the lack of attention paid while the parents are at the migrating sites. Moreover,
both formal and informal institutions in fishing communities contribute to enhance their material, relational,
and subjective dimensions of wellbeing at individual and community levels through various activities.
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